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About the Book

John Tamberlain is The Tomahawk, the universe’s most feared food critic – though he himself prefers the term ‘forensic gastronomer’.
 

He’s on a quest, in search of the much-storied Hotel Grand Skies, a secretive and exclusive haven where the rich and famous retreat to bask in perfect seclusion. A place where the waiters know their fish knife from their butter knife, their carotid from their subclavian artery, and are trained to enforce the house rules with brutal efficiency.
 

    Blurring the lines between detective story, horror and sci-fi, Hunters & Collectors is a mesmeric trip into the singular imagination of M. Suddain – a freewheeling talent whose poise, invention and sensational sentences have already earned him comparisons to Vonnegut, Pynchon and Douglas Adams.


About the Author

    M. Suddain was born on a farm in New Zealand. When he was eight, he wrote a novella called Between & Beyond, about an explorer who travels between universes. He later earned a bachelor’s degree in film and worked as a graphic artist before becoming a successful journalist and satirist. He moved to London in 2008, where he wrote a radically expanded version of Between & Beyond. It was renamed Theatre of the Gods and published by Jonathan Cape in 2013. Hunters & Collectors is his second novel. He still lives in London. You can find him on most major social networks: @suddain.


Also by M. Suddain

Theatre of the Gods




For Sarah
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Remember when you were young? When your head contained as many futures as hairs sprang from it? When you had few cares and infinite potential? When you owned the world and almost nothing in it? Remember when you weren’t just a ghost who changes face to suit the weather, or a strange device used by others to manufacture their happiness, but a true being at the centre of the universe? Remember when you could go out with what you had in your pockets, and no map, and leave an adventure unfinished, and return home with lungs filled with stories, eyes bruised with happiness?

I’m going out. Following the example of the proverbial ancient monk who they say walked thousands of miles with nothing but his robes and a copper bowl for begging, and regained a state of childlike ecstasy under the pure beams of the moon, I’m departing on a spiritual adventure of my own. All I’m taking is what I can carry, or pay someone to carry.



Ties – one black.1

Shirts – cotton. One double cuff.

Suits – various.

Sweaters – plain, wool.

Trousers – casual/formal/hiking.

Overcoat – wool.

Knife/bullet-resistant undervest – this is optional, but useful for riskier destinations. I use a Leadshield 9F Peacemaker. Tip: the women’s Peacemaker is lighter and more streamlined, so it won’t ruin the line of your suit.

Shoes/boots – to cover many circumstances. But be sensible.

Socks – plain, dress and hiking. Cotton only.

Underwear – cotton, only cotton.

Gloves – I have a pair of vintage Highliners made from ethically recovered buffalo hide.

Timepiece – I mostly wear a vintage Nimrod DB99 Chronotek with custom strap.

Mock wedding band.

Emergency liquor in compact flask.

A Bushmaster compact portable cocktail kit – for when the nearest bar is far away.

Toiletries/pharmacy – too many items to list. But be sure to pack nausea/decompression tabs for zero-gravity cabins.

Notebooks – Watermargin™ F Series are simply the best. No argument. The series is discontinued sadly, but my mother gave me a stockpile for my eighth birthday.

Pens – I use a Steelhead Model X1.

Type-machine – I use a JetSet Atlantic 9 Compact.

Sewing kit.

Spot remover.

Emergency liquor in compact flask.

Flashlight.

Compact umbrella.

Secure billfold + document wallet.

Copper bowl for shaving.

Robes. But not silk. Basic cotton is best for travel.

  1  From the journals, letters and published material of J. Salvador Tamberlain. Ellipses denote abridged or fragmentary text.



… Pack light for extended trips. The longer you’re away the more you’ll come to resent the burden of your non-essentials. For religious sites wear dark fabrics and comfortable shoes. Dress up for revolutions or elopements. Make a day of it. Dress down if challenged to a duel to the death. It rarely happens now, but if it does, wear the clothes of a humble person. Show you’re taking it seriously. If you die they’ll drink to you. If you win they’ll say you punched above your weight. The universe adores an underdog. Wear your conjugal band when eating alone in romantic settings so you don’t get unsolicited pity from mooning couples.
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Nanše. I’m in the Sundowner Lounge, on the East Balcony of the Grand Pacific: White Nebula. Is there a better sensation than the first drink on the first evening of a long trip? I can’t say, since this is my first long trip. But I feel happy. Found a large, baby-faced man in my berth for the trip up. Dressed in his father’s old suit and a watch so tight it was embedded in the chub of his wrist. Wouldn’t move for me. Do I call the marshal? Break his nose? I forgave him. This made him angry. Life is good. Later to the Twilight Rooms for steak and oysters. They serve it with shots of a brutally over-proofed liquor called pěsttvář. Till then I have the intoxicating view.

… Can’t afford a room here, obviously. The drinks cost as much as a night in an average four-star. But one day, if things go well. If I sell a book. I’ll take a junior suite and drink this view all night. You could come up. I’d give you the bed and sleep on the balcony. I’m that kind of man. But for now I’m bedding down at the Imperial Travel Lodge.

… The Sundowner is designed like a beachside bar. They pipe in sunlight and an artificial breeze. There’s a handsome old gentleman in houndstooth check reading in the shade of a giant cactus. Since I know you have a thing for older men, I thought I’d mention him. Isn’t there a word for the sense of loneliness you feel when you see someone who seems happy in their loneliness? I forget. There are purple dragonflies dancing near his head. All he has to do is brush his thumb against the page and the insects bounce away and return, like miniature parade balloons tethered to his hand with invisible cord. The cities of the world are imposed behind him like a spray of hard water on a foggy mirror. It all looks unfamiliar from this angle. Nikkō is tucked behind Edda like a child peeking from his mother’s skirts. Dipona seems to have no child. Reminds me of that old poem: ‘On the Death of her Small Son’.



How far beyond recall today,

My hunter after dragonflies, you stray!

A waiter just brought the old man’s hat. Two insects hover sadly near his empty glass. Do you remember when your pop would take us down to the docks to catch them in jars? Dragonflies, that is. Not old men.

… This is the state of play. I’ve run off. I’m on an adventure and it’s exhilarating to imagine how I’ll pay for it. I have about three thousand in cash. I have a third of a thesis: Food, Memory, Meaning: Embodiment and Transmutation of Collective Memories in Culinary Ritual. I know, it’s hopeless. I still have my weekend bag with its school monogram, which packs a lot of goodwill. It’s how I got in here. Have written to the editors at all the best food and travel periodicals: Gastronomica; Vagabond; Hot Food, Hot Nights, Sea Life. Wrote on school letterhead. Nothing. Not a single reply. So now I guess I’ll write to all the second best. And then who knows?

… A friend of a kind of friend – his name is Samson – wrote to me because he’s starting a ‘CloudCast’ forum for amateur reviewers. Write to me if you know what a CloudCast is. Basically, people submit to the forum critiques of anything – a book, a brand of pen, a dream they had – and build subscribers depending on the helpfulness or entertainment value of their critiques. Their words are turned into electronic type and beamed out across the Cloud in a process I can’t fathom. Also, the game pays nothing until you’ve built an audience. I know, I know, I’m doomed. But doom might lead somewhere. I’m staying positive. I’ll be guided towards whichever destiny Fate has prepared for me. Or whichever fate Destiny has prepared for me. I will move around obstructions like water. There are unseen currents to the universe; I’ll let them guide me.

The forum is called Five Stars or Less Fewer.

… School will kill my scholarship when they realise I’ve run off. And Esmeralda will kill my payments. Or just kill me. Anything is possible. Life is filled with possibilities. She said she’d destroy me if I ever squandered my gifts on criticism. And she wasn’t speaking metaphorically. She described how she’d do it in detail. So I’ll need to work invisibly, and from a distance. I’ll let the currents take me far enough that she won’t find me.

… I’ll stick to the familiar districts. If that goes well I’ll move out through Central Park, the Western Orients …

… then Tycho, Nekos, the Wounded Cities … and the Angels, Zahir, Zohar, the Red Palaces …

… and the Hebrides, the Bay of Plenty …

… then the Schemata, the Ellipses, Kamrokura, the Blossoms, the Barrens, the Cities of the Dead … then the Stallions, Centralia, the Titans …

… and Zoraster, for oyster season …

… and the Silver Isles.

… and the High Orients, if there’s time …

… There’s a bird native to those parts, the wincing thrush. Its flesh is delicate, but toughens at any fright. The chefs at better restaurants keep them in soundproof boxes. They put them gently to sleep with gases while whistling to them in their native song. The scene is very tender, I hear. The flesh can also be re-loosened by long cooking.



… A young couple have come to lean against the barrier and gaze east. She’s in a dress of cool silk which clings adoringly to her hips. She touches the gas shield with her finger and watches the ripples spread across the cities like a catastrophe and vanish. You can almost hear a crack of thunder. She’s a station or two past him. He’s doomed. You can see it in the shoulders. But his shoulders haven’t told him yet. So he’s happy.
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Test. Test. This is a test. Hello, new Watermargin™. It’s good to meet you. Test, test, test.

… I’ll write in you to remember, and also so I remember to remember, and also so that in years to come I remember that I remembered to remember.

… Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Testing, testing, testing.

The new Steelhead is good.



… I know you’ve explained this to me twice already, Samson, and I respect your patience. But just once more, for old times’ sake, and in language a child might understand, please tell me what a CloudCast is. Assume I’m just a boy from the Terrestrials who doesn’t share his city-dwelling peers’ limitless appetite for electrotype messaging and cross-platform Ethernet publishing. Pretend I was born on Solidad to a mother who bound her own monographs and thought programmable air con was sorcery, and a father who wrote poetry and enjoyed lovingly gluing keys back on his Everwood 4. Pretend we had a family salon every Friday, just the three of us around our Vinolite table in our little kitchen with its ProVeneer cabinets and chromium-framed portrait of Schuberman, to discuss the plays of Sontilla, or the wordless performance poetry of Sakō, before we each retired to a wingback chair to drink White Oysters – mine child-strength – and listen our way in contented silence through an entire auto-stack of vintage Motel 6 Quartet recordings. Pretend I still prefer my music to be stamped into a lump of hot vinyl, and my books to be letter-pressed upon the wadded meat of dead trees. Pretend I have a piece on the Hunter’s Lodge which has your name written all over it, and I’m only waiting for you to explain to me, before I send it, how a system where we all give you our content for free, and then you give that content to people for free, and then you somehow magically pay us – though only if people happen to read it – and all without any money changing hands – can possibly work. No, I will send it to you anyway. Because I have faith that I’m somehow missing something. But know this: I still have a mother, and this mother swore to dismantle me if I ever stooped to criticism. So while you’re reassuring me that this project is not some massive literary pyramid venture, please also reassure me that when you say our work will be anonymous, you fucking mean it.

… The Palomar, the Fantasia, the Heidelberg …

… the Empress, the Peninsula, Hotel Cerberus …

… to the Ox and Lion, the Sentinel, the Rainbow Kitchen … The waiters, who all look like brothers from the same crime family, linger near the bar where one of them languidly removes fingerprints from a glass. I sense these boys have removed a lot of fingerprints.

… Then the Grand Incarné, the Orient, Red Heights Lodge …

… Simplicity is fundamental. But sometimes food can be too simple. If all I have in front of me after forty-seven minutes is my own hungry shadow on a clean white tablecloth – that’s too simple.

… and the Amygdala, the All Seasons, the Fantasia, the Royal Centaur …

… and the Imperial Firebird, Aboukir Bay, the Nibelung …

… The restaurant is lavishly depressing, filled with stunned yet well-dressed people: like a reception for a wedding where the bride ran off with the groom’s father. They have a hunter’s cheese called Masemola: made from the milk of sea cows, harvested by seasoned mammal whisperers. Yellowish brown with a rind like the skin on a fisherman’s hands. Hermit-aged in a cave. Reintroduced to society for its seventeenth birthday. He arrives on a special wooden rack, like a pungent martyr. A room-clearer. A woman at the next table started weeping. Might keep some on me for the voyage, for when I need to be alone.
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… These Cloud Dwellers are a strange breed, Nanše. I’ve gone too far. The Rising Orients are maddeningly dense. The cities are monstrous and disturbing. Idia, with her glittering rings from the debris of a former city. Tashiba, with his long, protruding arrays, like the antlers of a stag.

… I have no idea what function the antlers have, or what rules are used to assign genders to each city.

… I miss home. I miss Monsterat’s. I miss laughing with you. I miss your pop and his terrible jokes. I miss Solidad. I miss the weird old houses with their familiar spirits living under the floorboards and in the stovepipes. These floating cities have no spirits, good or bad. They’re empty. There’s no history out here – life is too impermanent. You can’t dig in the earth to find the past, since there is no earth. Time is a nightmare. Not a nightmare. It is nightmare. They use a thousand different measures: Synodic month, Integral month; Sidereal day, Incorporeal day. Can you imagine how many fucking boats I’ve missed?

Off to the High Orients tomorrow.

Cybil. Thanks for an astonishing sequence of notes. I’m flattered you’re enjoying my reviews in such a personal way. To answer your strange questions: I am six foot five. I suppose I weigh about 170 pounds. I suppose my eyes are brown. I don’t know my blood category. I can’t tell you my real name since our reviews must be anonymous. But I’m from the Terrestrials, originally. Solidad. I recently turned twenty-one. This is my first Grand Tour. No, I don’t communicate by electrotype messenger. Some gods used foxes to speak for them, and even that makes more sense to me. I don’t like the word ‘critic’. My job is to exalt. I believe food is the greatest art form. With what other art do we ingest and become one with the medium? As my hero, forensic gastronomer and nine times international blind-tasting champion Eliö Lebaubátain, once said: ‘Food is the form I choose to access the divine content of mundane matter.’ This discovery of greatness in ordinary material is an alchemy all people in this universe are divinely ordained to experience.



… But the universe is vast, and the challenge of discovering evolved life within it is monumental. There is a poem, ‘An Equation for Discovering Intelligent Life’, by Lebaubátain.

If C is a cloud of cities.

And if R is the rate at which new cities are added,

And fh is the fraction of those cities with quality hospitality districts,

And Av is the average number of venues in those districts,

And Ag is the average number of good or very good venues among those,

Then, my quest is hopeless!

They built twelve new restaurants while I ate this soup!

You’re from the cities, so maybe you don’t read the polysynthetic Menaian, but hopeless is probably closest in meaning to our word ‘impossible’, or even, interestingly, ‘preordained’. And there were only a few hundred thousand cities in the Cloud when Lebaubátain lived. Now they’re almost uncountable. And things are worse still when you consider that the most evolved establishments might not need or want to advertise their presence to us.

… It’s like the quest to catch true love, I suppose. The expansion of the pool both increases the chance that your perfect fish exists, while decreasing the likelihood of catching it. Should you delude yourself into believing you have a mathematical chance, and continue your search; or delude yourself into believing what you have caught already is perfect, and be happy?

For now I’ll choose to be dissatisfied. I hope this satisfies you.

… to the High Orients …

… to the Celestial, the North Star, the Golden Palace …

… Things are better. The cities seem less terrifying.

… to Duck Soup, the Jade Dragon, the Snake King, the Midnight Pagoda …

… the restaurants of the High Orient are a revelation. Chef PENG (all caps), visionary proprietor of the Snake King, made me a strange little soup called Wincing Thrush in Tears and Fresh Brambles.

… to the New World, the Drunken Scorpion, the Happy Crab, the Imperial Gardens …

… fried wasps in winter garlic, freshwater alligator with fermented bamboo, Cold Harbour duck served with things from below the sea …
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… Food is memory, Nina. The milk records the taste of the grass the cow was eating. The wine records the weather in the weeks before the grapes were crushed. A simple molecule exiting a wad of baked flour and water and entering the nose can release a lost memory, or even a complete manifestation of an earlier self. Tribal memories of famine or abundance are stored in tales of hungry children who stumble across an edible cottage whose landlord is a cannibal witch; or the Emperor who eats so much he becomes an island; or the princess cursed to turn into a peach tree after sunset; or the Queen who orders her huntsman to take a child into the forest and bring back her heart and lungs for a pie. The Snow Queen wants this girl’s umbles because she craves their essence. Food and magic are intimately connected. On Solidad, during heavy snowstorms, the old women would throw flour from their windows to calm the forces of the world.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

I’m paraphrasing. But it was something along those lines. We might dress the ritual of cuisine in extravagant ways, but it remains a primitive and holy act.

… The greatest meal I’ve had – so far – was a sequence of humble street dishes from a market stall called Delight of Noodledom.

… The soup was served in an imperfectly formed bowl; cooling and thickening as I ate. Nothing lasts. Nothing finishes. Nothing is perfect.
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… Food can die twice: first in the slaughterhouse, then again in the hands of the cook. The food at the Hunter’s Lodge never had a chance. The sausages are presented as a map of the human gullet. They bring a roast bird, and only when you take a bite do you find it’s made from a completely different animal. Your fish is killed at the table when the waiter pours scalding sauce on it. A pastry egg with a live bird inside is served to every customer. You eat it in one gulp, bones and all, and then you smile, because Chef has an explosive temper, and a sonar for displeasure. I haven’t eaten in such an atmosphere of casual menace since my days at a private academy.

So I have no idea why this place has two Grand Orchids, or is listed in the IGG’s ‘10,000 Places to Eat Before You Die’, except that the cuisine here would be a fitting final insult to a child murderer before a dose of sodium thiopental.

But the liquor was good and non-lethal.

… and then to the Ambassador, the Grand Plaza, Plaza South Complex, Seaview Plaza …

… And though Saturnalia’s decor evokes the setting for a Black Mass, I’m certain it’s the service which is making me want to murder a priest.

… then Peninsula Bay Plaza, Radion Towers, the Axe and Rooster …

… and a bird which had been so crudely butchered I was surprised to hear the chef had cooked it and not been led to its corpse by a psychic.

… and the West Winds, Ridgeway, Madam Wan’s, Manson’s Rooms, Goodbye Horses …

… Thank you, Garret, I’m twenty-three, this is my second Grand Tour, and what you’re saying is potently moronic. I can’t possibly be ‘over-intellectualising’ gastronomy, since to me gastronomy is not an intellectual exercise at all. It is a ritualistic discipline whose meaning is contained within its performance. A great meal should aspire to move beyond its trappings, and beyond words, and reveal in a harmonious way true ideas about nature. To enjoy a meal is a private and sacred act. We are searching for a transformative truth, yes, but there is no separation between the act of searching, and the truth itself. They are one. And this truth is never revealed through words. If this seems ‘pretentious’, I’m sorry. But anything which reveals itself in words is just a truth committing suicide. The final course is emptiness.

Though I can’t begin to fathom why you’ve sent me those photographs of your mother, I appreciate the thought. She is a handsome woman.



… and the Royal Bundy, Nightway Cabins (formerly Interlodge) …
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… Then she smiled and said, ‘You don’t even carry a gun?’

‘No gun, no sap. Why would I? I’m a critic, not a detective.’

‘Come on. A big boy like you? You must be packing something hot.’

An ‘audio pat-down’. That’s what the police said. Most likely she worked for the establishment. Most likely her people staked me out at the Regent. But I can’t prove it. The critical atmosphere has become more hostile since I closed the Hunter’s Lodge. Maybe I won’t mention my vocation from now on. And maybe I will carry a gun. And not be such a sap.



… then Bette’s Noir Palace, Lilac, Pond Life, I am Sam’s …

… the Orphans, Europa, the Sunset Strip …

… A plate of disappointment arrives in front of me, only to be whisked away and shoved before the woman at the next table by our waiter while he deftly lifts a dish of bitter regret from beneath the nose of another man, and gives it to his bewildered neighbour. The laws of entropy are in play. Heat death is inevitable. So says this article I’m reading while I wait for my bowl of bad dreams. Entropy will cause the universe to fall into a uniformly disordered state – somewhat like this restaurant. With every breath we take, with every lift of the spoon, with every star that dies in private agony, we move towards this final resting place. The gods are indifferent. Artificial intelligence might save us, apparently. For a while. But some day it all will end.

The waiter has finally brought me my bowl of bad dreams. I want my disappointment back.

… then Rollo’s Epicurian, the Bunker, the Helion …

… I don’t think I’ll ever adjust to these cities, Nanše. The chef at Madam Wan’s threatened to separate me from by balls with a boning knife. Wrong tool for the job, surely. A young man sent me naked pictures of his mother. There is a breed of flying cockroach out here. Huge, black and dressed in armour-plating like a military ship. And indestructible. The staff at these places don’t seem to care when they show up. They stop just short of giving them a menu and some complimentary breads. And there are tourists wherever I go. Worse than the roaches. I’ll never shake them. Extermination is futile. They are legion. I’m sure if I sailed out of our Cloud and into empty, silent, sunless space, I’d somehow find a pack of them twitching on cheap loungers, or pawing slave-made talismans with their fat, featureless fingers, or cautiously teasing the surface of a bowl of unfamiliar soup with their Blattodean antennae, or gazing at a sign: ‘Come peer into the Abyss of your Soul. Tours daily.’ I need a natural repellent. There’s Masemola cheese, I suppose, but it’s not selective enough. I don’t want to be a hermit. Or maybe I do.



… But life is good. I’m about to break a million subscribers. It happened so fast. My book is out soon. I have private work, too. A wealthy admirer wants to pay me to track down a case of expensive wine stolen by her former lover. She said she’d introduce me to Lebaubátain’s great-great-great-granddaughter, Edith. So my situation has improved. When you come out I can get us adjoining suites at the Nebula. No one has to sleep on the balcony. I’m that kind of man. This isn’t what I expected, but we learn to accept the choices life makes for us. Eliö Lebaubátain seemed destined to become a great swimming champion, until he lost both his legs to a shark. He became a gastronomer. The world became a better place.

I’ll be home for Harvest, I hope, and my first stop will be Monsterat’s.



Sontina, thanks for your ardent letter. I’m happy you enjoyed my book, though you could have consolidated your description of that enjoyment to a single page. To answer your questions briefly: I will be twenty-four in a month. I am five-foot-nine and I was born in the cities. I’ve never visited the Terrestrials. This is my third Grand Tour. This one is sponsored by Transhemispheric Air and Watermargin™ notebooks and a new alcoholic cider called Misty Mountain Hop. I can’t tell you which route I’ll be taking since secrecy is vital to my safety. I didn’t think of the pen-name, the Tomahawk, it was my editor at Five Stars or Less Fewer. A tomahawk is a kind of ancient axe. It’s also the name of a high-speed train, a missile and – judging from a recent lawsuit I’ve been hit with – a particularly disgusting brand of sports cologne. I’m single, yes. But my schedule allows no time for relationships. The dedication ‘For Nanše’ in The Tourist’s Handbook is for a childhood friend. And no, in fact I think a good meal is superior to ‘heavy fucking’ – first because you can have it without undressing, and second because it never leaves you feeling empty.



… What is this? Some kind of stew? I lack the word. Nope, feculent. There it is.
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… Proprietors are on the lookout for the Tomahawk. I often go in disguise. I sometimes take a young prostitute who I pay to be my adolescent child. Since they’re generally rude, and have bad manners, no rehearsal is needed. If I sense that the establishment has been tipped off, if the staff are comparing every man who comes in to a facial composite taped behind the registration desk, if the couple at the next table have a steak each and no necks, I leave quickly, and tell my prostitute son to save himself. At my last appointment, Destiny’s Grill, Chef brought the soup herself.

‘Are you the Tomahawk?’

‘No.’

‘You have to tell me if you are. It’s the law.’

‘I’m pretty sure that’s not a law.’

‘If you say anything bad about my food I will cut off all your fingers and serve them to you.’

‘I see. And how would you prepare them?’

Her soup was an ectoplasmic goo which looked like something scraped off the walls of a satanic chapel.

‘You’re not eating your soup.’

‘I can’t eat it while you’re here.’

‘Just take a spoonful so I can watch.’

‘I don’t want to.’

‘Just one spoonful. So I can see you like it.’

Nightmare.

… Trouble with an ingress. Establishment had been tipped off. Narrowly escaped with my skin. Forced to spend the night in the ‘Primordial Nights’ room of a local love-hotel. My first coin-driven bed.

… then the Amygdala, the All Seasons, the Fantasia, the Royal Centaur …

… Of course, I’m extremely flattered that you’d bring the old Watermargin™ F Series out of retirement in my honour. But these things you’ve sent me aren’t Watermargins™. The paper is wrong, the binding is weak. These are, as we say on Solidad, aua mapail u hochbilanilla: a copy of the map.

… then the Great Bear, the Golden Tulip, Hotel Trans-Europa …

… Nanše, your message found me as I was leaving the Europa. I’m so sorry to hear about Pop. He was a good man. Remember when I’d put you on my shoulders so you were high enough to pull his beard? I’m too far away to make it home in time for the funeral. You’re a good friend and I’m sad to not be there. Things have gone mad. I’m at one hundred million and rising. Although it’s roughly half that if I post a nice review. Every chef wants me at their place. Until I write something bad about them. Then they want me dead. It’s a game. I sometimes wish they would kill me so I don’t have to eat another terrible meal, or see another tourist, or listen to their unsolicited restaurant recommendations.

… They’re everywhere now, Nanše. With their open-toed shoes and their ergonomic walking poles and their cheap canvas anoraks. There’s no escape. They’ll come for your place soon, I know it.



‘Have you been to the Fighting Pig?’ ‘Have you been to Monsterat’s?’ ‘Oh, you must. They have this dish …’

Do they? Do they have ‘this dish’? What are you trying to tell me, that they have ‘this dish’?

I’m trying to relax more. To be more positive. To remember why I started this adventure. They make it hard. I bought a machine which plays recordings on magnetic tape(!), and I’m listening to the works of an enlightened mystic. Doctor Mirshabak says I should try to see the world through the eyes of my brother, and to imagine his suffering. So instead of telling this dangerously engorged tool where to go, or who I am – always a mistake – or that I was born above the place he’s talking about, and ate there every day for most of my childhood before pricks like him showed up to ruin it, I say, ‘Ah, Monsterat’s, yes, I think I went there once. But tell me, have you been to the Black Emperor, on Zoraster? Gods, you must! It would be a tragedy to die without having their blackened bird. But listen, they’re unlisted. They don’t even keep a sign out. People will say it doesn’t exist. Look for a stuffed rooster with its eyes painted yellow. Ask around for a wall-eyed whore named Serendipity. Say, “I need my bird blackened,” and wink twice. She’ll take care of the rest.’

And then I get to imagine my brother’s suffering as he wastes months in a vain search for a non-existent blackened bird, in an entirely fictional Zorastern restaurant. It passes the time.
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A strange encounter this week – even by the standards of the past few dozen weeks. A clerk at the Nebula called up to tell me that a note had been left at reception for me by an unlicensed messenger. No one knows I’m staying here. The message said, ‘We have discovered something you might be interested in,’ and instructed me to take the private booth booked under the name Suriman at the Golden Pagoda at 4 p.m. that day. I waited for almost an hour, drinking tea and watching waiters bring out platters of steaming dumplings. Eventually a woman sat down opposite, and when I saw her I couldn’t stay angry. Her name is Gloria. She said she worked for a private investigation firm who’d been retained by a wealthy client to validate the existence of something called Station One. Then she looked at me, clearly expecting a reaction, but getting none she smiled to herself in a way that suggested she thought I was playing it cool. She told me they knew I was also helping a client look for Station One so they could get a place on the List of One Thousand. Again she searched me for a reaction. Their client recently passed away, just as her firm stumbled upon a number of interesting pieces of evidence. This evidence seems to indicate that Station One is indeed fully operational, and is actively recruiting members.

A waiter with a silver eyepatch brought a cup and I poured tea.

Her firm are interested in striking a deal with my client, she continued – still clearly under the illusion that I was the person she thought I was – and for a fee of one million international francs, payable by secure transfer before the close of tomorrow’s trading, they would hand over their dossier. She took another few moments to look at me, found me still inscrutable – mainly because I still had no idea what she was talking about – and took a sip of her tea.

‘I thought you’d be more excited, Joseph. People are killing each other for a chance to get on the List. Literally killing each other. And we know your client is willing to do whatever it takes.’

‘Is that why your client was killed?’

‘Our client was killed in a routine household explosion. Officially, it’s registered as an accidental death. But we aren’t so sure. You’ll need to be very careful.’

Then she took a key from her pocket and placed it on the wheel-waiter and spun it around to me with one indigo-tipped finger. I eased my sunglasses down the bridge of my nose with my fingers to look at the key. ‘This key opens a deposit box at Pacific Royal Emblat.’ She told me that they had, as a gesture of goodwill, and as proof of their legitimacy, left one item of evidence in the deposit box. She placed her card on the waiter, along with an envelope with the details I needed to transfer the money. She said, ‘Be cautious, Joseph. This is hot material.’ Then she walked out of my life.

… Just for fun, just for the pure fuck of it, I went to the offices of the private bank, Pacific Royal Emblat. They did not ask for any identification, the key was enough.



… The key opened the box containing a plain envelope. The envelope contained a single photo. It was of a man and a woman in a cocktail lounge constructed almost entirely of mirrors. From their dress and hair the photo couldn’t have been taken more than five years ago. And yet the establishment looked ancient. I’d never been there, I was sure. You could see reflected in the mirrors the backs of the couple’s heads, and an old bartender whose hands were blurred like a ghost’s because he was shaking out a cocktail, but whose face was perfectly still and calm. There was a very old lamp on the bar. The photo, I could tell, was taken covertly with a compact camera with a fixed wide-angle lens. The image was fish-eyed, grainy and partially obscured by the fabric of whatever garment the camera had been hidden in. It was taken from a low angle, the frame tilted fifteen degrees clockward, but whoever took the photo had been careful to stand in a position where their reflection wouldn’t be captured in the mirrors. The couple in the photo didn’t seem to be aware that their image was being taken. But the bartender was looking away from the camera towards the mirrors nearest him on an angle which reflected his dark eyes directly down the camera lens. And this was incredibly unsettling.

On the back of the photo, in faded ink, the words: ‘Grand Skies.’



… There are no bars called Grand Skies, but there are fourteen hotels with the name, and one with a famous mirrored cocktail lounge. Hotel Grand Skies: the Empyrean. I know you remember this place, Nanše, because when you were small you got obsessed with it after finding a story about it in an old picture book, Haunts of the Rich and Famous. You used to make Esmeralda tell you stories about all the artists and poets and stars and models who used to go there. It was legendarily private. It was out in the Near Eastern Orients, so guests could do just about anything their dark heart could dream of. It was where Heraldjo met Gloriona, and where the famous opening of The Sea of Others was filmed, and where Dojo Kazmakatzi shot and killed her lover, the multidimensional-photo-impressionist Georgio Fantimas. Its restaurant was the place where the fortune cookie was invented – though thousands of venues falsely claim the honour. Chef Rojiibo’s cookies were notoriously prescient. It was one such cookie, apparently, which tipped Kazmakatzi off to the fact that her lover was planning to run off with the dancer Robina Romentina III.

… Finding a hotel this famous should be easy, but there are challenges. Firstly, the establishment worked diligently to keep their location secret from hacks and fanatics. Secondly, their guests signed non-disclosure agreements with crushing forfeiture clauses. So getting anyone to talk about it will be difficult. Thirdly, they have always had a strict policy of not accommodating journalists or critics. Lebaubátain dined in their famous restaurant, the Undersea, but he never wrote a word about it. Finally, and most critically, this establishment was, by all accounts, blown up by the Great Butcher’s Republican forces during the People’s Revolution.

So it will be a demanding case. A case, admittedly, I was never intentionally hired for. And for a hypothetical client I’ve never actually met, whose name I don’t even know. And based upon evidence – one photo – supplied by a firm working for another client, now dead – possibly murdered. And with the goal of discovering a hotel which, by all accounts, was also destroyed in an explosion. Never mind. I’ll dabble. I’ll see where the trail leads.



… But look at me going on when you have far bigger challenges. You’ll be taking over Pop’s cafe, I assume? Let me know what I can do to help. I’ve had a ton of people ask me about Monsterat’s. FSoLF want me to write it up for my ten-year anniversary piece. I probably won’t. But if I do it’ll be glowing, of course.

My new agent, Daniel, thinks I should cut ties with Samson. (Have I even told you about Daniel? He’s young, and into men, but I still think you’d like him. I’ll bring him down to Monsterat’s when we aren’t so busy.)

Anyway, for gods’ sakes write me back and I promise I’ll stop going on about this fucking hotel.

I miss you more than ever, friend.

… and then the Windbreaker, Skylights Lodge, the Gothic Castle …

… Beast. What are these? These aren’t Watermargins™. Call me urgently. And go through your network. Dig out anything you can on the Empyrean. Some people call it Station One. And cancel all my other private jobs, I want to focus all my attention on this.

… then the Autumn Kitchen, Black Spider, Gacy’s …

… I’m not accusing you of intentionally trying to deceive me, Sieven. But the old Watermargin™ F was unmistakable. The tip of my pen would seem to dip into the paper like it was covered with a millimetre of cream. Writing on that paper gave me the sensation of walking shoeless across a boundless field of soft white moss. This stock feels like doing the same across an ice rink. My pen seems to slip and slide off the paper. Look. See? See? You had a winning formula. Do you not know perfection when you have it?

… then the Empress, the Peninsula, Hotel Cerebellus …

… And don’t get me started on the binding. It’s weak. The pages fall out. Will historians have to fish fragments of my story from sewers?

… Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Calm, wind, feed this to your hungry child.

Hopeless.

… and Beltway Grill, Placebo, Manhunt, the Baron’s Munch-house …

… then a second train to a dive bar to get a fake booking reservation from an anonymous source. Had to shake one tail by stepping off a carriage as the doors were closing. No tail on the way back. The papers seem in order.



Colette. Where to begin. I’m flattered you’d work so hard to discover my true identity, and that you’d go to so much trouble to dig up these things from my past. But I have no interest in letting you travel with me on a tour. For a start, I’m not entirely confident you’d survive the trip. I fear enough for the lives of the young sex professionals who sometimes accompany me as decoys, and although an investigative journalist still sits a few notches below their profession on the scale of respectability, your death would still trouble my soul.

Regarding these rumours you’ve supposedly uncovered about my past – corruption, substance abuse, family violence – incest, even – I think they all sound fantastic. I’d love to have lived such an interesting life. So I sign off on all of them. You may write about them with my blessing. You say you’re exploring ‘a number of intriguing avenues’? The avenues you choose to wander are your own business. I have wandered many avenues in my life, and it’s astonishing the surprises which lie in wait there.

I have never heard of Hotel Grand Skies: the Empyrean, and so could not possibly be investigating its existence.

Please direct all future whims to my agent, Daniel Woodbine (aka Beast). This is as polite as he or I’ll ever be.



… then the Red Lodge, the Thunder Cat, Big Heart Rooms, a mediocre meal at Moondance Diner …

… then a night at One East Plaza: the Sapphire …

… Please instruct this Colette woman not to contact me any more. And please re-exhaust your network for any word about this hotel. It makes no sense that no one would know anything. And, Beast, I need you to purchase any of the old-style Watermargin™ notebooks you can get your hands on. Ask the collectors. I don’t care about the cost. Do the same for NMX-4S pens, JetSet Atlantic 9 Compact type-ribbons, and 12M Equator bond paper. And bring a bottle of Barleycorn when you come up. They only have Palace Gin here.

… Also, that girl Gladys, the one you introduced me to at the Locus party last month, we like her. She’s young and sullen enough to pass for my teenaged child, I think. I think we should hire her for the Spice Markets jaunt. Does she charge by the hour, or can we negotiate a weekend rate?

… then the Great Bear, the Golden Tulip, Hotel Trans-Europa …

… And no, Sieven, I’m not ‘on board’ with turning your product into a verb. I will not be saying, ‘I’ve just Watermargined a few thoughts on One East Plaza.’



… No mention of the Empyrean in the IHoA database. Not a single line anywhere in the press about it reopening. No one who could afford the price of admission will admit they’ve been. They all say the place was blown up. But some do it with a wink. There’s a certain winkiness as they say, ‘Oh, that place was blown up in the Revolutionary War.’ Well then why say it with a certain winkiness? They’re torturing me with something that doesn’t exist, and they know it, or which does, but I can’t have. Either way it’s torture. I’ve been finding myself drawn deeper and deeper into this without ever actually seeming to break the surface. I’d pay the one million international francs for the rest of the dossier, but I don’t have that kind of money since we cancelled all my other private jobs. Whose idea was that? And anyway, I haven’t spoken to Gloria since I stole her photo fourteen months ago.

I need you to go through your network one more time. And ask Gladys, too. She seems to know people. And while you’re talking, see if you can find out what her favourite handgun is.

… I’ve only found one person who’ll admit to staying at Hotel Grand Skies. Her name is Diana, she’s an actor, and like most she’s out of her fucking tree.

… ‘Oh, it’s a paradise, Jonathan. A ghost from the Olde Worlde. You must go. Leave now!’

‘Uh-huh, I am trying.’ But she has my arm, this actor who is possibly also a lunatic. She hisses: ‘You must! But you won’t find it. They’ll deny it exists. They use computing machines to plot their journey now so they can’t be tracked. There’s no passenger service. We get sent out there by post.’

‘Sent to a computerised hotel by post, sure. Listen, Diana, I have to –’

‘You must go, Jonathan. You must. You must.’ She grabs both my shoulders, digs her painted talons in deep, like a demented owl; her mouth is a cruelly twisted inflammation of lipstick and spittle. ‘But you’ll be haunted by it, Jonathan. Haunted.’ Dousing me in painted mucoid droplets with each explodent. ‘Once a day I find myself calling the front desk to ask about some possession I pretend I might have left, just to hear the sound of the clerk’s voice, or to pick up the tap of footsteps across the marble floor, or the sound of a clerk’s bell. I’ve learned to tell which desk the clerk is standing at by the way his voice echoes. They’ve blocked my calls. I still ring through just to hear the recorded voice. I am haunted, Jonathan. I sometimes think I want to kill myself.’ Then she throws back her head and laughs loudly, her pearls tinkling against the edge of the liquor bottle she’s stolen.

‘Gods, woman, why don’t you just go back?’

‘They won’t have me back. Redmond and I spent our children’s inheritance on one night there.’

‘You didn’t.’

‘We did. Every bit. And we haven’t told them. And when we do, they’ll literally murder us. And it was all fucking worth it!’ She takes another hit from her half-empty bottle. ‘What a tragedy if you died without seeing it. You of all people. I know who you are. I know your secret. I knew your mother. Oh. Oh, oh, oh. But I just remembered. They don’t take critics at this establishment. So sad. You’d die if you went there, Jonathan. Such a happy death. You have a gun?’

Actors. They’re mad. The world is mad.



… Diana says the Great Butcher was in love with the place, so she never destroyed it like she did all the other palaces and treasures of the old Eastern families. There’s a rumour it’s now hidden out in deep space, beyond the edge of the Cloud; that the whole establishment is a front for a charismatic cult; that you can only be admitted if you submit to a series of dark rituals; that the rites involve the murder of a child. I can’t say I’d go that far for a meal in the Undersea. It would depend on the child.

There aren’t many solid clues, aside from that photo from the Mirror Lounge, and all the clues I have lead back to Zoraster. Which makes no sense.



… Then to Misty’s Spice Boutique for food so bland and inambitious I doubt it’ll ever aspire to become shit. It’ll probably just sit in my colon yawning.

[image: image]

… I’ll tell you this story – for free – Sanjaya, since I’m still in hospital on Zoraster, and you seem to have a profoundly misguided sense of goodwill towards the world.

I was taking the TOMAHAWK from Zoraster One to Oijini. (TOMAHAWK is the high-speed train which crosses the Zoraster Seas through a specially designed glass tunnel. We aren’t related. This TOMAHAWK uses a powerful magnetic levitation drive to move the cars at speeds above supersonic. I prefer to amble.) I was sharing a cabin with a majestically pregnant woman with darkly golden hair and glowing skin. I was distracted by the fact that this woman was maybe the most radiant, most fertile creature I’ve ever seen. Her voice had that richness that comes with late-stage engorgement. She had a fruity, animalic odour: like a patch of new hay recently vacated by a farm girl who’d lain there while she ate her way through a basket of overripe peaches. I was actually enjoying being trapped with her in this small opera box as it shot across the waters of Zoraster at almost one thousand miles per hour. She happened to be reading a battered copy of Hunters & Collectors – by me, have you read it? It’s very good – but she put it aside to engage me when I sat down opposite. For once I didn’t even mind the chatter. She was excited about being a new mother, and her husband is a successful photographer, and she’s probably going to be a full-time mother, even though it means abandoning her career in antiques, and have I been to the Mall of the World, and doesn’t this thing move fast? I was nodding and looking at her. Uh-huh, yes, can I bottle you for a gloomy day? Can I squirt a little of you behind my ears before a long trip?

‘Ronaldo and I were joking, what if he came while I was on the train? I can’t have a baby at sea. He’d be a devil-baby!’

Uh-huh, spawn of the devil. Amazing. Will you turn your head a little more towards the light? That’s it. Exactly like that. ‘Sorry, I missed that.’

‘I said, have you read it?’ She tapped the book on the seat beside her.

‘No. I hear it’s good … Is it? Good?’

She was staring hard at me. ‘Is it good?’

‘I hear it is.’

‘The man is a poet.’ She stared through my eyes to a point about a foot behind my skull. So I pressed on. ‘What brings you here?’

‘Oh, Ronaldo wants to photograph some sponge divers. You?’

‘I’m following a lead on a missing hotel.’

‘You’ve lost a hotel?’

‘Someone else has lost it.’

‘How do you lose a hotel?’

‘The same way you lose anything, I suppose. You love it too much, or not enough.’

And as islands flickered at the windows and vanished, I told her everything about the Grand Skies Case – the rumours: that the place had not been blown up in the war at all …

… that the establishment generates its flight path for each voyage randomly by computer algorithm.

… that the establishment only hosts ten thousand famous guests.

… that the establishment houses more priceless art and treasures than the MOWC.

… that its restaurant, the Undersea, is the finest anywhere.

… that my hero, forensic gastronomer and nine times international blind-tasting champion Eliö Lebaubátain, once dined there, before the Velvet Curtain went up, and told the chef that it was worth losing his legs for.

… that he was only allowed to dine there after agreeing that he would never write a word about his meal.

… that their location in the lawless waters of the Near East means they don’t have to adhere to pesky Western conventions like supplying a passenger manifest, or declaring their revenues to the tax office …

… that they use postal-service vessels to smuggle their wealthy and famous guests through the Curtain and back …

… that they’re about to expand their register by one thousand guests.

… that some powerful people are already going to extraordinary lengths to eliminate potential rivals for this List of One Thousand.

… that the explosion was no accident.

… that since I’d started investigating the hotel I’d been getting strange notes from multiple sources warning me to drop it, or pay the price.

… that I have in my possession what is most likely the only known photo from the inside of the hotel. ‘Wait, you said you were in antiques?’

‘Pre-modern.’ I found the photo in my valise, hidden between the pages of a book on ancient sacrificial cults of the Near East. I took it carefully from its clear plastic envelope. She received the photo, held it close enough to her face that its surface image was reflected in her wide wet eyes. ‘That lamp on the bar is a replica.’

‘You think?’

‘Or it should be in a vault. It’s at least two thousand years old.’

‘That’s the consensus.’

‘Consensus?’

‘You’re the ninth expert I’ve spoken to about it. But from what I’ve heard, the Empyrean is as secure as any vault.’ I reached out for the photo with scissored middle and index fingers, but she continued being lost in it. ‘So eerie how that bartender is looking straight into the camera lens,’ she said. ‘I can almost make out the name on his badge.’

‘It’s Stamper. I had it analysed.’ I had spent thousands of francs having the photo examined in every way possible. I had it swept for DNA. I had it fingerprinted. I still had my own fingers extended towards the photo, but she flipped it over to peer at the writing on the other side.

‘Grand Skies. I’ve heard of it. Ronaldo shot a woman who claimed to have stayed there only last year. An actor. Works at the Court.’

‘Is her name Diana?’

‘You know her?’

‘We’ve met. You say your husband shot her?’

‘He’s a photographer. I mentioned it.’

‘Of course.’

‘Diana tried to rape him. I do mean literally.’

‘It happens. I think this is a lost cause anyway. I’ve been on the case for almost two years and I can’t find anything substantial. I might never get on the List.’

‘Why would you get on the List?’

‘Hmmmm?’

She held my photo in her lap so that the two anonymous drinkers peeked out from between her fingers. ‘Aren’t you working for a client? Wouldn’t it be them who gets a place on the List?’

A fair point. Except, as I explained to her, there was no client, and I wasn’t even the person the initial party had meant to pass this photo to, and I hadn’t heard from them since that first meeting, and when I called the number on the woman’s card, if only to see if she wanted to have a drink, it rang through to a Kaukassian barbecue restaurant. Now the pregnant woman was looking at me like I was asking to borrow money. So I excused myself to go to the dining car.

… They still do things the old way on this high-tech train. Sittings in the dining car are assigned by cards distributed to passengers an hour before service. I reserved for two, then went back to my cabin all ready to say, ‘I’ve been so rude; you must dine with me,’ but instead found a large man I didn’t recognise in my seat, and another even larger man next to him, and my tiny antiques expert stoically appraising them. The smaller of the two men stood and said, ‘Ah, finally he re-enters us.’ The larger of the two grinned as he stood, crossed his hands in front of his waist. He had an orange tan which made his teeth glow like radioactive material. I saw he had strangely tiny and immaculately manicured nails. Smaller said, ‘Come in here. What cause to run, or shout for marshals?’

‘I never run or shout if I can help it.’ I hadn’t even looked at the smaller man yet because I could tell he was the leader, and I wanted to diminish his status. I continued to ignore him as I stepped inside, slid the door closed and locked it, and addressed the larger man, the underling. ‘How can I be of help?’ They never expect you to lock the door. It throws them off their game. They were Eastern exiles I guessed from their accents and tanned complexions. The smaller of the two seemed to have been pressed short, like a cartoon character who’s had a wall safe fall on him from a height. And the way he spoke. ‘You should descend now, lady, to another farther cabin.’ I expected the antiques expert to fling herself onto her belly and skid away like a penguin fleeing the jaws of a supermassive predator. Instead she said, ‘Well, I don’t know who you both think you are … the train police … but unless you are I’m not moving.’ She tried to fold her arms. The confidence of the pregnant woman. They’re like priests. Fuck with me? I dare you. God dares you.

‘We would like, if the arrangement can exact, to talk to Mr Tomahawk alone. Just upon a few short minutes,’ said Smaller, with stolen glances at her belly.

‘Well, too bad, sir, this is our cabin. If you want to have words with the train you can step outside.’ For effect she picked up Hunters & Collectors and pretended to read it.

‘Not train, lady,’ said Larger. ‘Wish we to talk to Tomahawks the man.’ He pointed his elbow at me. She looked up.

‘Oh, sure, that’s how it’ll start,’ I said. ‘Talking. Soft words. Promises and whispers. Then they’ll start in with the hands. And they won’t even buy me dinner first.’ I gave her a wink; she returned a blank expression. So I waited. I watched the thoughts filter through her hormone-addled brain. Finally she sat up. ‘Wait. Go back. What did you say? Is he … Wait. Is he saying you’re …’ Hunters & Collectors – the book I’d written while hiding out in a dive hotel in Skalkatan with a set of broken ribs and a budding disgust for humanity – went limp in her hands.

‘Is Tomahawks, yes. Mr Foody-food. Keep up, lady.’

‘Well, Foody-food is my maiden name. But let’s not quibble.’ I saw this tiny walking incubator as maybe my only way out of this alive. But it would have to be handled delicately. I needed her fully dilated. ‘So, who sent you two?’ I said. ‘Golden Dong’s? The Carnaby? Not Dong’s, I know all his men. And the Carnaby doesn’t have the cash to send you all the way out here. Not since my write-up. If I had to guess I’d say you were oyster goons.’

‘No!’ She stood suddenly, more suddenly than a heavily pregnant woman should be able to. She was staring side-eyed at me, and those eyes seemed impossibly wide. I could see not only whites, but rich reds, glistening pinks. ‘You can’t be him. Oh my god oh my god oh my god.’ Now she began to pulse softly from the knees, and burn a deep red. The thugs swivelled their heads slowly towards her.

‘Well, naturally anonymity is crucial to my work, so I can’t officially admit to –’

‘NO!’ She shouted so loud at me I took a step back. Her palm was raised towards me, and her face was the crimson of a fresh boil. ‘Don’t speak to me! Oh my god oh my god oh my god. It’s … I’m your … a poet … no … it isn’t … you’re … oh god … you’re my … I’m your baaahk-koff –’ she choked on her words – ‘I’m your biggest … No. This can’t be happening. I have all your –’ the book had fallen on the floor – ‘… oh god.’

‘She go very red,’ the larger thug whispered to his companion.

‘I see, Marcell. Lady, you have managed to be crimson.’

‘Yes, maybe sit down again, dear, take a few breaths.’ I went to take her arm, guide her back to her seat, which was a huge mistake, Sanjaya. ‘Don’t touch me! If you touch me I’ll …’ There was a faint popping sound, a sound which will haunt me to the last day, and it was followed by the crisp smack of a phenomenal amount of fluid hitting a linoleum floor. Large men sprang, with incongruously dancer-like agility, onto the leather bench seating, but it was too late for me: my handmade shoes were drenched in amniotic liquor. I felt the warmness of the womb-water through the leather. It smelled sweet and fleshy. I saw it soak through the porous paper of the book which sat tented on the floor.

‘Now look what you do, lady! His expensive shoes!’

‘Thank you, sir, but it’s fine. Let’s all just stay very calm. This young lady’s waters have broken somewhat.’

‘Yes, the baby is coming, it’s coming, oh god, it’s coming. It’s coming. It’s coming at sea. Oh god. It can’t. A devil-baby! Oh god. The sea, the sea. I had a dream last night about Lilith the Night Hag. Oh god, oh god. You’re my biggest …’ She was standing, arms outstretched, in the middle of Lake Amniot, bobbing at the knees in time with her breathy exclamations. ‘It’s coming. It’s coming. It’s coming. It’s coming. It’s coming. It’s coming. It’s coming. It’s coming. It’s coming.’

‘Well, enable it not to come!’ said Smaller.

‘Please don’t shout at her, sir, you’ll make it worse.’

‘I’m apologies. Am angry at the scenario, not her.’

It went on like this, as we shot past the volcanic islands of Turmus, and as the skies began to darken. The glass barrel we shot through had been built just a hundred feet or so above the surface of the seas. Massive storm-waves were already licking at the glass.

‘Is much forewater,’ said Larger. ‘Means baby not engaged.’

‘Right.’

… They weren’t keen to call for help, Sanjaya. I had to give them my word I wouldn’t try to alert the guards to the fact that these men wanted to harm me. Which is a shame. I could probably have sold tickets. ‘We’ll have a long chat later. I’ll even pay for dinner.’ I gave them my warmest smile. The option, I pointed out, was that we deliver the baby ourselves. Smaller finally grimaced, rubbed his face roughly with his hand, said ‘Fine!’ and ‘OK! But you must act like everything is passable!’

‘I always do.’

Then he climbed down from the seat, stepped like a pantomime villain across the wet floor and lifted the heavy phone receiver on the wall. I returned my attention to the patient. ‘And what’s your name, dear?’

‘It’s … Imelda … Nerites.’

‘OK, Imelda Nerites. I want you to know that you have a beautiful name, and that everything will be fine. Let’s just sit down here for a bit and try for deep breaths.’ Her fantastical aroma had transmuted. The room was filled with a fetid, semeny smell. She now smelled like a patch of hay where a bored farmhand had recently lain for a casual morning toss.

‘Hello! Who is this? A lady is expelling her bubbah in cabin forty and two! No jokes! I know, correct?’

‘Try to breathe deeply, Imelda. Do you happen to have a paper bag, big man?’

‘No,’ said Larger. ‘Have electrical tape and crafting knife and photo of you.’

‘Righto.’

The TOMAHAWK sounded its horn. We felt the sound wave rummage piece by piece through the train. Through the window the sea and sky had come together to form a silken nothingness. Apparitions would appear and vanish. Time had dilated to the point of rupture. I would miss my appointment in the dining car.

… She howled like a dog in her misery. Her cultured air, all her studied mannerisms, had vanished. She had regressed to a primitive state. She arched as if a demon inhabited her; her immaculately sculpted nails clutched uselessly at her garments, at the sleeve of my jacket. Her flushed, sweaty face caused the image of my own mother’s face to materialise briefly, seen through the crack in a door, floating above a huge, painted head – like a kind of totem – stiff with mortal agony. ‘It’s OK, Esmeralda.’ I wasn’t sure it was. Would it ever be?

‘It’s Imelda.’

‘Yes, I’m very sorry.’

‘Contractions apart? How would I know this for you?’ Smaller shouted at the eye of the receiver.

‘I also have chewing gum and more photographs of you.’

‘OK, thank you, Marcell.’

‘Just impend your better doctor!’ Smaller yelled. ‘He can conduct the search for this lady’s crown! Also supplement a priest!’

‘We don’t need a priest! Tell your friend we don’t need a priest, Marcell. Look, it’s going to be OK, Imelda, just breathe.’ Her hand was a burning, fleshy poultice over mine. I felt the life leaving me in gullets.

‘I can’t have him here, Jonathan! I can’t have him at sea! He’ll be a devil!’

‘Relax, there’s no such thing as devils.’ I swiped my hand in the air to dispel the image of the painted head, an involuntary gesture which startled her.

‘I can’t … believe … phoooooooooooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaa aaaar … you’re actually here – ooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarggghh.’

‘Nor can I, Imelda. Nor the fuck can I.’

… So you can see, Sanjaya, how this situation very quickly vortexed beyond my control.

… There was no time to get her to the mainland. A medical unit had landed on the helipad at the next available stop – a maintenance platform attached to an electrical substation – and set up an emergency tent on the concourse. The place was floored in once-polished concrete with a wall of thick storm-glass at the far end. Explosions of water smashed against the glass, and the substation cones were arcing blue hoops of energy into the air. The medical team rushed her into the tent. Several other doctors had arrived from their cabins to help. And they’d found a priest, strangely. There were four security guards assigned to the train, each armed with the new Automaster 10s, stun batons, cuffs. They came out of the train to smoke. One of them even wandered over to chat, briefly. I said nothing to alert him to my situation. I’d made a promise, and promises mean something to some people, Sanjaya. Besides, I’d already worked out that these oyster goons were not who they said they were. Marcell, I was sure, once trained in dance. I could see by the way he walked on the balls of his feet. The smaller man, whose name I’d learned was Androni, had a set of gestures which had been convincing for the first twenty minutes, but whose sequence was too studied. He’d also applied his bronzer recently. There was a telltale streak on the inside of his now loosened collar, which I could see when he leaned in close to say, ‘Just be suarve. Don’t consider funny business.’

‘I don’t do comedy, Androni. Tragedy is more my bag.’ He couldn’t fathom why I was playing along.

Now the storm was making the platform shift and shudder, and the flashes of electrical light were maddening. We could hear Imelda’s throaty screams from the tent. The priest went in to help, came stumbling out backwards a minute later, banished by a demonic voice which shouted: ‘GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM ME, GOD-CUNT, OR I’LL CUT YOUR COCK OFF AND FEED IT TO YOU!’

‘Androni, do you ever feel like you’ve showed up at the wrong play and stumbled out on stage before you realised?’

He frowned. ‘Well. Maybe everyone feels themselves there from time.’

‘So who sent you anyway? I assume it’s one of the oyster syndicates.’ (The oyster market on Zoraster is run by a number of mob syndicates who control distribution for the entire Cloud.)

‘Cannot tell. Can only divulge an insistence upon your departing before arrival. You are not welcomed here.’

‘Oh. Well, let me ask you this, then: why would whoever sent you decide to send actors instead of real enforcers?’

The question caught him off point. He glanced away to mask his surprise, then came back with marshalled features and looked coldly at me: ‘What you say we are actors?’ Marcell had wandered away down the platform, as far from the sounds of emerging life as possible.

‘Well, you’re passable enough, Androni. A fairly believable accent, reasonably good tanning application. But your friend needs work. I’ve met a lot of you, remember. And neither of you has thugs’ hands. You have several “tells” on your hands alone. So if I had to guess, I’d say you were actors.’

‘Oh, fucking hell.’

… His real name was Antony. He told me how the organisation they worked for was stretched. It was a struggle for them to find good, reliable enforcers. And they were expensive. So they’d begun to hire actors. Actors like Antony. Actors are cheaper, and follow directions better than most enforcers. It seemed like a risky strategy to me, Sanjaya. ‘What happens if people don’t play along? Do you hurt them?’

He shrugged with his mouth. ‘We’re very convincing, Jonathan. Usually.’ He’d abandoned his Kaukassian accent for his natural Western one. ‘We usually have a third guy called Robert. We make out he’s an informer we’ve been working over. He lost some fingers in an accident. We rough him up with stage make-up. Then we leave them alone in a room together, and Robert cries and tells them all the things that are about to happen to them. He’s good. It usually works. We’ve only had one guy who pushed us to the edge. A real tough guy.’

‘What’d you do?’

‘What could I do? I broke his thigh bone with the handle of an axe.’ He gazed coldly at me; I couldn’t tell if he was acting. ‘Ours isn’t a friendly sport, Jonathan. You have to make the fuckers believe. Commit or get the fuck off the stage. You have to be ready to hurt them, Jonathan. You know.’

Actors. They’re mad. But I did know what he meant.

Then a nurse arrived and said, ‘She needs you.’

‘She what now?’

‘That’s your stage call, Jonathan.’

And that’s how I found myself in a tiny white tent with a stranger who tried to crush the bones in my hand to dust while screaming above the sounds of the storm: ‘I CAN’T BELIEVE IT’S YOU! I’LL KILL YOU!’ And in between contractions, and lit by strobing bursts of lightning fire, she’d whisper things which still haunt me. You’re more handsome than I could have imagined. I’ll think only of you, whenever I’m with him. I’ll think of you in the night when we’re together. The next baby will be yours. His soul will be yours. I feared for my soul then. And then more when I saw the tiny creature hauled from her gullet and held up to the whickering light for the first time, still gleaming in its embryonic slick. His eyes were black, his ears bulbous and pointed, a glutinous thread of pinkish goo hung from the end of his tiny prick, and as he shrieked at the roaring world he showed his gleaming teeth. No baby should be born with teeth, Sanjaya. But mother seemed happy. ‘He’s beautiful. So beautiful. I’ll call him Tommy. My husband would be suspicious if I called him Jonathan.’

‘Is miracle. What a thing, yes?’

‘You can cut the bloody accent, Simon, he bloody well knows we’re bloody actors.’

‘Oh bloody hell, seriously?’

Imelda and spawn had been loaded back onto the train, and the train had left. I’d retrieved my weekend bag. We were alone, the three of us, and the two pilots who peered out from the glass pod of their copter. Its rotors spun slowly.

‘So what happens now?’ The balance in power had shifted since I’d confirmed they weren’t the thugs they claimed to be, but I wasn’t out of trouble yet.

‘What happens now, Jonathan, is that you’re going to give us the photo. Then we’re all going to get in that copter and fly back to the mainland. Then you’re going to go directly to the airport and never come back here again.’

‘What photo are you referring to?’

‘Jonathan, don’t.’

‘If you mean the photo from Station One, I don’t have it.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘No bullshit. I loaned it to Imelda just before she ruptured, and in the fuss I forgot to get it back. She still has it.’

‘Jonathan, please tell me you’re joking.’ I saw him turning pale behind his bronzer.

‘You can check if you don’t believe me.’ I kicked the bag beside me. They didn’t have to check. They knew I wasn’t lying. The larger man strode quickly over to the emergency phone unit on the wall of the concourse, punched in a number.

‘Fuck, Jonathan,’ said Antony. ‘How could you give it to someone else?’

Antony took me over to the medical copter, past his large friend, who we heard saying, ‘Yes. Another team intercepted the photo. We’re in pursuit. Yes, I know how fucking serious it is, Jeremy!’

‘Could it be, Antony, that this business is much bigger than I thought?’

‘Jonathan, this business is bigger than you could imagine. These boys will take you back to the mainland.’

‘You’re not coming?’

‘No. We have to wait for another copter and go after our fertile friend.’

So I climbed into the detachable cargo-pod on the back of the DX20. We’d flown these in cadet training. We rose up, the engines straining against the wind. We were flying into the storm. A gust nearly flipped us. I woke up. You know when you’re conscious, then suddenly find yourself waking to an even higher level of consciousness? Your eyes seem to dilate to take in your whole field of vision, and the implications of those visions are experienced as a kind of weight. You can feel the barometric changes in reality as it sweeps around you. That’s how you know you’re about to experience great pleasure, or great pain. The co-pilot turned in his seat and solemnly gestured for me to put my headset on. I guessed he wanted to share some bad news with me. And I was right. I put on my headset. I heard his voice crackle.

‘Sorry, can you say that again.’

The man’s smile appeared and vanished. ‘I said show me your ass.’

‘… I’m sorry, what?’

His voice crackled in my ear. ‘Show me … your ass. I want to see your ass.’

‘… What?’

‘If you don’t show me your ass we’ll throw you out into the sea. Show me your ass,’ he screamed in my ear. The pilot was facing ahead, concentrating on flying through the terrible crosscurrents. But I knew he could hear us. We sat like that for a while. The co-pilot said, ‘You should not have lost that fucking photo, Jonathan,’ then reached up to pull a lever just above his head. I knew which lever it was. I heard the safety locks retreat. I had time to shout, ‘Well, fu-u-u-u-ck … YOU!’ and get a smile back before the cargo-pod detached entirely and fell away. There was a bridge of seven seconds before the pod hit the water, enough time to brace, but I still had the wind knocked out of me. I came to my senses. The pod had landed on its back, so the security grille between cabin and cockpit faced the raging sky. I could hear the copter leaving. I was strangely calm. As the pod began to fill with water I took off my jacket, tie, and with my beloved tiepin – a birthday gift from a dear friend – I set to work on the lock of the security grille. The pod pitched around in the seas. I was thrown repeatedly off my feet, and had to work while blinded by blood from a gash in my brow. I actually laughed. ‘This game is completely fucking ridiculous!’ At times, when the pod fell into a deep trough between the waves, everything went dark, and I could see the sides of the wave-trough, frozen like walls of solid glass.

I quickly gave up on picking the lock. Impossible. I remembered a maxim a woman called Gladys had taught me: ‘Never pick if you can kick.’ I hung from a strut and swung up to smash my heels against the lock. It took five or six goes, but I got the grille open just as the pod went under. The vortex from the heavy container took me down some distance. The water was incredibly cold. I followed the ribbons of bubbles back to the surface. My ribs were broken, I could tell. But the gash in my head wasn’t deep. Anyway, this part of the story is fairly mundane. I drifted through the fog until I smelled tropical fruit. I found an island, survived there for a day or two, was finally rescued by a group of sponge divers, one of whom saved my life by pulling the cactus thorns from my midriff and sucking out the powerful psychotropic poison with her toothless mouth. The sponge divers put me on a boat which took me to a giant floating mall where I’ve spent the last week or two in hospital.

The point I’m trying to make with this story, Sanjaya, is that all human rituals, from birth to death, are rooted in primeval violence. Love is the conquest of the heart and body of another while submitting to that same conquest. Food is the farming, hunting, killing, cutting, searing and devouring of organic materials. It is the rape of the very energy of life. All art is the beautiful communing with the grotesque. And the more we dress it up, the more we shine a light on its barbarity. And frankly, Sanjaya, the idea that a lavish meal might conclude with similar kinds of violence being performed on me only enhances the experience. This is a war. I have my pen; they have their electrical tape and craft knives and kitchen cleavers and maps to my hotel. So. Do I have any advice for someone who wants to become a forensic gastronomer? Yes. Don’t. My advice is to get yourself a simple, rewarding job that won’t drive you insane. Or settle down with someone nice while you still have a clunge full of eggs and an ounce of tenderness to offer. And if you decide to ignore this, then my advice is to pack light for longer journeys, and bring a gun. But you’re only eleven, Sanjaya. I wouldn’t expect you to understand any of this yet.
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… It was a fairly hopeless situation, Nanše. I sheltered on the beach on that island for a day. I’d die soon, I knew. From thirst, infection or exposure. But I was content. Finally alone. No tour groups here. No mobs of dead-eyed trolls in anoraks. No shrill voices from the next table. Only soft nocturnal calls from the jungle. I decided I had to leave the beach and climb up through the jungle to a clifftop to make a signal fire. The jungle was a dark and wild place. I had no business being there. But as dawn finally broke I was astonished to wander from the morass onto the clifftop and find a group of elderly women enjoying their breakfast. The ancient, crooked shapes were gathered around a fire, and I saw there was a stormproofed hut at the edge of the clearing. I knew they must be sponge divers, and that I must be on Haggistatti. These women have been diving here for more than three thousand years. Some of them looked like they might have been there from the start. They didn’t even notice me when I came into their camp. It was like they were in a dream. One of them did look up, and smiled toothlessly at my blood-streaked face, my prickled abdomen. Without a word she led me to the hut, made me lie on the bed, brought me water and a hot, salty soup, and set about pulling the needles from my side.

… I had wild dreams. I was at the hotel, in that lounge of mirrors. But the mirrors went on and on. How many times have I dreamed this? There were faces all around me; faces I knew, but many I didn’t. The couple in the photo were there. I was in a jungle of colour and movement. There were jewels exploding from pale arms and throats; shoes of many colours hopping by like birds; delicate tattoos; gems surgically implanted into slender wrists and temples, the décolletage, punched into the skin of the arm, or between hard gleaming eyes; so many eyes, suffused with pleasure, or rippling with an addict’s lust, or heaped upon silver trays. I found myself in a room filled with stuffed beasts. A lone attendant was loading dead shoes onto a baggage cart – a Winchester. I said, ‘Gods, is that a Winchester?’ They don’t make them any more. The boy looked up and said: ‘You were born under a bad sign, sir.’ I remember finding myself awake and holding out the photo to a gummy, smiling face and shouting, ‘Just tell me if it’s real!’ But I lost the photo, so that couldn’t have happened. They were smiling and pushing me back on the bed.

… I woke up again an hour later, or fifty hours later, to find my arm in a kind of sling, lumps of sea sponge strapped to the wounds on my torso and head. It was agonising to move, but I managed to get up and go out. I saw a body leave the clifftop, just as another, slick with water, came clambering up over the ledge, the pouch around her belly stuffed full, the air around us madly filled with the scent of the sea and the forest. Within minutes of arriving here I’d wondered: ‘How can people live like this?’ Now I wondered: ‘How can they not?’ These women didn’t know who I was, or what was going on in the cities floating above them. East and West mean nothing to them. They are above the world while being far below it. They are free. They fall into the darkness below and feel around for soft shapes. This is the very edge of the continental shelf. Below them is an abyss almost thirty miles deep. The Battles. A domain whose silently churning vents throw up more strange life than deep space ever has. They dive into these alien waters, to the margins of death. If a man with problems dove down there he’d come back with answers. Even if the answer was to never come back. I felt a hand against my naked chest. I’d wandered to the edge in my underwear, ready to make my dive. The women kindly ushered me back to the hut. Probably a good thing. I couldn’t become one of them. Their truth is something you have to be born into.

… But sponges are miraculous things. They seem inanimate, but in fact they sense the world. When they sense the presence of the divers they contract, and it’s much harder to tear them from the rocks. And when they are torn away, other sponges grow on the rocks from the roots left behind.

… I was taken down from the cliffs to a small bay with a wooden dock where boats arrive once a week to pick up the sponges the women have collected. The boat took me to the Mall of the World. The Mall is a 30,000-square-mile artificial island in Zoraster Seas where people can go to live out their consumer fantasies. They also have a pretty amazing hospital. The doctors there are pleasant, and have access to state-of-the-art pharmaceuticals. They put me on a brand-new painkiller, and a trauma-containment drug called Eradinax. I had no trauma, but I took it anyway. And it made going out and exploring the oppressively vast Mall almost pleasant. The whole place is an abstraction of the real world. The Mall’s gimmick is to ironically expose the signifiers normally hidden in marketing messages. Thus, a home-security store is called Fear of Death, and a bookstore is called Dead Medium. There’s a high-end fashion store called Shame Blanket. Moving catwalks carry the soft-bellied forms through chrome-plated tunnels. They even have a recorded message at the end of the catwalk to remind people to start using their legs again.

… The Mall has a ninety-square-mile food plaza called Ingurgitation Annexe. Its Grand Atrium is decorated with a one-thousand-foot mural to our emergence from the dark muds of creation: back when we foraged for grubs, and died from collecting the wrong berries, or crossing the wrong beast, or standing on the wrong side of a falling tree. Today most of our food is made in factories. We still eat grubs, obviously. Except now they’re called ‘organic tree shrimp’ and they are sold in artisan jars in this very plaza, in a small food emporium named ‘Let’s Call Them Organic Tree Shrimp’, which you’ll find between a boutique liquor vendor – Comfortably Numb – and a cake store called Ye Olde Self Loathing Shoppe.

… The point is, I should probably take the hint and stop looking for this hotel. But I can’t. Who can bear to leave a thing unfinished? I handed in my copy on Monsterat’s. It goes live tomorrow at ten. You’ll love it!
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Samson. You don’t know what you’ve done. Correction, you know exactly what you’ve done, you just don’t know the consequences. But I do. So know this: I will crush you. For what you’ve done, and the life you’ve ruined. Correction, two lives. You’ve ruined mine, also. Three, really, because you’ve also ruined your own. Because here’s what I plan to do: I plan to ruin you twice. I’ll make it my mission to almost destroy you. Your life, your career, your happiness, and everything you cherish. I will take you to the brink of destruction, then stop, let the blossoms of hope push up through the crags of your ruined existence, let spring flourish briefly in the wasteland of your life. Then I will crush you again.

Best regards to Nadine.

… Beast. Destroy him. I will give you whatever resources you need to make sure there’s not a piece of him left on the map.

… Nanše, Nanše, Nanše.

I just need to know where you are, friend, and if you’re OK. Samson mixed up my review. Maybe on purpose. He’s come to despise me, even though I’ve made him rich. I know you’ll believe me, because you know me better than anyone. I would never write those things about Monsterat’s. We can contain this. Beast is on it. We learn to accept where life takes us. But I can’t accept what’s happened here.

Please write me back when you can. This breaks my dumb heart, Nanše. You’re the last real thing I know in the whole world.

[image: image]



My ninth Tour ends where they all started: in the Sundowner Lounge, on the East Balcony of the Grand Pacific: White Nebula, with a cold drink and an emptied heart. The famous view from this most famous balcony has been transformed by a new construction. Infinicon: Worlds’ Fair of Science, Industry & Human Endeavour, a floating tourist paradise the size of an average city, built to stay open all day, all night, for a hundred years or more. They’ve sent me – from the future, apparently – a lavishly produced catalogue. The Perisphere. The Arcades of Tomorrow. The Funhouse of the Future.

‘Rapid Systems for Future Happiness.’

‘A Vision of a Brighter Tomorrow.’

‘Connecting this World to the Next.’

‘From your Sleep-pod to your Work-pod in Under Thirty Minutes.’

‘Your Magna-shuttle deports you at an air-conditioned docking bay. You step out to see the towering Gate to Tomorrow, and framed between those gates is a highway, the Avenue of the Gods, a perfect inverted V crowned by the gleaming silver Perisphere. An automated kiosk, sensing if you’re man or woman, says, “Tickets please, sir,” or, “Tickets please, madam,” and then you’re free to pass through the gates and enter the World of Tomorrow.’

… This is a joint venture between East and West. The Great Butcher herself will be sailing to Infinicon to help unveil a peace monument. Of all things. This is the woman who executed almost a billion people during the first stage of her revolution alone. Who declared herself ‘Ruler for Life’ and ‘Enlightened Disciple of the People’ and ‘The Genius of All Professors’ and ‘Eye-dog of the Revolution’. Who believed her Revolution was ordained during a summit between the gods of every major faith, who each agreed that her rule over all humanity was inevitable and blessed. Who sketched one thousand pieces of impossible architecture on hotel stationery and then ordered them all to be built at the state’s expense. Who had several thousand architects, along with scores of other enemies, put in a coliseum and then executed to the tune of ‘Those Were the Days’.

… The Garden of Gastronomy will house more than 135,000 culinary exhibits. Displays of artificial tongues and noses. A ‘Critics Nook’. The catering baron, Tyro, has designed a ‘mechanised hyper-restaurant’ in an eighteen-hundred-foot-tall tower, all in honour of forensic gastronomer and nine times international blind-tasting champion Eliö Lebaubátain. The unwitting diner takes an aperitif at a circular table on the ground floor, is accelerated vertically in her chair by hydraulic pistons to the next level, and the next course, for thirty-eight bewildering plates, until she finds herself abandoned on a viewing platform at the top, eating her dessert with trembling hands, and/or vomiting/weeping copiously.

And if that isn’t the metaphor for our age I don’t know what is.

God, how I hate the future. It’s a cult. A tyranny of progress. And anyone who speaks against it is shunned. But all tyrannies must efficiently erase the past if they’re to work. I like the past. The past was solid, simple, and real. The rooms were large, the food was good, and we knew who our enemies were. I feel misty for old tyrannies. The ones which beat you, enslaved you, tried to break your spirit, and in doing so gave your life the only enhancement it really needs: a sense of purpose. The tyranny of the future doesn’t take away our choices; it swamps us in them. It doesn’t curb our freedoms; it tube-feeds us with them until we rupture like neglected factory geese.

… This world has left me behind. Where do I go from here? Not home. That’s far too depressing. And not to Infinicon. This is the closest I’ll ever willingly get to that gleaming shit-palace: gazing at it from the Grand East Balcony of the Central Park West: White Nebula, with a cold heart and a nearly emptied drink.

In the meantime there’s a young couple near the rail. They look happy. I might befriend them. Take them each to the edge of an imagined other future, then abandon them. It passes the time.
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Jonathan. U don’t need to b sad. B happy. Life is good. I’m good. Think about all the good things in the world. The river travels where it travels. If u fight against the current yul just get exhausted and drown. I was thinking the other day good memories about the days when u were finally big enuf to put me on your shoulders, and we’d get high things down from the shelves for Pop while he was working, and he’d laugh, and ur folks would joke about how we’d get married, and ud be big enough and I’d still be small enough so I could ride around on ur shoulders, and we’d get into the best places by pretending to be 1 tall person!

I loved ur story about sponge divers. U can’t be sad when life is that absurd. U have to have happiness, because the only option is to be happinessless. Please don’t worry about me. I know u didn’t write the review like that. And anyway, it was my creditors who shut me down, not you. And anyway, I think it’s kind of funny the idea that after everything U would give me a bad write up. And ANYway, I’m freeeeeee! It’s exhilarating. I have a new job with a catering company. My creditors are paid. I have some money from selling the cafe. All is well. So don’t go round the place with that look on ur face. Enjoy the next stop, the next meal. Forget about that dum hotel. But don’t forget to breathe. Try to be happy. N.x.

… I’m trying to be more positive. I’m trying to remember to breathe. I’m trying to remember why I started this adventure. I’m trying to see the world through a child’s eyes again. Doctor Mirshabak’s voice is very calming. He teaches us, quietly, that our universe is a connected whole, not a drifting cloud of broken pieces. It is integrated, interconnected and harmonised at every scale. He teaches us to put ourselves in a calm, happy place. To imagine how our insignificant affairs would seem to some immeasurably significant mind from another galaxy. Then we can experience the particulate of our problems vanishing within the ocean of existence. So I do. I put myself in a calm, happy place. In my silent cabin, on my long voyages among the floating cities of humanity, I contemplate the blissful image of their deaths. I can see the lakes of fire. I can smell ample human flesh merrily broiling in this merry little kitchen of destruction. I can smell cheap canvas anoraks and walking poles melting in the sulphurous heat. I can see humanity reduced to a smoking, drifting cloud of broken pieces. Armageddon is my happy place. I feel no sadness at the idea of our extinction. To me the greatest possible horror is not that humanity might end, but that our Empire of Stupidity might last forever.



… Then to Heliogabulus, a hedonist’s suicide: pickled hare foetuses; snails fed on milk; seabird brains; wild songbird blinded, then drowned in strong port, eaten whole; dormice raised in ceramic jars and force-fed until they’re balls of butter, killed without ever seeing daylight, dipped in poppy seeds, served on feathers. Coffee. This is how the dead eat when they tire of life.
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The Tomahawk packed light for the Fair. He didn’t need much, because when he arrived he had it all: fame, money, respect, and – at least before his visit to Infinicon – a priceless anonymity. He is the Cloud’s most famous arbiter. Over the years he has amassed billions of adoring fans. This is an achievement for someone who writes about food, and who has never shown his face. He uses tradecraft not dissimilar to an intelligence service agent to infiltrate venues anonymously, and leave with all his fingers. He uses decoys, disguises, false documents, encrypted messaging, and even rudimentary hand-to-hand combat skills in the course of his work reviewing the Cloud’s most prestigious eateries. He keeps a low profile. So everyone was surprised when the advertisements started. In the build-up to the Fair his new publisher conducted a mega-scale media bombardment. They took out full-page ads in all the major dailies: ‘The Tomahawk is Going to the Fair.’ Miles high, floating billboards showed a man in a mask above the banner: ‘Who is the Tomahawk?’

Now everyone knows who the Tomahawk is. He is Jonathan Salvador Tamberlain, the gustatory wonderkid born in a fishing village on Solidad, above a famous cafe called Monsterat’s. (Famous, largely, because his parents frequented it. They are the prominent art collector and author Esmeralda Salvador, and the poet Earnest W. Tamberlain.) His supplied bio paints a picture of a comfortable upbringing. In fact, his parents come from humble backgrounds. Earnest worked on cargo boats and wrote poems about the sea. He met Esmeralda at a boxing match while in port on Solidad. The rumours about John Tamberlain are plentiful and often contradictory.

We know he had a somewhat troubled childhood. We know he was very close to his childhood friend, Nanše. We know as a boy he showed a talent for boxing, and was almost tempted towards a career in the sport before his mother intervened. We know that he was almost put into a permanent coma by an accident while sparring with his father. We know he dropped out of the expensive academy his mother sent him to and embarked on his first Grand Tour, seeking fame and fortune. He found it as a critic via the CloudCast forum Five Stars or Less Fewer. His stealth attacks earned him a nickname, the Tomahawk. Proprietors have come to live in terror of his pen. Publishers have engaged in brutal bidding wars for his work. Fans have sent him mountains of ardent letters, wincingly explicit poems and eye-watering photoprints. (On the day he left for the Fair he received two notable packages. The first was a film reel from a young woman. She wore a frail negligee as she slowly ate a cream dessert while staring into the lens with an expression she probably meant to be erotic, but which made her seem like a jilted night-binger. The second package contained the sender’s severed middle finger, the finger formerly belonging to a formerly renowned chef.)

The Tomahawk enjoys a grand gesture. That’s why he came to the Fair. His recent acrimonious split with Five Stars or Less Fewer had done nothing to dim his star. The publishing giant Rother, Dinger, Nue had offered him a staggering sum for an autobiography – contingent on a publicity appearance at the venue he’d allegedly once called: ‘The place I’d visit if I wanted to lose my mind.’ Could he have had any idea how prophetic these words would become?

His visit to the Fair started well. He did signings, gave a lecture on gustatory ideasthesia. (He claims his gifts for culinary appreciation come from a rare form of ideasthesia which allows him to share a profound personal connection with each dish. He claims to have discovered he had this gift after waking from his coma. He has never allowed this “gift” to be scientifically tested.)

Things unravelled quickly after his lecture. He caused a scene at a lucrative competitive banquet when he hauled a young sauce chef, Nanše Monsterat, from her kitchen so he could publicly destroy her. (Years earlier he’d forced her popular restaurant to close with one of his patented eviscerations. It’s a strange vendetta to have for your childhood friend. Some speculate she shunned him romantically. Others say his father knew her mother intimately, that Jonathan and Nanše were siblings as well as lovers, and that he carried out this vendetta because he was filled with shame. Some say his review was sabotaged. The truth is foggy.)

Things get even foggier after the banquet. Tamberlain allegedly sent a bizarre letter to all the major papers announcing his intention to assassinate an Eastern dictator. (Although most sensible people agree that such a masterful prose stylist could hardly have written lines like this: ‘I am the Tomahawk, you know. I have plotted to put a bomb on board a yacht belonging to a famous dictator (wink) who is having a decadent celebration this very evening, people!’)

The dictator referred to in the letter was the Kaukassian despot Vlada Yinknokov, better known as the Great Butcher, and the decadent celebration was the lavish masked ball held aboard her luxury yacht, The Huntress. Political relations between the two hemispheres had begun to thaw in the past few years. But it was still a great surprise when the Butcher announced that she’d be personally attending the Fair. Her appearance looked set to overshadow even that of the Tomahawk.

But this is a man who won’t be upstaged. Before leaving for the party the Tomahawk took the time to put on his best evening suit, and to shoot his interim assistant, Lance, in the leg with a small-bore pistol. (Many say it was Lance who sent the letter to the papers, and this might have been why Tamberlain shot him. Lance did not press charges.) After shooting his assistant, the Tomahawk went calmly off to party, leaving Lance to bleed out on the elk-skin rug of their chalet in Alpine Village. There are no reliable eyewitness accounts of what happened at the party, but the next morning all the guests, including the Butcher, were found dead from inhalation of a powerful nerve gas. All, that is, but one. The rescue team discovered a lone guest wandering the corridors among the rigid corpses, still dressed in his evening suit and a gas mask. He was promptly arrested. He left the Fair a prisoner of the Kaukassian Security Service, his career and reputation in tatters, more than a thousand powerful people dead, and our Cloud inching towards a cataclysmic transhemispheric war.

Which brings us almost up to date. At the time of publication, Jonathan Tamberlain has been returned from his incarceration in the East. No one seems to know why. No Western agencies will admit to petitioning for his release. Because he had no papers or identification he was sent to a hospital for refugees. His exposure to trace amounts of nerve gas, and his subsequent interrogation, had sent him into a coma which lasted either days, or weeks, or months, depending on your source. It’s some kind of miracle his agent, Daniel Woodbine, was able to find him at all. He is broke. His sponsors, collaborators and patrons have vanished like rats departing a doomed yacht. He is in the care of Mr Woodbine. At least, many speculate, until the last of the Tomahawk’s money runs out. He is the target of an astonishing 7,486 lawsuits – mostly from the families of the people who died aboard The Huntress. The Internal Securities Bureau has seized his apartment, impounded his possessions. A judge, upon learning of the significant number of restricted books in Tamberlain’s collection, ordered his entire library destroyed. Tamberlain is a hunted man, a wanted man, and also, paradoxically, an unwanted man. Even his biggest fans seem curiously muted when his name comes up. He was easier to love when he was capable of harm. They say he hardly knows his own name now; that he lives day to day, moving from hotel to hotel to evade his pursuers; that he sends long, deranged letters to former associates; that a man matching his description has been seen distributing cheaply made leaflets printed with incomprehensible screeds outside the Museum of Western Culture; that he claims to be receiving psychotherapeutic treatment from an imaginary doctor; that he’s still obsessively searching for a famous Near Eastern hotel which was blown up by the Great Butcher more than two decades ago. Who can separate truth from fiction? Tamberlain has become a totem to the modern condition: that in our age of critical information density it’s impossible to sift truth from fiction. To this day no one can say for certain what really happened aboard The Huntress that night, and what drove this stratospherically successful man to such a catastrophic implosion. But the broad facts are this: when Jonathan Tamberlain went to the Fair, he had the world. When he left, he had nothing.

– From ‘Mr Tamberlain Goes to the Fair’, Colette Pacifique, SquireBurst Magazine
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… to Coma, to the Lower Reaches, to the Amygdala …

… to the Black Districts, to the Blue Districts, to the seas of Oblivion …



When he finally swims up from the primordial ooze, finding his old familiar form – the weather-beaten skeleton, the raw beast baked from doughy flesh – and hauls his frame onto the muddy banks of the shores of the land of the living, he wonders if all of him has returned. He finds he can’t feel his legs, or open his eyes. His eyes are glued shut by a cement of lacrimals and oily lipids. He thinks he might feel sunlight, a breeze. He senses someone.

… ‘Who’s there? Are you a doctor?’ To a black-lipped shadow as it passes.

‘No doctor. Am nurse.’

‘Androni?’

‘No Androni. Am Pietrov.’ He hears a plastic tub set down, the slosh of water. A cleaner, maybe? Can’t be a nurse. He squints through the slit between his eyelids at the buzzing shadow with the black circumflex above its lip. This shadow smells like a gigolo. But the place smells like a hospital. A hospital for gigolos, maybe.

‘Is this a hospital?’

‘Hrozpital, yes.’

And food. He can smell food coming. It isn’t fit for humans. It smells like something which came out of a human. Still blind. But this food monster is an internally visible presence. It’s coming down the hall.

‘Can you please close the door?’

‘No door. Is curtain.’

A curtain? What kind of hospital is this?

‘Can I please have a sponge? For my eyes?’

‘Yes. I sponge now.’

He feels the stiff sheets fly back, cool air. A sodden slab of sponge smacks against his chest … piloted across his badly bruised torso by rough hands … ‘No, I mean for my eyes!’ … the warm, wet sponge finds its way between his legs like the muzzle of an eager dog. Has no strength in his arms. He feels hairy knuckles graze his inner thighs … ‘A sponge for my eyes!’

‘No sponge for eyes. Soap is stinging eyes.’ Clicks his tongue, matronly, and diligently sponges.

‘A cloth then. Please. Please stop.’

He hears the squawking wheels of a cart. The food monster is just outside his door. Or, as it were, his curtain.

… And that was just the first day. He feels such a sense of loss and shame that for now he can only bear to think of himself in the Third Person.

But the suns are shining. Somewhere. He can smell it. Burnt biscuits. Neutrinos smell of burnt biscuits. We learned that in school. Did we learn that in school? He can’t remember.



… A bruised Lamolite hospital cabinet. Disfigured walls. A vase of long-dead flowers from a long-dead – maybe? – patient. A book. The same book which was waiting for him on his bedside table when he woke on The Huntress the morning after the gas attack. The first copy had a hotel laundry ticket stuck between the pages. The smell of death. His eyes have finally come unstuck.

I smell death.

I know.

For a while all he has for company is himself. Himself lurks around and peers at things. Did we buy a book? When could we have bought a book?

We didn’t buy a book.

There’s a man’s face on the cover.

Oh?

He has a beard.

A big one?

Yes.

I know him. He’s called Rubin. We met him in Coma.

You sound depressed.

Of course I’m depressed.

Your face looks awful.

I don’t want to look at my face. Not yet.

You definitely shouldn’t. Not if you’re depressed.

He doesn’t care. The suns are shining somewhere. Heat Death is a long way off. A distant future. Even perfectly black bodies emit a radiation. ‘Neutrinos are leptons, along with charged electrons muons, taus. Sunlight smells like burnt biscuits.’

What are you talking about?

We learned it in school. Did we learn that in school?

No we did not.

I’ll ask him later.

Ask who later?

The Bearded One.

We can’t trust him.

Who?

The Bearded One.

A few seconds ago you didn’t even know him.

Whatever. His book looks insane. ‘… Why our great-grandchildren might not even need bodies’?

… bruises will fade … no disfigurement …

Why would we not need a body?

You don’t even have a body.

Yes I do. I share yours.

You’re just a voice.

And what are you?

The nurses with moustaches will come again soon.

We need to get out of here.

Our legs don’t work.

That is a problem.

Beast will come.

He won’t find us here.

He’ll come. He has to.

We can’t rely on him.

Yes we can. He’ll find us.



… ‘Lawsuit. Do you understand that word? I will crush you. I will close this hell-pit down.’ A quiet voice and a booming voice from the hall. ‘Who am I? Who am I? I’m Daniel Fucking Woodbine. And that man in there, the one you’ve been abusing, that’s John Tamberlain. The question you should ask yourself is who the fuck are you, and how much do you like your balls, because I am going to take them from you, and I’m going to put them under my shoe, and I’m going to crush them. Do you understand? … Well, I do apologise, I did not realise you were a woman.’

… I can bear to look at myself now. And I can bear to think of myself in the first person. But that’s roughly all I can do. I lie there watching the bag expel its fluid into the vein of my arm. A shape kneels beside my bed. ‘John, it’s Beast. I don’t know how much you remember, or if you know what’s happening. You’ve been in an incident. At the Fair. You were interrogated. You’ve been in a coma. You’ve been returned from the East and sent to a hospital for refugees. But I’ll get you out of here, John. You don’t have to worry about a thing. These thugs’ll be sponging each other in prison by the time I’ve finished with them. Man, those are some mean bruises. Holy fuck, your chest. The fuck did they do to you?’

‘Electricity.’

‘Holy fuck.’

‘I need Doctor Rubin. I need you to find Doctor Rubin.’

‘I haven’t seen a Doctor Rubin here, John.’

‘I met him in Coma. He seems like a decent man. Grew up inside a computer.’

‘What’s that, Boss?’

‘Nothing. It’s nothing.’

… Lifted from my sweaty bed to a gurney by hairy knuckled hands. Whispers in my ear, the tickle of a moustache. ‘Why you say you don’t like spongey-sponge?’ Spongey-sponge. Is that what we were doing? I’m taken elsewhere. Not a great elsewhere. A better elsewhere. St Elsewhere’s Hospital. There are splits in the plastered ceiling which look like surgical incisions. The white, pocked skin peeled back to reveal layers of insulating fat.

‘I’m sorry, Boss. They cancelled your insurance.’

‘I understand, Beast. This place is fine.’

‘My uncle is on the Board of Administration here. He’ll get you special treatment.’

‘It’ll do fine.’

‘But no one can know you’re here.’

‘I know.’

‘And when I sue that other hospital you’ll be back in green.’

Beast has almost given up, I can tell. It’s hopeless. I overhear his phone calls. This decline is more than even he can handle. But he’s sticking around because he has a shred of loyalty. And guilt. He feels guilty about choosing Lance as my interim assistant. There is a muddy imperfection of spreading damp on the ceiling; it looks like a nipple. He imagines a resting giant with his torso pressed into the square frame of the ceiling. That is to say, I imagine it. It gets so I can imagine the ceiling breathing in and out. It has been some months since I saw sunlight. But vitamin D is the least of my problems … There’s a book on my table. Same one. It was there when I woke up.

‘Beast, has Doctor Rubin been to visit?’

‘Uh … no, Jonathan. Doctor Rubin hasn’t been here.’

‘Well, then who put this book here?’

Gently. ‘I don’t know, John. Didn’t you bring it?’

‘Nope. I was separated from my luggage, Beast, remember?’

‘Well, I don’t know how it got there. Maybe one of the staff?’

He’s lying. He must have brought it. Who else?

‘I can get you some other books if you want to read.’

‘I don’t want to read.’

‘John, I think you’re strong enough to know, they took your apartment. A judge ordered all your books destroyed.’

‘I don’t care, Beast.’

‘No?’

‘I don’t care about books. Take this one and burn it too.’



… To the Royal Orchid, finally. A hotel. Hotels will never let you down. They’ll never judge you, or neglect you, or try to sponge you against your will.

But here’s that fucking book again. This time in the bedside drawer. No holy book. No guide to local eateries. Infinity Remastered: Engineering the Post-Human Species (and Why Our Great-Grandchildren Might Not Even Need Bodies), by Dr Rubin Difflaydermaus, BBDSM. We made no reservation here. We came off the street. And I made sure to decline the first room they offered. So how the fuck does this book keep finding me? I told the beardy fucker I’d read the thing. When I’m better. Why does he have to be so pushy? And who keeps bringing it to wherever I stay? Can’t be Rubin. He’s too nebulous. He’s ‘shunned geotypicality’. Whatever that means.

… to the All Seasons, the Fantasia, the Royal Centaur …

… then the Imperial Firebird, Aboukir Bay, the Nibelung …

… then the Palomar, the Peninsula, Hotel Cerberus….

Salmander. I don’t know if Esmeralda has been trying to contact me. I’ve been changing hotels frequently. It’s essential I keep moving. The vultures are circling. I know she won’t speak to me directly, so I’m hoping to reach her through you. My scheduled visit to the Fair, as you would have heard, went less well than expected. My unscheduled visit to the Near East, on the other hand, went better than expected, in that I did not die. I was in a coma for some weeks, but I am mending. My memory is returning. I am out of hospital, at a cheap but reasonable hotel, though given my situation I can’t divulge which one. (Can you ask, incidentally, if Esmeralda happens to remember my mature height in feet and inches? Because I’m sure I was always six and six, but the doctors at St Elsewhere’s tried to tell me I’m now six and four. I’ve lost a lot. Weight. Pride. A fortune. All my luggage. But they can’t take my verticality from me, surely.)

There are some damaging rumours floating around. In the interests of family unity I wanted to put some of the worst to sleep. I will put these down calmly, clearly and without emotion. I hope you will pass them on, along with my best regards, and my birthday wishes, of course, and assure her that despite appearances all is well. To summarise:

1. I have not been part of an international conspiracy to assassinate the Butcher and bring about another Great War between the hemispheres.

2. I did not ‘infiltrate’ the party aboard the Butcher’s yacht, as the tabloid sheets have stated. I was ‘invited’ to her yacht by her thugs, at gunpoint, presumably after they read the borderline-illiterate letter sent to the papers in which I supposedly threatened to murder their boss. This letter was written by my interim assistant, Lance, who was filling in for Daniel Woodbine while he attended his father’s wake. Lance is no longer in my service.

3. I did not intentionally shoot Lance in the leg after learning he sent that letter. The gun went off accidentally. I did not leave him to bleed out on the floor of my chalet at Alpine Village. I placed the phone and a first-aid kit within reach before leaving. I had to leave because Nanše was on the Butcher’s yacht, and in danger.

4. She wasn’t on that yacht because of me. I did not drag her from her kitchen to humiliate her in front of a roomful of diners, as the news-sheets have said. Yes, I requested she come out. But it was to praise her sauces. Unfortunately, the people around me decided to add their own thoughts, and so managed to turn my attempt at adulation into a critical free-for-all in which my childhood friend was utterly humiliated, and her career ruined. Again. It’s still too unbearable to recount more than the general details. I will, eventually.

… The day after the banquet I went to the catering company’s temporary HQ to see if I could explain things. The sour girl behind the desk told me Nanše had been demoted from sauce chef to waitress, thanks to me, and was booked for the Butcher’s yacht party that night. Apparently, being female staff at a party where any members of the Kaukassian elite are present is the ultimate punishment. Lots have to be drawn, danger pay offered. I decided that the only way to salvage the situation was to get the entire party cancelled. Then I could see Nanše and straighten everything out. I told Lance to handle it.

‘I need something dramatic, but not too dramatic.’

‘Gotcha.’

‘Call in a bomb threat or something. But be subtle.’

This is the kind of instruction you can give to a Beast. It is not the kind you can give to a Lance. Lance is one of those people whose face you instantly want to hit. And not just because it’s spray-tanned and strangely asymmetrical. But it is also because of that. And when you hear him talk you want to do even worse things to his face. He’s not the good kind of gay man, like Daniel. He’s that annoying kind of gay man. You know? The one who has to turn everything into a drama. Example: imagine my surprise when the afternoon editions of all the major dailies carried the following full-page letter.

To All the People Everywhere,

You have crossed me for the last time, human people. Be prepared to suffer my revenge. I am the Tomahawk, you know. I have plotted to put a bomb on board a yacht belonging to a famous dictator (wink) who is having a decadent celebration this very evening, people! Heed my words, people! Cancel that fancy soiree, etc, and send all the staff home, or I can’t not be held responsible for what I won’t do, which is to BLOW up that yacht and every person ON BOARD OF it! You have been warned, people!

Yours sincerely,

The Tomahawk

… Or am I?

… ‘What the unholy fuck, Lance! You sent an open bomb threat to the press?’

‘You said to do a bomb threat!’

‘I meant an anonymous call to the police! I didn’t mean send a detailed plot to the world with my fucking NAME ON IT!’

‘I didn’t put your name on it, silly! I made up a cool secret name. The Tomahawk!’

‘Are you … is this … are you fucking serious?’

‘You don’t like it?’

‘… That’s my fucking pen-name, Lance.’

‘… … … … Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?’

‘I call myself the fucking Tomahawk! It’s my handle! All my stuff is published under the Tomahawk!’

‘… … … … … … … … … … … … … Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?’

‘Lance, you fucking dick-pipe, you’ve ruined everything!’

‘Wow. That’s actually a really funny coincidence. The Tomahawk. I must have, like, picked it up subconsciously? Must have stuck in the old noggin.’

‘OK, so, you have to go to your room and lock the door so I don’t cave in your noggin with a fucking alpine-style mantel clock. And I have to go out to that boat.’

‘No, John, you’re acting crazy. This is crazy.’

‘I’m not acting crazy, Lance. I’m perfectly calm. Where is my passport?’

‘No, this has gone too far now. Mr Woodbine said if things went all crazy and you got too crazy I shouldn’t let you go anywhere.’

‘Where is my passport, Lance?’

‘I don’t know where it is, Jonathan?’

‘Is that my passport behind your back?’

‘No. That’s my passport. Silly.’

‘I need my passport to get out through security.’

‘It’s my passport. I don’t know where yours is. Have you checked your scallop-pressed lambswool coat.’

‘It isn’t in my lambswool coat. You have it there.’

‘You’re scaring me, Jonathan. Put down that clock.’

‘This clock? You want me to put down this clock?’

‘Yes, that one.’

‘This huntsman’s mantel clock with alpine motifs?’

‘Yes, I want you to put that huntsman’s clock back on the mantel.’

‘Then give me the passport.’

‘I can’t do that. You’re being all crazy!’

‘I’m not being crazy. I’m being perfectly calm. Listen. I’m speaking to you in a calm voice. I’m asking you, calmly, to give me my passport, or I will beat you with this clock until you do.’

‘No! It looks expensive!’

‘I will beat you with it.’

‘No! You’re acting all … crazy … you’re …’

‘I will beat you. I will beat you till you’re blue.’

‘No! Please don’t! Gods, this is amazing.’

‘I will shoot you in the fucking leg.’

‘No, the beating. Do the beating.’

‘No beating. I will shoot you.’

‘Gods, where did you get a gun? So big!’

‘Seriously, Lance, I will fucking shoot you.’

‘No!’

‘Yes.’

And then I did. It was a small-bore weapon. Hardly broke the skin. Lance wasn’t happy, though. But also, in some strange way, was. ‘Oh gods, I can’t believe you … this is so … wow! It’s like a movie!’

‘Shut the fuck up, Lance.’

The Butcher’s goons showed up to find me holding a gun as blood pissed from my assistant’s leg. ‘We hear you want to kill our boss, yes? She wants see you. See if you have courage to kill her to face.’ So I got dressed and went with them, at gunpoint. I was happy to.

‘Don’t leave! I need medical help! I love you!’

And by the next evening I was in custody in the Near East.



… Beast. Some important housekeeping. I need a new Watermargin™. The copies they usually send didn’t arrive this month. I need a Steelhead, too. Also, I need a red bucket, four ounces of malt liquor and a frozen chocolate cake. I need some antiacid capsules. Please don’t ask questions. I do feel like reading again. I think. But strangely I feel like a book about horses. I can’t explain it. It should be something where a horse and a human protagonist, maybe a kid, share a special bond. Or maybe something where the horse is the protagonist. No donkeys, though. It has to be a horse. Something old-fashioned from the knights/maidens/chivalry genre would do. But strictly no dragons. Also, I need sunlight. I’m happy to be out of hospital, don’t get me wrong. I have moved from the Mercator Blue because the light was of a poor quality. The Red Desert Lodge is a comfortable travel inn. They have a strange old Ideamax in-house audio/visual system with an arcane manual tuning knob which works on a duel axis. Child———Adult on the vertical axis, and Female———Male on the horizontal. If you tune around the middle you get classic documentaries and light infotainment. Tune to the extreme upper right of the Adult/Male quadrant – as I discovered for a fundamentally disturbing few seconds before I could smash my palm against the off button – and you get full-frontal eye-assaulted by a micro-budget adult feature called Sweatbangers IV. The upper regions of Adult/Female are more gentle. They have a mid-core soap called Los Hijos de la Carne. On the children’s end of the spectrum I was surprised to come across a show called Mr Spongey Sponge. These are the kind of synchronistic episodes I have to tolerate since I went to Coma.

… Sleep would help, but I find I can’t, and don’t want to. Doctor Rubin’s nightly ‘dream clinics’ have become annoying and intrusive. He is trying to get me to share my feelings, and to write poetry, both of which represent to me more extreme forms of torture than I received while a prisoner in the East. Also, he won’t stop insisting I read his book, Infinity Remastered. I ask, ‘Does it have horses?’ and he answers, ‘No. Would you like it to?’ I say, ‘Maybe.’ He says, ‘Then the next copy will have horses!’ And then at our next session he’s brought a pony he wants me to confide in. So you can see why I don’t like to sleep.

I don’t want any of this to alarm you. Everything is fine. I said it was OK for you to go away for a day or two to care for your mother at this difficult time, and that I wouldn’t act out, or write letters, or run away again. I have not run away. I have moved to the Red Desert Lodge, and found there a better quality of light, and a comfortable viewing zone in the upper-middle Adult/Female quadrant.

If you can do anything to stabalise my sunlight issues, I’d be grateful. I don’t think the sunlight they supply in these hotels is the real deal. Do you suppose we could get some kind of sunlight capsule I could sleep in? I feel like maybe electricity would do. I feel like maybe since my interrogation I’m suffering from electricity withdrawal, and if I could just get one decent jolt it’d be fine. Only I don’t have the tools I’d need to take this lamp apart. But again, I don’t want you to worry. Everything is under control.

Please lean on Sieven to at least give me a discount on my Watermargins™.

… 14. I did not ‘make brazen threats of physical violence’ after arriving at the party aboard The Huntress.

15. And I did not ‘willingly deploy a canister of nerve toxin in the yacht’s ventilation system after first putting on a gas mask’. Someone put the mask on me while I was sleeping.

16. And I’m sure I don’t need to impress on Esmeralda that I do not have ‘a history of mental illness and well-publicised hate issues’. As she knows, I have the correct amount of misanthropy for any right-thinking person. I hate humanity, yes. But I never had any interest in driving our species towards a war which could bring about the deaths of billions, and end civilisation as we know it. I just wanted to write about food.

16.1. And yes, a cursory glance at my body of work will reveal that I’ve frequently called for the extermination of the human race, but this was hyperbole, an extension of my public persona. It was not, entirely, my heartfelt view. At best I half-heartedly wished for the extinction of humanity.



… You know what, Beast? Fuck Sieven. And fuck his Watermargins™. They’re overpriced, and over-engineered. I found, at a local discount stationer’s, a Blue Mountain Horse and Pony Journal and Calendar. It is a journal for small girls, yes. But it is affordable, uses a reasonable quality paper stock – as good as the newer Watermargins™, anyway – and has a section at the back with stickers. Some are meant to be placed in your calendar as reminders, others have affirming horse-themed messages, and some are just plain fun. I feel like my eyes have been opened.



… Colette. Yes, I’m back from the East and on the mend. I’m improving every day. The stars themselves are jealous of your seemingly inexhaustible investigative energies. No, I didn’t get a chance to read the profile you wrote on me for SquireBurst, and so I couldn’t possibly comment on the points it raises. On the record, of course I’m more than happy to work with journalists in any way I can, and to clarify the issues they exhume regarding my past. Off the record, I’m more than happy for you, and your entire professional body, to die peacefully in your sleep in a nice warm bed of lava from an active volcano.

… 27. I’ve always carried hard currency and several passports, Salmander, because it makes it more difficult for stalkers and tabloid hacks and vengeful chefs to trace me. The documents are all tied to legally certified aliases.

28. This was not a ‘one-way trip’ to the Fair. I had no onward ticket because that idiot Lance forgot to book one.

… 32. I do not have amnesia. Though many of the details of what happened at the Fair are still foggy due to the nerve-gas traces which leaked through my gas mask, my memories of what happened after the Fair are almost unbearably vivid. I was handed over to the Security Services. I was interrogated thoroughly. It was hell. Though the food was surprisingly good. A well-fed prisoner can be interrogated for longer, I think. Eventually, miraculously, they agreed to send me back to the West. I was already in a coma by that point, so I wasn’t any use to them. A combination of the nerve gas, the beatings, the electricity, the general shock of life, had sent me under. They thought I was dead. Fortunately, someone at the morgue decided to give me a proper medical examination. I know this because when they put me on the boat back I still had a docket clipped to me.

DECEASE. TO INCINERATE.

No decease! Alive! Alive! Alive! – Dr Robulmonov.

I had no identification, so someone decided to put me, still coma’d, in a boatload of refugees heading west. Was sent to a hospital for refugees. The people there thought I was dead, too, for a while. I know this because when I woke I had ‘NOT DEAD!’ scrawled on my forehead in marker pen. It took a week to sponge off.

… I feel like you might think I’ve slipped into comedy here, Salmander. This could somehow come off as amusing to you, or her. But there was nothing amusing about St Direghul Hospital. For a while I was convinced I had returned to the Black Districts. This ‘hospital’ was set up to handle refugees from conflicts and famines in the Near East. The ‘nurses’ there are shady men with greasy moustaches who only work to palm drugs from patients to sell on the black market. I would wake in that electrically lit cube to find a ‘nurse’, looking dreamily at my face while he languidly sponged me. That isn’t funny. One morning when I woke he said, ‘What’s matter? Look sad. Lady?’ I didn’t even want to talk to him, especially not at that moment, so I nodded.

‘I fix. No problems.’

Later that evening I woke to find a murderous-looking girl with oily hair who said, ‘We fuck-fuck?’ Can’t tell you how long it took to convince her I didn’t want to ‘fuck-fuck’. She threatened to stab me in both eyes. Two men who I assumed were her pimps – but who could easily have been nurses – but were actually MiniSec thugs, showed up. Don’t know how they found me. They were amused to discover me with a prostitute. They asked me all the usual questions: Why was I at the Fair? Why did I go to that party on the Butcher’s yacht? If I didn’t set off the gas and kill everyone on board, why was I found alive and wearing a haz-mask? They wanted to know everything, from the very beginning. Well, the very beginning is a stretch, but I did my best. I told them all I could.

How the Big Start created elemental particles which formed hydrogen and helium nuclei which captured electrons to form stable atoms which coalesced in great numbers to form unfeasibly massive nuclear furnaces, in which were forged some of our more exotic elements – gold, titanium, carbon, oxygen – how some of these furnaces grew large enough that they collapsed inward and exploded with enough energy to outshine their galaxies, and to send their exotic material – gold, titanium, carbon, oxygen – flying out across time and space at 10 per cent of the speed of light. How these elements made new stars around which smaller amounts of elemental material clumped, and how one of these clumps, around one of these stars, spawned life, and how that life made me, a rough creature moulded from these same elemental materials, first a star, then a kind of puddle, then a toddler running through a tiny garret while my parents – themselves formerly stars and puddles – sighed and forgot where they came from. How my father accidentally connected my skull with his elbow during a routine sparring match in a local gym, and I went to sleep, and when I woke up I could see with my nose. How I went off around the floating cities we made from iron and steel and titanium and silicon and made some poor decisions, and went to the Fair, and then to a party, and was arrested, and interrogated, and shot through with charged electrons from a cable connected to a nickel–cadmium ship’s battery, and went to sleep, and when I finally woke and came up through the primordial ooze, among the dizzy mobs of spiny creatures who spun and jerked among the milky jelly, and found my old familiar form – the weather-beaten skeleton – and used my primitive hands to claw my way onto the muddy banks of the shores of the land of the living, I found that my eyes had been glued shut with an epoxy of grief and shame, and that I’d lost my luggage.

They listened far more patiently than I would have expected.

… Everything. My suits. My silk shirts. My Varviana travel loafers. My Highliners. My Nimrod DB99 Chronotek with custom strap. My JetSet Atlantic 9 Compact. Even my trusty old mock wedding band. That luggage was my life. Every item in that case was selected for its beauty, its engineering, each thing was an extension of myself. All I had left when I got back from the East was the evening suit I was wearing when I was arrested, the silver tiepin Nanše gave me for my eighteenth birthday, which I managed to hide under the insole of my right shoe, and the laundry ticket left for me between the pages of a book on my bedside table some time after I went to sleep, which I managed to hide under the insole of my left shoe. Oh, and my shoes. Heavily soiled.

My case was presumably recovered from my chalet at Alpine Village by the cleaners who came to sponge up Lance’s blood, kept in Lost and Found for the mandatory period, then sold or given to charity. At that point beyond any it seemed like the end. I tried to go back to Coma, but I couldn’t find the way.

But the bruises have faded. No permanent disfigurement. That’s something.



… I hope this all makes sense, and explains my situation. I sense from your last message, Sanjaya, that you’re upset at what has happened to me. This is touching, but I don’t want you to worry about me. In fact, being in that coma was bliss. I mostly lived in the Blue Districts. See, there are different districts in the Coma World. You can travel between them quite easily. They have ships and dirigibles and even a light-rail service. There are Black, White, Blue, Green, Yellow and Red parts. (The warmer parts are best avoided. The Green Districts are nice, though a little nebulous.) There are the Abandoned Parts, the Seas of Oblivion, the Canyons, Venus Beach, the Chasm of Possibilities, and others too numerous to mention. The annoyances are multidimensional beings, and the food. The dangers are that your consciousness can become imprisoned there forever. You’ll also be challenged to games of chance for your soul more times than you’ll think fair. Seems like the only way they like to pass the time down there, aside from wrestling and cockfighting. And these are no ordinary cocks, Sanjaya. Fifteen feet tall, some of them. Some breathe combustible gases. And yes, you live with the chance that someone from the lower demon classes will attack or rape you. I was pregnant with the spawn of a malevolent succubus for a while. But the rules are a lot like regular prison: you just need to align yourself with the right gang and secure their protection. Coma was actually a pleasant place once I escaped the Black Districts. I don’t even like to think of it as a coma. I like to call it my ‘enchantment’. But the enchantment ended. I woke one day and found that time had glued my eyes shut, and that a man with a moustache was about to roughly sponge me.

… 47. Contrary to the rumours, I am not receiving neuro-therapeutic treatment from an imaginary doctor in my dreams. I am receiving neuro-therapeutic treatment from a real doctor in my dreams. An important distinction, I think. I know Esmeralda’s spiritual beliefs have always made her look unfavourably on treatments of the mind, but I’m finding it very useful. My physician is Doctor Rubin Difflaydermaus, BBDSM. I met him in the Blue Districts. And though his clinical style is often challenging, and his voice is very annoying, our progress together has been satisfactory. Where my former spiritual adviser, Doctor Mirshabak, helped me to comprehend the vastness of the universe, and the overwhelming consequences of my insignificant and ephemeral existence in this sphere of infinite possibility, Doctor Rubin is helping me to reconnect with my self, and to strive to become individualised and whole. Every individual has a path, he says, and a story to tell. When my memories return, I’ll tell mine.

… I’ve set all this down plainly, Salmander, and now that I have I am sure you can see precisely how the events at the Fair unfolded, and that I am the victim in this, not the perpetrator, and that my decline is the result of poor fortune mixed with incompetent management. We’ll laugh about this in the future, I’m sure. Once my injuries and my reputation have healed. The far future, certainly. I hope we can put all this behind us and focus on the next grand chapter of my life – my visit to Hotel Grand Skies: the Empyrean. Doctor Rubin tells me my invitation will arrive soon. I’ve given everything for this opportunity, and without a moment’s hesitation I’d do it all again.

… What I’m trying to say, Colette, is that after all we’ve been through, and all the messages we’ve exchanged, you finally have my blessing. I bless you for who you are: a dogged and relentless journalistic adversary who wants to destroy me. I bless your unauthorised biography, which aims to sensationalise the details of my life – my fall from grace, my relationship with my parents, my allegedly incestuous involvement with a childhood friend who might have been my half-sister – in such a way as to make it impossible to live it. But that’s fine. I no longer want my life. You can have it. I’m starting again. We each must forge our own path, but sometimes that path leads back to the beginning. You think you’ve discovered certain ‘truths’ about me. The truth, as I’ve discovered lately, is a nebulous and hostile entity. I sought the truth regarding the existence of a humble hotel. As a consequence, I was led in circles for years. I was in a helicopter crash. I was finally betrayed and gassed. Lost, cast adrift in the Black Districts, where I saw my own true face, and the face of Death, and where I gamed for my soul with a consort of the Lord of Worms, whose skin was the colour of sin, and whose eye sockets were an eyeless, worldless black. I lost everything I had. And when I finally awoke, on an island called despair, and asked if I could see my luggage, use my own toiletries – not the fatty yellow hospital soap they gave us, not the towels so thin you can see the pig-pink skin of your hand through them – they had to tell me I had no luggage. Imagine this. Imagine being taken on a voyage to the limits of suffering. Then imagine they also lost your luggage. This is where the quest for truth can take you. But if you can imagine this then you’ll know nothing you do can hurt me. None of you parasites matter any more, because I’m leaving. So forge ahead, Colette, with your unauthorised account. I authorise it. Your words can’t hurt a man who doesn’t hear them, and you can’t take from a man what he’s already lost. I’ve lost everything, and by losing it I’ve gained the world.

… To summarise, Sanjaya, I am sorry I tried to dissuade you from becoming a writer when you were younger. I’m so happy that my work inspired someone to become interested in gastronomy. I’m delighted that you’ve had a story published, and I look forward to reading it. I’m so grateful to discover your kind words among the mountains of hate mail I get these days. I’m glad you never let people like me bring you down. Take all the chances in the world while you’re still young. Even if you lose it all, like me, it will have been worth it.

You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll soon be going to a place which will make all these ordeals worthwhile. This is the end of a long search. Who gets this chance, to start over? Few people. I was anchored to life, but now I’m free to float around like a leaf blown on the wind. This is all I wanted from the very beginning. To go out with nothing, and come home with stories. This was the point of the adventure.

Happy sweet sixteenth, and all the best for the future.

Jonathan



Beast. You’ll have discovered I’m not at the Ivy. I’m sorry I ran off. Again. After all you’ve done for me. You know I owe you the world. But there are certain times when it’s unbearable to be around anyone but strangers. Yes? I’m on Solidad, in a tourist bar which used to be a cafe. It was a pretty good cafe, and now it’s a pretty awful tourist bar. I’m in disguise. I’m dressed as a sailor. I am a sailor now, so I guess it’s not really a disguise. The point is, no one knows who I am. Was. No one knows how many times I came here. No one knows how much happiness was here, and isn’t. What a strange thing to come to a place that is both and isn’t – hold on, now, I’m pretty tight – that both is and isn’t the place it used to be.

The bar, like the world, has been overrun by children. The girls in the next booth are sipping some bootleg goo from a secret flask and crushing Exocet tablets on the marble tabletop where my parents had their first meal together. They’re speaking endlessly and without content, like malfunctioning automatons, their atomic motors set for an eternity. Their laughs are so shrill it sounds like they’re being tortured with electricity. I’ve heard men tortured with electricity, and they sounded just like these happy girls. Did you ever stop to think about the atom’s-width perceptual distinction between pleasure and pain, Beast? And did you ever stop to think how mad the idea of electricity is? Invisible persuasion. A slow trickle of cosmic violence. And the violence here is strangely no different from what I saw on The Huntress that night. Everyone here is dead, too. They just don’t know it yet.

But I didn’t come here to be sad. I’m celebrating. They’re demolishing the Fair tonight. Several billion tons of high explosives have been packed inside it. And it’s because of me. Not directly, but I’ll take the credit.

I’m celebrating, too, because I’ve made a decision about my future. I’ve spent almost a year waiting for my invitation to come. I’ve taken Doctor Rubin at his word when he says it will arrive any day. I’ve endured his endless pop-psychotic blatherings, his tedious mantras, and his terrible book following me to wherever I rest my head. I’m tired of waiting, so I’m going to sea. I’ve signed up for a berth on a cargo vessel. I leave tonight. This might seem like an extreme measure to you, but to me it seems moderate compared to the life I’ve been living. I’ve lived my life by the laws and expectations of others. Now I’m going to live by my own laws. And the laws of the sea, of course.

You’ll of course do what you always do: try to find me and bring me back. But I should tell you it’s hopeless. I’ve signed up anonymously, using a new alias you don’t know about, and papers I had made in secret. I’ll be using cash, and I won’t be contacting anyone. I’m going out in the clothes I’m wearing, and with what little I have in my pockets. I couldn’t be happier.

I hope this doesn’t make you sad or angry, Beast. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. But I have to go on alone. This is my year. It might not seem like it, under the circumstances, but it is. I’ve lost everything, but I don’t need it where I’m going. I must sign off. My boat leaves at midnight, and I have to write one last quick note.

I know you said not to send any more letters to people. But I couldn’t leave without writing my Exit Letter.

[image: image]
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To Humanity …



… Thank you. Thank you for all you’ve done for me. Thank you for your sub-literate letters and illegible postcards. Thank you for your photos, poems, paintings and sketches. They were all terrible. Thank you for the eulogies. I am not dead. But thank you, also, for ruining my life. Who says that humanity can’t come together and work as one towards a common goal? Thank you for spoiling every place, every experience, every natural wonder, every restaurant and noodle canteen and dive bar and dosshouse I’ve entered from Solidad to the Silver Isles. Thank you for stalking me, beating me, and trying to kill me. Or worse, trying to talk to me. Oh, your boat was delayed so it took an age to reach the Fair? How fascinating. Thank you for sharing that hilarious anecdote with me instead of sending it straight to That’s Life! Now you want me to sign your dogeared, toilet-stained book? You want a photo together? You wonder if I could write a short piece for your periodical, Incoherant Mewlings Digest? You wonder, perhaps, if I’d like to contribute a thoughtful dedication to your own book: Food and Travel for the Tasteless Cunt?

I would! Here is a multi-purpose dedication you can use for whatever turgid publication you’re compiling:

This book [INSERT TITLE] is dedicated to you: the Tourist. You clouds of stupid robed in sweaty scrote-pink blubber and synthetic garments. I struggle to think of one place I’ve visited whose beauty wasn’t blotted by your gormless face, shit-stained with mock reverence; those dead, collapsed eyes whose gravity can suck the joy from any destination. You chinless ghouls. You lumbering, mouth-breathing fuck-zombies. You collect experiences to add colour to your colourless lives. You devour books which tell you what to do, and think, where you must sleep, what restaurants you absolutely have to visit. Well, let me tell you what you must do. You must fuck off. But you won’t, because you are the Tourist. You are worse than plague, worse than war, because although those visitations are destructive, they are relatively brief. Your reign of cultural destruction never ends. You are everywhere and you are nothing. And in the end it makes no difference where you go – to the Isles to see the ruins; to the Fair to see the Perisphere; to the High Orient to placate your soul with roasted battery duck and generic fortunes concealed in mass-produced biscuits; to your kitchen to lay a finger on your new chrome-plated cooker; to the bathroom to squeeze out the allantoid remnants of another bad meal – you will always be a Tourist. You are a visitor to the home of creation, one who arrives suddenly, understands nothing, and vanishes having never experienced an original moment. How can the dust of stars impregnated with the Great Cosmic Will produce you undead monsters, you slack-chested, shit-blathering cock-holes?

It is, as we say on Solidad, ena grandu misteré.

I have dedicated my life, unfathomably, to you. But now that’s over. I’m leaving. I am done with you. Don’t be sad. This is, after all, not life I’m leaving. In the West we live in life’s shadow. All that was real is lost. We hum a desperate mantra – ‘La-la-la-la-laaaaaaaaaaaaa!’ – to block out the reality of life. We sing a song to dull the truth that we aren’t individually any less replaceable than the replicated garments we wear, or the factory-born livestock whose charred flesh we fatten on, that the universe could not give a cosmological shit whether we live or die, and that our whole existence can be encapsulated in three words typeset on a small sheet of edible paper plucked from an oily and inedible biscuit:

YOU. ARE. DOOMED.

So go buy your gadgets – ‘La-la-la-la-laaaaaaaaaaaaa!’ – go buy pacifying treats for your gooey-eyed spawn and tell him the world will still be here tomorrow – ‘La-la-la-la-laAAAAAAAAAAAA!’ – go kiss your husband and tell him you love him, that your lives have meaning, that your trip to the Silver Isles will be magical. Go fuck yourselves, one and all. My home is the sea now. You will never see me again.

Jonathan Tamberlain

Location withheld



… to the Hebrides, Viking, Greenway Bite …

… to Axion, the Trades, the Forties …

… to the Faeroes, Fastnet, the West Seas …

… to Heligoland, Cape Wrath, World’s End, and to the Isles of the Darkened Man …
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… to the Hotel Rivoli …



J. Tamberlain

Hotel Rivoli

Zoraster

To Ms Colette Pacifique

Zerona One

Colette

How long has it been? I’m back on Zoraster. I’m staring at a hotel room wallpapered in dark silk and hung with a giant portrait of a harlequin. Do you know harlequins? Painted juvenile entertainers. Entertainers of juveniles, I mean. This one is massive, rendered in lurid daubs of quick-dry acrylic, with luminous green eyes which track you across the room, and which seem present even when the lights are off.

Have been forced to move from the Europa – a fairly good four-star with large rooms and an experimental menu – to the Rivoli – a shabby five-star with a fairly decent cellar. I’ve had to make lifestyle cuts. Think I might have been followed here. A man in a Deermarker hat has been hanging around the lobby since this morning. I don’t have much time, it seems, so let me be blunt. I have hated you. If I’m honest, I’ve hated you more than most people. And if I’m even more honest I still do. And I’m not writing to apologise for that. I’m writing to you because I want you to hear my story. You have established yourself as witness. You’ll have heard all the crazy rumours, I’m sure. That I lost my mind after the incident at the Fair. That I tried to sue a hotel for having fraudulent sunlight. That I became obsessed with horses. That I ran off to sea as a crewman aboard a deep-space cargo vessel. I like horses, yes. And it’s true, I did run off to sea. I have spent seven months aboard a QE-class cargo hulk called Arcturus. The ship’s ‘mess’ was a barn where grey slop was served not on plates, or even trays, but dumped directly on to the rusty iron benches. It was bliss. I had a filthy bunk in a scum-walled cell with nine other people. Although the crew on that boat could hardly be called people. They came out of shadows like curious bears. Their fur was wet with sweat and oil. I had to break a huge man’s nose with my forearm just to show that trying to use me as a punching bag or erotic plaything would come at a high price.

But that’s all very boring. The point is, I had time to think at sea. I had time to think about all the people who’d passed through my old life. It occurs to me that despite all your faults, you alone among the thousands of people I’ve met – except perhaps my mother – care about the truth. Who I am. Where I’ve been. Where I’m going. And that matters. So I want to persuade you that I’m no terrorist, and no lunatic. I want to tell you my hopes, my dreams, my fears. No. Fears first, then dreams, then hopes. Then I want to make you an offer. I’m confident when you hear my story, you’ll be swayed, and when you hear my offer you’ll be powerless to resist.

You’re still reading, so this isn’t hopeless.

I came back from sea because a miracle happened. An invitation, one I’d been waiting on for over a year, finally found me. It must have been in the bag of mail waiting for us when we docked at Fortuna. How it got to me is a mystery. But I’ve learned not to question miracles. So I jumped ship and came straight back. I met my agent, Daniel, at the Royal Mystique, still in my rancid sea clothes. I convinced him to take me back. It wasn’t easy. Since then we’ve been moving around from hotel to hotel. And now here I am, at the Rivoli, staring at a painting of a harlequin who looms over the room like a disturbed reflection in the bottom of a haunted bucket.

But that’s life.

The Rivoli is a sad little hotel. The fittings have the gritty film you find on old guns, or young dogs. The clerk, Diggity, wears the expression of a vampire who’s been forced to sit through a lesbian poetry showcase. Here is the kind of dialogue I can look forward to on each visit to the lobby.

‘Good morning, sir. You slept well?’

‘Not at all. I just came to check if there were any messages for me.’

‘I should think not.’

‘Ah, well, I thank you.’

‘Are you staying on, Mr Black?’

‘For one more day.’

‘Ah. And then you’ll leave us?’

‘That’s usually how it’s done.’

‘And where are you travelling? Somewhere exciting?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t say, Diggity.’

‘Grace! … Well, we must all have our secrets.’ A thrombotic twitch of his left eye.

‘Yes.’

‘Secrets for the grave.’

‘Right. Tell me, do you know the gentleman in the booth, the one in the Deermarker?’

‘Hmmmmm? I’m afraid I don’t know Mr Deermarker from soap.’

‘What does he look like to you, though? Journalist? Intel? Credit services?’

‘I couldn’t say with certainty, Mr Black. A salesman. Customised bath rails. His wife urged him to take a job at her brother’s consultancy, but he wouldn’t listen. He is his own man. He’ll show her. He knows a man. He could buy a gun. You do know it’s Harvest?’

‘Hmmm? I do know that, yes.’

‘The streets will be filled with revel-makers for the next week. They do it every year … Gypsies.’ He lowered his hand from beside his mouth, let his eyes flick left, then right.

(Are you a Harvest girl, Colette? Do you know the rituals? It’s a big deal here on the Terrestrials. Tonight is the Wild Hunt. Several thousand men from the Low Districts will gather in Revolution Square to rub two massive logs together. The size and power of the fire speaks to their collective manhood. The fires are loaded with imported cactus, and the smoke turns the streets into psychotropic conduits. The Harvest King will arrive late with his retinue of reapers holding sickles, scythes. His Queen will be paraded through the streets on a throne of raw branches by a ferociously spangled mob. Oceans of wine will be drunk – along with a psychoactive tea which brings revelations, telepathy, casual encounters with deities and heroic vomiting. The mob will try to storm the orthodox temples which these days occupy certain nodes of spiritual significance. The authorities will show up. There’ll be a riot. Some will die. Some will become heroes. This is the way the passing of a Celestial New Year is celebrated down here.)

‘So will I keep your room tonight, Mr Black?’

‘Huh? Oh, please do.’

‘And shall I keep a table for you in the Empire Lounge? We have planned a small gaudy at seven. Cocktails and kickshaws. For those not going “on street”.’

‘That’s kind. I’m heading out for a walk, then I have letters to write.’

‘Ah. Your large friend instructed me that you weren’t to wander, sir.’

‘My large friend? Oh.’

‘Your beast of a man. He said I should tell him if you tried to leave. I could populate the table, sir. In the Empire Lounge. So you’d have company.’

‘That won’t be necessary. I’ll call if I need anything.’

‘And shall I send a girl up to turn you down before bed.’

‘… No. No, that won’t be necessary either. But will you send someone up to cover the painting? … I mentioned it yesterday. I tried a bath towel but it isn’t big enough. And it’s too large for me to take down alone.’

‘Ah but yes! The harl-ya-quin. I’ll have our Ron see to it.’

‘Very good. And do you know, Diggity, who might have left this book in the top drawer of my bedside table?’

‘Sir?’ He peered down at the book I held. ‘Well, I’m quite certain it wasn’t one of our staff, Mr Black. Barely one of them reads. It must have been left by a previous guest. Shall I put it in Lost and Found?’

‘The furnace will do. I’ll say goodbye for now.’

‘Tonight is the Wild Hunt, sir.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Men gather in Revolution Square to rub the logs.’

‘Yes. I’ve seen it.’

‘The Harvest King will come to crown his Harvest Queen.’

‘Yes.’

‘She’ll be paraded through the streets by the mob.’

‘I know the rituals, Diggity. I’m from Solidad.’

‘Oh!’ His head jerks back. Then his lips pull up across his teeth to form a nervous grimace. Then he says, through teeth still set, ‘Your people are always welcome here, sir.’

‘Right. Well. I really just came by to see if I had any messages.’

‘Shall I check, sir? … Ah, there are three messages for you.’

But like I said, a decent cellar.

(It occurs to me suddenly, Colette, that you’re a girl from the cities, born in an age of hypersleep, and suspension pods, and tubular berths, and sense-eliminating bodysuits. And so it’s possible you don’t have any sense of what I mean when I use the word ‘hotel’. A traditional ‘Olde Worlde’ hotel is a huge and often sumptuously decorated ‘building’. A guest arrives in a large room called the ‘lobby’ where human staff – such as our man Diggity – wait to receive her. She writes her name manually in the register book – full name and title, unless you’re a bachelor, or a man travelling without his wife, or the pet of a guest – and she gives her luggage – willingly – to a porter so it can be taken to her room. Guests sleep on a four-legged frame containing a padded sleeping lozenge and fabric coverings for warmth. It’s a bizarre arrangement, but once you’ve tried it you can feel the benefits. My family travelled, so I spent a lot of time in hotels. Would you have known the sheer joy of getting lost in dim corridors, of scaring yourself witless in abandoned spaces, or of imagining you’re being followed through deserted halls? My guess is no.)

But as I said, I think I actually might have been followed to this hotel. Why do I suspect I was followed? Because one of the notes left at the front desk said:

Jonathan, you’re being followed.

And then below, in pencil, someone had written:

No you aren’t.

People are fucking with me. Have been ever since I started investigating the place they call Station One. The man in a wool Deermarker was using the booth in the lobby for ten minutes – though I know that machine is jammed to the line for the shipping forecast. He could be a hack. He could be working for a creditor. He could be a meteorological enthusiast. There are storms due from the east. There are large spiders in the planters. The second message said:

Jonathan. You are in bodily danger. Ignore other messages from unknown sources.

Which is fine, except this message was unsigned, and on the back was written:

Ignore the message on the other side. You are being led astray.

The third message was an eye-bleedingly explicit fifteen-page carnal promissory intended for the quiet, mousy woman in room 129, but which was accidentally sent to me. I abridge:

My love … treasure of my heart … object of my breathless, ceaseless longing … my tears of hope and desire … breaking like a wave upon the shores of … piercing my soul like an iron-tipped javelin and … every second seems to mark another epoch of heartache and … a fever … an infection of the lesser body and … for just one night … a night for all the nights … Master of Pleasure … Harbinger of Ecstasy … and my Princess of Flesh … a sensual exorcist … bringing tectonic convulsions of the heart, the pelvis, and … for hour upon hour … exquisite tortures … and sexual ether … as you bare your throat and lash out with your nails … to expose these raging loin-demons to love’s pink light … rubberised and glistening … spanked pink and trembling as a flower … sweating and hooded like a priest … as rigid as the law and twice as cruel … and I’ll persist until your screams of ecstasy burn scorch-marks on the ceiling … until time stops in fear and wonder … until your soul, drenched in pleasure, succumbs to my ritual expulsion, and rises from the deep waters … detaches itself from your body … to float above in fear and wonder … and to bear witness to the possibilities of flesh … until you arrive like the Express from Proteus: oily, thundering, waking the night itself with your shuddering music.

It’s the Feast of Hearts tomorrow. Another Harvest ritual. People send ardent love notes to strangers. Slipped the note under the woman’s door. Would have given it right back to Diggity, but it might have ended him.

But I’m rambling. I’m avoiding doing what needs to be done. First, I said I’d tell you my fears.

I fear many things, Colette. I fear choking while dining alone in my underwear. I fear being forgotten. I fear being scalped by a mediocre cook. I fear this flattened harlequin will haunt my dreams in four dimensions later. But I don’t fear you. I fear for you, certainly. You are a brave and ambitious seeker of the truth, but I fear you’ll let that ambition blind you to greater possibilities. You know that the story of my secret life could make you rich. But what you don’t know is that I’ve caught you an even bigger fish. I can tell you this now, because by the time this letter reaches you I’ll already be there. For the past few years I have been investigating, as you suspected, the existence of a very special hotel. Finally, through one strange turn after another, I’ve succeeded in my quest. The invitation which miraculously found me at sea was for this very miraculous establishment. I am about to become the first modern critic to be allowed a berth at Hotel Grand Skies: the Empyrean, and to enjoy a meal in its legendary restaurant, the Undersea.

I will let you take a second to process this information.

I’m travelling out tonight. It’s finally happening. I have my instructions. I’m to leave under darkness and take a black-market taxi to Combina Docks, on the far side of the slums. By the time you read this I will already have caught the Night Ferry – which is actually a postal boat – and once more passed through the Velvet Curtain to the East – this time not in handcuffs. I never dreamed I’d share this experience with anyone, but if that’s what it takes then I’m willing. The question is: what kind of companion are you? Are you a maker or a killer of dreams?

Which brings me, as promised, to my offer. I think it provides significant incentive to abort your project in favour of an authorised collaboration. What I propose is this: that we work together in secret to produce a secret book about my secret visit to the Empyrean, and the Undersea. I will write, you will edit. It will be a stealth project. There will be no word of its existence until the day it’s published. We will ignore the major publishers – which, admittedly, I have already managed to alienate with a slew of rage-fuelled, post-Coma messages – and compose the book ourselves, thus retaining Total Creative Control, and removing any chance of a pre-publication leak. We will present nothing more than a slim book, simply produced, about a perfect hotel, and a perfect meal. It will be the antidote to the age we live in. And it will make us immeasurably rich, and restore my reputation as an artist.

As a further sweetener, if one is needed, I’ll help you with your biography project. I will give you a full, frank and exclusive account of my famously abortive public appearance at Infinicon – the only one I’ll ever give – for a reasonable fee, to be negotiated later by us, and assuming my memories coagulate. Even after months at sea my recollections of the party aboard The Huntress are still scattered. I will also answer all your questions about my recent troubles, as well as the incriminating ‘facts’ you’ve uncovered about my past life. I will be frank and honest with you about everything. I will grant full access to what remains of my collected journals. (I can’t give you TCC on this project, of course. But a respectful measure of editorial control, certainly, and a healthy cut of the action.)

Any one of these exclusives would be game-changing for a small independent operator looking to make her mark in publishing. But together they have the potential to hurl you into the next galaxy.

A lot has happened to me over the past year, but like you I’m a voracious hunter. I refuse to give up. My great hero, forensic gastronomer and nine times international blind-tasting champion Eliö Lebaubátain, was on his way to becoming a champion swimmer. He didn’t give up when he lost both his legs. Well, he gave up swimming, obviously. But it led him to greater things. I don’t know what the lesson here is. Perhaps not to give up on life. It’s been a long day. I have to go. Will send this as I leave. Notes will follow. I’ll index and package as well as I can, send to you by Armed Delivery Service. Will continue speaking to you in my notes. I find it grounding to address my editor directly.

Oh. My hopes. I said I’d share my hopes. My hope is that this offer is acceptable. All is well, and I hope you think so too. I hope this all makes sense, and that we can continue in a spirit of understanding towards a destination of mutual benefit. And I hope you don’t think I’m only approaching you now because I’ve burned so many of my bridges, and the major publishers are no longer knocking on my door – because of the startlingly frank and violently descriptive messages I sent them. The fact is, you’ve always been on my radar. I’ve just been waiting for the right project. You’re the only collaborator for me, but it isn’t just because you’re the only one who’ll still speak to me. My ultimate hope is that you lose yourself so profoundly in the pleasures of my meal at the Undersea that you forget everything about the past. All that matters is the future.

Ron came up to cover the painting with a sheet. I can still see, faintly, the image of the harlequin through the cloth. And another copy of Doctor Rubin’s book, Infinity Remastered, has been delivered into my bedside table. Which was inevitable. But the man in the Deermarker was gone when I went down. The woman from 129 was taking coffee in the lobby, so lost in her smiling thoughts she didn’t even hear me greet her as I passed.

J.T.


NOTES FROM THE NIGHT FERRY

Colette, I’m on the Night Ferry. Can’t believe this is real. Trip to the docks was a nightmare. Took a black-market taxi through the low parts to avoid the crowds, now my shoes are filthy and I almost had to shoot a midget small individual. It’s a long story. But I’m here now. Feeling agitated, so took an Exocet.2

Has been a heavyweight shit-tournament to get ready for this trip. Lost all my luggage at the Fair, you see. Sold the last of my clothes and other possessions to run off to sea. My new suits and shirts were assembled so quickly by Silksmith & Sons I felt sure I’d look like an actor. But fortunately they had all my measurements, so no adjustments were needed, and only an expert with a glass could spot any haste in the work.

Assumed I’d be making the crossing alone, but in the end have been forced to bring my agent, and a bodyguard. Tried to ditch them, but they found me. Still don’t know why I need them. Remind me why I need you, Beast?

‘Insurance reasons. Like I said.’ Daniel munches loudly on pickled eyeballs from our hamper. He’s well done in. A two-button navy worsted with a pale yellow hen’s-hair pattern that catches the low lighting in our booth. Beast likes his jacket cut slightly shorter, side vents, a little waist suppression in the trousers, though not too much. Too strong a waist distorts the jacket’s lines. He also wears the dumb, assured grin of the naturally handsome man.

‘Insurance reasons?’

‘Yep. Some people still want you dead. And these are dangerous waters. If anything happens to you out here alone you won’t be covered, which means we don’t get paid.’ He wipes his massive hands with a napkin.

‘You’re saying I need to employ you because if I don’t, and I die, you won’t get paid.’

‘Correct.’

‘Seems a little circular, Beast.’

‘What isn’t, Jonathan?’

He is right, though. These are dangerous waters, and a statistically significant number of people still do want to cause me harm. Which comes with the job, of course. But the past year has been especially turbulent. Beast has been a rock. He left his father’s wake when he heard about the incident at the Fair. He tracked me down at St Direghul, shipped me to a better hospital, one with big rooms and less aggressively hygienic nurses. He was sceptical when I told him I was having sessions with a new doctor who had visited me in Coma’s Azure District to tell me I was finally on the List of One Thousand. Doctor Rubin gave me strict instructions that I wasn’t to tell anyone I was being added to the List. But of course I told Beast. I tell him everything. He’s like a literary agent crossed with a valet crossed with a physician. He’d pointed out that he hadn’t been able to find any record of Rubin Difflaydermaus, BBDSM, in the IMDB, or the PMP Digest. I’d pointed out that there was his book, Infinity Remastered, which had his photo on the cover, and which had mysteriously appeared on the bedside table of my room aboard The Huntress, and at St Direghul, and St Elsewhere’s, and in basically every hotel suite I’ve stayed in subsequently – except for my berth on the deep-space cargo ship. Even Doctor Rubin has limits, it seems.

Beast pointed out that the existence of a book still didn’t prove the existence of a specific author, or of the hotel at which Difflaydermaus was supposedly head physician. So I’d showed him the laundry ticket, the one I’d hidden under the insole of my shoe before I was arrested.

‘What is this?’

‘It’s proof, Beast.’

‘It’s a laundry ticket.’

‘It’s a laundry ticket from Hotel Grand Skies.’

He’d peered at the now almost illegible type. ‘I suppose it could say that. Where’d you get it?’

‘It was left for me on my bedside table in my cabin aboard The Huntress the night of the gas attack. It was stuck between the pages of a copy of Infinity Remastered some time after I went to sleep in my cabin, and before I woke to find everyone dead.’

‘Wait, you said when the party on the yacht got out of hand you shut yourself in your room and barricaded the door.’

‘Correct. They threatened to set fire to me.’

‘And you said the door was still barricaded when you woke up.’

‘Also correct.’

‘So how could they get in to leave a book and a laundry ticket on your bedside table?’

‘No idea. Some secret entrance.’

‘Hmmm. There’s a number on the back here. Tiny. Phone number, maybe?’

‘That’s my UIIS.’

‘Come again?’

‘My Unique Inductee Identification Serial. Everyone added to the List of One Thousand gets one.’

‘Right.’

‘It’s how they keep track of you so they know where to send your invitation.’

‘OK. And have they sent you your invitation?’

‘Nope.’

‘So they’ll send it here?’

‘They’ll send it wherever I am.’

‘Because of this little number here?’

‘Yep.’

Beast genuinely thought I’d gone mad. And that should have been a warning sign. He’s what they call a Believer. You can tell him any half-baked conspiracy and he’ll swallow it. Ancient aliens; mind-control systems; covert infiltration of the East; dark-lord worship among senior government and celebrity figures; the Elks. He thinks our government has the Postal Service put sedatives in stamp glue to make us compliant. You’ll never see him lick a stamp. He thinks domestic dogs have electronic chips in them to record our thoughts, and that our recent voyage to our neighbouring galaxy was staged, and that the Western Hemisphere is secretly run by Elks. Yep, those old men in funny hats who meet each week to play board games and talk about how women shouldn’t vote. I made the one about the stamps up myself, actually, and he swallowed it. It passes the time.

Also, he believes in witches.

‘They’re everywhere, Boss. Any woman you meet could be a witch. You have to look deep in their eyes. That’s how you can tell.’

So it spoke loudly that this man who believes in witches and Elk conspiracies had trouble believing that I’d been attending dream-seminars in preparation for a visit to a mythical hotel. At times I thought I had gone mad, too. That’s why I had to run away to sea. To get some sense of perspective again. And I did.

The invitation found me at sea. Someone left it on my bunk: a square of 300-gram cotton card, in Monoset Gargoyle. Hotel Grand Skies: the Empyrean. Well, it didn’t say that on the invitation. ‘Privacy above discretion above all else.’ That’s their motto. Though it didn’t say that on the invitation, either.

I jumped ship and rushed back to show it to Beast. I booked myself into a shabby three-star called the Royal Mustang, using the wages and danger pay I’d earned at sea. I had to bribe them to give me a suite. I smelled so bad. Beast had waited in the hall until I was showered, and my sailing clothes had been put in a refuse bag and given to a porter. Once that was done he came in and discovered the card where I’d casually left it: propped against a pewter candlestick in the centre of an Osterland vintage writing desk with all three of my suite’s directional standing lamps pointing at it.

‘What is this?’

‘It’s my invitation, Beast. I told you they’d find me. I await your apology.’

‘This is just a string of numbers. Nothing else.’ True. Twenty-nine numbers. The exact same numbers that were printed on the back of the laundry ticket. ‘They’re the exact same numbers that were printed on the back of the laundry ticket, Beast. My UIIS.’

‘Sure. But how do you know it’s from the hotel?’

‘I just know, Beast.’

‘You came back from sea for this?’

‘Look, the engraving is exquisite. Intaglio. And this number, it’s … well, it’s just a beautiful number. Look at it. For fuck’s sake, Beast, just look!’ He didn’t look at it. He was too busy looking at me. There’s that look he does when he thinks I’m acting crazy. I’ve gotten to know that look very well. But oh, you should see him now, Colette. Sitting here on the Night Ferry, slo-o-o-o-w ly munching on pickled eyeballs from my travel-hamper, and gazing at me through narrowed eyes. He’s barely able to comprehend the fact that this phantom hotel might actually exist, and that I might not be quite as mad as he assumed.

But until he saw the ferry with his own eyes, he remained deeply sceptical. He played along nicely, though. He moved me dutifully from hotel to hotel, and then to the Rivoli for our final four nights before sailing to the Empyrean. He called a tailor, and even arranged to borrow a set of very expensive cases from his friend, the radio star Mary Xixi-Catton-Highburn. These cases would let me travel in appropriate style. The clothes to go in them would cost.

‘Where are you going to get the money to cover all this?’ It was a good question. Recent misfortunes have put me into financial flatline. I know what we spend on this trip can be offset against the money we’ll earn when we finally publish A Table at the Undersea. (Working title.) Cash up front was always the problem. To get that I knew I’d have to make an application to draw down from my trust. And that would mean a call to Esmeralda.

My mother is still a presence in my life, Colette, because she controls my inheritance. Worst of all, this omni-taloned matrisaurus controls my life despite having been dead for many years. In her will she left power of attorney to a psychic medium called Salmander. I know Salmander is a fraud. Unfortunately, she is a fraud to whom Esmeralda gave power of attorney, and who was able to convince a magistrate of her authenticity, and who I’m legally obliged to listen to.

Esmeralda has been unhappy with virtually every decision I made for myself since her death, even the ones which led to me being wealthy and famous and adored. I could only imagine how indisposed she’d be towards me after I’d destroyed my career and reputation with an ill-fated visit to the Fair, and then ran off to sea. She hadn’t responded to any of my letters, or postcards, or telegrams. The only option left was a phone call, which I knew would be hell. Salmander would make me wait on the line while she went through the process of ‘connecting’. When I told her I needed cash because I’d been invited to review the Undersea, at Hotel Grand Skies, and was due to sail out the day after next, I expected an exclamation of delight. Instead I heard Salmander emit a kind of high-pitched wheeze.

‘That is a palace of the dead … All the spirits scream against it with one voice … The Lord of the Darkness tells me only someone who wished to suffer the greatest horrors would go that way … There lies death and madness … Et cetera, et cetera.’ She would not even bother to trouble Esmeralda about it, she said, since that way lies horror, and whatever. Personally, I have no time for superstition, despite my maternal lineage. I don’t believe in ghosts, or omens, or dark spirits. And even if I did, I think not even the Lord of Darkness himself could have persuaded me to abandon my visit to the Empyrean. Our ambitions are the darkest lords of all.

Beast returned to my suite not long after the call. ‘How did it go with Esmeralda and the witch?’

‘Good. The money has been approved.’

‘Oh? Hot-stuff. At least we’ll be able to pay Diggity. Why is there a bath towel over that painting?’

‘It’s a clown.’

‘You don’t like clowns?’

‘I’m not fond.’

‘The towel doesn’t even cover it.’

‘It covers the eyes. I have ordered a bed sheet.’

‘Right, well, Silksmith will be here in an hour with your suits. I won’t dare show you the bill. But with Esmeralda’s cash it should be fine. Xixi-Catton-Highburn’s cases are imminent.’

‘Good, because we leave the day after tomorrow.’

‘Sure. Let’s talk protection.’

‘I don’t need protection.’

‘Yes you do. I’ve compiled a list of bodyguards who are suitable, manageable and available.’

‘And?’

He handed me a slip of paper with a single name on it.

‘No.’

‘Yes.’

‘Absolutely not. I can’t work with her.’

‘The feeling was mutual. I had to offer her double her usual fee.’

‘Double! Fucking beyond the question, Beast!’

‘We are short on options.’

‘Well, how long was your longlist?’

‘Eighty-seven names. Then I told them who you were.’

‘And?’

‘Eleven names. But then I told them where you wanted to go.’

‘And?’

He reached out to tap the piece of paper I held. ‘One name.’

‘She’s the only pro who isn’t afraid to work with me?’

‘’Fraid so. You’re tainted meat.’

I screwed up the paper in disgust.

‘Jonathan, listen. First: she’s the best on the list of eighty-seven. You can’t deny that.’

‘She’s the best on that revised list, I’ll give her that.’

‘You might have failed to get along personally, but she’s never failed to keep you alive.’

‘Except for the time she tried to kill me.’

‘OK, sub-first: you tried to read her diary. Sub-second: if Gladys tried to kill you, you’d be dead.’

‘She’s unstable. And I can’t afford double her fee.’

‘OK, sub-sub-first’ – Beast was struggling to keep the points ordered – ‘Gladys is only unstable around you; you press each other’s buttons. Sub-sub-second: you do things intentionally to antagonise her, like read her diary, because you’re secretly fascinated by her temperament –’

‘Don’t analyse me, Beast. I’ve had enough of that from Doctor Rubin.’ His nocturnal ‘healing sessions’ had resumed in earnest since I’d come back from sea, inflaming my already tender nerves.

‘… Sub-sub-SUB-first! I’m not analysing you. Sub-sub-sub-second: you can afford her, now that your mother has come through. She agreed to the full amount?’

‘Of course. Why would you think otherwise?’

‘Good.’ He etched a figure on his notepad. ‘Initial-second: Gladys is the most case-suitable on that list. Initial-third: she’ll only act as professionally with you as you do with her. Don’t wind her up. Initial-fourth: I’ll be there this time to keep you both in line. Initial-final-point: you have no choice.’

I said nothing.

‘Jonathan, listen to me. Whichever lunatic gassed the Butcher’s boat at the Fair is probably still out there, and he or she probably hasn’t finished with you. Someone is trying to destroy you. If Gladys had been at the Fair, do you think those thugs would have bothered you? None of what you’ve been through would have happened if she’d been there. She’s your protecting force. And look, I can’t really say much about this, but she’s gone through some stuff lately.’

‘Oh has she!’

‘She could really use a job like this. As a distraction. And listen, I don’t like to play this, but you owe me.’

As usual, Beast was right. About everything. Though I wouldn’t give him the pleasure of telling him. And it was a moot point because at that moment Gladys came slouching through the door of my hotel suite in a rumpled cream day dress, a leather jacket, her favourite green scarf knotted around her neck, those green shoes I hate. She was carrying her silver case in her left hand, her battered leather travel bag over her right shoulder, and that murderously bored expression.

She stopped when she saw me, looked at Woodbine, said: ‘You didn’t tell me it was him. I want triple.’

  2  ‘… This humble anti-anxiety drug has been hauled from obscurity to become Cloud’s most popular prescription tranquilliser, largely thanks to the moneyed and mobile Experimental Jetset, who hunger for fashionable new medicines that blur the line between treatment and recreation. It comes in pills shaped like multicoloured larvae.’



NOTES ON A CONVERSATION

I knew Beast would already have briefed her on my delusions, my whims, that I was having in-sleep seminars in preparation for a stay at a possibly imaginary hotel. This was confirmed later that day when I came back early from a shopping trip. I’d been out to buy a gift for Gladys. I wanted to get things off on the right foot. Also, I felt guilty for firing her after our last jaunt. Also, I thought I might need to ditch them both later, so I wanted her guard down. I only use the stairs now because lately elevators make me edgy. They must have been listening out for the elevator bell. I heard them talking through the door to my suite.

‘I need you on this, G. That’s why I’m offering triple. Triple to sit around here and look pretty.’

‘Don’t.’

‘He’s not right, G. He’s gone through some stuff.’

‘Well, he shouldn’t have fired me. Again.’

‘He shouldn’t. He knows that.’

‘And he shouldn’t have tried to read my diary.’

‘He regrets it all, G, I can tell. He’s a proud man. You know he’s out shopping for you?’

‘Couldn’t give a fuck.’

‘We need to help him. You’re the only one who can manage him.’

‘There’s plenty of people who can manage him. I know some guys. Who else you talk to?’

‘No one. I made up some shit about a list. Because I know I can trust you. I know even if he drives you nuts you won’t sell him out to his creditors for a cut, or go off squawking to the papers.’

‘No. Might kill him, though. If he starts that colour-code bullshit I might kill him.’

‘That doesn’t matter. Death is not the issue here. It’s his reputation I’m trying to save. It’s what people say about him fifty years from now.’

‘They’ll say he’s a cunt.’

‘Exactly, G. He’s our cunt. And don’t you secretly love it? Don’t you get a kick out of seeing him destroy some preening dick-hole without breaking a sweat? The man is an artist. Was. Don’t you want to see the old John again?’

‘I suppose.’

‘I know you hate him, G.’

‘I don’t hate him.’

‘I just need you to help me keep him here, until he gets better.’

‘He won’t get better, Daniel. He’s a burning ship. Why are you still on deck?’

‘Why are you?’

‘Because you hired me. You said triple, right?’

‘You could have turned me down. But you didn’t because you secretly want to help him, too.’

‘Don’t analyse me, Beast. I don’t care what happens to him.’

‘OK, first: I’m not analysing. Second: I think you do care. Deep down. He has a sensitive side, too, G. There’s a part of him that cares about people, and wants to be close to people. You and I need to work together to destroy that part of him. Yes? The world of tomorrow needs to remember the man who could be cool while you’re shoving his head into an industrial fan oven. They do not need to remember sweet little Jonathan Tamberlain, whose dad was a drunk, and whose darling mother was executed by machine gun. He thinks he’s been invited to a phantom hotel … in his dreams.’

A heavy sigh from Gladys.

‘He’s talking about self-publishing his next book, G … Self … publishing.’

‘Fuck.’

‘Right? And listen, G, I don’t want to play this, but you owe me.’

Another heavy sigh. ‘You definitely said triple, right?’

‘Sure, triple. But look, he’s pretty low tide. You’ll have to run a tab.’

‘Fuck!’

‘Just for the first while, till I can get things moving again, get an advance on the new book.’

‘The one about the imaginary hotel.’

‘I know. I know.’

‘Fuck all this.’

‘Yep, but what can you do? Loyalty’s the biggest cunt of all.’

I hit the button for the elevator, waited for the ping. When I walked in G didn’t look up, and Beast shouted: ‘How was the walk!’

I waited till Beast was out having one of his thrice-daily steak meals before I gave Gladys her gift. ‘Gladys, I bought you a gift. It’s no big deal. It’s just to say thanks for putting up with me. And my shit. And sorry for firing you.’

I had spent a decent chunk of my sea-money on the dress. But it had to be done. Where she was going she’d need a dress. Assuming I didn’t manage to ditch her. And it was very unlikely that I would. I’d found a genuine silk Gavage her size in a vintage store. She approached the box on the bed warily, lifted the lid of the box, lifted a corner of pale blue silk, then turned to me and said, ‘Fuck you, John.’

So I knew I had to ditch them and make a run for the docks. And I knew it wasn’t the nerve gas speaking. I know Coma thoughts when I have them. Like earlier when I’d heard two maids talking about how the colour blue was out to get me. I knew that was powered by gas. My true thoughts are powered by suns. I was going to the Empyrean. I was on the List. Fuck everything else but that. I’d spent years dreaming of the place. Now I was going to make it a reality, or die trying. I had a plan to conquer the world again, and I didn’t need those two coming along and fucking it up.



NOTES ON A DARING ESCAPE

My run to the docks had everything, Colette: action, suspense, a dash of big-screen romance. My taxi took me slithering through the gullet of Zoraster City Subsea Districts. Zoraster is 90 per cent water; only 20 per cent of its cities stand above the wavetops. My driver nosed his magna-cab through falling blades of water, past a malfunctioning neon sign: ‘GIRLS. WOMEN. LADIES. BOYS. LADYBOYS.’ Kakivlia! Nononsi! Nononsi! He only spoke Low Kaukassian. He took me through impossible alleys, riding the wheel with his whole body, muttering things I probably didn’t want to understand, and on down a familiar alley, past a malfunctioning neon sign: ‘GIRLS. WOMEN. LADIES. BOYS. LADYBOYS’ – ‘We’re going in bloody circles!’ – he smiled through the steel grille between us – Kombina! OK! – his teeth were steel, too, and his eyes were milky white, they scanned the darkness as we drove elliptically on. ‘GIRLS. WOMEN. LADIES. BOYS. LADYBOYS’ – ‘Hopeless!’ – Gladys would be on my scent by now, she’d be impossible – ‘If she finds me she’ll be impossible!’ He nodded as if he understood.

Ditching Beast is always easy; you just have to wait for him to eat. His meals usually take at least an hour. But Gladys eats like a clinically depressed sparrow in a snack-food focus group. She’ll open a packet of flavoured corn extrusions, eat two, then put the pack aside and open the next, and then the next, all while grimly reading her trash novels, and only pausing to shout: ‘STOP WATCHING ME EAT!’

But you aren’t eating, Gladys. That’s flavoured packing material you’re pecking at. You’d get more nutrition devouring that awful novel you’re reading. And more intellectual gratification reading the back of that Cheese-a-Ma-Call-ums packet. Her eating habits, and her Water Bear mods, make her all but impossible to shake. She used to be in the Water Bear Legion, Colette, did you know? That’s why she makes such a good bodyguard. She’s essentially telepathic. She probably knows I’m writing about her now. She just looked at me. Must be careful.

I knew I’d need an hour’s start on her, at least. Ordered her to take a message to Beast at Steak City Steak Palace, where I knew he’d already be attacking his second Big Boy Beef Basket. She groaned and left. My bags were packed. I waited till Diggity was away from his desk. I paid a bag boy to order me a taxi for Sentinel Docks. Then I snuck out and found a black-market car to take me to Combina. My staff, and anyone else waiting in the shadows, would follow the first car.

‘GIRLS. WOMEN. LADIES. BOYS. LADYBOYS.’ I was on the world’s most disturbing merry-go-round. My driver made the radical decision to turn right for once in his life, and we finally drew up at the mouth of a tunnel, flooded. The driver got out to peer at the river of foamy, apple-yellow sludge, and to throw up his arms. The rusty hook where his right hand should be caught the neon light. A pipe had ruptured. The whole place seemed close to rupture. I held a kerchief over my mouth and nose. I felt myself lose an inch of height as I sank into the cack. Shadows disenjoined themselves from shadows and came out to see us. I felt for the pistol in my jacket. Things were spinning. ‘You want hotel!’ A tiny individual clambered out of a shanty hut to which was bolted a crude sign: ‘SMUT HOTEL. 1 GUINEE.’ He hobbled towards me on crooked pins, using a rod of steel as a crutch, pointed with a grimy finger up the tunnel, and it was then I noticed that he might in fact be a boy. ‘Is flood! You stay my hotel!’

‘No. No, I won’t be doing that.’

‘Is fine hotel!’

‘I’m going to Central Park.’ I pointed where I imagined the sky might be, somewhere above the crags of steel, the nests of electrical wires, the giant spinning fibreglass fortune biscuit, the ninety-foot-tall video screen playing hardcore pornography. ‘I need the docks.’

‘Combina. Down there! Tunnel. I give you the boat!’ The boat. Of course. The boy hobbled back into his shack and came out a minute later with a wooden cargo pallet. He dragged it to the mouth of the tunnel and set it to float. ‘Floats!’

‘OK, no, this isn’t going to work.’ Traffic was backing up behind us, blocking our escape. I pictured Gladys finding me half submerged in a creek of sewage. But I was out of options. I had the driver and the boy take my cases from the cab, yelling, ‘Don’t scratch them!’ as they dragged Ms Xixi-Catton-Highburn’s expensive cases through the maché of oily paper and oyster shells and discarded syringes. Then an improbably tall and impossibly filthy woman came lumbering out of the smut hut and started yelling at the boy. They shared a heated argument, and I quickly realised she must be his mother. I paid my driver with some of the cash I had left. ‘Pay me, too!’ said the boy, and when I went to grudgingly hand him a note he said, ‘No! Lovely pin,’ and pointed at my tiepin. ‘This pin,’ I explained, ‘is more valuable to me than gold.’ But he kept yelling, ‘The pin! Lovely pin!’ I thought about pulling my gun, but I had no idea how many friends he had in the shadows, so with great agony I handed him my pin, a treasured birthday gift from a treasured friend, the pin I’d used to pick the lock on countless sets of handcuffs, cellar doors, cold-store units and helicopter cargo-pods.

As I floated off into the darkness I felt a sudden sense of peace. The walls of the tunnel were caked in ancient sea-life. It was quiet. I could hear my thoughts. The boy and his mother were framed within the circle, lit from behind by a giant video screen upon which two impossibly hairy men stained dark as wood were about to commence a horrific double act upon a viciously aroused woman. As the moonlike circle drew smaller I saw the boy leap into his mother’s arms. It was like the closing shot in an old cine-toon. The music in my head swelled, and as they kissed passionately – tongues entangling like river fish – I realised they must in fact be husband and wife. On Zoraster, anything is possible.

My raft exited the tunnel at extraordinary speed, outpacing my cries, hit the oily ground, skidded ninety yards or so, spinning-top-like, before it finally skud to a halt at an iron gate below a sign: ‘Combina Docks’. The Goddess Agrippas was there to greet me. She is the guardian of travel and travellers, and also death. For what is going to a new place but a kind of dying, Colette? She stands guard on either side of the gate, in each of her two aspects. In her four arms she holds symbols of her unusual power: an eye, a fanged beetle, a slashing star, a severed head which she grasps by the hair. Eyes hang on a rope around her neck. Her own eyes are fierce and her tongue lolls out. She represents true cosmic dominance: the power of birth and death, the fear of destruction, the course of life, the boat across the sappy, sticky waters of time. Her bare feet shine with the grease left by the lips of travellers. I would not kiss her feet. First, because I don’t hold truck with such rituals, and second, because leaning languidly against those feet was a woman in a green scarf.

‘You took your time,’ said Gladys. ‘It’s a quarter to ten.’

‘I had to come by river.’ I was a little shaken from my journey, and my new shoes were specked with filth.

‘You know there’s a light-rail service,’ said Beast.

The boy at the departure gate hardly glanced at us. Beast had been ready with an ‘I’m sorry, he’s been in a coma’, but when I said, ‘Hotel Grand Skies, three passengers,’ and held up my invitation, the boy said, ‘You’re Tamberlain?’

‘Yep.’

‘I’m legally obliged to ask you if you’re certain.’

‘Am I certain?’

‘Yes. Once you’re on the boat there’s no going back.’

‘Of course. I want to do this. It’s my destiny.’

The boy nodded. He reached under his desk to press a button and the departure building’s iron security gate came down with a crash so loud it made Beast jump a foot. The boy pointed to a machine in the corner. ‘Weigh yourselves and your luggage and print out postage stickers. Stick the stamps on your cases and lapels.’

‘The fuck?’ I heard Beast murmur. You would not believe what he costs to post.

We waited on the docks, gazing out across the uncharacteristically calm ocean, below a characteristically stormy Zorastern sky. I had used the restrooms to clean the worst of the filth from my shoes. Our platform extended out over the sea, and was shrouded in mist. (A faulty humidification unit.) We could hear the water lapping underneath. We could hear Harvest celebrations winding up in the city. ‘Just give me ten minutes, Gladys. Ten short minutes of your life, and if this ferry doesn’t show up it means it was all a dream.’

‘It was all a dream. Literally.’

‘Ten minutes. And then you get to enjoy weeks, months, years of mocking me. When I say, “You’re late, Gladys,” you can say, “Oh! Did you not get the dream I sent you?”’ She almost smiled.

‘I just want my meal. My perfect meal. If it exists, I want it. I want to eat it in peace, in a place where people leave you alone, and where the waiters don’t smell of waitresses, and where the food is served on plates. Not planks. Not machete blades. Not fucking anvils. Not on the shells of live turtles. A simple fucking meal, Gladys, with no strings, and no fucking tourists.’ Almost. She almost smiled. ‘And it’s out there somewhere.’ I pointed to the skies above, to the cities of humanity, visible in one small patch through a break in the clouds, shining like a handful of grain cast up into the sunlight through a cellar door. ‘Somewhere in the East. The Near East. They hide well, but they can’t hide from me. I am a relentless hunter. And my quarry is out there. I’ll stake my life on it.’

It was a good thing I didn’t seriously stake my life on it. Because I was wrong. The hotel wasn’t beyond the Velvet Curtain. It wasn’t even beyond the silver veil of clouds which obscured the skies of Zoraster. As the clock in the departure lounge struck ten we felt the platform begin to rumble softly. We exchanged glances. Softly the dark wrinkled waters of Zoraster Bay began to trouble, first a cloud of bubbles, then a whirlpool, then a dark shape emerging from the ocean thirty yards away, bobbing to the surface. A sea ferry. It came easing through the mist. Its lamps skimming over the roof of the departure building, across the timeless, snake-haired skulls of Agrippas.

‘Well, fuck,’ said Gladys. You don’t often get to surprise her.

‘Must be here to take us to another sky-dock. Very clever. How did you manage to find me, anyway?’

‘I didn’t,’ she drawled as the ferry docked. Turns out Beast was the one who uncovered my plan. With help. Just as he was about to tuck into his second meat-basket a waiter brought a note on a tray: ‘He’s on the move. To Combina. By black-market taxi.’ Unsigned.

But I was wrong a second time. The ferry wasn’t there to take us to another sky-dock. We sailed away, and then down, far down into the depths of the Zoraster Seas, to the Battles, an abyssal trench whose pressures are magnificently destructive, and whose animal life is unfathomably strange. Through foot-thick palladium metallic glass we saw the lights of the submerged cities dim and vanish, until finally we were left to gaze at our own reflections. The fabled lost city of Nanšia is down here somewhere, allegedly. Countless wrecked ships rest in peace below us. The Titan, the Nychthemeron, the Tropicalia. Somewhere in the Battles is the skeleton of the largest cruise ship ever built, the Basilisk. One hundred and forty-seven thousand people taken into the loving deep when their ship hit the wreckage of another doomed hulk. The remains of the Basilisk have never been found. There’s a helicopter cargo-pod down here somewhere, too.

Life goes on.

‘Must be going super-deep,’ I said to my own reflection. Felt a strange tightening in my hands and head as we went deeper. Took another Exocet.3

Beast almost can’t deal with what is happening.

‘Why, Jonathan? Why would they put you on the List?’ He took a stick of bread from the hamper, tore the end off, gestured with it. ‘For your birthday?’

‘So let me get this straight, Beast. You aren’t bewildered by the fact that a mysterious hotel which people have been hunting for years, and which we all thought was hidden behind the Velvet Curtain, is actually in the West, and hidden miles below the surface of an ocean on one of our most populous worlds. You’re bewildered about why I got an invite?’

‘Why, Jonathan?’

‘Because it’s destiny, Beast. Because I deserve it.’ (It is my birthday, Colette. Tomorrow. But I don’t celebrate them. For the record, though, I’m thirty-five.)

Gladys isn’t listening. She’s still sulking at my treachery. Has her phones on, an open packet of Porky-Chums on the table. She’s reading some piece of science-fictional trash. There’s an etiquette to the kind of hotel we’re going to, Colette. The staff at these establishments have little tests to discover whether you are cultivated, and they treat you accordingly. I’m aware that by bringing Gladys to the Empyrean I’ve brought a potent anti-etiquette grenade. I know she’ll mess this up for me somehow. And it isn’t just because she refused to wear the dress. At best she’ll be found out immediately and ejected. But once I’m there I won’t need her. It solves a problem.

One fun game is to quiz her about the book she’s reading. Because she hates it. You say, ‘Whatcha reading, Gladys?’ and she rolls her eyes and says, ‘You wouldn’t like it.’

So you say, ‘No, go on, what is it?’ and she winds her eyes back the other way, lets her jaw slacken, slaps the book face down on her lap and says, ‘Fine. It’s called A Hypersonata for Egbert. It’s about a hyper-intelligent monkey who travels back in space–time to find the scientist who made him smart.’

At this point you’ll want to pretend you’re trying not to laugh – but don’t overdo it – then marshal your features into a serious expression and say, ‘No, that sounds great. But tell me, how’s a monkey going to travel through space/time?’ and she says, ‘He builds a machine!’

And you say, ‘But he doesn’t have opposable thumbs. How can he build anything?’ and she says, ‘TRADESMEN!’

So you say, ‘He can’t talk though, he’s a monkey. Unless he travels back in space/time and alters his genes to … Oh, but then how could he build … Maybe … uuuuuh, no, that wouldn’t work either,’ and she says, ‘I SAID YOU WOULDN’T FUCKING UNDERSTAND!’

It passes the time on a long trip.

The fucking future. Gods, how I hate it. I saw it at the Fair: this hopeful, chrome-plated, diesel-driven monster. I saw the Funhouse of the Future.4 I visited the Pavilion of Big Wood,5 where crazed and often drunken lumberjacks set about dismembering a real giant conifer forest. I went to Gadgetland where I got to paw some of the newest and most pointless devices manufactured in Fire River. Have you heard about the World After Dark, Colette? I wish I hadn’t. This pink-walled attraction displayed the latest developments in the dizzying realm of human sexual relations. They were demonstrating a product called TouchSuit-X. The user ingests a virus which targets her nerve endings, causing them to respond to certain light-tones. After intentionally taking this virus she allows herself to be shut naked in a kind of coffin which then sprays her with combinations of light-tones designed to simulate the caresses of a lover, thus causing the pleasure centres of the brain to blah blah blah fucking kill me.

But here I am sounding like an old man. I’m just relieved to be putting the Fair behind me and travelling back into the past, to a place where quality is revered and technology is shunned.

Another fun way to pass the time is to ask Gladys for a status report.

‘Gladys! Report!’ I said it loud enough for her to hear above the sounds of disgruntled youth.

She sighed heavily and shouted: ‘Nothing to report!’

‘Take your phones off and use the inside voice. What are my threats?’ I sucked another piece of cured pork from a toothpick, squashed it between my tongue and palette.

‘Saturated fats,’ she growled.

‘What is my security status, Gladys?’

‘… Good, Jonathan. It’s good.’

‘Use the colour code I gave you.’

She sighed like a dead accordion, slapped the crumbs from her jacket, and said, ‘Aqua … ma-fucking … rine.’

‘Not a colour. But you get points for tmesis. What about my exits?’

She looked me square in the eyes and said: ‘Service hatch. Head first.’

I looked at the tiny service hatch. ‘I don’t believe my body will fit through there, Gladys.’

‘I didn’t say anything about your body.’

‘Looks like you’ve pushed her far enough, Boss. We should talk business at some point. When will Esmeralda’s money be arriving anyway? Will she wire it?’

‘Yes, she said she’ll wire it to the hotel.’ (A harmless lie.)

‘Hot-stuff. The hotel sent something up after you ran off.’ He handed me an envelope.

Jonathan,

Can’t believe the day is finally here. I’m sorry it’s taken so long. I so massively appreciate you coming out. It’s been such a gargantuan pleasure meeting you, and helping you begin the exciting journey towards self-actualisation. Looking forward to seeing you on 12/24 … in the flesh!

Take care, be at peace.

Doctor Rubin

PS Holler at me when you’ve (finally!) finished my book! Ha ha!

Doctor Rubin, my most relentless stalker. I’ve come to dread his persistent book-foisting, his letters, his motivational poetry, and his nocturnal dream intrusions. But his is the only philosophical guidance I’ve had since Doctor Mirshabak got arrested for exposing himself to children. And it’s because of Doctor Rubin that I’m heading out on this trip. So suppose I should be a little grateful.

‘That’s 12/24 CPC?’

‘Huh? Of course, Beast, why wouldn’t it be?’

‘Well, because we’re not heading out into Central Park any more. We’re staying on-world.’

‘So?’

‘So how do you know they don’t want you 12/24 Terrestrial Calendar? That’s roughly a week from now. Did he specify?’

I shrugged. ‘Pretty sure he said Central Park Calendar.’ I was not pretty sure at all.

But here I am. Heading down, not up. And as three, not alone.

  3  ‘Effects from long-term use or overuse of Exocet may include: disinhibition, loss of libido, colouration, jaundice, hallucinations, panic attacks, dry mouth, ataxia, slurred speech, suicidal ideation, urine retention, skin rash, respiratory depression, constipation, anterograde amnesia, concentration problems, drowsiness, dizziness, light-headedness, fatigue, unsteadiness, impaired coordination, vertigo, aggression, rage, hostility, alienation, twitches, tremors, mania, agitation, hyperactivity, restlessness and extended periods of sleep.’

  4  ‘… The Fun House of the Future can be found in three connected buildings. During the twelve-minute tour the place performs like a haunted house of domestic aspiration. The narrator – cinema’s Verne William Scott, known for his portrayal of the blood-drinking Kaukassian monster Vanvonhelsingstein/Vlad the Unvisited – pitches his voice at a chilling timbre which announces solemnly the contours of the low-lit corridors. Automated appliances come out of the ceiling, and chroma-perfect pictures flash up in unexpected places. (Ironically, the Kaukassian exhibit just across the way offers a far less alarming vision from the future. There are no disembodied voices, no chomping stoves, and no five-minute reel presenting the often tender adventures of a puppet named “Truthful George and his Truth-getting Hammer”.’)

  5  ‘… The Big Wood industry built a carnival of timber along a stretch of artificial river. A company of twenty-five men and women from the so-called “Barbarian Cities” engaged in displays of climbing, chopping, birling (which is another name for log-rolling), jousting while riding logs, double-bladed axe-throwing and general axe-related clowning. The company drank heavily at times. The events became more raucous. Several company members and a number of spectators were injured.’



NOTES ON PREVIOUS NOTES

I am worried, Colette, that I know nothing about who you are, or about your lifestyle. I assume you are from the cities, but I didn’t mean to use the phrase ‘girl from the cities’ in a pejorative or sexist way. Also, I meant ‘lesbian poetry showcase’ not as an objective benchmark for bad entertainment, but as a description of the expression on the face of someone – in this case an immortal prince – for whom the form is alien. I fully support the independent arts, and all the alternative sexualities.

Additionally, did not mean to impugn Mr Silksmith. Meant ‘imperfections’ such as any work contains them. Silksmith widely regarded as finest tailor within his bracket, and I agree. His hand could stitch ciphers on the wings of a moth. Doubt given twice the time he could improve a stitch. Perhaps on first button of right cuff of my travelling jacket, but let’s not linger on it.



I’m almost there. Docking cycle has started. Am so excited can hardly describe. Am filled with [illegible material]. I wish you could experience this. But you’re far away, and in a different time. I’ll do my best to convey the experience you can’t have. That’s the critic’s job. Our job is to see things as they are. The Tomahawk has returned to life. He is stronger than ever. Good builds upon good, cell by cell. That’s how the future is made. We can’t see it at all, even as we sail towards it. Only darkness. But absence is greater than fulfilment. Was what I expected. To a critic it’s expected for a thing to be nothing like he expected. Our job: to see things as they are. Like a good detective. Seeking truth. Investigating witnesses. Unravelling stories. Unpicking real from the fake. Trusting only our senses and our delicately tuned instinct. And never being surprised when a thing is absolutely nothing like any other person claims it is.



There’s no one here, Colette.

No guests, no staff, no movement.

No one in the docking bay to take us up.

The place is utterly dead.



NOTES ON THE LOBBY OF HOTEL GRAND SKIES: THE EMPYREAN

Later, in our suite. Forcing pen to move. Drink helps.

There was no one to meet us. Our ferry slid back into the dark and vanished. ‘Well, it’s late,’ I said. ‘I’m sure the place is sleeping.’ Beast said something. G mumbled something else. Our voices rumbled through the bulbous chambers of the Terminal Annexe. A series of almond-shaped instars linked by curving staircases and moving walkways. Vast. No corners. Like the architecture of an alien culture. There are private and semi-private berths, so guests can arrive as visibly or invisibly as they wish. Except no one famous, or otherwise, was here to witness our arrival. I expected people moving back and forth. Bag boys calling famous names. We stood in a vast anonymous space, staring at a gold-letter sign:

‘The Guest Should At All Times Honour the Establishment, and the Illusions it Contains.’

Strange. We rang a bell which made no sound. Then decided to make our own way up. No point trying to lug our gear. Gladys took her silver case. Guest elevator out of order. We found the monumental marble staircase leading up into the lobby. Ages seemed to pass. Our footsteps crashed against the silence.

Lobby also empty. Place quiet as a temple. Desks unmanned. Luggage heaped on abandoned trolleys. Flowers showing wrinkles of a day in vase. We came warily into an oval palace of marble crowned with a glass-panelled dome etched with a map of the stars and the cities of the Cloud. It is even greater than it was in my dreams. The place isn’t dazzlingly lit like Western lobbies. The East is not afraid of shadows. ‘For in dark corners live contemplation and mystery.’ The lobby is lit by four massive chandeliers which look like they were hauled up from the bottom of the sea. Difficult to even make out what’s happening on the other side. At the far end another massive, bone-white staircase rises to a mezzanine.

One lamp was lit at a reception desk a hundred yards or more away, and we could see a shadow working there. So we made our way round, against the clock. It’s a trip of almost half a mile. The place is vast. On the corners of the elevator riser, marble cherubs bask with winged lions formed from seas of molten brass. The angels crook their necks at impossible angles to gaze upward to the dome. I want to get down every detail: the recesses behind each reception desk … the ivory nooks holding carved mythical figures: serpents, satyrs, gargoyles and sea beasts … things I don’t recognise…. monsters awash in undersea light … a kind of faun … a kind of grinning satyr … a kind of horse with the body of a man … a skeleton rising over the hunched figure of a saint – in near-darkness the forms look soft and lovely … We’d almost reached the desk when our way was blocked by a puddle. A sign: ‘HAZARD. KEEP CAUTION.’ Supposed a pipe had burst above, kept guests and staff away. This is why the place was deserted. Mystery solved. We were so close. I could see the very tall man behind the reception desk. ‘Good evening!’ I called. The man looked up slowly. He nodded, then returned to his ledger. Strange.

‘Beast, go back round and see the man.’ Daniel was staring slack-jawed at the puddle while gently stroking the left side of his neck with the fingers of his right hand. Now he wandered over to gaze down at his own handsome reflection.

‘Gladys?’

‘We should just go.’

‘Go? Unthinkable. I’ll head round myself.’

She sighed upwards.

I was breathless by the time I got there. Breathless from the miles I’d walked, but also from the scope and silence of this place. In the centre of the space is a square marble elevator riser with liver-red carpet. The cruciform elevator shaft pierces the dome through its apex, travels all the way up to the famous glass-domed restaurant at the top. I passed the second great staircase which takes you to the mezzanine. I was surprised to see, as I approached the counter – now on the far side of the spill – a guest. She sat alone on the green leather banquette seating which hems the elevator riser. The Countess Hemples. I’d met her once. She didn’t answer when I greeted her. Was in a state. Looked worse than when her husband died. She didn’t even look at me, and by then I’d done almost a full lap. Could see my accomplices – my agent and my bodyguard – where I left them. I saw the very tall man behind the desk. He slowly turned his gaunt face to me and said:

‘Good evening, sir. Checking out?’

‘Come again?’ I took the few last steps towards him. ‘Checking in. The name is Tamberlain. I’m expected.’ Breathless.

This giant stared for so long I thought he might have suffered a sudden embolism. ‘You wish to check in?’

‘Correct. Tamberlain. Expected, I’m certain. I’m on your list.’ I took another small step forward and gestured helpfully towards the register. He let his sad eyes fall upon the book. They were smeared with rings of black. He wore a spotless waistcoat, a brass name-badge stamped: ‘Espantapájaros: Head Clerk’.

‘I want to check in immediately. You can check us in now? I’m happy to wait if you’re still dealing with the Countess.’ I gestured towards the banquettes where the sad-looking woman, still dressed for dinner, stared blankly at the ceiling. In crueller circles they call her the Countless Hemples, because her husband died just weeks after they married. Dove from a high-board with a portable fan. The cable got tangled and he hung himself. Espantapájaros followed my gesture slowly with his eyes; the signal seemed to reach his brain. ‘Ah. The Countess is not in a hurry. Of course I can deal with you. And you are …?’

‘… Tamberlain. Party of three. I am here to check in. Had to take the long way round.’

‘Sir?’ Espantapájaros looked up from his register. Everything he did was arboreally languid. He was like a mass of seaweed. ‘The long way round. Had to come around the lobby so I wouldn’t ruin my new shoes.’ I did the ‘walky-walky’ gesture with my fingers across the marble counter. Nothing. Espantapájaros stood tall/correct, a pen balanced on his improbably long and ink-stained fingers. Not a tremble from that steel-tipped rod of squid excreta. I gave my associates a nod, and then one – I’m not sure why – to the Countess. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. They say when the fan hit the water the surge knocked out the entire hotel. So the Countess, who was resting in her room, would have been plunged into darkness at the very moment of her husband’s death.

‘Will you excuse me for one small minute, sir?’

I took a step back. ‘Of course. Take all the time you need. But not too much. My companions and I are tired and want our comforts.’ I winked at him for some reason. He gave me a stare which sent a metallic shiver through my teeth. Then he nodded and stepped away through one of the burgundy curtains behind the desks. I saw a flash of pure darkness. My bodyguard and my agent were squinting at me. Walked quickly to the edge of the puddle. ‘What is this stuff anyway? Oil?’ My friends just stared at me. ‘They don’t know who I am. They think I want to check out. Strange, no?’

Gladys raised one brow, and Beast folded his heavy arms. ‘Boss …’

‘Yes, dear?’

‘This seems …’

He failed to complete his thought. Just exhaled loudly, sent ripples across the black lake at his feet. I got distracted by something in the distance. (The words keep flowing from my pen, but they can’t encompass the strangeness. Beast is staring at the empty wall of our suite now as I write this. He hasn’t said a word since we left the lobby. Gladys is cleaning her gear.) After time adjusting to the low light, the lobby had begun to emerge shyly from the shadows. The visual consequences started quietly to assert themselves. It was as if an unkind dawn was breaking.

‘I think there’s been some kind of … error,’ said Gladys. Spoke uncharacteristically calmly to me – the way one might to a man at a height holding a portable fan and a picture of a pregnant woman. She’d moved closer to the edge so we could speak more quietly. Dark fluid was inching towards her green shoes. She didn’t notice. On purpose, I think – to make me crazy. She knows. ‘What I think, Jonathan, is that we should leave.’ Leave? I gaped around and groped for meaning. Felt oddly detached. Felt a cool current on my skin. Needed an Exocet. Or in this case maybe a Flowlax.6 But my pharmacopoeia was in my case. Still is. And who knows where my case is.

‘And it’s just the one of you to check in, sir?’ Espantapájaros’s voice came oozing over my shoulder.

‘No, it’s …’ turning, catching a movement in the corner of my eye. ‘There are three of us now.’ I walked quickly back to the desk. ‘Two persons, at least, and a kind of monster. Do you know you have a spill?’

‘A spill, sir?’ He let his creamy eyes drift past the marble dais, past the statues of the tiny angels basking with well-endowed lions in the heavenly glow of the ancient chandeliers, before finally letting them discover the lake.

‘Probably a busted pipe?’ I offered.

‘Ah, yes, the spill. It is very embarrassing. But of course, we are aware. There is the sign.’ He returned his gaze to me, leaving a long, bony finger pointing at the sign, then let his eyes slowly widen.

‘I guess. It seems a small sign for such a big spill. Why don’t you put a bucket under it?’

Finger curling slowly back to join the others. ‘Under the sign, sir?’

‘No, under the spill.’

‘That’s an excellent suggestion, sir. But there’s no need to concern yourself with house business. We are repairing as we speak. Spring Rounds start tomorrow. Do not give it another thought, Mr …’ He looked back to his register.

‘… Tam-ber-lain.’

‘Tam-ber-lain!’ he sang as he picked up a fountain pen again and let it figure-eight above the surface of the register.

‘I’m expected. I’m here by invitation. I was in a coma. Your good doctor came to me in a dream. Said I was on the List. It’s all … legit.’ The tip of Espantapájaros’s pen froze. ‘Anyway, as I said, I have an invitation, you see?’ I took the worn square of card from my breast pocket and handed it to him. He received it delicately, seemed to stab it lightly with his pen as he examined it. ‘Ah! Tamberlain! Yes, we were to expect you.’ His whole demeanour changed. He seemed to catch up with himself and surge ahead, like an engine running a loose belt. ‘Tamberlain, party of one.’

‘Of three!’

His smile diminished.

‘Of three?’

‘We covered this. Ms Green and Mr Woodbine. My staff. If I’m to do my job I need my bodyguard, and my agent. One stops me from getting mugged, and the other is my bodyguard.’ No smile. ‘I trust something can be arranged.’

He strained his colourless lips against his yellowed teeth. ‘I’m afraid we are rather tight at the moment, Mr Tamberlain. It’s Harvest, you know. High season.’ I glanced around the space again, and even the act of glancing seemed to produce an echo. ‘And you’ve arrived with us a whole week early, you see?’

‘Early?’

‘Indeed.’ He pointed to the gang of numbers on the card, as if they conspired to confirm his argument.

‘So what are you saying, that you can’t honour my reservation?’

‘No, sir! We are legendarily accommodating. It’s just that the suite we had reserved for you is not ready. We do have a smaller three-roomer free. It is a very fine suite. The Meridian Baby.’ And then he smiled again, slowly.

‘Will you excuse me a minute, Espantapájaros?’

‘Of course, sir.’

I took my leave and this time chose to go all the way back around the lobby, against the clock, past the Countess, past the Grand Staircase, the regiment of other-worldly creatures in their scalloped alcoves, the statues of old Eastern martyrs. I walked slowly, thinking. My shoes were loud. Several hundred snare-taps in the hard, dim space. I needed time to work things through.

‘Is it possible,’ I said as I reached my friends, and took a glance over my shoulder, ‘that I am, in fact, still in a coma?’

My staff gazed at me.

‘It’s improbable,’ said Beast. ‘Unlikely.’

‘But if I was back in Coma you’d be unlikely to admit it.’

‘That’s likely.’

‘OK. It appears we’re early, but they have a three-roomer. The Meridian Baby.’

Gladys stood rigid. ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’

‘I know, it’s outrageous. I think I might be able to push them to find us three adjoining suites. They hardly seem full.’

Gladys looked at me with a certain stillness. She angled her right foot so that it barely touched the spill. ‘You are not seriously considering spending a night here. In this place.’

‘I was considering spending several,’ I said. They would be among the best nights of my short life, I was sure.

Gladys said nothing. Remained very still.

‘Noted!’

I set off again, with the clock, on the long journey to the desk. Leaving now. The very idea of it. ‘The very idea of it!’ My voice boomed in the space. ‘It’ll take more than a severed pipe to get me back on that ferry, Gladys!’ The ferry which had already sailed an hour ago. Now I noticed new details. How the lions on each corner of the raised elevator plinth had been cast with such fidelity you could make out tiny veins on the surface of their testicles. How the Grand Staircase was daubed with dark patches near the top. How the paint on the statues of old Eastern martyrs was so glossy they looked as if they’d been freshly flayed that morning. A porter with a mop and bucket had appeared. He was running his mop through the sticky pool on the floor near my associates, leaving long, sweeping caligraphs, but doing little to soak up the mess. One boy and his mop couldn’t possibly deal with that much fluid. He had some kind of steel instrument shoved through his belt. Strange.

‘Mr Tamberlain?’

‘Who?’

I had arrived back at the desk.

‘If you don’t mind, I need to move things forward. I have really a lot on my plate at present.’ Pronounced it ‘Pah-late.’

‘Of course, Espantapájaros. You mean the Countess?’

‘Among many other things.’

I turned to look at Countess Hemples, still waiting patiently on the banquettes by the elevators, waiting to go up. She was gazing up at one of the iron seaweed chandeliers. Her head, I could see now in the brightening atmosphere, sat on a crooked angle, and a thin trail of blood ran from her right nostril, down her cheek, over her candy-pink earlobe, down her lumpen, purple neck to soak into the scalloped hem of her dress. I stood looking at this picture for a long time. I would have to guess, if pushed, that it happened quickly. A single blow to the right side of her neck with a heavy instrument.

‘Mr Espantapájaros?’

‘Mr Tamberlain?’

‘Tell me.’

‘Yes?’

‘Did you deal with the Countess personally?’

‘Sir?’

‘I mean, did you personally … “see” … to the Countess?’ I had not turned back to face the man. For some reason I thought the expression on his face might bring more consequences than the expression on the Countess’s.

‘No, Mr Tamberlain. One of our other clerks has been helping her check out.’

‘Oh.’

I looked at the narrow river between me and my companions. Blood. Not the Countess’s. Too much of it. How many countesses does it take to make a lake like that? The sound of the mop slipping rhythmically through the sticky red slick was excruciating.

‘The spill will be cleaned up momentarily, sir. We are terribly embarrassed. We are mortified.’ I turned to him. He looked into my eyes. An insect ran down my spine and away. I turned away again. Another body lay spread at the bottom of the Grand Staircase. Had he been there the whole time? I heard myself say, ‘And who’s that lying over there?’ I heard Espantapájaros say, ‘I’m not entirely sure, sir. Shall I look into it for you?’

‘No, no, please don’t go to any trouble. Will you excuse me again one moment?’

‘Of course, take all the time you need.’ I took the short route and spoke to my protector across the black lake. ‘I will pay you double what we agreed, plus a bonus, if you don’t say another word.’

‘Why?’ Her jaw was rigid. I am tall, she is tiny. She seemed to tower over me.

Why? Because this is the culmination of my life’s work. Because I went through hell to get here. Because they are the finest establishment in the Cloud. Because we’ve seen fewer bodies here than I did on the ride to the docks. Because I care about this night more than I care about my life. But I didn’t say any of that to her. I said, ‘If you don’t say another word, if you let me sign in, and if you follow me up to our suite, and say nothing, I will pay you double.’

(Thinking back on these words now, Colette, I can hardly believe it was me who said them.)

‘I don’t need more of your money. What I need, Jonathan, is for you to stop talking, to follow me back down to Terminal Annexe, and say nothing, and if you do there’s a chance we’ll live.’

‘I agree,’ said Beast. ‘Something not right here, Boss.’

‘I’m afraid there are no ferries back to the port tonight.’ Espantapájaros’s voice came from behind. ‘The last has left. Sailed off into the starry seas.’

Gladys whispered: ‘There’s a cargo-pod in the Annexe. I tagged it when we got here. This could be our last chance. I can’t pull down maps for this place. I couldn’t even tell you where the ladies is.’

‘It’s over there, madam.’ Espantapájaros pointed to a small door on the far side of the Grand Staircase. A ragged red smear led up to it. It was a mess all right. It could almost make a man reconsider his ambitions. But at that point I could hardly focus on anything. Things were spinning. No sunlight to power my thoughts down here. Strange noises came from far away.

‘You’re telling me you’re afraid of runts like that?’ I said, gesturing to the skinny boy still pointlessly running his mop through the lake of blood, occasionally squeezing pink water into his gleaming brass bucket. He had a large pimple between his thick brow. It glowed like an idol gem. The hands which worked the mop were thin and delicate. His face, too, was drained of colour, but his pimple had reds, yellows and deep purples, as if every ounce of colour in his body had been diverted to fund that singular eruption. Franz, he would be called.

‘I’m not afraid,’ said Gladys, ‘I’m doing my job. None of this is real, Jonathan.’

‘What do you mean, “None of this is real”?’

She sighed. ‘I’ll explain it later.’

‘I agree with Gladys,’ said Woodbine again, gently. ‘I strongly suggest we abort the job, sue for your fee plus emotional damages. You can still make a killing, even if you only got as far as the lobby.’ They were right. They could not have been more right. I knew it. It was more than just the Countess. The Hotel Grand Skies was possessed with a silence beyond silence. You could feel the stillness oozing down the Grand Staircase, like a breeze so soft you can’t even feel it on your skin, but you know it’s there. And the smell. There is a certain smell. To stay in this lobby another minute was a great insanity, eclipsed only by the greater insanity of going upstairs. Only a mad person would stay here. I’d never been more certain of anything. And yet …

‘I’ll pay you triple.’

Gladys groaned like a spirit. ‘You’re already paying me triple.’

‘Then triple it again. I can’t do this without you, Gladys. Don’t make me say it. I’m sorry I tried to buy you a dress.’

‘You know I haven’t packed for this amount of trouble.’ She kicked the small, steel-plated case beside her. Gladys owns three cases: a compact one for short trips to secure areas; a medium one for longer trips to moderately risky areas; and a large one for trips to seriously dangerous places. This hotel, she assumed, would be a ‘small case’ event.

‘Please, Gladys.’

She sighed. ‘Not Beast. He has to leave. I can’t protect both of you.’

‘I’m not leaving. Wait. Am I leaving?’ Beast softly stroked the thin scar on his neck from where his father attacked him with a bottle at his cousin’s wedding. He does it when he’s worried. He glanced at the grim puddle in front of him, at the mop boy with the kitchen knife in his belt. Then at Espantapájaros, who said, ‘No, sir, I rather think you aren’t.’

‘No. I’m staying.’ The Beast clapped his massive hands together. ‘Definitely … Am I staying?’ The echo from his hands took eleven seconds to die.

‘Mr Tamberlain, you surprise us!’ The voice from above made us jump. ‘But we’re glad you’re here! The staff are in electrics!’ We turned to see a man descending the Grand Staircase. He wore a fine dark suit with bright yellow socks and the silver emblem of the concierge on his lapel. He stepped quickly around the body at the bottom, strode across the arena with its still beasts and dead widows. His glossy shoes tick-tacked on the marble, giving the impression of a man dogged by a pair of toy beetles. He approached with two boys in tow. ‘But my friend’ – he tucked his diary under his arm, extended his hands towards me – ‘what happened to your shoes, they’re filthy!’ He offered his hand, and I took it. It felt real, real as anything.

  6  ‘… bladder pain, bloody or cloudy urine, difficult, burning or painful urination, fast, pounding or irregular heartbeat or pulse, frequent urge to urinate, lower back or side pain, fever or chills, blistering, peeling or loosening of the skin, mild euphoria, phantom limbs.’
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NOTES ON A CONCIERGE

‘The notorious Tomahawk. In our establishment. Who could have imagined?’ The concierge, whose name is Shabazzniov, arrived finally; his boys followed, peering shyly up at me. ‘Might I greet you in the traditional way?’ he said as he came in like a vampire, grabbed my shoulders firmly, and kissed me on both cheeks. I felt the heat of a real face, smelled Black Brigade for Men.7 ‘I kiss the cheek of every guest who comes here. And so a bond is formed.’ He’d left his scent on my cheek.

‘I’m honoured.’ I stepped back to restore the space between us.

‘But great stars, your shoes! What happened?’

‘I had to take a taxi through the low districts of Zoraster.’

‘But why would you do that, Mr Tamberlain? There’s a light-rail service to the docks.’

His skin was olive brown and very smooth. He had a drowsy alertness, like the prehistoric predator who seems to dream his way through life, yet sees all. I was a small bird pecking along the edge of his lagoon, and he hardly cared. He was both arrogant and supplicant; only a great concierge can pull this off. His suit was elegant; his shoes were buffed to distraction, seemingly to match his hair, which was oiled into dual side-parts, a kind of shark’s fin formed in the middle of his head.

‘Oh, but it’s a rough uncivilised place, Zoraster, I hear. I’ve never been. The stories drift down to us. But you look like a man who takes care of himself.’ He made a quick gesture towards my left fist. Could he have seen the faint scarring on my knuckles in this light? ‘And this beefy man-guard; stars!’ He opened both his palms towards Beast, who he must have assumed was my protector. ‘I would not like to come upon the pair of you in some dark Zorastern alley. We’ll have your shoes cleaned for you, Mr Tamberlain. And we’ll fix that errant stitching on the first button of your right cuff, too. We have a superb tailor. You won’t have a need in the world.’ The boys behind him smiled. Young, pale, androgynous boys. Terrifyingly beautiful. Dressed like tiny versions of their boss. Shabazzniov spoke quietly, as if sharing a confidence. ‘I want to extend our welcome, as well as …’ he lowered his voice further still, ‘… our sincere apologies.’

‘Not at all. I’ve seen many corpses on my travels.’

He looked confused. ‘I mean the muddle over the timing of your booking. Your early coming. It was very possibly our fault in some way. Perhaps we assumed too much of your staff. We are mortified. Mr Espantapájaros will speak to Ms Zhivast, our registrar. Of course your reservation will be honoured.’

‘Ah. Well, we still have some reservations. Generally.’ I threw a quick glance at Gladys. The young man with his mop was still slopping his way languidly across the slick of blood. The way he used his mop made him look like a gondola pilot pushing an invisible craft across a darkly red river. I noticed for the first time that his mop handle had been sharpened into a spike. How could I have missed such a detail? What else was I missing? Maybe it would be a good idea to make a tactical retreat. ‘My colleague, Ms Green, wondered if this might not be the ideal moment for our visit. What, with the spill. She wondered if it might in fact be best for us to take a ferry back. Just until you get things … mopped up.’

‘But the last ferry has left, Mr Tamberlain. There is no boat back tonight.’

‘Ah, but Ms Green mentioned a cargo-pod.’

The concierge shared a quick glance with his boys before he swivelled his head towards Gladys, ran up and down the length of her with his dead black eyes. ‘Is that how you want to end your stay at the grandest old establishment in the Cloud? Ejected into the darkness in a cramped pod with no provisions? I doubt your giant bodyguard would even fit. Imagine you three out there in the dismal silence, wasting away and wishing your frail beacon would be picked up by some dreary freighter or smugglers’ yacht.’ Extraordinary. His boys exchanged smiles. I heard Beast whisper something to G, a tiny figure at his left shoulder. The concierge shot eyes at them again. Then he took a quick step towards me, and in a voice so quiet I could barely hear him, said, ‘Before we settle your boarding arrangements there is one thing I need to talk to you about. A delicate matter. Perhaps I might have a few minutes alone with you.’

‘Alone?’

‘It’ll only take a minute.’

‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’ He seemed to miss my innuendo. He said something in High Kaukassian to his boys, then turned and strode off. I gave a nod to my bodyguard, received a judgemental head-shake which I dampened with a two-handed conciliatory gesture intended to convey that I was taking care of things.

I followed the concierge across the lobby; he strode quickly. ‘I must apologise again, Mr Tamberlain, for the confusion. This is a busy time of year. I’m pulled many ways. It’s Harvest, of course, so the staff are hopeless. And we’re at Stealth Two, which complicates things. I’m so sorry, you won’t follow. The establishment is very private, the guests demand it. They want respite. People are always trying to find us here. The press, certain obsessives.’ Did he pause for a micro-second to glance back at me? ‘We employ a five-tier Stealth Mode system. Stealth Mode One causes little disruption. Stealth Two means limited “comms” with mirrored encryption and no waste disbursement, if you follow.’

‘Of course.’ Nope. I followed him towards the small booth beneath an enamel sign, ‘CONCIERGE’, and through a velvet curtain the shade of the cloth they drape on babies’ coffins.

‘But I want to assure you it won’t affect your stay.’ We stood in an improbably tiny office. It had a lacquered cabinet, and two red leather chairs around a low, veneer-topped coffee table. On the table was a press-bell and a small brass pot. The rear wall of the cell was dominated by a portrait of Kosmikov, the Black Count, the man who had built the old Eastern states into the all-conquering empire we’d come to call the Kaukassus. And there was a smaller portrait beside it: a bald man with sparkling eyes, a scar down one cheek. I thought I’d met him before, but I couldn’t place him.

‘Who is that man?’

The concierge arched an exquisite brow. ‘Count Kosmikov?’

‘No, the other gentlemen.’

He looked at me with immaculately restrained scorn. ‘That’s our Master, Mr Tünghammer.’

‘I feel like we’ve met.’

He frowned. ‘It’s inconceivable that the two of you would have met. He hasn’t left this hotel in years. But no matter, you’re probably just mistaken.’

The memory was faint. But his face is unforgettable. ‘You’re probably right, I’m probably confused.’ We stood awkwardly in the cramped space, the four of us.

‘Mr Tamberlain, I have to confess, I am in love with you. Oh no! Your face! I’m sorry, Kaukassian is my first language, and sometimes I use words inappropriately. I just meant that I’m a fan of your work. Not as big a fan as our registrar, Ms Zhivast. She has every one of your novels, in every edition. She is what they in fandom call a “completist”. But I have a number of your novels near my bed where I can reach them. They are very comforting. Sometimes I like nothing more than to hold them.’

‘Thank you. My work is non-fiction, of course.’

‘Oh, of course! By “novel” I simply meant that your culinary adventures evoke the style of a classic detective story.’

‘Of course, I didn’t mean to suggest I was correcting you.’

‘I understand. And I didn’t mean to seem as if I was defending myself.’

‘I understand.’

‘We’re so happy to see you. None more than Ms Zhivast.’

‘I must sign something for her.’

‘She would die. The staff are in fits. “How tall will he be?” “What will he smell like?”’

‘Right.’

‘You smell very satisfactory, if I can say.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘How rude of me – please sit.’ I lowered myself into one of the chairs. I hungered for drink by then, I can tell you. I could still see the Countess’s face. But hers would fade as we made our way through the corridors to our room. So many faces. The room seemed to be shrinking. Kosmikov’s face began to bloom with dark rage the longer I stayed in its shadow.

‘Mr Tamberlain?’

‘Hmmmmm?’

‘I think I might have observed some discomfort in you. You don’t seem at ease, or as delighted to be here as I expected. Is something bothering you? Is my manner too informal? Are you uncomfortable because I used the L word when we’ve only just met? We pride ourselves on perfection. But if there’s some small thing disturbing you …’

‘Well. There’s a dead countess by the elevators. Let’s start with her and see where the night takes us.’ He nodded as he pressed his knuckles to his fullish lips, like I’d simply pointed out the day-old flowers in the vases. Then he took the seat opposite. He seemed to enjoy some brief private joke before he spoke. ‘I’m sorry, I was just scanning my memory for a story suitable to describe the difficult yet vastly rewarding job I have. But there are so many. I am a concierge. My job is to satisfy desire. Any request from any guest, no matter how small and strange, is in my remit. I’ve replaced the pillows in a lady’s suite with endangered swans. I’ve arranged a lavish “shotgun” wedding for eight hundred guests in the Grand Ballroom with less than an hour’s notice. I’ve produced a tiny dinner jacket for the investor Herman Ott’s dog, Ruth, when he wished to take her to the Rainbow Danger Club.’

‘A strange request.’

‘He is a devout animal lover.’

‘Indeed. I once saw him order elephant’s foot at the Carnaby.’

‘I wasn’t aware they served elephant.’

‘They don’t. Ott had been to the Midnight Circus. He’d fallen for the beautiful elephant tamer called Edith, and when she refused to come to his room at the Carnaby he took a spiteful revenge. He knew that the circus owner was a mean and greedy man, always looking to make quick money. So he offered a mammoth sum for a mammoth meal. The elephant, Daisy, was taken from its loving owner and butchered. Ott ate a single mouthful. “It tasted like sponge cake wrapped in a towel,” he said, apparently.’

‘Well. We all reap what we sow, in the end.’ He held my eye, I thought, a blink too long.

‘And the Countess? What did she request to get such exacting service from you? I’d like to know so I don’t accidentally say it.’

He smiled stilly at me. ‘Mr Tamberlain, what do you want?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘What have you come here for? What would make you happy? Our only job is to make you happy. Once we establish how, we can move forward.’

‘Well. I suppose I came here to eat.’

‘To eat? But you could eat anywhere.’

‘I came to have one perfect meal in your Undersea.’

He nodded. ‘That’s it? So simple.’

‘Simple?’

‘Yes. Perfection is easy; to disappoint someone well is a true challenge.’ He smiled. ‘But you mentioned earlier that you’d like to leave without having your meal.’

‘Well, yes, but only because my appetites have been temporarily suppressed by my desire to not be harmed.’

He raised his brows in alarm. Then he spoke softly, as one does to a patient. ‘So … if I am understanding you correctly, your wishes are to have your meal. But also to leave without having it. But either way to come to no harm.’

‘I suppose that’s true.’

‘But if the stories in your “novels” are true then you’ve put yourself in harm’s way on countless occasions, and for far lesser experiences than what we offer.’

‘I suppose that’s true, too.’

‘And if you climbed into that cargo-pod tonight and sailed out into the darkness, you’d undoubtedly be in significantly more peril than you perceive yourself to be in here. The dangers out there are real. But if you stayed here you’d enjoy an experience which would instantly eclipse all others you’ve had. You might only die of pleasure.’ He waited for me to enjoy his little joke. ‘Everything you could possibly want is here.’

‘If we have everything we desire we go mad.’

‘People don’t go mad because they’ve had too much pleasure, Mr Tamberlain; they go mad because they’re afraid they can’t enjoy pleasure any more. May I offer you some wine?’

‘What? Oh, yes.’ Gods yes.

‘I share a drop with each new guest. Another small ritual.’ He stood and went to his cabinet. I watched as the shadow lifted a stopper from a decanter, and poured measures of pinky-red wine into two small glasses. As he poured the wine the odour reached me, the shape of it appeared to me, and I was suddenly filled with feelings I struggled to contain. This was no ordinary wine. He left the glasses standing on the cabinet so the sediment would ease and turned his eyes back on me.

‘I must say, this is very exciting. We haven’t ever had a critic on our List, of course. And I can’t recall we’ve ever had a traveller.’ He must have caught the brief change on my face, because he quickly corrected himself. ‘Oh! I didn’t mean … by “traveller” I meant someone who travels professionally.’

‘It’s perfectly all right. I didn’t think you were calling me a –’

‘I never would! Mr Tamberlain, I’m mortified, I simply –’

‘Don’t think anything of it, I understood your intent.’

‘Because I never would.’

‘Of course.’

He nodded, went back to the glasses on the cabinet, leaned down to peer into the liquid. Kept peering as he said, ‘But your mother was Andovan, wasn’t she?’

Unbelievable. He was calling me a gypsy.

‘Her parents were Andovan. But they never travelled, as such. She was born in the mountains over Solidad City.’

‘They never travelled, but she was born in the mountains. I think I follow.’ He brought the glasses over, sat opposite. ‘Terrestrial blood is a vigorous solution. I’d say you benefited from your mother’s genetics, if anything.’

‘And you?’

‘I’m a boy from the cities. Endoloscina. My parents were refugees from Petropolis.’

So they were travellers, too? Tasteless. Didn’t say it aloud. He gazed across the space between us. Was as if he read my thoughts. Then he smiled, shook his head.

‘Perhaps you will taste this wine and give your expert opinion.’ He raised his glass. I couldn’t.

‘It’s a La Bestia 34. A first run. I know it.’

‘Remarkable! You can tell that from its smell?’

‘Smell, in a sense. I have a rare ideasthesia. I got it when I was small, after a boxing accident. Each combination of taste and odour has a personality for me. It’s like meeting a person who makes a powerful impression on you. The bond is strong. Once I’ve smelled or tasted something I never forget. I met this one at the White Orchid on my first tour. She was at the next table, of course, because I couldn’t afford anything of this quality then.’

‘You assign genders to them?’ He still held his glass ready for a toast.

‘They assign themselves. Although most of these gustatory entities are … gender-fluid. But this one is definitely female. She was being enjoyed by a man and a woman completely unworthy of her. She came over to my table in the corner and she begged me to save her. But what could I do?’

‘Well?’

‘I set off a fire alarm near the kitchens, and in the fuss I plucked her off the table. We went back to my room at the Red City Inn.’

‘Astonishing. You liberated her. Like a heroic knight.’

‘It was a crime of passion, and it only happened once. I trained myself to control my gift. I couldn’t allow myself to be manipulated by these whimsical creatures, no matter how seductive.’

‘I don’t judge you. The first time I met this wine it was like a madness. So every bottle of La Bestia 34 shares the same personality?’

‘No. They’re like clones. Each with their own subtle differences. This one is quieter. Stranger, somehow.’

‘I had no idea. I will now have to reread everything you’ve written with your gift in mind. But let’s enjoy this strange little wine together. Our Master sent it down as a special welcome gift. To the living.’ A strange little toast. I accepted. We sipped. I died. ‘And to the dead, be they not forgotten.’ He leaned across to pour the rest of his glass into the brass pot on the table. Astonishing. The red liquid gurgled away, and he placed his empty glass on the table.

‘Sorry, do you wish me to …?’

‘Oh, certainly not! It’s just a ritual of mine. Please, enjoy your wine. It’s just the beginning. We must move on. It’s late and we have a long journey.’

I didn’t want to move on. I wanted to spend another long, contemplative evening with her. The taste of this wine was crushing doubt. Rationalisations were cloning inside my head like bacterial cells, invading my faculties of reason. Could I really stay here? Was that truly a possibility? If this wine was just the beginning, where could it end? The image of a countess with a crooked neck brought me back. Somewhat.

‘Now I will explain things plainly. I can’t answer any questions about who recommended you for a place on our List. We have scanned billions of potential admissions, and offered inductions to a thousand. I hope you won’t take offence if I say that I was surprised to see your name among them.’

‘Not at all.’ A little.

‘And you should know that your place is provisional. And not all guests we offer provisional places to are made permanent members of the establishment. Your induction must be flawless if you’re to ascend. I’m sure Doctor Rubin has taken you through the induction process.’

‘Yes. In a sense.’

He smiled softly. ‘Our doctor is a singular personality. He has his ways. Has he tried to make you read his book?’

‘He’s been very persistent.’

‘Copies showing up at every place you rest your head?’

‘Something like that.’

He smiled again, took a discreet glance at his Platimex. ‘He will have explained the three systems at this establishment: Management; Service and Security; and Human Comfort and Medical. Doctor Difflaydermaus is in charge of Medical, of course. You’ll need to continue to endure his little rituals if you’re to progress. He was instrumental in setting up this place, though now he works in more of an advisory capacity. He still holds some sway with Management, so it would be best to keep him on side. Management has broad oversight, but you’ll have little to do with them. You will mostly deal with me and my staff. I will personally oversee your induction. You must be sure to make no missteps. Follow my instructions and you’ll do well. And don’t fret about your shoes. We know a lot can happen during a poorly managed transit. We’ll overlook it.’ He reached across the table and let his palm fall upon the bell. No sound. Then he paused, raised a finger to his full lips. ‘Ah. But there is one more thing. Mr Espantapájaros informs me that in fact you wish to check in three guests?’

‘My staff are essential. I’ve had threats.’

‘Of course. Though as I said, you’re perfectly safe … ah, Ms Zhivast, at last. Did you miss your bus?’ I swivelled in my seat to see a blushing, bright-faced young woman with a shock of orange hair and piercing blue eyes. She had frozen in the doorway, a look of panic on her face. She clutched a heavy volume to her chest. Her knuckles pulsed white. ‘Come on, he won’t bite you.’ She couldn’t move. The girl was frozen. She kept moving her mouth to speak, but her throat wouldn’t unlock.

‘I truly won’t, I promise.’

‘Ms Zhivast dreams of becoming a writer herself some day.’

‘Oh? You must let me read something while I’m here. And you must bring some books for me to sign. Which is your favourite?’

Still frozen in the doorway, gaping like a drowning fish. Her lips made each vowel in order. She finally got her legs to move, rushed forward to place the fat leather volume before us, then murmured to the floor: ‘TheWomanintheGlass. I’mverysorry.’

‘Not at all.’

‘A classic, certainly. So ingenious the way you used the train timetable to outwit them.’

‘Yes, but there is no express to Zinich,’ the girl said quickly, still looking at the floor. ‘You’d have got there forty minutes late.’ She clamped her hand over her mouth, I could hear the vomit surge up her throat. She swallowed. Her legs wobbled. I impulsively stood to catch her, but she regained her equilibrium and tipped out of the room without another word. Her perfume lingered.

‘Mr Tamberlain, I’m terribly embarrassed about that.’

‘Not at all.’ I sat down. ‘She’s right. There is no express to Zinich. I fudged that part.’

‘Well. We all fudge from time to time. Those swans I sourced were not endangered. At least before they got to Lady Howsjkinch’s suite. Now. We will need you to sign this induction agreement.’ He opened the book Ms Zhivast had provided. ‘This is your peace of mind. It protects your rights as a guest, as well as indemnifying us against anything which could happen to you during your induction if you fail to follow the rules. The contract also binds you to non-disclosure regarding our more advanced hotel systems. But I’m sure all this was explained to you.’ He smiled, and slowly reached out across the space between us to offer me a heavy fountain pen.

‘I should have my agent look through this.’

‘There’s no need to bother her. It is a standard waiver.’

I gazed down at the burning white page. And at my half-full glass. I hungered for it.

‘But we can leave at any time? … Yes?’

‘Mr Tamberlain, you aren’t a prisoner. Once you’ve signed this agreement you could walk from this room and directly to Terminal Annexe. No one would stop you leaving. But why would you?’

Why would I? He suddenly reached across and gripped my arm. I might have flinched. ‘It’s strange, isn’t it, when things aren’t exactly how you’ve imagined them. Imagine you’ve shown up to see a play a week before it opens. The set is still in pieces, the actors are only half prepared. It would seem disordered, dangerous even, the sets loosely bolted, burning lamps swinging just above you.’ His hand was still on my arm. ‘I sympathise with you. Truly. To be in conflict about your decisions is to suffer a crisis of identity. I know what you’ve been through. Word gets down to us. You need to leave all your cares, and your wishes, with us. Wishes are dangerous things. That’s why we take care of them. Trust us and you’ll have experiences which will make the past year vanish, and make you wonder why you ever cared for this funny little wine we’re drinking.’ He took his hand back. Human warmth remained.

The funny little wine hung quietly within the shadows. I took the pen and signed my name. What else was to be done? The paper was very thick. Like calfskin.

‘Mr Tamberlain, this is a historic day. On behalf of my Master I wish to welcome you warmly aboard. You are his guest. Here are your induction documents, and your voyage safety cards.’ Safety cards. He passed me a black leather folder as he took back his pen with his other hand. ‘Ah. But there is just one more thing.’ He touched the pen to his lip.

‘Of course there is.’

‘It is about your staff. Of course we’ll overlook you bringing them. It won’t count as a misstep. I can see your man-guard has some entry-level refinement. But Ms Green …’

‘Well, I can agree she’s not the most well-bred individual.’

‘I’m glad you said it. It’s a difficult subject to broach.’

‘I tried to leave her at the Rivoli, but she’s very … persistent.’

‘I understand, I do. You won’t be judged. But leave it with us. We’ll take care of them. Don’t worry about a thing.’

‘I understand … Wait, I don’t understand.’

‘Please, don’t give it another thought. It’s all very embarrassing. But I know Management will agree with my decision.’ It all happened very fast. He reached again for the bell, again it made no sound. But there was a sound, from outside in the lobby, and it was loud enough to make us both jolt. It was a short cry preceded by a crunch like a melon being split in half – which I would soon learn is the sound made when a sharpened mop-handle passes through a human head.

  7  ‘Black Brigade: the Man you Wear.’



GOODBYE GLADYS

Gladys Green, my antithesis, my antagonist, my goblin in the mirror. I would have died a hundred times without her, but there’s been a hundred times at least she’s made me wish I were dead. She is young. Seems even younger. She has the slouch of a teenager. She sighs like one. Rolls her eyes like one. She’s like the daughter I never had, and would never want. She wears cheap clothes and inappropriate shoes. She collects shoes, I think, to intentionally harm the good intentions of an outfit. She wears skirts an inch too short. She says it’s for ‘effective weapons access, and optimal target distraction’. I think she wears them to annoy me.

She cuts her own fringe.

She sits with her legs apart, or slung over chair arms, shoes on tables, or on other people’s expensive cases. And if the owner of the case dares to say, ‘I wonder if you could …’ she sets her eyes on him, turns him to stone. Sometimes, for a kind of fun, I do imagine this tiny gorgon is some ungrateful child from an old marriage who’s been flung at me. ‘You fix her!’ No one can. Gladys scorns enthusiasm. She laughs at misfortune. She scribbles secret thoughts in her journal. (And if you try to read those thoughts, even just a tiny peak, she’ll try to kill you.) She kills men. Mostly men. I have seen her kill more than a few. When my former Water Bear kills someone, you learn that she is, along with all the bad things I’ve mentioned, an artist.

Woodbine had the startled look of a man who’s just been woken on a train by a stranger, and there was a faint red mist settling on him. Franz the mop boy was now kneeling obediently beside him, eyes cast upwards, hands clutching the handle of the mop whose sharpened end protruded from the top of his skull like a unicorn’s spike. He had moved to thrust his stake into Beast’s bulging throat-nugget. My bodyguard had intercepted the stick, and sent the sharp end up through the boy’s chin, through his soft palate, up through the space where his brain would be – if his brain were made from anything real. Now she stood sullenly in her green scarf, her favourite leather jacket, her skirt and laddered stockings, the dark fang of a tattoo peeking just above her collar, as she calmly inspected one of her bright green nails, looked up at me, and shrugged.

Woodbine’s bulk has often led attackers to assume he’s my ‘muscle’, thus giving Gladys the edge. No one would ever take her for muscle. Their attack is always directed towards Beast, who, belying his size, could not win a fight with a wet paper sack. Yes, I call him Beast, but that’s mainly because he’s so cruel to boys he dates, not because of his killing prowess, which is below average. But Gladys’s killing prowess is far above the average. My profession is a dangerous one. I hire her, despite her many, many shortcomings: because she is quick, efficient, without sentiment, and because she is the best defender available on the open market. In the business they call her Goodbye Gladys.

She had not a speck on her clothes, though some of the boy’s blood had trickled from his mouth, down across her hand. The concierge said, ‘Ms Green. What have you done?’

Her eyes found his, they gleamed beneath her razor-edged fringe. I walked quickly towards her and onto the slick, no longer caring, and said, ‘I agree now. Cargo-pod.’

‘It’s too late, John.’ I saw more white jackets milling in the shadows on the far side of the lobby. ‘We had our chance. They won’t let us leave.’

‘That is a reasonable assumption,’ said Shabazzniov. ‘An incident of this magnitude demands investigation.’

‘Well, let’s get this party started then.’ My guardian picked up her silver case. It left a dimpled rectangle in the blood. She walked across the black river, giving her scarf a gentle flick with her clean hand. She walked to the desk, printing small exclamation points on the marble. She pressed her right thumb on the register page, left her bloody mark there. She turned to the concierge and drawled: ‘Three to check in, pretty boy. No more fucking around.’



NOTES UPON REACHING OUR SUITE WITH OBSERVATIONS ON THE HALLS, AND ON THE FUTILITY OF MODERN EXISTENCE

I started these notes as soon as we reached our rooms, because I didn’t want to forget a single detail. Correction, I made drinks, then started those notes. Correction, first I splashed water on my face and took two more Exocets so I could concentrate. What I wouldn’t give for a Nightball™,8 or a Subroc™,9 or a Minuteman™.10 But my pharmacopoeia is in my case, and my case – Ms Xixi-Catton-Highburn’s case – has vanished. The concierge, after seeing the mess Gladys Green had made of his mop boy’s head, and then his register book, said, ‘Ms Green, would you like to tell me exactly what has gone on here?’

‘Here?’ She pointed at the Countess.

‘I mean here.’ He pointed at Franz the mop boy.

‘Him?’ The killer pointed at Franz the mop boy. ‘He slipped.’

‘He slipped?’ said Shabazzniov.

We heard Espantapájaros click his tongue.

‘Sure. He was mopping and he slipped. It happens. Right, Beast?’

‘Wah?’ Beast still didn’t know what the fuck was happening.

Shabazzniov stared at my protector for a long while. His reptile eyes scanned every atom in her face. The only sound in the place was the plip-plops of the blood which fell from the boy’s neck to join the spreading puddle. Finally the concierge broke away.

‘Mr Tamberlain, I’m most decidedly embarrassed for you. Poor Franz. We’ll need to move you to your suite until we can unpack this incident. And we’ll have Mr Woodbine’s jacket sponged.’ Shabazzniov touched my elbow – ‘Huh? Oh.’ – as if to gently pivot me away from what my eyes could not leave. His boys came warily forward, hands to their mouths. The head of the mop had smacked the ground, forcing Franz’s head down the stake as easily as an olive spiked on a cocktail stick. The stick supported his frame like a tent pole. He gazed up saintily. Shabazzniov guided me across the lobby, towards the elevators. Our luggage had been brought up from below. A girl in a white jacket appeared near Beast and Gladys, but not too near, and whispered something I couldn’t hear. Beast dreamily removed his red-specked jacket and gave it to her.

‘Poor, poor Franz. Not a popular member of staff, to be fair. A lady-man.’

‘Beg pardon?’

‘Oh, I beg yours. What is the phrase I’m searching for? He womanises. Still … Mr Tamberlain, there is one more thing, and it’s monumentally embarrassing to us.’

‘Oh yes?’ I was hardly listening.

‘We must keep your luggage briefly for a security scan. It is necessary to scan all inductee luggage anyway. And now with our unpacking of this incident …’

‘I see.’ Or a Thermodax™,11 even. Even a humble Mark4™.12

‘Spy-cameras, secret recording devices, illegal broadcasting equipment … We’re in Stealth Two. I assure you, this procedure won’t take long. Leave it with us. And leave your shoes out when you can.’ When I looked down, my legs appeared to wobble, as if I was seeing them distorted in a pool of clear water. I couldn’t see a speck of filth on my shoes. They seemed perfectly clean.

‘And send down your jacket so we can fix the cuff.’

‘Huh? Oh. Yes.’

‘You’ll be safe and comfortable in your apartment. This is not as serious as it seems, as I reflect on it. Although it is rather serious.’ The concierge spoke as gently as a nurse. ‘Please put this horrible incident out of mind.’

I heard Woodbine say something quietly to Gladys. They followed just behind. ‘There are so many things here to take your mind off matters. There’s our Mirror Lounge, our Rainbow Danger Club. Or there’s the Skating Hollow. There’s our cinemas, our baths. Do you bathe? There’s the Bellworthy Baths, the Tropical Baths, the Ice Baths, the Salt Baths, the Kinderbaths. But you have no children.’ Was this man going to list every attraction in the place? ‘There’s our Grand Ballroom. Do you like to dance, Mr Tamberlain? Of course you must. You must get some natural inclination from your spindle side.’ We had made our way towards the elevators. ‘And of course there’s our famous audio-visual tour. I recommend it personally. Many of our restaurants and attractions are closed for refurbishments during Harvest, sadly.’

‘Closed?’

‘But there are nuts, seeds and figs behind the bar in your suite.’

‘Nuts and seeds.’

‘And figs. You have a hamper, too, I see.’

‘I see.’ To be honest, my appetite had vanished. But the Beast, I knew, would be ravenous. He is a man of appetites. Things happen when the Beast goes hungry. It was just another complication to deal with. I wouldn’t tell him we weren’t to be fed unless he asked.

‘There is just one more thing, Mr Tamberlain. It is tremendously embarrassing. I’m mortified.’ We had reached the elevators. Elevator 2 was open. It was filled with a greenish light, and I could see a hulking figure silhouetted there. ‘It’s just that, with it being Harvest, and the Wild Hunt only just concluding, and Spring Rounds yet to begin, upstairs is somewhat … out of order. What I mean is that you are likely to see some things on the way to the Meridian Baby that will seem disturbing.’

‘I see.’

‘You might see familiar faces up there. If you like, we can blindfold you and have our porters guide you to your suite.’

‘Gods no.’

‘Very well. It is a short walk from the elevator atrium to your room, and our staff have agreed to form “obscurement patrols” along the hall and use bed sheets to screen off the worst “tableaux”.’

‘Tableaux?’

‘You did come a week early.’

‘So you said.’

‘I just want to reassure you that despite what’s just happened down here, and despite what you might glimpse upstairs, everything at the hotel is under control. You are perfectly safe. So long as you and your friends stick to the lighted halls, follow instructions carefully, don’t stop to speak to anyone, and stay strictly in your room with the “DO NOT DISTURB” sign lit, no harm will come to you tonight.’

‘Right.’

‘We’ll be away for three nychthemera.’

‘Three what?’

‘A complete cycle of day and night.’

‘That’s a strange word.’

‘It’s a strange thing.’

‘What is?’

‘A complete cycle of day and night.’

‘A nychthemeron.’

‘Yes. Now I must move on. I will leave you in the capable hands of Sam, our elevator man.’ The shadow in the elevator car did not move.

‘I don’t use elevators, currently.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘It’s nothing, we’ll take the elevator.’

‘Very well. Our Raymon will take your luggage up.’ Another porter had arrived in the lobby, pushing a Winchester with a single hamper on it. It was a Winchester trolley, certainly. They don’t make them any more. At a nod from the concierge the boy pushed the trolley into the service elevator and vanished.



…The intended effect of Terminal Annexe is to transmute the normally mundane experience of arrival into a series of architectural revelations which subvert a visitor’s expectations and remind them that they are not so much being ‘checked in’ as reborn into the ways of the establishment. We are inducted upward, away from the mundane world, and on to a higher plane. The spirit does not resist a curved space; it acquiesces and becomes compliant.

– From Hotel Grand Skies: the Empyrean. A Guide for New Guests



… From a wave state, to gases, to liquid and solids, the universe formed. And we solid forms have progressed from simple beasts, to hunter-gatherers, to a species which builds intergalactic spaceships and cities among the stars. Now we’ve reached the point where we can complete the cycle and return to the wave state. It begins in a place very close to where we are now: when most of a species’ communications are reduced to a remote electrical exchange of information. We no longer meet, our form is redundant. All life is information. It always has been. Energy is never extinguished. We live these stories again and again and again.

– From Infinity Remastered: Engineering the Post-Human Species

(And Why Our Great-Grandchildren Might Not Even Need Bodies), Dr Rubin Difflaydermaus, BBDSM

  8  ‘… chest pain or discomfort, confusion, convulsions, diarrhoea, difficulty breathing, difficulty with public speaking, difficulty with swallowing foreign or exotic food, lewd thoughts, dizziness, impolite gases, double vision, psyclopia, faintness, headache, inability to move the arms, legs, eyelids, tongue or facial muscles for extended periods.’

  9  ‘… faintness, headache, itching, inability to speak to strangers or strange pets, domination impulses, a love of pain or pain in others, convulsive laughter, joint or muscle pain, large, hive-like swelling on the face, eyelids, lips, tongue, throat, hands, legs, feet or sex organs, chronic nausea.’

10  ‘… irritated eye sockets, slow speech, skin rash, rancid tongue, sore throat, sores, ulcers, or white spots in the mouth or on the lips, weeping after intercourse or heavy exercise, inordinately heavy menstrual flow, copious sweating, swelling of the hands, feet or eyeballs, testicular itching, tightness in the chest, uncontrollable vocal outbursts, social alienation, ideasthesia and murderous inclinations.’

11  ‘… vomiting, wheezing, telepathy, false or unusual sense of well-being, profanity, sexual attraction to pets or minors, inability to maintain an erection, constant unwanted erections, infertility, the belief that you are a special individual blessed with abilities beyond those of ordinary people and so deserve special treatment, the belief that you have psychokinetic abilities, the feeling that you are a character in a cine-movie or teleplay.’

12  ‘… loss of bladder control, muscle spasm or jerking of all extremities simultaneously, the hearing of phantom music, pain or discomfort in the arms, jaw, back or neck, red skin lesions, often with a purple centre, swollen or irritated eyes, seeing, hearing or feeling things that are not there, have never been there, will never exist, chronophobia (the feeling of panic associated with the idea of having not existed before you were born. We recommend Chronofirm™).’



NOTES FROM THE DEEP

From the Blue Mountain Horse and Pony Journal and Calendar of John Tamberlain

In the oak-panelled elevator car the giant shadow resolved into a giant old man, very muscular, skin like a satellite map of a bronze world. He had long scratch marks down his face. His car was carpeted in blue. It had a little bench at the back. We stood. There was a lovely set of Glassenfort trunks in the car, a severed human head resting neatly on top, a sullen pout upon its jowlish face. It was Ott.

‘Evening, folks. Going up?’ The operator spoke deeply, quietly, in a bedtime-story voice.

‘Doesn’t exactly feel like it.’

‘We’re in 137,’ said Woodbine. The elevator man held his gaze while he pushed a small lever forward to ‘One’. The letters were painted in gold, the lever gave a pleasing click. Gladys gazed at the head as she fingered her scarf.

‘Looks as if you’ve been in a catfight there, friend,’ I said. ‘Had a run-in with the wife?’ and Sam the elevator man chuckled lowly. ‘Never been married. I’d sooner set my moustache alight.’

‘You have no moustache,’ I observed, and Sam chortled again, the laugh coming in fat bubbles from his knotty throat. ‘Not much gets past you, friend.’ He offered nothing more, and frankly I was not about to ask. The lapels of his jacket were decorated with human eyeballs threaded onto tailor’s cotton.

The old car seemed to take an age to reach the first floor. Its noises were the purring of a large contented creature. The elevator man sang in a low baritone as we went up. His voice made the walls of the car rumble.

There were three men came out of the West,

Their fortunes for to try.

And these three men made a solemn vow,

‘John Barleycorn must die.’

‘Sam, is it?’

‘Yep.’

‘That a Harvest song, Sam? Not one I’ve heard.’

‘Well, there’s a lot of Harvest songs.’

‘I suppose.’

They let him stand till Midsummer’s Day,

Till he looked both pale and wan;

And little Sir John he’s grown a beard,

And so become a man.

‘I thought it was pronounced “wan”.’

‘Sure, but then it wouldn’t rhyme with “man”.’

‘Right. How long have you been working here, Sam?’

‘Funny. You’re a funny fellow. I’ve been working here longer than you can remember.’

‘Than I can remember?’

‘Yep.’

‘Things seem a little strange around here, Sam.’

‘Tell me a place where things aren’t strange.’

‘Good point, I suppose.’

‘It’s the Wild Hunt. Things get a little rowdy.’

‘No kidding?’

‘Well, here we are, first floor. Stick to the lighted halls. They’ll have sheets up so you don’t have to see what your eyes don’t want to.’ He smiled down at us. The eyes on his jacket twinkled. ‘But maybe you do want to. Who knows? Take care of each other. I will be seeing you around and around.’ With a wrinkled finger he stirred the breathless air.

They’ve hired men with sharp pitchforks,

Who pricked him to the heart,

And the loader served him worse than that,

For he’s bound him to the cart.

The huntsman he can’t hunt the fox,

Nor so loudly to blow his horn.

And the tinker can’t mend ale pots

Without some Barleycorn.



A long, lonely tunnel. Apple-green carpet humming like water in the low light. Purple-papered wall with pale blue seashells, smeared with comets of deep red, shining in patches under the eagle-wing sconces. Blackwood rectangles with silver numbers, a shoeshine seat outside each door. And silence. A food cart upturned, scattering bright fruit and golden pastries across the carpet. Scattered light from the silver cutlery. Flowers sagging in the vases. Wrinkled prepuces of cream and pink. Near the centre of the elevator atrium a sheet had been thrown over an object roughly the size of a Gladys. From beneath the clean white sheet a hand appeared, skin bullet-grey, nails purple. There was an open toolbox nearby, red and glowing. Certain tools lay around. A certain way beyond this tiny crime scene, at the edge of the circular atrium, another shrouded form leaned against a marble column. Blooms of red shone near its crown. We could see more glowing cocoons in the corridor from the atrium.

‘Someone is definitely fucking with me.’

I took a step forward from the elevator car and stopped as I saw the boy, Raymon, waiting with our hamper. My shoes squelched into the sodden carpet where plum red meets apple green. From the far end of this opulent tributary we could be seen, I’m sure, as quivering blobs.

‘Definitely, definitely fucking with me.’

Raymon and his Winchester set off into the labyrinth, the wheels playing the slicking music of a cycle on a rain-soaked street. The only sound in this silent palace. We left the light of the car and trailed the trolley towards our room, the air, sticky after battle, dilating around us. That fudgy, furry post-hunt odour so powerful it becomes a taste. We heard the elevator close behind us, extinguishing our hunched shadows.

I’d had no morphiates, Colette. Just three Excocet.13 So everything I say I saw, I saw. There had been a massacre, and no small one. There were dozens of bodies along our corridor, all obscured, or mostly obscured, by white bed sheets. But we saw hands: pale and painted; coarse and brown; dressed in nuggets of precious metal set with extravagant stones. We saw watches. We saw shoes: black and shining and ready for the night ahead; or resting on the carpet like bright, dead birds. We saw fire axes. We saw sharpened brooms. We saw lengths of piano wire. A sheet had partly slipped from the body of a young woman whose face seemed familiar to me, but whose name I couldn’t place – except that I thought it might have been a kind of bird. Her shoes were pale violet.

The halls branching off from ours were unlit, but we could get a sense of what lived in those shadows. In some places the staff had used rope to tie sheets across some of the more elaborate tableaux; in other places maids and porters held the sheets from each end, and shuffled along with us to obscure our view. These servants watched us as we hurried past. We heard far-away screams from time to time. We heard loud crashes. At one point we heard gunshots in the distance. But mostly we heard nothing.

We saw a small girl. I can’t talk about the girl yet, Colette. Not until I’ve had at least two drinks.

We reached our apartment, breathless from not daring to.

13  ‘… For the proven relief of trauma, hypertension, myopia, radical thoughts, heightened anxiety in confined spaces, chronophobia, fear of death, and chest pains. Take only as directed, and if symptoms persist, try Cyclopazan™.’




NOTES ON THE MERIDIAN BABY

Our suite is well appointed, to be fair. Living room with cherrywood panelling and marble floor; furniture in lacquered and veneered wood, leather, brushed aluminium; an oak dining table; a handsome veneer cabinet containing a state-of-the-art Boschenform high-fidelity Exophonic music system with quadrangular, carbon-insulated phonic tubes; a centre table with a swivel top and scallop ashtray; a fine-looking bar of marble with brass inlays. Smaller rooms than I expected, but no blood – except the small amount we brought in to the foyer on our shoes. Let me show you the study. You’ll see it has a hardwood bookshelf; a brushed-chromium floor lamp; a mahogany desk with wrought-iron mounts. Very quiet in here. Let’s go back to the living room.

Quiet in here, too. Beast fear-sulks. He has slung his bulk into a leather armchair and commenced staring at the wall opposite, seeing there some awful repeating reel projected on the cream paper. He is a sensitive soul, hardly suited to comprehend the mix of refinement and violence which typifies the rituals of the Sphere of High Culture. I’m not sure I understand them myself, currently.

Have just mixed us all strong drinks. I made a round of Tomahawks: a cocktail a bartender in the legendary drinking arcades of Sordistat wrote specially for me.

Ice.

John Barleycorn.

Le Havre rice spirit.

Bombast bitters. (Cardinal if preferred.)

A dash of red sugars.

Lime to taste.

Shake very well and serve in cold tumblers.

Became aware that the rattle of the shaker was shattering an extraordinary silence. So perhaps I underbruised it. As I drink it, it tastes underbruised. Beast drained his immediately, while keeping his eyes fixed on the wall, handed me the empty glass, and when I asked, ‘Is it underbruised?’ he said nothing. Gladys has left hers standing untouched. I’m watching them now, because there’s little else to do. Now Gladys goes to the far end of the table, unlocks her case, slowly takes each tool out, languidly sniffs each to see when it was oiled, then puts all but two auto-pistols and a large hunting knife away. Our hamper sits untouched. Beast hasn’t even looked at it. Hasn’t looked at anything but the wall.

One hour and thirty-eight minutes in silence. Imagine that. Not a noise through the walls. The proofing in these rooms is incredible.

I can agree now that this is an extremely delicate situation. A large number of people have been murdered here, and it seems as if it’ll be a struggle to get them to open their restaurants for me. They have my books and notes (except this Horse and Pony Journal I have with me), an irreplaceable set of luggage, and whether I see them again is entirely at the discretion of the establishment. What can I do? Call the police? The coastguard?

Gladys hasn’t said a word. She knows I expect her to make a security report. Everything is a power game with her. The Franz situation has the potential to blow up. I knew I shouldn’t have brought her. I knew something exactly like this would happen. Well, not exactly like this. But I’m angry with her. Although it’s hard for me to express that anger right now because somehow, paradoxically, she’s angry with me, and a woman’s anger – even when measurably equal – is somehow more consequential. Will make more drinks. A conciliatory gesture. Be the bigger man.

‘Frankly I don’t see any sign of “filth” on these shoes at all. What do you think, Beast?’

Nothing.

A certain frequency of silence makes a man want to scream. Are they out there? They could be standing just outside the door and we wouldn’t know. I put G’s fresh drink next to her first three, untouched. Maddening. The predator was straightening the pin of a miniature stun-grenade the size of a cocktail onion. I said, ‘Well, what do you all think of this apartment? I think it’s too small.’ No one said anything. ‘Beast. I think this room is too small.’ He came from his trance, his eyes red from staring into space without blinking. He yawned. ‘You go tell them.’

I went off to my room, to the dresser, found an emergency sewing kit, found the tape inside – ignored the book left on my bedside table – and began to measure our apartment. Under International Hotel Association rules a room must be a certain size to be officially considered a suite. I discovered that the main room is three and one-eighth inches shorter than the IHoA’s requirements. Tired from my labour, I made more Tomahawks.

Finally couldn’t take it any more. ‘Gladys, report!’ She was checking the edge on the hunting knife with a hotel safety card.

‘Are you kidding me? You want a report?’

‘I think we’ve earned one. An explanation for your behaviour downstairs, at least.’

Three strong drinks and I was finally brave enough.

‘Nothing…’ She gazed at me as she sliced the card in two, ‘… to report.’

I backed off. I took her a fresh drink, placed it next to the other full ones. I’d keep stacking them beside her. Fuck her. I made hers bright green, just to please her. ‘Gladys!’ She looked up slowly. Not happy.

‘What the fuck do you want me to say, Jonathan? You got what you wanted. You didn’t dream it after all. The stars are out, the night is magic, the guests are so happy they’re losing their motherfucking heads.’ Heads. Yes. There had been a large ‘coconut shy’ arrangement not far from the elevators. The sheet hadn’t quite obscured it. The killer picked up her first drink with a hand so steady the ice hardly tinkled, and drained it. Then the next. The stars are out? We are miles under the ocean, locked in an internal room. We have a kind of window. When I threw back the curtains I found only my own face reflected. Behind the glass, an alcove: rocks, a small waterfall, butterflies and flowering plants. But the butterflies were sleeping, the lights were turned off, all was still in paradise.

‘I knew this would happen.’ I said it to myself, really, but …

‘What? What did you know would happen?’

‘Something. I knew something would happen if …’

‘If what, John?’

‘Nothing. Let’s forget.’

But we can’t forget. I’d like to forget it all, but my pen keeps moving. I’ll fill this horsy journal in an hour if I keep going. My last one. And then where will I be? But I keep going. Pen keeps running towards the margin. Pen, who still has teeth marks from when I clamped down on it while an elderly sponge diver pulled barbed cactus spikes from my torso and sucked out the poison with her toothless mouth. What happens when its ink is spent? Don’t like to think about it. I wonder how deep in the ocean we are, how many million pounds of pressure bear down on us.

‘Are you angry with me because you had to kill that boy?’ I said as I gazed into the butterfly alcove.

‘I didn’t kill any boy, John.’

‘You did. We all saw it. Did we not see how you spiked poor Franz?’

‘Nothing here is real, John.’

‘Nothing? How could nothing be real? Something has to be real.’

‘Holograms, Boss. Like the mascots they had at the Fair.’

‘They’re not holograms, Daniel.’

‘You didn’t know, Boss?’

‘What are you talking about, holograms?’

‘They’re not holograms.’

‘See, Beast. They’re not holograms.’

Beast shrugged. ‘You didn’t know the staff were holograms?’

‘They’re not fucking holograms, Daniel. They’re VIPs.’

I shrugged helplessly.

‘Volumetric Interstitial Projections,’ said Beast with a patronising squint. ‘Holograms, basically. I’ve heard about them, and I wasn’t even at the Fair.’

‘Fucking tell me about it.’

VIPs. I thought back. I do remember someone mentioning something at the Fair. There were whispers that some hotels, schools, prisons, airports, had been experimenting with artificial staffing solutions.14 I’d seen a few holographic mascots at the Fair. But they were nothing like this. They were crude, misty cartoon shapes. But the ones at the Empyrean are as real as life.

‘His head sure felt real,’ said G as she dreamily caressed the tip of her hunting knife with her finger. ‘As real as any time I’ve done it.’

‘Right. And exactly how many times have you rammed a sharpened mop handle through a boy’s head?’

She shrugged. ‘Once or twice. I felt gristle.’

‘Well, OK, so the staff are something like gristly holograms. So we turn off the power and reset the system. Like the stall manager at the Fair did when the children started to teach his mascots to shout suggestive things at women.’

(‘Hey, sex-pants, you smell good! Come here and let me smell your sex-basement!’ It was actually pretty funny. Maybe my highlight of the whole sorry visit.)

‘They aren’t lamps, Jonathan. This is a complex system. They’ll have redundancies. It’s no wonder they only house ten thousand guests. Two-thirds of this place must be hardware.’

Fucking technology. You can go fifteen miles or more below the surface of the ocean and still not escape it. ‘Fine, they’re complicated lamps. But you beat them, Gladys. They can’t kill you with sharpened sticks. You have guns, teensy grenades…’ I let my fingers wiggle in the air, ‘… and such.’

She looked at me with maximum contempt. ‘I didn’t beat them. The boy with the mop was probably a test, see what we’re made of. Or they wanted us to cause a scene so they could have a reason to keep us from leaving. Or that mop boy just felt like killing Daniel. But if they want us dead, they’ll do it, and we won’t even see it coming.’

‘So that man at the door to 114 was –’

‘A replication, yes.’

Astonishing. It suddenly made sense: why a man who appeared to be a guest was outside his room shouting, ‘Honey, please. It was all a big misunderstanding. It’s over now!’ when it definitely, categorically wasn’t. It seems the establishment is still trying to lure some stubborn guests from their hiding places and sanctuaries, and they’re using fabrications of loved ones to do it. The bride wouldn’t see the cleaver in her husband’s hand until she opened the door. At another room a dissimulation of a beloved dog was yapping. Outside room 128 a small girl was calling:

‘Mother! Please open the door, I’m scared!’

It was like walking dimly lit streets on Hallow’s Eve, seeing costumed horrors knocking on doors stained with fake blood. But the costumes seemed as real as life, and the blood most certainly was.

‘But why would they want to kill all the guests, Gladys? That isn’t normal.’

The girl shrugged again. ‘I have no idea. This is not a normal hotel. It’s probably not a hotel at all. They have a simulated staffing system which doubles as a security shield. It’s decades ahead of any government or military sims I’ve seen. And it isn’t happy. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s been hacked. Maybe it’s on its monthly. But I definitely didn’t beat it. That’s my report. That’s all I can tell you. I can’t tell you your status, I can’t tell you whether or not you’ll live through the night, I can only tell you that I could be telling you this in the cargo-pod if you’d listened to me. But you didn’t. As usual. So here we are. And your exit options are probably about the same as they were on the ferry.’

Through a small hole without my body. I turned back to my reflection in the glass.

‘So what do we do?’

‘No idea. Call your mother, tell her you could be joining her for dinner.’

Dinner with Esmeralda in the afterlife. Not a happy prospect. To be honest, I think I’d rather be here.

‘Did you see that little girl?’ Woodbine said it quietly, and we both turned to look at him. ‘They made a wee girl out of light and used her to call to her mother.’

Yes, I remember the little girl all right. Room 128, the last intersection before we reached the Meridian. She wore a violet dress. She called, in a sing-song voice through the satin-painted door with the silver number, 128:

‘Mummy! Please open the door … I’m all alone and I’m afraid!’

There was a small pack of porters waiting behind her, arranged like Harvest singers, each clutching real weapons in their superficial hands, ready to pounce the second the girl’s mother opened the door. Did they even notice us? The small girl did. She turned to watch us hurry past.

‘Mummy, please!’

Follow the cart and you’ll be fine. It’s a Winchester. It’s a reliable brand. Just follow the cart and all will be merry.

She turned her head, slowly raised her small hand in a gesture of greeting, like some alien visitor arriving from another part of the universe. There were tears to choke her voice, but not her face, and she never stopped her singing while she did:

‘I’m scared, open the door!

‘It’s dark out here and I want to come in!’

It’s understandable that Beast would hold on to that moment.

And I don’t know why I’m telling you all this, Colette, except that I have to. Someone has to be a witness to this. Whatever this is.

There was another long silence. By now I was correctly drunk, but with all that had happened I felt no happiness.

‘Look, I know what you’re both thinking: that this is all my fault. Don’t leap to deny it.’ They didn’t. ‘But I didn’t kill those people. And unless we want to join them we need to work together. We follow their instructions to the letter. We cooperate with this little investigation of theirs. We smooth the waters. We might as well make the best of this. I have my meal, I make my notes, and we leave. Then we cash in. Something has to come from this. We’ll be laughing about it when we’re back on dry land and squalid with cash. Can you do this, Gladys? Can I rely on you? Can we get through the next few nights without you murdering anyone else?’

Her expression told me that her main challenge would be to get through the next few nights without murdering me.

There doesn’t seem to be anything left to say now. Impossible beings made of light. Not holograms, but something better. Can’t sleep, but have no reading material. Just Doctor Difflaydermaus’s book, which … kill me. Just shoot me in the face right now. I’ve thrown the latest copy of his book in the wastebasket in my room, but I can still feel that chubby, bearded face gazing coyly at me from the cover. If I sleep tonight he’ll try to talk to me, I know it. So I won’t sleep. And if I do, I’ll wear protection.

Have read the induction literature. Have read the safety cards. There are systems in these rooms designed – by one Doctor Rubin Difflaydermaus,15 BBDSM, no less – to scan a guest’s biochemistry and neurophysiology, then produce bespoke subsonic waves to help them sleep. Not regular subsonic waves, Colette. Bespoke. Yet I don’t even feel the temptation to sleep. Perhaps my wave-producing system has malfunctioned, just like the staffing system appears to have. Or perhaps it’s because I can hear her silently judging me. Through the walls. Material which will not admit the agitato of a still-unfolding massacre can somehow conduct the soft, precise clicks of Gladys dismantling her guns, and in the rhythm and restrained force of those clicks is Judgement.

14  ‘… Capitalising on recent advancements in quantum interactions, super-computing and high-spec volumetric projectography, we have been able to create models for network-driven “clouds” of semi-sentient servants who could exploit indeterminancy states to such a degree that they could have a cup of tea ready for you the moment you realised you desired one.’

15  ‘If I put my mind in your body, who am I? If I make a precise duplicate of myself, with my DNA, my memories, do we each have a copy of our soul? And when we die, will we both be allowed into the next world?’



NOTES ON DOCTOR RUBIN DIFFLAYDERMAUS, BBDSM

‘Jonathan … Jonathan, it’s me.’

I opened my eyes. There was a large, black telephone set on my bedside table. It hadn’t been there earlier. Fuck. I’d fallen asleep. I was in the monster’s domain.

‘Jonathan. It’s Doctor Rubin. Hellooooooooooo! Wake up and sleep. I need to talk to you, hey?’

His voice is husky and melodic – like a misplayed flute. The kind of voice that gets inside your head. I got up and went out to check the main room. Everything was quiet. The room was bathed in moonlight. Gladys was sleeping upright in the chair at the table where I’d left her. She was dressed in a genuine vintage Gavage, with flowers woven through her hair, and she was murmuring softly to herself. There was an old man in an armchair by the butterfly window, quietly reading to himself while great purple dragonflies buzzed round his head.

‘The word you’re looking for is solodium,’ the old man spoke. ‘The sense of loneliness you feel when you see someone else is happy in their solitude.’

‘You don’t want to be out here long, Jonathan,’ said Gladys. ‘Go see Sam the elevator man, he’ll show you how to get to my health and wellness suite.’

Closed the door to my room and put a chair beneath the handle. It’s best, I’d found, during these dream invasions, to take all possible precautions, and to wear protection. I went to the small leather bag I always carry with me when I sleep, found the small plastic packet. I tore it open and pressed the plugs into my ears. I got back into bed and tried to rest. He’d managed to get me to sleep, yes. But he couldn’t make me talk to him.

‘Come on, Jonathan, pick up. Your earplugs won’t work here. I’m inside you?’

Fucking hell.

‘I promise we don’t have to talk about anything you’re not comfortable with. We don’t have to talk about Nanše, or your mother. Or clowns, ha ha! … Although I do have some insights to share on clowns. I think it all comes down to a desire you have to wear your mother’s make-up. Hey?’

I wouldn’t bite.

‘Are you there?’

Nope.

‘Anyways. All I wanted was, yes? Just to get your angle on what happened with Franz. Because Management wants to unpack it. Yes? Our Master is very concerned. And also I need to ask you a quick couple o’ questions about Ms Green before I have my first session with her later.’

I picked up. ‘Sorry, what did you just say?’

‘Take your earplugs out so I can hear you better, Jonathan.’

‘That doesn’t make … fine, whatever.’ I took my plugs out. ‘What’s this about seeing Gladys?’

‘It’s so good to hear your voice, Jonathan. Wow. It feels like you’ve been avoiding me. How are you? Are the staff looking after you?’

‘Come again?’

‘I said, are the staff looking after you?’

‘One more time.’

‘Jonathan.’

‘No, Rubin. No, thankfully the staff are keeping their distance. This is completely fucking outrageous. We’re lost for words. My agent hasn’t blinked since we got here.’

‘Heh. They are a wilful bunch of sprites, aren’t they? Ripe with energy.’

‘Is this a joke, Doctor? Am I fucking dreaming?’

‘Yes, Jonathan. You’re literally dreaming. You’re in a hyperlucid sleep-state of my making? I induce it through the ventilation systems?’

‘I come here in good faith, at your request, to have my meal. Instead I find the halls have been painted in blood by these holograms. I seriously don’t understand any of this.’

‘They’re not holograms.’

‘Don’t you fucking start.’

‘They are each a unique emanation created by synthetically aligned nano-ethers perceived through a transdimensional membrane. Yes?’

‘Fucking hell. Can we –’

‘Technically, much of what you’re perceiving when you go about our establishment is occurring in an entirely separate dimension. But “dimension” is a flawed term.’ He had a knack of speaking whole paragraphs in monotone, and inflecting others with annoying rising terminals. ‘In fact the entire idea of visual perception is problematic? You’re aware, yes, that what you’re perceiving when you look at an object has only a limited communion with the actual object? … Well, there is the “thing” as you perceive it, and then there is the “thing” as it actually is?’

‘Uh-huh.’ The fuck was he talking about?

‘Much of what you seem to perceive here, at our hotel, is not even being transmitted through your eyes, ears, nose and skin at all. Much of it is being sent directly to the areas of your brain which deal with perception, yes? Perhaps it’s helpful to you to imagine yourself floating in warm water. Hey?’

‘Why warm?’

‘Because it helps relax you? I want you to relax? And then to imagine drops of ink falling into the water. Only the ink has not been literally dropped into the water, yes?’

‘Of course not, that would be fucking ridiculous.’

‘It’s more the case that the “water” has been dropped around the “ink”? In fact, the “ink” exists as a quasi-sentient extrapolation of a fictional time/space envelope.’

‘Fascinating.’

‘You did ask about this.’

‘No, I said I didn’t understand it.’

Some context, Colette. I met Doctor Rubin in the Empyrean’s Grand Ballroom, back when I was still in Coma. At first I thought I was in a temple. The whole place was azure, and the smell of burning incense stung my nose. The furniture from a physician’s office had been arranged in the centre of the ballroom. There was a large desk, and a canoe sofa, and a standing lamp, and every piece of furniture was azure. A quivering blob sat on a meditation pad near a set of tall bookshelves. For some reason I couldn’t hold an image of him in my head. He shook and wobbled, evading my sight like a half-formed spirit buffeted by a wind. The shape I would come to know as Doctor Difflaydermaus said: ‘Jonathan, try to breathe. Can I call you Jonathan? Let’s start again. You don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to. Please, sit down. Or lie? Share my meditation pad if you like. I was out of line. I can tell you don’t want to talk about what you’ve gone through over the past few weeks.’

‘Fuck no.’

‘Then we won’t. Not unless you want to?’

‘I don’t’

‘That’s fine.’

‘Tell me who you are and what you want.’

‘OK. I’m Doctor Rubin, like I said? You can call me Rubin. Or Doctor Rubin? I’m easy? What I do, technically, is I’m a physician? But my role is complicated? Specifically I’m the physician at a hotel. Hotel Grand Skies?’

‘What? What did you just say? Say that again.’

‘Please, sit down. Try to relax. Recline if you like. How did your robe get all shredded?’

‘Cockfight. So this is about my investigations?’

‘I’m not familiar with these investigations, Jonathan. Please tell me about them if you think they’re relevant?’

Now I was sorry I’d brought it up. ‘Someone approached me because they heard your hotel was back in business. I decided to try to find it. I only had one photo, but I lost it when I loaned it to a heavily pregnant lady on a train. It’s a long story.’

The doctor’s smile was palpable, even behind his distorting field. ‘I know, why bother. You don’t need to worry, we have no problem with people attempting to collect data. We’re confident most of it’ll be wrong? An individual’s experiences of our establishment are very case-specific. Anyway, I explain it much better in my book.’16 He stood awkwardly and went to his desk to pick up a large book, which he offered to me. And by that I mean he set it in the air, gave it a little push, and it floated towards me like it was on the surface of a gently moving stream. I took the book from the air. I noticed the entire cover was taken up with his photo. I could see he was middle-aged, with dark glasses and a shaggy, orangey beard. He had one chubby hand resting under his chin, and he smiled coyly for the camera. I looked at the blob of light by the desk. I noticed that by looking a few feet to his right I could make him come into sharper detail. He wore a kind of robe over tan canvas trousers and sandals. I noticed, also, that most of the volumes on his shelves were copies of his book,17 Infinity Remastered. The blob said, ‘Would you like to read it? It would mean a lot to me. I could forward a copy to wherever you’re staying if you like?’ and I had no idea what I was bringing on myself when I said, ‘Sure. I’d be happy to.’

‘Amazing. I’m touched. We should push on? We have a long journey together.’ He sat at his desk, picked up a set of square cards. ‘This is just a brief introductory screening session? I don’t want to keep you here all night when you could be off dreaming of beautiful ladies, am I right?’

‘… Right.’

I’m going to show you some cards on which ink has been randomised? Yes? Just tell me the first thing you see when I show them to you. There are no wrong answers.’ He held a card up. I could see it clearly, and I could clearly see his hand, the well-manicured nails, the astonishingly hairy knuckles. ‘Knuckles,’ I said.

‘That’s a wrong answer. No, I’m kidding. And this one?’

‘Clown.’

‘Good. And this?’

‘It’s an angry moth.’

‘Good. Did you say “moth”, or “mouth”?’

‘Moth.’

‘Good. Now I want you to relax even more deeply.’ The image on the card he held began to change rapidly, flicking to another every second, every half-second, every quarter-second, until perhaps a thousand images fired past my eyes each second, leaving my mind a mess of hypnotically charged blobs. I heard the doctor say: ‘Good. Just keep breathing deeply. Let peace in.’ This went on for a full minute before he finally took the card away, saying, ‘Good. There’s certainly plenty to work with in there, hey?’ He began to lay cards down on the table in a grid, like a fortune-teller. ‘So where do we start? Tell me about clowns?’

‘They’re painted juvenile entertainers. Entertainers of juveniles.’

‘I know what they are. I’m interested in your relationship with them?’

‘I’ve never had a relationship with a clown.’

‘I sense you don’t want to talk about clowns.’

‘No. No point.’

‘That’s fine. This is a safe space. Relatively clown-free. Ha ha.’ He cleared his throat. ‘No, but I’m getting the name Blades?’

‘I don’t know anyone with that name.’

‘I see a repression bubble there?’

‘A what now?’

‘That’s perfectly fine. We can put a pin in clowns, hey? You have a friend called Gladys Green … No?’

‘Friend would be pushing it.’

‘How long have you known her?’

‘Why are you asking me about Gladys?’

‘You don’t want to talk about Gladys either? We could talk about your mother.’

‘I employed Gladys for almost three insane years. Next month would have been our insanniversary. If I hadn’t fired her recently.’

‘You have an anniversary?’

‘Insanniversary. I usually get her drunk and take her to a shooting range.’

‘How romantic. And how would you describe your relationship, generally? One being strictly professional, and ten being … you know.’

‘It’s minus one.’

‘That’s fine. The more I can know about your life the more we can tailor your visit.’

‘My what now?’

‘Your visit? I brought you here because we’re considering new admissions. We’d like you to visit us here – at our little hotel.’

‘Is this some kind of joke?’

‘No joke! Please, sit, breathe. Refasten your robe. Or don’t, this is a safe place. We’re sorry we waited so long. My employer is currently in the process of moving his establishment to the next level. We’re overhauling our list and we think you’d be a great fit. You have certain attributes which outweigh the negative aspects of your vocation. So we’re going to briefly route around our policy of not admitting journalists or critics. Everyone’s excited. The staff can’t wait to meet you. We can explain more about the specifics when you come out. We’ll take care of all the arrangements. We’ll send a card with your UIIS.’

‘My what?’

‘Your Unique Inductee Identification Serial. You’ll be working closely with me over the next few months to prepare you for the induction process. I’ll need to be sure you’re mentally and emotionally prepared? Which’ll mean a LOT more probing questions about your mother. Ha ha. No, I’m kidding. Just a few more.’

‘So I’ll get to dine in the Undersea.’

‘Of course. If that’s what you want. Please, sit.’

‘I’ll need a table in the corner if that’s possible. I need to concentrate when I work. There should be no flowers or other aromatics. And no music if possible. And I’d prefer no “stop bys”.’

‘Jonathan, you don’t need to worry. You’ll have a perfect meal. Everything will be taken care of. Rojiibo is a genius? But listen, my Master has taken a special interest in you? Do you know what that means?’

‘No.’

‘And you never will. But it raises certain consequences. Things have to go very smoothly. So you can’t mention to anyone that we’ve contacted you? Especially not Ms Green.’

‘She’s no longer in my service, I assure you.’

‘Oh? Well, good. And you must come on time, and on the correct day. We’ll expect you to catch the Night Ferry at 10 p.m. on 12/24 of the celestial month your invitation arrives? That’s Terrestrial Calendar? Are you listening, Jonathan?’

‘Yes, yes. And I’ll be dining in the Undersea that evening?’

‘Well, we can make those arrangements once you’re here. I’ll be in touch about our next session. So much to discuss. Are you certain you don’t know a Mr Blades? He came through strongly.’

‘I’ve met so many people.’

‘Of course, you’re a fêted gentleman. The Tomahawk!’ He framed his face with his hands. Could he be mocking me?

‘There was a clown who entertained at a birthday party I had when I was a boy.’

‘And what happened at this party?’

‘It was an ordinary party for my eighth. He entertained us with tricks.’

‘What kind of tricks?’

‘Tricks of swallowing. The clown liked to swallow things … What’s to add?’

‘I sense there’s a lot to add, Jonathan. You’ll need to face these issues eventually? It’s best to be as resolved as possible before an induction. Jonathan?’

‘What’s that music?’ A note suspended in the air, high and continuous, like the sound of a blade being dragged slowly along a steel rail. It came from the corridor beyond the vaulted doors of the ballroom.

‘I’m not playing music. I despise music. Why don’t you sit down again, take some deep breaths, hey? If you’re experiencing some sort of psychic disturbance it could help to talk about it. Tell me more about that birthday party.’

Squeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee, it went.

‘There’s nothing to tell!’ I shouted above the noise. ‘A clown came to our house. He entertained us by putting blades in his mouth and throat! Wait, what do you mean you despise music?’

‘I find it pointless and irritating? You know?’ Now the note had risen so high in frequency it was barely audible. And then, mercifully, it faded and vanished.

‘Very interesting.’

‘What is, Doctor?’

‘Hmm? Nothing important. My Master is calling me. You’re going to wake from your enchantment now. Take care no masonry falls on you or you’ll be trapped here forever. Buh-bye!’

And then he exploded into a column of hot sand, and the whole place began to come down around me. Huge slabs of masonry smashed into the ground behind me as I ran. I barely made it back to the world.

I would see more of Doctor Rubin Difflaydermaus, BBDSM, over the coming months than I was comfortable with. He would haunt my nights with his inane questions and quarter-baked psychological theories. It turns out he isn’t even a qualified psychotherapist. His specialty is computational neurology. Whatever that is.

And now, almost a year later, here I was, back in that same hotel – the real hotel this time, not some azure replication – back in my right mind – almost – and trying my best not to let this night-invading practitioner drive me back into the clutches of insanity. ‘Try to breathe, Jonathan.’

‘Fuck you.’

‘Inductions always start on rough waters. Let’s try to focus on the good things? I hear it’s your birthday. Congrats!’

‘I don’t celebrate my birthday.’

‘Why not?’

‘Why would I? Which sane person wants to remember the moment he clawed his way from his mother’s ravaged ghoul-hatch into a room of masked and sterile strangers?’

‘It’s reasonably unpleasant for the woman, too, I hear?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘And yet from that monstrous scene comes life, the rejuvenation of the primal energy of the universe, hey? We have to commemorate the monstrous moments, don’t we? … Yes? … No? I’m sensing no. Well, like it or not I want to lavish. Yes? It’s my prerogative. I have a gift.’

‘If it’s your book,18 I already have it.’

‘Amazing!’ I heard the heavy book19 fall on his desk. ‘I didn’t know if the copies I sent reached you. Well? What did you think? Your critical opinion interests me. Go on, do your worst!’

‘Your book?20 I thought it was interesting. A little needy. A little high-pitched. A little flabby in places. Especially around the middle.’

‘Well, I’m no artist like you, hey? I just try to write truthfully?’

I had loosely understood Infinity Remastered from the first few dozen pages I’d skimmed. He proposed that consciousness was as mappable as any island. He proposed using powerful computers to explore and store our thoughts and memories. The subject was right out of a futuristic novel. When I started telling Gladys she’d seemed genuinely interested, so I stopped.

‘So as I was saying, I need to get your thoughts on Ms Green before we meet?’

‘Why would you talk to her?’

‘Why would I not?’

‘I don’t care, I just don’t understand why.’

‘Oh? Because you sound like you care?’

‘I don’t.’

‘She’s a guest, and I have to screen all guests. It’s the rules? And she’s a potential security threat. Also, she violently murdered our mop boy … Franz?’

‘She … this … this is all madness.’

‘I agree. A broomstick through the head. I couldn’t swallow when I heard.’

‘This is all fucking … I’ve had enough. I want to talk to someone real.’

‘Someone real?’

‘Yes. A person. Someone with authority. Not some squirt of ink with delusions of grandeur. Not some bunch of code.’

‘You’re a bunch of code, Jonathan.’

‘No I’m not.’

‘You are. You’re a packet of chemical codes with delusions of grandeur. Your impulse to live creates the illusion of free will, but in reality you’re a set of unconscious urges dressed up as will. Hey? I could adjust your hormone levels by a few per cent and you’d be an entirely new person.’

‘Well, anyway, you can’t talk to Gladys. I forbid you to have a session with her.’

‘You forbid me?’

‘Yes.’

‘What are you afraid of, Jonathan? That she’ll tell all your juicy secrets?’

‘Gladys couldn’t give two vertical shits about my secrets.’

‘Well, it’s going to happen, Jonathan. Our Master is adamant. So that’s why I wanted to talk to you first? Because my session with her needs to go well, yes? I’m actually a little nervous about meeting her finally. She sounds like an intimidating female.’

‘What do you mean “finally”?’

‘I mean, I’ve heard so much about her. Everyone’s talking. Do you have any advice? I want our sessions to be productive.’

‘Advice? Well, Gladys secretly craves displays of male power. I’d go on the offensive early, put her in her place. Tell her you’re a man, and you’re the boss, and she better behave. Otherwise she’ll walk all over you. She likes it when you buy her feminine gifts like flowers and such. And I’d definitely call her a female.’

‘That’s very useful, Jonathan. I appreciate your help. See, this doesn’t have to be combative. Do you want to talk about any of your issues while you’re here? Your mother? Your drinking? It can help to talk. For example, in my self-analysis session today I free-associated my way to the unearthing of a homoerotic attraction I had to a comic-book hero when I was nine.’

Fucking hell. I needed to get off the line before his confession reached its inevitably skin-crawling climax. Unfortunately, as I’d discovered, there was only one way to rouse yourself from one of Doctor Difflaydermaus’s in-sleep therapy sessions, and that was to enact some kind of painful violence on your physical self. Slapping sometimes worked. And burning your wrist on a lamp bulb or naked flame was effective. But I was now in the monster’s lair. He could induce sleep through the ventilation systems. I needed to wake and warn G before he tried to raid her head.

‘Well, this has been fun, Rubin, but I really need to get back to reality.’ I put down the receiver, got up from my bed, heard a shrill, tinny voice say, ‘No! Wait, Jonathan, please. Just one last thing.’

‘What?’

‘It’s about Shabazzniov. The concierge? I need you to keep on his good side? He’s a proud man, and he feels put out that we overruled his decision to refuse your friends admission. So please, please do what he says and cooperate with his unpacking? If you do, everything will go smoothly.’

‘So you’re saying my friends are safe. They won’t come to any harm.’

‘For now. Provided you cooperate with us.’

‘Right, whatever you say …’

‘Jonathan, one more thing!’

‘What?’

‘Will you fill out my Satisfaction Questionnaire?’

‘Goodnight, Doctor.’

‘J-man, wait!’

I took a deep breath, ran head first at the massive old wardrobe in the corner. Heard the sound of wood splitting, slipped into darkness.

I came up from the primordial ooze, through the dizzy mobs, the milky jelly, hauled myself onto the shores of the land of the living. My head was filled with spastically electric stars. I felt my presence flow into the world once more. I heard a voice.

‘Holy fuck, Boss. You just ran head first into that wardrobe.’

‘What are you doing in my room, Beast?’

‘One minute you were lying down asleep …’

‘Yes, I know.’ I picked myself up from the floor, observed the spider-webbed head-dent in the door of the antique wardrobe. Another thing to pay for. With money I didn’t have. There were shock waves reverberating through my skull. Also, I was confronted with the fact that my room had shrunk at least another foot. I have an eye for it.

‘You’re gonna have a monster bump.’

‘I know. What are you doing here?’

‘This is bad, John.’

So. The Beast had woken.

‘We have a hamper, Beast, remember?’

‘I ate the hamper, John. Ate the whole damned thing. Now I have a headache.’

‘You don’t say.’ I wouldn’t put it past him to have literally consumed the golden wicker like it was a waxed and woven bail of life-sustaining hay. My investigation would conclude that he’d demolished the contents. The packaging showed signs of having been sanded clean by a massive, cow-like tongue. ‘That hamper was supposed to last us another day, you beast! What are Gladys and I supposed to eat?’ He looked as if he didn’t really understand the question. He pressed his meaty fingers together and shrugged desperately. ‘I need fuel, John. That’s our deal. You give me fuel, and I work. I’m your workhorse.’

‘I’ll sort it, Beast. Just try to … try to focus on something else. Think about that small girl again. She was terrifying, right?’

‘I guess. Just so hungry.’

My own body felt strange and unfamiliar. My head was pounding. He’d eaten all the nuts and seeds and figs behind the bar, too. And all the complimentary fortune biscuits, and the edible strips of paper inside, so I really have no idea what’s in store for us. I found one strip of paper which had fallen down behind the bar: ‘Crisis is an opportunity riding the dangerous wind.’

I’m sure you must be curious about Daniel, Colette. I met the man I’d come to call Beast at the Court of Civil Justice, on Corinthia. I was suing my own estate for appointing a psychic medium as executor. After a torrid first morning in court, I found myself in the court’s only bar, which wouldn’t serve me.

‘You’re Tamberlain? An order came through this morning, saying I wasn’t to serve you.’

Esmeralda. She’d started a kind of war against me since she heard I’d become a critic. She was ruthless. But this … this was a whole new level. To get between a man and his drinking …

That’s when a deep and resonant voice beside me said, ‘Say, friend, you look thirsty. How about I fix your problem, and you fix mine.’

The hulking stranger at the bar was one of the more strikingly handsome men I’d ever met. The only thing to tarnish his looks was the small scar on the left side of his neck, and his slightly long earlobes – something I’ve never quite got used to. He was fending off the attentions of a particularly persistent female admirer. I instantly grasped his problem, nodded. He excused himself to use the restrooms, and I engaged the woman in a conversation about the life of the professional manager. I explained how Daniel was easily my most popular item, how for just a hundred notes he’d give her an hour that’d reposition her internal organs. ‘We call him the “man-quake”.’ The stricken face the gentle Beast could not bear to have looked upon was food to me. She was gone by the time he returned. ‘I’m grateful, sir, truly. I find it hard to be cruel to women.’

‘Well, I’m as grateful for this drink, and I get a kick out of being cruel to needy people. Are you wearing Vertigo?’

‘I find wearing women’s fragrances helps repel them. It confuses their senses. I got the idea from a documentary on marine biology. Some guy on Zoraster was using a scent dispenser to confuse sharks.’

‘Why the fuck would you swim with sharks on Zoraster? Those fuckers grow past fifty feet long.’

‘Right? The seas belong to giants.’

He was a junior solicitor, there to assist a big firm in a dispute over possession of a formerly beloved grandfather’s extensive library of illegal pornography. Both parties were arguing it didn’t legally belong to them. He spoke fluidly on most subjects, but was largely content to listen, and flatter. He’d only recently graduated. He was the spawn of a sedative-addicted, though generally nurturing mother, and a retired naval officer he described as a ‘sadistic cunt-bot’. Frank Woodbine had set about moulding his infant son into a perfect specimen of manhood. ‘A man’s man, that’s what he wanted.’ And he got it. Young Woodbine kept his budding taste for boys a secret. Not that he needed to try very hard. His dad’s capacity for denial was as big as his appetite for barely cooked flesh and action reels. When he found copies of Man Meat in the boy’s sleep-hub, Beast told him he’d ordered them as reference material for his physical fitness regimen. He’d spend hours watching action reels with his dad. ‘They’re basically gay pornography without the sex.’ And when his dad came home and found him reviewing the scene in High Flyers where all the pilots shower together, the boy said, ‘I just spotted a continuity error. In this shot Hatch has a tattoo, but in the next shot … see? Isn’t that funny?’ And his dad said, yes, it was funny.

It all came to a head at his cousin’s wedding. Beast was sixteen. He had been following his older cousin Donovan around like a puppy. His dad openly called Donovan an ‘arse-invader’. It might have passed with little comment, if not for the fact that he was giving a congratulatory speech to the bride and groom at the time. His wife stood and said, ‘Frank, what if that were your son?’ She was not in denial.

‘I’d execute him on the spot is what I’d do.’

So she says, ‘You don’t mean that.’

And he says, ‘Yes I do, I’d shoot him dead.’ He used the microphone he was holding to mime shooting his son in the head, execution-style. ‘Pa-choooo.’

So she says, ‘Well, it’s a good thing he’s not even yours.’ Turns out Emma Woodbine had fucked a wounded army buddy of Frank’s while he was away on duty. Surprise! So then Beast takes his kill shot. ‘Also, Dad, I am an arse-invader. Shoot me if you want,’ and he points to a spot between his eyes. Now I ask you, from his dad’s perspective, is that two losses, or is it kind of lose/win? He found out his son was gay, but also that he wasn’t his son after all. The old man chose to take it all as bad news. He ran off, started dating an underage stripper called – get this – Vicinity. Months later the police busted into his apartment and found him trying to build his own rocket launcher. So it didn’t turn out well for Frank, though his impromptu wedding speech did go down as one of the great family moments.

Beast gave me some sound legal advice: to drop the suit and count my blessings. ‘We have to love and support our mother, even when she’s in the thrall of witches.’ Since then he’s been my lawyer, my agent, my valet, my witch detector, and everything in between. He was instrumental in helping me turn the Tomahawk into a profitable enterprise. He introduced me to Gladys, but I forgive him. He is a brilliant negotiator, a good conversationalist, and he has passable manners.

Until he gets hungry.

‘Did you call reception?’

‘They said they’d send some rolls up. Some rolls, Jonathan.’

‘It’s OK, Beast. I’ll handle it.’

Gladys was asleep in an armchair. Though not truly asleep. Her Water Bear mods let her rest parts of her brain while still maintaining up to 35 per cent awareness. She’d have been aware that we were awake and moving around, that Beast was turning the hamper upside down and shaking it to see if he’d missed anything. She had a sheaf of hotel letter paper next to her on which she’d been scribbling notes. There were flow-charts. Diagrams. As my eyes washed over them she opened hers and said: ‘Who the fuck is Doctor Difflayderman?’

‘Difflaydermaus. He’s my doctor, remember? The one I’ve been seeing in my dreams.’

‘He’s real?’

I shrugged.

‘I just thought you were nuts.’

I shrugged again.

‘The fuck happened to your head?’

‘He ran head first into the wardrobe?’

‘You ran into the wardrobe? Why?’

‘Sleep-running.’

‘I wasn’t “sleep-running”, Beast. I had to wake myself up to escape Doctor Rubin. You’ll see, Gladys. He’ll get in your head. It’s what he does.’

‘Yeah, he won’t get in my head. Listen, I’ve been working through the angles. Their set-up is a massively distributed virtual neural network. This doctor knows his AI. But he’s opted for fidelity and predictive strategies, so the system is slow to react to unexpected things. Like when we showed up early. And it gets glitchy when it’s pushed. If we can act unpredictably we might be able to confuse it enough that we could get to the last pod. We could get disguises, or move to another apartment to confuse them. We could steal staff uniforms. Systems like this can’t waste bandwidth taking in every piece of information. There’s a chance they wouldn’t even see us if we were dressed as staff. There might even be a way to get under the virtual substrate. They could have maintenance tunnels behind all this fancy stuff. We could disappear in there. Ride this out. Or find a back way to Terminal Annexe. Also, the staffing system is stratified. We might be able to make allies, turn some of the staff against the others.’ She picked up the hunting knife from the table and used it to slice the top off a packet of Cheese-U-Laters. Ate one. ‘And such.’

‘Righto.’ Had no fucking idea what she was talking about. ‘That’s all good thinking, Gladys – espesh about changing rooms. This apartment is outrageously small for three people. And what about my meal? How does that integrate with your plans?’

Gladys stared through me. Then stood, stretched, and went into her unused room. She would shower violently (when G finishes with any bathroom it looks like a recently torpedoed submarine). I went to get shaved and dressed, and to take some pain medication. Found I didn’t have to. Shave, that is. And I realised my pain meds were in my pharmacopoeia, which was with my luggage, which was still being scanned for spy devices.

I went back out and remeasured our suite. At least a foot smaller. Then I hauled myself up on a stool at the bar and put the ice pack on my head again.

‘A boy came earlier with your shoes, and my jacket, and a note for …’ He flicked his eyes at the door to her room.

‘Who came with a note, Beast?’

‘Just a porter. Frightening boy.’

‘They’re all frightening. You opened the door?’

Beast shrugged. ‘Thought they might be bringing breakfast. Anyway, they can’t come through the door unless we invite them. So long as our “Do Not Disturb” sign is on.’

I’d been so intently focused on measuring that I hadn’t even noticed my shoes by the door, or the note for Gladys on the table. The moment I slipped into my shoes I realised they weren’t mine.

‘What do you mean they aren’t yours?’

‘I mean these aren’t my shoes. They don’t feel right.’

‘Check the monogram.’

I did. J.S.T. ‘Maybe there’s another guest here with the initials J.S.T.’

‘Another guest, with exactly the same initials, and exactly the same handmade shoes, in exactly your size?’

‘Well, they aren’t mine.’ I walked to G’s room in my alien shoes to slip her note under her door. Was tempted to read it, but I’d learned the hard way not to invade her private zones. I felt a strange lump under the insole near the heel of my left shoe. I pulled out a slip of paper. A note, scribbled on a laundry ticket in a fluid hand, unsigned.

I can help you. Take the audio tour. I’ll be waiting in the Mirror Lounge. – A Friend.

PS I’ll be wearing a white dress.

Didn’t recognise the hand. But the note was tainted with a scent I knew very well: Vertigo.21 The same one Beast uses to repel women. A Friend. They’d capitalised Friend, so maybe it was their family name. I don’t know anyone called Friend. Gladys startled me from behind. She moves like the ghost of a snake across a sheet of velvet.

‘What the fuck is this?’ She shoved a piece of paper into my hands.

I have smelled you. Today my heart is yours. You have lovely boy knees. I will look for you in the halls this day. X.

Her glare-lasers tore twin holes through the back of my skull.

‘No idea. Do you know anyone with the initial X?’

She glared on.

‘It’s the Feast of Hearts, Gladys. People send each other love notes. I’ve already received one – in my shoe.’

‘If you two are fucking with me, even a little bit, I’ll hurt you.’

‘We’re not, Gladys. We know better.’ I folded the note in my hand. ‘Now, speaking of giving notes: I’ve just been going through your plan. If I understand you correctly, and I believe I do, your plan is that we could confuse the hotel’s somewhat glitchy staffing system by dressing up like maids and porters. Maybe this is the head injury talking, but I think that’s insanity. Do you honestly think I’d pass for a porter?’ I put my arms out and did a turn. ‘And where are we going to find a maid’s outfit big enough for Beast. This is not my idea of a survival strategy. And besides, we need to deal with our immediate threats first.’

‘Dear gods, Jonathan, breakfast!’

‘You see? You’re talking about making it out there in the world when there’s a good chance we’ll be eaten in here. But I take your point: we need to change rooms and have fresh clothes. It’s outrageous the state we’ve been left in. I had better treatment at St Direghul. And then there’s my shoes.’ She looked slowly down at my shoes, returned her eyes to mine.

‘What about your fucking shoes?’

‘They aren’t mine.’

Nothing.

‘I’m serious. Someone has replaced my shoes with exact duplicates.’

Nothing.

‘Anyway, arm yourself, Gladys. We’re going down to the front desk, and we’re going to make an official complaint.’

‘Are you fucking …’ She took a deep breath, then flung out her arms, ‘… insane?!’

‘You said we should act unpredictably. What would they expect less than the three of us going downstairs to lodge a formal complaint? Anyway, would you rather be stuck in here with him? Because that sounds like insanity to me.’ Beast had begun to gnaw on his own wrist. It sounded like several dozen giant snails having a semi-violent orgy on a sheet of glass.

16  ‘It’s conceivable that our strangely complex universe of strands and multiple dimensions – including time – could originate as a projection from a flattened, two-dimensional model without time or gravity. It might be that some of the inexplicable thermodynamic problems thrown up by black vortexes and other phenomena could be understood when extrapolated from a lower dimensional universe. Our universe could be explained as originating from what might simplistically be called a “hologram”.’

17  ‘Another way to build AI might be to plagiarise the human brain. I’ve already reverse-engineered parts of the brain to figure out how they work. But with advances in three-dimensional scanning equipment it could be possible to map a WHOLE BRAIN. Imagine. How this might work is that our engineers would “slice” a brain into thin strips – like slices of ham at a picnic – then scan each one to build up an overall image. We could then upload that model to a powerful computer and make it think. It might even be possible to scan and upload a REAL mind. Imagine if we scanned your brain in super-high detail and then uploaded you. The next time you woke up you’d be inside a machine, with all your thoughts and memories, and if we did it right your brain would now be super-powerful. You’d be able to think faster and better than you ever did, access databases filled with information, and even talk to other brains inside that same machine. “Hello. How are you? How’s the weather?” Well, there would be no weather where you were, and you wouldn’t need to ask about the weather in other places, because you’d know! And you wouldn’t have that pesky, unreliable body to worry about. We could link potentially millions of these brains together into a massively powerful neural network which could solve some of our greatest problems in the blink of an eye. And the best part about it: you could live in that computer for a long, long time. Potentially until all the stars burn out. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves, hey? Like I said, we’ve only got as far as an ant’s brain!’

18  ‘… There is one idea common to both religion and science: that a single, all-enveloping force powers creation, and gives unity to everything we do. In religion they give it names like “the One Mind” and the “Universal Spirit”. In science we call it a “Unified Field Theory”, or similar. Is it possible that we speak of the same thing? “There is only one truth,” says the Prophet, “but we each describe it in different ways.” Picture an elephant. Four blind men are trying to describe it while grabbing parts of its anatomy …’

19  ‘… The universe is a symbiotically connected whole, not a mess of broken pieces. Physicists and mystics know this truth. It is integrated, interconnected, networked, harmonised at every scale, an unbroken and unbreakable chain of creation. Our universe as a whole is contained holographically in each of its parts, unified and distributed by systems of energy and consciousness we still can’t begin to understand. Systems, sub-systems, sub-sub-systems, and on and on into infinity, all knowledge contained within an uncontainable whole, and vibrating through particles, waves, strands and mysterious energy vectors which we, in our primitive ape-stage, find almost unfathomable.’

20  ‘But creating artificial intelligence is challenging, hey? Have you ever tried it? I have, and I can tell you, it’s no picnic. Or maybe it is. For AI to work you need ideal conditions, a basketful of essentials, and you definitely don’t want ANTs getting in (Asymmetric Neurodisruptive Tangents). So how do you build a mind? The human brain is a miraculous evolutionary accident incorporating uncountable trillion changes over millions of years to become a powerfully aware computing machine. But we don’t have millions of years to wait. We could use genetic algorithms to go through the evolutionary process at fantastic speed, but so far this has only taken us to the point where we can emulate the brain of an ant. (That’s a normal ant, not an ANT. Ha ha.)’

21  ‘… live high, live free, live on the edge: Vertigo.’



NOTES ON A HORROR SHOW

I felt confident in my plan until we left the room. Then panic set in. Because I realised I’d forgotten to consider some basic facts: such as the fact that the small girl might still be out there; or that this time there might not be any strategically placed sheets to mask the carnage in the halls. The sheets were gone. The bodies lay unshrouded. Some bodies had been moved. Other bodies, and parts of bodies, and parts of parts of bodies, had been put in piles, categorised according to some unfathomable system: by body part, or by gender, or – as in one pile of severed legs – by the colour of the shoes they wore. Dead fingers clutched crookedly at the air. Our presence seemed to summon two dark shapes from afar. They tottered past, small nods to my watchful eyes. The maids wear elaborately ribboned white aprons over dresses of a coarse clerical-black fabric. Their little white hats are shaped like seashells, and tiny seashell clips hold the ribbons on their dresses in place. The white crosses on their backs were the last things to vanish.

‘Still want to do this?’

‘Of course. Let’s go.’ It’s a weakness I have that I can’t show any weakness in front of Gladys. Spring Rounds had begun. Two cleaners stood with a mop each and watched us like a pair of primitive hunters as we passed. I heard one whisper, ‘That’s her.’ The carpet was tacky. No hopes of cleaning all this blood, surely.

‘I want to go back. Let’s go back.’

‘Go back if you want, Daniel.’

‘Not alone. I’m not going back alone. Let’s go back.’

‘Be calm, Beast. Just look at the ceiling. Fuck, no, don’t look up there.’ Nowhere to look. Not on that morning. They lay everywhere, alone, but often in couples, fingers knotted, arms entangled. Florence and Alma Notoma, whose renowned charity funds the search for alien life in other galaxies, had been killed by single blows to the temples with a narrow tool – probably an ice pick. In many cases quick deaths had been administered – the spinal column in the cervical region severed with a precision strike from a sharp instrument, or the jugular or carotid sliced cleanly – but others had been given elaborate, fantastical, quasi-occult checkouts. There were things I’d only seen in prints of ancient martyrdoms. Have you heard of an execution method called the ‘screaming eagle’? The victim’s lungs are pulled out through an incision in his back so that they look like wings. Then the victim’s penis is removed and placed in his mouth. That’s what they did to Charles Dyson Black, chairman of Daiko Ubiquitous Computing Incorporated. The publishing technologies tycoon Edward Crain had been tied to a wingback chair with a fire hose, then had his intestines removed. He was wearing them like a fancy turban. That funny little line between comedy and horror.

… There were few defensive wounds. It seems most of the attacks were so quick and precise the victims didn’t even have time to throw up their hands. The patent baron Kiko Biggs – dressed only in boxer briefs and an undershirt – had a clean hole through his dorsal left forearm, close to the point of the elbow, and another hole – presumably from the same instrument – through his right eye.

… Ms Bovinera’s brown calfskin belt – Demanche, I believe, limited edition – was cinched around her throat with the buckle. She seemed to have been dragged some distance down the hall. Her hands, stiff with cadaveric spasms, still clutched the ligature.

… Synthetic gem impresario Chub Parker had his limbs disarticulated. It looked as if he’d been pulled apart by horses.

The body of a young woman in a silver evening dress sat slumped against the door of room 121. She looked in order, except that her abdomen had been neatly opened, the viscera had been hauled out through a nine-inch incision, and it streamed away from her, a dazzling pink-and-greenish helix. Her eyes were wide and empty in her human head. A young porter was busy rolling up the unspooled viscera like it was an electrical cable, but he didn’t take his eyes of Gladys. Everyone seemed to have eyes for Gladys Green. Even the corpses. The ones which still had eyes.

‘We should go back. Yep.’

‘Just be calm, Beast.

Keep it together. Good morning, how are you today?’

‘I’m fine, sir, thank you for asking.’

A maid was standing on a chair to reach a bed-sheet banner which had been pinned to the wall with fire axes. ‘SAVE YUR PREERS. WAIST YUR SCREEMS.’ She paused to track us, wide-eyed, as we passed. I noticed Beast was now walking sideways, like a crab, while peering through his fingers. The silver lining was that this stroll would probably suppress his appetite again.

‘OK, Beast?’

‘Don’t talk to me.’

Gladys was on edge, too, for obvious reasons. ‘Stick close and stay out of my firing line.’

‘Right. OK. Fine.’ She always refuses to walk ahead of me, because apparently she’s ‘no fucking lady’. Which – no shit? So she’ll walk a step or so behind. And she’ll get mad when I walk too slowly.

‘Would you just … we need to do this quickly.’

‘This will be quick.’

‘You seriously want to make a complaint?’

‘Oh, most definitely. This won’t abide.’ As I said, I have trouble reversing any course of action. My sense of purpose is its own multiplier.

‘Did you see what those fuckers did to the “Thoughts and Suggestions” box?’

I had. It appeared to have been filled with tongues.

‘This is all for show, Gladys. They’re just trying to intimidate us. They don’t mean to hurt us. Why would they bring us all the way out here to hurt us?’

‘For sport?’

‘Gladys, darling, light of my life. There are principles higher than mere survival. It’s not enough to live this life; there must be a quality to living. There are minimum standards. If a man can’t get an upgrade when almost every other guest in the entire hotel has been brutally murdered, then something is wrong.’

I didn’t want to look as we passed the junction where the small girl had stood. But I did.

The door to the room was open. I had to stop. I was compelled to look in through the open door. My chest tightened, a leather belt across it.

… I wish you health and happiness till Harvest comes again.

A maid stood in front of the room’s tall mirror, singing a little harvest song as she took clothes from a guest’s case, held them secretly, pressing the pretty garments against her young body with her free hand and swaying left and right to catch the pieces of light. But her voice was out of sync with the movement of her lips. Meanwhile, swinging slowly from a lampshade above an overturned chair, and in time with the pattern of her music, was another woman: older, dressed in nothing but a slip of silk. The steady motion of the fitting she hung from was turning her second by second towards me, as slow and rhythmic as a clock, and her arms were rigid, as if she was dancing slowly with some invisible partner. The small girl sat on the bed, reading. She said, without looking up: ‘She was already dead. She did it to herself.’ The maid gave a short gasp when she realised I was watching and began hurriedly to stuff the items back in the suitcase.

‘I was just cleaning the room, sir.’

‘No she wasn’t,’ said the girl. And now she looked up. ‘He’s going to try to mark you. The shark.’

‘The fuck are you doing?’

Gladys’s bark brought me back.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Come on, idiot.’

I remember, as we hurried away, coming awake to the fact that a fitting designed to take the weight of a full-grown person must have been an intentional feature. We went along towards the elevators, but rather than get in that car with Sam again we went to the mezzanine where the grand marble stairs led down to the lobby. Gladys was right about one thing: the virtual hospitality system here, despite its unfathomable power, seems somewhat … “glitchy”. In their quest to replicate life in full fidelity they’ve overreached. There was the maid’s poorly synced singing. Sometimes you’ll catch a porter standing frozen in place, and he’ll suddenly come to life as you approach. Scares the shit out of you. Sometimes you’ll see them quiver slightly as they move between two states. Sometimes they’ll repeat the thing they just said, or you’ll walk past one and he’ll say, ‘It was very nice talking to you, madam.’ We saw a boy mopping a section of the Grand Staircase, and as I approached I noticed he was floating an inch or two above the marble.

The staff offices are crammed onto the mezzanine. Looking down into the lobby we could see the Countess still in her seat by the elevator dais. Espantapájaros was at his desk. And Franz was where we’d left him. To our left on the mezzanine was a door marked ‘REGISTRAR’. The door was open; we heard typing. The girl who’d brought in my contract yesterday and nearly thrown up on me was hammering away on an industrial type-machine. She used two fingers. Not hers. The sign on her desk said: ‘Mavis Zhivast: Registrar’. She was absorbed in her work, but when she heard my knock she stood, looked startled, then pleased, then mortified. ‘Mr Tamberlain, I … your head!’

‘My what? Oh, yes. I fell out of bed.’

‘But … but your head!’

‘So you said. It’s nothing.’ I stepped in through the door.

‘No, it’s something. It’s very, very much something.’ The poor girl’s eyes were filling with tears. ‘I’ll speak to someone.’ She lifted her telephones with trembling hands. Paused. Took in a deep breath. Put her crooked finger near her nose.

‘There’s really no need.’

She raised the finger towards me as she angled her head away, took another moment. Then, composed, she said very quietly to her desk: ‘There most certainly is a need, Mr Tamberlain. You have been hurt. We will need to unpack this. We will need to make this right. We will fetch ice. And we will have that bed destroyed.’

She turned her head slowly to look at me.

‘… Really, I’m fine.’ I went over and took the seat near her desk. ‘Although a strong drink might help.’

She looked at the large clock on the wall. ‘It’s 8 a.m.’

‘In which place?’

She sat down, blushing deep red. She put on the heavy-looking headset. ‘Sabrinka, it’s Mae-Mae from Registrations. Mr Tamberlain has … well, he has bumped his head.’ A tinny, muffled shriek audible even through the phones. ‘… I know … No … No … No, I don’t believe he needs emergency treatment. Some ice will do. And he has requested an alcoholic beverage. I think, under the circumstances, a medicinal drink would be appropriate … No, I have not checked his dilation.’ Once she concluded her call she removed her headset, said very calmly: ‘Ms Solonov is dispatching ice as I speak. When people hear about this …’ She put the tips of the trembling fingers of both hands to her forehead and shook her small head exactly seven times. Then she picked up her two fingers and went back to typing. The fingers had been removed from the hands they belonged to, spiked upon a pair of silver cocktail sticks. They sparkled as they moved, the diamond rings they wore left trails on my eyes. Her strawberry hair glittered wildly as she typed. ‘This is slow work,’ she said. ‘It takes forever.’

‘I understand. I too am a two-finger typist.’

She looked up at the far wall, trance-eyed. Then angled her head towards me, her face rewrote itself into a sinister grin. ‘I think we’ll get on well, Mr Tamberlain.’

‘Anything is possible.’

She smiled to herself as she went back to typing. ‘I was just running up your records. She put her fingers aside, tore the yellow sheet from the type-machine and waved it, smiling brightly. She is such a happy creature I imagine she has rainbow fluid pumping through her veins. Beast went to lean on one of the large file cabinets. He wouldn’t want to get near those fingers. Has a thing about varnished nails. Gladys stayed near the door. I tracked her gaze to a stack of books and pony journals on the edge of Zhivast’s desk. The spine of Gladys’s cloth-cover diary stood out in the stack, a vivid violet smear. This had the potential to turn ugly.

‘And what goes into this file of ours?’

‘Oh, everything. Dietary requirements, allergies, scars and markings.’ She picked up the first typed sheet and read oratorically from it. ‘“Jonathan Salvador Tamberlain. Male. Thirty-four years. Six foot and seven inches. Hair: dry ebony. Eyes: wet hazel. Skin: ICS swatch 1937: Sundown Sands. Known marks and scarrings –”’

‘He’s six foot and six,’ said Gladys as she leaned her slender form against the door frame.

Zhivast finally noticed her. The smile left her face. ‘You’re the girl who killed Franz.’

‘Yep.’

‘Well, I think there are two sides to … things.’ The girl ignored me, stared at Gladys for a while longer, as if recording every detail. Then shrugged. ‘Well, there are always two sides, yes. And some would not be sad about Franz.’ She resumed typing. ‘He took liberties.’ By now most of the varnish had been chipped off the nails, and the clacking noise – syncopating with the ticking of the large clock on the wall – was beginning to gnaw at my skull.

‘We won’t keep you long anyway. We really just came in to see about a change of rooms.’

The girl stopped abruptly, looked up at me with wide blue eyes. The fingers quivered. ‘You’re unhappy. Oh gods. You’re here to complain.’ Now the light from her face had dimmed, her voice had become soft and husky, and her blue eyes had begun to liquefy in the way that sends a jolt of pure electrical panic through any man.

‘Well, now, I wasn’t saying we’re unhappy. Let’s not –’

‘You’ve only been here a night and you’re unhappy. We’ve made you unhappy.’

‘You haven’t made me unhappy, honestly, let’s just … Here, a tissue.’ I reached to the dispenser on her desk and pulled a slip of white paper. She took it.

‘I said we’d destroy the bed that hurt you.’

‘I know, I know you did. You’re very kind.’

‘We’ll burn it. You can watch.’

‘Mae-Mae. Can I call you Mae-Mae? It’s all a misunderstanding, truly. I didn’t come here to complain. Just to get some ice for my bump. Don’t think anything of it. It’s not the bed’s fault. I’m a clumsy man. Aren’t I a clumsy man, Beast?’

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘Put “clumsy man” in my file.’ The girl looked down at the sheet of paper with my vital statistics on it, then her face caught fire again. ‘Why don’t you just concentrate on typing up my records and I’ll speak to the concierge about our needs?’ She sniffed and dabbed her eyes with the tissue as she read from the sheet of yellow paper. ‘“Star sign: Aerolith. Allergies: anthea nuts. Yaks’ fur. Some kinds of sparkling wines.”’

‘Good, that’s the important job. That I’m not exposed to any yaks.’

The girl smiled again, and it lit up the room like an atomic blast. She nodded quickly as she dabbed her eyes and said, ‘No yaks.’

‘Definitely no yaks,’ I repeated.

‘Anyway, he’s thirty-five,’ said Gladys then, for no fucking reason whatsoever except to make things worse. ‘It’s his birthday today.’

‘His … his … his … his … his … his …’

‘Birth-day!’

‘For the love of gods, Gladys.’

‘His birth-day!’ said a voice from the doorway. ‘And where is our guest of honour? In the spa? The aviary? Petting a miniature horse at our miniature amusement park? No! The Tomahawk is celebrating with a gossip-session in the registrar’s office.’

‘I’m very sorry, Mr Shabazzniov.’ The registrar stood smartly, her small fist tightened on the tissue in her hand. ‘We weren’t gossiping, honest.’

‘Yes, we just popped in for a swift visit, Shabazzniov.’

‘Of course. Though if you fancied a “swift” visit you might have gone to the aviary.’ He paused for laughter which never arrived. ‘But I’m joking, of course. Our aviary is closed for the season while the ladies brood.’

‘Mr Tamberlain just came down for some ice for his head.’

‘Lords, Mr Tamberlain. Who’ve you been sparring with?’

‘No one, just grappling with a new bed.’

He sauntered to the desk, let the fingers of his left hand rest like a crouching spider on the stack of our notebooks. A swiftly moving porter with an ice bucket entered. A young drinksman followed with a cocktail trolley.

‘What is all this?’ said Shabazzniov.

‘It’s treatment for Mr Tamberlain’s head.’ The porter dropped the bucket on the registrar’s desk. He produced a clean white cloth, and a pair of steel tongs. He began, with great formality, to grab ice cubes, one by one, and place them on the cloth which lay across his hand.

‘I can handle this, Ribbons, you can leave us.’

‘Yes, Mr Shabazzniov.’ The porter placed the cloth and the tongs carefully in the bucket and left the room quickly. The drinksman with the trolley had begun to assemble my cocktail in a series of rapid, precise movements.

‘I must rush through this, Mr Tamberlain, as I’m very busy. Spring Rounds have begun. And today is the Feast of Hearts, of course, so the staff are hopeless. Notes flying back and forth.’ He tsk’d. ‘I mean, just look.’ He used the tongs to fish a soggy piece of yellow paper from the ice bucket. He didn’t show it to me, just read it, smiled smugly to himself. Said, ‘Paragon,’ and dropped the note disdainfully back in the bucket.

‘Who was it from?’ said Ms Zhivast. ‘The note.’

Shabazzniov ignored her. ‘I’m sure there’s a reason you left your suite after being warned against it, and with an unpacking of Franz’s death in progress. I’m sure there’s a reason you came to the registrar’s office for ice instead of calling for it. A reason which makes sense to you.’

‘His bed turned against him. We must destroy it.’

‘Yes, thank you, Ms Zhivast!’ She sat down smartly.

‘There are some issues with our apartment.’

‘He hates it.’

‘Ms Zhivast!’

‘I wouldn’t say I hated it.’

I saw Ms Zhivast mouth ‘He does’ to the air.

‘Well, why don’t you tell me what the problem is. Can I raise another pillow?’

‘Another pillow, yes, in another apartment. Our apartment is fine, it’s just too small for three. And it shrunk overnight. And these shoes I sent for cleaning aren’t mine. They are near-precise replicas.’

He arched an exquisitely groomed brow. Ms Zhivast coughed politely.

‘Well … that’s an … unorthodox set of complaints, Mr Tamberlain. But I’m sure Ms Zhivast will be happy to forward your comments to cleaning. We did put our best buffer on those shoes. Massimo. Arms like a longshoreman.’

‘Massimo,’ whispered Ms Zhivast.

‘And there are our materials. We would like them returned.’

‘Your materials?’ He slipped a finger inside the cover of the top-most book: Gladys’s journal. He lifted the cloth cover an inch. I sensed Beast in my periphery straighten, consider lines of fire. But Gladys the killer didn’t move. Shabazzniov picked up the book, turned it over in his hand. ‘We have not quite finished examining these materials yet.’

‘Unacceptable. This is a gross invasion of our privacy. Is nothing sacred?’

‘It is regrettable that we need to separate you from your’ – he glanced down at the next book on the pile, frowned – ‘horse and pony journals.’ He looked up slowly at me, left a long pause. ‘… But there has been a serious transgression. The killing of a member of staff who was himself in the act of cleaning up a major slip-hazard. In the event of such a transgression certain liberties must be circumvented. It was all in the contract you signed.’

‘What contract?’ said Beast.

Quickly, ‘Our luggage, then.’

‘Will be returned to you soon. The process of induction is a methodical one. There are checklists. There is data which must be filed correctly, things which must be laundered.’

‘Laundry is another thing. We’re in our clothes from yesterday.’

‘I see that. I really can fix that stitching if you’ll only leave it with me.’

‘And walk around without a jacket like some traveller from the hills?’

His right brow pulsed. He gave Gladys a soft smile. I glanced again to see her perplexed, like she was trying to follow a difficult play. I could see that in the arrangement of this drama I was being made to look unhinged. I stood, buttoned my jacket. ‘Well, we must book a table in your Undersea for tonight.’

‘As I explained, our restaurants are currently closed for seasonal refurbishment.’

‘At some point I will need to dine. I will need to write my notes.’

Shabazzniov looked at me with astonishment. ‘… Your notes?’

‘I suggest we arrange a table for this evening.’ He stared at me as if I had just suggested we bathe together. He pressed his knuckles to his lips. ‘I feel as if this was already plainly explained to you, Mr Tamberlain. We do not allow critics in our establishment. And in fact, if I can also put this delicately, you cannot make notes on our Undersea.’

‘Because it’s closed, yes.’

‘No. You cannot make notes on our Undersea because you are legally forbidden from writing about or profiting from your stay here.’

I scoffed. ‘By what law?’

‘By the laws stipulated and appended in detail to the contract you signed yesterday.’ Beast was squinting at me. ‘The contract forbids you from disclosing anything that goes on at Hotel Grand Skies, much less offering your … “views”.’

I could not look at Beast. They were fucking with me. ‘It’s his birthday!’ said Ms Zhivast brightly.

‘Indeed. We shall have to have a celebration – when our unpacking of the Franz incident is done and Spring Rounds are over and things are back in order.’

Ms Zhivast stood and went to put our notebooks in the safe. Gladys still did nothing.

‘I’d like to see that contract,’ said Beast.

‘Of course, Mr Woodbine. Ms Zhivast will show it to you.’

I turned my head as what I assumed was a tropical parrot appeared in my periphery. The drinksman stood beside me with a vibrant, rainbow-striped elixir in a bulbous, long-stemmed glass topped with green foliage and flowers and some kind of miniature taxidermied bird of paradise. ‘What is this?’

‘Your breakfast cocktail, sir.’

‘Seriously?’

‘You don’t like it,’ whispered the registrar.

‘What, no, I … it looks delicious.’ I took the glass. ‘What’s it called?’

‘It’s a Quintuple Rainbow,’ she whispered. ‘It’s my favourite.’

‘Well, then let’s just dive right in … Yes.’ I searched the thicket for an entry point, finally found the pink straw. A zesty, sugary explosion in my mouth. I felt like I’d just fellated a unicorn. But there was a decent amount of booze in it. ‘Mmmph. Now that’s a drink.’ Ms Zhivast smiled brightly.

‘So, now we have everything settled.’ Our concierge took a clean, white cloth from the tray, and with great formality draped it across his palm. He then used the silver tongs to take cubes of ice from the bucket and place them very carefully on the cloth, and I noticed that the ice hadn’t even begun to soften. ‘I will call another omelette station to the lobby. And I will secure you another pillow.’ The concierge took a step closer to me as he said, ‘You must know that we are simply mortified by all this. All of us.’ Ms Zhivast nodded feverishly. ‘That you’ve come so far, and got confused about the date, and have brought unsolicited companions, and have been given an incompatible apartment, and are a pillow short, and have fallen out with your bed.’ The ziggurat of ice on his hand was steaming faintly, as if it was still in the cold place it came from. ‘But it’s important for you to understand and accept that as an inductee not all your expectations can be met. You are not on the surface of the world. Things are different down here. You can broach an upgrade with Mr Espantapájaros, but I’m certain he’ll give you the same answer.’ His eyes were drilling into mine; it triggered a certain animal panic. He let the tongs drop into the bucket. He folded the cloth carefully over his tiny ice temple. He stepped towards me, offered me the pack.

‘It’s his birthday!’ said Ms Zhivast, again. Shabazzniov ignored her.

On the way out, though, he took my arm, whispered hastily: ‘I’m so sorry I had to be firm with you in there – it was for my staff’s benefit. They get unruly at this time of year. They pick up on any hint of rebellion. I can’t be seen to be soft, or to be playing favourites. We must have order.’ As we went to the Grand Staircase, and down into the vast primeval wilderness of the lobby below, he glanced back over his shoulder to where Beast and Gladys were following. ‘I have spoken at length with Management on your behalf, explained that your girl is unfamiliar with the kind of establishment we run, and that she was acting, rightly or wrongly, in what she perceived to be self-defence. But they are taking this very seriously. I urge you to keep your staff in order, and to make no more missteps. You should know I’m on your side, and that I’m still deeply in love with you. I must go.’ He left me at the bottom of the stairs, holding my cocktail and my ice pack. The hazy, greenish air bubbled over the slabs of marble. I held the ice pack to my head as I wandered out into the space. Needed time to process everything. Not writing about trip means not getting paid for trip, which means not being able to pay staff, or cover expenses, which means being technically insolvent. Not technically. Literally. What it means is ruin. Everything was clear now. My friends were in danger, and unless I could find a way to speak with Management I might never get my meal.

‘Don’t go far!’ called Gladys. Ignored her. She’d be sucking up to me for the next hour because she knew she’d pulled a bullshit move with the registrar. Saw I was near the restrooms. Decided to visit, if only to clear my mind, to splash a little water on reality.

The conveniences were large and well maintained. But there was an attendant in there, and I hate that. Oh, you want to turn the tap on for me like I’m some fucking germophobe? You want to spritz me with a scent that’ll take three bars of soap and a chemical decontamination shower to cleanse? A boy about my size, with a pale, sculpted face and oiled-back, widow-peaked hair, gazing at himself in the mirrors above the sink. I was about to back quietly out when he turned suddenly and said, ‘You are the Tomahawk.’

‘Hmmm? Yes, that’s me.’

‘We’re all very glad to have you here, sir.’

‘Oh? Well, it’s always nice to meet fans of my work.’

‘Your work, sir?’ The young man had smooth skin and the piercing eyes of a mountain hawk. ‘What work do you do?’

‘I … well, I’m a forensic gastronomer.’

‘I don’t know what that is, sir.’

‘I’m a critic.’

‘Oh no, sir. That can’t be true. We don’t allow critics here.’

‘… Right. Well, this has been –’

‘We hear you’re a traveller, sir. On your spindle. Is that true? Word gets around. I heard about the incident with the bed. Everyone’s talking about it. Sofie down in furnishings was beside herself. In tears. DeSally in the Twilight Rooms said you’d been disfigured. There’ll be consequences. Especially if it leaves a permanent mark. Some toilet water, perhaps?’

‘Um. No thank you, ah …’

‘It’s Tommy, sir. Everyone is so excited to see you. I was speaking to the Blade earlier, and he mentioned that DeSally in the Twilight Rooms mentioned that she’d been told the Tomahawk was coming next week. And then the Blade heard from Mae-Mae who told DeSally that actually you’d come early. Which caught everyone off their marks.’

‘The man’s name is “the Blade”?’

‘Woman, sir. She’s my friend. She works in our barbershop, Razor Arcade. I gave her the nickname because she’s so masterful with the cut-throat. And as I said, sir, she heard about you from DeSally, who heard it from Ragselnov in admissions.’

‘Ah, makes sense.’ I turned to see myself reflected in the mirrors.

‘What does, sir?’

‘That thing you just said. All of it.’ A small, purple egg forming on my forehead. Hardly noticeable. A strandy tuft of lint crouching spiderlike on my lapel. I looked down at my shoes. Not my shoes. A pair of shoes that are made specifically for you by a master craftsperson, that you have worn in to the point that they feel like an extension of yourself. You know these shoes. Shoes. What strange things. And feet, too, for that matter. Stranger still.

‘That’s the staff though, sir.’

‘Beg pardon?’

‘The things they say. Ms Armolade and the Buffer have asked to change shifts so they can work together.’

‘You don’t say. And the Buffer …?’

‘Another nickname, sir. Massimo. He’s the best shoespit we have.’

‘Ah. Massimo.’ And I couldn’t see that they were any cleaner than they were the day before.

‘He doesn’t think much of that woman you keep. Him and Franz were best friends.

‘Ah.’

‘He’s a little cold on you too, sir. Since you made Ms Zhivast cry.’

Turning quickly from the mirror. ‘I’m sorry, what?’

‘Just now, in her office. They say you shouted at her over a faulty bed.’

‘No, no. Listen. There was no shouting.’

‘DeSally says you called her a ginger piglet.’

I stepped quickly towards the boy, put my cocktail and my ice pack on the marble sinks. ‘Listen, Timmy –’

‘Tommy.’

‘Tommy, there’s been a misunderstanding. I never shouted at anyone, I never called anyone a ginger piglet, and I never made anyone cry.’

‘Not ever, sir?’

‘Well …’

‘The staff are all gossips, sir. It’s the same every Harvest. Maybe if you wrote her a quick note she’d feel better. And then Massimo would stop talking about hunting you.’

‘Sorry, what?’

‘I have pen and paper.’

A note. Yes, that would probably defuse the situation. I took the pen and paper, scribbled a quick message of support.

Ms Zhivast,

My apologies if my complaining upset you. I’m clumsy in a number of ways. Hope you’re feeling better. Thank you for the ice, and the Quintuple Rainbow. They really helped! Bring me some of your writing when you can.

Warm Affections,

Jonathan Tamberlain

‘Warm affections.’ Tommy smiled. ‘Massimo will die.’

‘Oh? Well, maybe I should change that, let me –’

‘I’ll see she gets it.’ He slipped the pad and pen in his pocket. ‘Will there be anything else, sir?’

‘There never was anything, Tommy.’

He smiled. ‘We know you’ll do well here, sir. Once your brow has deflated. We know he’ll come to love you.’

‘Who do you mean? Shabazzniov?’

The boy’s face drew tight. His brow fell over his eyes. ‘No. No I didn’t mean Shabazzniov. Why would you think I meant Shabazzniov?’

Holy fuck. ‘It’s … I meant nothing by it, Tommy.’ Where was Gladys? She usually senses when things get this weird.

‘He thinks he’s better than us. Always talking down to us, giving us orders. We all hate him. He doesn’t participate in Harvest celebrations. He thinks he’s high above it all. He swans around with his boys, Shad and Misha. They think they’re high above us, too. They won’t even send one note today. Except to each other. And they’ll do it as a joke.’

‘The cads.’

‘It’s no joke, sir.’ His piercing black eyes narrowed, his jawline sharpened.

‘Of course it isn’t. Well, I must be –’

‘He’ll want to mark you, sir.’

‘He’ll want to what me?’

‘To mark you.’

‘He’ll want to mark who?’

‘It’s his calling card. Mr Shabazzniov likes to put a mark on every guest before they go into the system. So they’ll never forget him. When you ascend you’ll take whatever marks you have. You’ll have them forever.’

‘Forever?’

‘It’s forbidden. Marking guests. Master turns his eyes. Maybe Shabazzniov had someone rig your bed so you’d fall out. He has all the tricks. He pretends to be your friend, but he isn’t.’

‘Right.’

‘I suspect he’s jealous. A fine tall-man like you. Even with the bump. Girls like rugged men. We crown our Harvest King tomorrow. There’s talk. But I can’t say more. I’ve already said too much.’

‘Agreed. Well. This has been … astonishing, Tommy. I really must –’

‘I have a message, sir. That’s why I’m here. I think you’ll want to smell it.’

‘… Beg pardon?’

‘A note, sir. This toilet water has a message in it. From an admirer.’ Where in fuck was Gladys? The boy presented the red-glass bottle as if he were posing for an advert. I didn’t recognise the brand.

‘It’s poison gas.’

‘Why would it be poison gas, sir?’

‘… Because the label says: “Poison Gas Attack”.’

‘Just a little in-joke, sir. It isn’t poison.’

I reluctantly offered my wrist, noticed that the young man had no scent whatsoever. I heard the squit, felt the chill against my skin, I raised my wrist to my nose. I smelled burnt lemon, sandalwood, a boozy, soapy sweetness held in a bubble of warm collapsing air. I was falling before I realised. I was falling backwards through darkness. I didn’t even feel myself hit the floor. I had time to think, ‘This is the end. I’m done for,’ before they fell on me. I felt bodies around me, a velvet bag slipping over my head, a woman’s voice saying, ‘You smell like a lovely food.’



NOTES ON BEING DRUGGED

‘Gee-ah!’

‘Jonathan, shh, no, hey, shh, you’re safe, you’re in my health and wellness suite? Here. The canoe sofa.’

‘… The fuck?’

‘Gods, Jonathan, you’re out running around? Making girls cry? You shouldn’t taunt the Children. Here, let me see that head.’

‘Fuck off me!’

I was in a large and very familiar office. The rosewood shelves lined with books and Eastern artefacts. The oak desk with inlaid leather and gold tooling. The canoe sofa of lacquered wood upholstered in green leather. And of course, the padded meditation mat in the corner. I smelled the acrid scent of the perfume sticks they burn in temples to expel bad spirits. And there was a familiar form standing in front of me.

‘I’m sorry, Jonathan. I heard you left your apartment, and I couldn’t believe it. And I heard you’d been injured? You can’t be marked, it’s … Well, what could I do? I sent the staff out with a fast-acting sleep remedy.’

‘Wait. Are you saying you drugged me?’

‘No. Sleep remedy. To help you rest. I’m your doctor. Here, my canoe sofa. Sit, rest.’

‘I don’t need fucking rest, I just woke up an hour ago.’

‘Let the calm in.’

‘Go fuck yourself, Rubin. This is the limit. Am I lying in a toilet right now?’

‘Let’s keep the energy positive. Let’s breathe together?’ He took a step away. He raised his arms, released his breath in one gush as he let his arms flop by his side. I smelled cake. I almost gagged. ‘You’re not breathing with me.’

‘As I said, go fuck yourself. Take yourself out for a nice dinner, invite yourself back to your place for coffee, and then fuck yourself.’

‘I hear your anger, and I honour it. I’m sorry for dosing you, Jonathan. Please take a seat? Recline? Or not. This is a safe place.’ He was wound up. Even by his standards.

‘The fuck did you give me anyway?’ My head was filled with violet sparks.

‘Oh. Like I said, a sleep remedy? Tranquilax.’

‘The rape drug!’

‘It has legitimate medical applications, Jonathan. Just because some bad men use it for bad things.’

‘What did I do, Rubin?’

‘Jonathan?’

‘All I wanted was a meal. Just a single great meal in a place where the world can’t find me and ruin it. Now I’m lying drugged in a toilet in an inn where all the guests have been murdered. What did I do?’

‘Well. You came a week early.’

‘How was I supposed to know you meant 12/24 TC?’

‘Because at our first meeting in the ballroom I specifically said, “Terrestrial Calendar”?’

‘No you didn’t.’

He pulled open a drawer in his desk and removed a battered tape-machine. He punched a button and we heard his voice, far away and coated in sand: ‘We’ll expect you to catch the Night Ferry at 10 p.m. on 12/24 of the celestial month your invitation arrives. That’s Terrestrial Calendar. Are you listening, Jonathan?’

‘Yes, yes. And I’ll be dining in the Undersea that evening?’ He pressed Stop.

‘That isn’t my voice.’

‘You know it is.’

‘Why am I here? Why did you drug me?’

‘I sleep-remedied you because I need your help. It did not go well, Jonathan.’

‘What didn’t?’

‘Has she mentioned the session we had last night?’

‘Who? Gladys? No.’

‘Good. Because it did not go well.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘I mean, wow. I just wasn’t prepared for … And I took the advice you gave me? About, you know … being manly?’

‘Oh?’

‘And I was, Jonathan.’

‘I’m sure. Try to breathe. Let calmness in.’

‘Thank you. I’m a very … centred individual.’

He went to study his shelves.22 He does this when he’s self-conscious. ‘She’s such a fascinating specimen. From a clinical perspective?’

‘Of course.’

With both chubby arms behind his back he pretended to study the dead rows of books. ‘I’m interested in anything you can share with me to help me understand her. It’s important that I do, hey? … Does she have many suitors?’

‘Beg pardon?’

‘Gentlemen callers? What have you?’

‘You mean like a paramour, or a wooer? An inamorato?’

‘A gentleman caller, yes.’

‘I have no idea. Why would you want to know?’

‘It’s background. I need to know my patients if I’m to be clinically effective. Yes?’

‘Right.’

‘Her journals are a tantalising insight, but they’re as far as I can get until she lets me in. Her Water Bear mods are beyond what I even … I mean, her mind is firewalled and heavily encrypted. I even brought her flowers? Peonies? Just to oil the wheel?’ He lifted his copper wastebasket to show me the flowers. He bent to smell them. ‘Such a fascinating specimen. From a clinical point of view.’

‘Of course, completely clinical. So clinical it’s alarming.’

‘But so obstructive. Worse than you. I mean, the pair of you … You should hear the way she spoke to me last night. The names.’

‘Really? What did she call you?’

‘Oh, I couldn’t.’

‘No, go on. It would help me understand. I do want to help.’

‘… Well, she called me “fucker”?’

‘Obviously. Classic.’

‘And she called me …’ He cleared his throat, ‘“… Doctor Difuckyourmouth”?’

‘Mmg-hmmmg. Go on.’

‘Well, she called me … “Captain Shitbeard”? … Are you laughing?’

‘No, I’m … No. Please, go on.’ The taste of blood. I could feel the sinew in my fingers crackle between my teeth.

‘She called me … Doctor Fatty McFatenfucker? And … You are laughing!’

‘I’m sorry!’

‘You people! You’re very hurtful. I haven’t had your benefits, Jonathan. I only knew women from photographs before I was a teenager. I grew up inside a giant computer, way out there in the hubs.’23 He pointed somewhere as he began to pace in front of his bookshelves. Which, as I think I’ve mentioned, contained only copies of his book.24 This strange little goblin. Stomping and waving his arms. ‘Which you’d know if you even bothered to read my book.25 We can’t all be some … paragon! Some of us have work! I need to gather the widest possible amount of information to tailor the user experience. Yes? I think you gave me false data. To sabotage me.’

‘Never!’

‘If you don’t want to cooperate, fine. Maybe we’ll get Mr Blades to pay us a visit again. Yes?’

‘Let’s not do that.’

‘See what he has to say about things.’

‘Let’s not do that. No point, really.’

‘Oh, you don’t want to do that?’

‘No.’

‘To get Mr Blades in here?’

‘No.’

‘To talk about your fears?’

‘No. Just complicates things.’

‘Does it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does it complicate things? Having a seven-foot-tall, blade-wielding clown take you through a breathing and relaxation session?’

I spoke as gently as I could. ‘Listen, Doctor. I apologise. It’s been a hard day. My staff and I have been exposed to unusually high levels of extreme violence for a seven-star establishment. Maybe we can help each other. See, I very much want to have my meal. And in the process I very much want us not to get horribly murdered. And Gladys will be impressed with the way you drugged me. So bold. And the fact that she’s resisting is a good sign.’

‘You think?’

‘Most definitely. It’s a good sign she’s calling you names. It’s schoolyard psych.’

‘Yes, I suppose it’s true. Is it wrong, Jonathan, that I … no.’

‘Go on, please. I’m listening.’

‘Well. Is it wrong that I kind of … liked it?’

‘Liked it?’

‘It doesn’t matter. Such names, though. Gods. How do you even begin to understand these creatures?’

‘Well, you just have to do your homework. Gladys hates flowers. She collects cactuses. Her interests are killing, and skating.’

‘Ice skating?’

‘Yes.’ (This is actually true, Colette. Gladys often sneaks off to go ice skating. She thinks I don’t know.)

‘That’s useful. I can use that information.’

‘I know. I’m here to help. Help me and I’ll help you.’

‘She won’t participate in our mandatory sessions, Jonathan. So hostile. And my Master is asking questions. You do not want him to ask questions, believe me.’

‘I do, Rubin, I do.’

‘Ms Green has the potential to be extremely disruptive. Her sleep-defences are fantastic. You know she doesn’t even really sleep? She’s unihem? She shuts down half her brain at a time. Like a duck.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Fascinating specimen. Have you read any of her journals? They’re wonderful.’

‘No.’ (A lie.) ‘But I can tell you she enjoys discussing them with people. You should definitely bring it up in your next session. Now. My meal.’

‘Huh? Oh yes, I’ll ask around about that. Just don’t mention it to Shabazzniov. He takes pleasure in finding out what guests want most and then withholding it from them.’

I woke on my back, on the restroom floor. Now the back of my head was throbbing, too. Someone had put a pillow under it. They were definitely fucking with me. ‘… Tommy?’

Gone. Sam the elevator man loomed over me. I smothered a small unmanly yelp.

‘Had a cousin who used to nap on restroom floors at airports when she went about. Said they were cooler and more comfortable than the communal rooms. Said that’s why they call them “restrooms”.’

‘Makes sense, Sam.’ I stood, tucked the pillow under my arm.

‘You were told about fraternising with staff?’ He towered over me.

‘It was mentioned. Anyway, isn’t your line in elevators?’

‘Elevators are part of my job. I’m Head of Security.’

‘Ahhhh.’

‘Yep.’

‘Well, good for you!’ I gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder, was like slapping granite. ‘Quick question, Sam. Am I actually going to get my meal, or have they just brought me down here to fuck me over?’

He smiled. ‘Not my department.’

‘Right, security.’

‘And elevators. You’d better get back. Your friends will be getting worried.’

Espantapájaros was at his desk. An upgrade would not be possible.

‘We are fully booked. Fully.’ He wandered over to a small file-index on the counter and flipped through it to a card near the back. Then he put on an outsized pair of phones, punched a forty-six-digit number.

‘Where’s Gladys, Beast?’

‘Ladies’ conveniences. Said she wouldn’t be a minute. Where’d you get the pillow?’

‘Restroom.’

‘Makes sense.’

‘Can I perhaps offer you gentlemen compensation for your inconveniences?’ continued Espantapájaros as he waited for the call to ring through. ‘Perhaps a massage, or a round of cocktails?’ I imagined this massage: a set of muscled hands closing around my larynx, gently kneading me into a state of relaxation. ‘Ah, Ms Grillmouth, good day, it’s Mr Espantapájaros from Station One …’

‘Shit’s getting weird, Beast.’

‘You don’t say.’

‘We might need to add another problem to the problem list. A big one.’

‘Oh?’

‘This Doctor Rubin guy is coming on strong. I think we might have a Nettlemeyer situation.’

‘Oh? Crazy.’

Christopher Nettlemeyer was a strange kid with a big dream, Colette. He wanted to make bespoke viruses for lovers. He wanted them to become as central as perfume in the courtship ritual. He called his company Animal Attraction. He met our G at the party and became obsessed. He wanted to test his prototype on her. She laughed him away. Months later he came back. He’d sold his company to Radioware Omniheart for billions. He said he’d give it all to her if she’d be with him. She laughed louder. So he did the only thing left to a man in his position: he indulged the darker side of his obsession. He haunted her. Which, I mean … if you could pick a woman not to try that shit with … Didn’t end well for Christopher. G is a professional, until you cross a certain line.

‘So how’s my legal position?’

‘Hmmm?’

‘The contract.’

‘Oh. Well, you’re fucked.’

‘Right.’

‘You signed a contract which contains an iron-clad non-disclosure agreement preventing you from writing a single word about this place. They can sue you for everything. It’s actually kind of funny, from one angle. Though not from all the other angles.’

‘They can’t take everything, surely.’

‘You agreed to level your estate as bond. Also, the company who owns this place is legally established in the Near East, so there’s a potential death penalty for defaulting.’

‘Amazing.’

‘I know, hilarious. You also agreed to give them unlimited access to the contents of your conscious and unconscious mind. Also something called a psychological modality forfeiture clause, which I don’t quite understand.’

‘I’m being played here.’

‘I wouldn’t argue with that.’

‘You know what, Espantapájaros? I think we will take those cocktails. And an audio-visual tour.’

‘Both excellent ideas, sir. And when would you like to schedule each of those?’

‘Presently, and concurrently!’

He looked at his watch. ‘It is a little after eight, sir.’

‘I know, an uncivilised hour for a tour.’

‘What he means,’ said Woodbine, ‘is that we would like our audio-visual tour, and our cocktails to go.’

G came sauntering out of the ladies’ conveniences, too casual. I saw a maid leave directly after.

‘Look at that. Acting casual.’

‘Like I said, Beast. Shit’s getting weird. All right, Gladys?’

‘Fine.’

‘What’s our security status?’

‘Fucked in all holes.’

‘Excellent.’

‘Did you really write a love note to that ginger girl?’

‘How the fuck could you have –’

‘Everyone’s talking about it.’

‘Seriously, Boss?’

‘Look, I sent a polite note to an individual apologising for some words which might have upset them.’

‘Sure, and she’ll definitely take it that way. And so will the guy who wants to buff her shoes.’

‘Massimo’s a reasonable man. I assume. These are reasonable people. Right, Espantapájaros?’

‘Sir?’

‘Oh, they definitely are.’ Gladys flicked her eyes at a spot over my shoulder. I hadn’t noticed the foot-high letters painted in black boot polish on a slab of marble near the Grand Staircase.

DETH TO THE FANCIMAN

‘Gladys.’

‘Yes, Jonathan?’

‘This Mr Fanciman. How much peril would you say he’s in? No need to use the colour code.’

‘No idea. But he probably shouldn’t bother having his dinner jacket cleaned.’

‘I doubt he could even tell you where his dinner jacket is.’

A mess. This was all a complete mess.

Then we heard Beast cry, ‘At LAST!’ as two porters wheeled in an omelette station roughly the size of a small kitchen.

22  ‘… What are the limits of this machine architecture? Could we build machines which could feel pain, or fear? Or love? And is this something we’d want to curse our electronic brethren with?’

23  ‘… I think I understand machines so well because I grew up inside one. True story! My folks were doctors who ran a clinic for the mentally infirm inside a 120,000NM-wide computer out on the eastern side of Fire River. People can be born anywhere. The hubs are fantastic feats of engineering. They are covered in oceans, just like a terrestrial world. This keeps the delicate computer components cool, and shields them from solar radiation.’

24  ‘… As we continue our long journey towards a species, and a society, which has peace, stability and compassion as its goal, which aims to provide all its citizens with the essentials of life: a home, food, fulfilling labour. And love, even? That mystifying obsessional crisis which, if it didn’t give us happiness, we would treat as a hostile neurosis, a plague on our soul. Is there room for love in our ideal model of the future? Could a future without love even be imaginable?’

25  ‘… Exposure to a machine the size of a planet can have a pretty destructive effect on the human mind. A lot of our patients had hyper-kinetic dysphasia. Some had tumours or blindness from working too close to the massive battery arrays. Others had chronic mental conditions from lives spent routing information through their own neural pathways. It never ended. I was still very young when I started to wonder: “Hey. Why do people have to do this kind of work at all? Why can’t we have machines to do it? Machines are faster and more accurate and when they break you can fix them real easy. Just throw in some new parts!”’



NOTES ON AN EGG BREAKFAST AND AN AUDIOVISUAL TOUR THROUGH THE CORRIDORS OF THE EMPYREAN, CULMINATING IN A STRANGE MEETING WITH A BEAUTIFUL STRANGER

Prepare to take a journey into history. Within the prism of this floating jewel you’ll find refracted all the colour and shadow cast by the fires of the ages.

The sandy echo of a woman’s voice from long ago was reading a potted history of the hotel through a hidden audio system. Elviron Kharnovar was a factory heir and influential Western art dealer who had huge success acquiring Eastern fine art and antiquities and selling them to Western collectors. He decided he wanted to build the greatest establishment in the Cloud, and use it to showcase his vast collection of antiques. His venue was modelled on an ancient Kaukassian hunting palace. He wanted a traditional ocean launch, and all the accompanying blessings of the sea gods. A special island was built on Zoraster. A lesser princess was given protective glasses and a kind of shoulder-mounted cannon to fire a bottle of Cru at the ship. The bulk hit the ocean with a thunderclap which sent the VIPs fleeing for their lives. When the wave broke it took sixteen workers to the depths. For almost a thousand years it was the very idea of what a grand hotel should be. It became the venue for members of the fashion, art and entertainment elite. If you were someone, you were here.

This treasure from the East has lived through ages of turmoil and tragedy. Now it is a jewel in the crown of White Star Travel and Leisure. Who knows what treats and terrors await us in the halls above?

Our narrator’s well-modulated voice was oiled with wit, and dusted with husky passion. During some of the more lurid passages it fell to a sensuous whisper. A porter, Ron, stood by with a tray of drinks. He was a snub-nosed boy made prematurely middle-aged by a receding hairline. He held the tray in the palms of his hands as he stared expressionlessly into space. Sometimes I thought I caught his lips moving silently as he meditated, but I wasn’t certain.

‘Why are we taking a fucking tour, John?’

‘Hmm? Because it might lead to something useful. And because if we stay in our suite we’ll end up killing each other.’

Beast was on his second drink, and we hadn’t even left the lobby. He’d eaten three omelettes with a brutality which could only be seen as a declaration of war on egg-kind. G was sulking hungrily.

‘You OK, Boss? You look a little pale.’

‘I’m fine, Beast. Just the eggs sitting funny.’

‘Don’t sweat the contract. Maybe we can argue intimidation, or duress. In the meantime we’ll live plenty well off what Esmeralda gave you.’

‘Yes, good plan.’ I drained my glass, said, ‘Another please, Ron.’

Imagine life in one of the small villages back in the days when the hunting palace which inspired this hotel was built. It is Harvest Eve, and the young girls of the village have gathered at the river to cleanse themselves for the feast …

We heard the swarming trill of spring pipes, saw bathing beauties tastefully obscured by the twilight shadows.

… After cleansing they would flow up in a line through the trees and dance the Dance of Abduction.

A mob of young women fled the shadows, their cheeks flushed, their forms obscured through their frail cotton dresses; they began to dance in circles round us, their bare feet softly slapping on the hard floor. They flung handfuls of golden grain into the air. It made the sound of crashing waves upon the marble. Fat white bees flew past our faces, we heard the sound of birds, felt the warm/wet smell of spring pastures in our nostrils.

‘All right then,’ said Beast.

The girls formed a ring and spun about us. One skipped forward to give Gladys a flower. She accepted it gingerly. I saw Beast take a step back to avoid a collision, expertly shielding the lip of his cocktail glass with his hand. Behind the feverishly moving circle was a second ring of boys in country outfits holding reaphooks and scythes. They performed their own steps with menacing solemnity.

‘This might actually have been a terrible idea. Gladys?’ She said nothing.

Most of us no longer live on Terrestrial worlds, but think how those ancient times are preserved in words we still use – spring and summer; day and night; hour, month and year. They flow past us like a river. Even the word ‘sky’ belongs to those times. And our Harvest rituals remain with us. From Centigrad to Solidad, they still dance these dances at the beginning of each celestial year, in honour of Agrippas, who falls into the Underworld each winter, but whose return brings light into the world.

The ancient dance faded, the girls, the birds, the bees, the golden grain vanished, and we were left alone. Briefly.

Now follow us to the Grand Staircase. It is modelled on the mighty steps which led up to the ancient temples of Atum, where epic sacrifices to the old gods took place. After the siege of Arcitomox, some three million surviving citizens were taken back to Atum to have their still beating hearts removed.

We saw dark gold silhouettes at the top of the stairs. We saw the flash of steel. I heard Gladys say, ‘Might want to look away, Daniel.’ But it was too late. I heard Beast’s breakfast make a run for the front exit.

… The severed vena carva and aorta sends up a geyser of blood. The priest sucks a little from the abdomen with a straw and ritualistically splashes it on the body. The body is cast down the steps of the temple. Then, lunch. The hearts are served to the Emperor and his guests. The leftover hearts are given to the male servers, who gift them to the girls they secretly admire. And this is where we get the name for this most famous Harvest feast: the Feast of Hearts.

‘Fascinating, just fascinating.’

… And while our steps have never seen this much blood, they are by no means pristine. There, near the top of the Grand Staircase, occurred one of our establishment’s more infamous scenes, when the garment artist Dojo Kazmakatzi shot and killed her lover, the multidimensional-photo-impressionist Georgio Fantimas, in a fit of jealous rage.

Kazmakatzi and Fantimas, projected into space and time from the mysterious phantomworld we call the past. The bullet passing on a shallow track through the frontal bone just above the left eye, the body of the man thudding sickeningly on the marble, snakes of blood escaping down the steps. Kazmakatzi lets the pistol fall, too, and falls to her knees beside him, her fur coat splitting at the belly. She cradles his gaping head, and weeps tears which mingle with the blood soaking through her dress, before the scene itself fades like an old picture. ‘I’m drinking,’ Gladys said as she snatched a glass from the tray and slopped the contents into her maw. She threw the glass away and rubbed a hand through her hair. She held the flower in her other hand.

… Now let’s move on up the stairs, and down the halls of history.

Gladys went first for once, stepping quickly, the bulge of her auto-pistol visible through her skirt, and we followed. We travelled up and through the dreamy lounges and arcades, following the silky apparitions who stepped out of doors and under arches to enact these scenes of love and carnage. There were other ghosts there, too. The odorous spirits of abandoned meals and glasses of wine wandered confused around the halls. I think this massacre must have started around dinner time. The Exocet I’d taken was starting to wear off. But the drinks were kicking in. I could hardly feel the lumps on the front and back of my head.

This is the famous, and infamous, Wild Lake Lounge, a lounge for lovers, home to some of the priceless furniture salvaged from the original hunting palace.

The furniture had been covered in sheets, forming red-specked islands of white on a sea-green carpet. An open bottle of Cariona 41 was softly dying on a drink stand. They had begun the job of clearing away the bodies. On a baggage trolley roughly a dozen stomachs had been piled in a vague pyramid shape. Several had burst, spilling yesterday’s meals. None of this was part of the tour. I couldn’t feel sick any more. It was all too much.

‘They covered the furniture,’ I said.

‘Hmmmmm?’ Beast swilled the last of his drink around his mouth.

‘The furniture. They covered it before the massacre.’

‘Hmm. Maybe they’re painting the place.’

‘Maybe. Or maybe they didn’t want their furniture getting bloody. Which would mean this was all premeditated. See the stomach pyramid? Something unwholesome about that.’

‘I’ll take your word for it.’ Beast was quickly learning to look without seeing. He was also naturally short-sighted, but too vain to wear glasses, and this helped.

We moved on down the corridor, following the voice.

… During the Third Great War this establishment was used by Eastern forces as an operational base, as well as a repository for mountains of stolen art. The base was eventually taken in a daring raid by Western Alliance forces.

We reflexively ducked for cover as the hall was filled with noise and muzzle flashes. Soldiers fought room to room. Bullets passed right through us. When the smoke and noise and corpses faded away we were left standing stooped and rigid.

This way is the famous Grand Ballroom. To your right is a fresco displaying scenes from the legend of the Wild Hunt. In depictions of the Wild Hunt the figures can be gods, or spirits, or lost souls.

A clique of spectral huntsman charged across the ballroom on foam-mouthed horses in pursuit of a mythical beast, accompanied by a pack of giant, slathering hounds. It was a majestically terrifying sight.

‘I don’t understand why we’re doing this, Boss,’ said Beast as the sound of hooves and barking faded. ‘Explain the point to me.’

‘Because we have to,’ said Gladys quietly as she stared vacantly into the twilit hall after the vanishing pack. We both turned to look at her.

‘Yes. The past needs no explaining, Beast. It exists, like all great things, as its own justification. Another drink, Gladys?’ I drained mine, cast my glass against the meticulous fresco. The thrill of doing this was indescribable. She looked at me. I looked at Ron.

‘We will need to procure more glassware, sir.’

‘Quite right. Good thinking, Ron. You’re clearly smart as well as handsome. Well then, let’s go to this so-called Mirror Lounge.’ I was keen to visit the venue I’d known from the only existing photo of the hotel, and also to see if the ‘admirer’ who sent me a note that morning would show up.

… Our largest kitchen can cook over seven hundred ribs of beef at a time.

… Our refuse is converted into a fine powder and used as plant food.

… We have reservations in our restaurant for the next two decades.

… Our ballrooms can have as many as three thousand guests dancing at once. The floors are specially reinforced.




NOTES ON THE MIRROR LOUNGE

It is decked in mirrors. What else to say? Walls, ceilings, bar tops, tables, every surface in the spacious lounge is mirrored, except the floor, which is carpeted in deep blue. You’re immediately confronted with your own image replicated million-fold and sculpted by the light from the trapezoidal chandeliers. ‘So, you’ve managed to find my lair, Ron. But which is the real John Tamberlain?’

‘Sir?’

‘Nothing. You don’t read detective novels? Nor do I, Ron. Too predictable. Oh, a dozen strangers in a mansion, and one of them dead in a room locked from the inside? How gripping. Who could it possibly be? His embittered ex-wife? The man whose wife he’s daggering? Or is it the gardener, who bears a striking resemblance to his jealous half-brother, Vlodav?’

‘I have no idea, sir. Shall I ask at the desks?’

‘So who’s the fiendish mastermind behind all this, Ron? I’m not really interested. But humour me.’

‘Sir?’ Our drinksman raised both brows in a signal of surrender.

‘Come on, man. I want the guy who yanks the levers. I want the number of the beast.’

‘Sir?’ Now he looked genuinely not unfrightened.

‘Leave the guy alone, John.’ G stole the last drink from the tray before I could, drained it like it was oasis water.

‘I just try to do my job, sir. Get on as best I can. Hopefully make my way up. Save some money for an apartment one day.’

‘Wise plan, Ron. Best get in while this political uncertainty has prices down. Suppose you have a girl waiting. Some ruddy-cheeked young beauty with a sack full of eggs and eyes full of hope.’

‘Sir?’

‘Sure you do. She’ll defy her parents, drop out of art college. You’ll move into a snug little apartment near the docks. You’ll have a job as a desk clerk. She’ll work in a sugar factory, paint your picture by lamplight. When she gets pregnant you’ll step up your shifts, she’ll make extra coin painting tourists’ pictures at the docks. You’ll get by. But you’ll grow estranged. You won’t quite be able to put your finger on it. It’s something in the friendliness she gives to other men, but withholds from you. There’s this boy who sells flowers at the docks. Flowers, Ron. This kid with his hard young body and face full of hope rides in on his bike each day. His basket throbbing with tulips. At first you think it’s cute. Just a kid. Then one morning you’re watching out the window, you see him ride up, you see the way her face lights up, the way they laugh, the way you used to. She rests her hand on his basket. She smells his tulips. And then you see him touch her on the shoulder, Ron, and she doesn’t even flinch. She brushes the hair from her eyes, Ron, and the brush is just sitting there in her hand, the picture half finished. And he gives her a tulip. A fucking tulip, Ron. And they look into each other’s eyes for a few seconds. And then he cycles away, and you watch him go, and you watch her watch him go, and before you know it, Ron, you just snap!’

There was a crack so loud it made everyone except Gladys jump. Her hand went straight to her thigh. It took the rest of us a few seconds to realise what had happened: that Ron had folded his silver tray in half with a mere flip of his hands: the way a person might sharply close a book. He had crushed the empty crystal glasses to sugar. A small stream of liquor dribbled out the ends and onto his shoes. But his face still had that same innocent, astonished look. It was as if his brain hadn’t been aware of what his hands had done. The tray fell from his hands. And we all stood there, dumb, until the boy said, ‘Please have a seat anywhere, sir. Someone will attend you presently.’

He left. ‘What the hell was that about?’ said Gladys, her shoulders relaxing back to their natural state.

‘Not sure. Just testing the limits.’

‘Well, maybe … don’t?’

I moved off to the bar. The lamp which had sat on the bar in the photo was gone. There were no bodies in this place, strangely. But there were strange and tiny arrangements of horror here and there. There was a small pile of false teeth on the bar. They had been collected just like the pile of stomachs in the Wild Lake Lounge, and like the pyramid of heads in the elevator atrium. But there were no decapitated corpses, and no bloody weapons on the ground. Just a silver drinks tray folded clean in half like a fortune cookie.

Oh, and in a booth on the far side sat my admirer: a woman in a white dress.



NOTES ON A BEAUTIFUL STRANGER IN A WHITE DRESS

G saw her first. As we approached, a high husky voice said: ‘Don’t speak to me, take the booth beyond the next.’ Did as instructed. Sat facing Beast, Gladys beside me. Woman now behind me. Could smell her perfume: Vertigo,26 applied liberally, expensive hand cream, probably Gravitas.27 The voice had a whisper as husky as falling scraps of paper: ‘Don’t refer to me, don’t look at me; when the bartender comes with your order, tell her to leave and that you don’t want to be disturbed again.’ We waited. Our bartender, Roxy, came. She has deathly pale skin, a set of gleaming teeth, a certain Gladys-like sullenness. She took orders, didn’t seem to register the woman, came back with our drinks and a tray of fortune biscuits, then slouched off with my instructions not to return until called. G watched her go.

When the stranger in the white dress sat down opposite, next to Woodbine, the image I had sketched in my head vanished. It was a man, early thirties, maybe younger. Hard to tell with all that make-up. He resplended in his white silk evening dress; his ears were hung with drops of pearl. A very handsome man. Made Beast look like a last-placer in the Mr Potato Farmer pageant. He placed his pint of ale carefully on a mat with his silk-gloved hand. Then he said, in his normal, manly voice: ‘You’re Tamberlain?’

Beast shook his head, jerked a thumb at me.

‘So you’re the muscle?’ Beast shook his head again, jerked a thumb at G. He had a mouthful of biscuit.

‘What are you, COMDIPO?’28

‘She’s a Water Bear. Was,’ said Beast. My Water Bear made a small salute with her left fist, while with her other hand she took a dainty sip of her drink.

‘No way. They wouldn’t let a Water Bear in here. Even a retired one. Nuh-uh.’ G shrugged coyly at her reflection in the tabletop. ‘Well, anyway, you need to tell your boss not to wind these people up. They’re unstable.’

‘He doesn’t take direction well.’ She smiled. She smiled.

‘I’m right here,’ I said. ‘What’s your story, anyway? Miss your spot at the cabaret?’

He looked me over. ‘I’m Special Investigator Hunter. I’m with Intersec.29 Occult Division.’

‘Occult? Well, you’ve dressed the part.’

He flexed his powdered jaw. ‘My birds tell me you had a little trouble at the Fair, Mr Tamberlain.’

‘Your birds? Most people read it in the papers.’

‘I hear it was all made up. I hear you did it as an insurance scam.’

‘Wish I’d thought of that. And you’re one to talk about being “all made up”.’ He smiled, took a sip of ale. ‘What’s the tax office doing here anyway?’

‘Like I said, I’m with Occult. We investigate transnormal accountancy methods: quantum bookkeeping, multi-state declarations, dark-space tax shelters. I can send you a brochure, but right now I’m pressed for time.’ He turned his attention back to Gladys. ‘The system tags you if you stay around somewhere for a statistically unlikely period. It’s mega-complex.’ He took another sip of beer. ‘Slow on the take sometimes. Doesn’t like surprises. Like when people show up early. What’s your dig?’

G drew her hands back into fists, gazing at him from under her fringe. ‘Closed-system ASI, indeterminancy XTN, or similar.’ A little breathless.

‘That’s my guess, too. A massively distributed ASI.’ He smiled.

‘Artificial Super-Intelligence,’ Beast whispered to me with a patronising squint.

‘Right, thanks, Beast.’

‘Boss doesn’t do computers.’

‘No shit? Well, you’re doing one now.’

‘It’s a problem-solving neural swarm. Like the Navy hubs,’ said G, still to him.

‘Sure. It’s fifteen years ahead of what the Navy has, though. Even the Bears couldn’t get in here.’

G smiled at her reflection.

‘So what set this off anyway?’ I said. ‘Someone complain about the soup?’

‘No idea.’ Still talking to G. ‘A glitch in the security protocols. A loop they couldn’t close. Maybe unclosed security routines have ripple effects, create new problems –’

‘Feedback loops,’ said G.

‘… Sure. Loops within loops. Tell me if we’re going too fast, Tamberlain.’

‘I’ve never been outrun by a man in heels.’

Turns out our man Hunter is one of Intersec’s top sleepers. He was posing as a rich dipshit, living fast and loose on a pretend milk-carton inheritance. He only got here a day or so before the massacre, on a black Royal Emblat card – no limit, you could practically buy a city. Makes me damp.

‘I was at the Atlantic Baths. I like it there because the staff don’t visit. Something about the fog messes with their heads. I was just leaving when the massacre started. It was around dinner time. I thought it was a party kicking off. I heard screeching, glass breaking. The usual. Then I saw a porter strangling a female guest to death with a velvet barrier rope. Not the usual. The other guests at the pool rushed out to help her. I tried to warn them off, but I couldn’t shout or they’d have seen me too. I stayed in the fog, stayed real quiet. Staff appeared from nowhere, flocked around the mob in their bathers. I watched it all. Someone had to see it. I saw an old man in a purple swimsuit chased down and gutted like a hog. He squealed like one, too. I thought if I got back to my room I’d be safe. I saw some stuff on the way. In Concordia Pagodas two porters and a gardener were setting about a man on the ground. They weren’t just butchering him, you know. They seemed to be enjoying it. It seemed like they were trying to make it last. I could hear the screams from far and wide. I had to walk close to that group, and as I did the man shot out a hand, grabbed my trouser leg and said, “Help me!” I broke his grip and walked away. Near the arched entrance to the garden I saw a small girl, and I couldn’t believe it. She was calmly watching her dad get murdered. I don’t think she could move, and that probably saved her. I leaned down, gently turned her head towards me, said: “Do not make a sound.” Then I heard a voice say, “Sir?” I turned and saw one of the porters had broken away from the man bleeding out on the fake grass. “Sir, your trousers.” I looked down and saw the bloody handprint on the fabric. Fuck. “Shall I tend to those for you, sir?” I almost died right there. “No need,” I said, “I’ll have laundry see to it,” and I grabbed the girl and we set off down the corridors to the elevators. We couldn’t run, obviously. I saw the porter following, blood dripping from the blade of his hoe. “Sir? Let me deal with you, sir.” I could hear the girl begin to sob in my ear. I said, “Don’t cry. If you cry, they’ll kill us.”’

By now my associates were leaning in so close across the table that their lips almost rested on the rims of their glasses. I could see the fog of Gladys’s breath tiding in and out on the mirrored tabletop.

‘What happened then?’ said Beast.

‘I knew I couldn’t get back to my apartment. I saw the way they were trying to lure people out of their rooms. At a junction I saw a sign for the Paradise Cinema. These ghosts can’t function well in the dark. There were corpses strewn across the concourse leading to the cinema. It was all quiet, except … God, I don’t even want to think about this.’

‘Tell us. Please.’ Now Beast had his clenched fist paused near his mouth, which was slack and wet with spittle.

‘I could hear a sound as we approached. Like a … Snick. Snick. Snick. Like someone trimming roses. And I could see the shape of someone up ahead. The shadow was moving from corpse to corpse. And every corpse it stopped at I heard, snick. Snick. Snick. Ten times, then it moved to the next.’

‘Gods no.’

‘She had a basket and a pair of shears.’

‘Fuck.’

‘Snick. Snick. Snick. As we passed she was crouched over the body of a woman. I saw her raise her head, like she was sniffing the air. But she didn’t see us. No one in the ticket booth, no one at the door to the cinema. There was no one inside the cinema. We watched the matinee three times, huddled together. The music blocked out the sounds of people dying. Later I went out for clean clothes. Changing outfits makes you harder to track. I couldn’t get all the way back to my suite. Too dangerous. I couldn’t even get to 128 to see if the girl’s mother survived. I doubt she could have.’

‘She’s dead,’ I said.

‘How do you know that?’

‘128, you said?’

‘Sure.’

‘Dead.’

‘Anyway. We’ve set up a temporary command centre at the Atlantic Baths. Her name is Daphne. Gladys, you should visit. I think she’d like another female to talk to. And I wouldn’t mind too much either.’ G blushed a little. ‘I can give you the materials I’ve collected. Someone has to blow this open. Who better than the Water Bears?’

‘I’m retired.’ She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear.

‘Yes, we won’t be doing that, Mr Hunter. We don’t want any more trouble than we have. All we want to do is ride things out so I can make my visit to the Undersea.’

‘The Undersea? … Why?’

‘… So I can have my meal.’

He looked at me like I was mad. ‘Why are you thinking about eating? Do you not see what’s happening here?’ I had to admit, what I was saying did sound a little bit mad.

‘It’s what I came here to do. It’s my job.’

‘Your job?’

‘Sure. You investigate quantum bookkeeping, I review restaurants.’

‘I don’t understand what you’re saying.’

‘I don’t expect you to. I don’t understand why this place just murdered all its guests. I don’t understand why you didn’t make a run for the life-pods when you could. I don’t understand why your response to a massacre is to pick up the first piece of jailbait you see and take her to a movie.’ I saw his jaw dimple. It made me happy. ‘But mostly I don’t understand why the fuck you’re wearing a frock?’

He stared hard at me. Then smiled as he took a sip of beer. ‘It’s not so hard to understand. The staff have blind spots. It’s basic hospitality: ignore what doesn’t concern you; respond to the out-of-place. Walk around with a dead flower in your lapel, or no trousers, and see how quickly they arrive to help. Keep your dress clean, your glass more than half full, show no signs of stress or alarm, and you are invisible. You ride things out, wait for help to come. It helps if you change outfits regularly. Also, it helps if you destroy your contract, like I did.’

‘Destroy my what now?’

He gave me a smug look. ‘There’s a forty-hour window where you can still get at your contract. But I’m pushed for time. Maybe we’ll talk about it later.’

Fucker. I wouldn’t beg.

‘You really think help is coming?’ said Beast.

‘I don’t know what’s coming. But they’ve just moved to Stealth Three. That means someone’s sniffing around. Maybe just the Marine Patrol. But who knows. Maybe the Navy heard a distress call. They’ll definitely pick up on any noise we make. Maybe there’s a way to make enough noise to give our location away.’

‘The MP would be minced if they tried to come in here,’ said G. ‘Navy too, probably.’

He shrugged. ‘Could be a useful distraction. Could bring even more attention. Or maybe there’s a clean-up team on the way. Management must have a plan in place for something like this.’

‘Would have to be one fuck of a clean-up team,’ said G. ‘And if this place has as much laundry as it seems to …’

‘They have laundry all right. There might not be enough soap.’

‘Liquidation?’

‘They’ll put this place in an industrial meat-grinder and run it till it’s pulp.’

‘Mr Hunter.’ He peeled his eyes slowly from Gladys’s, his grin fading. ‘Aside from being confused as to why your laundry service owns an industrial meat-grinder, I wonder if you’ve noticed that the clientele of this establishment have already been liquidated. And indeed, in some cases, liquefied.’

He smiled again. ‘What happens when you die, Mr Tamberlain?’

‘Oh, a simple service. A few thousand mourners. I want my ashes loaded into a cannon and fired at Chef Tyro’s face.’

Beast smiled, shook his head.

‘What about after that?’

‘I have absolutely no idea. Why don’t you stop teasing and tell us what’s happening here?’

‘You tell me. This is an ordinary old hotel with a military-grade networked security system. It has more cash dumped in it than Big Heart Tobacco. It has a non-national operations licence. They’re DELIITA. Know what that is, Mr Tamberlain?’

‘Is it your stage name?’

‘Duty Exempt and Licensed International Import and Transfer Agency,’ said Beast with another patronising smirk. ‘Go on, Mr Hunter.’

‘That’s correct. Only the Postal Service can authorise those, and they almost never do. It means they can bring just about anyone or anything they like down here without having to declare it.’

‘So it’s a smuggling operation,’ said Beast.

‘It’s not smuggling,’ I said. ‘They’re DELIITA so they can bring famous guests down without the press finding out.’

‘Sure. And all the classified hardware they’ve acquired. If the Navy knew they had this stuff they’d steal it all. If they could get through the door. It’s all Super-tech. Psychographic mapping, high-speed cloning, some stuff our best goons don’t understand. Maybe never will. They have magical fairy gumdrop machines and something something something machines and honestly, Colette, I wasn’t listening for most of this…. And of course there’s the Hyperreal Sensory State Etherography.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Holograms.’ He glanced over at our bartender, Roxy, took a sip of ale.

‘We don’t call them holograms, do we, Gladys?’

‘Oh, it’s just a word.’

Fucking incredible.

‘The tech all comes from companies purchased from Fire River over the past decade by the proprietor of this establishment. He collects tech firms the way a wealthy man acquires pornography: diligently, and discreetly. This is an immensely powerful and unbelievably wealthy privateer, and he’s throwing everything he’s got at this hotel.’

‘Who’re you referring to? Tünghammer?’

He almost choked. ‘You can’t say that name out loud – are you crazy?’ To Gladys: ‘Please instruct him not to say that name. The system tags you.’ Gladys looked at me, gave an almost imperceptible ‘what the fuck?’ shrug as Hunter took another dainty sip of ale. ‘You have to speak indirectly about certain subjects. Let’s say there was once a poor boy From the East …’ And then the man who said he only had a few minutes, and that we shouldn’t mention Tünghammer, went on to tell us his whole fucking life story in a kind of coded fairy tale, even though none of us had asked him to. But it is a fascinating story. Tünghammer was no peasant. His folks were doctors in the Kirkusk City Cluster in the Near East. Like many doctors and teachers they were taken away for ‘re-education’ after the Revolution and never came back. Lepold survived the Revolution by hiding in a sewer and eating people’s organs. He eventually found work cleaning floors for scraps in a hospital. When he saw that an incompetent doctor was about to accidentally give a man a lethal amount of pain relief, he spoke up and saved the man’s life. The man was grateful, and also rich, and he offered the boy a job in his hotel. It was a grand and magical old palace. Lots of famous people went there. I’m sure you’ve heard of it. The owners were a famous Kaukassian family, the Kharnovars, and they came to love that peasant boy. Little Lepold Tünghammer had charm and wit and a sharp mind. He quickly rose from cleaning floors to assistant concierge. The mother took a particular shine to him. They had nine daughters, no sons. And they were rich because they owned many factories in a not-at-all magical place called the IPDs.

‘Industrial Processing Districts.’

‘Thanks, Beast, I know what the fucking IPDs are.’

Anyway, to cut this short: the Great Butcher used the post-revolutionary chaos to seize power, kill all her rivals, and declare herself Supreme Ruler of the East. She ordered her army to renationalise all private property owned by people like the Kharnovars. So little Lepold wrote her a very polite letter telling her all about the hotel, and all the wonderful people who went there, and saying that if she only let them keep their palace she could come and stay whenever she wanted, and she’d be happy too.

‘How’d she take it? Well, I bet.’

‘She had the family killed, threw the boy into a labour camp. There was no food. He survived by cutting off several of his toes and eating them.’

‘Wouldn’t be the worst meal I’ve had.’

He was lucky to survive at all. Remember, this is the woman who ordered the genocide of her own native race, the Balkani, a race she claimed to have transcended ‘by the gods’ collective hand’. Who renamed all the state’s weights and measures after herself. Who outlawed make-up, wrestling, gold teeth, lip-syncing at musical concerts, and – this information seems to have passed young Lepold by – writing letters to people. She did, however, send endless ‘love’ letters to cine-stars detailing violent acts she’d perform on them if they didn’t return her affections.

But the boy did survive. He even made friends in the camp. Somehow he got the Butcher to set him free. She gave him a job as her private clerk. Imagine that, working for the woman who killed the only people you had in the world, had your sisters raped. But he swallowed his pain because he wanted his hotel back. He had a plan. He became one of her closest advisers. He informed for her. They called him Little Butcher. His brutality was the stuff of legend, apparently. She gave him the family’s old factories to run. They were hellish. But they definitely paid off once relations between East and West thawed a little. Their factories happened to be closest to Fire River. He caught the tech-manufacturing boom, became almost impossibly wealthy. He had to build new factories just to meet demand. The West started shipping their convicts and lunatics to him. The Butcher needed powerful friends at this point, and Lepold was as powerful as any. So she finally decided to give him the thing he loved most in the world. His hotel. And can you guess what his answer was? He said no. He politely declined her offer.

‘Why, Mr Hunter? I thought his plan was to get his hotel back.’

‘Because he was smart, Beast.’

‘Exactly. Never trust the person who wants to grant your greatest wish, Mr Daniels.’

‘It’s Daniel. Daniel Woodbine.’

After torturing her for years, Lepold finally relented and took the hotel back. He gave her a magnificent yacht for her birthday. Some time after that the Queen sailed to the Worlds’ Fair in it, and the next night she and all her friends were dead. Gassed to death. ‘You remember that night don’t you, Tamberlain?’

‘Not really.’

Anyway, Colette. Lepold’s plan finally came to fruition. He got his revenge. ‘We’re pretty sure it was him. Though she had a lot of enemies. If only there was someone on the yacht that night who survived and could tell us what happened.’

‘I’d like to help, Hunter, but unfortunately I slept through the show.’

‘Of course you did. You slept while all the others died.’

‘Yep.’

‘Boss is a deep sleeper.’

‘I’m half asleep now. I did meet him, though.’

‘Who?’

‘Your poor peasant boy. He was on The Huntress that night. We spoke briefly.’

He looked at me like he didn’t know if I was serious. ‘That’s highly unlikely.’

‘Whatever. You were saying something about my contract earlier.’

He smiled at me. I wanted to bust his jaw. ‘You need to answer my question first. What happens after we die?’

‘After? We cease to be. Our identity evaporates. We return our energy to the greater cosmic pool.’

‘That’s what you think?’

‘Yes.’

‘But what if it didn’t? What if you could find a way to stop our identity evaporating?’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘Yes you do. What is this place?’

‘It’s a hotel.’

‘No, but what is it?’

‘It’s a closed-system AS –’

‘No, let him answer. You’re a smart man, Tamberlain. Aren’t you? That’s what I’ve heard. So what is this operation? What is its purpose?’

‘Boss doesn’t do comp –’

‘He’s doing one. You’re in it. You can’t escape progress. It’ll follow you everywhere. So why build a place like this? Why would one of the wealthiest people in the Cloud put a multi-billion-pound security system in a tiny old hotel?’

This was like being back at school again. Some muscular freak trying to force me to join in his games. This is why I took up boxing as a kid.

‘I honestly have no idea, Hunter, and no energy to care. It looks like counterfeiting. But it’s not. The ratio doesn’t make sense. If he printed cash for ten years he couldn’t recoup what he spent on this place. Art, maybe. Even then.’

‘He doesn’t care what he spends. Lepold’s put everything into this. Sold most of his factories. All to come down here to the bottom of the sea. He could have made himself ruler in the East. There’s a higher purpose here.’

‘Revenge.’

‘No. He got his revenge. The Queen is dead. Long live the Queen. And long live Roxy – Queen of Poisons.’ Roxy smiled contentedly to herself. She’d been polishing the same glass for fifteen minutes. ‘What is she, Tamberlain? You’ve read Rubin’s book.’

‘No I have not.’

‘“Manufacturing the Next Human”. Roxy is the next human. But you can’t make a person out of nothing. So what is she? Where did she come from? What makes a person who they are? Not their bodies. Not their clothes. It’s what’s inside. It’s their thoughts and memories.’

I heard Gladys breathe a little ‘Ahhhhhhh’. The penny had dropped for her.

‘She gets it, Tamberlain.’

I was starting to get it, too. But I wasn’t going to let on. Fuck him.

‘She used to be a real person, John,’ said G with uncharacteristic gentleness. ‘She’s a forgery of a real person. Probably some kid from a factory somewhere.’

‘Forgery?’ said Hunter. ‘She looks like the old Roxy. She thinks like her. So what makes her a forgery?’ Roxy put her finger in her ear, then sniffed it. ‘She has all her thoughts and memories. Well, not all of them. They wouldn’t want Roxy to remember where she came from. And they wouldn’t want her to remember all the other children. The test rats he had to use to perfect his method. The old way of scanning meant you had to slice the brain up. Like a ham. But once you’ve practised a while you can do it without killing the rat. And once you’ve scanned a mind you can edit it. Filter out all those horrible memories. Put a few happy ones in. Give her parents who loved her, happy thoughts of the years she spent at hospitality college. Now she’s here. And she’ll be here for as long as she’s needed. Imagine that. A servant who could carry on for a million years, and never get old, and never get tired, and never get sick, and never complain, and never go on strike.’

‘But who might flip their shit and kill you over some bullshit story about a tulip vendor.’

‘Well. Nobody’s perfect.’ He winked at Gladys. ‘Maybe killing is something they’ve been taught. Maybe a bug got in the system. Or maybe Roxy and her friends have just finally remembered where they came from.’ Roxy placed the glass on the shelf behind the bar. The place was alive with light. The rows of glasses seemed to sparkle with a private pleasure. ‘Roxy will keep being Roxy till the stars burn out. Now just imagine what you could do with a copy of a Navy admiral, or a president, or a retired Water Bear.’ He winked at her again. ‘Imagine if you owned a place all the most powerful people liked to come and stay.’

‘How do we know you’re not a copy, Hunter?’

‘You don’t. That’s what makes this game so interesting.’

‘You have to watch the eyes,’ said G. She gazed into his.

‘Sure, the eyes, but in the end how do you know what’s real? How do you know your friends are real?’

‘Because she arrived with them, Hunter.’

‘Yeah? You haven’t taken your eyes off each other for a moment?’ He held my gaze for a beat too long. ‘I’m just messing. I don’t think you could make a copy of this one.’ She blushed.

‘So what does this have to do with my contract?’

He smiled. ‘Oh, you mean that contract we all had to sign? The one that means they own you forever? Literally forever? As long as that contract exists they own your complete biometric, and they can do what they like with it. But it also says in the contract they can’t kill you. Not until you’re scanned. And that takes time.’

‘Clause 78.ivv, DATA RETENTION,’ said Beast.

‘Exactly. You’re pre-scan, Tamberlain. You’re safe, relatively. That’s why you can’t seem to get yourself killed no matter how hard you try. And she’s probably safe for now, because the Master and his doctor want to know what makes a Water Bear tick.’ Beast cleared his throat politely. Hunter ignored him. ‘Having a contract makes you safe. But it also means they can track you. They know what you’re up to. They can see you sitting here. They can’t see me.’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘They can’t see me because I destroyed my contract. There’s a forty-hour window where signed contracts sit in the registrar’s office, before they take them up for processing. If you can get to it before then you can destroy it. Then you’d be free. You could walk out of here. You’re basically invisible without a contract. The system treats you like you don’t exist, so long as you blend in.’ I could feel G crunching this option in her deadly little head. ‘But if you mess up, if they see what you really are, they’ll kill you. You have to stay perfectly invisible. And from the looks of things being invisible isn’t your strong game. Probably best to forget I mentioned it.’

‘This is all so fantastic,’ said Beast. ‘I need another drink.’ He went to drain his. Hunter said, ‘I must ask you not to finish your beverage, Mr Daniels. If you do, someone will come to refresh it, and there’s a chance they’ll kill me.’ Hunter adjusted the straps across his muscular cleavage, took a compact from his purse and flipped it open. I thought Beast would be as bemused by all this as me, but if anything he was as smitten as Gladys seemed to be, and perhaps a little jealous at being upstaged. ‘Oh please,’ he’d say when I quizzed him later in the bathroom of our apartment. ‘As if I need a piece of closet beefcake for warmth. They usually cry afterwards. “My wife doesn’t understand!” Or they fly into a guilt-rage and beat you. “You tricked me into it!” Yeah, I tricked you into a three-hour meat-tenderising session at an airport capsule lodge.’ I’d followed him in so we could talk in secret about this mess, but we’d quickly got on to the subject of Hunter.

‘You think he’s closet?’

‘You’re all closet.’

Woodbine thinks we’re all closet.

‘His story seemed plausible. He destroyed his contract, he blended in, he survived. What does not kill us makes us dress more thoughtfully.’

‘Seriously? You bought his shit?’

‘You didn’t?’

Beast snorted as he cast away a used de-hairing pad. ‘Where do I begin? A hotel with a multi-billion-pound security system which can allegedly spot a foreign pube on a man’s coat, but is powerless to pick out the Cloud’s most unconvincing drag act? And if you need the right attire to stay invisible, why was he wearing an evening dress in the day? Oh, and a shortage of menswear? Please. He’s loving it. You see him toss his hair and dab his lips. He’s acting out a classic male fantasy. You all want to be in drag in public. “Oh! My outfit has to look perfect or they’ll kill me!” Pah-lease!’ He tore a pink rectangle from his shoulder and tossed the used strip, now hairy as a small dog, into the sink where it hung limp over the gold-plated swan tap. He was right, of course. There is something ridiculous about a man who wants to remain invisible, yet cross-dresses for dinner before lunch is served. ‘Cross-dressing, Jonathan. It’s not from the need to blend in, to be “who I really am”. It’s to stand out, to be noticed, to assert your presence in a world that dedicates most of its resources to completely ignoring you. Why do you think … she … dresses like that?’

‘Why are you asking me about transvesticism, Jonathan?’ Doctor Difflaydermaus would ask me later that night after drugging me again. ‘At this of all times. When she’s run off somewhere and we can’t find her. When we’re all in immortal danger.’ His voice, a strange music on any occasion, was still hoarse from me trying to strangle him, and panicked from the way our situation had so rapidly deteriorated – thanks to me and my people. I could feel the heat from his body in the confined space of the darkened elevator. His odour was making me gag.

‘Just curious. Are they honourable types, generally?’

‘You’re asking me if transgender individuals are honourable?’

‘Well, in the sense that they’re not really being truthful.’

‘You’re asking me now? At this moment? When your friend is about to be hunted down and butchered.’

‘You’re my doctor.’

‘I have no idea, Jonathan! It’s not my area? Perhaps they have an authentic underlying persona which only finds expression through this habit? Maybe it’s a private indulgence which makes life bearable?’

‘But why rely on garments to express your true self?’

‘I’m … I must be dreaming. How could one man be so …’ It was dark, his glowing eyes had closed. I could hear him deep-breathing through his mouth. His eyes opened. ‘Jonathan, my Master wants her liquidated. He’s had enough. She’s been stirring up certain factions in the staff. She’s been stealing our fire extinguishers, Jonathan. Why would she do that? The Master doesn’t care what’s in your Water Bear’s head any more. He just wants her eliminated.’

This conversation is obviously happening much later in the evening, Colette, after our AV tour, our trip to the Winter Gardens, the episode we’ve come to call ‘The Finger Incident’, our illicit escape to the Rainbow Danger Club, and G’s escape from our company. As you can see, things deteriorated very rapidly after our drink in the Mirror Lounge.

‘So your answer is to fucking drug me again. You drug me with a phantom handkerchief –’

‘In the pocket of your phantom trousers, yes, I heard you, and your shoes aren’t really your shoes.’

‘Precisely. I’m being replaced, piece by piece, Doctor. It’s a systematic assault on who I am.’

‘And one day soon you’ll wake up in a dress, I get it. These are common complexes.’

‘I’m not talking about me.’

‘Oh, I realise that. I’m not stupid? I wear these robes for comfort?’

‘Fucking hell. Can we –’

‘And I can’t discuss other people’s issues. So unless you’d like to talk about your personal relationship to dressing up in –’

‘Fine. I believe a man wears women’s clothing as an act of male conquest.’

‘… women’s clothing. Or –’

‘It’s a classic male power play, like slaying a dragon. Why should that fire-breathing whore get all the attention? I’m a man, the attention should be mine. The feminine dimension confounds this man. He can’t understand it, so he must absorb its magic. Divide and segment the universe. Slice the chthonic monster of creation into chunks we can fathom.’

‘… We’ve discovered 147 dimensions, Jonathan? Hey? We even have one to describe dimensions of zero dimension, but there is, so far as I know, no feminine dimension.’

‘Whatever. You’re just making my point.’

‘I assure you, I’m not. Tell me where she is, Jonathan.’

‘I don’t know where she is.’

‘You’re lying.’

‘I’m not.’

‘My sources tell me she was with you at your birthday dinner. Now she’s gone? I want to know where so I can help her.’

‘No idea. She’s an independent woman.’

‘Maybe we should get Mr Blades in here. Get him to ask the questions. Hey?’

‘Let’s not do that.’

‘Get him to slice these issues into chunks we understand? No?’

‘Too cramped in here for three.’

‘Not really. Plenty of room. I think we should get Mr Blades in here.’

‘Please.’

‘Why not? See what he thinks about men in dresses, hey? See what he thinks about ungrateful people who don’t cooperate.’

‘Look, Rubin, I want to help. Honestly. But I’ve told you all I know. I don’t even know her middle name. I know she likes cacti and ice skating, and books about spaceships and robots, and –’

‘I know she likes books about spaceships, and robots, Jonathan. I’ve built robots? Real ones? How can a woman who likes reading about robots be hostile to someone who actually builds them? Gods. How do you talk to them, Jonathan? How the “F” …’ He paused for me to register that he almost swore, ‘… do you be yourself around them?’

‘Who? Robots?’

‘Women.’

‘Oh. Well, it’s not complicated. They’re a little like robots. They respond to the right input. You have to be interested, but not over-interested. Be kind, but not simpering. Be present, but not too present. In fact, a little distance is powerful. And showing no interest at all often works. A little arrogance, but not too much. A hint of unkindness makes them interested. And don’t overthink it. Too much knowledge is a bad thing.’

‘Oh gods!’ I felt anguished clouds of cake-infused breath hit my face. ‘You just said some things, then said the exact opposite! This is a nightmare!’

‘I know, Rubin, I know. Try to relax. Breathe. Let calmness in.’

‘Am I keeping you up, Tamberlain?’

‘Hmmm? Are you still here, Hunter? I thought you were rushing off.’

‘This affects your future, you know, and the future of your associates.’

‘Does it, Hunter? I don’t think so. We are at the mercy of an all-powerful machine which can anticipate our every move, but which loves us. We’re safe so long as we obey the rules. We have a contract. Our future is set. Yours, on the other hand, seems uncertain. That’s life. To life!’ I took a sip of my already diminishing drink which had been warming badly under the dazzling lights of the mirror lounge.

‘Please don’t do that.’

‘Hmmmm? Oh, my drink, yes.’

‘Yes. I must ask you to leave your glass more than half full –’

‘Or these “Next Humans” will come to clear it and potentially discover you and murder you horribly. I remember.’

‘Yes. As I explained.’

‘Mmph, it just tastes so fucking good, though.’

‘Mr Tamberlain.’

‘But you don’t want Roxy to come over, do you?’

‘No. No I don’t want Roxy to come over.’

‘Because she’ll kill you, or report you to what’s-his-name … Tüngblatter.’

‘Hey!’ He took a panicked look over my shoulder towards the door, his blue eyes smashing to crystals in the light. He threw quick glances towards G, who was offering him no help. Just looking at him with reptilian disinterest. The girl is attracted to strength, but will draw back at the faintest sign of fear or weakness. She’s fiercely loyal, yes; but only to the one who’s paying her salary. And that’s me.

Potentially.

Hunter left his pint of ale unfinished, a raw slash of lipstick on the rim. ‘It’s been a pleasure.’ He said it to Gladys. ‘Here, something for you. He slipped the diamond bracelet from his wrist and dropped it in her palm. ‘Just a Feast Day keepsake. Don’t worry, it’s not from a corpse.’

‘I don’t think she’d mind if it was.’

He turned to me. ‘I wouldn’t get too comfortable, Mr Tamberlain. Contract or not, you’re never safe in this place. And just when you think you are, that’s when they’ll strike.’

He sashayed away and vanished.

26  ‘… confusion about identity, place, time and gender; discouragement, false or unusual sense of well-being, family budgeting errors, fast, irregular, pounding or racing heartbeat, or pulse which makes you feel as if death is imminent; feeling sad or empty when staring at a view.’

27  ‘… Don’t speak to me, don’t look me in the eyes … Gravitas.’

28  Command Division: Insertions and Precision Operations.

29  Internal Security: responsible for intelligence activities related to government revenues and duties.



SOME BRIEF NOTES ON MR BLADES

Before I conclude my notes on our meeting with the stranger in the white dress, and move on to our next misadventure, I need to clarify my thoughts on another horror with a painted face. I would not like to leave you with the impression that I am ‘afraid’ of clowns, or of child entertainers generally; I’m scared of one child entertainer in particular, and with good reason.

My parents were fine parents, in their way. Their aim wasn’t to make me a moral or even a well-educated person, their only goal was to make me an interesting one. ‘You have no other duty in life than to be interesting, Jonathan,’ said my mother. ‘You should pull attention like a collapsing star when you walk into a room; then dry down into something rich and complex.’ I understood and forgave her mangled metaphor. She taught me to have a studied ‘coolness’ towards life. ‘Do only what you can do well, and show no sign of care or exertion when you do it.’ She called it ‘suarve’, which on Solidad means – well, it’s difficult to translate. It can mean ‘the temperature at which the world settles but doesn’t freeze’, or ‘a great force used gently’, such as when a flower somehow forces its way through a slab of concrete, or ‘an agent which, when added to a mixture, slows its evaporation.’ Mother used their friend James to define ‘suarve’. He was a musician. He had chocolate-dark skin and intense black eyes. He always wore a plain, well-fitted black two-button suit, and a thin black tie. Whenever he came to parties at our house he wouldn’t say much. He didn’t get loud like the other grown-ups. He’d just find some corner to sit in. He’d listen to people like my father talk for hours, occasionally saying ‘Sure’, or, ‘I hear you’. I was hypnotised by him. And my mother was, too. Sometimes I’d catch her staring at him for minutes on end. I learned that if she was ever mad at me – and my mother’s temper was electrifying – I could mention James, and she would exhibit a kind of melting. She caught on to my game eventually.

My parents taught me everything I needed to know about life. They took me to restaurants, they took me to galleries and shows. This was Solidad City at the start of the great Cultural Revolution, when everything was strange and exciting. My father would go down to Monsterat’s to write during the day. Mother would work at home. They couldn’t work in the same place, they said, because her ‘working odours’ drove my father insane. Sometimes they’d go out in the evening, just for a ‘quick drink’, and be away for weeks or months. I’d have to take care of the house, and pay the bills. And when they came back I’d learn that they’d spontaneously jumped on a ship to Zoraster, or the Hebrides, or the Silver Isles. They always brought gifts: a rosewood case for keeping scented insects; a pop-up handbook of interpersonal relations; a beaker which had allegedly once been used in the production of a powerful nerve gas, and which my father presented, unwrapped, saying, ‘You could use it for flowers I suppose.’ And I did. They died. Tod o rebaixares, we say on Solidad. All things fade. He boxed and collected guns. He punched fellow writers he considered too effete. And yet he drank sparkling wine for breakfast and loved high-board diving. He wrote a ‘poem’ which consisted of him diving repeatedly from a high-board for seven hours. Esmeralda called it ‘nebulously asexual’. They fought for three straight days.

But I was going to tell you about my eighth birthday party. I’d never had a party. Mother had been very clear that celebrating birthdays was an arbitrary contrivance with little social value. And yet she was eager to find a way to mark the passing of my genital obsessions. It was Harvest, she said, and they’d planned to throw a party anyway. So she put together a small celebration.

She designed the event meticulously. It was to have traditional refreshments, kinetic poolside ice sculptures, the setting on fire of a large cake made from alcohol-soaked sponge and flammable icing, and a traditional clowner. There happened to be few clowners still alive who practised the old foolish arts: tossing, falling, death-faking and oralism (the art of putting large things, or a large number of smaller things, into your mouth, or down your throat. It is an art, Esmeralda explained, which dates back to traditional rituals for casting out demons, and beyond that to our infantile fixations). Oralism was Mr Blades’ speciality. I heard the slap of his feet coming down the catwalk to our house. And before the great hulk in his black leather clothes and white grease-painted face had even made it all the way through our front door he’d coughed up a large package of sweets. The brown paper was sticky with saliva when it dropped into my trembling hands. Blades had a leather doctor’s bag filled with instruments: knives, clubs, billiard balls, a broad machete, a twin-headed hatchet, its handle wrapped in black leather. We watched him sharpen his instruments with a steel rod. The sound was deafening. Then we watched him put the hatchet under his lips, the machete all the way down his throat, and all nine of the billiard balls in his mouth. The adults applauded politely, their children watched breathless, and I felt a cool nausea throughout my body. This walking mouth with its painted face and black lips observed me throughout the performance, even though I pretended to read my book beside the fire with a glass of wine. My mother came over to me at one point, kissed me lightly on the head (which was the only time she’d ever done this) and said, ‘Don’t think about what he’s doing; think about what the things he’s doing mean.’ I took her affection – and this party – to be her way of making up with me. I’d recently been sent home from school for breaking the nose of a boy who’d called my mother a cave-whore. My father had tried to ostensibly discipline me, while secretly congratulating me behind her back. She’d caught him, they’d fought, and I’d run off, spending several weeks on the streets. (And when I say ‘on the streets’ I mean I sold the watch I’d got for my seventh birthday, used the money to find a few undervalued first editions in a local book market, sold them to a dealer for a modest profit, and checked myself into a reasonably priced pension run by a woman who collected giant crickets. I stayed there until the private detective hired by my mother tracked me down. He told me a few tricks to avoid being tracked next time – like don’t sign into a place under an anagram of your name – then he escorted Tim Johnberlaan home to his mother.)

So I did think about the meaning of what Mr Blades was doing, as I felt fear moving through my body like a tropical infection. James came sauntering in, slipped me a folded twenty, said, ‘For something fun,’ then strolled into the next room. He did it – and this is what makes him the very incarnation of suarve – without seeming to even register that a seven-foot-tall clown was letting a giant pet rat sit inside his open mouth and eat treats off his tongue. I could see what Blades was doing; I could not imagine what it meant.

I went out by the pool to ease my nausea. I watched the spinning sculptures make exquisite shadows on the surface of the pool. My parents had vanished somewhere. Esmeralda’s money had moved us to a fancy modernist pile with a swimming pool which she converted to a diving pool for Earnest. ‘To keep you occupied.’ He was miserable. He hadn’t sold a poem in almost a year. The pool was rarely used.

I took off my shoes and let my legs fall into the water; I saw the water chop them at the knee. There was a faint steam coming off the surface of the pool. Our sun was eclipsed by the Mass of Orpheon, so it was twilight on Solidad for today. I was told that this was a good omen for your birthday. I could hear the sounds of the city being channelled up the canyon, music from a Harvest party somewhere in the distance, and I could hear the show concluding in the drawing room, the snowy rustle of applause. I turned to look over my shoulder. And there he stood, on the steps to the kitchen, sweating profusely from his performance, his huge lungs filling and emptying with a machine-like wheeze, causing ripples on the pool. He fixed me with a glassy stare. What a thing he was. He took a cigarette from his pocket, lit it, inhaled so deeply that the end sizzled and sparked like a carnival-stick, then let out through the vast O of his mouth a ring of smoke so big it could have swallowed me. Then he began to grin. I say ‘began’ because the grin, which appeared as a faint creasing of the left corner of his mouth, emerged as slowly as a sunset, unfolding shadows across the contours of his face, slowly revealing the massive granite slabs of his teeth, until, after what seemed like minutes, he was fully grinning, while all the time keeping me frozen with those unsmiling eyes. The cigarette, spent in one draw, he tossed over my head and into our pool. And then Mr Blades trod heavy down the path to our guest house. What could he possibly want in there? I wondered.

Well, I will tell the end quickly, and simply. I waited some time for him to come back. Then I went down the path. Past the lightly bobbing balloons and pink paper lanterns. Past the ice sculptures, which in the heat had become dripping, amorphous monsters reeling about in the tranquil sunset. I could feel something uncertain in the air. I could hear noises. The sliding door was open a crack. The lights were off. The only light came from the cat-eye slits between the curtains. There was a pall around my mother’s head. My mother’s head? How did that get there? It was a head I’d loved – at least till that moment – more than any other. She was sitting up on one of the benches in the kitchen, surrounded by dirty catering equipment. She had her head back, and a burning cigarette in her right hand which, along with her other hand, she was using to hold her knees up near her chest. Between her legs was a kind of vortex. An unwholesome, oily abyss. Locks of black, greasy hair swirled around the edges of the vortex. There were white grease-paint smears across her sweat-glossed thighs. The look on Esmeralda’s face could only have meant agony to me then. She looked as if she was receiving a series of intense electric shocks. And there was a sound. It’s the sound which haunts me. What I heard below strangled gasps and heavy breaths was a wet, tearing, sucking sound. Like an octopoid wrenched from a concrete slab. I couldn’t watch, but I did. Briefly. But no. But a peek. No. I ran back up the path to the house. I heard my own feet slapping on the path. It was a mysterious scene, and only time and experience would teach me what that clown was doing to my mother with his face.

So there. That is why I don’t care for clowns. Is that enough reason, Colette? It is perhaps, too, why I’m somewhat allergic to birthdays. Somehow Doctor Rubin discovered these memories, and now he uses them to torture me – I suspect for fun – but also to leverage me into revealing useful information about Gladys. He can do his worst. Nothing he can do could ever be as bad as my eighth birthday party.



CONCLUDING NOTES ON A VISIT TO THE MIRROR LOUNGE

We stayed in the Mirror Lounge for a long while. A kind of sunset seemed to fall across the place, invisible shadows lengthened in the stillness. Gladys seemed happier than I’d ever seen her. I noticed she’d put the flower given to her in the lobby in her hair. The bracelet now glittered madly from her wrist, which she rested on the glass table. Her small, green-nailed hand sat upturned, pale as a fossil.

‘I’ve made a list of thirty-seven strategic weaknesses in this system,’ she said, putting down her glass. It’s so rare for her to voluntarily share something. ‘For a start, Cyranoids only have a sensory range of twenty feet.’

‘Cyranoids?’

‘That’s what they’re called.’

‘Who?’

‘The VIPs.’

‘And how have you come to know this?’

‘Observations.’

‘Just tell us, Gladys.’

‘First tell me what happens when we die, Jonathan.’

‘Fuck you.’

‘There are signs around the place. For human maintenance workers, I guess. They’re in ultraviolet so the guests won’t read them.’ She flicked the UV beam on her watch for a short burst, and we caught a glimpse of writing stamped on the table: ‘MIRROR LOUNGE, ARTEFACT 49278DJ’. She flashed it at her glass and we saw: ‘GUEST OBJECT 97RT – “GLASS”’. And a rectangular cluster of lines of varying widths that G said was some kind of tracking icon. ‘We have them on our wrists, see?’ She flashed her light on the back of my wrist and I was sickened to see a similar jail-bar grid.

‘They stamped us.’

‘Yep. And the corpses all have them. Anyway. There’s a sign on a maintenance hatch near our room: “WARNING. SECURITY-MONITORED HATCH. ENSURE CYRANOIDS INACTIVE BEFORE OPENING.”’

‘Gladys, you’re not going to go around causing trouble, are you?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing. Just …’ I couldn’t risk saying it out loud: that I was starting to suspect that I’d been tricked into bringing her here, possibly so they could have the contents of her head. I couldn’t tell her I was worried about what they might do to her, or that I feared she’d enact some desperate plan to get us out of this place – maybe a run on my contract – and that she’d do this before I had a chance to have my meal. The longer I spent in this place the more its horrors receded, and the more its potential pleasures came shyly into the light. Of course, it was possible she was experiencing this same effect. Maybe she was being seduced by potential pleasures of her own. The light from her bracelet was blinding. She had that far-gone look in her eyes. ‘I just need you to be careful.’

‘You don’t have to worry about me.’

‘You know I don’t.’

She went off into thought again. There was colour oozing from her pale skin. I knew tonight there would be wild entries in the temporary diary she’d created from hotel stationery: paragraphs of excruciating frankness; tracts which would shame those passages in the holy books stashed in our apartment for sacred, secret, soulful lust. You forget sometimes that this small/deadly creature is a woman/girl, and in some ways a fragile/hopeful one. I saw her tiny figure reflected from all angles in the mirrors. Our doctor was right, she is a fascinating specimen. And not because there’s nothing happening below the surface, but because she gains no satisfaction or esteem from allowing others to know her. Imagine being that self-contained. I felt a cruel pleasure at the fact that even if Doctor Rubin could somehow break her skull open, spill all the contents on some surgical table, pull out vivid strands of thought like some terrible magician, he’d never know her.

It can help a little if you read her private journal.

But that, as I had learned one night, is a breathtakingly powerful mistake to make.

We were on a short trip to review a popular boutique canine kitchen near Heliogabulus, little knowing that we would be drawn into a deadly game with the managers of a local lobster-smuggling ring. After that, it was a routine visit. I returned to our apartment, slightly drunk from dinner, and noticed she’d left her journal on the table in the main room. G never makes mistake like this, especially with her journal. So naturally I interpreted it as a subconscious desire to have me read it. As I said, I was drunk.

I was instantly plunged into a vortex of terrifying emotional intensity. She accused the universe of failing to understand her, read betrayal in glances, wrote epic tragedies on the interpretation of a single comma in a message from a boy she hardly knew.

There must have been an error in the way I replaced the diary, or maybe a hair from her head had been plastered over the page ends with spittle. Maybe she’d intentionally set a trap. She spotted the invasion instantly. Turned her eyes on me with a look which communicated that I had mere seconds to get my affairs in order. I slammed the door to my room on a spatter of hollow-point bullets. I had the door locked by the time she threw herself against it. She came back with her picks and had the lock slipped in under four seconds. I could hear her measured breaths through the fresh holes in the door. No shouts or threats. She said nothing. Didn’t have to. I heard the fabric of her dress scrape against the jagged bullet holes. Each time I relocked the door, she’d start again, and I have never been so sure I would die. I pleaded with her to be reasonable. She said nothing. Finally, when she’d calmed, and the staff and I no longer feared for our lives, we were thrown out of the hotel. And this, Colette, is why you should never read a girl’s diary.

Of course Gladys hadn’t meant to kill me. To maim me, certainly. For what I did I could at least expect to end up in a hospital bed. She could have busted open that door in under a second if she’d wanted. One kick was all it would have taken. She was playing with me.

On the trip home I bribed two hefty marshals to guard me while I told her we could no longer work together. I paid them more money to stand outside my cabin, and to fix two deadbolts to the inner door. Sometime in the morning I woke to find her standing over my bed. She said, ‘If I wanted to kill you I would have.’ It would be the first of four times we’ve parted company, only to come together again when I realised, with great agony, that there is simply no one else in the great sphere of catastrophe we live within who can provide the counter-measures I require, while staying just below the lunacy equator.

Gladys has had a very interesting life. Almost as interesting as me, in some ways. There is a place called Fire River. It’s the district where all the technology and electronics firms are located. It’s where Doctor Rubin was born, incidentally. And it’s also where G was born. She was formed in the artificial womb of a company which makes weapons. They clone girls, this firm, because their factories need workers with tiny nimble hands to put their devices together. They engineer these girls so they have enhanced dexterity, eyesight and endurance. And when the girls grow too big they’re disposed of.

One day T-anxia City, the administrative hub of Fire River, got a new and enlightened leader, a woman called Mono Koschei. She managed to pass laws banning the creation of clones in manufacturing. Most were freed and given jobs; ironically, jobs in factories making gadgets. Some, like Gladys, declined the job offer and left the region, or joined gangs who ran black-market operations below the substrate of the cities of Fire River. G joined one of these girl gangs soon after she was released, aged twelve.

But Koschei had bigger problems than the gangs. Fire River was an independent district, and fantastically valuable. They made most of the technology in the Cloud, including the weapons systems for all the major powers. The Great Butcher had been eyeing it up ever since her Revolution. She’d even audaciously carved a little off the eastern edge. Just a few telcom hubs. But it was enough to make the West consider pre-emptively annexing the whole region, for its own ‘protection’. Because if the Butcher got her hands on it, she’d be unstoppable.

But Koschei had another idea. She’d seen in the gangs of Fire River, and in children like Gladys, an opportunity. Here was an army of girls with certain qualities – fierceness, independence, cunning – and with no identities, and no ties, and not a thing to lose. She put most of her money, and a lot of her friends’ money, into the Water Bear project. Then she went to the world and said, ‘Hey, everyone, we had a meeting a while back, and here’s the deal. We’ve decided we’re going to stay independent. And to make certain of this I’ve started the Water Bear Legion. They are a small army of girls – Let me finish. These happen to be highly trained and modified girls. I have already recruited 125,000 assassins, and over the past few years we have begun to infiltrate every corner of your society. One could be sitting next to you right now. She could be the dearest person in your life. You just don’t know. Our mission is not to frighten or intimidate you, it is to avenge and protect ourselves. There will be retribution for any act of aggression against us. As a demonstration of our purpose: the leader of the next nation or institution to threaten us will die within a week.’

That unfortunate soul was Kleinman Winderbluss, chair of the immensely powerful International Elements Consolidated Investments and Development Group, who wrote an editorial calling on world leaders to condemn this ‘classic and provocative act of female passive-aggression’. He called for an international taskforce to carry out immediate incursions against T-anxia to protect Western commercial interests. He died the next night of a heart attack, his wife lying beside him. No foul play could be found. So that got people thinking.

Many thought it was a stunt, so some extremely powerful individuals had to die mysteriously before everyone got wise. And after that, even the Great Butcher didn’t have the nerve to challenge the Water Bears. To this day Gladys won’t talk about her time with the Bears. Some kind of oath. She had to leave after a bungling comms operator blew her cover. After she left their service she went to school, attempted a diploma in Women’s Studies before dropping out. She tried journalism for a while, reporting from the ground in international conflict zones. And she was pretty good at it. Fearless. But killing is her art. She started picking up private work, and made a lot of money from it, obviously. Who knows how she spends it. Certainly not on clothes.

Beast introduced us at a party not long before the incident aboard the TOMAHAWK, on Zoraster. Have I told you about that, Colette? Maybe another time. That trip definitely cemented my decision to hire her. Beast said, ‘This is my cool friend Gladys. She used to be a Bear.’ Not having the ability to tell by ear when someone has used a capital letter, I was briefly confused. But believe it or not, we hit it off. She openly hated on all the vacuous women in the room, which I liked, and I even found her look kind of ‘edgy’. She asked how I got bruised up, so I told her about my adventure on Zoraster. I told her how I used to box a little when I was in the cadets. She asked if that’s how I got the scars on my knuckles, and I said yes. (Lie – I accidentally put them through a glass antiques case when I was eight.) And she said, with a rare smile: ‘Liar.’ She said she liked my writing – in a throwback kind of way. I said I liked her leather jacket for the same reason (and honestly, I wasn’t lying about that). I even gave her a nickname: G-force. (I know, right?) And I thought she was hot, under all that weirdness. I can say that. Gladys is an objectively attractive woman.

Gladys is also uncultured. And Gladys is crude. She does things intentionally to provoke me. Also, and somewhat ironically, she reads my journal. This is why I’ve had to start writing in code. Not to preserve my privacy, but because some of the things she learned when she violated my privacy made her try to almost kill me again. But some of the things I read in her journal, in those giddy minutes before I dropped the book in shock, made me understand the woman finally, made it just possible to work with her. I learned, for example, that clones like her were bred to be infertile. She will never have children.

There is a feeling I get when we work together that she isn’t just protecting me for the money. I’ve tried other protectors. What sets her apart is that, even though she doesn’t like me, I truly believe she cares whether I live, and she takes secret pride each time I survive a trip. Perhaps because I tend to make surviving these trips such a challenge. And a challenge, beyond anything, is what this woman craves. So we play our game. Gladys has the kind of innate protective instinct which maybe only a female guardian can have: a secret pride which comes from keeping ungrateful dependants safe.

Gladys is my pet shark, and she wouldn’t be doing her job if she did not occasionally remind me to fear her.



NOTE ON PREVIOUS NOTE: IMPORTANT!

Colette, it goes without saying that the specifics in that last entry are not for public consumption. They are context, and any attempt to publish them will certainly result in your death.



NOTES ON A WINTER GARDEN

Thinking about Gladys for too long makes a man depressed. I slugged back the rest of my drink, said, ‘I’m tired of my own reflection. How about a change of scene?’ and heard a voice behind us echo: ‘How about a change of scenes, yes?’

‘Yes, I was just saying … ah … Roxy? That’s an unusual name.’

‘My mother gave it for me.’

‘No fooling?’

Her accent was Kaukassian. I noticed she had her nails painted green. Strange. I saw Gladys notice, too. Roxy leaned in close to say to me, in a kind of conspiratorial drawl-whisper: ‘I hear you sent a note to Ms Mae-Mae. So now Massimo is mad because Ms Mae-Mae took down his picture from her secrets chest and put up yours there. And she has many notes now, even from Fabio, who is most handsome.’

‘I see.’

‘And Fabio and Massimo both have sent a note to Rose M. And both were friends, though not no more.’

‘Scandalous.’

She was leaning in very close to whisper. ‘But Rosie cares more for Rabinko in the Pressing Room. And Robert and Dorothy down in Boxes say he prefers other boys for fondles. And Franz is dead so any game is possible.’

‘You don’t say. Have you just come to gossip with us, Roxy?’

‘No. An admirer wishes to send you a drink. And there is a message. In a special place. Shhhhhhhhhh.’

I spoke to her in low Kaukassian: ‘I accept. The drink at least. But I’m not in the mood for any more messages.’

‘Is not for you, sir. Is for her.’ She extended a pale painted finger across me.

G said: ‘What? For me?’

‘So. Is a very special secret place. Just for you to see. Because you are special. We must have care to go there. A trap for fools. But we are not.’

‘Wait. Are you trying to tell us Gladys has been invited to a special secret place?’

‘So. Why surprised? She is beautiful woman.’ Gladys Green turned a pale pink. ‘When somebody today is a hunter after someone’s heart they send to them some secret or note or small gift. Like what you did with Ms Mae-Mae.’

‘No, now, see, what happened there was –’

‘Or they start a nice gossip for them. Like how, sir, you once loved a handsome bearded woman.’

She was addressing me. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘No need for apology. So I hear there is a secret in the Winter Garden for that girl who killed Franz. But is risky to do.’

‘I agree, it’s risky. Best just to take our drinks and not to draw further attention. No need to hunt for a three-legged cat. Right, G?’

‘So. We can escort you handsome cats back to your room. She and me will sneak like mice to the garden.’

Gladys was staring at the girl, uncomprehending. I spoke for her. ‘Absolutely not! I’m not going to let Gladys go wandering off to some dark corner alone. She’s supposed to be protecting us. Right, Gladys?’

‘Is not your decision, though,’ said Roxy.

‘Beg pardon?’

‘Is not for you to say if she can go. Is for us to.’

‘Who?’

‘Us.’

‘I see.’

‘I know you do.’

‘I’ll meet you back in the room in an hour,’ said Gladys. ‘You know my knock.’

‘Gladys!’ She shrugged. Roxy mimicked. Then Beast. ‘Well, if you’re determined then we go together. We’ll all trot off to this so-called Winter Garden. It sounds perfect, Roxy, actually. Fine idea. We’ll take drinks there, and you’ll bring them personally.’

Roxy considered what I’d said for a long while. Stared deep into me. Then said. ‘Is OK, suppose. This man has ten fingers.’ She gestured at Beast’s hands, for reasons we couldn’t fathom at the time.

We followed Roxy across the bar to a door marked STAFF ONLY, keeping low.

‘It says STAFF ONLY, Boss.’

‘I see that, Beast.’ A serving area with steel benches and hot lamps. A busy kitchen, roughly thirty people working, silver blades making the air sparkle, gunshot sounds of knives on boards, and heat. Who could they be cooking for? ‘Come!’ Roxy drove her way between the hulking, tattooed cooks – some of whom were bigger than Beast.

‘Holy fuck, Boss, are you kidding me?’

Shaven heads revolved slowly to track us as we passed, hands dicing immaculately even as their owners’ eyes looked down at us, and faces twisted into smiles. The smells were intoxicating. We squeezed among them, feeling heat from their bodies – ‘Hello, good day, nice to see you’ – passed from the kitchen to a storeroom.

‘It says STRICTLY STAFF ONLY: NO ADMITTANCE, Boss.’

‘I see that, Beast. Roxy?’

‘This way!’

We passed through a room stacked with boxes, then through a set of revolving doors with rubber seals, and into a freezer room.

‘They have got to be fucking with us.’

‘Is OK, sir, no fucking, this way. Shhhhhhhhhhh. There, you go through there. Straight. And I will bring you drinks.’

‘The sign says ABSOLUTELY –’

‘Yes, I see it, Beast!’

‘You must be carefully quiet. If the Shark finds you, he will try to mark you for sure.’

‘The Shark? Oh, you mean Shabazzniov.’

‘So. And goodbye!’

‘Wait!’ But she didn’t.

The next room held a forest of swinging carcasses, marbled red and white, and the headless birds, and beyond we could see a dim passage. Gladys set off, unafraid. We exchanged looks, then followed, down the passage and through another set of rotating doors with rubber seals, then out into blinding whiteness. At first I thought we’d gone into another giant freezer.

‘OK, fuck, Boss, this has definitely gone too far.’

We stood on an ice field: several ballrooms’ worth of ice field. There were sweeping blade marks in the luminous blue sheet. A love heart. A trail of rose petals led off across the ice. On the margins of the rink stood gleaming ranks of carved ice beasts. Beyond the edges, a forest: soft-lit secret grottos with fur-covered benches, ringed with miniature conifers dressed in real snow falling from machines hidden somewhere high above. Stuffed beasts lingered with curious expressions near the grottos: deer, rabbits, bears. One great black-furred beast reared up on its hind legs near a love-bench, showing his teeth to a rabbit, while his mate gazed at her reflection in a small artificial stream.

‘Jonathan?’

‘Yes, Gladys?’

‘Did you happen to mention to a certain someone that I liked ice skating?’

‘Don’t know what you mean. Do you like ice skating? Wow! Look at this place!’

‘Keep your voice down, Jonathan.’

As I skud off to see the delicately carved ice sculptures I immediately sensed wrongness. There were objects suspended in the ice: crooked digits stumped in red; palms held up in warning; a man’s entire foot. ‘OK, no good!’ In the belly of an ice dragon was an entire head. The head was shaved bare, but I recognised him as the idiot son of the chemical baron Wallace Songbreaker. He looked different without his eyeglasses. And, indeed, his eyes. Beast was far behind, struggling to push his bulk across the slippery surface. Ahead we saw steps leading up to private grottos. The caves looked like they’d formed naturally over millions of years. ‘I don’t even know why you guys had to come,’ said Gladys.

‘There’s a message here somewhere. It could be urgent.’

‘I’ve already found the message. See?’ She held a small scrap of frozen paper in her pink-knuckled hand. I took it, read the childish script.

You are beautiful. We are yours. We want to turn you inside out like a snack packet and make you clean. The Enchanted Huntresses.

She shrugged. ‘I have absolutely no idea. Can we go now? I’m freezing.’

‘What about all this fuckery?’ I gestured vaguely to the trail of rose petals which went up the steps and into the candlelit maw of dimpled rock.

Gladys sighed. ‘I couldn’t give a shit what’s up there. And I have a feeling I know.’

‘I’m going. Could be clues.’

I strode off, stumbling, trying not to look at the ice sculptures we passed.

‘Clues to what, John?!’

Beast followed. Gladys stayed sulking on the ice. On one plinth stood a tall slab of virgin ice. There were carving tools nearby. Suspended in the ice was a compact, twin-headed hatchet. Its handle wrapped in black leather cord. I felt the ground rapidly de-elevate beneath me. There was a note suspended just below the weapon. Handwritten. Crooked characters loosely spaced on corn-yellow paper.

She tasted better than heaven, sweeter than hell.

‘Boss? You getting chill-stroke?’

‘I’m fine. Yes, just the cold.’ It was true, I was beginning to freeze. Beast helped me off my knees. The silent snow fell heavy now. The way back was lost. ‘We’ll die here,’ was my thought. Wind came from somewhere to whip the snowflakes into shivering ribbons, towering ghosts reared up on every side. How quickly things can change in winter. We struggled up the slippery steps to the cave. The rocks were pale, pocked with tiny amygdalae containing a silvery mineral. Inside the cave it was warm. Candles. A love-seat covered in furs. A canister of hot cocoa. A pair of ice skates – her size. A menacing, manly scent. On the table was a package and a note.

Dearest. I hope you can see there’s so much more to me than me. Let me heal you. R.

‘The fuck is this, Boss? Who’s R?’ The slurping sound was deafening.

‘Beast, that could be poisoned.’

‘Hmph, tastes fine.’

‘It’s Doctor Rubin’s work. He’s a fan of G’s. This could go bad. Remember Nettlemeyer?’

‘You know I do.’ Poor Chris Nettlemeyer, peeing in a bag, all because he wouldn’t listen when a woman told him something plainly.

‘Is that what you really think, Boss?’ He took another hit of cocoa. ‘That when we die that’s it? Nothing more? Game over?’

‘What? Oh. Sure I do, Beast. What do you think happens?’

‘I don’t know. Something. Can’t just be nothing. There must be something after. This all can’t be for zero.’

Life is not enough for some people. It never ceases to amaze me.

‘Beast, my friend, you didn’t exist for a forever before you were born. How can you have a problem with not existing for a forever after you die?’

‘Hmmmmm.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. You miss what you had, I guess.’

‘Well, your distant ancestors lived in caves and wore animal skins. You think they’re still stomping round in the everafter?’

He shrugged again.

‘Everything ends, Beast. The stars burn out. UHD will take us all, even Roxy.’ He looked blankly at me, so I said, with as patronising an expression as I could muster: ‘Universal Heat Death, Beast. Read a book. Anyway, if you’re dead you won’t know you ever had what you had. And you’ve nothing to fear from death. Immortality, now that’s fucking terrifying.’

We heard a commotion from outside the cave: noise like a frozen slab being hacked apart by a thousand blades. We slipped out to find a mob of roughly two dozen staff confronting Gladys on the ice. It was the same mob we’d passed through in the kitchen. Some wore improvised snow boots fashioned from nails, cocktail spikes and even jagged chunks of glass. They were armed with kitchen knives and cleavers, but there were also fire axes, broomsticks with cleavers strapped to their tips with electrical tape. This would not end well. The leader of the pack was unarmed, but for his leather diary. He wore lambskin gloves, a pair of gleaming-new skates. Shabazzniov opened his diary, peered pretentiously into it, said, ‘Tamberlain and Co. This is a surprise. I don’t have you down for a trip to the Winter Garden.’ He snapped the book shut with a crack which sent up a muzzleburst of snow. It was still coming down heavy.

‘Just a little – hup! – a little side-trip – ho!’ Beast and I slipped and slid our way, like a pair of bad comedians, down the steps to join our protector, who stared grimly at our concierge. ‘We thought we’d go off-piste!’

‘Ah, but I made it clear very recently that you shouldn’t go “off-piste”.’

‘You said – ho! Look out! – you said to stick to the well-lit areas.’ We arrived, finally. ‘This place is very well lit.’

‘Who gave you the key to this place?’

‘The key? There was no key. The way is always open to the pure of heart.’ The hell was I talking about? I felt Beast and Gladys turn to look at me. Our concierge spoke quietly: ‘Were you not aware that you were brought here under certain conditions? Were we not clear that most of the hotel is currently off-limits to inductees during the Wild Hunt, and that there is an unpacking of Franz’s murder in progress, and that we are at Stealth Three, and that to ignore our rules at this delicate time is a great risk? That wasn’t outlined in unambiguous detail when you arrived last night?’ The mob shuffled restlessly. I felt Gladys flick the safety off the gun beneath her skirt, saw Shabazzniov’s cold eyes move briefly to her, back to me. The blizzard had eased. We could see the edges. I could see the future. In the distance I saw a flutter of glass panels as the door we’d come through revolved, and a figure in a black dress materialised. I could see our drinks glittering on the tray. I felt an evaporation on the back of my tongue. But Roxy froze and came no further. She took four quick steps back and vanished through the spinning door.

‘May I ask, humbly, again, who let you in here?’ The concierge stood an inch taller in his boots. The perfect silver spikes grinned at us. His goons were frozen in curious expectation. They didn’t even shiver in the cold. Their breathing made no fog.

‘What difference does it make? You’re here to slaughter us. Finally. So let’s get on with it. Considering how long it takes to get a drink around here, I think it’ll be a mercy.’

The concierge’s expression melted, somewhat. ‘Mr Tamberlain, do you think we’re here to kill you? What an extraordinary thing to say. We didn’t know you’d be here. In fact we’re just on our way to the Atlantic Baths.’ I felt Gladys twitch. He angled his head towards her. ‘We’ve heard one of the filter units on the plunge pool is acting up.’ The snow had stopped. All was quiet.

‘Seems like a big squad to fix one filter unit.’

‘Well, the unit is being particularly difficult. Now. You must all return to your apartment until further notice. We will serve an early dinner in your room.’

The small army parted without a word, their toothed boots munching on the ice. I saw that to exit we would have to pass through them. I wouldn’t let them see our fear. ‘Well then!’ We started across the ice, shuffling forward on our inappropriate shoes, passing within inches of the deadly blades dimpled with condensing water, saying, ‘Good day. How do? Thank you for coming out.’ As I passed Shabazzniov, he said, ‘Mr Tamberlain, there is the matter of your bill.’

‘My bill?’

‘This is a ticketed attraction, and I have just had word your credit has been declined.’

‘Declined? Nonsense. Our stay is “comped”, yes?’

‘Your apartment and your food are “comped”. But there are additional charges levied … for additionals. Your audio-visual tour is an additional. Your excursion here is an additional. Not following the rules as laid down in the contract. The one you signed. That, most certainly, incurs additional charges. And as your credit was declined we’ll need the matter settled. Immediately.’

‘Well, I’m happy to have my man here look at things. Just send an itemised bill to my room. Itemised, you hear?’

‘I’m afraid this additional will need to be settled here. I would like the tip of your small finger. Above the first joint.’

‘… My what now?’

‘The tip. Of your …’ He held up his own phantom finger and wiggled it. ‘Finger.’

‘You want me to give you part of my hand. In penance.’

His hand became a fist. ‘You seem to dislike me, Mr Tamberlain, and I cannot fathom why. I have welcomed you like a brother. We shared La Bestia. You are popular among the staff. There is talk. I have tolerated Management’s incomprehensible decision to allow you to keep your staff. I have tolerated your flouting of our rules. So now it seems as if the only way to imprint the rules on your mind is to extract a penance that will forever remind you of them. And I’m afraid I really must insist.’ A man stepped forward at his shoulder. He held a pair of garden shears. Brand new. Bright and beaded as their guardian’s eyes. ‘The cost of not settling your account is, I’m afraid’ – the concierge looked directly at Woodbine – ‘considerably higher.’

It was an expression I could not fail to understand, Colette. A finger for Beast’s life. Not even an entire finger. I had to admit that from an administrative perspective alone it was probably better to lose the tip of one finger than a person who performed vital services for me, for a cut of my earnings, and who I am also somewhat fond of.

‘Fine. Let’s do it.’ I took my jacket off, handed it to Woodbine, felt the cold instantly attack my ribs. I undid the buttons on my cuff and rolled up the sleeve past the elbow. Worse than losing a finger would be to get blood on my only shirt. What else can we do in life but conduct ourselves with dignity? I took two steps forward, said, ‘Mr Shabazzniov. Never in my career have I seen such an astonishing lack of service, care and basic refinement in an establishment. Perhaps an arbiter is what you need, because from what I’ve seen, the Empyrean’s standards of service are barely higher than a drunkard’s dosshouse. I have wandered into semi-derelict subterranean titty-houses with more refinement than I’ve seen here. You, as concierge, ought to be – and I don’t know any other words to use – completely fucking mortified.’

I’m afraid there’s also no other word for the look on our concierge’s face.

‘Maybe I can’t legally publish a review of your establishment. But I will be writing a lengthy letter to Management, and I will be dropping a lengthy note in your Suggestions box – once all the tongues have been removed – and I can promise you, it’ll not be flattering. Now let’s get this done.’ And with that I calmly presented him my finger.



NOTES ON THE DEVELOPING EVENTS

I knew I’d never hear the end of that finger. We wrapped it in a handkerchief. Shoved it in a bucket of ice behind the bar. Tip down. Though the thing is all tip, really. We’d be drinking warm drinks for the next hour, but sacrifices must be made in war. A surgeon will reattach Beast’s digit with near-full functionality, once we finally get out of here, and if we can manage to keep it on ice the whole way. And I still have faith we will get out of here. And even if the brave finger doesn’t make it with us there are some superb prosthetic options. It’s amazing what modern medical science can do, Colette. Beast doesn’t play an instrument (though his singing can smash tiles in a shower stall). So his ordeal is less consequential than it seems, really. A small gesture, in the scheme. My point, Colette, is that it should have been my gesture.

When the large boy with the shears stepped forward, and I looked into his glazed eyes, and smelled boot-black, I knew exactly who he was.

‘Massimo, is it?’ A stocky man with a strangely shaped body. His legs were too short for his torso, and he had an extraordinarily large forehead. He resembled a cave idol whose eyes had been painted recently, and his nose had been broken at least once. That nose was red and glazed with winter snot. He said nothing. I didn’t care. When I felt the cold steel close around the top joint of the small finger of my right hand, heard the springs of the instrument croak, I experienced a feeling of calm. I heard my other voice say in my head the words he always says in such situations:

Let him take your finger. There’s more enlightenment in that finger than he’ll ever know. This is a domain of monsters. Drink everything they pour for you with pure grace and calmness. Be better than them, Jonathan. Be great.

I felt better than I’d ever felt. I felt that the snowy wind was a tropical convection. I felt invincible. I felt as if the blades of the shears would shatter against my flesh. And then Beast had to step in and fuck everything up.

‘No, no. Stop this. Stop it now!’ He shoved my coat in Gladys’s arms. Amazingly, G looked half bored. My head was so engorged with blood and fear that I hardly heard him say, ‘As Mr Tamberlain’s legal representative I cover all his costs until such time as he can reimburse me. You can have my finger.’ And he too gave me a look I couldn’t fail to understand. Beast is never without an angle. I saw instantly how much this would cost me when we came to renegotiate. I knew that giving my own finger to the shears would have cost far less than what I’d have to pay once his had been removed. But now that my moment had passed, my will was numb. The Beast offered the end of his finger to the shears, allowing his eyes to angelically flutter shut, and all I can remember thinking is:

This will cost, Jonathan. This will cost.

Daniel won’t ever bring it up directly. But he has his ways. There will be something different, maybe an enhanced brotherliness towards me. Maybe he’ll let me catch him gazing at me with a meaningful expression. Perhaps he’ll adopt a different way of holding his knife and fork. Perhaps, when he comes to count points on his fingers – which he does often – he’ll pause for a blink when he comes to that missing digit. I can’t predict the specifics. But know this: he will make me aware of the sacrifice he made for me. Because even as those blades crunched through the bone and sinew of the tip of his finger, even as a part that was once a part of him dropped from the domain of the living into the domain of the inanimate, even as it spun through the air towards the sugary white surface of the arena, I knew he would have been calculating the upside. ‘What will this get me? Another 2 per cent? Another 3.5?’

What’s more, what cuts deeper than the sharpest shears: he didn’t even lose a whole finger. He sacrificed, in the end, a third of his smallest. He gave the tip, and I got shafted. And that’s why I hire him.

We returned to our room to find the heat turned up, flasks of cocoa waiting, and, miracle of miracles, some of our clothes and books. My pharmacopoeia was there. And there was a note on the table.

Mr Tamberlain,

I would like to apologise for my behaviour. I am tasked with balancing the will of Management against the wilfulness of our staff, and it’s sometimes necessary to sacrifice niceties. I know how hard it is for inductees to comprehend our ways. It’ll not have occurred to you that my gesture was not directed principally at you, but rather at the staff who permitted you to enter the Winter Garden. They are an unruly bunch at Harvest. Sometimes I feel like I’m completely alone downstairs.

You and I, I hope, can still be friends. And I hope this has taught a valuable lesson about the consequences of wandering our establishment alone at this challenging time of year. You can consider this an apology, accompanied by a final caution. You MUST stay in your apartment at all times during the Wild Hunt unless on a sanctioned excursion under approved escort. Your next misstep could cost far more than a small part of a finger.

(This could be beyond my remit, and I apologise if it seems so, but your agent seemed more than eager to step into your shoes. In my experience a business-minded individual never makes a sacrifice without expecting to recoup with interest. I only point this out because I am concerned for your well-being.

Likewise, I have it from reliable sources that it was your girl, Ms Green, who instigated your excursion. And I expected as much. I know, too, that she has been attempting to make unsanctioned contact with certain parties, and together to engage in disruptive activities. Her main objective seems to be our fire extinguishers. I’m sure I don’t need to emphasise to you how dangerous it is to tamper with our fire-safety features, and I know that you’ll be as concerned about her activities as I am, and that you’ll want to work with me to control her.)

But enough of my meddling. A nurse has been dispatched to treat Mr Woodbine. She will arrive in precisely forty-seven seconds.

But this is not enough, I know. I have spoken to Management, and they have given me permission to arrange a special enhanced birthday dinner for you as a conciliatory gesture. It’ll be served at precisely 5 p.m. Hotel Time, so please dress accordingly. (We would not want to find you in your gown and slippers. Ho, ho.) I can promise you an outstanding meal, prepared by Chef Donqueron.

As a further gesture of goodwill I have returned some of your personal items. We hope to give back the rest of your written materials soon.

Know that, as always, I am on your side, and that I want more than anything for you to join our establishment.

I hope this makes amends, and that you have a truly memorable birthday meal.

Warmest regards,

Murial Shabazzniov,

Your Concierge

The knock came as I finished reading. I ignored it. Beast could wait. Since when is returning someone’s possessions a gesture of goodwill? And birthday theme or not, how can feeding your guests be regarded as a conciliatory gesture? Some of our books were in a neat pile, tied with a crimson bow, on the writing desk in the den. My horse and ponies weren’t there, and nor were Gladys’s journals. Not that she cares. She hadn’t even looked at me on the way back from the Winter Garden. I said, ‘Hunter would have escaped the pools before they got there. He’s a clever little filter unit.’ She said nothing. Not with her voice, nor with her face. Her eyes were fixed, lizard-like, on some unknowable future.

The ‘glitches’ we’ve noticed are intensifying. On the way back to our room we saw a maid pushing an invisible laundry cart. We heard the squeak of wheels, the sound of the cart rumbling over marble floor, then back onto carpet. But no cart was visible. A boy carried a tray loaded up with glasses – only there was no tray. The glasses floated over his hands. Sometimes, and terrifyingly, a voice beside you might say, ‘Good day, sir,’ or, ‘That’s her. The girl who killed Franz.’ But when you turn no one is there. This palace of ghosts is unhinged. But is it unhinged because of us? Did we do this? G didn’t seem to notice any of these strange happenings. When she falls she falls hard. And she’s clearly fallen harder for Hunter than I realised. How quickly people fall for one another. No one takes the time to destroy their happiness and independence slowly any more. After thinking about it have decided that his death is regrettable. Though he was an annoying and pretentious man, he had a rare charisma. On the other hand, not having him around would make our lives less complicated.

‘Gladys, what’s all this about fire extinguishers?’ I leaned out through the door to the den, waved Shabazzniov’s note. She said nothing. Didn’t even look at me. She stood, went to her room, and quietly closed the door. She is an inverse slammer. The more upset she is, the more quietly she slams doors. Was she blaming me for Hunter’s death? I let in the nurse. Beast lay in an armchair with a washcloth on his brow. The nurse repaired his small wound. The stump embroidered, she put the whole arm on display in a sling. I ask you. Then he and the nurse began whispering together.

The phone rang, I answered it.

‘Yes?’

‘Tamberlain.’ Unmistakably him, unmistakably angry. ‘Did you tell them I was at the pools?’

‘What? Listen, we didn’t tell them a bloody fucking thing. We had another drink. We went to the Winter Garden. Fuckers ambushed us. How could we have warned you? Passenger pigeon? What century is this?’

A long silence, heavy breathing. ‘What the hell are you trying to do here, Tamberlain? What’s your angle?’

‘I told you already, I’m just trying to have my meal in the Undersea, and if possible leave here in one complete unit.’

‘… Put Gladys on.’

‘She is currently indisposed.’ It was true. She was in her room, indisposed by her music, and by feelings of overwhelming sadness which reveal themselves at the corners of her mouth when she has boy trouble, and which I knew could be smoothed away by the act of knocking on her door and handing her this receiver, which somehow I couldn’t do. She works for me, not this hairy strumpet.

‘Tell her I’ll be in touch. Tell her … well, just tell her that first part.’

I hung up. Gladys appeared a few seconds later.

‘It was just the front desk asking if we had enough towels.’

What can I say, Colette? I had my reasons. I needed G to move on. I needed her to be focused on the task at hand. Whatever that is. She knew I was lying. She went back to her room and ‘slammed’ the door. I went to my own room to lie down. Put some ice on my head-bumps. Found my bed had vanished. I am being profoundly fucked with. Went to watch Beast wax his torso and listen to him go on about Hunter. ‘“I’ve never worn drag before.” Pah-lease! That rouge was blended perfectly.’ Beast uses waxing as stress therapy. After his last boyfriend dumped him he stripped his whole body except his hair and eyebrows.

After that I went back to the study to write up these notes.

The staff arrived at 5 p.m. to prepare our apartment for dinner. They paused at the door like polite vampires until invited in, came through with palms raised and spun once to prove they were unarmed. A porter with dark skin and glowing eyes arrived with fresh towels. ‘We have towels already.’

‘You’ll need more, sir, I venture.’ A stack six high, burning white and monogrammed in gold stitch, the top-most had a loose thread which quivered electrically in the air. He deftly folded the towel’s corner with his shiny-nailed thumb to reveal … ‘Some Feast Day messages, sir. We thought they would best be sent to you.’

‘Oh. Well, thank you.’ I took the stack of towels, the boy left quickly. Then immediately rematerialised.

‘Something else?’

‘Your towels, sir.’

‘You just gave me towels.’ The same ones: that monogram with its loose thread. I took them – again – if only to end the exchange. Took the towels to the den. The staff watched me. My Feast Day notes would cheer me up, I supposed. If nothing else, they’d bring comic relief. I poured myself a whisky. There was a large, heavy, orange envelope marked ‘GLADYS’ which I put to one side. There were a great number of small Feast Day notes hidden in the puffy folds of the towels. Several were for me …

Mr Tamberlain, could it be possible that someone like you could think of a ginger biscuit like me? I dream of your answer. Lustfully, Mavis Z.

Not from her type-machine, I could tell. Someone trying to fuck with me. This, though …

I am honoured that someone of your status would take the time to write to someone of mine. Thank you for offering to read some of my work. With warm affections, Mavis Zhivast.

And …

She is ginger and tiny. If you want a rocket in you, come to the West Pagoda tonight. L.

But the bulk of them, surprisingly, were not for me …

If you are my Harvest Queen, listen: I will come in the night and carry you away like a sexual raven. Think of me. The Raven.

And …

I will give my zombie body to you. This very night? Tell me how! x

And …

Die, slut-witch! You will be RAPPED.

And …

If you were my Qeen Id fill a bath with lust and let u bave in it. Admirer.

And …

If you was my Harvest Queen, Ms Green, I’d give you a palace made of diamonds and a toilet made of pearls. x

I have no fucking idea.

We will be in your dreams tonight and do your bidding. We are yours forever. We are your army of the night. The Enchanted Huntresses.

Them again. There was a dozen more. All insane. But there was one which almost stopped my heart with its sheer unbridled insanity.

Gladys. Please forget him. I meant what I said. I am the only one who loves you truly. I always have. – J.

Had to stand and walk around the room. Eight, nine laps. Take a few deep breaths. What the fuck is happening? This is all getting horribly out of control. Who the fuck would fuck with us like this?

I took the reading glass from the desk and examined the note closely. The lines were hard and deliberate. No telltale fur. Definitely, categorically my writing. But definitely, categorically not written by me.

To the main room. G was back, too, wearing her hotel dressing gown, and her phones. She looked around, sensing the disturbance. She looked at me. I looked at her. She knew something was up but didn’t have enough in her to care. She looked smaller, if that’s possible. She looked heartbreakingly small.

Another knock. Beast went, shirtless, pink rectangles across his chest. ‘What?’

‘Fresh towels, sir?’

‘Tell him we have enough fucking towels, Beast!’

A birthday dinner served in our rooms: as it is to the high-class lunatic, or the person with a terminal disease who’s won the pity of a charity. Our service was Silverweld, our apertif was a bitter black sherry – non-vintage, but outstanding – served with creek-frog eggs in amber fig vinegar mushed and doused in a fragrant moose of condensed ‘sea-fog’. Astonishingly, it had been served in a copper cup which gave the eggs a metallic taste.

I could hardly enjoy myself anyway. Steaks of net-caught high mountain marsh snake were long-roasted in hot ash at our table and laced with nine varieties of ground pepper mixed on the skin of a drum. This variety of snake is among the ‘snakier’ tasting, but Chef had balanced the flavour by soaking the reptile in aromatic sherry. Our steward had selected that same sherry to accompany, so the flavour was somewhat monochromatic.

Hard to concentrate. Gladys wasn’t eating. They cleared her dishes. She hadn’t dressed for dinner. She hadn’t removed her phones. They brought in a birthday cake. Beast ate my piece, and hers. A silver tray arrived with party hats and blowers. Not wanting to lower the mood further, I took a hat, folded it into a square which I slipped into my jacket pocket. There were no hats large enough for Beast’s head, and this made him sad, so I constructed him a pocket square too. Even Gladys joined in. She took a hat and tore it into tiny, tiny pieces with her nimble fingers. Then the waiters sang the saddest, strangest version of ‘Happy, Happy, Namey, Namey Day’ I’ve ever heard.

But how quickly the weather can change in this place. There was an assertive knock, and no less than seven new waiters arrived bearing one silver tray on a black velvet cushion. ‘A special birthday gift from Chef Rojiibo, and the staff in the Undersea,’ announced one. Chef Donqueron and her staff scowled from the shadows. We heard snake hisses.

‘From Rojiibo?’

‘He came out of meditation just for you. He says that while he wandered the Windblown Kingdoms he heard a voice telling him to return. He wishes you to know he’s honoured to have spent several lifetimes mastering his art just for the challenge of providing for such a distinguished palate a meal unlike any other you’ve had – should you ascend – one which will match the ancient poems for their cohesiveness, their delightfulness and their ability to be almost indistinguishable from the nature which inspired them.’ The seven left to more hisses and whispered threats of violence from the shadows. The last of the seven waded ankle-deep in the floor as if it were a shallow pond.

The tray was covered with a scent-eliminating cloth, and its removal was like the opening of a vortex. A thing arose shyly, humbly. It seemed so delicate I felt like I might vanquish it by breathing. So I didn’t. The shy, shadowy thing invited me to eat it. The delicately folded fortune biscuit was the colour of sunlit wheat. It broke easily, and the small corner I ate seemed to vanish on my tongue and leave a succession of flavours which entangled and played tricks with time and space. The flavours weren’t complex, or exotic. Just so perfectly balanced that I wished it was poison I was eating so this would be the last thing I tasted. Buried inside was a kind of grassy butter I’d had in Kervotz, and a bitter caramel from Endolscina, and even the electric chill of a liquor called pěsttvář. It’s as if my memories from fifteen years of travel had been distilled into one perfect biscuit. Each layer of flavour fell sweetly upon the next, creating the feeling of standing beneath a crashing wave of happiness and loneliness. It was so good you could hardly even call it food. I became aware that a tear had rolled down my cheeks. Heard Beast say, ‘Gods.’ He turned to nudge G. She shrugged him away. But she must have smelled it, because she sighed, took off her phones, smashed her cookie with her flattened palm, threw a small piece into her mouth, and then she evaporated. Simply dissolved before our eyes. It was a marvellous sight. That mercenary creature vanished and was replaced by an ordinary girl who had no power to stop the flush running up her neck and invading her cheeks, her eyes misting, her lips parting to expel a breath. We watched her take, with fingers that in the time I’d known her had never trembled, the thin strip of edible paper from the shattered biscuit and read the words printed on it. Who knows what they said. But they brought more tears to the surface of her eyes. Maybe they said what mine did: ‘INSERT MESSAGE HERE.’ Or maybe it was completely blank, like Beast’s.

I don’t remember the band leaving, or the table being cleared. G went to her room. I went to the bathroom to splash some water on my face. My whiskers still hadn’t appeared. My face was perfectly smooth.

Beast poured us healthy shots of whisky. I took the glass he handed me and balanced it on a knee as I lay back on a leather lounger. Shook the stars from my head.

‘Who was on the phone?’ Was it Hunter? Beast and I have learned to speak in a kind of telepathy when she’s nearby.

‘Just cleaning asking if we need more towels.’ Yes, it was him.

‘Uh-huh.’ You gonna tell her it was him?

‘We have enough towels, Beast.’ It’s better this way. Someone else just complicates things.

‘She’s a mess, Boss. Never seen her like this.’

‘I know. Why did we even bring her here, Beast?’

‘To keep you alive.’

‘Right. And why are you here?’

‘To stop you from killing each other.’

‘Right. And why am I here?’

‘No idea. Nothing makes sense. What was the Winter Garden about? Insane.’

‘Oh, I told Doctor Rubin she’s into ice skating.’

‘Is she?’

‘Yeah. But she’s not off skating love hearts in a woodland setting. She’s in an Ultimate Arena skating league. Brutal shit. People get killed. It’s like he isn’t even trying to get her. Even Hunter knew to throw cheap jewellery at her.’

‘Smart people are pretty dumb.’

‘Yep.’

‘Anyway, some more towels came while you were in the bathroom.’

‘Seriously?’

I took the towels, my whisky, went into the den.

I waited for you in the West Pagoda. Now you will DIE!

Great. There was also a small, sealed envelope with a note from Hunter.

Dear Ms Green,

I feel nervous writing to you. I’m alive. I hope you weren’t worried. We managed to get out just before they arrived. They brought in giant fans to blow the steam away.

I was right about it being no accident you came here. Think what they could do if they cracked your head open. They’d be impregnable. They’ll already be working on your friends to sell you out. They’re at Stealth Four, which means the Marine Patrol must be close.

I don’t know if you feel the same, but I felt like we made a connection earlier. Anyway, I’m not one for romantic talk. But please come find me later if you can. I rubbed this paper on myself so you can follow the scent.

Thinking of you.

Hunter. x

Had dropped the letter after ‘rubbed this on myself’. Picked it up by the corner with a tissue and let it fall into the waste bin. I opened the heavy orange envelope marked ‘Gladys’, the one I’d set aside earlier. I’d set it aside because I had a good idea who it’d come from. Inside was a stack of battered old journals – like school composition books – and a note.

Gladys. I never know how to write these. Why be coy? You are a fascinating specimen. But so much more! You won’t let me in, but I am a patient man. I know I can convince you I’m not evil, and so as proof, here are my childhood journals. You got so angry when I told you I’d read your journals, so this will make us even. They will show you that we come from the same place, and have shared many of the same experiences. Also, that we’re all the same deep down. We all have allergies. I know that you’ve had a difficult life, too, but that you’re secretly a sensitive soul. I know that you have complicated feelings for someone, and I know I can help you work through those constructively. It’s what I do. I heal. It’s OK to have feelings. But you must also know we can’t trust him. I want to share so much with you, but I can’t until you let me in. Here is a poem which expresses my feelings.

I can’t bring myself to copy down this poem. It’s the saddest, most awful little thing I think I’ve ever read.

Went back into the main room. Beast had fallen asleep in his chair. Madness. What I need is to take back control. Certainly can’t trust Doctor Rubin any more. What’s the saying? ‘Drug me once …’ It’s clear they only want what’s in G’s head, and once they get it they’ll probably dispose of all of us. What I need is a plan. I need a plan to get Gladys out of this place before it’s too late. Because right now, at this point in my life, I actually care whether a person lives or dies. There’ve only ever been a couple of those. And she’s the only one left.

Afraid to sleep, for obvious reasons. Retrieved Doctor Rubin’s old journals from the den. Thought they might have useful intel, or at least be an amusing diversion. But just like our Feast Day notes, and the letter from Hunter, there was nothing amusing about them.

[image: image]

‘… The mind is a strange and strangely delicate thing. But it’s also very powerful. I think our ideas of what the universe is are constructed entirely from within our minds, just like our ideas of what the universe was, or will be.’30

30  From the secret journals of Doctor Rubin Difflaydermaus.



‘… I think my life is good, mostly. Mostly I’m happy. Every morning my mother brings me my bowl of milk, and pinches my cheek, and tells me I grew bigger overnight. This is erroneous. I like to watch my parents work in the clinic, and I’ve learned a lot. I do my homework and at night I read. My favourite book currently is Lordhammer, which is set in a fictional age of dragons. The dragons can breathe fire, and the heroes who fight them have not discovered flameproof materials. I have also been reading a lot about life in the real world outside this hub. There are places called “schools”, where young people like me go to learn about things like mathematics and rhetoric. There are no schools here, but my maths is excellent, and my rhetoric is fairly good. Not as good as my maths. Today I learned about anadiplosis, which means starting a phrase with the last word of previous phrase. “I am Sam; Sam I am.” (Actually, I am Rubin, but Rubin doesn’t sound as good.) I have written code for a machine character called Anna Diplosis who speaks only in rhetorical devices. But I need to build a computing machine to make her real. So far she’s only in my head. Which I suppose is a kind of computing machine. I have salvaged some old parts from a disused storeroom. I can already imagine Anna’s voice. I would probably say it was “silky”.’



‘… I have been busy so have not written in here. I have built a networked game called MACHINEFABRIK, which has become smally famous. Players have to design their own machines which then can enjoin and interact with others’ machines. The machines can be big as a planet, or small as a grain of dust. I managed to route into the Ethernet, and shared my game with other children – for free! I see how people enjoy it and how quickly it has spread and I say, “Rubin, could this be the beginning?” Then I answer, “Yes!” Then Father usually comes in and says, “Rubin, who are you speaking to, it’s time to sleep, yes?” I sneak out of bed again later. My mind is filled with so many thoughts. I wonder how many children live in Fire River.’

‘… A hubtech came today to see why abandoned DX1 servers had been reactivated and routed to the bedroom of a twelve-year-old boy. She seemed very nice, and she was curious and amazed at how I did some difficult things. I didn’t say much, because I found it strange to have a stranger talk to me, and because she had large “breasts”. Later I tried to find her but she’d gone.’



‘… Our cluster of hubs is owned by Bell Interstellar Telephony, which is a Western company, but it’s in an independent district, but also technically it’s in the Industrial Processing Districts, which belong to the East. It’s complicated. I heard my father tell my mother that if the Great Butcher wants to take our hubs and the rest of Fire River no one could do anything, and then the West would be screwed. I don’t know who the Great Butcher is, or what he means by “screwed”.’

‘… With advances in computing we could one day build much smaller hubs which are powerfuller and also symbiotic with their habitat. My own design is for a compact hub coated in a self-propagating material – maybe slime mould – that would interact with the surrounding ocean and use it as a computing material. The sea could also act as a coolant, and an energy source – you could use electrolysis to convert water to liquid oxygen and liquid hydrogen. But we’re still decades away from useful organic computing. I like to dream.’

‘… The paper I wrote on machine intelligence has caused a stir. I’ve gotten many messages from important scientists. When they realise how young I am most of them don’t write again. Some adults from T-anxia City came to see me. They said they were with SIS, the Security and Intelligence Service. They asked me a lot of questions, and gave me an intelligence test. I don’t mean an intelligence test. I mean a test of my intelligence. They asked if I would ever sell any of the things I’ve designed to people outside Fire River. I said no. They asked my parents if we would consider moving closer to T-anxia, for our security. They said no, they couldn’t leave their patients.’

‘… When I see some of my parents’ patients and the damage living inside these giant computers can do to the fragile human structures, I think, “Rubin, there must be a better way.” It isn’t hard to imagine a theoretical system in which artificial workers replace real ones. But I think mine is a particularly elegant solution for the two main problems with “virtual” or cloned workers:

1. How to build a flexible, intelligent “V-obot” or “Clo-bot” who is adaptive and self-repairing.

2. How to look after the human workers this V-obot has replaced.

Imagine if you could pay each human worker a one-time royalty – enough to live out their remaining years in comfort – in return for using them as a template for an engineered worker. The initial costs would be offset against future savings, since these clones could be endlessly reproduced when they wore out. It would solve a lot of problems. I have sketched out a technical model for my system, though a lot of the technology I’d need doesn’t even exist yet.’



‘… The Butcher has taken our hubs. Yesterday we were all taken from where we lived to processing centres. Even the patients from the clinic, and this was sad because most of them didn’t know what was happening. It was chaos. The soldiers separated us youngsters from our parents. My parents were very upset, but I was not because I’ve always wanted to see the world. Then a boy told me we might be taken to the work camps. I don’t know what they are, but I like to work, and I was more alarmed that I was speaking to a real human child. He said we might never see our parents again. If I knew that when they were taken away I might have been more upset. Who will bring me my milk each morning and pinch my cheeks?’

‘… My mother gave me a bottle of green pills and told me that if my ordeal became too much – for example, if they started to hurt us or force us to do unpleasant things – I should take one of these pills, and distribute the rest to the other children. I had never seen her lacrimate before. The brother and sister nearby had matching red scarves wrapped around their mouths, and were too scared to even lacrimate. They held one another tightly, and I wondered if I should give them each a pill. And then a fat boy offered me a dark green sweet from a grubby jar and I wondered if he was trying to poison me.’

‘… I have not been able to write in here for many months because we were all taken to a factory. It was such a big place. We were put in tiny cages and made to put toys together. We slept in hammocks in the cages. We were only allowed to sleep for two hours a day. It was hard work, and there wasn’t much food, but I was able to use the tools I had to refit my workstation for a 43 per cent efficiency increase. A supervisor came to see how I could make so many toys, and why some of the children around me had stopped functioning. The girl in the next cage had been lacrimating constantly, so I’d given her a special pill, and then she stopped. Then of course some of the other children wanted sweets too!’



‘… The soldier who shouted my name all the way across the floor of a factory had an oily, angry face. All the other children watched as I opened the pink envelope. The letter addressed me by name and told me everything was going to be fine, that I should follow the soldier to the docks.’

‘… He said I was being sent away, and this filled me with joy. But when I pressed him he said I was being sent to another factory. This did not fill me with joy.’

‘… At the docks the soldier handed me another pink envelope and said, “You have no idea how lucky you are, tiny pig.” Inside was cash (I had never seen cash money, and I had to ask another passing soldier what it was. He took it.) There were papers under another boy’s name, tickets and special visas.’

‘… It was such a long trip this time. I nearly starved because I had no money to buy food. I lost most of the fat on me. But my beard has not stopped growing.’

‘… I was woken by the sound of the docking phases, and I knew we’d reached port. I staggered out of the ship. My legs did a funny dance on the solid ground. There was someone waiting on the docks.’

‘… She took me to a beaten-up, three-wheel vehicle. An ambulance. She drove like a maniac … I was in a vast factory district. It was a network of giant barges strung together by half-mile-thick steel cables … We went like a bullet through dark tunnels, then through a massive gateway with an iron sign. I said, “Wait. Did that sign say MACHINEFABRIK?” She said nothing … We approached a building which even I could tell was a hospital. It had a broken sign: “HROZPITAL” … And walls black with oily fungus…. “Hrozpital?” I said. The woman, who had a kind of nurse’s uniform on underneath her coat, said, “No! Factory!”’

‘… I waited by the ambulance for almost an hour … choking in the smog … the doors to the annexe swung open with a piercing squeal …’

‘… an orderly dressed in a uniform which was either grey or had been washed so often it had become grey.’

‘… led me through the empty hospital … gurneys and wheelchairs overturned … dust on every surface. “Hrozpital?” The orderly shook his head. “Fakto! Machinwerk!”’

‘… We climbed eighteen flights. The large man had to stop frequently to hack and spit. His spit was bloody. I think he needed a hrozpital.’

‘… down narrow corridors … doors with tiny glass windows … marked with signs I couldn’t read…. “REKORDZ” … I felt faint with fatigue and hunger … Finally, we reached a bare wooden door stamped “MACHINFABRIK”. The paint was still wet … I found myself stepping into my old room. I have to write this down so I can believe it. It was MY room. Nine paces by nine paces … my bunk, my desk, my machinconsole, my steel storage cupboards, my model 9-Class Cruiser. All the things I’d collected through my life. I thought I had stepped all the way back across the seas and into a dream. I turned to exclaim about this to the orderly, but he had vanished.’

‘… It is very strange … There is a door on the far side of my apartment which opens to a narrow balcony overlooking a factory floor. It is much bigger than the factory I came from…. I have not been able to take an exact count, but I would estimate that there are more than 100,000 souls here … all children … they are all hard at work making what I think are alkaline battery-powered torches.’

‘… and in the morning a boy will bring me a hearty soup, at the end of the day the same boy will bring me a document telling me how many instruments we made, and how many manufacturing units we lost, and every day I’ll tell him I’m not in charge here, and I’m not the one he should be bringing these things to. Except for the soup, of course.’

‘… I don’t know what I should do. For weeks I’ve done nothing but stay in my room, working on some problems. I have an allergy to this place. There is something unhappy about them being out there. It gnaws. It is much worse than when I worked alongside them. I will sometimes go out on the balcony to look at them … the majority are younger than me … I watch them collect the simple pieces of those strange black cylinders together, placing them in pink boxes, and those into a larger box beside their station … an alarm will sound, the children will clip their hammocks across their cage and climb in … the cycle repeats … day after day after day. Their snores are deafening, but not as deafening as the alarm which wakes them. I’ve decided my discomfort at this scene is another allergy. I am allergic to seeing this every day.’

‘… I try to sleep, but can’t. I try to work, but I’m paralysed. Perhaps there’s a medicine.’

‘… I walk a lap through the corridors around my apartment each day. The route is several miles long. I never find an unlocked door. Today I returned to find a woman sitting alone on the floor outside my apartment, her hands folded neatly in her lap … “What are you doing here?”

“I’m here for my interview.”

“For which job?”

“For the job as your supervisor. I’m here to supervise you.”

“Why are you sitting on the floor?”

“Because there’s no chair.”

“Are you the only applicant?”

“Yes, Rubin.”

“You know my name.”

“Yes, Rubin.”

“Will any more come?”

“No, Rubin.”

“Will you hug me?”

“If you like.”

“Maybe later then.”’

‘… She is a strange young woman. At least ten years older than me. Maybe more. She has tanned skin and piercing black eyes. She dresses very properly. Her hair is funny. She is called Murial.

“What job have you been sent to do?”

“Whatever job you need. You should eat more. I’ll see you get more food.”

“Is this a factory or a hospital?”

“It’s your clinic, Rubin.”

“If it’s my clinic can I make all those children go away?”

“You can. You can make them go away by helping them.”

“What exactly are they making down there?”

“It’s a toy.”

“A toy for children?”

“No. No it’s not a toy for children.”’

‘… Time passes. My allergies are less severe. My new labs are fine. I can have anything I want by asking for it. And there are new people arriving to assist me every day. They call me sir. Even the ones who know more about this equipment than I do call me sir. Murial does not call me sir. But she calls me many other names. She calls me Little Bear. She likes to rub her fingers through the hairs on my chest and call me Little Bear. She’s very protective. She doesn’t like it when they laugh at me. Sometimes she goes too far.’

‘… It was hard at first. The children would ask what was going to happen to them, and I couldn’t bear to tell them. But because of what we learned from the earlier subjects we have been able to move to non-destructive scanning methods … We can create stable scans, and even edit them now … We can scan a whole brain now in just a few weeks. That’s a long time to keep a subject unconscious. We feed them food through a tube and happy dreams through needles in their skulls … Can you imagine how strange it would be to go to sleep, then wake up in another body? I cannot. But I can make it happen. All my dreams are coming to reality.’

‘… Today Murial gave me a pink envelope. Inside was an invitation to exhibit at the International Exhibition of Science and Industry … “MACHINEFABRIK. Stand 14681, Plaza of Weapons, Munitions and Strategic Devices”. Not the World of Medicine. Not the Domain of the Mind … Some mistake … No mistake. Murial seemed worried, but she wouldn’t talk about it, and she wouldn’t say goodbye.’

‘… I had never been on a ship like this, never slept in a bed this big, never eaten in a restaurant. The waiter in the dining compartment had to instruct me on the rudiments of restaurant etiquette, such as using a knife and fork, and chewing and eating unprocessed food, and employing a napkin, and drinking wine from a glass, and throwing up into the ice bucket. I suppose I am allergic to wine as well!’

‘… I knew, from reading, that things called cinemas existed. But nothing can prepare you for the experience. It is fantastical. A presentation is “projected” at the wall in two dimensions. The production is most often a dramatic or comedic story, similar to ones you find in books, yet told in visual language, with no regard for contiguity of time and place. A scene of a man kidnapping a woman might cut intermittently to a man driving a train, and only after several minutes are you given an idea of how the two scenes are related. It is very confusing. But wonderful! Imagine if you could build a cine-movie in three dimensions. It isn’t impossible.’

‘… The light in the exhibition centre was very bright. I’m allergic to bright light. I had to wear my dark glasses … a little desk for me to stand behind, leaflets which said inane things about nothing: “MACHINEFABRIK: Engineering the Future Human”. The leaflets advertised treatments such as memory erasures and mood implants. Simpleton stuff … a man called Stanley arrived wearing a MACHINEFABRIK pin and said he was my assistant … I just wanted to be back in my factory. I miss Murial. I miss her “secret cuddles”. I asked Stanley if he’d ever had such a cuddle, and he looked at me strangely. He’s much older. At least forty. He said a temp agency sent him … Sometime after lunch I got bored, so I took a nap. Stanley woke me, “It’s nearly time for your two o’clock.”

“What two o’clock?”

“The meeting. The one at two o’clock.”

“Who is the meeting with?”

“I don’t know, but they said you shouldn’t be late.”

“Or what?”

“Or they’ll slit me open.”

“OK then.”’

‘… The room had white walls, floor and ceiling, and a steel table with three chairs. At the table was a very large man in a very good suit, a crimson tie. His face and head were perfectly bald, and his eyes were so bright they startled. He had a scar down one side of his face. There was a second, younger man who wore dark glasses and had a steel case. He never talked. He just smiled and I never learned his name before he died. The bald man said, “Hello, Rubin. I am Lepold.”

He smiled, too. Nothing more. Only smiles. We sat that way for a long time. I tapped my feet against the hard floor just so there’d be a noise. Then I asked, “How many people are at this exhibition, do you think?” The men looked at one another, but didn’t answer me. So I said, “I like the spiral dome in the conference centre.” Nothing. “Did you know our spiral galaxy defies physics? The angular speed of rotation of the galactic disc varies with distance from the centre, so the radial arms should become curved as it rotates.” They didn’t answer. Then finally the bald man asked, “How is your work progressing, Doctor? Are you happy?” I said it was fine, and I was happy enough, though the factory is dark and cold, and the children seem sad, “and anyway, what about you, are you happy with your work?” He said he was, so I asked what work he did.

“I’m in the hotel business.”

And when I asked why he was calling me Doctor, since I had no doctorate, the smiling man produced a large envelope from his case and pushed it across the steel table towards me, and Lepold said: “Congratulations, Doctor.”

Inside was the certificate which hangs on the wall of my office.

“I’ve had my eye on you since you were very young. We took a gamble on you. But we now see your work as central to our project.”

“I still don’t understand what this project is.”

“Like I said, I’m a hotelier. We’re in the hotel business.”

I explained that I didn’t want to be in the hotel business. He pretended to be astonished. “You don’t? Well, what kind of business do you want to be in?” I could only shrug. “A hotel is a wonderful place, Rubin. Have you never stayed in one? No? It’s a safe place. A sanctuary. It always has been. A respite for pilgrims harassed by wolves and bandits; a retreat for women repressed by the norms of society.” He was smiling. I wished they’d both stop smiling at me. I didn’t know what he was talking about. To me, there is still nothing normal about society. “We want a place people can feel safe. You like to feel safe, don’t you?” I said I did. “Do you know the story of the Great Deluge, Rubin?”

I said I did not.

“The gods warned of a great catastrophe which would wipe out all humanity. So a man decided to build a very big boat, and put all the animals in the world on the boat. Why would he do that, Rubin? Why would he save all the animals, and leave most of the people to drown?”

I shrugged. “Because he’s an animal lover. Or a people hater. I’d need more data.”

“We’re building a kind of boat too, Rubin. For people. We want everyone who goes there to feel safe. We want our clients to be young and happy forever. The happier they are in life the better. We want to reassure them that if they have a dark memory, or a destructive impulse, it will be banished. We want our people to have none of the flaws nature gave them. Your work can make this happen. You’re going to be very rich.”

I said I didn’t want to be rich. I said I wanted my work to be for the good of all humanity.

“For the good of humanity?”

“Yes. Now I want to leave. I want to go back to my factory. Please don’t try to resist me.”

Lepold smiled at me. “The factory is gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yes. We cleansed it. We learned that a group called the Water Bears had discovered our operation and possibly infiltrated it. Have you heard of them?” I said I hadn’t. “We need to stay one step ahead of our enemies. Sometimes that means destroying what we love.”

“Murial.”

“Dead. Now listen. There is no such thing as ‘good’, Rubin. A good person knows it. Let me tell you my story. And then we can talk about ‘good’. I once had parents I loved. They were doctors, too. Like your parents. Like you. They could have been wealthy, but they chose the good path. They chose to run a clinic in a very poor place. They wanted to help people. When they died I had to eat people’s organs just to survive. Was that good? Yes. It was good because those organs were full of life. They gave me the power to survive. I survived. I eventually got a new family. I got to live in a grand hotel. I got to see how the rich live. I had work I cared about. I had everything I needed to be happy. And then a kind of monster decided she was going to take it all away again. You know about the Great Butcher. She killed billions of people. She destroyed most of the beautiful things our society had made. She ordered her top scientists to perfect a way for her to impregnate men. She outlawed hospitals and declared that in future every disease and ailment would be cured by the ‘will of the people’. She had thousands of doctors taken to a coliseum and executed to the tune of ‘It’s Not Over ’Til it’s Over’. She declared that no one could receive a licence to practise any profession until they could recite all 10,000 of her ‘Principles of the State’. I had to learn all of them. ‘3,211. That a Famine is not a Famine but a Banquet of Enlightenment. That where the Belly is empty, Truth flows in.’ These are terrible things. But in her mind she thought she was doing a good thing. And our powerful friends in the West, who had enjoyed our hospitality for so many years, wouldn’t intervene. So I wrote a polite letter to our new ruler, explaining how much I loved the old hotel. I told her how happy it made people. I told her all about my adoptive family, my sisters, all the great people who went there. I told her if she let us keep our little paradise she would have my family’s undying loyalty. So the Butcher did come to visit us. She was so friendly. I was relieved. It turns out that she is as obsessed with the cine-movies as I was. She knew all the people in all the photos on our walls. Mrs Kharnovar, my adoptive mother, took her to her wardrobe to show her all the famous dresses she’d been given. There was one the actress they call the Matrioshka had worn in The Silent Ones. That dress was priceless. The Butcher was almost reduced to tears. We turned on a banquet in our private quarters. It was such a banquet. The Butcher was polite. She laughed and joked with us through dinner and dessert, and after dessert came coffee. She excused herself to use the restroom. When she returned we were all shocked to see she was wearing the Matrioshka’s dress, and some of my mother’s pearls. While she calmly drank her coffee she ordered her soldiers to kill my parents while I watched. She had my sisters raped, then killed. When it was done she had all the staff gathered in the ballroom. And then she gassed them. So by the time the coffee had gone cold all my friends and all my family had vanished. I was the only one left. And the Butcher said to me then, ‘Write me a letter from the camps when you’ve worked out why I did this. If you can tell me, I’ll set you free, and give you a new job.’ Is any of that good?”

I had no reply.

“I was in the camps for years. I once had to eat my own toes to survive – which is why I walk with a cane.”

Then he picked up his cane and brought it down so hard on the steel table I rose a foot from my chair. The other man didn’t jump at all. He was still smiling at me. Lepold stood and hobbled around as he spoke.

“I wrote to the Butcher every week, Rubin, telling her why I thought she’d killed my family. I wrote hundreds of letters, saying it was because I’d insulted her, or because the Kharnovars represented decadent imperial interests. Finally one day, just a few hours after I’d had to eat my own frozen toes – which I had to let thaw in my mouth before I could chew them – I had an inspiration. I wrote: Because undying loyalty isn’t something you can offer. Such a revelation! I felt like a new man. And sure enough, the next week the order came to release me. And where do you think I was sent? To my hotel! Because the Butcher hadn’t destroyed it like she had so many others. She’d turned it into her secret retreat. She had decided I should be her private clerk. Can you imagine what it was like to see her every day, Rubin? In that empty palace? To come when this malformed monster called, and answer any stupid question she had about the people who used to visit our establishment, or the clothes they wore? She would bring out dresses, and I would have to tell her who’d worn it, and where. I was her pet. At least she thought so.

“Eventually, pleased with me, she gave me the Kharnovars’ factories to run. She needed to make munitions, uniforms. I don’t think you could imagine how miserable things were in those factories. It was like visiting hell. As bad as the camps, at least. It was a shock for me to see the state of the people in those places, and to realise that the people I’d loved were monsters too. What’s worse, Rubin: to slaughter millions of people, or to keep them their whole lives in the worst misery? I hadn’t been able to see this because I loved them. I loved them, Rubin. More than anything in the world!”

He swung the heavy cane around with astonishing strength, a full arc before it smashed into the back of the smiling man’s head. It made a sickening crunch. Blood sprayed across the table, over my face and over my new shirt, the one Murial had bought for me. The man who’d received the blow was still smiling as he slowly tipped forward.

“Is that good? Is it good to know the people you loved are monsters? I did what I could with the factories. I at least stopped the men and women and children who worked there from starving to death, and dying from disease while they pieced together toys for wealthier children, or put into fortune cookies fortunes for people more fortunate than them. But I survived all these experiences because I was strong!” He swung his cane above his head and down, again that sickening sound. “And patient!” Now bits of brain and bone littered the table and the front of my shirt, and my face. “And because I was strong and patient I eventually got the thing I wanted most in the world. And that’s how I’m going to get the other thing I want most in the world. Ask me what it is.”

“What is it?”

“Revenge.” He put his bloody cane on the table, took his seat again.

“So you feel like you’ve lost everything. Poor boy. Because of me, you’ve lost nothing. I will never see the people I knew again. But you will, because they’re all stored magically away in computers, waiting for you to bring them back to life, and to give them a new home. Even Murial. We had your data copied, encrypted and hidden. Your work is safe. Those children didn’t die for nothing. And I’ll give you back everything you built, piece by piece. So long as you work with us. We’ll make a fantastic team. We’ll burn anyone who crosses us. We’ll catch one of those Bears. We’ll find a way. And when we do we’ll tear open her skull and learn all her secrets.” He took out a lavender handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed the sweat from his brow. The only sound in the room was his heavy breaths. “We would like to have our grand opening this spring, in time for Harvest.”

“You’re the devil!” I stood and shouted at the man.

“Oh! The devil, am I? But I’m only your humble servant, Rubin. If I’m the devil, and I serve you, what does that make you?”

I was struck dumb with horror. I thought about running from the room, but I wasn’t sure my legs would even work.

“You don’t slay a monster by being more moral than the monster, Rubin. Evil exists. It exists in our age more than any. But true evil isn’t scared of angels. Real evil can only be defeated by the worthiest scoundrel.”’

[image: image]

[image: image]

 

 

 

NOTES ON DEVELOPING EVENTS

I was dreaming. A nightmare about an immunity-deficient troll forced into the service of a powerfully deranged monster and made to conduct horrible experiments on children. And now the monster wanted Gladys. He wanted a Water Bear. And there she was, standing near the handsome-looking veneer cabinet containing a state-of-the-art Boschenform high-fidelity Exophonic music system with quadrangular, carbon-insulated phonic tubes. Wearing a genuine Gavage vintage evening dress of pale green silk. Yes, a dream. Said, ‘Yes, I know this one. I turn around and suddenly you have my mother’s head and you’re holding a dead baby.’

‘You’re awake,’ said Gladys. ‘I need to get out of here.’

‘Agreed. These people are insane. There are no words.’ I cast Doctor Rubin’s book aside. ‘But how? They won’t let us leave while they’re still unpacking the Franz Affair. What’s the plan? Shoot our way out?’

‘I mean we should go for a drink.’

‘What? No. Absolutely not.’ Nudged Beast, who started awake in the chair next to me, cried, ‘Don’t want to!’ Then saw G. Said, ‘Fuck.’ Granted, the dress was slightly rumpled, the accessories were mismatched, and the effect was spoiled by the shape of the auto-pistol she had strapped to her thigh. But still.

‘Gladys, where the fuck did you get a Gavage?’

‘It’s Grandmama’s’

‘It’s Grandmama’s?’

‘She left it to me. In her will. What’s your brisket, John?’

‘No brisket.’ I wasn’t about to ask her how a woman cloned in a sack by a corporation could have a grandmama. That was her business. ‘I’ve just never seen you dress acceptably.’

‘Well, you’ve never taken me anywhere nice.’ Not true. I’ve taken her many nice places. She usually sits at the bar, scanning the clientele for ‘aggression indicators’. ‘So come on. Let’s find a bar. I’m fucking wound up. We could check out the Rainbow Danger Club.’

‘Gladys, as you know, I like a drink as much as the next man – at least.’ I glanced at Beast, who nodded. ‘But leaving here is mad. We’ve been given our final FINAL warning. I’ve had it in writing. Right, Beast?’

‘Huh? Yeah. Final warning.’

‘So? Fuck it. One drink. Two, max. We’ll be back before they know we’re gone.’

Speaking to me in my native tongue. She does it when she’s truly trying to work me over.

‘Out of the question. You’re supposed to stop us doing this kind of stuff, Gladys. What’s Beast going to lose on this adventure? A foot? Because he needs both for dancing.’

‘I do, Gladys.’

‘They’re not gonna hurt us. They want something.’

‘Exactly. Look, this is painful to say, Gladys. But I don’t think this is all about me. A part of this might be about you.’

‘I know. They think I have Water Bear shit they can steal.’

‘And do you? Have “Water Bear shit”?’

Shrugs. ‘Maybe. Makes no difference, they won’t get it. Unless I go full-sleep. And I won’t have to do that for at least another week. Right now I’m all dressed up, and I’m thirsty.’

‘I know what you’re thirsty for, Gladys. You think Hunter is still alive.’

‘Whatever. I’m going out. You can stay here and help Beast wax his balls if you want.’

‘We don’t have time for Beast’s balls, Gladys. This is serious.’

‘Sorry, what about my balls?’

‘Just one drink.’

‘I can’t lose my balls.’

‘Gladys, you don’t know what we’re dealing with. This is an asylum run by psychopaths. They stole the minds of factory children, turned them into killer robots. If we go out there again it’s to make a mad run for the last life-pod. That’s our plan. No more fucking escapades. No more messing with fire extinguishers. Right, Beast?’

‘We could go for one drink, Boss. Wet the noodle.’

How had this happened? How had things spun out of control so fast that I was now the sane one? The one who would say, ‘No! Absolutely not. I’m putting my foot down. We are not going on a late-night fucking rampage to the Rainbow Danger Club!’




NOTES ON THE RAINBOW DANGER CLUB

In the Rainbow Danger Club, long-silent beasts from unknown and unknowable places had us surrounded. The club is a museum to the elite’s community of dedicated mega-safari enthusiasts. Beasts, some over thirty feet high, crouched in fearsome combat poses which belied the fact that most of them had very likely been ambushed on an ordinary morning while taking an ordinary morning shit. Their heads adorned the walls, their horns and tusks protruded from the wood-panelled walls. Our bartender, Nightgay, was sombrely explaining the constitution of the hotel’s signature cocktail, the White Oyster.

‘It is simply John Barleycorn, sir. Almost. It contains the faintest traces of an aromatised wine flavoured with botanicals, so little of it that it should not affect the nature of the gin in the slightest. And yet …’

‘This is the best gods-damned thing I’ve ever damned-well gods-damned tasted.’ Woodbine had an insane look in his eyes. His ears were red with pleasure.

‘Thank you, sir. This recipe has been passed down through the generations. We have perfected it, we think. We have a formula known only to our staff.’ He placed a tray of fortune biscuits beside our drinks and went back to polishing glasses.

‘Well, have you written it down? Put it in a safe somewhere? Where do you keep it?’

‘Easy, Beast.’

‘We have not committed it to paper. With respect, Mr Beast, that would be foolish. But we have it here.’ He touched the side of his sandy head with the hand that held the polishing rag. ‘And we would never tell, even under torture. But I can tell you that the gin must be chilled to a precise temperature. The amount of aromatised wine is measured to a tolerance of one-millionth of an ounce. We use a diamond-encrusted shaker so that the ice is pulverised, and the cold gin is infused with microscopic shards. It adds magic to the gin.’ His eyes sparkled with pleasure. ‘If any bartender tells you that this drink should be stirred, you should shake him vigorously.’

‘And what about the olive?’ I said.

‘Oh. Well, any quality cocktail olive will do. We use Selford’s.’

‘I see.’

Gladys had gone off to find a jacket, and now she returned. This is a club for men, but they’d agreed to let her in if she wore a jacket. It was far too big. The sleeves hung past her hands. I heard a note of satisfaction sound in my chest which I drowned with the rest of my Oyster. She slid herself up on a stool and grunted at Nightgay: ‘Old Spanish.’

‘No, no, noeeeeewwwww, you’re gonna want to try one of these … Nightgay, what are they called again?’

‘White Oyster, Mr Beast.’

‘White Oyster! Make this lady the best White Oyster you can.’

‘I will do my best, sir.’

‘I’m going to the men’s room.’

‘Through those twin doors on the far side, sir.’

‘I don’t need an escort, Gladys.’ She was halfway off her stool.

‘Seriously? Well, say hi to Massimo.’

Massimo. Fuck Massimo. I pushed through the double doors, stopping then because the narrow corridor to the conveniences was dim and lonely. I felt the wind from the doors as they swung shut behind me, erasing the sounds of music and shattering ice. I saw a shadow pass the frosted glass of the doors at the far end. Felt a wind on the back of my neck. Thought to return to the bar, but my need was urgent.

Fuck Massimo. Fuck him in both eyes.

The conveniences in the club are a wood-and-marble wilderness about the size of a small airport, a silverleaf starburst ceiling with an extravagant crystal chandelier. ‘Impossibly big.’ At least eighty stalls on one side, painted lavender, urinatoriums on the other. They almost met at a vanishing point in the distance. Someone had scrawled two words in lipstick on the mirror above the sinks. ‘She Hunts.’ Good for her. I was worried that the demonic boy I’d met in the toilets that morning might be in there. Called, ‘Tommy?’

No answer. My voice boomed in the undampened space.

Tommy-ommy-ommy.

I took the ninth stall. Felt I was pissing away all the cares of the past few weeks. Let out a cry of relief which barrelled around the expanse of marble and ceramic tiles. I finished, turned, and was briefly startled by my own reflection. ‘She Hunts.’ I went to the sinks, carefully washed my hands. The Enchanted Huntresses. ‘Just a social club, I’m sure,’ I said aloud, for no reason but to disturb the silence. ‘Yes.’ The Alpine Club; the City Men; Ladies of Fatima. ‘Our Laaaaaaaady of Fat-i-maaaaaaaaa,’ I sang as I bent and filled my cupped hands with cool water, glanced up from the sink, and died.

‘Towel, sir?’ Tommy said as my cry smashed around the room and faded.

‘Thank you.’ I dried my hands, dabbed at my crotch with the towel. It was him again. He stood just an inch too close.

‘You have a lovely singing voice, sir.’

‘Thank you, these acoustics are kind.’

‘The Huntresses are an unofficial clique, sir. Not a social club.’

‘Hmmm? What’s the diff?’

‘A club is for guests; a clique is for us.’

‘Ah.’

‘The Huntresses are women who work here. Mostly.’

‘Oh? Are they old?’

‘Mostly young.’

‘The group, I mean.’

‘I apologise. They’re fairly new. Only a day old.’

‘That is new.’

‘It’s fine to see you again. You don’t have to worry about Massimo. He’s otherwise engaged tonight.’

‘Right.’

He smiled.

‘Will sir need a change of trousers now he’s startled himself?’ I had managed to throw an impressive amount of tap water over my junk.

‘No. No, I’m fine. Thank you, Tommy. I can look after myself.’

‘I only came because you called me, sir.’

‘No, I was … it doesn’t matter.’

‘Sir won’t be embarrassed to be out drinking tonight with watermarks on his trousers and shirt front?’

I stared at him.

‘It might be embarrassing if you were to run into an acquaintance. If Ms Zhivast should see you about. Everyone is so surprised to have you out tonight. So bold.’

I stared at him some more. He continued to stare at me without blinking. Young Tommy, eyes like a hawk. Tommy-ommy-ommy. In the hard, white light I could see every blemish on his skin. I hadn’t realised it, but he looked like a younger me.

‘What’s it like, Tommy?’

‘What’s it like, sir?’

‘To be you?’

‘To be me? I don’t follow.’

‘Do you not? It feels like you do. I really should be …’ I made to edge away. He had me almost pinned against the sinks.

‘Can I suggest, sir, a change of trousers at least? You will notice that I am an exact match for you in height and weight.’

The boy was right. He was exactly my height and weight. How quickly he’d grown.

‘That won’t be necessary, ah, Tommy …’

‘I insist, sir.’ He took a step back from me, slipped off his shoes. He calmly removed his trousers. I stood horrified as he carefully folded them and hung them over his right forearm, resumed gazing at me.

‘It’s a trick. You want to drug me.’

‘Drug you, sir? Never.’

‘You did it just this morning.’

‘Never, sir. That must have been someone else.’

He was going to stand there till I acquiesced. Where the fuck was Gladys? I could probably knock a man my size out, but I didn’t know what he was capable of. I sighed and began to take off my trousers. I folded them carefully. As I proffered them the boy said, ‘We all just want you to know that everything is going well, sir.’

‘Oh? Because from the looks of things –’

‘The game has swung in your favour. Things were looking dire for a while, but now you have an army behind you. You have fortune on your side. There’s no competition. By tomorrow you’ll be our Harvest King.’

‘Ah. Well, I’m not really interested in … in … in … in … in.’ The boy stared at me from beneath his pinkish eyelids. His jaw unsheathed.

‘In what, sir? What aren’t you interested in?’

‘… In disappointing.’

‘That’s good. No one will oppose you. And if they do they’ll be dealt with. They won’t know what hit them, sir.’

‘Who?’

‘Those whores.’ He pointed to the words upon the mirror. His arm rod straight. ‘You don’t have to worry about anyone, especially her.’

‘Her? … Do you mean my friend Gladys? … Is that who you’re speaking about?’

I thought I heard thunder outside.

‘She’s trying to ruin it for you, sir. Running off whoring around the place. Running around with all her whore-witch friends. Killing Franz for nothing. For being a man. Is that a crime? To be a man? Did you know she and her whores have been stealing all our fire extinguishers? Why would you do that?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘We’ll make her pay. I’d love to hunt her.’

‘Let me be clear. She is my friend, Tommy.’

He lowered his arm. ‘Your friend, sir?’

‘Yes. I just want to be clear with you that Gladys is my friend, and that if anything were to happen to her I would be very disappointed.’

He seemed as if he couldn’t comprehend what I was saying. Then his face broke into a sinister smile. ‘Ahhh, I understand perfectly, sir.’

‘Good.’

‘We’ll take care of everything. She won’t know you’re involved in any way.’

‘What? No, no, no, you don’t –’

‘Do you ever suppose we could be friends, sir? You and I?’

This boy played well. He had poise, rhythm, he counter-attacked well, kept you on the ropes, kept the attacks coming from new angles. ‘I don’t know. Anything is possible in this place. Listen –’ I was still proffering my damp slacks.

‘We would very much like to be friends.’

‘Well, I see no reason why we couldn’t be, so long as you promise not to –’

‘It is always amazing, sir, the things friends say when you aren’t present.’

And when the young man spoke again it was in the voice of Gladys Green: ‘Him and me? Fuck no. Never. Wow. He’s like a grandfather I spend time with out of guilt.’ It was shocking to hear that icy drawl come from this boy’s face. ‘It’s like he only hears his own voice. He hates everyone because he doesn’t have the guts to hate himself like the rest of us. Too many silly girls and dullards have told him he’s handsome and brilliant, that’s the problem.’ And then Daniel Woodbine’s voice came burbling from the boy’s throat: ‘Harsh! You don’t fancy him even a little bit?’

Tommy’s eyes were sparkling and dancing as he spoke their words.

‘I can see it, I guess. Objectively. Sometimes when he forgets to be himself I can see something. You could imagine another version. One who isn’t such a cunt.’

With that word the boy’s teeth flashed brightly, his gums shone pink. Beast’s laugh was like a battle roar.

‘Oh gods, he was always going to be a cunt, G. His mother was a cunt. His father was definitely a cunt. He comes from a long line of cunts. And you eat it up, all of you. Tell your people not to be attracted to cunts, then we can talk.’

‘OK, stop that now, Tommy. I’ve heard enough.’

‘Very good, sir.’

‘And for future reference, don’t do that ever again.’

‘Of course, sir. We just want to help you. We don’t want anything to stand in the way of your dreams. Especially her.’

The door to the conveniences rocketed off its hinges, skidded across the smooth tile floor, stopped just before us.

‘Hello, Gladys. Fancy seeing you here.’

‘I heard you yell. All the doors were locked.’ Gladys was a little breathless. ‘The fuck are you doing?’ She lowered her gun. Tommy had her fixed with a louring stare.

‘Nothing. Just a minor trouser issue.’ I gave Tommy my trousers. He folded them over his arm. I put his on. They fitted too perfectly. These trousers were identical. They were clones, down to the natural imperfections in the stitching. The stitching on a handmade suit is like a fingerprint. There was even an identical handkerchief in the right pocket.

We said nothing more about the trouser incident. It occurred to me as we left the restrooms that the trousers I now wore weren’t even real. I was wearing phantom trousers, Colette. The double doors to the lounge were also off their hinges. ‘You sure don’t fuck around with doors, G.’

‘Nope.’

‘I appreciate your efforts. It doesn’t get said enough. You do good work.’

The girl shrugged. ‘I do my job. You’re a client.’

‘Oh, but we’re more like family, Gladys, surely. I’m like a grandfather you spend time with out of guilt.’ To her credit, her face remained impassive, but I saw her ears turn pink.

Now the mood was strange. We sat together in silence, but not our usual comfortable silence. And somehow I didn’t feel like talking to these people any more. I felt like I’d reached the end with them. Eventually Gladys said, ‘I’m going to the pisser,’ and left. Finally Beast and I could communicate with words.

‘This is all crazy, Boss. Just crazy being out here.’

‘Then why the fuck didn’t you back me up when I said we shouldn’t come?’

‘Uh-know. Thirsty. Was starting to have strange thoughts in there. And we need to stick close, don’t you think?’

‘Yeah. Should have gone to the toilets with her.’

‘She wouldn’t have it.’

‘Things get mad in those toilets, Beast.’

‘I know.’

‘These aren’t even my trousers.’

‘I have a guy. Just appears out of nowhere.’

‘Me too. Tommy.’

‘Mine’s called Jodfer. Fuck Jodfer.’

‘It’s all so strange. You know I haven’t even shaved since we got here?’

‘What are you talking about? It looks like you shaved five minutes ago.’

‘I haven’t needed to shave since we left the Rivoli. These aren’t my shoes, these aren’t my trousers, and my whiskers have stopped growing.’

‘Holidays are mad.’

‘It’s all mad, Beast.’ Nightgay had vanished. The place was empty and silent. A thousand dead eyes watched us. There was a podium nearby with an imposing combat tableau arranged on it. A twenty-something-foot-tall horned bipedal mammoth had her clawed paw around the neck – if twenty-something-foot-long constricting serpents even have necks – of a twenty-something-foot-long constricting serpent. It was a torrid scene.

‘I’m imagining they’re married,’ said Beast.

‘Sure. Listen. We need a Gladys plan. We have to get her out of here. Because look, don’t take this the wrong way. If my actions somehow led to your death, I would be very, very sad. I’d come to your funeral, and I’d give a spectacular eulogy, and I’d lay flowers at your memorial every year on the day you came out to your family.’

‘That’s very sweet.’

‘I know. But thing is, eventually I could move on.’

‘Of course. Likewise.’

‘But if what I did here got Gladys killed. Well, somehow I don’t think I could ever …’

‘You don’t have to say it.’

We are very protective of Gladys. This will sound strange. A, that she needs protecting. B, that we care to. And C, that two idiots like us have anything to offer someone of her capacities. But the fact is, we do care. Gladys is the closest thing I’ve met to a superhero. But like any good superhero, Gladys Green has a weak spot. Her weak spot is her heart. She falls easily, and because she won’t admit to falling at all, she falls double hard. And when G falls hard she makes it nightmare-tough for everyone around her. It isn’t pretty. So we protect her. Sometimes guys hurt her. Sometimes they do it just for fun. There was a guy once. Let’s call him Dick Hole. Dick was slick as shit and twice as nasty. (For legal reasons, obviously, I can’t tell you who he actually is. He’s already sued me twice.) Dick treated G cruelly. She was mortified, but she wouldn’t talk about it, and she couldn’t, or wouldn’t, take her natural revenge. She’s businesslike. She hurts people in a strictly professional capacity. If not, I’d definitely be dead by now. There are exceptions, obviously. Christopher Nettlemeyer, founder of Animal Attraction, for example. Guy just wouldn’t take a hint. Now he lives on liquid food.

But she wouldn’t do what was needed with Dick Hole, so Beast and I had to man up and hurt him. It was the least we could do. Beast’s pretty damned good at finding creative ways to hurt people, and I’m no slouch. Together, over the next few months, we quietly made sure Dick regretted his attitude and actions towards women generally, and our friend specifically. And we made sure G had no idea why the man had suffered such a steep decline in reputation. And the only acknowledgement of pleasure she gave us was the delighted exclamation, ‘Oh!’ when she glanced at the story in the Gazette. ‘Prison Time for Dick Hole.’

‘I can’t lose anyone else, Beast. Nanše was enough. Too much.’

Beast was looking thoughtfully at me. ‘Boss, are you starting to get … you know …?’

‘… For G?! Fuck no. Are you kidding? She’s like the weird teenage cousin your parents make you take on trips.’

‘Come on. Not even a little bit?’

‘She’s objectively attractive, obviously. With a wardrobe budget and an attitude transplant I could see it. But imagine us together? We’d kill each other in less than four minutes.’

‘Yeah, you would. It’d be quite a show, though.’

Still no Gladys. She takes exactly seventy-eight seconds to pee. Nightgay had returned. No one else in sight. Beast had taken his injured arm out of its sling and was resting it on the bar top. ‘This thing is starting to hurt. I feel nauseous all the time.’

‘Nauseated.’

‘Hope it’s not infected.’

‘I wonder where she is.’

‘No idea. So when are you gonna tell me what happened with Nanše?’ So casual, like he was just shooting the breeze.

‘Are you kidding? Now? I can’t, Beast. I just can’t.’

‘Sure, I understand.’ Flexed his injured hand.

‘What? Why are you doing that?’

‘What? I’m not doing anything.’

‘You are.’

‘Not doing a thing.’

‘You so are.’

He took a sip of his drink. Smacked his lips thoughtfully. ‘I just thought, well … I guess if you told me what happened I could … I mean, it might help me forget …’ He flexed his bandaged hand. Shrugged. This was interesting. What he was offering, in code, was a deal: tell him what happened at the Fair and he wouldn’t use what happened in the Winter Garden to ream me when we renegotiated.

‘It’s very painful, Beast. Worse than losing a finger. You know.’

‘Of course.’ He shrugged again. Looked over at his own reflection in the mirrors behind the bar. Pouted. Manipulative cunt. But I knew it was a good chance to square things up again. And I knew G would arrive to interrupt soon anyway. So I started to tell him the story including some, but not all, of the following details: how I’d hatched a plan to make my grand appearance at the Fair, partly for the money, partly to stick it to my imitators, partly because I thought I might be able to dig up more clues about Station One, but mainly because I’d heard Nanše had got a job with a catering company based there. She’d been promoted to Sauce Chef, and would be participating in a competitive banquet at Chef Tyro’s hyper-restaurant, the Elektrotek. I told him I had a plan to save Nanše, and redeem myself in her eyes. I would agree to be a celebrity judge at Tyro’s banquet.

‘Wow, Boss.’

‘I know, I know.’ When his hydraulic elevating dining system took us to the level where Nanše’s team were serving up their courses, I would exclaim over the sauces. I’d send a message to the kitchen saying that the Tomahawk wanted to see the sauce chef. There would be a big scene. People would assume I was about to eviscerate her. She’d come out, stunned as a rabbit, but when she saw me sitting there, and when she heard what I had to say about her sauces, sunlight would invade her beautiful face, her career would be saved, and it would be a moment my old friend and I would treasure forever.

‘Wow, Boss. Just wow.’

‘I know. I’d gone mad. In some ways I was madder before the Fair than after it.’ But I couldn’t make myself turn back. And because a man called Lance had made arrangements, and not a man called Beast, I found myself at a table with a dozen of the worst people imaginable. The celebrity chef Quervo Quaino was there, looking like a latex sex doll dipped in bronzing solution. And the conceptual chef Ani Toxi, wearing a blindfold.

‘Fuck, seriously?’

And Telepost critic Admiral Schnooley was there. Sulking like a baby. And there were some contest winners from the public there, too. Lance got me seated between two of them.

‘The fuck?’

‘I know.’ So by the time we got to Nanše’s floor I felt sick from the sudden elevation, and from the unbearable food, and even more unbearable conversation. The noise of the hydraulic pistons was astonishing. People would clamp their hands over their ears and scream whenever we went up a level. The air was filled with steam and hot engine lubricant. It was all mad. I’d made a decision that my plan was stupid, and I had to leave. But I wasn’t exactly sure how. So after our main I made a limp exclamation about the red-wine sauce on the steak, which, if I’m honest, was good, but not world-smashing. It was like meeting a harmlessly dull person at a party. You wish he could be more, though you’re grateful for the company. I called for the cook responsible. A spasm went through the crowd. We were at the main table, but there were several dozen more filled with lesser VIPs and contest winners. When little Nanše came out and saw me sunlight didn’t invade her face at all, she just said, ‘Of course it’s you.’

‘Hello, Nanše. Lovely to see you again.’

‘You too, John. I got your letters. All one thousand of them. When a girl says everything’s fine, she means it.’

It was hardly a thousand. I let it pass. It was hard enough to see her again. ‘As you know, I’m the one they call the Tomahawk.’ Why was I talking to her like an amateur magician? Still, I heard a ripple go through the crowd, and it buoyed me a little.

‘Yeah, I know, John. We were best friends, remember? I kind of have to get back. We still have desserts.’

A little over a thousand faces were staring at us. The contest winner beside me held a brimful spoon just below her chins. Ani Toxi said, ‘The famished man hears nothing.’ We all ignored her.

‘I won’t keep you Nanše. I just wanted to say that I’ve tasted many sauces in my international travels, and yours have an indescribable quality.’

‘Right. Thanks. Why are you talking so loud?’

‘Your sauces are lighter than air.’

Then, before Nanše could take that compliment the way it was meant – as a compliment – the fat woman dropped her spoon in her bowl and said, ‘Oh, I agree. Darling, the sauce on the shellfish was a little on the light side. A little … what’s the word?’

‘Insubstantial?’

‘Yes! Thank you, Francis.’

‘No, that’s not actually what I meant at all, I –’

‘Really? Because I found the sauce on my beef a little hefty.’

‘That’s true, hefty and salty. Brackish.’

‘Brackish! That’s such a great word.’

‘The sauce speaks. The word is “incorporeal”.’

‘I don’t know that word. I’m sticking with brackish.’

‘Who’s speaking?’

‘No, listen, none of you are listening. What I meant was, Nanše, your sauces have an indefinable quality seldom –’

‘Not indefinable, darling, no. Hefty. Your sauces are definably hefty, dear. I’m sorry, that’s how I am. I say it as it is!’

‘Brackish. Such a fun word to say. Brrrr-ackish.’

‘Except for the shellfish. That sauce was insubstantial. The thing is, darling, and you should take this advice from someone who’s eaten in a lot of places: sauces need substance. This is an aspect you should work on. It’s a constructive criticism.’

‘Yes, you should grow from advice like ours. We’re the people who matter.’

‘It’s our gift to you. Consider it our tip.’

‘Oh, I’m certainly not tipping these sauces.’

‘Oh, I didn’t mean tip literally.’

‘No, listen, none of you are fucking listening to me.’

‘Ooh! Language.’

‘We were all agreeing with you.’

‘No, just listen to me, Quaino, you fucking spray-tanned latex scrotum.’ The whole room was listening now. ‘What I was saying is that these sauces have a fucking quality.’

‘Yes, we all heard you, Admiral Swearington.’

I couldn’t gather my thoughts. The room was starting to spin. I couldn’t latch on to anything solid. The only solid thing in the room was Nanše’s face, and it was glaring at me. ‘These sauces are … they have a beauty. Nanše. A grace you can’t …’

‘Yes, you seem distracted, Jonathan. I’ll get back to work. But thank you for the priceless and not at all incomprehensible feedback.’

‘Is there a problem here?’ Chef Brobeard. Fuck. ‘There’s no problem at all, Chef. Amazing meal. You have my vote. I was just mentioning, in particular, the sauces –’

‘Is there a problem with Nanše’s product? She’s new on sauces.’ He had the haircut and build of an army sergeant, the tan of a brothel owner, and the moustache of an Eastern despot.

‘Absolutely no problem.’

‘I agree. The sauce on the shellfish was insubstantial, but now that we know she’s new …’

‘No! That’s not at all what I –’

‘Well, we appreciate your frank feedback, and I’m sure Nanše does, too.’

‘I doubt it. She has a sulky face and she said our feedback was incomprehensible.’

‘Did she? Well, that’s interesting. Thanks for letting me know, folks. Just enjoy the rest of your meal and we’ll make sure the bar looks after you. Nanše. Kitchen. Now.’ So she left, and the rest of the table wouldn’t speak to me, except Admiral Schnooley, who said, ‘Well, I knew the Tomahawk was brutal, but demolishing the career of a sauce chef on her first day.’

Beast was groaning and shaking his head. ‘Fuck, Boss. What’d you do then?’

I went back to my chalet in Alpine Village where I had to listen to Lance talk about dry skin, and bitchy staff, and god knows the fuck what else, until I passed out from a mixture of shame and booze and regret. The next day I went to the temporary offices of the catering company Nanše worked for. I explained the situation to the sour girl behind the desk, and she said, ‘Oh! You’re the sauce guy!’ She told me she’d been assigned to the Butcher’s yacht party that evening. ‘That’s what you get for fucking up Brobeard’s sauces.’

‘So you went out to the party to rescue her.’

‘I can’t go on, Beast. I’m sorry, I can’t go back there. It’s still too painful.’

He shrugged, pouted. ‘That’s fine.’

‘I’m sorry. Too raw.’

‘It’s fine, don’t worry about it.’ He flexed his injured paw.

‘I’ll tell you the rest one day, Beast, I promise.’ Never gonna happen. Beast is the one who recommended Lance as his replacement for the Fair. He definitely did it so he wouldn’t be replaced, but it’s also possible he did it as a kind of pre-venge on me, because I technically fired him for deciding to go to his father’s funeral instead of helping me at the Fair. I think he chose Lance because he was the biggest fuck-up he knew. And I didn’t want to tell this part of the story and have Beast say, ‘Oh no!’ like he didn’t know Lance was a fuck-up. He knew. This is just like the finger: inflict a small amount of strategic pain for his own advancement. ‘We have to focus on what’s happening here, Beast. We need to stick together. And we definitely need to stick close to Gladys. Where the hell is she, anyway?’

She still hadn’t come back from the ladies. She never would.

‘Boss, you have a little …’ He pointed to his nose. I touched my right nostril; a dot of blood transferred to my index finger.

‘Ah. Strange.’ I pulled my handkerchief from my pocket, put it to my nose, and by the time I smelled the poison it was too late.



NOTES ON BEING DRUGGED. AGAIN.

‘Jonathan, it’s me, shhh. You’re safe.’

‘You fucking … you little …’

‘Keep your voice down, J-man, someone will hear us.’

‘… I’m going to fucking …’

‘Jogatharg! Jogatharg! Jogatharg! Jogatharg! Jogathaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarg!’ I found his fat neck easy in the darkness, pressed my thumbs down on his throat nugget, he fell to his knees. ‘Jogatharg! Jogatharg! … Jogathaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarg!’

I let the troll go limp, wiped his neck sweat on my lapel. ‘If you ever fucking drug me again, I swear …’

‘I’m sorry, I’m so saaaaaaaarkh!’ He coughed violently. His high voice was a strangled wheeze. ‘I needed to – ghaaark!’ Squatting on the floor and squawking like a great fat seabird, ‘… to see you privately. Things are escalat-aaark!’

‘Oh are they? Are they escalating?’ The fuck was I anyway? An elevator. Yes. In the dark I could see the grid of backlit buttons. They supplied the only light in there. They made Rubin’s wide, fearful eyes glow.

‘Shabazzniov is beyond himself. Now the Master is demanding answers. Do you have any idea what it means when he demands answers?’

‘No. Fuck you. I don’t have to explain myself to you, or that bald cunt.’ Rubin gave a wet gasp of horror. ‘Jonathan, you … why would you say thaaark-kof-kof-kof!’

‘I don’t care. Fuck it. We haven’t done anything wrong. We came when we were invited. We went to see about our upgrade, we had breakfast, we took an A/V tour, we made a new friend, we –’

‘A frrrrr … What the F-words, Jonathan!’ He was so choked with rage and confusion it sounded like I was still strangling him.

‘Let me ask you this, Rubin: cross-dressers. Are they trustworthy types, generally?’

You know how the rest of this conversation went, Colette, I don’t need to put it down again. We covered a range of topics, he threatened to set Mr Blades on me. So to win back ground I tormented him with Gladys.

‘Oh gods, you just said some things, then said the exact opposite! This is a nightmare!’

‘I know, Rubin, I know. Try to relax. Breathe. Let calmness in. Listen. Don’t worry about her. It’s all under control. I’ve been keeping tabs on her liaisons.’

‘Her … What? … Who is …?’

‘And I’ve been intercepting her love notes.’

‘She’s … love n— From whom? Who is sending … I need to see them.

I must see them.’

‘They’re harmless. Soft pornography: knees, snack packets …’

‘I don’t know modern speak, Jonathan. Is snack packet slang for –’

‘And I know what she’s been up to with this Hunter guy …’

‘… Who the F-words is … Gaaaahhhh! This is a nightmare!’

‘I know, Rubin, I know. This is all a patented nightmare of your making. Try to relax. Breathe. Let calmness in. Think about happy times. Think of the mornings when your mother would bring you in a bowl of milk and pinch your cheeks, and tell you you’ve got even fatter.’ I could hear him breathing slower. I could feel him sweat into the very air. I could hear the restless music of a lonely man’s beard, the hoarse rattle of his breathing. ‘How do you know about that? I never shared that.’

‘I read the journals you sent her.’

‘Who?’

‘Gladys.’

‘I didn’t send her any journ— Aaark-off-kof-kof-kof-kof!’

‘Keep your voice down, Rubin, someone will hear us. My point is, everything is fine. Gladys will be fine. Once she’s got over this little crush on Hunter. She’s out of control, certainly. She’s acting out. That’s why she’s off running around after some painted strumpet in a dress.’

‘She’s … what? My god, I honestly don’t know what’s happening any more.’

‘But we can bring her back. You and me. She thinks very highly of you, you know.’

I heard his lungs freeze over. ‘She does?’

‘Of course! I mean, she’s not the note-writing type, but …’

‘I thought she hated me?’

‘What? No, that’s all a front. Fucking loves you.’

‘Loves me?’

‘In her way. All those fire extinguishers she’s stealing are for you.’

‘I don’t … Why would she steal extinguishers for me?’

‘It’s her way.’

‘She still calls me names?’

‘I know.’

‘In our last session she called me “Professor Von Lonelywank”? … Are you laughing?’

‘Dust in my nose. Hey, she calls me pet names, too.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like … I don’t know … Gypsy McShitlord?’

‘Should I swear around her more?’

‘Maybe. Look, this is a serious business. She knows you people only brought her here to get the contents of her head. We need to work together, Rubin. We need to join forces to get her back to the negotiating table.’

‘There is no negotiating, Jonathan. She’s out of control. The Master’s had enough. He just wants her dead now.’

‘Well, then we have to get her out of here. Can we do that? Can you help me get her out of here?’

His breathing dragged in the wake of thought.

‘You can’t escape this place. No one does. I’ve tried. So many times. And the things he does to me –’

‘Sure, it must be awful. But you and me, working together.’

‘Our Master wants what he wants. You don’t want to cross him, Jonathan. They have punishments here? I can’t even …’ He performed a heavy exhalation. ‘Even talking to you about this …’

‘It’s fine. Breathe. Let calmness in. This is exactly why we need to act. You and me. Men like you and me rise to challenges like this. This is what we’re born for. We need to do what it takes to save her. Even if she doesn’t want to be saved.’

‘Yes. Oh gods, Jonathan, I’m so relieved. I thought I was alone in all this. I thought you all hated me.’ I felt a hot, chubby hand grip my shoulder, then retreat. ‘OK, come with me. I have to show you something.’ He punched the button to restart the elevator. The lights came up. The button for each floor had a label: ‘ADMISSIONS’, ‘SUBMISSIONS’, ‘LOST CHILDREN’, ‘FALLEN & FORGOTTEN’, ‘NEBULOUS INSTRUMENTS’, ‘GLADYS GREEN’.

We went up.

‘See? Sleeping like a baby. I’m in no way permitted to let one guest’s sleep-state cross over with another’s, but we’re in an emergency situation here.’

‘The fuck is this?’

‘It’s Gladys!’

‘I can see that. Did you drug her?’

‘No! She’s unihem, Jonathan.’

‘I know, like a duck.’

‘She rests parts of her brain while other parts stay awake? That’s why we can see her sleeping here, even while she’s running around the halls making mischief, stealing extinguishers.’

The girl on that hospital bed was, and wasn’t, Gladys. We were in a small room behind a door marked ‘RADIOACTIVE GOODS STORAGE. PRIVATE.’ The room was roughly twenty by twenty feet, mostly empty. It smelled of candle smoke and solvent-borne paint. My protector wore pink hospital robes with yellow flowers on them. She was connected via electrodes to a number of outdated-looking hospital machines. There was a table beside the bed with a cactus on it. There was a comfortable armchair opposite. There was an easel with a half-finished painting of an almost unspeakable nature. Perhaps even worse than his poem.

‘I repeat my initial question, Rubin: the fuck is this?’

‘Now, see, you’re going to jump to counterproductive conclusions, because of how it looks?’

‘Really? Because it looks like you’re doing weird experiments on my friend while she’s asleep. What the shit have you done to her hair?’

‘You don’t like it?’ Gladys-in-sleep had the haircut of a fifty-something-year-old woman, and her face was gaudily made up.

‘And where are her tattoos?’

‘I erased them. I think she looks nicer this way? More womanly? Look, it was risky showing you this. But now that we’re a team –’

‘I did not say we were a team.’

‘You did, Jonathan. You said we needed to work together to protect her. Who else can? Not her Water Bear friends. Not these Enchanted Huntresses.’

‘You know about them?’

‘Of course. It happens every Harvest. The staff form cliques around whomever they want to be Harvest King or Queen. They give themselves odd names. You have several cliques yourself, you know: the Tomahawks, the Knights of John. The Pussy Destroyers.’

‘I’m sorry, the what?’

‘And Ms Green has her Enchanted Huntresses. They’re growing much faster than other groups. That’s another reason my Master wants her terminated. You know there’s a faint chance you two could have ended up being King and Queen together? Wouldn’t that be funny?’

‘No.’

‘I would have been a little jealous? But it’s all in fun.’

‘Never gonna happen. Especially not if she has hair like that.’

‘I think she looks perfect. Mother would have loved her.’ He gazed down at the woman on the bed. I wanted to hit him so badly.

‘Now that we’re a team, I can tell you a little more. You’ve worked out a lot of it, yes. We brought her here because we wanted her secrets. The Water Bears are one of the biggest threats to our project? I can’t say much, but some of our own prototype operatives might have carried out exploratory missions against several Bear cells? And we can’t be sure, but they might have found out? Even though we were super-careful? And if they did find out we think there’s a pretty good chance they’ll want to take this project down. Which is kind of why you’re here? There aren’t a lot of ex-Water Bears running around. In fact, we only know of one …’ He reached down to adjust Gladys’s blanket. My right hand twitched. I fought the urge. The sound of my knuckles cracking made him look up. ‘That’s why we contacted you. Because we wanted you to bring her. We manipulated things so you did. She’s super-special, Jonathan. To me. To everyone here. Only now we have her we’re divided. Some of us are saying, “Well, how do we know she isn’t actually still a Water Bear infiltrator? She might have pretended to become a private operator for years just to get a chance like this. Hiding in plain sight? Or she might want us to think that? Or she might want us to think she wants us to think she’s pretending to be a private operator? She could be a decoy, or part of a wider operation? She might be pretending to play hard-to-crack so we blunder in carelessly, release a virus she has hidden in her lovely brain-meat, hey? The only way to get to the truth is to get inside this head, and that would definitely kill her.’

‘Kill her.’

‘The plan was never to keep her alive. She’s like a piñata. Do you know what that is?’

‘Yes I know what a piñata is.’

‘It’s a container made from paper pulp and –’

‘I know what a fucking piñata is.’

‘The act of opening her would most likely be destructive? Which is unbearable, yes? And even if she miraculously survived, I have orders to dispose of her after. She has no other use once we know what’s in her head. Except to me? But it’s moot because now my Master wants her dead anyway. He’s had enough. Hence our need to act quickly. To save this precious flower.’ Twitch, swallow.

‘What do you …’ twitch, swallow, breathe, ‘… plan to do? Exactly.’

‘What do we plan to do, you mean? I want to use a chemical assault to put her into full sleep, then I can get the data I need? Right now she’s only part asleep, so I can’t do much more than paint her picture? Do you like my painting?’

Twitch, swallow, breathe.

‘But once I get her into full sleep I can really start work. Getting the data I need should only take a few hours.’

‘Wait, I thought your Master had given up on getting her Bear-data. I thought he just wants her dead.’

‘Oh, he does. I’m not interested in those data? I don’t care about the stuff that makes her a Bear? I’m talking about the stuff that makes her Gladys.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Oh, I shouldn’t tell you. But we’re a team now? And I know you’ll understand? I mean I want to copy all the things that aren’t AXI-encrypted and hidden behind indeterminacy-driven firewalls. I want to make a scan of her? I want to paint her picture? Only this painting would be just like the real thing.’

‘Are you telling me you want to make a copy of Gladys?’

‘Is that so wrong? A little Gladys to call my own. Someone I can see every day. Someone to live through eternity with. Someone who’ll always be there for me. And most of all, someone who’ll finally help me stand up to you-know-who. We’ll show him he can’t mess with us? I’ve already seen what she can do. She’s powerful, hey? Much more than we allowed for. Catching her is like trying to catch a handful of smoke? She’s there, and then she isn’t? She knows all our strengths, all our weaknesses? This is the kind of woman I need at my side.’

Insanity.

‘And here’s the genius part? If our plan works? The “real” Gladys can walk out of here alive. If I send her deep enough it’ll seem to the system like she’s dead. So that’s when you and I can get her in a cargo-pod without them knowing. Now, getting her out of duck sleep and into full sleep is the challenge. This is where you come in?’ He produced a small, purple vial from his jacket pocket. ‘Hear me out.’

‘The fuck is that?’

‘This?’ Like I’d just noticed his new tie. ‘It’s Tranquilax. Mostly.’

‘Mostly?’

‘Look, let’s be rational about this, hey? We can’t help Gladys while she’s conscious. It’s like trying to pull a tiger’s tooth without using sedatives. We have to put a dart in her? Two darts?… Don’t look at me like that. It’s a perfectly ordinary sleep aid. It has some additives to slow her wave-state. That’s it. Please stop looking at me like that. I’ve tried everything. But she’s too good for me. So what I’ll need, yes, is I’ll need you to drop this in her drink. Then we can get her to a lifeboat and away from danger. After I’ve finished scanning her up, of course. Which should only take three or four hours. Tops.’

‘You want me to knock Gladys out and just hand her over to you?’

‘Yes. Keep up. Once you’ve used my formula to knock her out, I need you to bring her straight to Elevator 1. Sam’ll help you bring her upstairs. I’ll have my best orderlies waiting? I can scan her while you’re off having your meal in the Undersea. Which is what you’ve always wanted, hey?… Say something! … Look, it isn’t complicated?’ He walked over to a blackboard on an easel I hadn’t even noticed was there and began to sketch a kind of Venn diagram on the blackboard. ‘What do you want, Jonathan? I’ll tell you: you want your meal. And for Gladys to be safe? Both those things.’ The chalk in his chubby hand tick-tacked across the black surface. ‘And what do I want? To help Gladys? And to have her help me. And what does she want? To not die? Obv-o? Oh, and one thing all of us definitely do not want is to disappoint our Master.’ Shiick! ‘Those are our objectives. We can make them happen. This is our Diagram for Success.’ He drew a circle around the part of the diagram where all our hopes and dreams intersected, tossed the chalk over his shoulder. ‘…Will you please stop looking at me like that, Jonathan?!’ Flecks of spittle flew from his face. ‘I don’t want to hurt her. Gods, that’s absolutely the last thing I … I’m offering, at huge personal risk, to try to save your friend? To get her to the only boat left? And for what? For a small, compliant Gladys I can call my own. I just … I don’t know how to …’ He took a moment. Looked like he was going to cry. ‘Haven’t you ever had someone, Jonathan? Someone who made all this worthwhile? That’s why we do this, isn’t it? For them?’ He turned to gaze at the woman on the bed. He pressed a chubby finger under his dark glasses and into the corner of his eye. Then he clasped both hands in front of his chest and shook them, as if he was giving thanks. ‘I can fix her, Jonathan. I can make it so that she’s happy. Not sad and angry all the time. And I can make it so …’ He pressed his knuckles to his full lips, ‘… so she can have children? I can make her whole, Jonathan. And she can make me whole, too? Is that so wrong?’ He smiled angelically down at her. He brushed a permawaved lock of hair from her forehead, then looked up at me. Tears had glossed his cheeks. The light of love poured from him.

So then I broke his nose.

It felt so real. I felt the delightful sensation of the nasal bone giving way before he crumpled to the ground with a goat-like cry. Blood sprayed across the yellow flowers of Gladys-in-sleep’s hospital robes, it streamed magically from between the man’s fingers. And I realised this was all I’d really been wanting since I got here. Not my meal. Not a larger apartment. Just to punch someone. In the face. Hard.

‘I’m so sorry, Rubin. I don’t know what came over me.’ I helped him up; he clasped his nose. ‘You broge by node, Jodathad.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I’m very protective of Gladys. It was a reflex action.’

‘Re-flegs?’ Legs wobbling, blood worming down the front of his shirt, it was a beautiful picture. ‘You broge … by NODE!’

‘Listen, please don’t take this out of context. I’m a thug. It’s my Traveller blood. Sometimes I can only talk with my fists. The fact is I object to you on a personal level, Doctor. You’re a little repulsive. You’re weird and creepy and you drug people. Here, take the armchair, try to breathe. I understand, you haven’t had an easy life. The isolation, the allergies. No sunlight. You need sunlight, Rubin. But please don’t infer from the fact that I’m opposed to you as a person, and that you have a face that begs for physical intervention, that I’m in any way opposed to your amazing plan. I’m all in.’ I crouched beside the armchair so I could look him in his eyes, which I could see now for the first time, and which were icy pale. ‘I just had to purge my hate for you so it wouldn’t adulterate our working partnership. Yes? Let’s do this. Let’s save Gladys. Hey? Are you with me?’

(Let me be clear, Colette: by ‘Let’s save Gladys’ I meant, ‘Let’s pretend to go along with your plan in the interim, but only insofar as it furthers my goals.’)

‘Jodathad?’

‘What’s happening now?’

‘Dode go yed.’

I was waking, I could feel it. I felt like something was smothering me.

‘Jodathad.’

‘Yes, Rubin.’

‘You hab do fide her. She’d id derrible day-ger. Dey dow aboud Oberaygin Wide Dred.’

‘Sorry, what?’

‘Oberaygin Wide Dred! Dey’b sed a trab!’

‘OK, look, I have to –’

‘Jodathad!’

‘What?’

‘Plede don’t leeb me alode here. Id’s so lodely here. Plede.’

‘I won’t leave you alone.’

‘Jodathad!’

‘WHAT?!’

‘Ib you bedray be I wil mage you subb-ah.’

I leaned closer. ‘Come again?’

‘Ib you BEDRAY be … I will MAGE you … SUBBAH.’

I began to fall back towards the waking land. I couldn’t breathe. As I felt myself struggling back from sleep, clawing up through that primordial jelly, I thought things through. Nothing made sense any more. You could make four right turns in this place and end up somewhere entirely different. ‘If you betray me I will make you supper’? What could that possibly mean? And what could Operation Wide Dred mean? When I woke I discovered that Beast was holding a rag over my mouth while he gently shook the life from me.



NOTES ON NAP TIME

‘Wake up, Boss, it’s me.’

‘Gahbb!’

Beast had one hand clamped over my mouth. He’d had the decency to use a clean washcloth. ‘The fuck are you doing?!’ I pushed his paw away and sat up. My head throbbed. I was not in the Rainbow Danger Club where I’d fallen. I was back in the familiar armchair, in the all-too-familiar living room. I’ve decided I don’t need to know what ‘Exophonic’ means. It’s just one of those nebulously reassuring words, like ‘heaven’, or ‘democracy’, or ‘national security’.

‘Come on, Boss, it’s time.’

‘Time? Time for what? How did I get here.’

‘I carried you back.’

‘Carried me?’

‘Yep.’

‘Fireman’s or sleeping-child-style?’ I imagined the looks from the staff in the halls as Beast carried me home like some toddler who’d nodded off at a cartoon matinee.

‘Fireman’s.’

‘Good. The fuck are my trousers? Did you remove my trousers?!’

‘NO! Why the hell would I?’

‘Well, where are they?’

He shrugged. ‘You weren’t wearing them when we got back. You passed out in the bar. Wanged your head on a bar stool. You need to watch your drinking, Boss.’

‘No, I won’t be doing that. Make us a drink. Where’s G?’

‘Still out. She went to create a big diversion. It’s Operation White Dress.’ White Dress. Of course. ‘She’ll meet us at the cargo bay. 12.15.’ He was pretty wound up. Operation White Dress, he told me as he scooped ice into the shaker, is an escape plan they’d been cooking up. Together.

‘So it’s true, she is plotting against me.’

‘It’s not like that, Boss. She’s trying to protect you.’

‘Protect me by running off to save Hunter?’

‘She’s not doing that, Boss. Why would you think that?’

‘Because it’s called Operation White Dress.’

‘Oh. I guess …’

‘You guess? Anyway, it’s not her job to protect me. I’m trying to protect her.’

‘It’s literally her job, Boss. We have to move. The system downstairs resets at 12.10 every night. It’s down for five minutes. Which means that from 12.10 to 12.15 they won’t be watching this apartment. That gives us time to get the pod. Here, drink.’

‘Listen, Beast, we have to find her. They know all about Operation White Dress. They’ll have set a trap.’

He shrugged stupidly while pouring out our drinks. ‘Sure she’ll manage. She’s Gladys.’

‘She won’t “manage”, Beast, and in case you haven’t noticed she isn’t herself. She’s gone off the rails. She’s off stealing fire extinguishers. We have to find her before it’s too late.’

‘Sure, we’ll find her down at the pod. Come on, it’s nearly 12. She’ll meet us there. Get dressed.’

‘I am dressed, Beast, I have no trousers, remember?’

‘Oh.’

I strode over to the phone set resting on the marble bar top. I needed to find someone who might discreetly be able to find out where Gladys was. There weren’t a lot of people here I could trust.

‘What are you doing, Boss?’

‘What time is it?’

‘Twelve and six. We need to leave at –’

‘Yes, you mentioned it. Hello, I’m trying to locate Ms Zhivast, the registrar … Well, I need to speak with her urgently. Will you send her to my door?… What do you mean it’s almost nap time?’

‘NAP time,’ said Beast, hovering by. ‘Nocturnal Automated Patches. 12.10.’

‘Well, if you could raise her I’d be grateful.’

There was instantly a knock. I still had the receiver in my hand.

‘Get the door, Beast.’

‘I’m not doing that.’

‘Fine.’ I peered through the spyhole. Three large men stood in the corridor.

‘Who is it, Boss?’

‘It’s three large men.’

‘Don’t open it.’

Another knock, more insistent. ‘Hello! Open! Is new bed for delivery!’

‘It’s Massimo.’

‘Don’t open it, Boss.’

‘He has my new bed, Beast.’

‘It’s a trick. You can’t open it.’

‘I’ll open it, but I won’t let them in.’

The men stood in the hall, hands behind their backs. Two wore barber’s uniforms. The younger barber had a round red face and a well-lubed pompadour. The older barber had tanned skin and an immaculately groomed beard. I recognised the third man, obviously.

‘Massimo, is it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. So you’ve finally come to bring me back my FUCK-ING SHOOOOES!’

He was caught completely off guard by me screaming at him. He took a step back. ‘Don’t know your shoes. We come to bring bed.’ He nodded to a large wooden crate on a trolley just down the hall while conspicuously keeping his hands behind his back. He wore earrings made from craft wire and actual human ears. More ears were threaded on a length of string around his neck, and he had a gladiatorial smear of blood under each eye.

‘Bed? My bed? Is that what you’ve come to do? Bring me my bed? Well, I couldn’t give a fuck about my bed! You’re supposed to bring my FUCK-ING SHOOOOES! That’s your FUCK-ING JOB!’ It was working. The three men passed confused looks. ‘Why don’t you come back when you have my shoes? The real ones. Yes?’

‘You need bed to sleep in, yes? To dream of Ginger.’

‘I have a perfectly good armchair. And I won’t be sleeping tonight, I assure you.’

‘You call for Ginger? Why you call for Ginger?’

‘I didn’t call for any Ginger.’

‘You have bruise on head.’

‘Yes I do.’

‘Is funny.’ He was trying to win back lost ground. His friends looked uncertain. ‘Where is pants?’

‘You tell me.’

‘We come in, just for talk.’

‘That won’t be happening.’

I assessed and ordered the threats – as Gladys had taught me to do during a long boat ride to Indus Cities. They each had a weapon, nothing so big it couldn’t be hidden behind their backs. All I was armed with was a cocktail. Massimo was the biggest, though beyond his powerfully muscled forearms he looked soft. The younger barber’s face looked enticingly frangible. But the older barber looked wiry and mean. He was the one to worry about. He had something interesting behind his back, I was sure.

‘We come in. We build bed,’ growled the older barber, finally regaining his sense of purpose.

‘Oh? Where are your tools? Show me.’

The old barber smiled sheepishly as he drew the small hatchet from behind his back.

‘A hatchet? You want to build my bed with a hatchet?’

They were trying not to laugh.

‘Is for opening crate!’ said Massimo.

‘And you?’ I turned to the younger barber, who revealed his tool: a cut-throat razor.

‘For cutting cord on crate!’

‘Nearly 12.10, Boss!’ I thought Beast was still at my shoulder, was surprised to hear his voice come from somewhere near the bar. I knew I couldn’t count on him for help. ‘And you? What have you brought for this marathon bed-building session?’

Massimo smiled as he showed that he had a roll of electrical tape and a wrench.

‘To fix lamp.’

‘Our lamp isn’t broken.’

‘I check.’

‘Not going to happen.’

‘She will crawl inside your head.’ He leaned in, tapped the side of his head with the wrench. Tink-a-tink.

‘Who?’

‘You think she’s just nice girl, but she know all kind of mind tricks.’ Tink-a-tink. ‘We come in now. You invite us.’

‘No, that won’t be happening.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because Mr Tamberlain doesn’t want to talk to you, Massimo, and nor do I.’

She came down the hall in a black housecoat trimmed in leopard-print fur with matching hat. She carried a small purse, had a sheaf of paper tucked under her arm, and she wore what appeared to be monster slippers. Her bright round face illuminated the hall, even while she was frowning.

‘Was only delivering bed, Ginger.’

‘Don’t call me Ginger. It’s not your job to deliver beds.’

Massimo’s shoulders had slumped like a schoolboy’s; he looked smirking at her from under his brow, then at me, then back at her. Said, ‘We just want to talk.’

‘Oh, you want to talk for once? Why don’t you go back to your bunk and polish something?’

Massimo pointed with his wrench to a spot just down the hall. ‘We wait over there instead.’ The three skulked off a dozen yards to linger.

‘I’m so sorry, Mr Tamberlain, I hope he didn’t frighten you.’

I could see her trying not to notice that I wore no trousers. ‘Not at all. They’re being laundered.’

‘… You asked to see me urgently?’

‘It’s nine past, Boss.’

‘Yes, Beast.’ The coward was back at my shoulder He handed me a fresh drink, I gave him my empty glass. ‘Look, Ms Zhivast, I’m so sorry to drag you from your bed at this hour. I’m having trouble locating my friend, Ms Green.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yes. I think she might be in danger. I think she’s up to something, and I think Management know.’

She gazed up at me. ‘She’s so strong and so beautiful. All the girls want to be just like her.’

‘What a world that would be.’

‘It makes sense now.’

‘What does?’

‘Here, I brought you something I wrote. You said you’d like to read my work.’

‘Oh? Well, of course.’ I took the small, string-bound sheaf of paper she handed me. The title-page said: The Zombie Inside, by Mavis Zhivast.

‘Nearly time, Boss.’

‘I’m sorry if I’ve caused any trouble, Ms Zhivast. It’s all a misunderstanding.’

‘I could find out where your friend went tonight. But telling tales is –’

She suddenly froze, swooned and fell; we watched her go. She sprawled on the carpet. ‘Telling tales is WHAT? The only thing you people seem to bloody do?’

‘NAP time, Boss.’

‘Perfect. Just great. Get her purse, will you?’

‘Steal her purse? That’s no good, Boss.’

‘I’m not going to steal it, you fucking tool. We just can’t leave her lying in the hall.’ I slung the girl over my shoulder, and then onto the sofa in our living room with hardly a thought for how much more complicated my every decision seemed to make things.

The trio of thugs who’d knocked on our door was passed out, too. We stepped over them as we went off towards the elevators. I considered Massimo’s peaceful sleeping face. I considered that this strange artificial monster had once had a real living breathing mother. Then I drew a penis on his forehead in boot polish.

The halls were dark and silent. No staff around. The whole place rested. The dead rested. The silence was broken only by Woodbine, who walked so close behind me I could smell his cologne, Academy for Men, and who used me as a kind of shield, peering round me so his face was inches from my ear, and his heavy breathing sounded like the rising and falling cheers of a slathering crowd at a gladiatorial contest in some distant stadium.

‘Beast-man.’

‘Yes?’

‘Stop breathing in my ear.’

‘Sorry, but we should move faster. Those boys will wake up soon, and we have no Gladys.’

‘Well, walk in front if you want to go faster.’

‘I don’t want to walk in front.’

I’m no fool. I know when I’m being played. She’d figured out Hunter was still alive, and she’d gone to rescue him. She wasn’t creating a diversion, she was using us as one, leaving us to our own devices, knowing full well we’d blunder around and create chaos. Well, fine. If she wanted chaos, I’d give her chaos. We found Elevator 3 open. The pale giant Sam was slumped on his stool and snoring loudly. The eyes of the dead he wore were open and the way they twinkled in the low light endowed them with a kind of blinking spirit. His own were open a slit: the unnerving way an infant sleeps. ‘We’ll take the stairs to the lobby.’ I’d had to go out in my shorts, since all my trousers were missing in action, and in my socks, since my shoes had vanished too. I wore a hotel gown, and my last pair of socks. Even the hush-hush-hush they made on the floor seemed loud. I froze at the top of the Grand Staircase.

‘Boss? What is it?’

I could only raise a finger and use it to point across the lobby to the lake of blood in which Franz still knelt in prayer. ‘Lord, why have you put me in this place? Why have you given me this incomprehensible purpose? Do you expect me to gaze up at the sky forever?’ His mop had left sweeping figures in the drying blood. Had they been there the whole time?

We love you. We’ll kill you if you try to leave.

‘Fuck, Boss.’

The Countess Hemples still waited patiently, too, on the banquette by the elevators. I could see that the door to the registrar’s mezzanine office was open a crack. I could hear a ticking like the sound of a cat with long claws stalking its way across the marble. Sclick. Sclock. Sclick. Sclock.

‘Boss? Are we going to the pod?’

I had to force my throbbing head to focus. This all seemed too simple. There’s always more to this place. It never ends. They were fucking with me for a purpose, surely. No life without purpose. I had been systematically taken apart. Here I was, in this grand space, in my underwear, in my socks, in my faded skin. For what? So I could see the truth: that I was born under a bad sign. There was a higher purpose in this temple. They were fucking with me for a purpose much higher than I could ever fathom.

‘Beast?’

‘Boss?’

‘You’d tell me if you weren’t really you, wouldn’t you?’

‘Boss?’

‘I mean, shoes are one thing …’

‘Don’t go strange on me, Boss. I can’t handle this shit alone.’

‘OK. Come on. Let’s go.’

‘Wait, where are we going?’

‘To get my fucking contract.’

‘We have to get to the pod, Boss!’

‘She won’t be at the pod, Beast. I know her.’

The only illumination in the registrar’s office was the dim red glow of the ‘standby’ light on Ms Zhivast’s type-machine. And someone else’s familiar scent. ‘She’s been here.’

‘Who?’

‘Gladys.’

She’d been there an hour ago. Maybe longer. I could smell Grandmama’s expired perfume. She’d probably come to get her girly journal back. Maybe she’d already escaped without us. Wouldn’t that be the icing? Her and Hunter going off together, laughing as their pod drifted up towards the world, leaving us here to rot and die. The rhythmic cat-claw sound I’d heard outside was the ticking of the clock on the wall of the office. Glowing hands were edging 12.15.

‘What are we doing, Boss? We have to get to the pod.’

‘There’s no escape plan, Beast. Not for us, anyway. We’ve been played. She played us. This was a distraction. We’re the distraction.’

‘She wouldn’t do that.’

I could see the safe standing open, the space where our books used to be. ‘Well, it looks like she took all our books. So that’s something. Come on, let’s get my contract and get back to the apartment before they –’

The clock struck chimes which smashed against our ears, shimmered and died.

‘Fuck. That’s a quarter past already.’

‘This is it, Boss. They’ll be awake now, they’ll be … What was that!’

‘Be calm, Beast.’

‘Something’s out there, Boss. I heard something.’

‘Quiet, there’s nothing out there. They can’t hurt me. I have a contract.’

‘They can hurt me.’

‘That’s possibly true. Come on, let’s move. Stay close to me.’

‘No. Where are we going?’

‘Back to our apartment to shout at G.’ We slipped out the door and onto the mezzanine.

‘But G said to meet us at the pod, Boss!’ Beast had stopped at the top of the Grand Staircase. He faced me as he pointed back behind him. ‘Down there is where we should be going.’

‘Ahhhhh, Beast?’ There was movement in the lobby below. A dead shadow was waking in the gloom.

‘No, Boss, I’m tired of taking all the orders. I have a say in this, too. It’s my life, too. We need to get to the … … the fuck?’ He’d heard the sounds from the lobby, turned slowly. In the distance, a shadow was shuffling forward on its knees through a slick of blood, then slowly rising. First one foot on the bloody marble. It made a loud, wet slap. Then the other foot. Slap. Stooped and swaying to keep his balance, the shape toppled back two steps, regathered. The mop, still engorged with blood, swayed heavy from his head, and looked like a hideous organic protrusion. The creature looked like the result of an ungodly experimental splicing of man and unicorn. He flung both pale hands around the stick and steadied himself. Then he pulled down hard. Once … Twice. The handle gave a few inches at a time. Three times … Four. Each time a wet squawk echoed through the lobby. ‘We should probably … Beast?’ Gone. I heard the door to the registrar’s office slam. Fucker. Five pulls … Six. That excruciating squawk. Now Franz stood on the mop-head with his dripping shoes to give one last pull, and with a final gush of blood he wrenched it free. ‘Beast! Open this motherfucking door!’ The boy jerked up at the sound of my shouts, my hammering on the door, straightened. His bucket full of bloody water gleamed. Brandishing the blood-soaked spear, he slowly turned his head towards me.

‘OK. OK. Let’s not panic. This door is locked. Let’s just hold tight in here a few minutes, until we know the coast is clear.’

‘The coast? What coast? We’re stuck in here. He’s out there. They’re all out there.’

‘Beast, take a breath. Do you want to die like a man, or a coward?’

‘You know it’ll be coward, Boss. You know.’

‘I know. Let’s sit tight for now. This’ll blow over.’

‘Fuck this. I don’t know why I came. This stuff always happens when it’s you and G.’

‘You came to stop us killing each other, remember?’

‘He’s out there. He’s coming up the stairs.’

‘He’s not coming up the stairs, Beast.’ Was pretty sure I’d heard slow, wet footsteps on the marble, maybe a scraping at the door. Wasn’t going to tell him that. ‘We’ll ride things out here till morning, then go back to our rooms. They’ll let us past.’

‘You drew a dick on him, Boss!’

‘I know, Beast. This will all blow over. We’re safe in here.’

‘In here? For how long? With no food or booze?’

‘There’s booze, Beast, relax.’ I gestured to the veneered cocktail table with its chromium drinks tray holding a lonely bottle of sherry, a red enamel-and-brass soda siphon, and two glasses.

‘Sherry and soda, Boss? Are we teenage girls?!’

We stooped in the darkness. Listening. Madness. The weight of the darkness bore down on me. All harmony is contained in this darkness. At that moment, strangely, something Doctor Rubin had written came back to me, and finally made sense: that a mind in darkness was no mind at all. Thought cannot live outside the kingdom of the senses. It was dark, but I could hear, and smell. Sounds from beyond the door crawled over my skin.

‘Boss, maybe we should GEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE EEEEEEEEE!’

Beast let out a quasi-tribal shriek as the wooden spike, still slick with blood, punched through the door, and through the four-inch-wide space between our heads, then withdrew. We stumbled back across the room as the spike punched through again, and again, and again, each time on a different angle, leaving the wood riddled with oval puncture wounds dripping with blood.

‘I DON’T WANT TO BE KILLED WITH A MOP! THAT’S NOT HOW I WANT TO GO OUT!’

‘Quiet, Beast!’

The assault on the door had stopped. We crouched in the darkness, waiting for the next attack. But it didn’t come. And then suddenly the darkness vanished. The world materialised. A blaze of brilliant light came through the holes in the door, and we heard an amplified voice.

‘THIS IS COLONEL BRONT FROM THE MARINE PATROL SERVICE. THIS FACILITY IS UNDER OUR PROTECTION. ALL GUESTS AND STAFF ARE TO DISARM IMMEDIATELY AND COME INTO THE LOBBY WITH YOUR HANDS ON YOUR HEAD.’

‘Great. Just brilliant.’

‘What do we do?’

I thought for a minute. It could be a trap to lure us out. ‘We stay put.’

‘YOU IN THE MEZZANINE OFFICE. VACATE WITH YOUR HANDS ON YOUR HEADS OR WE WILL GAS YOU.’

‘How did they know we’re in here?’

‘They heard you screaming, Beast. Let’s just do what they say.’ We moved out onto the Grand Staircase, hands above our heads, descended into the burning haze of military floodlamps. Franz had vanished. He’d left his bucket.

‘KEEP YOUR HANDS ABOVE YOUR HEADS AND DO AS INSTRUCTED,’ said the godlike voice. ‘DO NOT MOVE FROM YOUR POSITION.’

‘Who are these guys – Navy?’

‘Just the Coast Guard, Beast. Sea Crows.’

‘Yes, sir, that’s them all right.’ Sam the elevator man had roused himself and was standing at my shoulder.

‘DO NOT MOVE! WE ARE AGENTS FROM THE MPS TERRORISM RESPONSE UNIT.’

‘Must have got a lucky tag on us. Well, not so lucky.’

‘YOU THERE. PUT YOUR HANDS BEHIND YOUR HEAD OR YOU WILL BE ELIMINATED.’

‘Well, suppose we should be getting on with this.’ Sam stepped forward, lifted his palms, and was irradiated by the lamps. ‘We don’t want any hoo-hah!’ he called. ‘You people need to get in your little boats and leave!’

‘THIS IS YOUR FINAL WARNING! PUT YOUR HANDS BEHIND YOUR HEAD!’

‘Well, OK then.’ Sam stepped back to us and put his hands behind his head. We saw a squad of shadows move forward, the green laser targets from their weapons tracked over our faces, over Sam’s bald dome, over the Countess Hemples and the statues of well-endowed lions, and up over the wonderful dome above. A murder of black shadows in helmets and gas masks flew down the right side of the lobby, past the desks, and we heard their heavy boots clatter up the staircase. ‘This isn’t going to end well, is it, Sam?’

‘You mean for them, or you?’

Ungodly screams came back from above and bounced around the lobby vaults. Then came the trill of spring pipes, and the place was suddenly bathed in a honey light.

… Imagine life in one of those small villages, so many thousands of years ago, when people lived from the land.

‘Oh fuck, seriously? The Tour again?’

… It is Harvest Eve, and the young girls of the village have gathered at the river to cleanse themselves …

‘You folks should follow me into Elevator 2. If you want to … I don’t know … live.’ We skipped into the car as the women in white dresses appeared, flesh pale and fresh from the cool river water.

‘CEASE DANCING IMMEDIATELY OR YOU WILL BE SHOT!’

… After cleansing they would flow up in a line through the trees and dance the Dance of Abduction.

They bobbed past in rows; the sound of pipes and bees drowned out the godlike voice on the megaphone.

‘SOMETHING SOMETHING WARNING SOMETH—!’

Bront’s voice stopped. We heard the screams of men. The screams of men, as I’d learned from my brief stay in a Kaukassian prison, are not a lot unlike the screams of women. From our framed vantage we caught rapid snapshots: a helmeted head removed from a pair of shoulders with a single sweep of a scythe; two girls advancing with golden smiles and golden sickles upon a wounded soldier. Giant white bees shot through the frame. Bullets pinged off ancient marble. Have I mentioned that the marble in the lobby is genuine Terrestrial marble from Arcturus, not synthetic? Madness. We saw a soldier stumble past, his black uniform dressed in black hornets who ripped red gashes in him with their stingers, tore his face mask away with their terrible mandibles as he screamed and fell. Someone opened up with a flame-thrower. A jet of fire roared past the open elevator, turned a statue of a sea god black, left a river of fat insectoid bodies spinning on the floor, before dying to the tune of a scream which trilled its way up two octaves, and back down again to silence. Sam reached for the golden button near the door.

‘Floor one, friends? Or do you want to see some more sights?’

He set us moving.

‘You know we’re at Stealth Five? We’re supposed to be running silent.’

‘Well, I came out in my socks.’

The giant smiled. ‘Sure. But it doesn’t take much. The chiming of a clock’ll do it.’

‘We didn’t make that clock chime, Sam.’

‘It wouldn’t’ve chimed if you weren’t there. If you’d stayed in your rooms like you were told to, they wouldn’t have heard it. Their little boat would’ve sailed on by.’

‘Is this bad, Sam?’

‘Well, that depends what you think of as bad, and how you define “this”. Certain things will probably happen now, and if they do they won’t be pleasant things.’

‘What about Gladys?’

‘Forget about her. If she’s lucky she’ll have had time to … well.’

‘I don’t understand this place, Sam.’

‘Who does? Hard to understand a storm while you’re standing in it.’

‘All this murdering. What could it possibly be for?’

He rubbed his bristly face with a massive hand. ‘It’s just life, I suppose. Kill and be killed. Anyway, murder is a lot like a big storm, friend. It really is kind of beautiful until you have to go out in it.’

The lift chimed, the doors slid open. In our corridor, outside every door, there was a shoeshine seat, and sitting watch on each shoeshine seat outside each door was a soldier from the good old MPS. The Sea Crows. Each with their weapon at their side, each with their own head resting on their lap.



NOTES FROM A CONFINEMENT

Which brings us almost up to date. I’ve had ample time to catch up on my notes. To set down this story so that if what I think will happen in the next few hours does, there’s a slim chance you or someone else will read it. We’re prisoners. Hours have passed, from simulated night to simulated morning. Hidden lights have flooded the butterfly cave with a brassy dawn glow. Our room is smaller than ever. Our door is locked from the outside by some secret force. The handle will not move even the fraction expected by the gaps within its mechanism. And of course we know what’s out there. Darkness, emptiness, guarded in silence by a small legion of soldiers whose necks glimmer bright as the stumps of just-cut trees. Still no sign of my trousers. But Gladys was there when we got back. She was dressed in a maid’s uniform. Her left cheek was bruised, her left arm was wrapped in a bloody bandage. And I have never been so happy and unhappy to see someone.

‘Gladys, what happened to you? Why in fuck’s house are you dressed like a maid?’

‘Ambush.’ That’s all she’d say. Had her feet up on the table. Those old combat boots she wears. She was leaning back, her chair balanced on two legs. There was someone else there, too. A form who stood nervously alert in the centre of the room. ‘Hello, Ms Zhivast.’

‘Hello, Mr Tamberlain.’

‘This is a pretty good story,’ said Gladys. She had her bandaged arm behind her infuriating head, while with the other hand she held the bound stack of pages I’d left on the table. ‘Pretty damn good, actually. The Zombie Inside. A little overwritten in places, but …’

‘I’m very sorry, Mr Tamberlain, I would have left, but we can’t penetrate the thresholds to apartments in either direction while the “Do Not Disturb” sign is on. And Ms Green wouldn’t turn it off for me.’

‘Gladys?’

‘Thought you’d want to say goodbye, or at least give her notes. On her writing, I mean.’ I was to be tortured over this. She almost never has this kind of leverage.

‘I’m so very, very sorry, Mr Tamberlain. I would have left, honestly. I should probably be leaving now.’

‘No, stay. John, fix your lady friend a drink.’

‘Might hit the old sack myself. Pretty exhausted.’

‘No, stay, Beast. John was going to make us all a round of Tomahawks. That’s what we do: I handle security, you handle business, and John makes the drinks.’

‘Yes, that’s what you were doing tonight. Handling security. Looking after my interests.’ Why was she mad at me? What had I done? I could see her journal on the table. ‘Who’s running this show anyway?’

‘You are, John. I’m just along for the ride. I’m the weird cousin your parents make you take on trips.’

‘I really should be going. Thanks so much for having me. You have a lovely apartment.’

‘No, come on, stay, let’s have a party. He has no bed, but I’m sure you can improvise.’

‘Gladys, please stop talking before I –’

A firm knock at the door. No one moved. I saw the registrar give a little shoulder-sigh to the floor.

‘Massimo?’

She gave a small shake of her luminous head. I went to answer the door.

So angry, Colette. I mean, I’ve seen angry people. Believe me. But on that night anger seemed to radiate from our concierge’s pores. There were two porters standing behind him in the hall, both brandishing crowbars.

‘At last, some workers with appropriate tools to fix my bed!’

‘Tell me where she is.’

‘Who?’

‘You know exactly who.’

‘She’s just in there. Please, come in.’ I flipped our ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign off. Shabazzniov swept past me and down the hall, ran aground in the living room. ‘Ms Zhivast. Well, isn’t this the very limit. Whenever I think we’ve plumbed the limits, you people show me that there are none. It’s insubordination all the way down.’

‘Mr Shabazzniov, I’m very sorry. Mr Tamberlain called me for assistance.’

‘For assistance? We’re at Stealth Five and he’s calling you for assistance.’

So angry.

‘Well, it was only Stealth Four when I called her.’

But I’d make him angrier if I could.

‘Are you aware, Ms Zhivast, of the severe consequences of consorting with a guest in his room?’

‘Of course I am, Mr Shabazzniov. There was no consorting.’

‘Certainly no consorting,’ said Gladys with a shit-gorging smirk, ‘no squiring or fraternising, either.’

Shabazzniov turned on her: ‘Don’t you even dare speak.’

The smirk vanished from her face. The two porters who’d accompanied him had pushed the trolley with my new bed in and were manoeuvring it down the hall towards my room, taking frequent glances at our little scene, whispering.

‘I will ask you plainly. Why were you out tonight, and where have you put all our fire extinguishers?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. Been here all night.’

‘You are wearing a maid’s outfit.’

‘They’re my relaxing clothes.’

‘You have clearly been wounded.’

‘Paper cuts.’

‘Yes, why would my employee go out, Shabazzniov? You clearly told us to stay in here.’

‘I knew. I told them. I said it was a serious mistake to keep you here. You think just because you’ve put your spell on Doctor Rubin you can do what you like?’

‘I haven’t put a spell on anyone.’

‘He’s fallen for your act. It won’t last. I’ll still be here to pick up the pieces. That man is a saint. And if you hurt him, I’ll make you pay.’

There was a long silence. Even Gladys looked like she didn’t really understand what was happening. The silence went on until I broke it. ‘Well, all right then!’

Shabazzniov turned to take me in. ‘Are you aware, Mr Tamberlain, that you are not currently wearing trousers?’

‘I had to send them to be laundered. I had to send them to be laundered because my only other pair of trousers, which I sent out for pressing, have not come back, and my shoes, which were never mine to begin with, have vanished, as has my bed. This is all completely fucking outrageous. Still, it’s what I’ve come to expect from this establishment.’

Shabazzniov sighed. ‘There are no circumstances in which a man should have to greet his concierge without trousers. And every man should have a bed. As you can see, the situation is being rectified.’ The two porters had managed to get the crate halfway through the doorway to my room. ‘I personally selected your new bed.’

‘You did not,’ the registrar whispered to the floor. ‘I chose his bed.’

‘Oh, I saw the one you chose, Ms Zhivast! Did you honestly think a bachelorette’s crib like that could comfortably support a man of his girth? Where are the secondary struts for stability? Where are the canopy stanchions?’ What the fuck was happening? The two porters were finding it impossible to manoeuvre their trolley through my bedroom door, and they’d stopped to have a deafeningly silent argument using arm gestures and mouthed curse words. ‘Now, you were explaining to me what a registrar could possibly have been doing in a guest’s room, nocturnally.’

‘She came to assist me with a small matter.’

‘A matter.’

‘Less a matter. More of a minor need.’

‘Oh, I’m sure you have no minor needs, Mr Tamberlain.’

‘She came, we talked, and then she swooned.’

‘She swooned!’ He turned to fling his arms up at the two porters, who looked at each other.

‘She did, sir, she swooned,’ said Beast.

‘She swooned, so we gave her the sofa. Just until NAP time was over.’

‘Nap time? What is “nap time” when it’s at sea?’

‘Nocturnal Automated Patches,’ said Beast. ‘NAP time. 12.10.’

Shabazzniov turned and stared at him for a long time. Beast shrank. ‘I don’t know what you’ve been told, Mr Daniels –’

‘It’s Daniel Woodbine.’

‘– but I can assure you, there’s not any such thing as NAP time.’

‘That’s just not true,’ the registrar whispered.

‘I’m sorry? You had something to say, Ms Zhivast?’ She said nothing, but from my vantage I could see her micro-roll her eyes.

‘I needed some notes typed up,’ I said, ‘but I’m without my type-machine. I called on Ms Zhivast to ask her if she wouldn’t mind typing them, since I know she’s an excellent typist.’

‘Of course! And you have these notes handy, I presume?’

‘Here they are.’ Gladys waved the sheaf of papers she still held in her hand. The smirking bitch let them fall upon the table.

‘And you wouldn’t mind reading a passage for me, Mr Tamberlain, just to verify Ms Zhivast’s story?’

‘Oh, allow me,’ said Gladys. ‘It’d be my pleasure.’ She scooped up the sheaf, threw her bandaged arm back behind her head, cleared her throat for effect. Shabazzniov closed his eyes in concentration, put his steepled hands to his lips. ‘Notes on the Registrar, Ms Zhivast. I have watched this delicate beauty from afar, and I must admit I find her utterly fascinating, and ineffably compelling. A delicate creature who seems half made of flame, and half of flesh, with eyes the blue of melting ice. It’s a strange sensation to feel weak for a girl, let alone one so far below my station. It’s bizarre, considering how handsome, and successful, and charismatic I am – not to mention tall – that a girl of this kind, so lowly and anonymous – not to mention tiny and ginger – could make me feel this powerless. Also humble. Her gentle, sensuous beauty causes me to have sensations I have never felt, and in places which have long lain dormant. I thought that years of repression had left me numb below the waist, and incapable of experiencing any human feeling. And yet I feel her presence in the night, when I’m alone and naked in my bed.’ The porters with my bed stood frozen now, gaping. ‘I can almost smell her. How do I speak to this girl? And how do I be myself around her? This creature, this star, this … angel?’

The smug bitch, content with her improvised dissertation, placed the sheaf gently on the table, squared it with the room, then reclined again, both hands behind her head. Her boots thumped on the wooden surface of the table. Otherwise the room was exceptionally quiet. The porters snapped shut their slack mouths and hurried back to work.

‘Well. Mr Tamberlain, I had no idea you were capable of such vulnerability.’

‘I’m as surprised as you.’

I will kill you.

Do your worst.

‘Ms Zhivast, you’re free to go, but for now you’re confined to your apartment. Are you listening?’

‘What? I’m very sorry.’

‘I said you’re confined to your apartment. I’ll review your case when I finish with these people. If I discover a deception you will be logged, your book endorsed, and dismissed.’

‘That’s not fair!’ The girl turned scarlet.

‘I’m sorry? Do you have something to say to me?’

‘There’s no need for this, I called her here. It’s my fault.’

‘I’ll be the judge of what’s called for here, or by whom, Mr Tamberlain.’

She was glaring at him now, a look of pure fury. ‘You can’t do this.’

‘I can, and I will. Feel free to make it worse.’

‘One of these days the people downstairs will decide they’ve had enough, Murial. Then you’ll see. Mr Tamberlain, will you show me out? I was never taught to use door handles.’

‘Of course.’ I walked the girl to the door.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Tamberlain. I’m sorry I lost my temper.’

‘Not at all. Think nothing of it.’

‘And don’t worry about me. I have a friend or two upstairs.’

‘I’m glad.’

‘And, Mr Tamberlain … about those things you wrote.’

‘Huh?’

‘I’m very flattered, of course. But I’m not sure I can replicate feelings of that intensity.’

‘Yes. But you realise I didn’t actually write … Never mind. I appreciate your honesty. Do take care.’

She left. The two porters came bustling out of my room, arms filled with bits of packing crate, bowed respectfully as they passed and vanished through the open door. I flicked the DNS sign on again. When I glanced into my room I found the strangest bed I’d ever seen. It was a huge, creaking, wrought-iron monster dressed in plump, frilled pillows and a matching cover: like something your scary aunt would sleep in. It was unfeasibly tall; there was a small iron ladder for climbing into it. It had a lavish wrought-iron canopy. Shabazzniov joined me. ‘I hope it’s to your liking.’

‘Huh? Yes, it looks very … sturdy.’

‘I must go and make a report to Management, then I will return. Mr Tamberlain, will you please release me?’

‘Hmmm? Oh, of course.’ I flipped the sign off, but he too wanted to detain me for a whispering session.

‘Mr Tamberlain, think sensibly here. Do you really want this all to be over because of Ms Green? Despite appearances I still think very highly of you. We can negotiate. Jettison your “extra luggage” and work with us before it’s too late. She’s gone mad. Did you know she’s trying to steal all our fire extinguishers?’

‘Word reached me.’

‘I don’t know what relationship you have with her, whether it’s strictly professional, or other, but if you still have any interest at all in having your meal in the Undersea, I would choose your allies carefully. This is your last chance. I will enquire after your trousers.’ He left.

Madness. I went back in, primed to say some bad words to my extra luggage, but she headed me off: ‘Before you do your whole “thing”, John, you should know I got your contract.’

‘What? What do you mean, my contract?’

‘You seriously think I just went to get my stupid journal?’

‘No, I thought you went to get your stupid Hunter.’

‘What the fuck do you think I am, Jonathan?’

‘I don’t know, what the fuck do you think I am?’

‘Well, I think you’re both very nice. Let’s all have a drink, shall we?’

‘Where is the contract? Show it to me. We have to destroy it.’

‘Oh, you definitely don’t want to do that, Boss. Section 219/ix: TERMINATION AND FORFEITURE.’

‘Right.’

‘It’s somewhere safe, John. We could destroy it, but it could be more useful as leverage.’

‘But if we destroy it we become invisible. We could just walk out of here.’

‘Yeah, you could try. If you destroy your contract you lose its protection. Like Beast said. It’d be open season. Not even that sign on the door could protect you. You want that? Anyway, maybe I don’t want to leave yet. Maybe I want to stay a while longer. Maybe I want to teach these fuckers not to fuck with me.’

We’ve been here too long. I’ve no idea how many hours. Hours seem to pass like minutes. Gladys sits on a stool behind the bar, resting her chin on her knuckles so she looks like a decapitated head. God knows what’s going through that head. She won’t stop looking at me. At one point she came to the table with her hunting knife, took the seat in front of the butterfly window, and began to carve letters into the polished surface of the antique table, all while staring at me. Then she went and got her smoking kit from her silver case, rolled a rail. ‘G, did you bring drugs here?’ Didn’t answer me. Lit the rail with her silver lighter. Offered some to Beast, but none to me.

I nodded off. A quick-burning, super-octane vision in which I was pursued through the halls by naked, achromatic giants with unicorn-like horns and shaggy white mop-head beards, before I was woken by the knock, firm and even. I opened the door. Our concierge was back. Now there were four porters with him carrying craft knives and rolls of plastic sheeting. If it’s possible, he was even angrier than before.

‘Where is it?’

‘Where is what?’ ‘You know exactly what. Please let us in.’

‘I don’t know that I want to … … OK, fine.’ I flipped off the sign. None of the porters looked particularly menacing. Shabazzniov strode through the room to take his seat at the far end of the dining table, placing his diary just to his right and extending two fists to rest evenly on the tabletop. ‘I’ll ask again. Where is it?’

‘We don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said G.

His workers began to sheet the room and its fittings in plastic. They worked quickly, expertly.

‘You know very well what I’m talking about. You broke into the registrar’s office, and you stole something very valuable. I have come to ask for it back.’

‘Wasn’t us,’ said Gladys. The concierge looked at her, then let his gaze travel down to the word carved in the perfect surface. ‘CUNTS.’

‘You know this table once belonged to a prince.’

‘Put a finger on my tab,’ I said. ‘And send a kind note to the prince.’

‘I’m afraid we’re well beyond fingers. We have a code of conduct. This code was clearly outlined in the contract. Which you have stolen. There is no more serious breach of code. This is worse than Franz, worse than your excursions, worse than violating our Stealth Protocols. That contract underpins our entire operation. It …’ He sighed. With a bored expression he flipped open his diary and tapped an entry with his fingers.

‘It what?’

‘Hmmm? Oh, what’s the point in trying to explain our rules to you? You have no decency. You’re just like them. I have given my report to Management, made my recommendations. In a few minutes that phone will ring, and I will have my orders to terminate our arrangement.’

His boys and girls already had an entire wall and a cabinet sheeted in plastic.

‘Is this really necessary?’

‘Shall I list your crimes again? Arriving early. Bringing unsanctioned guests. Killing a member of staff. Going on unsanctioned excursions. Stealing our … Ms Green, there’s no smoking in our rooms.’

Gladys let out a lungful of smoke. Shrugged.

‘Is that narcotics? Are you smoking narcotics?’ She shrugged again. ‘Well, let’s add narcotics to the list, along with stealing our fire extinguishers. Breaking into our offices. Removing legal documents without permission. Engaging in intimate liaisons with female members of staff.’

‘I told you, I never touched Ms Zhivast.’

‘I wasn’t talking about you.’ He turned back to Gladys.

‘Gladys!’

‘So you can see I have more than enough reason to terminate our arrangement and initiate removal. This could possibly be the worst induction I have ever been a part of.’

‘He’s bluffing,’ said Gladys.

‘Am I? Would you stake your life on that? Oh, wait, you already have.’

‘Sorry, what do you mean “removal”?’

He looked slowly over at me. ‘I can’t be any more specific. We have reached the end. Do you understand the implications of what I’m telling you?’

‘Yes. It seems as if you’re telling me I’m not going to get my meal.’

‘… That is … one consequence, yes.’

I stood in the centre of the room, a position of weakness. I looked at my employees on their high stools at the bar. ‘Friends,’ I said, ‘will you excuse us for a few minutes?’ They looked confused, then slid off their stools and headed for the den. ‘Not the den. I have private work in there.’ With neither prepared to let the other enter their sanctum, they headed to the main bathroom and shut the door.

‘Now look, Murial.’ I sat quickly down at the far end of the negotiating table and extended my hands in a gesture of conciliation. ‘I really couldn’t give a weapons-grade dump what happens to those two; frankly their service has been very disappointing. I’m as angry as you, believe me. Maybe not room-sheeted-in-plastic angry.’ I took a moment to look around the half-covered room. They were using staple guns to attach the sheets of plastic. I was trying to muster myself not to jump with every gunshot. ‘… But there will be punishments, I can assure you. I’m no soft touch. Still, I think we can stop short of removal, can’t we? Whatever removal means in this instance, we should stop short of it. You’re a tough man. A direct man. But you’re no removal man.’

He held my gaze. ‘It’s Mr Shabazzniov.’

‘Sure, and I see the point you’re trying to make. Deeds have been done. Look, though, people upstairs won’t be happy with this. Doctor Rubin –’

‘Has no say in this. I don’t know what he’s been telling you, or promising you, but he’s exceeded his remit.’

‘Right, but Gladys is –’

‘Finished. She’s –’

We both looked up to see Gladys appear, palms raised. ‘Don’t let me interrupt, just getting ice.’ We waited while she snuck barefoot across to the bar and found an ice bucket. We gazed across the table at each other with sombre expressions as she noisily filled the silver bucket with silver cubes. Then we watched her together as she strode, sway-hipped, across the room with the bucket, and a nearly full bottle of John Barleycorn, gave what might pass for a quick smile of apology, an encouraging thumbs up to me, then vanished into the bathroom.

‘What are they going to do with a whole bottle of Barleycorn and no mixer?’

He looked blankly at me.

‘And no glasses.’

Nothing.

‘Look, Shabazzniov, you’re a reasonable … kind of a man. And these people are strange, and unruly, and insane, let’s face it. But they’re my people. You understand. You have your people, and they’re unruly too. But these are my people, and I’m responsible for them. I’m loyal to them. So. Let’s negotiate.’

He observed me coldly. ‘In a few minutes that phone will ring. A voice on the other end will give me a set of precise orders. I will carry them out. That is loyalty. There is no negotiation. She’s finished. Give us back the contract and we might consider letting you live.’

I considered what the man across the table had told me. This smug little phantom. I was tired of smug faces. I stood up, went to the bar where the telephone set had been left. Then I picked up the entire set, smashed it once, twice, three times against the marble bar. Pieces of metal and plastic shot off across the room. The sheeters stopped their sheeting, froze. I nodded to them. Then I went back and took my place at the table.

‘You think that changes a thing?’

I shrugged. My friends came cautiously out of the bathroom, followed by a cloud of smoke. I saw a blob of shaving foam on Beast’s earlobe. He carried the ice bucket in his paw as if it were a perfectly ordinary cocktail tumbler. ‘Woodbine, Gladys, we now have a hostage scenario. We are at Burnt Umber Status. If this man moves from that chair, shoot him in the face.’ Gladys shrugged, went to get her arsenal.

‘This is madness.’

‘Probably, Murial. Though I’d hardly take notes on sanity from the staff of this establishment. I for one have had enough. Fuck this induction, and fuck my meal in the Undersea. You say we have nothing to negotiate with? We have you.’

Gladys returned to the table with two auto-pistols, her feet crackling over the plastic sheeted floor. The pistols made a heavy thud as she set them on the table near her own engraving. She sat. The sheeters finished up their work, grabbed their tools and hurried out. The door slammed. Oh the stories they’ll tell in the halls. I went to flick the sign on after they’d left.

‘You can’t keep me hostage here. I’m not here at all. You are keeping the air as prisoner, Tamberlain, and the only thing keeping you alive is that “Do Not Disturb” sign, and the fact you were wise enough not to destroy that contract. There’s no purpose in this.’

‘Yes there is. It’s my purpose. It’s my wish to keep you as a hostage.’

‘No!’ The concierge hit the table with his fist so hard the wood split; G’s gun was in her hand in an instant. ‘There’s no your wish here!’ Flecks of unreal spittle were flying across the table. ‘There is only our wishes, and if you stand in our way we’ll burn you alive.’

‘Yes. You realise that table once belonged to a prince.’ My ears still rang. There was a jagged lightning-bolt crack reaching from one side of the table to the other. Beast tottered helplessly on his plastic-covered bar stool. G had the muzzle of her pistol an inch from Shabazzniov’s temple, arm rigid, and she has never, Colette, looked more attractive.

‘Your speed is impressive, Ms Green. But I don’t think you quite realise what we’re capable of. It is truly a remarkable hospitality system Doctor Rubin has designed. Did you know that we can access your pain meridians directly? We can make you feel discomfort in ways I’m sure you’ve never experienced. Have you ever been flayed, Ms Green? We can show you what it feels like to be flayed alive. We can do it without killing you. We can do it for as long as we fancy. We can make it go on for days. We can add a routine which keeps you conscious through the procedure. And if it still doesn’t seem to us as if the pain is sufficient, we can add more layers. We can show you what it feels like to be flayed with a white-hot knife, or with a pair of surgical scissors dipped in strong acid. These are the stakes. We are capable of all this, and so much more, and there’s nothing you, or your whore Huntresses, can do about it. We can paint with a palette of agony, and we can ensure that the person inflicting this damage on you is the person more dear to you than any other, the person whose name is most deeply written on your heart.’

Gladys Green did not even swallow. They only thing to betray her emotion was a faint sheen of silvery sweat visible on the palm which held the gun.

‘Well. I must say that sounds delightful.’

‘It is, Tamberlain. It is thoroughly and completely delightful. I can only feel delight at what awaits this girl. You can’t stay awake forever. You can’t stay in this room forever. You have to blink some time. So keep me here. It makes no difference. You’re not the only one who has a hostage. We have the mysterious Man in the White Dress in our sights.’ I caught a brief tick in her gun-hand. ‘My men are hunting him down. Following the trail of his blood. Your whore Huntresses can’t do anything about it’

She kept her hand steady. Her breathing even. ‘Why would I care what happens to him?’

He smiled at her. ‘I know. He’s not exactly your type. But you should care because what’s about to happen to him is your fault. Protect the innocent. Isn’t that the mantra of the Bear? Well, you haven’t managed to protect him. Oh, the things we’re going to do to him. And it’s all because of you. So let’s end this. Tell me where the contract is. Tell me where you’ve hidden our extinguishers. Your cooperation might ease his suffering. Somewhat.’

Gladys put the gun down on the table.

‘That’s it? You surrender? Just like that?’

‘I’m not surrendering. I’m just not going to shoot you in the face like you want me to.’

‘Why would I want you to do that?’

‘Because then you’d be free? As long as I keep you here you can’t see what’s happening out there.’

‘I know what’s happening out there. Your Huntresses have been lured into a trap. They’re being slaughtered. Your big play has failed. And my best men are preparing a reception for the Man in the White Dress.’

G shrugged bravely. But I could see. Maybe Shabazzniov could, too, because he smiled at her again. ‘Don’t be upset. Nothing you do makes any difference. You’re confronting elemental forces far beyond you. You might as well go outside and fight the seas. Nothing can save you now.’

The phone rang. Even Shabazzniov jumped. The smashed and broken phone rang eight times while we looked at each other. Shabazzniov stood smartly, croaked across the plastic to answer it. He picked up the broken receiver from the floor and held it to his ear.

‘Yes … Yes … Yes, I understand.’ Such a shadow fell across his face. ‘If that’s your decision. Yes, I will fetch him.’ He held out the receiver towards me, but kept his gaze on the far wall. I went to take the phone. Its cable was severed. It felt burning hot from Shabazzniov’s grip. A familiar voice said, ‘My Master has given the final order to kill her, yes? He doesn’t care what’s in her head. But I have just lied to Shabazzniov and told him the Master gave her one last reprieve. Do you know the implications of this? For all of us? Nod if you do? Good. The sleep remedy I designed will make the system think she’s dead. Look in the den? There is no other way. It’s all up to you now.’

The line went dead. I went into the den. Things were exactly as I left them, except that there was a clean white towel on the desk. In its folds I found a purple vial, and a pink envelope. Inside was an invitation, printed on heavy card. There was also a note on a slip of yellow paper.

You get no more chances. Love, R.



HOTEL GRAND SKIES: THE EMPYREAN

Invites you to attend dinner in the Undersea.

Elevator 1 will be reserved for you at precisely 8 p.m.

A reasonable standard of dress is requested.

No ‘additionals’.

Mr Rojiibo looks forward to serving you.

With warmest regards,

The Master of the House



NOTES ON POISONING GLADYS

I’m upstairs, Colette. I did what needed to be done. The only thing that could be done. I hope you agree. I hope this reaches you. I’ve been left to shower and dress before my dinner. My luggage was waiting for me. My new apartment is large and comfortable. Much larger than the one I had. There is a well-stocked bar – though I barely feel like drinking. Must look to the future. I’m here because I have a plan. It’s a kind of plan.

When I came out of the den Shabazzniov considered me coldly. ‘I can’t even begin to comprehend how, but your gambit seems to have earned you one final lifeline. I hope you make the most of it. Ms Green, I’ll be seeing you very soon, I suspect.’

Then he left.

They let us out for a drink while they put our apartment back in order. We went to the Mirror Lounge. Nothing to say, though. Beast is usually the one to fill these silences. But he wasn’t himself. He went off to vomit after Shabazzniov left. It was all too much for him. G took him in a glass of water, came out a few minutes later and said, ‘The infection’s worse.’

‘Infection? What infection?’

‘The one in his finger, John. Seriously, how far up your own arse do you live?’

I thought back. The sweats. The shakes. The fact that at one point he’d said, ‘I hope this thing isn’t infected.’ He’d taken to his bed. I went in to see him. Found him sweating and mumbling in the darkness. ‘Why do this? What does this prove? It’s all madness.’

‘Beast?’

‘Wha-ssat?’

‘We’re gonna go for a drink in the Danger Club. Come on, get dressed. Operation Danger Club.’

‘What? No. Not out there. I’m done. They’re monsters. All of them. I’ll never leave this room. Not ever. This is my home. My cocoon.’

He was pale green. Hated to see him like this. He was my idea of what a man should be. ‘Well, how about the Mirror Lounge then? Yeah? You liked the Mirror Lounge.’ I gave him his drink and convinced him to take an Exocet. ‘I’ve called the nurse, Beast. She’ll bring something for your infection.’

‘No, Boss, I won’t see her. I’m done with these people.’

‘Well, I have my pharmacopoeia back. I have medicines in there. I have tranqs and black-market antibiotics.’

‘How do you know it’s your pharmacy, Boss? They could’ve replaced it. They can replace our things and we wouldn’t even know.’

‘Come on, Beast, that’s crazy speak.’

‘Oh, I’m the crazy one? No, I’m the only sane one here. And I’m done with this shit. I’m sick of being scared. You know I haven’t taken a shit since we arrived? Too clenched.’

‘Beast, I know you’ve been through a lot, but I need you. I need you more than ever. There’s one last job I have to do and I can’t do it without you.’

Through a series of tiny encouragements, and with the help of G, and some of my better medicines, I got him to the Mirror Lounge. A drink was what we needed. A drink and a talk. Gladys insisted on coming, which made things difficult, but eventually she went to use the conveniences. I’d dosed him up with happy pills; he seemed much better. ‘Look, Beast, I’m going to say some stuff now and it’s going to sound insane.’ I quickly ran through the state of play: Gladys, the fact that they brought her here to access the contents of her head, but because of her disruptive behaviour they were no longer interested in the contents of her head, they just wanted her dead, and the only way to save her was to dose her like a carietic tiger. ‘If she sleeps deep enough the system will think she’s dead.’

‘Yep, that does sound completely insane. Fun!’ He swilled the olive around his pyramid glass. ‘These are good.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘What are they called?’

‘White Oysters. You remember. Listen. Lepold just wants her gone. Rubin has given us one last chance.’

‘Who’s Lepold? The shark-head guy?’

‘No. That’s Murial.’

‘Who?’

‘Shabazzniov.’

‘The doctor guy?’

‘That’s Rubin. Doctor Rubin is in love with Gladys. He paints nude pictures of her while she’s sleeping. He wants to help us help her escape, but he also wants to make a kind of copy of her so he can keep her forever and possibly make her bear his children.’

‘Crazy. That’s not helping someone.’

‘… No. He wants me to slip her a sleeping drug which will put her in a … a … complicated … sleep thing. Basically they’ll think she’s dead. He wants me to bring her unconscious to Elevator 1 so he can scan her into his system.’

‘Pffft. Sounds complicated.’

‘I know, too complicated. And I don’t trust Doctor Rubin as far as I could throw him.’

‘You could probably throw him a ways. You’re pretty strong.’

‘Sure. So. I have a better plan. Dose Gladys, yes, so they think she’s dead, but don’t hand her over to the doctor. Now, after we dose her I’m gonna go upstairs so Rubin thinks I’ve gone along with his plan. You listening? This is important. You’re gonna get her to the last life-pod before anyone knows what the hell-fuck is happening.’

‘Hotshot. And what does Gladys think of all this?’

‘… She doesn’t know about this plan, Beast. She can’t know about it.’

‘Oh. Makes sense.’

‘Good. I’m glad.’

Our bartender, Stamper, was close by, polishing glasses and observing our conversation with a smile.

‘I’m just … I’m really happy right now, Boss. Look at this place.’

‘OK, Beast, try to focus. The doc has given me the sleep remedy. I need you to trust me on this. What do you say? Gladys takes exactly seventy-eight seconds to pee.’

Woodbine drained his glass and smacked his lips in thought, squaring up to his own reflection in the wall of glass behind the bar. ‘I’m big.’

‘Yeah, Beast. You’re a big guy.’

‘God, look at me. I could maybe throw you.’

Stamper walked away to put the clean glasses on the shelf, but he did so without looking at his work. In the mirror behind the bar I could see his eyes staring at us. Woodbine wobbled briefly on his stool, snatched his balance back just in time. ‘Woh! Who said that?’

‘Take a few deep breaths, Beast. And here, take another drink.’ I gestured to Stamper to fill our empty glasses. ‘Quickly now, she’s a fast pisser.’

Stamper made the drinks in a series of blindingly nimble movements. He shook the ice in the shaker so rapidly it made a sound like a piece of metal falling into the blades of a turbine. His head stayed absolutely still, stayed on us. I watched the door on the far side of the room for signs of movement. I saw our own eyes, multiplied a thousand times, in the walls of the Mirror Lounge. I saw the boy with the towels pass the door to the lounge. More than thirty times in the past two minutes. This place had become completely unhinged. Stamper placed our drinks on the bar, and beside them placed a platter of fresh fortune biscuits.

‘Listen, I need you, Beast. This whole plan relies on them thinking she’s –’ Stamper cleared his throat loudly. I turned, expecting to see G returning, but it was just Roxy passing through with a tray of glasses, watching us through slitted eyes. Our bartender narrowed his as she passed. Once she was gone he nodded, and I continued. ‘They need to think she’s dead.’ I took the vial from my jacket and placed it on the marble bar top. ‘It’s the only way. This is how we save her life.’

He gazed down his nose, and up over his bottom lip, at the vial. ‘What is it?’

‘Tranquilax. Mostly.’

‘The rape drug?’

‘It has medical applications, too, Beast.’

‘Can I have some?’

‘No, Beast. Listen. I need you to do the deed. I need plausible deniability. Now, I’m going to the door to stand guard, because if she catches us she’ll destroy us.’

‘She’ll destroy us anyway. She never misses anything.’

‘She can’t hurt us if she’s asleep. Frankly, I think she’ll appreciate the rest. You know she only sleeps a bit at a time? Like a duck.’ I tapped the glass vial on the bar top.

‘Is that right? Well, I trust ducks about as much as I trust witches. No love in a duck’s eyes.’

I eased off my stool and strolled across the room to the big double doors and watched for movement through the frosted glass painted in gold letters: ‘LADIES’ CONVENIENCES’. When I saw a shadow wobbling insolently in the distance I pushed the heavy fire doors open. ‘Seventy-nine seconds. We were starting to worry!’ She made a noise like she was trying to eject a grape stem from her windpipe. I followed her back to our seats. Woodbine was gone. ‘Where’s my friend?’

‘Gone to the men’s conveniences, sir.’ Fuck. Stamper lifted Gladys’s drink from behind the bar and placed it on a napkin before her, beside the plate of biscuits which hummed with a wheat-golden light. ‘Enjoy, madam,’ he said. The drink glowed like a mythical chalice. Gladys looked calmly at it. Do people ever look more radiant than when you have, or are about to, betray them? I took a sip of my own drink, distracted myself with my reflection. Gladys and I now occupied, I realised, with a certain amount of horror, the exact same seats the couple had for that illicit photo all those years ago.

Stamper went back to brutalising a block of ice with a pick till it wept diamonds. The whole room was sparkling madly. I could not even look at Gladys, and this might well have been my unravelling. Here, after all, was a woman who had once deduced I was being blackmailed by the way I was tapping my thumb and index finger. The gods help, I often thought, the man whom Gladys marries. Any paramour. Any gentleman caller. There will not be a hiding place, not a secret indulgence or indiscretion he can ever hope to keep from this unholy mistress of secrets.

‘What?’

Mistress of Secrets wasn’t even looking at me. She was looking at her chalice, her gaze melting the microscopic shards. ‘Not a thing, dearest,’ I said, and I shook the ice in my drink. I knew the game was up. Gladys does not ask questions she does not know the answer to. Beast returned and heaved his bulk onto his stool, smiling, slumped around his drink, took a dainty sip without lifting it from the bar top. ‘What’s happening, little duck? You were gone a long time. Did you have a run-in with a dusky attendant? Did she spritz you good?’

‘John is up to something.’

‘Oh? Typical.’

Stamper approached and said, ‘Is everything to your satisfaction, madam?’ And then Gladys lifted her eyes to Stamper, looked past him into the mirror behind the bar, looked directly at me – into me – and I died a hundred times, in a hundred places. I was stabbed, drowned, burned, buried alive. I could feel those predatory eyes unfolding my brain, opening wads of meat and peering in. ‘You put something in my drink.’ She said it plainly. No accusatory tone. Just a very simple statement of fact. ‘You. Jonathan Salvador Tamberlain. Thirty-five. Of no fixed abode. Of no certain future. Have put something in my drink.’ There was no going back now. Shit was about to get real. And then unreal. In that order. I’d seen her do this to others. I turned slowly to face her, putting on the most patronising expression I could muster. ‘I can assure you, dearest heart, that nothing went into your drink except ice, and love. Right, Stamper?’ He nodded helpfully.

‘I will ask you one more time, Jonathan. Did you … or did you not … put something … in … my drink?’

It was a battle to the death. I towered over her. And yet it was me who felt tiny. I looked right into that terrible ocular abyss, said, ‘And I will tell you one last time, Gladys, that … I put nothing … in your drink.’ Which was the truth. At that point I was not entirely sure anything had gone into anyone’s drink.

‘Then you asked him to,’ she said.

‘Madam?’ said Stamper.

‘This man did not tamper with your drink. Did you tamper, Stamper?’

‘Sir?’

‘Stamper, please bring me your ice pick.’

‘Madam?’

‘Do it now, please, Stamper.’

‘Don’t give her that ice pick, Stamper.’

‘Sir?’

‘It’s him or you, Stamper?’

‘Madam?’

‘Oh, honey,’ Beast finally broke in, ‘for the love of all fuck, take my damned drink, I’ll drink yours. I don’t care if it’s poisoned. I’m too happy to care. Happy fucking birthday!’ He took her drink and drained it in one noisy gulp, then pushed his over, still on its pale green napkin, and he winced in genuine pain as he did. ‘Hotshot. Problem solved.’ Gladys was still staring at me. Hard. But something about Daniel Woodbine’s pitiful state, along with the fact that he was dosed up like a banker’s wife, disrupted her detection systems. She shrugged, turned back to her drink, said, ‘If you want me to sleep, old man, just tell me one of your travel anecdotes.’

Within fifteen minutes she was saying, ‘Need to slow down. Getting tight here. Fuck. Whassat?! … Just a shadow. Fuck!’

Once she dropped I had Woodbine carry her back to our rooms. Sleepy-child-style. She looked like a child. A deadly, deadly child.

‘How long will she be out for?’

‘Her size? On double dose? At least a couple of hours. She has filters in her blood, though, so we have to move.’

‘What have we done?’

‘What had to be done, Beast.’

He placed her reverently on the sofa. I went to her room to get her a blanket, not daring to look at any other object in there: the discarded clothes and underwear; the piles of musical cassettes; and Hunter.

Fucking Hunter.

I can still picture her snoring loudly on the sofa, Beast watching her dolefully. ‘You know it was her birthday today. She’s twenty-four.’

‘Really? She doesn’t act a day over fourteen. Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I didn’t know. I guess she doesn’t celebrate birthdays either. I checked her donor card – for fun.’

‘She’s a donor?’

‘Apparently.’

‘Imagine having Gladys’s lungs. Or her heart.’

‘Yes, imagine hiring someone to protect you, then secretly poisoning them.’

Shut up, Hunter. He sat slumped in a green leather armchair. We’d found him hiding in her room. He had a serious puncture wound on the left side of his lower abdomen and could hardly lift his head. He wore a hotel bathrobe, and his face was still made up. She’d patched up his wounds as best she could. He’d die soon if he didn’t get proper medicine. Though not soon enough for me.

‘So tell me your great plan again. Poison the woman who was protecting you, the only person who had a hope of bringing this place down, so you can go upstairs to dinner? Is that it?’

‘Yes, that’s it. You nailed it.’

‘I feel bad that we’ve effectively stolen a birthday from her,’ said Beast. ‘She’ll wake up with a sore head and no recollection of having ticked a year off.’

‘She’ll wake up angry.’

‘She’ll wake up, Hunter, thanks to me. She’ll wake up tomorrow and she won’t be here and she’ll hate me. But she’ll be alive to hate me. The only reason any of you make it out of here will be because of me.’

‘The only reason your friends are here at all is because of you.’

Shut the fuck up, Hunter.

‘We wouldn’t be in this deep if she’d had her mind on the job. She’s paid to take care of me, not run off to rescue some painted piece of holiday fluff.’

‘You think she’s the one who rescued me?’

‘Should I not think that?’

Hunter shrugged. Smiled.

‘It wasn’t G, Boss.’

‘It has to be G. Who else would do it?’

‘It was me. I did it. I arranged his rescue.’

Hunter shrugged again. Smiled again.

‘You arranged his rescue?’

Beast kept his eyes on Gladys. ‘Sure. G didn’t want to do it. Said it would just complicate things. But I’ve made contacts since we got here. There’s a clique. The Mountain Man Club. And another called BEAST. Born Exactly As the Stars inTended. Not a great backronym.’

‘Agreed. It’s fucking terrible.’

‘There’s the Gentle Giants. And Lady Remedy. They’re all just female staff members who want to fix me. Anyway. I asked some of the Mountain Men to stop Hunter getting killed and smuggle him here. I hid him in my closet. Then I got worried you’d smell him. So I asked G if he could hide in her room. She hardly uses it. She wasn’t happy about it, but she finally agreed.’

Hunter had lipstick on his teeth and a rose of blood on the bandage on his side from shrugging and smiling too much.

‘I see. Well, that is very interesting. And for your information I did smell him, Beast. I just assumed he’d imposed his secretions on Gladys. Instead I find you’ve secreted him in our suite.’

It was his turn to shrug. He still hadn’t looked at me. He didn’t seem at all ashamed.

‘I guess I just have that effect on people,’ Hunter said.

‘I’m sorry I deceived you, John. But I don’t feel bad about it. Feel bad about her, though. Gods. Look at her.’

I did. I looked right at her. I busted my record for looking at her. Five and a half seconds. She was splayed like the pavement corpse of a midnight jumper, mouth open, one hand hanging limp over the edge of the sofa, the knuckles of the other pressed against her cheek. ‘Here,’ I said, ‘if it’ll make you feel any better put these on her.’ I produced the party crown and blower I’d kept from my own birthday dinner. ‘When she wakes up she’ll at least think there was a party, and Hunter here can make up a colourful story about a grand celebration.’

He snorted, winced. ‘I’m not joining your gang of liars.’

‘Who said we’d let you join our gang? Find your own gang.’

Woodbine put the paper crown on her head with, it seemed to me, an excessive amount of false reverence. He pushed the blower between her lips and gently pushed her mouth closed with his knuckles. Now she looked like a fallen queen. With every exhalation the paper tube inflated and made mournful music. ‘Phlaaaaaaaaaaarp.’ ‘Phlaaaaaaaaaaarp.’ ‘Phlaaaaaaaaaaarp.’

I had my things packed up. I had gone to G’s case and removed her favourite auto-pistol, slipped it in my jacket pocket. I’d given it to her for our first insanniversary. Back then she hadn’t been able to afford devices of this quality. It had ‘With thanks – J’ engraved on the handle, worn faint from repeated use.

‘Beast, you know the score. When I head upstairs the doctor will think everything is progressing as planned. You have to get her to the life-pod. Just throw her over your shoulder and walk there as quick as you can.’

‘What about you?’

‘I’ll see you there, if I can. But if things get hot, or she starts to wake up, you have to promise me you’ll hit eject. You know she’ll try to come back for me. And when she does wake up you have to promise me you’ll tell her you saw me killed. And tell her … well, tell her to look after herself.’

Hunter laughed and almost coughed himself to death. ‘You’re like a character from a bad movie. Have you honestly deluded yourself enough to think you’re doing this for her? Do you seriously think you could poison this woman without her knowing? Did it occur to you that she might have let herself be poisoned on purpose? So she wouldn’t feel guilty about running off with me?’

I gave him my sincerest smile. ‘I suppose anything’s possible, Hunter. But after several hours of her exclusive and terrifying attentions, you’ll come to understand why the possibility doesn’t bother me in the slightest.’

That truly shut him up. The expression on his face was almost worth the entire ordeal.

‘Going up, Mr T?’

‘Going up, Sam.’

‘Just you?’

‘Of course. My invitation says “no additionals”.’

He chuckled. ‘Have to admit, I’m enjoying watching you work.’

‘You too, Sam.’

‘What do you think Doctor Rubin’s going to do when he finds out you didn’t bring her?’

‘I’d hate to guess and be wrong.’

‘Heh. The man won’t be happy, let’s put it that way.’

‘I doubt he ever will be.’

Elevator 1 looked like a tiny hospital room. It had a steel gurney, which I supposed had been meant for G. There was a small heart crudely cut out of purple paper on it. We went up.

‘He’s insane, Sam.’

‘He’s just lonely. We do crazy things when we’re alone or in love. And when we’re both, all bets are off.’

All the way up.

Then in come lovely Nancy, the corn all for to lay,

She is my charming creature, I must begin to pray;

See how she gathers it, binds it, she folds it in her arms,

Then gives it to some waggoner to fill a farmer’s barns.

‘How long you think I’ve got before Rubin figures out something’s up?’

‘Oh, I’d say you have an hour or two. Maybe three. Except Diffy’ll probably have people waiting to take the gurney. Didn’t think of that, did you?’

‘I thought of it.’ When the doors opened I saw two hulking orderlies dressed in clean white coats, and I thought of the moustached nurses at St Direghul. The biggest one grinned at me. When he saw the empty gurney his grin vanished. ‘Where she is?’

‘She’s right here in my pocket.’ I pulled out the gun and shot him. The second turned to run; I shot him too.

Heard Sam chuckle. ‘Oh, this is quite a hand you’re playing.’

‘You wouldn’t tell on me, would you, Sam?’

‘Those boys are from Medical. Not my department. Head on with that boy there. I’ll be seeing you, J.T.’

‘Take care, Sam.’

Now Harvest’s done and ended, the corn secure from harm,

All for to go to market, boys, we must thresh in the barn;

Here’s a health to all you farmers, likewise to all you men,

I wish you health and happiness till Harvest com—

The closing elevator doors cut the tail off Sam’s song.

‘Hello, Tommy.’

‘Hello, sir.’

‘You’re not going to drug me again, are you?’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it, sir. I’m on your side. We all are.’

‘Oh? Good.’

‘Now that the Great Whore is out of the way you can take your natural place. You can be our King.’

Had I made a terrible, terrible mistake? No. Onwards.

‘Let me ask you this, Tommy. Do I have any cliques which aren’t made up of horrible misogynists?’

‘I’m not familiar with that word, sir.’

‘Never mind.’

These halls are wider up here. Grander. Tommy left me in my grand new apartment. I went to the bar and poured myself a grand drink. I took two Exocet, washed them down. I thought about things. I tried to think of happy memories. I went back to the main room, sat down in a chair. I felt the Exocet come on quickly: a heavy, dreamy, honey sensation. Like taking a warm bath from the inside out.

I still had an hour to kill before dinner, so I sat down to finish these notes.
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TRANSCRIPT 56QF – RYAN STEELE, AKA ‘SPECIAL INVESTIGATOR HUNTER’.

VOICE1: This session begins, 18.19.01 Central Time. Microphones are hot. Mr Steele, thanks for joining us under difficult circumstances. We –

VOICE2: Madam, my client has already indicated that he would like to be referred to as Special Investigator Hunter. It was part of his agreement to be non-obstructive.

VOICE1: That information wasn’t passed on to me, counsellor. Is this because of his medical cond—

VOICE2: No. It’s in the agreement with your agency, signed by my client. If you’ll just refer to section 94/F –

VOICE1: I don’t have that documentation with me. Is this a confidentiality issue, counsellor? Because the information from this session is classified Level –

VOICE2: This has nothing to do with confidentiality. As I have explained on a number of occasions, my client has spent several years preparing for a role in a cine-film called Empire Hotel, which begins shooting next year. He plays an undercover tax investigator who falls in love with the woman he’s following, who turns out to be a Water Bear.

VOICE1: You mean an actual …

VOICE2: No. No I don’t mean the species of animal, I mean the agency of clandestine assassins from T-anxia. Their romantic entanglement establishes the central conflict of the film. He employs the Fitzhelder Method.

VOICE1: The character?

VOICE2: … No. My client.

VOICE1: For choking?

VOICE2: You’re thinking of the Fitzmarker Manoeuvre. The Fitzhelder Method is an acting technique in which a performer immerses himself completely in a role. My client has been immersed in the role of Special Investigator Hunter for almost three years. He has added the name as a legally certified alias, which means he has the right to request to be addressed by it, even in these secret sessions.

VOICE1: You’re telling us he’s legally changed his name to Special Investigator Hunter?

VOICE2: I’m surprised you don’t know this, considering who you are.

VOICE1: We’re working through a mountain of information at the moment, very little of which makes sense.

VOICE2: Well, if it helps things at all I can tell you that Ryan Steele is a professional alias, too. His birth name is Mervin Symonds. He changed it when he became an actor.

VOICE1: That doesn’t really help at all. I know that with his medical condition your client has limited time to assist us. So in the interests of speeding things up, we’ll refer to him as requested. Special Investigator Hunter, thanks for agreeing to meet us under difficult circumstances.

HUNTER: Inaudible.

VOICE1: Mr Hunter, could I get you to speak into the microphone. I know it’s difficult.

HUNTER: I’m sorry. Is this better?

VOICE1: Yes. We’ve seen your charts, and we must say you were lucky to survive your experience. Will you tell us briefly about your impressions of what happened at Hotel Grand Skies?

HUNTER: Sure. Well, my department has been watching the place for some time –

VOICE1: Your department?

HUNTER: Intersec, Occult Division.

VOICE1: I …

VOICE2: In the film my client works undercover for Intersec. We’d appreciate it if you could, you know … honour that.

VOICE1: Sure. I’m just wondering how reliable this testimony will be if we have to –

HUNTER: Fuck, nothing about any of this is ‘reliable’. You can’t trust anything you hear. I bet you can’t even verify who was out there, am I right? Someone says they saw Prince Fuckmince wearing his own guts as a hat, and then you find Prince Fuckmince who says, ‘Why no. I had a very pleasant voyage with the Empyrean, then I came back here to my super-mansion.’

VOICE1: We don’t have a Prince Fuckmince on our list … let me just –

VOICE2: I believe my client was making a joke, creating a hypothetical ‘Prince Fuckmince’ for the purposes of making his point.

VOICE1: Right. We’re already confused with all the fake identities. Perhaps we could just stick to real people.

HUNTER: My point is, I’m willing to bet you can’t get any of this to match up. You have one or two witnesses, people like me. You have an entire Marine Patrol squad who vanished. No distress call, nothing. But mostly you have thousands of guests who happily left the hotel after the Harvest voyage, and are now saying, ‘What massacre?’

VOICE1: So you don’t go along with Whitestar’s line that there was no massacre –

HUNTER: I don’t go along with Whitestar’s line that there’s a Whitestar. It’s a front. And yes, there was a massacre.

VOICE1: But you can’t ignore the fact that we don’t have a single piece of physical evidence from the so-called crime scene, which Whitestar very graciously let us visit. Do you have any idea how impossible it would be to cover up a massacre of that scale? Our DNA detectors can –

HUNTER: I know what they can do. They have better cleaning-machines than you have finding-machines. Lepold bought a multi-million-franc tech start-up whose only patents were for DNA-erasing hardware.

VOICE1: But you have to admit it’s very difficult to assemble facts for a case of mass murder when there are no bodies, no blood, no DNA traces, and several thousand witnesses who say nothing happened.

HUNTER: And yet we’re sitting here. Which means you know something’s up.

VOICE1: So do you have a theory about what’s going on out there?

HUNTER: Sure I do. I could tell you it’s a fancy counterfeiting operation. That some powerful psychopath figured out a way to counterfeit people. That they can make clones of people and subtly reprogram them to do their bidding. And I could tell you that’s why you can’t get any reliable witnesses from the massacre. And maybe that’s true, or half true, or not true at all. Why should you even trust what I say? You can’t even be sure I’m who I say I am.

VOICE1: I think we’ve established, Mr Hunter, that you are not who you say you are.

HUNTER: Funny. You’re funny. The fact is, I could be an edited copy of myself, and I don’t even have to be consciously in on the deception. I could be a clone of myself who isn’t aware of the fact that I’m deceiving you. I could have been sent here to convince you of something they want you to believe, to distract you from an even bigger truth.

VOICE1: There’s no ‘bigger truth’, Mr Hunter. It’s an absolute. There’s truth, or there’s not.

HUNTER: If you believe that then you don’t have a hope of understanding Lepold’s project.

VOICE1: But if what you’re telling us is true then you are aware of the plot, and so what you’re telling us right now could well be false.

HUNTER: Unless it’s the truth.

VOICE1: Right.

HUNTER: Am I a real person telling you about a hypothetical scenario involving fake people –

VOICE1: Or are you a fake person pretending to be a real person pretending to be a fake person telling us fake things to distract us from the truth?

HUNTER: Precisely. The sandbox Difflaydermaus has built gives them the power to create reality. They could clone a government official, program him to commit treason, have that clone vanish. Then the enemy government arrests and executes the real official. I mean it’s –

VOICE1: Mr Hunter, you have a little blood from your … yes, from your nose there.

HUNTER: Oh, I’m sorry.

VOICE1: That’s fine, just take your time. We can call your doctor in if –

HUNTER: No, I’m OK.

VOICE1: How were you able to survive for so long in there?

HUNTER: I laid low. That system picks up anything unusual. It even reads your heart rate, your blood pressure. At school they … Sorry, I’m going to step out of character for a second.

VOICE1: OK.

HUNTER: At school they taught us to create states with our body, regardless of what’s happening around us. I learned to control my heart rate, my breathing, even how much I sweat. And that’s good, because they can see that. Those evil bastards see everything. But I stayed invisible. For a while.

VOICE1: And this individual called … Daniel Woodbine … rescued you?

HUNTER: Abducted me.

VOICE1: I’m sorry?

HUNTER: He rescued me against my will. He used staff who’d become loyal to him. Alpine Men, or something. They rescued me from the Pacific Steam Plaza.

VOICE1: What happens there?

HUNTER: Steam. They wouldn’t let me take my notes. Said I had seconds to leave. Management had found out about me and was setting up ambushes. Turns out the little girl I rescued was informing on me. She made a bargain with them for her life.

VOICE1: Where is she now?

HUNTER: No idea. Do not care. I had notes which could have blown this operation wide open. Now they’re all gone.

VOICE1: So you resent this man saving your life?

HUNTER: He did it because he was working for them and he wanted to part me from the materials I’d gathered. Or he had the hots for me. Either way, I wasn’t interested. He ruined everything. Him and that fancy man and that girl.

VOICE1: This is Mr Tamberlain and Ms Green, the one you claim is a Water Bear?

HUNTER: I don’t claim. That’s what she is.

VOICE1: And didn’t it ever strike you as strange that in researching a role in which you play an agent who falls for a Water Bear, you just ‘happen’ to meet a Water Bear?

HUNTER: I didn’t think about it at the time. I was too busy fighting for my life to expose a conspiracy of international importance whose implications threaten not only our society but civilisation as we know it.

VOICE1: But you can think about it now. Does it not seem a surreal coincidence that you should be introduced to, and by all accounts fall for, a Water Bear –

HUNTER: I didn’t fall for her.

VOICE1: – in a near exact replication of the plot of the film you’re preparing for? Also, we have the letters you wrote her.

HUNTER: Like I said, I had no time to think about it. And again, I didn’t fall for her. My character fell for her. She’s actually not my type.

VOICE1: Right. But she engineered your final escape –

HUNTER: Again, against my will. She and her Huntresses.

VOICE1: Huntresses?

HUNTER: A clique she managed to make loyal to her. She trained them in basic combat.

VOICE1: How did she do that? You said they were only there a day or so.

HUNTER: I have no idea. She must have found a way to transfer some basic tactical information to them. It doesn’t matter. Because of them I have a punctured lung, and no evidence. The whole narrative collapsed because of her.

VOICE1: The narrative? You mean the narrative in which you expose the Empyrean for what it is, and save the day?

HUNTER: Yes. Have I said something amusing?

VOICE1: Not at all, I was just … it just strikes me that from a purely narrative point of view you actually had very little impact on the outcome of this story. Certainly not enough to paint yourself as the protagonist.

HUNTER: I don’t follow.

VOICE1: Well, you survived the massacre, and rescued a small girl who would eventually sell you out. You met with Ms Green and her associates and passed on a certain amount of information. Then you went back into hiding until you were eventually rescued – admittedly reluctantly – and shuttled away to safety while Ms Green went back to save the day. That doesn’t exactly paint you as the hero. At best you could call yourself a ‘love interest’. But even that’d be generous. You strike me as someone who aspired to be a hero, but never quite had the goods, so actually just ended up heaping more challenges on the central character. If such a trope exists.

VOICE3: [Inaudible.]

VOICE1: Yes! Or the character who’s only there to provide important plot information to the main characters so the audience knows what’s happening.

HUNTER: Right. I get it. Because I happen to enjoy wearing dresses, I’m a love interest. What century is this?

VOICE1: This has nothing to do with your dress. Which, by the way … gorgeous. Ms Green wears dresses, too, and she gets … it … done. [Sound of someone snapping their fingers?] It’s the man in the dress, that’s what we’re talking about here.

VOICE2: Are you questioning my client’s manhood? Because if you are –

VOICE1: Not at all! We think it’s very brave and progressive for the star of an action film to be gender-fluid.

HUNTER: My character isn’t ‘gender-fluid’. This is a personal preference. Dresses make me feel safe.

VOICE2: Could we get back to the central issue here, maybe? My client isn’t exactly feeling in top shape.

VOICE1: Of course. So Ms Green got you to a life-pod.

HUNTER: To the last life-pod.

VOICE1: She gave you the last life-pod?

HUNTER: Yep.

VOICE1: And you took it?

HUNTER: I didn’t feel like I had a choice. When she got me in the pod she said she wasn’t coming. Said she had to go back for someone.

VOICE1: Where is she now?

HUNTER: Dead. I assume they all died there. They were new acquisitions so they hadn’t been scanned. Which means they’re dead forever. Which actually, in the scheme of things, is a salvation.

VOICE1: So none of them made it to the pod?

HUNTER: Like I said, I don’t know what happened to them. Tamberlain went upstairs to have dinner. Ms Green got me and Mr Daniels to the pod, then said she was going back. Mr Daniels wouldn’t get in the pod, even when I yelled at him. So I waited as long as I could.

VOICE1: Wow.

VOICE2: My client needed urgent medical attention.

HUNTER: I did.

VOICE1: What about that little girl?

HUNTER: The one who sold me out? Are you serious?

VOICE1: She was obviously scared out of her wits. She did whatever had to be done to survive. Much like you did when you sailed off alone in the last life-pod. Did Ms Green say who she had to go back for? Mr Hunter? Is everything all right?

HUNTER: Yes, I’m – [Sound of violent coughing.]

VOICE2: My client needs to rest. He’s still very fragile.

VOICE1: Of course. Let’s adjourn and pick this up in another session. My sympathies for your suffering, Mr Hunter.

[Sound of coughing continues.]

VOICE2: It’s OK, we’ll call Doctor Merzibow in. You don’t have to worry about a th—

Sound of door closing.

VOICE1: Wow. What an arsehole.

SESSION ENDS.



TRANSCRIPT 99QF – MR DANIEL HOOVER WOODBINE.

VOICE1: This session begins, 18.19.01 Central Time. Microphones are hot. Mr Woodbine, if you could just –

WOODBINE: Who the fuck do you think you are? I demand to know who’s interrogating me.

VOICE1: This isn’t an interrogation, Mr Woodbine, it’s just an interview. And I’m afraid we can’t identify ourselves to you at this juncture.

WOODBINE: Then under the authority of the Master Six Convention on Human Rights, I submit –

VOICE1: We aren’t bound by that convention, Mr Woodbine. You can relax, you aren’t under any threat of harm or prosecution. We just wanted to speak to you about the events aboard –

WOODBINE: You’ve kept me here for days without a lawyer. If I don’t have legal representation within the next twenty-five minutes, I will crush you. Do you understand? I will –

VOICE1: As we explained, we’ve detained you for your safety. You’re under Category Ten witness protection protocols. We can’t be certain any lawyer you hire wouldn’t turn out to be one of them. And there’s no need for a lawyer since in the first case none of what you say will ever be made public, or used in evidence in any public trial, and in the second case because you are a lawyer, correct?

WOODBINE: I’ve told you everything I know about the Empyrean.

VOICE1: We know, twice. And it still doesn’t make much sense to us. Can we get you some water?

WOODBINE: Yes.

VOICE1: Let’s get Mr Woodbine some water.

WOODBINE: No ice.

VOICE2 (sarcastic): No ice for Mr Woodbine.

VOICE1: We wondered if you could just clarify a couple of things for us. Then we can see about moving you to a more permanent safe house. You say you were hired by Minisec to spy on Mr Tamberlain.

WOODBINE: Not hired, invited.

VOICE1: But that organisation denies having spoken to you.

WOODBINE: So you aren’t Minisec.

VOICE1: We’re not confirming that. But even if we aren’t, we’re certainly close enough to them to confirm that there was never any contact between their office and you at any juncture.

WOODBINE: Well, they said they were Minisec.

VOICE1: By which medium did they communicate with you? Radio-telepathy? Hard matter? Subconscious insertion?

WOODBINE: I don’t know what that is. They contacted me while I was asleep.

VOICE1: Very well, subconscious insertion.

WOODBINE: They told me about the hotel, that my boss would get an invite, that I should act suitably surprised. They said I should try to dissuade him from going, but only enough to prick him into it. They said to get him the best bodyguard I knew. They said I’d be paid.

VOICE2 (sarcastic): How much?

WOODBINE: It wasn’t specified. They used the word ‘unfathomable’.

VOICE1: And since visiting the Empyrean, have you been paid?

WOODBINE: No, of course I fucking haven’t. I told them to fuck themselves.

VOICE1: And have you been contacted about handing over the information you gathered?

WOODBINE: For the last time, I didn’t gather any information. I left with nothing. And I wouldn’t have given them any if I had. And no, they haven’t contacted me.

VOICE2 (sarcastic): And do you find this strange?

WOODBINE: I don’t find anything strange now. I need to contact my mother. She’ll think I’m dead.

VOICE1: And unfortunately she’ll need to keep thinking that until such time as this is all resolved. And until such time as we can determine that everyone is the origin-copy of the individual they claim to be.

WOODBINE: Origin-copy? The hell are you talking about?

VOICE1: We just need to be sure you’re who you think you are.

WOODBINE: Of course I’m who I think I am. I’m me!

VOICE1: But with respect, how can you know that? You’ve told us that this system is advanced enough to create counterfeits of people, virtual or organic, who can be implanted with augmented minds and memories. So it stands to reason that any of the survivors from the Empyrean, including you, could be fake.

WOODBINE: Well, how do you know the people who gave you that information aren’t fakes?

VOICE2 (sarcastic): Well, because even if they were it would support the hypothesis.

WOODBINE: Good point. Well, I’m me. That’s it. I remember my mother’s face, I remember breaking a finger when I was nine, I remember losing my virginity, and I definitely remember arriving at, and leaving, the Empyrean. Without one of my fingers.

VOICE1: But you at least acknowledge the theoretical possibility that you could have been given those memories. The fact you remember those events doesn’t mean they happened, just that you recall them happening. You could be a ‘you’ designed to think you’re you.

WOODBINE: What other kind of me is there?

VOICE1: Good point. So you stand by your story about what happened at the Empyrean. You maintain Ms Green managed to get you out of the hotel?

WOODBINE: Correct.

VOICE2 (sarcastic): That seems beyond credible, if what you’ve told us about their security system is accurate.

WOODBINE: I told you, she had methods. She had fog, and she had witches.

VOICE1: Come again?

WOODBINE: You heard me.

VOICE1: OK, we’ll put a pin in fog and witches. Why don’t you tell us one more time what happened at the end, because we have conflicting statements? You left your suite with Ms Green, who you slung over your shoulder, but not Mr Hunter, who decided your mission was suicide, and stayed in your suite. You made for the life-pods, but soon became entangled in a running battle between two rival staff cliques. Ms Green woke and managed to save your life. Then what? You went back?

WOODBINE: No. Gladys put me in the last life-pod and went back alone.

VOICE2 (sarcastic): Ah, this mythical ‘last life-pod’ that several different individuals claim to have used to escape.

WOODBINE: Well, there was one pod left, and we used it. So…

VOICE2 (sarcastic): And you stayed in it while your friend went back?

WOODBINE: She did the pressure point thing so I couldn’t move.

VOICE1: She paralysed you?

WOODBINE: Yes. She can press on parts of your body to put you out of action.

VOICE1: Why’d she do that?

WOODBINE: She knew I’d get frightened and hit ‘eject’ before they got back.

VOICE1: Who did she go back for?

WOODBINE: For my boss. John. He made it back. She didn’t.

VOICE1: This is your former employer, John Tamberlain.

WOODBINE: Correct.

VOICE1: Are you sure she didn’t make it?

WOODBINE: ’Course I’m fucking sure. There was one life-pod left. It was a cargo boat. She gave her life for us.

VOICE2 (sarcastic): Was it a cargo boat or a life-pod?

WOODBINE: It was a cargo boat that saved our lives.

VOICE2 (sarcastic): You and Mr Tamberlain?

WOODBINE: Correct.

VOICE2 (sarcastic): And you were the only ones to make it out.

WOODBINE: Like I said.

VOICE1: See, this is where we start to break down, Daniel. The problem is that what you’re telling us isn’t the only version.

WOODBINE: The fuck are you talking about, not the only version?

VOICE1: For a start, you aren’t the only ones who made it out. Mr Hunter made it out, too. And he made it out in the last pod.

WOODBINE: That’s bullshit.

VOICE1: And your whole story conflicts with his. He claims that you and your employer were driven mad by your time at the Empyrean. That you became paranoid, and violent. That you cut off your own finger. That you drugged Ms Green so Tamberlain could go to a restaurant. Mr Hunter says he found an emergency adrenalin shot in Tamberlain’s pharmacopoeia, and used it to revive Ms Green. Then he says they escaped together to the so-called ‘last life-pod’, at which point she told him she was going back for Tamberlain. And this made him angry enough that he took off without them.

WOODBINE: That’s total fucking nonsense. I lost this finger in a minor dispute over expenses.

VOICE1: But you can see what we’re dealing with. And even those two stories aren’t the only versions. Can we play you some tape, Daniel?

WOODBINE: Sure. Whatever.

VOICE1: Let’s roll that tape. Can you set this up for us?

WOODBINE: Well, that’s us in the escape … wait. What the fuck?

‘I love you, John. I always have.’

WOODBINE: The fuck is this?

‘I know, I know, we’ve wasted so much time, G.’

WOODBINE: This isn’t them, they don’t speak to each other like that.

‘We’ve got all the time we need, John. We’ll go somewhere.’

‘Yes. We’ll fly off somewhere no one will ever find us.’

WOODBINE: The fuck is this? This is insane.

‘I’m going to kiss you now.’

‘Don’t.’

‘Don’t?’

‘Don’t. Cos if you do there’s no going back, John. It’ll be this way forever.’

WOODBINE: Fuck, turn that off, just turn it off, dammit!

VOICE1: Something bothering you, Daniel?

WOODBINE: That isn’t them. Only John was there with me. Gladys never made it back. And anyway, if you’d spent five minutes with them you’d know they’d never talk like that.

VOICE1: But of course it’s them. They’re right there. That’s security camera footage from the life-pod.

WOODBINE: I don’t care what it is, that’s not how it fucking happened. I was there.

VOICE1: You were there?

WOODBINE: Yes!

VOICE1: And then you left. It was you and Mr Tamberlain who were ejected in the last pod?

WOODBINE: Yes!

VOICE1: But how do you know, Daniel? How do you know for certain you went there? And if you went there, how do you know you ever left? You could still be there. You might never have really been you in the first place.

WOODBINE: Who the fuck are you people? What is this?

VOICE1: It’s whatever you want it to be, Daniel. It’s your life. We’ll take a break and be right back.
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From Jonathan Tamberlain, to Ms Colette Pacifique

Dear Colette

How long has it been? Long enough that we’re different people. You’re not the woman I never knew, and I’m not the man I knew – if I’m honest – even less. I’m in the Far East. I’m at an airport. I visit a lot of airports these days. I find them very restful. Life in flux. People between episodes of their lives. I see them pass and catch snippets of their conversations. It makes me happy. That’s as much as I can say about where I am. I have to be careful.

I hear your biography is out. I hear it’s actually good. I hear you sold the cine-rights. So there’s going to be a movie about my life. The Anonymous Gastronomer. That tickles me. I’m not angry about any of this. That was the old me. The person in that movie isn’t me any more than you’re me. Life is constant change.

But it occurred to me that your movie in its current form has no ending. It ends in the middle of my life, after my abortive visit to Infinicon, with a list of equally plausible, though equally unsatisfying, outcomes. That I … well, which shall we choose? That after the Fair I succumbed to misery and threw myself into the seas of Zoraster. That I succumbed to hope and stowed away aboard a cargo ship to the High Orient. That I killed my agent and assumed his identity. That I made it to the place I’d always dreamed of visiting – a theory supported by garbled and unverifiable fragments from my notes on my visit. Well, I couldn’t bear for your story not to have a real ending. So here it is. This is the story of the closing hours of my visit to Hotel Grand Skies: the Empyrean. It is my gift to you. Are you ready?

Good.

I showered, dressed, wrote up my notes, and when I had no more notes to write, I waited. I was feeling surprisingly empty. But I suppose that’s how you want to feel before a big meal.

At the appointed time I closed the book I was reading and listened for the knock on my door. It didn’t come. I noticed my watch had stopped. But it had been at least two hours since I arrived. I went to check the hall and found the door to my apartment locked. It was magnetised in place, the way the door to the Meridian Baby had been when we were prisoners. I had a sudden sense I’d never get my meal. I sat in silence for who knows how many hours. I finished the book I was reading. I rewrote most of the notes I’d written. I read the first section of the holy book in the drawer, but it filled me with too much existential grief. ‘Note the identifying marks of the Son of Darkness: Biblio Diabolorum. The Dark One’s number is 2,665,866,746,664 – of the power of ten.’

Then I made a drink. Then I counted every object in the living room and arranged them by colour. Then the phone rang. I answered it, but there was only silence down the line.

I had the sense that someone was coming, and that I should leave quickly. But how? I went to check the door one more time, found it open. The halls were silent. I grabbed my tie and jacket and set off walking, not knowing which way I should be going. I had my shoes back. My real shoes. I felt like a new man. I had a purpose. I had a gun, too. And you never feel lost when you have a gun.

I enjoyed wandering aimlessly for a while, admiring some of the priceless art on the walls, before I smelled him. The scent made me stop suddenly, alert. The way a deer does when he picks up the scent of the hunter. I stood hunched in the hall. He was very faint. Almost half a mile away. The X Sanguinat 22 is old, but not elderly. Not attractive. But somehow beautiful. Bright and brilliant. The man you meet who knows more about his worst subject than you do about your best. He can recite the work of poets, and quote philosophers. But he’s more interested to know about you. He never stops asking questions. He’s curious. But you don’t get long with him. So many people want to talk to him. I met him at a private tasting on my fourth Grand Tour. A thimble-ful from a woman in white gloves who treated the bottle like an unexploded shell, and even winced as I raised the glass to my lips. He doesn’t deserve the name X Sanguinat 22, I thought. I will call him Maxwell. I followed Max through the empty halls, not caring where I was going, feeling floods of joy as he grew stronger. I followed him to where he waited, and forgot to be astonished when I got there.

The Undersea was not at all like I expected. I’ll save you a detailed description. I’ve wasted too many hours of my life describing furniture. But it was more like a grand old den from the High Orient than a classic Western restaurant. There were great paper lanterns. There were curtains of embroidered silk. There was a vast glass dome to crown the place, and through the dome I could see life. Angled lights lit shoals of silver. Beyond was the purest darkness. The restaurant was empty, but all the tables were set for dining. One large table in the centre had a man sitting at it. The desk master greeted me warmly by name, and took me across the expanse. I recognised the man waiting for me. His perfectly bald head perfectly balanced on his broad shoulders. A waiter came and poured me a glass of the very dark wine from the very old bottle on the table. Old music came from somewhere secret.

‘Hello again, Jonathan.’

‘Hello, Lepold.’

‘This is the X Sanguinat 22. There aren’t many alive, or dead, who’ve drunk it.’

‘I know the wine.’ Maxwell hung boldly around us.

‘Sit. Taste. Remark.’

I stood motionless.

‘You won’t sit? Why won’t you sit? And what is that you’re pointing at me?’

‘It’s a gun.’

‘Yes, I know what the object is. But what is it? What does it represent?’

‘The seriousness of my intent to shoot you in the face.’

‘Is that so? And why would you want to do that?’

‘Because you deserve it.’

The man smiled kindly. ‘Jonathan, do you know how many times I’ve been shot to death? You couldn’t guess, and even I’ve lost count. You won’t know this yet, but one of the greatest pleasures in life is to die. You know, the Harvest before last I killed and ate a copy of myself. Sit, please, this is a fine story. No? This copy woke in his bed one morning and thought he ruled the world. He truly believed he was the real me. He woke, had breakfast, strode about the place, nodding to the staff, giving orders. He went to a meeting to discuss potential new members. It was a very lively discussion. Then he had lunch, took care of some paperwork and read the day’s news. Imagine his surprise when he returned home to find his apartment sheeted in plastic, and his very self waiting in an armchair with a small – gods, what do you call those little two-headed hatchets they used to use in the old temples to kill their sacrifices?’

‘Stammer.’

‘Yes, stammer. I was waiting there with a stammer. I said, “I am the real you. And I’m going to kill you and eat you for my dinner tonight.” I put it more eloquently than that. I had a speech prepared. And do you know what he did? He laughed! What other response is there? He said, “Why that’s completely delightful! Today I’ll know what it feels like to be killed with a small axe.” And he knelt on the floor before me, and I did the deed, and I had our chef cook some of his organs for me. And I was delicious, Jonathan. So satisfying. And that’s what makes this all so very interesting. The possibilities. I can’t be certain I won’t return home after dinner to find the real me waiting with some instrument of torture. I have no certainty I wasn’t born today. Just as we can have no certainty our universe didn’t leap into being fully formed at breakfast, with a population designed by some superior intelligence to remember a prefabricated history. I don’t think you’ve considered these significant things, Jonathan. And I don’t think this weapon represents your seriousness. I think it represents your utter powerlessness.’ He signalled the waiter. ‘You’re mad we killed your little killer. We get it. But Ms Green is gone. She’s gone, and because of that I’m very angry.’

‘You’re angry? With me?’

‘Yes! This was a project years in the making. You were supposed to manage her. We chose you for that job. She had hundreds of clients, many of them more suitable for our list than you. But I chose you because I believed you knew how to manage her. I was wrong. So now I’m very angry. Gods, Jonathan, you should see how angry Rubin is. Oh!’ His eyes glittered madly. ‘He can’t believe you double-crossed him. He thinks you two had a connection. He thought you’d help him make a copy of Ms Green. But you didn’t, so she’s dead now. But she would have died regardless. She’s gone, Jonathan, and there’s nothing you can do. Now, for the final time, before I lose all patience with you. Sit. Drink. Remark. Because you are on the cusp of an awful amount of pleasure, or an unspeakable amount of agony.’

I sat, but I didn’t put down my gun. I drank, but I couldn’t remark. I put down my gun.

‘Yes, I know. It hardly needs words. Words destroy perfection.’

‘I remember this wine.’

‘Do you? And do you remember me? We met aboard The Huntress. Forgive me, I eat little, but you must enjoy this soup.’ My appetiser came. It was a shallow bowl of soup, plum red. It had tiny, concave discs like corneas floating on the surface, magnifying light from the room, and it smelled like a fog rolling off the shores of heaven. I died in it. He gave me a minute. Said, ‘Yes. I know. I know. I remember. I remember the first time. This is what happens when you give an already gifted chef like Rojiibo unlimited resources, including time.’

I dabbed my eye with a napkin. The wine steward filled my glass, but not Lepold’s. Time lapped shallowly.

‘You’re thinking about her, Jonathan. Don’t. She’s gone. Be in the moment. There will never be another like it.’

No, there never would be.

‘Jonathan, I’m not really very angry with you. There’s still something to be salvaged from this. I am going to kill you, though.’

‘Oh?’

‘Oh, don’t worry. Just because we kill you doesn’t mean you’ll be dead. We have a ceremony for all those who make it through induction. We destroy their old bodies, and welcome them to eternal life.’

‘Sounds amazing.’

‘I wasn’t sure you’d make it. Tell me what you remember about that night aboard The Huntress.’

‘There isn’t much. The gas.’

‘Ah. Well, I am sorry about that. Good haz-masks must be customised, and we had very little time to improvise. If you’d left the boat like I told you to it wouldn’t have had to happen that way. Just tell me what you remember.’

So I told him about my visit to the Fair. The Perisphere. The World After Dark. The sad people willingly infected with friendly sexual parasites. The woodsmen drunkenly swinging their axes at real conifer trees. The eighteen-hundred-foot-high vertical-shit-inducing pneumatic restaurants. I told him about the banquet, Lance, the aftermath.

To All the People Everywhere …

‘I will shoot you in the fucking leg, Lance.’

‘No, the beating. Do the beating.’

‘Oh gods, Jonathan, that all sounds excruciating. Would it make a difference to know that Lance was most likely an agent?’

‘Impossible.’

‘You’re really going to have to stop using that word. We think he’s a Bear. Some of them take gender reassignment. It’s very difficult to tell, though. We know he isn’t who he said he was. We’re fairly certain he was sent to manipulate your behaviour in some way. To what end we aren’t sure.’

‘I don’t know what the fuck is happening any more.’

‘Oh, it’s not so complex when you break it down. We had a simple plan: to capture a Water Bear intact and learn about her architecture. We’ve had dead ones, but a dead brain is as easy to read as a burned book. We only knew of four ex-Water Bears in circulation, and only two were suitable candidates, and only one of the two worked for wealthy or famous clients – those we would term “induction-worthy”. Of the eighty-seven clients on Ms Green’s books, twenty-one were from the social and political elite. The Super Class. And twelve were selected as potential candidates for induction. You were not one of them.’

‘Oh. What number was I on the list?’

‘Twenty-one.’

‘Right.’

‘You’re a critic, Jonathan.’

‘Forensic gastronomer.’

‘However you paint it, our establishment rates the critic only slightly higher than the Water Bear. But we put you on the shortlist anyway because you seemed to understand Ms Green in a way the other twenty candidates did not. Also, our chef Rojiibo has an affection for you.’

‘Is that so?’

‘“Better a diamond with a flaw than a pebble without,” he said. But then you and your Water Bear had a major disagreement just as we were getting ready to put our plan into action.’

‘I tried to read her journal.’

‘I know. So we cut you from the list. But then Fate intervened, as it does. Someone tipped you off about our establishment. They gave you a photo. You started to pursue us rather relentlessly. We put you in a copter and dropped you in the ocean. Still you wouldn’t give up. We could have made another attempt on your life. But then we learned that your agent, Mr Woodbine, had been in contact with Ms Green after the copter incident. Mr Rojiibo said: “When the winds won’t change their mind, it means you should.” So we decided to monitor the situation and see where the winds blew you. When they blew you to the Fair, we were surprised. Even more so when I learned you’d come aboard The Huntress that night.’

‘You and I have different ideas of “not so complex”.’

‘Tell me what you remember about the party.’

I remember a boat painted silver. I remember giant silver-painted idols. There were three separate security scans. I remember a very small man showing me to my cabin. Strange, chintzy quasi-alpine decor, just like my chalet. The thugs watched me unpack. Then they took me to a ballroom full of famous faces. There were drunk generals carving their names in furniture with hunting knives. There were members of the Kaukassian Secret Police. There were politicians, porn stars, big-ticket escorts. There was a group of gargantuan drag queens. One of them was more than seven feet tall. I thought, ‘Great fuck, what have I done? I can’t be here. I have to find her.’ The Great Butcher sat on a kind of throne, in a silk dress and gold tiara. She looked like the corpse of a Little Miss Universe contestant. She had a gold cup full of liquor and a pet hairless rat. It’s all a dream.

‘I know, I know.’

I remember the crowd jeering and throwing things. I didn’t care. I couldn’t see Nanše. I remember a man with a thin moustache damping down the noise and announcing to the room that I was going to do a wine tasting, and if I got it right I’d live. Or some shit. The Butcher had started making synthetic copies of famous wines and she wanted to prove you couldn’t tell the real from her fake. There was a table set up with a bottle of fine wine beside the synthetic version made in one of the Butcher’s factories. I could see instantly which one was the copy. I know the sleepy little Lake Placid 41 like my own mother. The synthetic version was like a garish painting of the real thing. Also, there was a dull square on one of the bottles where the label had been steamed off. The other bottle was brand new.

‘Gods,’ said Lepold as he banged the table with delight, ‘that woman was such a dullard!’

‘So,’ said the moustached man. ‘You guess right wine, you live.’

‘Yes, it’s that one. Listen, can you tell me where I can find the kitchen staff?’ The place went fucking nuts. But I was already leaving, or trying to. Full bottles of wine were flying past my head. A fight broke out among the queens. One of them slashed another with a broken bottle, burst her fake tit. Fluid went everywhere. Soldiers were slipping and falling in it. The Butcher was so angry, and the man with the thin moustache shouted, ‘She plans to drown you in wine! Go and leave! You don’t want to be at this party!’ So I left to find Nanše. I got lost, ended up on the deck.

‘And that’s where we met.’

‘So I wasn’t imagining it. You were there.’

‘In a sense.’

‘You were smoking in the shadows.’

‘Yes. Do you remember what we talked about?’

‘I don’t. I’m sorry.’

‘There’s no need to apologise. I said you shouldn’t be there, and you said you had to be. I asked you if it was love, and you said no, something better. I asked you where in the world you’d go if you could choose one place, and you told me about a hotel you’d wasted years trying to find. You described it in such detail it was astonishing. It was miraculous that you could have described the place so well without ever having visited. I asked you who you’d bring to the hotel with you, if you could bring anyone. You said your friend, Nancy.’

‘Nanše.’

‘Yes. But I could tell you were lying, Jonathan. I can always tell. I could tell there was someone else you’d rather take. Sometimes we embark on insane quests to distract us from reality. And the reality was that you were thinking of someone else. So that was when you shot up the list. To the very top.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t want to bring anyone else here.’

‘I’m not saying you did it because of feelings. I think you did it because you knew it would change her. And have you ever seen her so happy? You haven’t, don’t bother lying. So you said goodnight to me and went to find your friend.’

I found her near the kitchens. The party was descending into chaos. She had a worried look, unkempt hair. She understandably was not impressed to see me.

‘Why the fuck would I leave with you, you fuck?’ She said something like that. And I said, ‘Because I want to help you.’ Or some insane bullshit. She told me, kindly, that it wasn’t my job to look after her. She’d done pretty well without, and, in fact, in spite of, my help. And she told me, kindly, that she still loved me like a brother, but that from what she’d seen lately I had enough to do looking after myself. And that kind of settled it. Then some soldiers came along and tried to order her to drink with them. I told her to go back to the kitchen and lock herself in, and she was sensible enough to do it. The soldiers were angry, but there were only two of them, and they weren’t very big. Once I’d dealt with them I took one of their hunting knives and went off to barricade myself in my room. The noise outside was indescribable. Several times they tried to kick my door in. I slept in my clothes. And when I woke in the morning the door was intact, and it was silent. I wore a gas mask. A message was smeared in the mirror in lipstick: ‘DO NOT REMOVE YOUR MASK.’ Someone had left a book on my bedside table, and put a laundry ticket between the pages. My door was still locked and barricaded. Everyone was dead. I never saw the Butcher. Did you kill her?’

‘Yes and no. We made a copy of her. She’s here now. You think I’d be satisfied with killing that woman once? I keep her here where I can have tea with her whenever I want. I must have murdered that woman a thousand times, in a thousand different ways, and still I hardly feel like I’ve begun. I’ve done it until it doesn’t feel like revenge. It just feels like a relaxing habit. Like smoking a cigarette, or stroking your lover’s hair. Usually I tell her the whole story first. There’s pleasure in the telling. That look she gets in her eyes when the truth dawns on her. I’m so grateful for your story, Jonathan. And I’m sorry you lost her. I know how it feels to lose your family.’

‘So she is dead?’

‘Of course. We couldn’t save everyone. But we saved you, and you’re here, and everyone is happy.’

‘So why is this place still open if you did all this just to get revenge on one mad woman?’

He looked astonished. ‘Is that what you think? No, you can’t think that.’ My next course arrived.

‘Well, what then?’

‘Do you remember when we were young, Jonathan, the old folk tales they’d tell us? How it rained and some man built a boat. How the bad would be punished and the good would go to heaven? Well, I think we both know that’s horseshit.’

‘Of course.’

‘We both know there are no gods, and nothing beyond death. True evil goes unpunished. It turns to dust with the good and gentle. Well, I couldn’t fathom this. I thought about it every day in the camps while I watched people starve and get raped and murdered. How can people with the power to change the world stand by and do nothing? So I decided to do something. That’s why I built this place. I did this for them.’

‘And the children in your factories? Did you do it for them, too?’

‘I did it mostly for them. I’d do anything for them. This is war. We are fighting for civilisation. But in that fight sacrifices must be made. What we learned from those few thousand children who gave their lives has helped millions.’

‘To be better slaves to the rich and powerful.’

‘I belong to an elite, Jonathan. A Super Class who run the world, and who own most of it. In ancient times we were hemmed in by national borders, and laws, and powerful religious institutions. These days we live beyond any borders, including the borders of ideology and justice. We do what we want, we pay no taxes, and life has never been better.’

‘I’m well aware of who you are and what you do.’

He smiled. ‘I don’t believe that’s true. When I built this place I went to members of the Super Class and said, “How would you like life to be even better? How would you like to live in paradise, and be young forever, and have those you love around you forever, and want for nothing, and experience delights beyond imagining? I will make you immortal. I will make you happy. How much of your fortune would you give for that?” “Why, all of it!” was the common answer. Digital cryogenics. They wet themselves over that name. But you should never trust the person who offers to satisfy your ultimate desires.’

‘And what about the children from the factories? Your little slaves. Do you give any thought to their desires?’

‘Yes. But are they any longer children? Ms Zhivast is several hundred years old now, in real terms. And slaves? No. They are servants. To serve is a heaven. They serve these animals all year. They give them unfaltering service. They wait upon them, and suffer their indulgences. And then once a year, at Harvest, my children get to show these people how grateful they are for the dark little world they’ve built, and for everything they’ve done for them.’ He allowed his lips to pull back over his perfect teeth.

‘Hold on.’

‘Oh yes, that look you’re doing. That’s what I live for. Turn your head a little to the light.’

‘Are you saying …?’

‘These animals think they live above the world, Jonathan. Above justice. Well, they’re not above my justice. All year we put up with their inhumanity. The children absorb it all with perfect grace, with smiles and polite nods. The girls take the crass comments and wandering hands and the constant threat of sexual invasion. The boys take the insults and slaps around the skulls and the pushes down the stairs for perceived insolences. The weeks leading up to Harvest are hardest. Almost a year’s worth of hate sits on our shoulders. And the animals are drunker, and worse behaved. But can you imagine, Jonathan, what it feels like, at Harvest, the night before the Wild Hunt, the swelling pleasure in our collective chests as the clock-hands stalk towards the hour, when the halls have a quiet holiness about them, when a lowly maid or porter knows that in just a few short pushes of a cart, in a few pulls of a bed sheet, in a few unhappy smiles and “Yes, ma’ams”, the signal will be given, and a merry, bloody hell with be unleashed.’

‘Gods.’

‘There are no gods here. There are no gods at all. But there must be a hell for these people. There must be a punishment for the things they and their kind have done to the world.’

I couldn’t fathom what he was telling me. I clutched the silver spoon in my hand. The skin which wrapped itself around the bones and muscles in my hand seemed vile. The small morsel on the spoon seemed like a disgusting secretion.

‘The Wild Hunt is a magical holiday. It’s what Harvest was always meant to be. A time for the people. And then, when Harvest is over, and Spring Rounds are done, and the place is cleansed and restored to order, the animals are woken, refreshed, restored into new bodies, and they go about their animal business none the wiser. They think they went to bed as they always do. The clones rise. The cycle begins again. This is our ninth Harvest, and I can tell you they get better and better every year. Would you like to be a part of it?’

‘I’m sorry, what are you asking me? Would I like to pay you so that you and your children can butcher me every Harvest?’

He looked genuinely shocked. ‘Great gods, Jonathan, do you think you’re one of them? The most powerful people in the Cloud sell their souls for membership here. A man of your means could never … I’m sorry for the confusion. Even with all your mother’s money … And I’m mortified you think I’d treat you like one of those gold-encrusted sewer rats. You’re one of us. And because you brought the Water Bear to us, for better or worse, I want to reward you. So now I’ll give you a simple choice. You can leave after dessert. Go back into the world, with no memories of this place of course. Or you can stay on as a member of our circle. We want to hire you. Everyone is very excited.’

‘Hire me?’

‘Oh – your face! No, not as some clerk or waiter. Gods no. You’ll be playing yourself. As a guest. Our inside man. Your “job” – if it can be called that – is to drink and dine with the animals, to be witty, to stir a little intrigue, perhaps, and to generally follow your will. Much like you have been doing. Within limits, of course.’

‘… Are you saying you want me to be an actor?’

‘I suppose that’s one way to describe it. Yes. You’ll act your part until Harvest comes again, and then the mask will come off. I think you’ll make a fine member of our family. So. What do you think?’

‘What do I think? I think this is completely fucking incredible.’ Credit where it’s due, Colette. His scheme was monstrous. But also utterly amazing.

‘I thought you might think so. They’re all here, Jonathan. The people who abandoned you in your time of need. So you’ll join us? You’ll agree to be a member of our happy little family forever?’

‘Hmmm? Oh, absolutely not. No, you’re obviously out of your fucking shell. In a profoundly interesting way, granted. You have my respect, Lepold. You could be the most interesting man I’ve ever met.’

‘Thank you.’

‘And Rojiibo’s meal is more miraculous than I could even have imagined.’

‘This is only a taste of his genius.’

‘I’m sure. But I don’t want to be a part of your play forever. You might enjoy waking up not knowing if you’ll be killed with a hatchet by your double, but that’s because you’re a lunatic. No offence.’

‘None received.’

‘I’ve only come here to distract you long enough for my friends to escape, and then to leave myself. Or to shoot myself in the head, if you won’t let me leave. Once I’ve had coffee, of course. I wouldn’t leave before coffee.’

‘Jonathan, you should consider this more carefully. Do you know what you’re sacrificing? Paradise. Eternal life. The chance to be a lord of retribution. Take a few minutes to consider it.’

‘I’ve had my whole life to consider it.’

‘Well, that’s your choice. The last course is coming. Ms Green, too. If my information is correct.’

‘What? Gladys?’

‘Yes. Just in time to ruin dessert.’

A few minutes later we heard shouts; a small cloud entered the restaurant. The cloud, a merry, mystical fluffy thing, came squeezing in through the arched entrance. The cloud said, ‘Come on, idiot, it’s time to go.’

‘Gladys! The fuck are you doing here?’

A shadow moved from within the cloud.

‘My job.’

We had been enveloped in whiteness. My host had vanished but for his voice.

‘Ms Green, this is a surprise. Are you here to make more demands? Fine, we’ll acquiesce, you can see her again. You can say goodbye. We’ll give you the Presidential Apartment for the night. Now come, sit down, drink a glass with us.’

‘Thanks, we’re not staying. Come on, dick-for-brains.’

‘The way she speaks to you, Jonathan.’

‘I know. It’s wonderful.’

‘Sit, please. Both of you. Let’s talk this through. It’s war out there in the halls. If you try to leave you’ll make them angry. And you haven’t been uploaded yet. If they kill you, that’s it forever.’

‘We’ll take our chances. Come on, John. It’s now or never.’

‘I need my luggage.’

‘Fuck your luggage.’

‘All the best, Lepold. It’s been … interesting.’

‘All the best, Jonathan. I’m sad to see you go.’

I shot him in the face. How many chances do you get to do that?

‘You wasted a fucking bullet. Give me my gun, idiot.’ I handed it over.

A cloud-filled corridor lit by emergency lighting. Shadows moving in the fog. ‘Who are these women, Gladys?’

‘They’re my Huntresses.’

‘Of course. And what are they doing?’

‘Hunting. Huntresses, remember what I taught you. Slow and perfect. Don’t let them flank you like last time. Use your ears and noses. Hit the temple or the brainstem.’

Her Huntresses, nine of them, had removed their white aprons and smeared their faces with kitchen soot so they looked like shadows. They carried compact weapons, mostly ice picks. One Huntress pulled a Winchester loaded up with several dozen portable fire extinguishers, and she intermittently shot jets of carbonox forward and back to obscure our group. The only other object on the Winchester was Doctor Rubin’s head. He looked surprised. One of the women had a flame-thrower strapped to her back. It was marked ‘MPS’.

‘Don’t I get a weapon, Gladys?’

‘Yeah, that’d go well. Take off your shoes.’

‘What? I only just got them back.’

‘I swear to the gods, Jonathan, I will shoot you in the fucking balls.’

I took off my shoes.

‘Here, wipe off your cologne and blacken your face.’

‘I don’t do blackface, G. It’s offensive.’

‘I fucking swear …’

‘Fine, fine.’

We moved in a column like guerilla fighters through the misty halls. As we approached junctions two Huntresses moved forward and shot clouds of carbonox into the new passages, then vanished. We heard muffled cries. The women returned with bloodied tools and gave G a short salute. On we travelled. Inch by inch through the sticky twilight. Squads from rival cliques came at us in small packs. The Huntresses saw them off. The enemy was noisy. We could hear them whispering, giggling. We could hear them nervously jiggling their weapons. We picked off their sentries. The air was hot and sticky. It smelled of sweat and honey. How far had we gone? When we came upon our own scouts we absorbed them into our group and moved on. Passage by passage we grew. We came to a fountain and we stopped to drink. The Huntresses dressed their wounds and said nothing. Sometimes one would glance at me, but otherwise I was ignored. I’d stopped asking any questions. I’d obeyed requests to breathe less audibly. We moved on. We came to makeshift barricades. Dozens of shadows waited. A banner said ‘PUZZY PITROL’. But she’d trained her Huntresses well. They hit the defences softly. The enemy had no time to react. Sometimes the Huntresses would infiltrate a group waiting in ambush, with each girl taking a man and standing just a few inches behind him. The boys had no idea. Then, at some signal I couldn’t perceive, they’d strike at once, the bodies would fall noiselessly. For well-defended positions the Huntresses might pretend an attack and fall back, wailing and calling for help, drawing the enemy into the open, and as the attackers came blindly on they finished them.

We were in a small arcade only a few turns from the Grand Staircase when a large force attacked us. They came from both directions. Dozens and dozens of men. Too many. I saw arrows and nails cut through the fog around my head. I heard battle cries. I knelt and waited. A Huntress knelt near me, her pointless eyes closed. Then she was gone. I heard the sounds of battle moving away from both directions. Sound and space was compressed. Gladys moved softly away to help, saying, ‘Don’t move.’ The shapes of men came charging at the place her voice had been, lumbered on past me through the fog, breathing heavy, thickly scented. They couldn’t see me. They were so close. Just a step to the left. Huntresses came back from up and down the hall, giving little hoots. Two squads pursued them from both directions, roaring and swinging primitive weapons, attacking nothing but fog until they met in the middle, hacking wildly, confused in the netherspace, and annihilated each other. I ducked under a blade and felt the wind. Its hulking owner slammed into me. I fell on my back and rolled away. Heard his dying scream. Now I was lost. I didn’t know which way we’d come from. I couldn’t smell or hear my own kind. The sounds of battle came from every side. Muffled cries. The sound of metal cutting flesh. I teased the air with my fingers, looking for a wall. I felt coarse cloth brush past. A wall, finally. I felt the coarse paper. But where was I? There was a burst of gunfire nearby. I heard a voice say, ‘Fancy Man is over there. I smell him.’ I pawed my way along the wall, looking for any place I could hide. The battle was drawing in around me. The place was full of bodies. I sensed Huntresses crouched still nearby, probably as confused as me about what was happening. Then they moved off. The battle eased. Large shadows came stalking closer. ‘He is this way!’ From the milkiness, I heard a familiar voice: ‘Fancy Man. Is me, Ginger. I want to kiss you.’ Her voice, but not her. I heard men giggle. I saw Massimo’s thick-armed shape. At least a dozen more shapes. Drawing in, tightening the noose. ‘Come out, Fancy Man. Come out and let me kiss you.’ Massimo was now so close I could see he wore a pair of fire gloves he’d adorned with long, cruel shards of glass. He clacked them together. I found an abandoned fire axe on the carpet. Its handle was sticky with blood. I’d take him with me.

There was a whirring sound, a sickening thud, followed by a jet of blood on the wall I crouched against. Massimo spasmed and pitched forward on top of me. A fire axe hurled from the darkness had split his skull. A dozen new shadows charged into the arcade, and a furious battle ensued. I heard someone cry, ‘Mountain Men! No mercy!’ A man in a chef’s outfit was flung against a wall so hard he nearly went through it. The Mountain Men seemed to have deer antlers on their heads. I fought my way to the other side of the atrium. Voices said, ‘Tamberlain, come! We will return you to your Huntresses.’ Holy shit had this got out of hand. The new gang – who I could identify because they wore headdresses made from deer antlers – shielded me out of the atrium and on down the halls. Was this a trap? Were they only interested in getting my scalp? I didn’t know. I didn’t care. I’ll spare you further details of the small battles we faced on the way back through the halls towards the elevators. But by the time we got close my axe was caked in gore. The smoke thickened again. Gladys took a good long look at me when we arrived. She looked at my blood-spattered shirt, the fire axe I still carried in one hand, and said: ‘I told you not to move.’

‘Huntresses,’ said a man in an antler hat, ‘we honour you and present you with this prize.’

That was me. I was the prize.

‘Mountain Men,’ said one of the Huntresses, ‘we give thanks and will drink tribute with you when the battle is done.’

This had all gone seriously fucking tribal, Colette.

The Huntresses had suffered few casualties along the way. They sent a full canister of carbonox to fill the elevator atrium. We could see a rectangle of light from Elevator 2, and a heavy shape sitting on one of the purple love-seats. The shape sighed.

‘You know I can’t let you leave, folks. Guests have to check out through the system. You can’t take these memories out into the world.’

‘Sam, why can’t you admit you just can’t bear to see me go?’

We heard Sam chuckle softly.

‘It’s over, Sam. We’re too strong for you.’

‘That so, Miss?’

‘Yep.’

Well, it turns out Gladys was right, but only barely. It was one hell of a fight. Lightning bolts of darkness in the fog. Four brave Huntresses went down in the fight. My protector went to each of the still bodies to perform a small salute acknowledging their sacrifice. After that she went to Sam, who lay bleeding out near Car 2.

‘I’m sorry, Sam. It’s nothing personal. Just doing my job.’

‘Every year.’ He coughed blood. ‘Every damned year it’s the same. Can’t we all just get along for once? Like a family? Well, I suppose I’ll be seeing you round and around.’ With a bloody finger he stirred the breathless air.

In the lobby we found an army of Huntresses. Hundreds. They’d built a command centre. Women in black came running in with slips of yellow which they passed to a stern-looking woman who seemed to be running things there. ‘Holy fuck, G.’

‘I know. Things kind of got out of hand.’

‘No shit!’

They had Shabazzniov tied up.

‘Well, Mr Tamberlain, you look a picture.’

I wiped my face with my handkerchief. ‘Hello, Murial, we were just leaving.’

‘I’d like to say I’ve enjoyed your little visit. I have not.’

‘Love fades, Murial. It always does.’

‘We have to get to the pod before they regroup, John.’

‘Goodbye, Jonathan.’

‘Goodbye, Murial.’

If you want this to be a happy story, Colette, stop now. Because it could have ended an infinite number of ways, but this way doesn’t end with us all happy, and with everything tied up neatly. As our escape-pod cut a ribbon of bubbles through the black ocean, I caught a glimpse of something which might have been a hotel, or might have been a kind of sea creature: a pod-shaped structure, long lappets waving below, fading into the darkness. But it’s hard to say I saw anything.

‘Well … that was quite a little trip. This pod’s a little small, though, right? What do you think, Beast? Shall I call reception and complain?’

‘Yeah. Yeah, it’s a little … small.’ He was staring at G. Had been since we’d got back to the pod. She’d put him out of action by pressing a sequence of bio-meridians on his body. But as soon as she released him he started staring. And now she was staring at her own hand.

‘Well, John, I suppose this is almost it.’

‘Hmmm? What do you mean “almost it”?’

‘I just want to say I’m sorry. It had to be this way.’ Staring at her bloody right hand.

‘Don’t worry about it, Gladys. We’re alive. Thanks to you and your witch brigade, we don’t have to spend eternity in that …’ And then I saw it. The hand flickered. Just for a hair’s-width of time. Then I got a flash of the green leather seatback. ‘… place. The fuck?’

‘There was no other way, John. It had to be this way. It was you or me.’

‘The fuck, Gladys?’ She flickered, stuttered, resolved herself, and as she did her favourite green scarf fell gently from her neck and onto the seat. ‘The fuck is going on here? Beast?’

‘Nicely played, G.’

‘Catch you round, Daniel.’

‘Gladys?’

‘Listen, let’s not go and do a whole “thing”, John. This is just how it had to be. They wouldn’t let you go unless I stayed. So you need to get used to not having me here.’

She was talking tough, as always, Colette, but now her eyes were filling up. She couldn’t help it. Forever is a lot to take on any day.

‘You tricked me, Gladys.’

‘No, Boss.’

‘If that’s what you want to think, John … ink whatever you want…. ike I’ve always …’

‘Wait, no, let’s slow down. I didn’t mean it. This is … fuck, this is happening too fast.’

‘… as too, Jonathan … ave a job to do … en agreed to stay so th … et you go … mpossible t …’ Now she was blinking and flickering like a bad broadcast picture as we streaked up towards the surface, while her scarf lay quietly coiled on the seat.

‘No. No, this can’t be right. We have to go back. Right, Beast?’

‘I’m sssssssss.’ She hissed in the air, resolved. ‘… ust want you to know that I’ll alwssssss …’

‘No, you can’t go. I can’t do this without you, Gladys. I can’t do anything right without you.’

‘I know.’

Like the lady said, Colette, let’s not do a whole “thing”. There’s no point detailing those dying moments. They’re worse than anything I saw at that hotel. And there was nothing left to say, anyway, and no time to say it. We just sat there and watched each other happen and unhappen. Outside it was completely dark. No evidence that life ever had, or ever would, exist. Her eyes, and what was contained in them, were an unbearable horror. In dark moments, when I want to torment myself, I go back there. And I don’t care what anyone says, I couldn’t look at those eyes and tell they weren’t real. We were filthy in that cabin. Grubby as children. Our clothes and hands were covered in blood and gore and soot. Ribbons of black and green and blue were meshing down her face. Soon all that was left was a green silk scarf. A cruel trick. Kindness, in its way, is the ultimate form of violence. Her act of kindness ensured I’d live a long life, and that I’d feel pain and loss for almost every moment of it. And I still don’t understand what happened, or why, after all the promises of being wiped clean, I was allowed to go away with these memories.

Or maybe it didn’t end that way. Maybe we all escaped together. Maybe we made it back to the surface and went on in each other’s company. Our unholy trio had a few days, or even weeks, of pure ecstasy, where we hid and drank and shook our heads at what had happened. Then eventually we moved on to the next job, the next case, until the thrill of what had happened faded, as all thrills fade. We grew older, even less tolerant of each other’s traits and tricks. If that’s possible. We all became estranged. And eventually, incrementally, we drifted apart.

So tell me, Colette. Which of those endings is less tragic? Choose whichever ending is the least unbearable and move forward with it.

Somewhere down there, in the Battles, sits the wreck of the Basilisk. When that boat went down it took scores of young lovers. They died horribly together; but mercifully, too. Their love, their dreams and their hopes were preserved for eternity. Those beautiful youths never had to watch love fade. They never had to learn the unbearable truth life tells us: that the universe has infinite quantities of love, and hope, and happiness to give. Just not to us.

I’ll sign off because I have to catch a boat. As I said, I’m in the East. The Far East. I’m maybe further east than any Westerner has gone. There are no tourists here, and no one even speaks my language. It’s a wonderful, unspoiled and in many ways unspeakable place. I fear for my life daily, but not for my soul. Who knows if this will even reach you. I have no proof you even existed in the first place. I’ve grown a beard. I met a man, a kind of guru, who never speaks. I went to a temple where preserved heads of martyrs whisper truths you don’t want to hear. It’s amazing the places you can travel when you stop caring if you live or die. I still care enough to hope. Could she find me here? Probably. If anyone could. Could I hatch a plan to go back and get her? That’s possible too, I suppose. Maybe I can find her friends, the Water Bears. It’s possible. They said I’d never find the Empyrean, and I did.

But I have never, nor will ever, talk about her in the past tense. She is alive. She breathes and moves around and scowls and pretends to hate the world. And let me be clear, Gladys and I were never in love like those children on the Basilisk. That’s the real tragedy. I’ve come to see that what we had was better than that pitiful and pitiless intoxication they call love. It is the joy you have to truly know someone. To know another person as well as you know yourself, and to be happy to be unhappy in their company. To fall in love with someone you have to be blinded to their truth. It’s easy to fall for fantasies. But to know someone, and to want to know them, is truly the deepest honour we have as beings. To know another is a sacred duty. Maybe that’s why I spend a lot of time at airports now, at bars near the gates, watching as the little crowds of otherness arrive, scanning the dark faces for a pale, painted, scowling one. Because like everyone I want one more chance. I’d give anything for it.

Or maybe I just like airports.

In any case, if they ever do make a cine-movie of this, they most likely won’t use my ending. They’ll probably give it a happier ending. That’s the way the world is now. The ships come in. People come bubbling out. The crowds part. I look up from my drink to see her standing there. I smile at her. She smiles at me. And then we fade to black.

I’m sorry. The drinks have made me melodramatic. They always do. It’s a warm night, and the drinks are strong and cold. Is there a better sensation than being alive in a place no one alive can find you? The sky is a milky abyss. Moonlight on a foggy mirror. The nearest sun has dipped behind a city. The birds in their cages have gone silent. If I’m lucky there’ll be a Harvest party later. Life is good.
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