BLOODTIDE

Melvin Burgess



Also By Mdvin Burgess.
AnAngd for May
Burning Issy
Junk
Kite
Loving April
TheBaby and Fly Pie
The Cry of the Wolf
The Earth Giant

Tiger Tiger



TOR
fantasy
ATOM DOHERTY ASSOCIATES BOOK NEW Y ORK

Thisisawork of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are either products of
the author'simagination or are used fictitioudy.

BLOODTIDE
Copyright © 1999 by Melvin Burgess
All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.
Firdg published in Great Britain by Andersen Press Limited.
The extract from Gongu-Hrolf's Saga is reproduced by kind permission of Hermann Palsson.
A Tor Book
Published by Tom Doherty Associates, LLC
175 Fifth Avenue
New York, NY 10010
www.tor.com
Tor® isaregistered trademark of Tom Doherty Associates, LLC.
ISBN: 0-765-34014-3
First U.S. edition: November 2001
First mass market edition: December 2002

Printed in the United States of America 0987654321



For Oliver



BOOK |

The top thirty floors had broken away along time ago, but the Gaaxy Building was dill the tdlest in
London. Engineers had cleared it up so it was safe up there -- sort of. A man with close, curly white har
was ganding on the viewing platform, pointing out landmarks. His face was a net of fing soft wrinkles
and hard lines cut across by a 'Y -shaped scar over one eye. He was dressed in a loose auit, rolled up a
the deeves. As he leaned forward to point out Big Ben, St. Paul's, Tower Bridge, Docklands and
beyond, the man's jacket hung open. Under the quit was a shoulder holster. You could see the net,
deadly shape tucked ingde.

Thiswas Va Volson. He owned hdf of London.

By his side, fallowing his finger, was atal, wiry girfl aged fourteen. She was wearing a short skirt and
leggings and a little green jacket which hung open to reved another shoulder holster containing another,
gmdler gun. It was handmade for her -- girl-szed. But just as deadly.

You could seeit dl from up here -- the buildings of London, its hills and peaks as far as the suburbs
and the Wdl. Beyond the Wall, dappled in the distance, lay the hdfman lands -- acres of rubble and
tumbling wals, and the trees tuming ydlow on this mild autumn day, pushing their way through the
tarmac. After that, the world began.

And far out of Sght to the northwest, Ragnor. Its towers and buildings were said to dwarf Old
London. Hafman captives said of it that it seemed to float on the ar, made of glittering stripes of light and
glass and dark stripes of shadow. At night it shone like a bright little gdaxy in the great world Outside. Its
veary exigence was a reminder that London was locked out of the world.

'‘And when welve got the test of London judt like that,’ said Vd. He pushed his thumb down hard
onto the palm of his other hand to show just where he wanted the rest of London. Then, my girl, well
break out into the hafman lands. And after the hafmen it's the fields and the farms and the villages and
the towns. And &fter that we take Ragnor itsdf and ded with the security forces...'

‘But the hafmen!” cried the girl, in an agony of ddight and terror.

That's the easy part. Theyll be dl dead and gone by then. Then ... England ... Europe. Be part of
the nation again. Well be the nation. Y eah. Not long now. We're getting so close, Signy!

Thegirl stared greedily outwards. She had heard these stories dl her life. They had been crooned to
her like lullabiesin the cradle even before she could understand the words. Now it was al coming true.

‘But we dl gotta make sacrifices. D'you see -- 7

Sgny ground her toe onto the platform savagely. ‘I don't want to go away,' she said.
‘But you will.

Thegirl looked briefly up at her father's amiling face, then away.



'Y ou can win as much for uslikethis as | haveinfifty years of fighting.
I wanna be in the bodyguard.'
"You can bein Conor's bodyguard." He thumped his chest 'I'll inggt!"

'l hate Conor.' Vd -- King Vd, he was being cdled these days -- stood upright and shrugged.
Love... hate. So what? Thisisfamily,’ he said. Thisis business.'

Vd was disgppointed in his daughter. He didn't expect her to want Conor, but he did expect her to
want to do as he said.

Thegirl turned her chin up. There are better ways for me to fight for us,' she argued. 'I'm better than
any of them. You know that.’

'Ben and Had and Sggy wouldn't whine when | gave them a task.’

That's not fair! Thisiant a task, it's a lifetime. You wouldn't ask them to go away and whore for
you.'

Vd hissed dangeroudy between histeeth. They'll marry whoever | tdl them to.'
Thisis different.’

'‘Because you're agirl? teased Vd.

That's not fair! | only want to be trested the same. Thisign't the same.’

Vd glared back a his angry daughter. 1t was she who was being unfarr. 'Youll be like a spy..." he
sad.

'You can't be a spy every second of your life, that's stupid.’

She said the word dowly asif she liked the taste of it. Va's hand dashed out to beat her round the
head but she was out of the way before his hand was raised.

I'm afighter! Catch meif you can!'

Vd stood and watched her dance around. He was getting tired of this
‘But you are agirl, he said aulkily. ‘I can't help the way dungs are.’

'l thought you were the one to change the way things are!l’

Vd turned away. "Youll do it anyway," he sad flatly.

Sgny put her little handgun back in the soft holster under her arm and growled, 'I'll do it -- because |
folow orders. But | hate it. Promise me one thing, then.’

‘Nameit. You know I'd do anything.
That youll give me the chance to kill Conor when the time comes.”’
Thisisatreaty. Therell be no such time. Butif it does ... | promise’

Sgny nodded. 'Conor never kept atresty yet.'



The two of them turned to go down. Vd put his arm protectively around his daughter. 'l know it's
hard.'

Sgny amiled sweetly up a him. "You'd have killed anyone who dared to touch me, and now you
hand me over to him to do anything he likes' she said.

‘Don't think | likeit ether.’

'‘Poor you!'

... but every father hasto give his daughter away.'

‘Conor has some funny appetites, | bet.'

Vd turned a cold eye on her.

'I wonder what'll turn him on? | wonder how hell enjoy usng Va's daughter?

Vd was suddenly furious. He pushed her from him vidlently so she sumbled on the Sairway.

"You don't care for me at dl!' she shouted furioudy. "You'd never let the others leave your side...
never!" She pushed past im and ran down the long winding stairs. How was it possible to hate and love
and admire her father so much dl a the same time?

‘But | love you!" She heard his voice crashing down the stairs after her. It made her cry dl the more
because she knew it was true.

There were two of them, skinny kids dressed in black. The black was like a uniform. One was a
boy and one was agirl. Two was a stupid number to go out hunting this sort of prey but these kids had
been trained.

‘Lagt time ever,’ sad the boy.

‘Lagt night of my life’ said the girl.

'Don't be daft. Theré's dways alife You just gotta make one up.’

'Shut up.'

‘Sorry...

‘Last night of thislife, then.’

I don't want to do this anymore. If you get hurt tonight, hell kill me:’

‘But you will, won't you, Sigs? The girl grabbed the boy tightly by the hand.

Sggy squeezed her back. 'l can't believe he's making you do this Hed never send any of us away.'
He meant, the boys. 'We should dl get together and tdl him -- he can't treat you like thig!'

Sgny dropped hishand and glared. He was just making it harder. 'But he's right, you see," she said.

'Had don't think s0.'



'Had don't know everything.'

"Treaties with the likes of Conor..."

Sgny shook her head. 'It's my fate to do it, Sggy. It's just not a happy fate, that's dl.’
Sggy frowned. '‘But don't you want a happy fate, Signy?

'Why should it be?

Sggy stared a her. If it was him... 'I'd run away.'

'You're wesk,' she said.

"You're supid.'

'It's not supid to make a sacrifice for something greet.’

Sggy pulled aface. Of dl the family he was the only one who looked down his nose a glory. 'You
know whet | think of dl that stuff."

Thoughtfully, Sgny spat on the ground & his feet and ground it in. There was along pause.
'So what are we gonna get tonight? he asked.

'‘Big fat pig. Full of dripping!’

'Oh yegh!’

Sggy and Sgny ran quielly across the polished marble floor. Of course, the stairs were dl heavily
guarded, but they knew one way out that even King Vd would never think to guard -- down the glass lift
shaft with dl its gridy fruit. Then away, past the shattered tower blocks, broken avay and worn by the
wind like shelsin the sea. The few remaining topmost windows glinted in the moonlight. Past the broken
church spires and the aumbling storeys of buildings that once housed banks and the offices of
internationd firms, past the roads bresking up with elder trees and buddleia. A group of men working by
firdight were loading chunks of broken tarmac into avat to mdt down. They needed it to extend the car
park for the wedding guests.

Nothing was new, everything was old -- ever snce the government moved out a hundred years ago
and left it to rot under the rule of Gangland.

Thekids ran right out of the tal buildings of the City and on towards the West End. It was as dark
as velvel. There were no dtreet lights. The poor dept in gangsin the doorways and it was dangerous o,
unless you were rich enough to be armed.

During the day Oxford Street and Piccadilly were ill thick with people, the shop windows ill
bright with dectricity, even through it was generated privatdly. The shops were dill packed to burding
with new goods. A lot of it was copies -- citymades, usudly, but some of the richer shops stocked goods
smuggled in by the hdfmen from Outsde. Fashionable clothes, dectricd goods, CDs, TVs, fruit from
hafway round the world, wine from France. You could get anything if you would pay for it, except two
hundred thousand tons of asphalt or concrete to keep the roadsin order.

All around Westmingter and the City it was dums and farmland. You could see cows tethered to



parking meters munching dowly on hawthorn, pigs scavenging for rubbish in the streets, open sewage
pits, rubbish tips, whole fidds where the houses had been knocked down for land to grow crops.
Terraces of houses had the walls knocked through to make long barns to house cows or pigs. Sometimes
Sggy and Sgny went that far, to poke their noses in amongst the moist smdl of dirty people and damp
walls, the thieves and the beggars, the rubbish and illness. But today was a day for Sgny. She wanted
fadt life, fast people. She wanted a big fat pig and a game of Robin Hood.

Thefa pig's name was Alexander. He was dripping dl right Rings on his fingers, chains on his neck.
It served him right. It was stupid to wear quff like that it was asking to be robbed. Mind you, he was a a
party indde a heavily guarded house. The other guests were dl businessmen, smugglers, ganggers -- it
was the sort of occasion when you could actudly dress up and show off your wedth for once. Alexander
had done judt that. The dripping was everywhere -- stuck on his fingers, dripping out of his wdlet. He
was expecting agame of cards later in the evening and he could afford to lose heavily.

They got him in the toilet--on it, actudly. He was a big man; he could have fought back, but they
were quick as ferrets. Two sharp little knives were suddenly pricking his fat neck.

'How did you get in here? he gurgled. The two kids laughed. The big one hdd a knife a his neck
and pressed the top of his head down so0 he couldn't get up. Alexander was fat, getting up wasn't so easy
a the best of times. The amdl one ran round and round in circles like an animd doing a trick, tying the
rope round and round the toilet until he was dl strapped up. It was dl over in about twenty seconds.
"Too easy, Sghed the amdl one. She siffed the ar and glared at her victim,

'Sorry," he begged.

They rdlieved the pig of its dripping -- the rings from its fingers, the fat bulge of walet from its indde
pocket the gold cufflinks, the chains, everything. Then they strapped some toilet paper stuck on with
packing tape in its mouth so it couldn't squedl, stuck the toilet rall on its lap and made ther escape the
way they'd come in -- through the ventilation shaft Alexander's eyes bulged with fear and rage as he
watched them remove the grill and creep out. What about the security guards? This building was covered
in security guards!

Outsde, the children removed their masks. Signy shook her long har out.
'‘Good? grinned Siggy.

'Nah, too easy, she complained again. They left with the booty, to give it away to poor kids. They
didn't need it. What more money did the VVolsons need? It was a game, like Robin Hood. But it wasn't
redly far, ether, not like Robin Hood at dl. It was the richest family in London doing the gseding,
whoever they gaveit to after. But gangmen and kings can get away with what they want. Even if they got
caught no one would ever dare to harm them. They could've got past the guards just by showing their
faces.

Stll... it was dangerous enough once the robbing started. And it was fun.



2

Sgy

We were discussng how you cope with having sex with someone you loathe. | was trying very hard
not to cry.

Ben was having a great time. He was skittering up and down giggling. 'Why don't you just enjoy it?
He grinned at me. 'Why not? | would.'

Had sad, 'It's different.

Ben sad, 'No, it's not. She's dways going on about being as good as us. Wdl, we like doing it,
don't we, Had.'

'So do I, said Siggy.
'You haven't doneit yet,' said Ben.

I have,' indsted Siggy. And he looked dl quilty at me, because | was the only one who knew for
aure that he hadn't.

'No, you havent,’ said Ben.

'Yes, | have!'

'‘Anyway,’ said Had. 'Of course it's different. The man does it; she hasit done to her.'
| said, 'Dont tak daft.' Those boys! This was usdess!

The man putsit in and she hasit put in,' said Had, just in case we hadn't clicked yet.
'Wdl, you put food in your mouth, but it's fill you doing it, isnt it? pointed out Sggy.
| could have screamed. 'If he putsit anywhere near me l'll bite it off,’ | hissed.

'Dead good way of bresking up the treaty,’ said Ben.

Sggy, bless him, said, 'Sod the treaty. Who believes in the treaty? She should just refuse and we
should back her up...'

And then they stopped taking about how to ded with having sex with someone you've never met
before and got on to politics. As for Siggy's idea -- it was swest, but forget it. They taked endlesdy
about whether or not the treaty could be made to work, but in the end Vd wanted it and that was that. It
was just... yeah, wdl, it was gonna be pretty londy there in that bed on my wedding night, that's dll.

"Youll just have to hope he's not as bad as he's painted,’ sad Siggy.
| thought, some hope. I'd just better hope he doesn't hurt me too much, that's dl.



A cold rain whipped between the buildings and across the streets, where a thin, scratty crowd was
walting quietly. Some hid under blankets and umbrellas mended ten times ten, but most of them just
stood there soaking. Vd was disgppointed. Hed wanted the crowds ten deep, cheering and throwing
bunting. But he refused to force them.

The bodyguards waited, Vd's on this Sde, Conor's on the other. They wore black suits and let the
rain trickle out of ther hair and down under ther dark glasses. They might have been men, or machines,
or animds, or dl three. Under their suits you could see the outlines of powerful weapons which may have
been part of their bodies.

There had been war between these two families for generations. This was supposed to be a treaty
but no one redly dared beieveit. It was likdy just another trick. But who was playing it?

For along time there was just alow murmur from the crowd and the steady hissng of the rain on the
bricks and pavements, but at last along convoy of cars and armoured vehides turned into Bishopsgate
and crept over the cracked tarmac. As the sound of the engines grew, there was a strange effect. The
hissng began to get louder. The faces of the VIPs turned upwards, looking for the heavy rainfdl that must
be making the sound, but the rain was fdling off if anything. The hissng increased, louder and louder,
even over the sound of the engines, asif the rain was indging on itsright to be heard.

It wasn't water; it was people pulling an old schoolboy trick. The thin rows of white faces lifted up
from their huddle of rags and bits of plagtic to watch an old enemy arrive among them. They didn't dare
to boo or shout abuse for fear of Vd's gangmen hidden in among them, but no one could tdl where the
hisses came from. Faces and mouths stayed dill as paintings, but hundreds of throats hissed their hatred.
The gang wars had crippled London for generations. Conor and his family had fought savagely and
crudly. There wasn't a soul in this crowd who hadn't logt a loved one to the man now driving in to vigt
them.

The noise began to gather force, to swdl. Vad was white with rage and frudtration, but there was
nothing he could do about it. Thiswas his dream! He was putting together the army that was supposed to
conquer paradise. These were the people who would break out of the asylum and take the world into the
pockets of the poor. The people of the city had shared so many of his dreams, but not this one -- not yet.

Conor's convoy, tiny in the shadow of the Gaaxy Building, stopped in the square outsde and the
soldiers emerged from the armoured cars, bristling with weaponry like little toy men in the wide road.

The crowd began hissng again when Conor's personal bodyguard got out of the car. He ... it ...
bared its teeth and its fur stood up on end at the sound until it looked pretty near twice as big. Then it
opened its mouth -- shouting or barking, who knows. It turned to open the door for Conor.

That was a hdfman; Londoners had reason to hate them too, but Conor was the red mondger.
When he stepped out of his amoured car, the hissng sweled up until it sounded like something was
going to burst. Conor pulled his coat around him and looked about as if he stood done on the rainy



Street.’

Out from among the umbrellas came Vd, dressed dl in grey, as usud, as if he was someone's clerk.
But around his neck he wore a bright crimson slk scarf, as he dways did on public appearances. A
symboal of fire and blood.

The crowd began to cheer for their leader. They loved Vd even more than they hated Conor. But
the cheering fdtered as Conor and Va embraced each other. A few seconds later, as Vd took his
daughter in his hand and handed her to Conor, it was in a gony slence. Sgny was fourteen years old,
and scared white even though she knew how to kill a man. Conor leaned across and kissed her. Among
the guard of honour that led between the convoy and the Gdaxy Building, Sggy stood with the rain
greaming down his face, but he kept so completely Hill that no one could tdl his face was wet with tears.

4

Siggy

It was shit. | mean, | never take any notice of the palitics but even | could see it was shit. Vd was
getting old. Doing that to Signy! But he convinced them, same as he dways does.

The security arrangementsl Conor had to have an amy pointing at our throats, we had to have an
amy pointing at his. What sort of a treaty is that? We should have carried on the war, even if it took
another generaion. But Va wasin ahurry, see. The job he wanted to do was the task of a century, but
he wanted it dl now, while he was dill around to see it. So he balsed it up.

There were armed thugs wandering around the streets for weeks. People were getting shot up
because of fights bresking out between his forces and ours. And for wha? For a handful of dreams.
Vad's dreams. He's a big man, my father, but dreams are jus dreams even if you dream them for
everyone. Don't get me wrong. | don't meen you just gotta look after Number One. But firg of dl you
got to look after the people you can look after. Like Sgny for ingtance. That's the way | looked at it. If
you can't look after your own you can't be trusted to look after the whole world. But that was Vd -- his
dreams were bigger than he was.

Hdf the city had to be prettied up for the wedding. We'd had old road surfaces broken up and
meted down to resurface the car park for Conor's cars. We'd refurbished and decorated whole floors of
the Galaxy Building for Conor's guedts. It cost millions If Vd wanted to make things so greet for
everyone ese, why didn't he just cancd the wedding and give London enough to eat for a couple of
weeks? It would've been chegper. Had did the money sde of things he told me. He's good at that sort
of duff -- Vd reckons Had could organise the sun a midnight, but | reckon getting Conor and the
Volsons to make a treaty is harder. Had's the one who's supposed to take over from Vd when the time
comes, but | tdl you, if anyone'sfit to follow Vd it'smy sster. She has the brains and she has the vison.
She's histrue successor. But helll just sdl her off to service Conor and probably hdf his kitchen gaff as
wall, once things break down.



My job was getting Galaxy in order. | had to supervise the building work and the decorators, clean
the place up, get it painted. All pretty boring suff. The only fun bit was cearing out the street kids from
the ventilation system.

See, the ventilation system is such a greet place for the homeess kids to live. They came from miles
around to get in. Whole gangs livein there, like rats. Well, it's about thirty thousand times better than the
street. They were quite happy to dimb twenty storeys high or more to get in. Let's face it, Gdaxy must
be the richest building in town. Just the crumbs on the floor were better than most peopl€'s dinners.

Vd didnt like it much. He thought it was a security risk, but security's about dl he can think of.
Show him a cheese sandwich and hell be wondering about the security implications. Trouble was,
though, you'd get more and more of them creeping ingde until the place was infested, and it'd begin to
gink. Then we had to clear the lat of them out. Actudly, it wasn't that smely when Conor turned up, but
we don't want his lady guests being disturbed in the bathroom by a seven-year-old rat-boy jumping out
and pinching her powder puff, do we? Those ducts run dl over the place and you could hear the kids in
the guts of the building, whispering, laughing, chatting, scratching, fighting, from miles away. You never
knew where they were. They couldn't hear us, of course, but it did something to your sense of privecy
having to ligen to them shouting names at you even when you were in your own room.

Whét you do is, you get the men to cover off the ventilation grids with nets, then you let the dogs in.
Fipe hounds, Ben cdled them. We kept this pack of wiry little terriers just for it. It was so funny! You
could hear it dl going on -- the dogs scampering, growling and barking like little cannons going off. And
the kids screaming, ydling, trying to work out where the dogs were and screeching suddenly like demons
when the dogs came on 'em, 'It's there! It's there!' Then they'd start howling and running and the whole
place would rattle and ring from the insde.

One after the other they'd come popping out of the wdls into the arms of the security men. Then |
gave them a packed lunch and a blanket and sent them off into the street. They were grateful for the
blanket. Vd was OK like that He thought it was a good politicd move, keeping in with the common
people, that sort of thing.

Of course, they'd gradudly creep back in, one by one, and the whole thing would have to happen dl
over again. It was nedt. It just pissed me off it was dl for Conor and his mob.

Listen. Maybe you think I'm being some kind of spoilsport. Maybe you think I'm soppy about my
sger. Well, it aint like that. | just want alife. Politics stinks. Anyway, I'm the youngest; none of that suff
isanything to do with me. Asfor Sgny -- shesmy twin. | just don't like my sster being used like a lump
of mesat, something to barter. | just don't want her to go away.

Sovy

I'd been having nightmares about it for months. And then there he wasl He was awkward and dhy --



thet was the firg thing. | wanted to despise him for it but | couldnt.

| thought he was weak, the way he stood there amiling and not meeting my eye, but as soon as he
turned away and started deding with his men he was different. It was they who couldnt meet his eye
then. It was... what isit certain people have? My father has it too. Certainty. The absolute right to have
things hisway. But Conor was different from Va. He was the man, the numero uno, but a the same time
you got the impresson that he was expecting it dl to disappear a aty moment. Asif the bad fary was
going to turn him from a king into an urchin if he just said the wrong thing.

He sent his people away, then he turned back to me and stood there scowling, al cross with himsdf,
like an earthquake waiting to happen. You could dmaost see the molten red beneath, and his expression
floating on the surface. | thought, what's going on? And then | thought, this man is dangerous.

| fet alittle thrill go through me, right down my neck to you-know-where and then out again through
the bdls of my feet.

I don't know how to speak to you,' he said.
Then keep your mouth shut,' | told him.

He looked a little confused. | bit my cheeks, | wanted to laugh a him. "You own a quarter of
London and you don't know how to speak to me? | teased.

‘Not a quarter, ahdf,' he said.
‘A hdf! Nothing likeit. A third maybe. At the mogt.’

It was so childish, we amiled a each other. ‘A third then,' he said. 'Depends how you measure it,
some would say." Then he scowled and looked intently & me. 'Don't hate me because of my father --
that'sdl | ask,' he said suddenly. He looked mein the eye for the firg time, then. | looked gtraight back.
He blinked firg.

We were taking in the fruit garden. The grow-lights spread across the caling over groves of oranges
and bananas. Very romantic, that was the idea. There was an awkward pause, nothing to say, which he
broke by spreading his hands. Thisis wonderful. We don't have anything like thisin the norm," he said.

'l don't need to be flattered,’ | sneered.

| was 4ill scared of him and | hated him for that I'd never been scared of anyone for years. No,
that's not true. Thing is, | dways knew in the past that being scared only made me more dangerous. But
now it was different -- | was scared because of what he could do to me with the consent of my father
and my brothers and dl the troops. All the king's horses and dl the king's men. | can kill a men. | know
how. I've done it enough times. In a fight you can do what you want but in this game he can stab me
through and | just have to lie there and take it.

| smiled sweetly at him. 'Here, have abanana,' | said, and | pulled one off the tree and offered it to
him. He scowled as he took it | don't suppose they've got so many bananas in the north. He stood there
trying to ped it but it was green. | laughed at him. | thought, you foal.

Conor threw away the fruit. It was a red flash of violence. Anger. | flinched, but then | stuck my
face forward. | thought, if you hit me I'll stick you. | had my hand on my knife,

"We have to decide ... you have to decide ... what kind of marriage we're going to have, he said.



‘What?
'For palitics. Or for red.’

| said, 'For poalitics,’ a once, and my heart went bang bang bang suddenly. What was he getting at?
Let's face it, he could use me to blow his nose on once he got me home. Was he actudly going to be
decent about it? Or did he redly want this mess to work? He didnt look in the leest like he was
interested in decency.

Now he looked hurt and that made me fed very strange. 'l ask for 9x months. |..." He was looking
dl over the place, but he forced his eyes to settle on mine. 'l want to try it

"You want to try me,' | said cool asyou like.

'‘No." He sad it very quickly. He sounded very sure. ‘I mean ... yes, | want you." He blushed. He
actudly blushed! Then he waved his hand dismissvely, as if his own words were worth nothing. 'l don't
know you at dl, how can | say if it would work? But if it did I'd be very happy about it." And he blushed
agan, deeper than ever. | thought, you weed. But dready my heart wasn't in it. It redly was sort of
sweset. He was the enemy of decades, the murderer, the man my father had chucked me to as some sort
of sacrifice, the way you chuck a morsd of meet to alion when you want to sneek past it. Here, have
this

But ... he was sort of sweet dl the same. | couldn't believe | was thinking that he was sweet.

‘All 1 ask isthat you give it Sx months. Come home with me for 9x months. If you want to go back
then, that's up to you.’

I don't think my father would be very happy about that.'

Youll be my wife he said. 'I can tdl him where youll live!

| said, "You can't tdl Vd anything,' as scornfully as | could. He didn't reply. He stood there waiting.
1'll think about it,' | said.

Conor nodded. He looked away to a corner of the glasshouse and said vagudy, 'You're very
beautiful. Y ou're very desirable. | want you to be my dly aswdl as my wife. | want you to help merule. |
think... who knows?... maybe | can love you.' He reached out and touched my arm gently. It was the
only time he touched me. 'See you at the wedding then,' he said. He turned on his hed and he was gone
before | could say anything.

The wedding took place in Westminster Abbey, where the Kings and Queens of England used to be
wed -- asif these little gangmen fighting over a sngle city were kings. Vd liked to curl hislip and say it



was dl done to please Conor's vanity. If it was up to him, the Abbey would have to wait until he had the
nation in his pocket. The roof would be put back on and the old Kings and Queens, who had been dug
up and removed when the government Ieft, would be back under the stones. Then, perhaps, the place
would be ready for Vd to use.

But Conor wasn't greedy for the future, he wanted it dl now. Decent houses had to be knocked
down to get timber for gals for the guests. There wasn't a sheet of plagtic big enough to cover up the
roof, but they hung up awnings and canopies and put down red carpet plundered from a hotd in Park
Lane. The remaning saints were painted in bright colours so you could see them better and a sound
system was rigged up to play organ music for the congregation.

The Abbey was a Chrigian temple. The Volsons had given up on dl tha years ago but, like dl the
ganglords, Vd was a superdtitious man. It's true that under his grey sk suit he wore a slver cross, judt in
case Jesus happened to watching, but by its Sde was the subby barrel of a smdl handgun, sawn off short
and hammered into the likeness of a man with one eye. That was in honour of the strange gods who were
sad to have awakened in the hafman lands, and who had been seen these past few years indde the Wal,
in the dums and suburbs of London itsdf. And for the same reason --unknown to Conor who would
catanly have objected -- a dead man hung upside down from his hed out of Sght behind an awvning. The
new deities were sad to favour sacrifice in this form. All nonsense of course -- dlly stories grown up
from halfmen sghtings by men from Ragnor or the other cities checking up on them. But Va considered it
wise to take dl precautions.

A thousand people sat and watched Vd wak up the long aide with Sgny on his arm and give her
away to Conor. From above, the crumbling saints watched from their niches and the dead man swayed
lightly, his hair hanging straight to the ground as the bride held her head up and said, 'l do.’

Sggy stood with his brothers and hated it dl. Ben leaned across and hissed, 'Siggy, you've got a
facelike aferret.’

Sggy looked at him and tried to amile.

'It's supposed to be a happy day,’ Ben told him, and sniggered. As far as he was concerned, Vd
was God. He never did athing wrong.

His other brother, Hadrian, just grunted. 'He won't be gentle with her tonight or any night,’ he said.
'She said he was tender,’ said Siggy.

Tender or rough, itll be worth it if the treaty holds,’ said Ben confidently. Hadrian nodded grimly.
But Sggy didn't care about the treaty or the world or any amount of ambition. When he saw Conor lean
forward and whisper something into the bride's ear, he let out a sigh like a pot burdting.

Hadrian



The night after the wedding the guards found someone walking up the staircase towards our living
quarters. It was cartainly the most serious lgpse of security | can ever remember. They apprehended a
men -- or creature, perhaps, | have my doubts. He was stepping onto the dairs without a care in the
world, asif he was taking a sroll around some public anusement Unbdievable. Asif he wanted to be
caught, having dready got so close to us. Perhaps he did.

As head of security in Galaxy, it was my respongbility. | supervised the interrogetion mysdf. He
suffered, by the gods, he did, and there was a lot more to come, but he never said a sngle word. Not
one. As aresult | had no more to report when Vd brought Ben and Sggy dong to have a look than
when we firg caught him. | fdt like a fool standing there with the guards as my father came up. Torture,
you have to understand, is a fdlow with a very forceful persondity. It reduces the bravest of us to so
much gobshite. But this man, he just seemed to soak it up. The suffering was like meet and drink to him.

| never saw anyone like him. He had only one eye, and it was like stone. Redly, like a stone. The
white was grey-blue, flinty, and you had the feding thet if you flung a pebble & it, it'd click. He stood
there with two guards hanging on him like they were holding on to a bull and he stared down at us like it
was us who were going to die.

He was weird -- but the weirdest thing was thet he was there in the fird place. The security was
solid. How'd he done it? Va was o furious | thought he might strike me, which | deserved. But | think
my father understood what | was up against when he stood looking up at the prisoner, because | never
saw anyone look Va down like that. That one eye in his big, bony face, like the face of an animd. He
was wearing a wide black hat tied under his chin, which had somehow stayed on his head despite the
beating he'd taken. He was about seven foot tal and he looked down at Vd asif he was a child.

My nerves were dready stretched and Ben was meking it worse. Why Vd ingds on bringing him
dong to this sort of thing | don't know. Loydty. That's Vd, loydty before sense.

'He's a oy, he's a spy!" Ben kept inggting. He jiggled up and down in excitement, grinning. 'We
cleaned out the whole place, didn't we, Father? Didn't we? He must be a spy!" | hissed a him to try and
make him shut up. Va was even angrier than | was and someone was going to get it any minute. But
poor Ben was beside himsdf. 'Hell tdl usif we torture him!" he squedled, asif | hadn't spent the last hour
doing just that. He spun right round on his hed and stood there clapping and grinning.

My father stood gazing up into the prisoner's face. 'Hell tel, one way or the other,’ he said quietly.
'It'd be better for himif it was now!" crowed Ben.

The prisoner was 0 tdl we had to bend our necks back to look at him. Tied with nylon ropes
around his shoulders, legs and neck, the guards on either Sde of him looked as if they'd lift up off the
ground if he stretched himsdf. He made mefed like alittle bit of shit.

| shook my head, trying to keep thinking clearly. 'Spies are people you're not supposed to see. Why
should Conor send out a py you can see from hdf amile away? Theré's more to it than that.'

Ben gasped. 'An assassin! No! An assassin!' He went white, but he was grinning and gigdling again a
second |ater.

'‘Cdm down,’ ordered Vd. Ben looked saw hislook and went quiet. Va was serious.

‘Sorry, Father.'



The prisoner began to make a ghadily noise from the blood gathering in his lungs With every bresth
helet out a crackle like afoot turning in gravd. His clothes were soaked in blood. His face was strange,
likel say. His expresson didn't seem right, somehow. Perhaps he had some hdfmanin him.

Sggy looked away. He dways hated this sort of thing.

Kill im and finish it. If he hasn't talked yet he isn't going to," he said. It was the firdg time Sggy hed
sad anything and for some reason it caught the prisoner's attention. He looked at him as if held only just
caught Sght of him standing behind the rest of us... and he amiled a him. It was a friendly amile, but it was
aterrible shock -- like a dog or a statue suddenly smiled.

Wedl took a step back without thinking. Then we dl turned to look at Siggy.
'I've never even seen him before," he protested.

Ben was furious because the man had scared him. He took a pigtol from his belt and whipped him
with it. He had to jump off the ground to reach the big face. There was a gasp and a moan, but no
words.

Vd was waching Sggy. 'Come to the front, he ordered. Sggy shrugged again, but he came
forward under the shadow of the big man, who looked down a him and smiled again. Va was cross with
Sqgy these days. Father was the sort of man who could make anyone think anything, but not Siggy.
Sggy had his own thoughts. Even VA couldn't change his mind.

Sggy had on his sulky face. He had it written dl over hm what he thought of this whole tresty
business so much bullshit.

'Wdl|? demanded Vd. 'What's your opinion?

Sggy shrugged again. 'I'd like to know how he got in with the security so tight,' he said at ladt. |
snorted in disgust. Wouldn't we al? He looked at the guard. 'I's he human? | don't mean a hdfman. Is he
amachine?

In answer the guards dragged the big man round on his ropes. His clothes were dmogt torn off him
a the back, he was dl but naked. From his neck to his feet he was a mass of bleeding bruises. 'l didn't
find any meta,' said the guard grimly.

'And he said nothing?' asked Vd increduloudy, which made me proud. He knew how thorough |
am.

'Nothing. I mean, nothing. Not asngle word," | said.

| turned to look at the big man, and | couldn't help it... | wasin awe of him. Not a Sngle word! God
knows, my men know how to do ther job. Not one single word!

'Perhaps hel's dumb. A big dummy,” suggested Ben. "Are you a dummy, big man?
The man lifted his face, black with bruises, and said, ‘No.'

Wedl jumped, even Vd. Ben squealed. That dark voice! And damn him -- to speak like thet just to
show me he could if hefdt like it! Without redisng it, we dl took another step away -- even the guards,
who had let go of the ropes for a moment.

'Quick step,' gigoled Siggy.



The big man seemed to rise up even higher. The guards on ether sde seized the ropes and tried to
hold him but he just pulled them up. He seemed to grow in front of our eyes. And | got this terrible feding
that 1'd met m somewhere before. Just for a minute it seemed that if he fdt like it, he could stop dl of
thiswith awave of his hand, and for aminute dl our plans and amhitions were like dust on my lips.

'‘God," | said, and he looked a me with a dight amile. | fdt my limbs begin to tremble. | licked my
lips 'He must be a spy,’ | said. | had to try hard to speak. 'No thief would keep so quiet. This one hasn't
even got liesto tel. God,' | sad again, without even meening to. He was redlly spooking me. Then | felt
mysdf getting angry. What did dl this mean? Who did this creature think he was?

I'd had enough of it | said, 'Kill him. Do it quick.’

But Vd turned to the guard. 'Hang him by his hed in the lift shaft Hell be dead by the morning. If
he's athief, who cares? If he's a py, Conor and hismen can eat and drink and wonder whet he told us.'

'Yes WEll be able to tdl by ther faces if they know him or not!" crowed Ben. He clapped his
hands. 'And let them do the same to any others they catch, Father! Thetll show them.’

Vd nodded. 'Certainly.' He looked a me sideways and added, 'But thereld better not be.'

8

Sgy

My wedding night. Conor was being sweet again but | wasn't sureit suited him.
"Y ou haven't been looking forward to this part,’ he suggested.

'Says who? | snapped. | only sad it to disagree with him, but of course he thought | was
encouraging him and he reached out to touch me. | lifted up my finger and said, 'Ah, ah!" Actudly, |
practicdly screamed it. No way was he going to touch me!

Then he looked so confused | felt sorry for him. He'd been told dl about me, but | think he dill
thought | was some sort of girlie-girlie girl. 1 thought, I'll show you, and | turned the tables suddenly by
rushing up and pinching his bum. 'You're a pretty little thing, aren't you? | belowed, and he looked
shocked, which made me giggle. | thought to mysdlf, thisis easier than | thought.

We had this suite of rooms, a gtting room and two bedrooms. | asked if anyone had teased him
about having two separate bedrooms on his wedding night and he looked surprised.

'No one ever teases me," he promised.
| said, 'Soon change that, then.'
We had a couple of drinks in the gtting room. He was very respectful. | appreciated that, dthough



who was to say held keep it up when we got back to the north?

He put some musc on. He was s0 dumsy! It was this disco-thump duff. '‘Bang-a-shub
BANG-a-shub, bang-a-shub," | groaned. 'Do you redly like this sort of thing?

He sad, 'No, | thought you might.' | just rolled my eyes. Hed obvioudy had squads of advisers
tdling him how to woo a young girl, but no one had thought of asking about my taste in music. | just
turned it off and we stood there in silence. Uncomfortable silence. | was prepared to make him suffer.

He paced up and down, glaing a me hdf the time and chewing his lip and blushing the other half.
After abit he came and sat next to me on the sofa and said, 'Have you thought about whet | said? Have
you made up your mind?

| could fed my heart going a once. 1'd talked to Sigs about it and we figured out what he was up to.
‘Nice rape,' | sneered, because that's dl it was. Eader for him if the vicim was willing and how much
nicer if | liked him sticking his pork where it wasn't wanted.

But, it didn't fed like that. It was so weird because I'd been told dl my life that he was some kind of
demon. Soft sort of demon, | thought. | wasn't thinking, sweet, though --not yet | was thinking, wimp.
But thet didn't redly fit. Y ou don't get to be a ganglord by being awimp.

I just wrinkled up my nose. He frowned and then, very dowly so there could no mistake, he lifted up
his hand and touched me, very lightly, touched my neck. | was wearing an open-necked top and he went
down to thet little hollow under your neck; it made me shiver. | put my hand on his to stop him -- just to
stop him, but somehow it was a close gesture and he took it for consent. Conor put his hand dowly
around the back of my head and pulled me close, tipped up my face and kissed me.

I'd kissed boys before -- but this was different He was years older than me, but he wasn't thirty yet.
He wasn't old like my father is. | thought, he's not that old after al. The kiss went right through me, and |
was scared | wouldn't be any good a kissing, but it must have gone right through him, too, because he
pulled me right up tight againgt him and pressed me into him.

| said, 'I'm going to bed, now." | pulled away and dmost ran into my bedroom. | lay down on the
bed with dl my clothes on. | heard him put anew CD on, | heard im rattle ice in a glass. | thought, if he
tries to come in here Il cut him. Then there was a soft little knock a my door that sent my heart
thundering. | could have squeaked! Buit it was -- so pleasurable. | thought, listen, girl, if you want to you
can dit him, he's no trouble to you. So why be scared? And then | thought, what's happening to me?

| didn't answer the soft little knock. After a bit he went away and | just lay there. It was impossible
to deep. And you know -- | didnt want him to go away! | lay there thinking, what would Had do, or
Ben? What would my father do, what would Siggy do? Most of dl what would Sggy do if he were me?

| could hear im saying, 'Go next door and give im one..." Except of course he wouldn't say that
Hed say that about anyone ese | fancied except Conor. He was 0 jedlous. But | suddenly thought,
that's what Sigs would say, that's what I'd say to him. Let's face it, just about the only advantage | can
think of being married at bloody fourteen is, you can have sex without your parents minding. | thought,
maybe I'll take your advice, Sigs, even if you wouldn't giveit to me...

| mean, you gotta start somehow. And what | haven't said is... being there in that room with that man
-- it'd horned me right up.

Conor hadn't gone to bed yet. | dipped out of bed, tiptoed over to the door and pushed it open a
few inches. Then | sort of giggled and ran back to bed. He had to come to me!



He stopped in the other room. | could hear him stopping. Then there was the door moving open, his
foot hdf in, hdf out...

Sgny? Sgny?

| didn't say anything. | flung the covers over my head and | let out this stupid little squeak, it was so
embarrassing. It made me furious with him. | tucked mysdf up. He tiptoed in. | was pretending to be
adeep, and then | thought, thisis stupid! So | sat up suddenly and said, 'What do you want?

Hejust stood there looking a me. | fdt so excited and aone, curled up in my bed with this tdl men
looking at me.

| said, 'I've had sex before, you know.'

He scowled and said, Y ou mean..." Then he stopped and sort of shrugged and said, "You're very
young. But | guess that's your business!'

| said, That'sright.' | fdt -- in control. | patted the bed and said, 'Sit down," and he did as he was
told. It was exciting, him doing what he was told. | was getting the giggles but | was scared!

He sat on the bed and put his ams round me and kissed me again. It was so gorgeous. It was so
gorgeous! Then hisfingers began to open the buttons on my top.

| whispered in his ear, 'I've had lots of sex before.’

He went a bit gill and said, 'So you keep saying.’

| pulled away from him and said, ‘L ots of them. Loads of them!'
He leaned back and said, 'What, do you mean dl the way?

| said, 'Fourteen-year-olds are dlowed to have a sex life too.' Then | added very quietly, ‘Even if it's
only with themselves...'

| sad that because it's o private, | never talked about thet to anyone before, not even Sggy. | don't
know why | said it, but | suppose, thinking abouit it after, | must have wanted to tdl hm something as
private as that. It was something to give him, because I'd made him fed bad about dl those boys | never
had. Wdll, actudly | had touched a couple and they'd touched me, but not like | was saying to him.

He laughed. He sounded happy about that. Very gently, very, very gently, he touched my ears and
face with his fingers and kissed my neck and did the tips of his fingers down my neck and the tops of my
breasts, and then stroked right down the whole length of me, pressing his hand down into me and |
thought 1'd burst. And then | started to undo my buttons for him.

He didn't want to do the whole thing -- to put it in me. He just wanted to touch but quite a lot later
on | made him. It hurt but it was OK -- | mean, itd be OK laer on. | knew itd be OK. The thing is,
everything sort of just took off. Suddenly it was dl so easy! We sat and talked and talked and did things
and talked dl night. He was... he was so like mél | fdt so close, even closer than | had to Sggy because
of course | never could do thingslike that with Sigs

| told him dl about me and Sigs and the things we did, and he told me about his father, who sounds
as if he was a complete bastard. | told him al about mine and he said he was jedlous about Vd, who



seemed such a good man.

We were taking and talking, and then doing things again. That's when | made him put it in me. You
should have seen hisface... he looked like his head was about to fdl off! | thought, this mugt be fdling in
love. That must be what I'm doing.

| said, 'Conor, are wefdling in love?
He said, 'l think we must be, but it hasn't happened to me before...’

| said, 'Wdll, well have to wait and see, then.' That was funny, and we started laughing and laughing
... it was s0 funny! Here we were, married and having sex and we were having to wat and see if we
werefdlingin lovel

That must be what sex does for you,' | declared.

‘But not before. Not for me. Do you think you'd be like this with anyone, then? he asked, and he
looked s0 hurt | had to smack him, hard on the leg, for being so supid.

There were fireworks and music, there was dancing in the streets. The party went on dl day and in
the momning it started again. There were fairs and shows, carnivas and fedtivals. Trestle tables were set
up throughout London and for these days at least, there was food for everyone. In the evening came the
grand finde -- a great feast, where Conor was to be guest of honour, and the treaty was to be Sgned. An
end to one war, and the beginning of new ones as the lords of London would now begin to try to move
out into the hafman lands, and beyond.

The great hdl of the Gdaxy Building was the natura venue for such a feast This vast internd space,
hung with cobwebs, open to the windsin its upper reaches, where pigeons, jackdaws and swifts nested,
was gill awonder of the world. The ar conditioning had been broken this hundred years snce and migs
and haze formed up by the caling, hdf a kilometre overhead. Out of dght, the plastic pands pedled
away, polystyrene suffing flaked little snowfdls down, mortar crumbled, surfaces grew thick with dead
spiders and flies and dust and plain old dirt; but somehow the squalor only added to its glory.

In the centre of it dl, the lift shaft, like a thread of spider's Sk, soun into the mis and out of Sght.

Thelift shaft ran from the deep basements below, where Va's ludicrous wedth was hoarded, right
up to the building's broken tip. It was so long, glasslike and brittle-looking that fird-time vigtors often
lifted their hands involuntarily above their heads and ducked, certain that it wasin the act of snapping and
that a million razor-sharp shards were about to ran down upon them. But the old builders had made it
from the strongest suff on heaven and earth. No one had ever even managed to scratch it.

Thelift hadn't worked for generations, but the shaft had a new use. Vd used the impossible gleaming



thread as akind of temple. In here he hung his human sacrifices. They dangled like fruit among the wires
and cables until they rotted and fdl to pieces and their bones gathered in heaps at the bottom. There
were new ones up today, glaring down at the diners with one hed naled to a beam, ther hands tied
behind their backs and one leg crossed behind the other. The glass had been polished until it shone.

Ben once reckoned he could get the lift working again, given a few days and a box of tricks. He
wired a generator up to it and got huge ydlow sparks and legps of blue flashing up and down the sivery
glass and crackling among the cables and the szzing dead. Some of the bodies began twitching and
burning. There were strange noises, some people heard snging. Vd ordered Ben to turn it off.

The dead don't need to go anywhere, and they have nathing to say,’ he said. 'Nothing that | want to
hear, anyhow, he added. Later, Ben wondered if making the dead dance and sng hadn't offended the
gods who were dowly coming back to life But Va wouldn't have thought like that Hed have sad, 'If
you kill you'd better expect to die, but you'd better die wel.’

There had never been so many people under that roof -- and what people! Gangmen, smugglers,
security chiefs, traders, dl the rich and powerful. Outside on the streets, when you saw the poverty you
wouldn't believe that such wedth could exig But the rich are dways with us. These were the most
fortunate, the cleverest, the most cunning and unscrupulous men and women of two nations, the Volsons
and the Conors. People who had done their best to daughter each outer for generations now sat down to
edt the same food.

On araised platform just before the lift sheft sat the two families themsdlves, the Volsons and the
Conors. Symbalicdly, Sgny was stting between Va and Conor. Siggy, who had sat next to her for
every other med they had ever shared, was ten places away. Events had put this gap between them, but
things had changed deep ingde their hearts as wdl. Each twin avoided the other's eye. As he sat waiting
for the proceedings to begin, Sggy kept himsdf busy by watching the sacrifices swaying in their glass
showcase.

10

Sogy

The women had thick tights on, and the men wore trousers. When you've hung poor folk upside
down a few times, you soon find out that rags that look decent one way up let it dl hang out upsde
down.

They were dl criminds, poor ones. Yeah, well, the rich are more ussful dive. There was a woman
who had sold children as daves to rivd gangmen -- to Conor, perhaps, or to the hafmen. Hafmen like
human daves. Her face had turned purple. Then there was an old man who'd been making fake money, a
murderer, arapist. The usud mix.

And there was the big man, the spy. Held died there done sometime in the night Now he hung
upside down with the rest of them, his wide-brimmed hat Hill on his head, tied up under his chin, the taity



patched cloak hanging below his shoulders like wings, his arms tight behind him, his face black.
Ben nudged mein the ribs and whispered, 'Va should have hung them up with nothing on.’

We did that occasondly, as a sort of insult. But never to the poor, only to traitors, and you have to
be rich to be a traitor. Why waste a decent insuit on the poor?

| sad, 'Wheat for?
He said, 'Wdll, it'sawedding feast, isnt it?

There was a pause while it sank in and then we both started giggling. Bastard! We bent our heads
down like we were praying and hissed and spluttered. | waited until we'd dmost recovered and then |
hissed back, ‘All iff, too..." and we were off again. It was so sck! People were looking at us. Had was
nudging us to be quiet. Some of Conor's people were scowling a us so we had to bite our cheeks and
shut up quick. Then | looked across and Sgny was scowling a me too -- asif she was one of them. And
the avful thing was, she was one of them, too. One night with Conor and she was dl his Kapow! Gone
to the other sde ... Although | know that isn'tt quite fair.

I'd seen her earlier. | was ... | tdl you, | could hardly deep that night, thinking about her stuck up
there with him. The next morming 1'd arranged to meet her in her old room. She kept me waiting hours; |
was hdf dead with fright by the time she got there. She could have been ... Wédl. Anything could have

happened!

Then she burst in through the door and looked a me. | said, 'Wel? Wel? What happened? And
ghe ... she judt burgt out laughing, and winked at me.

‘Nothing for noses,’ she amirked. But then she looked serious and said, 'He was ... gentle.!”

| couldn't believe it. I'd been sick about it dl night and here she was dl amiles and rosy cheeked.
She looked pleased with hersdlf. "You let him do it? | asked.

'l do believe he lovesme, Sigs!’

Lovel So now it was love, dready! She had no idea how ludicrous it was, that she should be in love
after spending one night with this...

'Don't be stupid,’ | told her.

Then she started to go on about how he was different from what people said, and how his father had
been the bad one and how he was redly tender and sweet. Tender and sweet! How could she forget so
soon? This was the guy who strung people up for coughing a the wrong time! Tender? Conor?

It was s0 obvious what was going on. In love? He was usng her, | knew it a once. He was oinning
her aline But she just swdlowed it dl down. And Vd did, too. | went draight to him to tdl him what
was going on, but when he heard that she said he loved her, he was pleased. Pleased! My faher
wouldn't trust a sant if it came down to trade, but he'd believe Conor had fdlen in love with his own
daughter, just because it suited him.

But ... It was done and, Hell, it was her day. What could | do? | couldn't change a second of it. | sat
inmy place and | peered across a her, past the faces, and the cutlery, and | gave her the thumbs-up to
sy -- I'm sorry. You're dill my ss. Even though | didn't fed that she was any more. Sgny smiled back



and waved, but she didn't look dl that happy about me, ather.
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Further down the same table, Had was watching Ben anxioudy. His brother had stopped joking and
was getting anxious. He was staring angrily a the Conor men who were twiding round to look at the spy,
the big man hanging in the glass tube.

They know him! They know him, see? He was a spy..." hissed Ben, twigting about in his chair.

Had shook his head and leaned forward. 'Ssssh, Ben. It doesn't mean anything. Who wouldn't
goggle at that lot? Cdm down. Nothing's going to happen. It's just amed.’

But Ben was not done in his fears. The banquet was a tense afair. Every sngle guest had been
searched. Every nest and nook in the high walls of the hdl had been peered at, scraped cleen and
checked and double checked. You can forbid guns, but you can't search out and remove the venom and
suspicion of a hundred years of war. In the end the best security was the way everyone was mixed up
together. Whoever opened fire was as likdy to kill their brother as their enemy.

Sggy waved down at the huge array of cutlery spread in front of every guest There was everything
from grapefruit knives to steak knives.

'l don't know why they bothered dearing out the guns,' he said, rattling his finger dong the disolay.
'We don't need guns. We could have a cutlery massacre.’

'Could we? Could they? Do you think so? Ben turned paer dill; he was in a mess. Had banged
Sggy with his elbow.

'Bloody shut up,' he hissed.

'Sorry,' muttered Sggy. He dghed and leaned back, watched the diners carefully edting the
expensve food asif it were poison. Nobody could be sure it wasn't.

Around the top table stood big men in black suits -- the bodyguards, guardian angels over
immediate family members. Behind Conor stood the hafman bodyguard who had opened his car door
when he arrived. He wasn't dressed in a black suit He didn't need it, he was covered in deek, close
black fur. It was a safe bet there was a fireearm under some of those well-pressed suits, but the hafman
didn't need a weapon. He was there only to ingpire fear. Look! King Conor is guarded by hafmen!

Each sde hated the other, but the human hatred of the hdfmen went far beyond that. Haf bred, haf
manufactured, they had been designed to keep the Londoners trapped in ther city. It was as much the
prospect of wiping out the hafmen as escaping the city that had led Vd to try to join forces with Conor.



Had leaned across and whispered to his brothers, 'The word is, Conor didn't capture it -- he
brewed it. He has a glass womb from Ragnor.’

And what was the recipe? Sted bones, the teeth of a wolf? How much hatred, how much fear? You
could make anything if you had the technology. But there were many there that day who believed it was
not possible to make a hdfman loyd to a human, especidly to Conor, who was known to cross the Wall
and hunt the things for sport.

Sggy stared at the creature. Its great head must have weighed a hundredweight, but it sat on the
huge, thick neck like a little rubber ball. There was quite a bit of dog in the brewing of this one, judging
by the thin waist and huge barrdl chest and narrow shoulders.

The hdfman looked right back a him, loosened a grest, long, pink tongue and began to pant.

As course followed course and glass followed glass, things livened up. It was after dl the feast of a
lifetime

Vd had handed the whole thing over to Al Karr, a snuggler -- trader they cdled it by then --
through the hafman lands from the wide world beyond. Vd came from the old days. When he was a boy
they were dill fighting the hafmen, there was no trading. Hed worked his way up from nothing, and it
was only thirty years ago he didn't know what a bottle of wine looked like. The idea of having money to
waste -- he couldn't get his head around it. Spend the suff on weapons, buildings, schools -- fine, sure.
But he ill winced at the thought of paying for smuggled wine.

Al did his job wdl. There was everything you could have dreamed about, as far as food and drink
went. The chefs had been meking edible works of art for days -- lizards made of suffed chickens, prawn
and |lobgter dragons, sculptures of moulded rice, peacocks, little buildings made of chops, pictures of Vd
and Conor and their victories past and present, made out of diced meet and salads. Every time a new
dish made an entrance, there was around of gpplause. But Vd himsdf was scanddised, even though he
knew it would be like this. His head was twiging about on his neck like a top as he tried to add up the
cost and failed.

Al had even somehow managed to get his hands on a camd, which held had roasted, humps and dl.
It was curled up with its legs underneath it and its head held up asin life. It was decorated with some sort
of jely piped on in aout twenty different colours. The cand looked as if it was on drugs. It was
glorious, ridiculous and hilarious. The waiters whedled it round the hdl on a trolley before it got carved
up. You could hear the roars of laughter as it went round the hal.

At the end came theringing of the bell.

Vad's men were trying to keep their faces Sraight -- those of them who weren't scared for ther ears.
Conor and his people knew it was going to happen; it was just too dangerous with the nervous
bodyguard to suddenly let off something that looked so much like a disaster. It had been explained --
how, what, why, where. But Conor's men had no ides, redly. No one could. Even if you'd heard it
before it dill made your hair stand on end. It wasn't jugt the noise. The Sght of it was tarifying on its
own.

A vast ded girder had been sdvaged from one of the city's skyscrapers. It weighed wdl over a
hundred tons and it hung like awhae in the ocean of the great hdl, high in the air, three hundred feet up



above the heads of the diners in a cloud of tobacco smoke and dust, on a network of cables. At each
end of it were two greset, fat, ded hawsers. They ran from the ends of the girder to great winching
meachines, mounted on the wals of the hdl.

This girder, which was as big as any cathedra bell, was the clapper.

The girder was wound dowly across the great space towards the wdls. All the time the diners were
edting it was being dragged through the air, metre by metre, asif part of the building itsdf were moving
above them. At lagt it nestled close to the walls. The rest was smple. The winching mechanism was
released, and the great beam swung through the air like alanddide in space.

You could hear the air get out of the way as the girder began its journey. It was s0 big it looked
dow, the way a plane looks dow when it passes overhead. But it was going like a train. The ar was
hissng in fright and that dead weight was swinging down from heaven like the fdling moon. You might
have seen it dl a hundred times, but when you saw it move you were certain the roof was coming down!
You were dead dready. You were going to get crushed like a damp pea. Not only that, but look! The
beam was heading straight for the lift shaft...

Conor's men cringed, they lifted their hands over thelr heads and backed off with nowhere to go. At
any second the beam would strike and a blizzard of glass shrapnd would rain down around them.

The beam struck, and it bounced off that glass with a crack like the back of the world was beng
snapped: The glass tube twitched. Colours ran dl over it, like all leeking suddenly, flushes of coloursin a
hundred palettes. And the lift shaft sang.

The hundred-ton girder was the clapper; the lift shaft was a tubular bell. And the whole building was
the bdl tower.

The sound was like the earth howling. Everyone had their fingersin their ears -- they'd been told to.
Even the bodyguard stood there with thar fingers in, eyes ralling around to spot if anyone was going to
try anything while their hands were busy. The lift shaft boomed and howled; every millimetre of air was
packed with noise until it overflowed. The hafman bodyguard curled up into a bal and howled like heldd
seen death coming to get him, but no one could hear a thing. On the table, the wine trembled in the
glasses, the cutlery rattled. High overhead, sheets of dust began to descend. As it caught the light it
looked like angels from heaven coming down in a blaze of glory, dthough it was only dirt.

But the strangest thing of dl when the bdll rang was the behaviour of the dead. They began to move.
Thar ams lifted, their heads shaking as if to say, no, no. They began to twist and writhe on ther ropes
and crosses. There was a arinkling of bones as some of the older ones fdl to pieces. As the sound
began to die down, this strange phenomenon carried on, and every head in the hdl turned to watch it.
The wine dilled in the glasses into tittle rings. The dust arrived among the wedding guests and people
flung their napkins over ther food to protect it, but the dead gill moved. For minutes after, when the
noise was just a hum, they continued their macabre dance among the cables, turning and peering this way
and that, victims of sub-sonic noises and the forces running up and down the lift shaft.

Ther movements became dower and weaker urtil at last they hung quiet and Hill and the wedding
guedts turned away to resume their medls or talk with their neighbours about what they had just seen. But
soon they turned back for another look. Something was happening that no one had ever seen before,

One of the dead refused to Stay dill.

It was the man with one eye. The body was dill twiding his head this way and that, with its terrible
smears of blood and its one dull eye. His aams seemed to have come loose from the bonds behind his



back, and now he was lifting them into the air. He turned his head. Remarkable! Then suddenly he bent
a the waist and reached up to seize the beam where his foot was nailed.

People jumped up and screamed. Thiswas impossible! In a second dl eyes were on the dead man.
It was like a dream that wouldn't stop. When he tore out the nal with asngle tug of his handsiit was clear
that he was coming back to life

The screams died awvay one by one and a thick dillness descended on the hdl. The dead man was
reaching out to grasp the cables by his feet. Then, dowly, dowly, hanging by his hands, he dropped his
feet until he was the right way up. There he hung for awhile, garing down a the diners like a great black
bird.

Outsde, inthe hdl, people began to murmur, voices to be raised. But Vd stood up and flung back
hisarm.

'Quiet! It seems we have avigtor... And the hdl fdl slent again.

Had leaned across to his brothers and hissed, ‘It must be a machine after dl!' But dready the blood
had begun to flow again from the man's back. His face, which had been black as a clot of blood, began
to turn red.

The dead man swayed dightly, hanging by his hands. He was looking down &t the cabling below
him, asif he was working out how to get down. The slencein the hdl had grown so deep it was like the
bottom of the ocean in there. The man's face was in the shadow of that wide hat, but even so you could
see his one eye glittering -- judt like the eye of a machine, in fact.

Conor had gone white. He was pretending it was anger, dthough it was redly fear. This is your
creature,' he said to Vad in afla voice. Then he turned to Sgny and said, 'So was it a trick dl the time?
Even you?

It wasnt! It'snot ... I'mnot ..." began Signy.

Vd said, 'It's nothing to do with me, man. Don't you see? It's the gods -- the old gods coming back
among us. Y ou're seeing nothing less than Odin himsdf!

The dead man began to lower himsdf down the lift shaft. He didn't dimb, he used his hands, like a
huge, dark bat with hislong cloak hanging around him. It was a dangerous sStuation. The bodyguards of
both sdes were twitching. Someone was going to fire and then the most powerful people of the two
nations would be wiped out.

Conor licked hislips and said, 'l don't know if | believein these gods.’

But Vd laughed and said, "Who e s2? Who dse could do this but the masters of life and death? Ask
your hafmen. Look!"

At his place behind Conor's char the hdfman had sunk to one knee and bowed his head to the
uninvited guest. Around the hal, a hubbub of noise rose as people argued over Vd's words.

Ben was dready convinced. 'He's right -- look! He has one eye judt likein the stories.’

Sggy was about to reply, 'Bdls,' but as he opened his mouth the man dipped and fdl thirty feet or
more, tumbling and crashing among the cables and bodies beneath him. He landed with a grest thud on
the mound of bones and broken pieces of machinery at the bottom. They could hear the breasth gasp out
of him. Once again, he should have been dead, but instead he got dowly to his feet. To one sSde of him



was a gap in the lift shaft where the doorway used to be. Out of this he stepped in among the company in
the hdl, and as he emerged, every voice in the place fdl ill.

Now the hdl was frozen. Men who wanted to rush forward and saize the intruder found ther
musdles illed. Those who wished to run from the hall for fear of the dead man found themsdlves rooted
to their seats. There was only the soft sound of hisfeet on the floor. He paused for a moment and looked
around the hdl asif he recognised every angle face there. Then, he reached to his bet and took a knife,
which he held up in the air above his head. It was an old, crude, ugly thing, with a stubby, crinkled blade.
Those close enough could see that it wasn't even made of metd. It was stone, chipped stone --
something a caveman might have used fifty thousand years before.

The dead man turned to the lift shaft and with a sudden stab, he plunged the blade into the lift shaft.
A sound like a tuning fork rang out, and the knife hung in the polished glass as if in ar. The dead man
turned and amiled, proud and grim, down a the captive audience, who stared trandfixed at this second
miracle of the day. Nothing could cut that suff. A hundred-ton girder swung through space couldn't even
dent it. But hereit was, pierced by a chipped stone knife.

Only the hdfman seemed to have the power of movement. He took a few steps forward from his
place behind Conor's chair, fdl face firg to the ground, and they heard for the firg time his voice, hdf
dog, hdf man.

'‘Lord," said the hafman.

The dead men bent and lad a hand briefly on the dogman's shoulder, then pushed his way in
between the bodyguards until he came to stand behind Signy's chair. She sat twisted round garing up a
him. Vd, too, twisted round in his chair, panting, to look & this guest, who had taken every scrap of
power from him just by being there. Only Conor couldn't look a him, but turned to glae a the
bodyguards asif it was their fault that the dead man was within griking distance of him.

The dead man leaned forward. Conor cringed, like he was waiting for a cuff round the ear. But it
never came. Instead, the man lifted Va's cup from the table and held it high in the air. He raised his cup
to dl sdes of the hdl, and drank a slent toast. Then he put the cup down with a thud and wiped his
mouth on the back of his hand. He turned and waved a hand at the knife in the lift shaft.

'If you can take it out, it's yours. Any of you. It's yours,' he said. He spread his aams wide. 'People
of London," he cried, in hisgravelly voice.

He waited a second before Ietting his hands fal to his sides. Then he looked down to where Signy
sat, her white face hdf turned towards his. He bent, put his hand on her shoulder, and in a sudden
involuntary movement, Signy spun round and embraced him. She never knew what made her do that.
She stood there, holding him tightly about the waist while he rested his arms on her shoulders. Then he
pushed her lightly away and began to pace dowly around the top table -- past Conor, past Vd, until he
came to where the three Volson brothers sat. He amiled that familiar amile again, and laid his hand on
Sggy's shoulder.

Sggy twisted right round to stare into his face. He fdt in his heart that he knew who this was, but he
knew he had never seen him before in hislife. Under the shadows of the wide-brimmed hat the face was
dark and bloody. All Siggy could see was thet one eye.

The dead man didn't speak. He just nodded familialy and then continued his dow steps around the
table. He walked off the platform where the families sat and down among the crowd and then made his
way down the length of the hall. Heads turned to follow his progress. It took him maybe ten minutes to
reach the main door, ten minutes in which it seemed that dl life was frozen around him. He opened the



door and waked out...

Asthe big swing door clattered behind him, the sodll broke. There was an ingant pandemonium of
voices. Conor and Va were on thair feet a the same moment.

‘Bring me that man...!" screamed Conor.
"...back herel' ydled Val.

The guards by the door legpt out after the dead man as if they'd been scalded out of deep. Conor
turned to Vd, avicious look. Thisis some trick of yours," he hissed. Hislips were white with fear.
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Siggy

It was a machine. No living thing comes back from the dead. A machine, yes. Only a machine can
be restarted. But then maybe the gods aren't dive ether...

And what's the difference between a man and a machine anyway, when they can brew something
out of flesh and blood and give it a mechanica brain? It was a made thing dl right and | was pretty sure
what it was there for, too. Conor was a Va's throat. Every man of his was glaiing a every man of ours,
every man of ours was glaring at every man of thers -- dl thinking it was some trick being played by the
other sde. We'd been fighting each other for a hundred years. How could anyone believe it could be
stopped?

That thing was here to put a stop to any treaty. Could it be they were afraid of us out there?

Vd was dill trying to talk Conor round. He had him by the arm. 'Odin hung for nine days and nights,
he died and came back to life Y ou see? You see?

You could see Va convincing himsdf. Funny thing, he was so suspicious he wouldn't believe what
he told himsdf unless he had a witness, but he was as superdiitious as an old woman. He'd been wanting
to believe in those old gods for along time. He wanted to have them on his side. Handy thing if you want
to get things done.

People were shouting. The bodyguards were looking nervous, glandng from sde to side. You could
fed the trust mdting dl around. Then Vd turned round to face the hdl and he started to ydl. It was so
noisy you couldn't hear him &t firgt, but as people saw his mouth going they began to shut up. Even so it
was five minutes before he had the hal quiet and you could hear what he was saying everywhere.

'‘Odin!" he was shouting, over and over. 'Odin! Odin! Odin!" He was squeezing his hands as if he
could force the air itsdf to accept his verson of it. Yeah, and maybe he could have done even that.
Gradudly everyonefdl slent. Vd was samping hisfoot If it had been anyone dse you'dve sad: tantrum.
But the tantrums of kings are truths. I'd seen him do it before. You could see it on people's faces. Firg



they were embarrassed at the way he was carrying on. Then, they believed everything he wanted them to
believe.

By the time held stopped shouting the hdl was waiting for him to go on. Oh, you had to be
impressed by my father. There was just his ragged breathing; he was out of breath with al that shouting
and samping. Then he put out hisarm and he said, ‘Odin’s gift! What about that?'

And we dl turned to look at the knife.

It was amiracdledl right -- not hard to believe that it was the work of the gods. The knife was sunk
up to its hilt.

To give you some idea, | say glasswhen | tak about the lift shaft, but of course it wasn't. Some
people said it was a Sngle perfect diamond a kilometre long that had been grown from charcod. Others
reckoned diamond was too soft. Thet little knife stuck out of it asif it were made of balsa wood. So what
was it made of ? What wasiit doing there? What wasiit for?

The thought that flashed through my mind -- I'm a redist, you see -- was that it was the key to our
destruction. A trick. As soon as it was removed the glass would come down, and there would be an end
to everything -- to me, to my brothers, to Signy, to Conor and Vd and dl our people. Just what Ragnor
would like to see...?

But Vd was dready on hisfeet | knew exactly wha he was going to say. | just sat back down and
Sghed. What can you do?

‘A present from Odin himsdf!' he cried. ‘A knife like no other on earth!" His voice echoed around
the hdl. Everyone dilled themsdves. | was watching Conor. He didn't know what was going on ay
more than the rest of us, but he knew one thing dl right. He wanted that knife. | know greed when | see it
and Conor had plenty of that. Well, but you couldn't blame him for wanting the knife. Whether it came
from the gods or from Ragnor, that knife was something worth having.

My dear brother-in-law was nibbling anxioudy at the corner of his finger. Behind him, the hafman
guard was 4ill on its knees, trembling. Conor noticed him out of the corner of hiseye.

'Was that the god? Conor demanded.
The god -- Odin -- yes, my lord.' The dogman barked and trembled.

Conor stood up. He looked around him and blushed, to give him about the only credit | can. 'l dam
fird go,' he said.

| saw Ben look pleadingly at Vd. He was the eldest son, he wanted firs go. But Vd said, 'Let the
guedts go firs.' Ben stlamped in frugtration, but he did as he was told. Everyone looked a Conor.

Oh, it was atreat to watch. Conor had about twenty different expressions flying across his face. He
mug have known he was gonna make a fool of himsdf. All those people looking -- he hated to fal in
public. But he knew if he didnt have a go someone ese would. He rubbed his face, nodded at Vd,
stood up, and made hisway round the table to the lift shaft.

It was alaugh. Poor Conor! Every eye was on him, but | bet he wished he was dl on his ownsome,
His face was as red as a tomato, so that was one thing Sgny said about him that was true -- he got
embarrassed easly. As for her, she was dl fluttery, face as white as a sheet, garing a him and | could



see that she was willing him to do it, every fibre of her. That made me mad. Oh, he had her fooled good
and proper. She wasin love, dl right, in love with a mask.

He got himsdf in front of the knife with his back to us so no one could watch him, took the knife by
the haft and pulled gently.

Nathing moved. Conor pulled a bit harder. Then he glanced over his shoulder and gave a little amile,
feding a bit foolish, not wanting to make a prat of himsdf by pulling too hard and faling. Then he tried
agan, harder. Then at last he went for it. He put one boot on the glass and redly heaved.

Three-quarters of him was draining for dear life and the other quarter was trying to look as if he
waan't bothered. But wanting or not, he couldn't budge it, not by a millimetre,

It'simpossible!’ he gasped at last. He let go, and glared at it like it just peed on his shoes. He came
back trying to pretend not to be out of breath. Sgny put her hand on his arm, dl disappointed for him,
but he shook her off with alittle gesture. He was steaming.

Then everyone dse had a go. | was trembling. | was expecting the whaole lift shaft to come down on
our heads. Had hissed, 'Don't look so sodding scared!!

And | hissed, 'Are you redly too stupid to be scared? But | could see Vd gaing & measwdl, so |
put on the princely nothing-scares-me look he likes his sons to wear.

Up they dl came. Firgt Conor's family, his uncles and cousins and dl the rest Then his top people --
the generds and the traders and so on. They dl falled. Then it was our turn.

Vd himsdf had ago, and I'll say this for him, he wasn't bothered about meking afool of himsdf. But
then, of course, he had the gift of making it look greet He strode up to the shaft, wrapped his hands
round the knife and went a it like an engine. The cords in his neck were dicking out like flanges. He
looked like something out of a sci-fi film. | was scared dlly the knifed come out. Hed have gone flying
backwards, but | needn't have worried, nothing moved. He turned round, flung his hands up to the caling
and made hisway back down.

'It1l be for a younger man,’ he said.
Then Ben, then Had. Nothing. So then of course they had to make me have a go...
And | thought, shite.

Don't get me wrong. | wasn't worried about looking like a twat, | can do that dl on my own. It
was...

The dead man smiled at me. Remember -- before we killed hm? And then when he came round the
table held touched me. But even without dl that | knew. All the time people were going to and fro having
their goes | wasn't jugt biting my lips and windng because | was scared the roof was going to come
down.

That knife was mine. | knew the knife was mine. He promised it to me. No, he didn't say anything.
He gave it to me with his amile and with his touch. | knew that was what it was dl about as soon as he
duck it in the lift shaft. The touch on the shoulder confirmed it. And so did the way the hdfman was
daing at me and wagging hislittle tail, ever since Odin |eft the building.

If anyone had pulled it out, well, 1'd have smiled and made as good a ded of it as | could but I'd've
known inmy heart that I'd been cheated. | knew: the knife was mine.



And | didn't warnt it.

Oh yeah, | wanted the knife part of it. | lusted after the knife. | could fed the way it would fit in my
hand, | knew every chip on the rough stone blade even before I'd had a good look at it. The thing was a
part of me, the way my bones are mine, the way my lips and my hand is mine. But, see, there's another
part to owning a knife like that -- a gift from the gods. Not that | believed in the gods, you understand,
but even so... A present like that is wrapped up in a gtory that's not your own. | didn't want someone else
to turn my lifeinto an epic, evenif they were a god.

All the time people were trying to get it out |1 was thinking, yeah, let Had get it He's the one who
wants to be the leader of men! Or Ben -- held die to own something like that! But a the same time |
knew it wasn't going to be them. It was gonna be me, whether | wanted it or not.

| couldn't get out of it -- no way. They wouldn't have let me, but evenif they had, | wanted that knife
by my sde so bad | was willing to put up with any amount of that detiny crap if | had to. | walked up to
it thinking, I'll be as gentle as| can, I'll just pretend I'm pulling. But the fact was | knew exactly what
was going to happen. | could practicaly see the sodding thing winking at me.

| put out my hand and touched it oh so gently. It was none of my doing. | fdt my ebow shoot back
like the recail from a gun. The knife and my hand together jumped back and | held it high above my
head, and | let out a great shout It was surprise, and | looked up to seeif the roof was coming down, but
the whole hdl took it for triumph and they rose to their feet in one leap, dl two thousand of them, and
ydled with me.
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Then it was a roaring of voices, people crowding round the boy wanting to touch him. They dl
wanted to be a part of this. Sggy stared at the thing in his hand and he fdt...

But thisis not a feding to be known. Who dse will ever be given such a gift? Just to say, it wasin
the firs place as if he had suddenly become a whole. Before he had been a piece, a fragment. He was
himsdf for the firg time.

And there was fear. Although Sggy had made up his mind long ago not to believe in such things as
gods, dthough he told himsdf that the dead man came from Outside, that he was a creetion of Ragnor or
maybe from a dity abroad, his heart told him that he had been in the presence of a god. He said to himsdf
that this feding of awe was itsdf manufactured by the technicians from Ragnor, who could make fedings
as eadly asthey could atin-opener. But tdl himsdf what he would, his heart was certain that what he had
seen was not mortal, and that what he held in his hand was not of this world.

He stood a long while staring at his gift. The rough stone blade was deverly chipped to a sharp
edge, but who would guess that it was the hardest thing on this earth? And who had so eesly chipped it
into shape? Then after awhile Sggy became aware that the crowd was gone, and that only Conor stood
by his sde. He was leaning close and saying something in a quiet voice.



What? What did you say?

Conor amiled tolerantly, as a parent might. The knife, the knife' he said. 'l have a favour to ask, a
treaty favour.' He amiled, waiting. It was obvious. He waited for Sggy to make the offer. Thiswas only a
boy he was taking to. Sggy knew at once what he was going to ask.

Conor sghed. The boy's manners were not good.

The knife, he said again. 'As your kinsgman... Thisis my wedding feast. | am the chief guest. The
knife should be mine'

Sggy sad, 'You couldn't take it.'

'Oh, don't tdl me you believe that sort of thing, boy. It means nathing, it was loosened by the time
you got there, that's dl. You did very wel to take it out. But it should be mine. | ask this favour: give me
the knife. As your brother-in-law. As your father's treaty-partner.’

Sggy looked sdeways to where Signy was dtting at the table, watching anxioudy. She saw him
looking, and nodded. Yes, yes, give him the knife. Do it for me, Sigs, for old time's sake. Give him the
knife...

Sggy weighed the knifein his hand and suddenly struck it, hard, in the wood of the table they stood
by. It thudded home right up to the hilt.

Then take it. And if you can, it's yours.
The dtillness settled dl round them. Conor glanced at the knife but did not move a muscle.
'Go on. It'sonly inwood.'

Conor reached out a hand and grabbed the knife, but you could tdl just by looking that under his
hand it might as well have been the root of a mountain. He hefted. The table shifted. Conor scowled, but
he wanted the knife. He put one leg on the table and heaved. He let out a savage grunt that gave away
the effort; the muscles on his neck showed momentarily. Then he took his hand away, glanced briefly at
the deep, angry marks he had made before he smiled and shrugged at Siggy asif thiswas just a game.

Sggy put out his hand for the knife and it legpt into his hand like a living thing. Gloating, he leaned
close to Conor's face and whispered, "Y ou could cover this floor with gold and it wouldn't buy my knife.
Youll never havethis'

Conor glanced over his shoulder and back. He was checking that no one was close enough to hear
him spoken to like that. No one needed to hear. One look at the two faces told dl -- Siggy's, wide with a
gck grin, Conor's, pae with venom and rage. Then he samiled a Sggy, and laughed good naturedly. It
sounded entirdly naturd. He turned back to join the other guests. Siggy put the knife back home, into his
belt.

14



Thenext day, inaamdl room in Va's gpartments, the twins were having a bitter argument.
"You're barmy.'

'Why won't you?

‘No!'

"Y ou know you should.’

'Why? Why should 1?7

'He'saguest. Sgny paused with a sudden thought. 'It's not some trick of Va's, isit?
'What's wrong with you?

‘Why won't you let im have it?

‘Because it's mine, Signy. You saw! | was the one to pull it out.’

'Y ou never bdieved in any of that stuff..."

'l dill don't. But | pulled it out. Didn't you see? It cuts through anything. Look.'

Sggy took the knife out of his belt and stuck it in the wal next to them. There was a hard little crack
asit entered the stone and stuck 4ill.

Impossible.

In alittlefit of resentment, Signy made a movement towards the knife, then stopped hersdlf. 1t wasn't
just that she wanted it for Conor. The fact was, she was scared she might have been &ble to remove it
hersdf. Of them dl, only she had not been given the chance to take the knife from the lift shaft. The boys
were dl put fird. Maybe the knife could have been hers instead of Siggy's. Odin had touched Siggy, but
he had embraced her. Everyone seemed to have forgotten that.

'‘Go on -- try," jeered Siggy, confident that no one but he could use it. Sgny shook her head, and he
took it back out of the wall. 'It's mine. It knows it's mine. What use would it be to him? He couldn't cut a
lemon with it said Siggy. He looked curioudy at her. It fdt as if she was turning into another person
before his eyes. 'It's tuned in to me. Hed have to cal me to come and take it out of its sheeth for him!'

Sgny stared at the knife angrily and in some awe. It was an event, that knife.
Buit...

'It's humiligting for him to be the chief guest and then for you just to wak off with the big prize,' she
ingsted.

Sggy stamped. Thisismad! It's no use to anyone but me!’
'Oh, but... Please, Siggy. It'd be awedding present. Plesse...’

Sggy suddenly felt about a hundred miles avay from this argument. He'd seen how unreasonable
Sgny could be once her mind was set, but sheld never turned againg him like this.



'Y ou've changed so quickly,' he said.

Sgny's face became white and hard. Conor had asked her to do this for him -- this one thing. She
knew it was asking alot. But she was going away! Hadn't she and Sigs dways agreed in the past? Hadn't
they dways done anything for each other? Certainly he could do this one thing -- for her, for her
wedding, for her going away.

'You mugt hate me," she said. The sourness was rigng around them. Neither wanted it but neither
could make the sacrifice to stop it. It was dl so late. In a few hours she would be gone, but Sggy
couldn't give up the knife and she couldn't grant him hisright to it.

'He's usng you," Sggy told her. 'He's treating you like a dog to fetch and carry and stedl for him, and
you don't even know it.'

Sgny fdt a gpasm of red hatred. She would have struck him or spat, if it wasn't for the past life
between them.

Tl never trust you again,’ she said. Then she showed him her back and left the room. That was how
the twins parted. Although each knew that the other must be wounded to the hollows of their heart, they
refused to take back their bitter words.

Coming to the heart of Vd's territory had been ared act of trust for Conor and his men, no doubt
about it. Over the past few days there had been a thousand opportunities for treachery, and it wasn't
over yet. The road back was fraught with more chances if Vd cared to take them. But now it was
different. Conor had Signy with him.

And something dse was different. During the celebrations, something had happened. Somehow, the
mood on the streets had been transformed. When Va and his sons were woken at four in the morming
with news that crowds were gathering outside they had no idea whether the crowd was angry or glad. By
the time Conor and his new wife woke up, the voices were a roar. Outsde the Galaxy Building, a host
hed gathered to see the couple off.

Vad's dreams! Somehow they aways came about. When Conor had come, he had been hated and
now he was a hero. What other leader could make a treaty work like that?

It was the wedding thet did it. Here was a story everyone wanted to believe in: the golden girl who
married the king and brought peace to the world. Va had told the story, Sgny and Conor had acted it
out, Odin had come to bless it. And now the people believed it. The crowd numbered hundreds of
thousands. It was unheard of, unimaginable. An ocean of people, every one of them looking hopefully to
the future, each one hoping to be seen by the princess, to be amiled &, to catch her eye. As Sgny
emerged from the building a great wave of cheering broke over the families and ther gaff. The Volsons,
the Conors, the VIPs, dl stood blinking uncertainly and smiling in bewilderment.

Sgny was shocked. She had seen it from the window but here on the ground -- such a vast crowd!
So many amiled She lifted her hand and waved. The cheering rose up. She amiled and blew a kiss. Then
she and Conor ducked their heads and ran to the car.

Only one man wasn't surprised. It seemed only naturd to Vd that his plans had worked out. And to
those around him, too, it was as if the world was only waiting for Vd to tdl it what to do. But by his
father's 9de, Sggy watched with arazor pain of sorrow ingde him. He and Sgny had been together like
two bones in the same hand. Now, she had to force a amile when she said goodbye to him. He watched



the cars pull away, his hand resting on his precious knife. Was it worth so much?

Ligening to the cheering, even Siggy believed. The people screamed in pleasure and flung flowers
onto the cavacade of cars and he thought, maybe, maybe after dl Vd is right. Maybe the treaty will
work. Everything will work out for the best.
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Sogy

It was as if, because I'd fdlen in love with Conor everyone dse had fdlen in love with me. The
whole world! People leaning over to touch the car, people cheering and dapping asif I'd done something
wonderful. 1 was something wonderful. Can you imagine that? It doesn't matter what you do. You just
are.

| was terrified someone was going to get hurt. No one expected it, no one was prepared for it. |
never saw so much happiness. | had to tdl the driver to edge forward. They could never have got out of
the way no matter how much you honked and yelled and threatened, there were just too many people.
We kept having to stop while security came to clear the way. They were edgy, redly edgy. | was more
scared of them than the crowd. If someone opened fire it would've been daughter and dl that happiness
would have turned to hatred.

Conor and his men were terified! You can't blame them --surrounded, dl our people stacked up
around them. Conor's father had ruled by fear, you see. They were used to fear, they understood that.
But happiness? Hope? To them it was unnaturdl, a ghost, a monger! | said to Conor, 'You better get
used to it. Thisis how it's gonna be from now on.'

It was me and Conor everywhere. People were holding up banners with me and Conor painted on
them. People were wearing masks of me and Conor. There was one man wearing a huge outsze knob
out of his trousers. Conor was furious, but | just said, Hmmm, quite a good likeness' and made him
laugh. There were these little gdls sdling painted mugs and plates and tea towds for the poor people to
buy, and little Slver tea spoons with enamelled pictures of me on them, and coins printed in Slver and
gold for the rich. Y ou see? Everyone fdt the same, rich and poor. Whenever they saw me looking out of
the window, people just screeched.

'‘Good luck, princess! Bring us peace! Bring us peace!’
| said to Conor, 'What did | do to deserve this?
He sad, "You married me!

There were these little lesfl ets they were sdling on that cheap grey paper that's been re-cycled about
ten thousand times. We sat in the back of the limo and read dl about it, dl about us. As if we were
something from the old movies. Half of it was true and the other was just... wel, whatever people cared



to think! How our marriage had been blessed by the old gods. How Sigs had been given a magic knife
which he gave to Conor (I wish). Or how he'd been given it to protect meif Conor turned againg me.
(Yeah, yeah.) How me and Conor met each other when | was only eight and we'd pledged to wait for
each other. How we'd met in a dream. How the marriage had been forbidden by our fathers but of
course they came round in the end.

But the best one was about me being this Robin Hood person. And that was true. That's to say,
when | saw dl those people and how much we meant to them, | decided to make it true. It was gonna be
just like the games me and Sigs used to play. Wdll, it wasn't play &t dl, redly. We robbed the rich to give
to the poor. Now that | was married to Conor, the people would be freed, the people would be fed. |
was gonna make sure of it...

I'm alegend’ | told Conor glefully.

'‘And I'm just an accessory,' he complained, pulling a face. He was jedous Wel, what do you
expect? | mean, he was the prince. But me -- | was the princess. He had to do something but us
princesses, we bring dl the good things just because. | was the sacrifice and | liked it. | was joining the
houses of the ganglords together and if | could be happy like that, so could everyone ese. | just thought
-- my father! How did he know? He had sacrificed me and it was dl perfect. | wasin love. | was going
to make the world better.

| looked out of the window and my heart just filled up for them dl -- dl of them out there, in their
thousands and ther tens of thousands and their hundreds of thousands. | thought, they depend on us
They need us. We can' let them down now.
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Asthey drove back out beyond Camden, bumping and jerking across the ruined roads, the sense of
rdief in the convoy grew. The find possibility of ambush had gone; Va had been as good as his word.
What was more, the well-wishing was just as strong once they crossed the border into their own lands as
it had been in Va's. The crowds swdled on each sde of the road to cheer the newlyweds home, the
same light of hopein their eyes. And the men and women in the convoy -- the suspicious army chiefs, the
hard nosed businessmen and women, the smugglers, the gangmen who had thought they were driving to
their deaths when they entered Va's lands -- began to eye each other suspicioudy to seeif they shared
the unfamiliar fedings that were dirring ingde them. It had been a long time since hope had been at large
north of the city.

They had begun to believe a lagt that the great dream of unification, of breaking out into the big
world, was possible after dl.

Home was once a kingdom of toppling towers, of flaking concrete, shattered glass and brick dust
underfoot. There were flooded towers, great ruined houses, ancient stone buildings with no roofs. The



floors of churches a thousand years old had stone flags dippery with dgee.
That was then.

And this was now: flat, green and low. An open acreage of crippled suburbs. The wide acres of
brick houses, detached and semi-detached, estate after estate of them opening out on ether sde of the
crumbling roads that used to be Finchley. The walls would stand for centuries, but the roofs of most had
long gone. Many of the old houses were now factories, shops and offices. The gardens enclosed by the
old housng estates had been cleared and the fences knocked down to form fidds. Beyond the houses,
on the fringes of the city, were the big fidds that grew seven-eighths of the fresh food for the enclosed
aty, acres of beans and potatoes and cabbages and leeks.

No one travdled far these days. Petrol was a luxury for the rich. Buses and trains lay rugting in the
street, every ussful part cannibalised decades ago. The bus dtations had been turned into cowsheds. The
tunnds where the Northern Line trains once ran were a home for rats, mice and other vermin -- thieves,
for ingtance, or beggars shdtering from the rain. And prisoners. The prisoners of London kept prisoners
of their own. Lifetimes had been spent trapped in these filthy, damp passages.

Conor's headquarters in Finchley occupied severa whole streets, an old estate of luxury houses. It
was flanked on one side by an old rallway cutting, on another by a reservoir. The old North Circular
road on the other sde was planted with razor wire and mines and was overlooked by wooden watch
towers and armed guards. A great brick wall ran right around it al. Headquarters looked like a prison
from outsde, but the wal was to keep the prisoners out, not in.

All around it brickwork crumbled, doors peeled and rotted, paving stones cracked, teegrgph and
lamp-posts leaned, toppled and fdl. Conor had a amdler population than Va but he was a hard ruler.
With every second penny they earned going to Conor -- it used to be called protection money but the
ganglords cdled it tax these days -- the people had little to spare.

But ingde the Edtate the houses were dl perfect, the paintwork bright, the roads and pavements
meanicured to perfection. Conor took a pride in meking his own place as exactly like it had been in the old
times, when there was dill society. The Estate ran its own amdl power dation. All the houses had
eectricity, running water and gas. For Conor, his family, his rdaives, his friends, as wdl as dl the top
men and women in the organisation and their families and servants, life went on as it used to a hundred
years ago. There were bin collections, schools, centrd hegting. There were tdevison, radio, computer
games. The brick wdl and a thousand security measures kept ignorance, poverty, violence, cold, damp,
disease and hunger well away.

Wide eectric gates opened to let the convoy through. Asthey drove deeper into the compound, the
roar of the crowd, who had been thirty thick at the gates, died quietly away.

Sgny turned to Conor. 'One day,’ she said, 'the whole of London will be just like your
headquarters.'

Conor amiled a her. 'One day,' he lied.

'Well make it happen. We have to. Because we love each other and they love us," Sgny said.

Insde the compound was the usud round of face-to-faces that the powerful have the world over. It



was Signy's chance to meet the men and women who helped Conor run histiny kingdom. With her father
these people would have been colleagues, under Conor even the mogt senior were servants. Yet this
pleased her. It was one of the things she would have to help change.

After the reception Conor had something to show her.

‘But | just want to stop,” Signy moaned. It had been a very long day. She only wanted to bathe and
rest.

'No, fird come and see...' He pulled a her hand excitedly. She pulled back. He got cross and
dragged hard. Signy laughed and relaxed and let him run her out across the neat tarmac and carefully
weeded paving stones, off behind the houses to an area of patchy woodland and grass fidds. The people
in the Estate walked and ran ther dogs here, and thar children played safe from the desperation of
hunger on the other side of the high wal. The leaves on the trees were pushing through, lit bright green
from the sunshine overhead. There were windflowers in the glades and primroses at the edges of the
trees. Sgny was enchanted. In her part of London woodland was dmost unheard of. She wanted to stop
and linger and ligen to the birds and dig her fingers in the earth and run under the trees, but Conor
dragged her and pulled her until they burst out into afied.

'Surprise!" Conor bent over, out of bresth and gestured forward.
She stared a second and then she said, 'Some surprise’

It was some sort of weird tower. It was a greet round body on four tal legs, thirty odd metres
above ther heads. It was made of metd beams and painted pands. Rusted metd legs zigzagged up.
There was a ladder going into its ssomach.

It was an old water tower. The water sysem in London had long ago fdlen into disrepair; most
people took ther water from rivers and drains. But if you and your neighbours could afford to get a
tower like this, you could have water on tap. This one was huge. It had once supplied water to the
Edtate, but it had grown old and had been replaced.

'‘Go on..." said Conor, pushing her. He pointed up the ladder. Sgny ran to it and began to dimb.
Conor came up behind her.

The tower had seemed dmogt short and stubby from the ground, but once you started dimbing it
went on forever. At ladt, right under it, was a trap door. She pushed it up and emerged... into a room.
The space that had been used to store water in the old days had been rebuilt. It was a house insde. And
it was hers. Conor had built an eyrie for his bride.

Sgny was dumbfounded -- such a strange giftt Conor shrugged. 'We're so low to the ground here,
and where you come from everything's so tal. It's not much, but | thought you'd like a house in the air.’

It was more than a housg, it was an adventure. There were dl sorts of different levels -- a amdl
sports hdl, big enough to play basketbal in, a kitchen, stting rooms, little dens, big open spaces with
sofas and chairs, dining areas; dl interconnected with ladders and stairways from one to the other.

It's mine?

‘All yours." Conor frowned, the way he did when he was trying to be kind. 'At least you get a view
from up here!'

It was true. From up here you could see to the edges of their world, dl the way to the Wal that cut
them off.



Conor touched her dumdgly. 'l want you to be happy here he told her. Sgny smiled uncertainly.
The tower reminded her of everything she had |eft behind. But she said, 'l can... with you here." She took
him by the neck and pulled his head down to kiss her.

"...that's nice." She sghed and shook her head. 'l think I'm gonna have to make you do it to me.’
They got down right there on the floor. Signy said, Thisisamiracle’

'What?

That we love one another. Do you see? There's no reason for it. It has to be made in heaven.'

Conor looked a her to see if she was serious. He laughed. 'So you believe in dl that god stuff,
then?

'How ese could it be? | should hate you, shouldn't |7

‘Never..." He nipped the skin on her neck, opened her blouse and kissed her hard, as if he wanted
to bruise her lips or eat her dive

That's how her lifein the North began.
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Sgy

It's so different here. Everything. Everything's just so different. The way people behave. They're dl
up to something. All the time, something ese is going on from the way it seems. I'm a ganglord's
daughter, | know dl about hidden agendas and poalitics and fighting your comer, but this is different from
that. Even when it's jugt two people face to face taking about ... | dunno, the westher or the price of
potatoes, they're dways on the watch for hidden meanings. They're scared, you see, scared of saying the
wrong thing, doing the wrong thing, not knowing what's the right thing. Of atracting attention. Even
Conor -- even him, the ganglord -- even he doesn't dare to speak openly. He's trying to change things,
but there're a lot of people who don't want him to succeed. You can never be sure who's on our Side,
and who's agang us. If he lets his plans out in public, you can bet thered be as many people trying to
sabotage things as there would be trying to make it happen.

Of course, Conor's enemies are terrified of me. Oh, you wouldn't believe it but I'm redly therr worst
nightmare. A red witch. Firg I'm a princess, then I'm some kind of mongter -- Beauty and the Beast,
that's mel The lagt thing they wanted was a treaty with Va. Conor made it plain to me right at the start
that there were plenty of people who'd kill me if they got the chance. | can't just go where | want to
anymore. All that freedom's gone. There's no choice in the matter. | daren't go out of the compound
without a smdl army to keep me safe! Can you imagineme -- Conor's wife -- a virtud prisoner indde! |
was furious when he fird told me. | said: Ligten, | grew up hunting the streets with my brother. Now this



mean of mine wants me caged up like an animd in this zoo! | thought he was betraying me, trying to lock
me away from the people. It was our fird argument, but ... | redised in the end. He was right. If | get
killed, there's plenty people back home whod like to think it was treachery by Conor. Sggy, for
example, my beloved brother.

But listen, | do get out. Yeah, once a week, | get taken out to see the Sghts of Finchley. Great. To
the market last week. They showed me the gdls, the jewdlers, the smugglers dens. But what about the
people? It's the people that make a place. The thing that dways hits me is the poverty. So much worse
than back a home. People with nathing to wear fighting for rags, hungry people fighting for scraps.
Another time we went to see the shops in Golders Green where the rich shop, and Conor bought me
some clothes and jewdlery. | never used to give a hoot for that sort of thing, but | like to wear things for
him. Anyway, the people expect their princess to dress up.

Crazy! I'm like atourigt, and I'm queen of the place. But perhaps it's dways like that for kings and
queens.

But | can never forget the people. Every time they catch a glimpse of me it's just the same as it was
when we travelled here. It doesn't matter how many guards and soldiers there are around me, they cheer
and wave and howl. They're so pleased to see me. | said to Conor, | must get out among them more, but
Conor wouldn't have it. And, yeah, | was cross again. We had our second argument. Buit... guess what...
he was right again. | have alot to learn. | just don't know my way round these parts. Obvioudy, under
cover of dl those people and dl that enthusiasm it would be so easy for an assassin to bide.

The wordt thing about thet is, the way the crowds are aways kept so far avay. The market had to
be closed down when | vidted. | was the only customer that afternoon! The roads had to be cordoned
off and mounted gangmen lined the walkways to keep the crowds back. | waved and shouted promises,
but | wasn't even dlowed to wak up and shake hands with anyone.

| thought, | could do with alittle more fun and a bit less being precious.

Itisnt dl fun, being a princess. In fact, alot of it is pretty grim. Conor's very busy a lot of the time.
He doesn't dare have me by his Sde in medtings and so on and he's avay sometimes for night after night.
When he's away he doesn't like me to go out of the tower, let done out of the compound. I'm just
supposed to stay up here and play or do schoolwork. Sometimes | suspect that he's too scared, that he's
treating me like alittle china doll. What's life worth if you don't take some risks?

That's when | have to remember why I'm here. Oh, I'min love, and | could stay with Conor dl day
if it was possible. But theré's bigger things going on than my little life. I'm here to make a dream come
true -- my father's dream. My people's dream. | used to think the biggest risk you could take was with
your own life, and | was willing to do that. But there are bigger things than your life. Love, for ingance --
my love for Conor, hislove for me. And dreams. Y ou can't take riskswith Va's dreams.

I'm worth more than | want to be.

That's the cost of being in love, and the cost of being a princess. Let's face it, it can get a bit
depressing up here sometimes, when he's away for long. | work on the plans for the hospitas or the
schools we're going to build. But | missthings. | miss people. | miss Vd, | miss my brothers, even mean
Sggy who wouldn't give his knife to my man. That made me so cross -- it was unfair! It was Conor's day
and Sggy Soleit. You know, for the firs few weeks | was here | didn't even bother to answer hisletters.

Wi, perhaps it was wrong of me, though. Odin did give it to him. Poor Sgd But I'll see hm when
they come to vigt and I'll make it al right then. When he sees what we're trying to do, hell understand.



And | missBen and | miss Had, and | missthe city, and | miss being dlowed to do whatever | want.
Then | get thinking how unfair it is that my brothers can do what they want while | have to stay tucked
away up here and | get redly cross -- cross with mysdf, cross with Vd, even cross with Conor. And
then... then, | hear the rusty old ladder up to the tower creak, and the trap door lifts up... and my heart
legps every time. | run down and fetch him up to the little room right a the top, and make him lie down
on my hig bed. Then we have the real time. | cdl it pesking in tongues. Making love and talking dl night

long.

When we're done in my big bed, we tak about dl sorts of things We make our plans. | get very
cross with him because he wants to go so dowly and because he's so scared of his enemies. | know he
has to be careful but there are times when | think we should be bold, and he hangs back and wants to
wait alittle longer. When | fed like that, | just think about the stories he tells me about his father, Abd.
When you ligen to those stories, then you understand why he's the way he is, and how far things have
dready come under Conor.

Hisfather was a mongter. Some of those stories! About the rows of men and women and children
crucified in the streets, about the families burned in their houses for a rumour that they had plotted aganst
the family. That's the legacy we're up againg, that's the amount of hatred and fear we have to mdt away.

And Abd's crudty wasn't just confined to his enemies.

One example. Once, when my Conor was dill little, his father found out somehow that he was
scared of heights. So he ordered nails to be driven into the walls of a tdl brick building on the Estate, up
one sde, down the other, and got that little boy to dimb dl the way up three storeys, over the roof, and
down the other 9de of the house. Hdf the Estate came out to watch, certain held fal. So was Conor. He
was actudly sck with fear on the roof, behind the chimney where no one could see it. He did it, though;
but only because he was even more afraid of his father than he was of heights.

Abd told him he was a good boy and said, 'That's how to ded with fear." See? With more fear.

That's his own son! Imagine how he used to treat ordinary people! Conor showed me the house
where it happened. The nals are dill there, dicking in the walls, dl rusy now, a long row of them
marching like little, mad soldiers straight up to the roof and back down the other side. | thought of that
little boy dinging to the wdlls, his ssomach heaving with fear, and | thought, that's what we're up againg.
Not just the past, but the past in Conor too. No wonder he's so dow! No wonder sometimes he's more
crud and more ruthless than he should be, in getting what he wants.

There are s0 many gories just like that one -- the time Abel beat his brother Tom unconscious for
interrupting him at the table. The time he had ther mother whipped because they had taken her sde
agang him. Thetime he hdd Conor's head under water until the bubbles came.

And when he tdls these stories, my Conor trembles -- just asif his father was there in bed with us. |
hold him close and we cry together for thet little boy who had those horrible things done to him. And |
say, "We mugt make sure that no other children have to go through that sort of thing.

No wonder there were so many who think that Conor's weak for trying to establish justice and
farness. No wonder he has to proceed dowly! But even <0, it drives me mad! Everything is so dow. |
just want to get it done, now, a once.

But we're making progress. Schools and hospitas are getting built. Only a month after 1 came we
went to see the gte where our firg hospitd was going up. Of course, our enemies tried to stop us, tried
to make out it was too dangerous, that it was a security threat. They dways use that excuse -- how
gupid! How can a hospitd be a security threet? They just want to keep me away from the people



because they're frightened of so much good feding. And they want to keep Conor away from it as well.
Wel, we just went anyway. Of course they did ther best to keep us away from the crowds -- fences up
everywhere, the people kept miles away from the ste. But one thing they couldn't stop was the good
feding getting through. Everyone was cheering and waving flags, and you could fed the waves of hope
going over them.

Actudly, the funniest thing was Conor's face. He's used to being booed and hissed, or to people just
danding garing a him blankly because they don't have any choice. The best he ever used to get was if
they were bullied into shouting for him.

But on this day the crowds were out in their thousands cheering and shouting, and it wasn't just my
name. They were going, 'Con-ner! Con-ner! Con-ner!" And Conor just stood there with this big amile on
hisface, asif he was alittle boy who'd just woken up and discovered it was Chrismas.

'‘What's it fed like to be popular? | asked him. And he sort of scowled and looked embarrassed,
but he couldn't hide how ddighted he redlly was.

Then | looked across from his sweet face to where the security chiefs were sanding. And you never
saw faces so cold and hard. You could tdl whose side they were on. They were haing every second of
it. Well, well see to them, and well do it sooner than anyone guesses, even Conor. My father and dl his
people are coming on avigt in September. That's what security are scared of. When they find themsdlves
up againg my father and Conor together, they won't know what's hit them.,
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At the centre, Va. To the North, Conor -- the only two gangmen Ieft, with London divided between
them. They cdled their tiny territories kingdoms but that was just a 9gn of their ambition. Outside
London, the world. Outside there were open fidds and quiet villages towns and cities with dl ther
amusements and wedth and power. Some even had dreetlights and tree-lined avenues, strange factories,
schoals, hogpitals and taps that worked for everyone. There was Ragnor, the new city, with its gartling
towers and robot servants and dlittering eectricd life. Or so it was said. News was not easy to come by.
There were those who cdlamed that the world outsde was not much better than that insde, but how
would they know?

And in between a barrier separating Outsde from Insde, the new from the old, society from the
monkey house. It was a minefidd, but the mines were dive. Thiswas the land of the hafmen.

The hdfmen lands were a ring around London fifty miles deep. This was the impossible country
where animd, human and machine walked in the same body. In this place, the gods were coming back to
life, s0 it was said. The hadfmen had seen them, hadn't they? The gods had entered Va's headquarters --
or wasit merdy atourist or a spy from Outsde? No one knew. Maybe no one would ever know. This
was a place of myths and stories tal and true.

The hdfmen weren't born, or even made; they were brewed.



Take aman. Add a spider. Stir in a dash of wolf, a pinch of tiger. Smmer dowly for a year. Season
with stedl casing and fibre Snews; give it atitanium heart. Coat with thick, greasy fur and then let it loose
to soin webs with strands as thick as your finger and sticky as superglue. See it wait in ventilator shafts or
dark corners and dleyways, Snging to itsdf a song it heard long ago about rocking babies in their cradles
-- but what a baby! And what a cradle! -- waiting for you, for me, for Sgny or Sggy or any swest, juicy
thing to sumble into its trap.

'‘Now I've got you,' it says, as it swaddles you in Slk and kisses your face, and leans down to take
thefird bite...

Take avulture. Add a human, a snake, aweasdl. Giveit hollow dloy bones and amachineinits face
that makes it bite whether it wants to or not. Send it out to nest on the ledges of deserted warehouses
and high rises. Best not to go bird watching for this bird, though. Itll spot you firs. You might hear it
anging a song, 'Salt, pepper, vinegar, mustard, my mother makes good custard.' If you do, you won't
hear much dse.

Long ago the secrets of mix'nmatch with genes and chromosomes, plastic and sted had been
discovered. The firg hdfmen had been boiled up in the early creature vats and used as policemen, or
guards, or servants, or workers. Why not? If it was dl right for a machine to work in a poisonous
environment, surdly it was dl right to use a hit of flesh and nerve in its design? The ethics were strange,
but it could be done and so it was. Then why not a cockroach, which stands such conveniently high levels
of radioactivity? And how much easier and chegper it was to make household robots manly out of flesh
and blood. So many of the engineering problems had aready been solved.

But being flesh and blood, they bred. Some experiments have too many dangers, these servants had
minds of their own. When society began to collapse they had been let loose in their own lands, set in a
ring around London to keep the gangs in, and forgotten about. London and the hafmen were a each
other's throats. Those outside thought it a job well done.

That's how terrified the authorities had been about the gangwars of London and other big cities.
When the police no longer dared go into London, Manchester, Birmingham, Glasgow and other cities,
when the gangmen controlled dl trade, dl busness, even the schools and hospitds, when they had the
same weapons the army had, what better way of deding with them than smply to withdraw? Ganglaw
hed grown so powerful it was no longer smply crime, it was arivd government. So the authorities hed
amply upped camp and gone. Outside they built new, better cities, populated with tamer, law-biding
people. London and its generations were |eft to look after themsdves.

Of course the gangmen had tried to break out. The firg thing they came across was the terrified
populations of the outer city fleaing from the released hdfmen. They had to fight the fleaing people as wel
as the crestures themsalves. Then began the long hdfman wars. No doubt Ragnor would have been very
happy if the gangmen and the hdfmen had daughtered each other to the last man. Instead they had
separated. Now, Vd and Conor dreamed of reopening these wars, to wipe out the hdfmen under a
united London, to break out of the prison. But long before, Abel had taunted fate by opening a gate into
the hafman lands so he could go out and hunt them.

Sgny was intrigued. Robbing fat bankers and smugglers might be fun. It was even dangerous, in its
way. But the hafmen were deadly. More than human, less than human, more than beasts, less than
beadts, it was said they had been designed with no fear of death, no love of life. It was said that dl they
cared about, thought about, dreamed about, was death to humankind. Such stories may or may not have
been true. But the fact was, to hunt the hafmen was to be hunted yoursdlf.

Here on the edge of things, there were hunts once or twice a year. Of dl the things in dl the world



Sgny wanted to do, going on a hdfman hunt was number one.

'Please let me come..." begged Signy.

Conor amiled indulgently &t her. 'Far too dangerous,’ he said. 'What would your father say?
'Held have let me go,’ said Sgny eagerly. 'Ask him....

"When you were just agirl, ingsted Conor. 'Y ou're alittle more important than that now.’

Sgny seethed. Everything was too dangerous for her these days! In the past few months so many
promises had been put on hold. There had been so many boring days and nights kept 'safe’ in her tower.
Sometimes... well, she loved hm and he loved her, and when they were together nothing else mattered.
But he seemed to expect life to stop for her the second they were apart. Then, one afternoon in the early
summer, when she was exercigng up in her tower on a trampoline, she heard Conor cdl her from the
trap door.

'Sgny! Surprise! Come on down!”

Therein the woods under her tower, the hunt was waiting for her to join them.

The WaAll: aring of brick and stone right around London, it towered over the broken suburbs and
fidds Every fifty metres was a machine gun nest, so high above the ground that even the hafmen couldn't
jump up. Jags of glass, iron and sted stuck out of the mortar. Rolls of razor wire coiled around the top.
And on each side, a mingfidd, fifty metres wide.

Blood had been spilt with each and every brick. Men had worked under armed guard day and night,
under attack after attack after attack. But the Wal had been finished, and it spdlt the end of the hafmen
wars. The gangmen told themsdlves they had won. They had driven the hafmen out of London, more or
less. There were odd tribes and individuds remaining on the indde that had to be hunted down one by
one, but the wars were effectively finished.

But what kind of a victory was this? The cost was huge. The gangmen had to give up dl contact with
the world outside. It was thisWall -- their Wall -- that made Londoners into prisoners, not Ragnor. Ther
only means of communication was through the hafmen themsdves, who traded goods to and fro. The
gangmen had built their own prison. No one got in, and no one got out, unless you were King Conor and
had control of the gate.

Sgny sat in the Land-Rover next to Conor, dressed up to her chin in an expensve, out-of-town
anorak -- hdfman smuggled. Her nose was pressed up againg the window. Conor's hand was tucked
ugly away indde the coat. She squeezed him againgt her somach and stared greedily outside.

The convoy of Land-Rovers made itsway across the narrow pathway through the minefidd towards
Abd's Gate, atdl, narrow sted door, taken from amilitary base in Finchley. This was a weak spot in the
Wadl; Conor made up for it with extra hardware. Eight machine guns pointed down from the four high
watchtowers, missle launchers were mounted on the brickwork. To go within gght of it was certain
desth.



Now the Wall got closer, bigger, tdler. It was enormous. The gates loomed, opened wide. They
passed through into the hafman lands.

Here, in the no-one's land in the shadow of the Wall, there was nothing for a kilometre -- no trees,
no buildings, no walls, no bushes, no life The land was charred earth pitted with craters from the last
months of the war when the enemy had attacked over and over to try and stop the building. The convoy
moved smartly over the bare ground towards another world.

Derdict suburbs, choked with weeds and broken up by trees. Buddiea and elder grew out of the
crumbling brickwork and window ledges. Bushes pushed aside the kerbstones a the roadside and lifted
the pavements. Nature was doing its best to reclam the land.

The housesin this part had been so heavily mortared and bombed, very little was left sanding. Even
the good soil in the old gardens was covered in rubble. Odd shaped sections of walls, crookedly
collgpsed roofs, chunks of concrete, of tarmac and tangles of sted poked up like mad sculptures,
covered in ivy and bindweed and sprouting little shrubs. A kind of paradise of weeds was growing up
between the stones. On this blowy summer's day the dog roses that scrambled out of the pavements and
tumbled over the rubble were just coming into flower. They loved the poor, sony soil; there were dozens
of them, a hundred shades of pink tangled on the stones. The brambles that pushed aside the pavings
stones were showing white flowers. The flowering shrubs that had long ago prettified the gardens were
flinging out leaves and flowers of dl colours.

The roads were scattered with the rusted carcasses of cars, dl the furnishings long rotted away or
golen for bedding. Further out, things were said to be better, but most people bdieved tha this state of
neglect and decay was a result of the hdfmen's savagery and lack of dvilisation, rather than a sensble
decison not to build or live so close to awar zone.

As they bumped dong, the four armed guards standing in the back of the vehides stared in four
directions and kept their arms forever ready, watching, watching. This close to the Wall there were few
halfmen, but the ones that were here were mongters -- real mongters. The more human ones lived further
out, but some of them might have caught wind of the hunt and set up an ambush. Already it was
dangerous. In any of those rubble caves, indl of those cars, so many places for them to hide...

Before long they pulled up by a tower made of metd druts; it was an old dectricity pylon. A
platform had been erected high in its metd branches. Conor got out of the Land-Rover and opened the
door for Sgny to get out.
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Sgy

| got out of the car and | stood next to him looking up at the tower and | thought, if this is what |
think it is, I'm about ready to throw up.



He said, "Youll be safe enough up there.’

| said, 'Safe?

"Youll be able to see most of it from up there.’
| said, "You what?

'We chase theminthe cars,' he explained. He was looking dl shifty. He knew exactly what he was
up to.

‘Right, in cars,' | said. 'So what's the point of being up there?

Conor was giving these sneaky little glances over a the other vehicles. You got the feding | was
meking afoal of him, somehow. Then herolled his eyes at heaven and said, 'Don't be ridiculous...’

Ridiculous You know? I'd been stuck in that tower, I'd been wheded out a couple of times a week
to have a look a the human beings. 1'd been cooped up like a tame rabbit, and now here | was on the
biggest adventure of my life and | was being told to watch.

| just said, "You've got the wrong idea, Conor," and | dimbed graight back in the car. He stood
there saring for a second, then he pulled the door open.

'We don't have time for this' he hissed.

‘Conor, stop it now.'

It's out of the question. He was trying to be patient. "What if something happened?
'Whet if it did?

'What if you got killed?

'What if you got killed?

That's different. Your father'd never believe it. They'd think we'd set it up. There's too much at
stake.'

'‘And of course it would be just fine if anything happened to you. That would please the old guard,
wouldn't it?

He began to bulge dightly. | tried being reasonable. 'Listen. I'm used to going out on my own. I'm
used to going where | want, when | want, how | want. I've put up with being cooped up indde for
months because you tdl meit's necessary. OK. But out here were dl the same, right? | was beginning to
gabble. | could see from the look on his face | was wasing my time. It was, oh, Jesus, she's being
awkward. It was, oh shit, now she's going to throw a tantrum and make things difficult for me...

'What about me? | hissed.
"You're being sdfish.
'‘Me?

It wasn't the fird time we'd had a red row. Like | said, thered been a few -- wel, quite a few
gampings about and wailings. What do you expect? But never like this, in front of everyone. I'd put up



with it dl because, let's face it, it was his land, he knew best. | didnt know the palitics, | never had to
bother with dl that guff. If he told me it was dangerous, it was dangerous. If he told me | had to be
patient, | had to be patient | trusted him! But now for the firgt time | thought, thisis bullshit.

'Look, we have to get a move on. Will you please get up there? Youll have a gun, you can shoot
anything that moves:’

I'd had enough. 'l ridein the car.’

Conor's face went as hard as a little white stone. "Youll bloody..." But | didn't hear the rest. He
dammed the door in my face as hard as he could. | mean, hard. | mean, WHAM! It made me jump out
of the seat. The air pressure made my ears hurt.

| was going to get out and stick the bastard, but outside he was dill screaming like a girl.

"Take the bitch back to the compound, he ydled a the driver. 'Get her out of my dght. Get her
out...'

Conor jumped into ancther car, gill screaming. | thought, who the hel is this? I've never seen
anything like this before. Outside, the rest of the cars were pulling away. My driver reached right across
me, and | got alook at his face dl white like paste.

'D'you redly want me to take her back unaccompanied, sr? Sir...7

But the engines were rewing up dl around. The whedls squedled, the cars pulled away. They shot
off, dl wrapped up in Conor's fury.

'Shit,’ growled the driver, and he dammed the car into gear.
'What's up with you? | wanted to know. He looked like held been thrown to the lions.

"You don't travel on your own out here...' the driver grunted. He started up and we shot off. 'Jesus!’
repeated the driver. He was redly scared. And | redised two things One, just how dangerous dl this
was. That man obvioudy thought we were in red danger. Two, if that was true, Conor had left us -- had
left me -- to die.

We were banging and bumping over the ragged ground. My head was whirling. 'Is it that bad out
here? | said to the driver. He was dutching the whed and bounding the car forward.

He sad, 'Three to one we get ae. Look to the left.' | looked Sdeways.
I don't see...

'In the sky.'

A flock of -- something -- was heading our way.

The birds are coming,’ said the driver.

| got out my bins and tried to get a look, but we were bouncing and legping so hard over the
broken-up ground I had no chance. They were flying fast, though, | could see that -- alot faster than we
were going. Againg the dark shapes of their feathers, you could see shiny metd glinting.



They'll rip thisthing to bits," the driver said. 'Can you drive? he asked me.

I can shoot better,' | told him. And my heart, which had been thumping away, suddenly went right
up to my head and | went, 'Whoooo-hoooo!" The driver looked at me like | was mad, but | was happy.
No bunch of birdies was gonna shuff me out. Y egh, this was the firgt bit of red fun I'd had since | left the
city. Look at me -- | was getting things my way after all!

| hoicked my automatic out of my shoulder holster and Ieaned over the edge of the window.

'Might as well pull over,' | told the driver. 'If weve got to fight, we better stay dill so | can get a
decent shot in.'

Then | spotted out of the corner of my eye something ese moving towards us. It was going redly
fast and that scared me because this wasn't in the air, this was on the ground. But then | looked and ...
ghit. It was the convoy. Conor was coming back to spoil the fun.

| was pissed off about it, but the driver was pleased. He pulled over, and the convoy came skidding
towards us through the rubble. | looked up at the sky, and the flock of things had aready disappeared.

Conor got out and came over to us. He was as white as a sheet. He was s0 angry, he was gulping.
I'd never seen anyone do that before. He was actudly having to swalow his bregth.

| said, 'Y ou're spailing my fun.'

'OK," he panted. He leaned on his hands againg the side of the car. He looked as if he'd just run dl
the way. | just sat there and waited. 'OK. Compromise,' he said.

| looked a him carefully and | said, 'Stuff you.'

He sort of bulged. 'Stuff you,' | said again, nice and dow 0 he could redly get to savour it.
Conor stood there, bregthing. Y ou got the feding spesking was difficult.

| said, 'Who are you?

He swdled up again. 'I'm the one who just saved your life' he snarled.

'No, you're the one who just nearly had me killed. Prat.’

He looked at mein sheer dishelief. No one ever spoke to him like that.

P, R, A, T. Spdis Prat,' | explained, in case he hadn't got it.

Conor walked twice around the car.

'l was scared for you,' he explained in a moment.

'Worry about yoursdf. If you want a pet, buy yoursdf one.' | skulked down into the seat. Just
because | wasin love didn't have to turn meinto a hand puppet, did it? "You go hunting,’ | said. T'll start
making arrangements to go back home!'

'OK. OK. Ligen. You go in a car if that's what you want. But you have to understand, you aren't
just agrl anymore.’ He paused. He twisted round and leaned on the car bonnet as if the mere effort of
having to talk was exhausting him. 'If anything happens to you, don't you see? You're precious. You're
precious to me," he added, asif my being his precious changed anything he wanted it to change.



"You comein a car, but we make it the armoured car. Right? That way youll be safeif anything goes
wrong. | don't want to blow this whole treaty just because of a hdfman hunt. Once everything's
established you can do whatever you like. But just a the moment, you're too important.'

| didn't say aword.

Conor leaned forward, up close. "Armoured car, princess. Please?
| groaned. Well, he had apoint ... didn't he?

'OK, then.'

'Hoo-ray.'

He came over and gave me a cuddle through the car window but | just did the sack of potatoes on
him. He wasn't getting off o lightly.

The armoured car was one of those things with a whacking great gun gicking out the front where
you have to dimb in a hatch on the top. They dammed the lid down on me, and off we drove.

| was dill furious, but | started thinking of how Conor's face looked when | called hm a prat and |
began to snigger to mysdf. He was so cross!

And | thought, at least he saw senseinthe end. At least | got my way thistime, for once.
That's what | thought.

This armoured car. There were three of usin there and there was room for about one. The driver
was scrunched up over the controls, hogging this teeny tiny little scratched up, ditty little window. The
only window. The gunner was standing up with his head out the top, because there wasn't much room for
itingde. | was wedged in between. If | turned one way | got the back of the driver's head, if | looked the
other | had my nose in the gunner's trousers.

They were furious. It was dl polite and maam this and madam that, but they had a job to do and
let'sfaceit, | wasinthe way.

| had to peer out from behind the driver's head to get any sort of view at dl. It was ludicrous. There
wasn't room to get my weapon out, and | couldn't have fired it even if | could. And to make it dl utterly
usdess, that old tub only did about hdf a mile an hour. Conor had redly pulled one over on me. The
Land-Rovers were zipping off about as fast as they could. | could just see them on one dSde of the
driver's ears as they got amdler and smdler and disappeared behind the scenery. We were pootering
dong like afat old man.

Isthisthing any use at dl? | hissed to the driver.

'Not for the hunting, redly, maam,' he said. 'It's not a car for hunting in.’

Then what's it doing here? To carry unwelcome guests?

He glanced at the gunner, but dl you could see were his trousers and they didn't say anything.

'Well, if they get into trouble, they call us up on the shortwave and we come and blast them out,’ the
driver explained.



So that was it. They'd stuck me in the back-up. 1 might be mohbile -- but | had no more chance of
getting anywhere near the action than if I'd gone up that pylon. You bet your life the hdfmen weren't
going to get close to a vehidle packing a 100mm cannon out the front of it.

'Stitched up,’ | said.
The gunner didn't say athing.

We growled adong for about a quarter of an hour, but it was obvioudy usdess. In the end, | said,
'I've had enough of this, I'm going to St on my pylon. At least I'll be able to see what's going on there.’

They cdled Conor on the radio for permisson. Which was another thing. Why did everyone have to
ask Conor when they so much as wanted to scratch their nose? Anyway, permission granted of course.
By the time we got to the pylon there was a guard dready waiting up there for me. We dl got out of the
armoured car, and | dimbed up.

It was a long way up -- that was something; at lesst thered be a view. Down on the ground the
driver and the gunner had taken a tea break, and they were laughing and joking among themselves, dl
happy agan. | thought, there's going to be a few changes round here once | get home. Suddenly, 4l
Conor's explandaions were beginning to seem suspicioudy like excuses.
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Up here, above the trees and the crumbling masonry, the wind was harder than it had been on the
ground. It whipped her har and pushed her as she climbed. At the top, the guard gave her his hand and
tugged her roughly up the last few feet. It was gartlingly high. You could see forever.

The guard grinned and rubbed his hands together.
'Welcome to the fantasy, Princess,' he said.

Thewind roared. She knew dready she'd be sick and tired of it in her ears by the end of the day.
Down below, the men from the armoured car were dismantling the ladder. Nothing would get up, and
nathing could go down, either. Sgny pulled her anorak tight and peered across the broken landscape.

'‘Now that's something, ain't it? said the guard. And it redlly was. The gregt trees, the long, thin
meadows of wild flowers that used to be A-roads. Bushes leaned out of the chimneypots and moss
gathered in dense, vivid green mats on the collgpsed roofs.

It was a kind of paradise up here -- nature ill busy redaming the land. But it was deadly. Sgny
quickly stopped admiring the view. She grabbed her binoculars and started peering around, desperate for
her firg glimpse of the hafmen.

'Do they livein these houses?



'Oh, theyll live anywhere -- under a bush, in a housg, it's dl the same to them.’

'Why don't they fix things?

The guard shrugged. 'Too vicious to be bothered about keeping things together. 1've heard some of
'em occasondly fix the houses with bricks, they can just about mix the mortar and put one brick on top
of the next, but that's abot it."

'I thought they were supposed to be clever,’ said Signy.

'When it comes to murdering, they're clever enough. That's what they're made for. But they're too
vidous to think of anything else’ The guard nodded knowingly. Think of them as insects. Giant ants.
Munch, munch, munching their way across the place.’

'‘Machines made of flesh and blood,’ said Sgny with rdlish.

'‘And from their point of view, try to think of yoursdf as a pile of sausages, freshly fried. That way
you won't go far wrong.'

Sgny laughed. At least the guard wasn't too scared to tak normdly. 'And what about you? How
ghdl | think of you, then? Not sausages as wdl, surely?

'l like to think of mysdf as a nice little lamb chop, actualy,’ said the guard, which was a joke. He
was about two metres high, a big tough-looking bloke. He was covered in weaponry. There was a
meachine gun mounted on the pylon, a rocket launcher and something that might have been a bazooka
Even the birds wouldn't care to attack thét little ot.

'A rather heavily-armed lamb chop,’ said Signy.
Youll be safe with me. As far as the hdfmen are concerned, I'm doomsday.'

'OK. I'll cdl you Doomsday Chop, then.' They laughed at that. Sgny put her binoculars back up.
She peered into the trees, into the dark little caverns of the bushes, around the hdf-falen brickwork.
Spider men, bird women, children of the snake. Where were they dl?

'Will we see anything of the hunt? she asked.

'Doult it," said the guard. He laughed cheerfully. Up here with the princess was as safe as anywhere,
an easy posting. He'd been told by Conor to keep her amused. 'l don't think Conor'll let much come this
way. But you never know with hafmen.'

The two of them began along wait. It wasn't cold, but it was uncomfortable with the wind shouting
inyour ears dl the time non-stop. Every now and then Sgny would hear the sound of motors and she'd
leen forward and stare through her binoculars. She caught a glimpse of the Land-Rovers a couple of
times -- just aflash of grey metd racing among the cracked streets. Once, she thought she got a glimpse
of rough fur, but whatever it was bolted and was gone among the cover. Her best sghting was when
another amdl doud of those strange-looking birds rose into the air far away. It seemed to her that they
hed the faces of girls, but that far off it was difficult to be sure even with the binoculars.

She and Doomsday Chop amused themselves pretty wdl, but it was clear that the guard was right.
Conor had decided it was dl right for her to come on a hdfman hunt so long as she didn't see any
hafmen. The automatic pistol she wore under her coat was a mere courtesy. The heavy duty machine gun



mounted on the pylon and other hardware would keep the hdfmen wel away. She was in no danger a
dl. It was bitterly disgppointing.

Asthe day drew on, the clouds gathered and the wind grew colder. When the rain began to spit and
then drizzle, it became redlly unpleasant. There was no shelter and it was far too dangerous to get down
even if they could have. Doomsday had some food with him, a little picnic basket which held been given
for Sgny and his own packed lunch. She shared her luxurieswith him -- hot tea, wine and smoked ham.
She ate some of hisrough bread, which tasted full of grit.

Youll have somach ache and I'll have the squits,’ said Doomsday.

'‘Anyway, look, the hafmen can't be dl bad. They mugt have smuggled this tea in, everything has to
come through the hdfman lands. So it's possible to trade with them at least.’

'Oh yes, if you provide what they want, they can get you anything.'
'What's that, then?
‘Humen flesh," said the guard with great satisfaction.

'Hesh? Don't be daft. My father doesn't trade in flesh,” said Signy indignantly. 'And neither does
Conor," she added.

Doomsday shrugged. 'l don't know what your father does. Asfor Conor, well, he's trying to change
evaything, isnt he?

"You can tak to me -- itll just be between us,” Sgny promised.
But the guard just grinned ruefully and refused to talk.

'And the hdfmen mug trade with Outside to get this suff. Do Outside give them human flesh as
well?

'Musgt do. But | suppose there are other things. The tanks, for ingtance. They give them womb tanks,
50 they breed new versons of themsdves!

'Do they redly? To make a brand new creature -- but they mugt be very clever, then!"

'Easy! The technology does it dl for you. All you have to do is spit init, or get a few hairs of the
Cresture you want to add, that sort of thing. The technology extracts the DNA for you. Even a hafmen
can spit.”

They finished their food. The grey rain doud had gone, dthough it looked as though there were
more on the way. Everything was fresh, clean and wet ... and they were trapped two hundred feet above
ground, stuck in achill wind.

They played games, twenty questions and 1-Spy. They told jokes. But the cold wind was dowly
chilling their bones. Even in her out-of-town luxury, Sgny fdt that her bones were dowly turning to stone.

About hafway through the afternoon they heard the sound of vehicdles for the first time in hours. The
guard got to his feet, making cresking noises as he did so.

‘At lagt!" he groaned. The easy posting had turned into something of a torment. He leaned over the
ralings and peered through the bushes. Sgny dready had her binoculars out.



‘Let's hope they've had enough of the rain. At least youll get to see some hdfmen, even if it's only
dead ones!'

'Dead's no use,' said Sgny sadly. All the fun and danger had gone out of her life snce she became
important. She stood up to try and get a better view.

A Land-Rover came burdgting through the bushes and it was suddenly obvious that something was
wrong. The car was going far too fast, bouncing and veering medly from side to side. From further back,
more cars appeared, three of them, charging after the firgt one.

'What's going on? The guard pulled out his own binoculars and had them to his eyes just as Sgny
cried out, 'It's ahdfman -- a hdfmen at the whed !

They can't drive,' indgted the guard scornfully, but even as he said it he got his vison onto the hairy
ams, the paws pressed againg the steering whedl. The creature had no proper hands, which perhaps
accounted for its terrible driving.

The guard dropped his bins and took up his gun. He was scared to spray the vehidle in case there
were humans indde. Hafmen were wel known for their love of taking hostages. But he managed to fire a
burst of bullets at the tires. The car swerved -- the way it was being driven it didnt seem possible thet it
would carry on missing things for long anyway -- and dewed sideways into the ruins of a house.

There was a quiet second; then hdfmen began to pour out of the car. Big ones, amdl ones. They
could hear them ydping, barking and shouting. It must have been full to the brim with them. At last, Sgny
got her first good look.

They were squat, hary creatures, these ones -- dl the same type, more or less. Their heads were so
heavy they sank down onto ther chests. You could tdl at a glance how powerful their necks and jaws
were; these animas could crunch your thigh bone like a sugar stick. They were Sraight in the back, high
in the shoulder and had amdl, powerful, squat rumps. They tumbled out of the car yowling and yipping
and gibbering. Out of the wind, Sgny was sure she could make out afew words.

'Over there, no, not that way ... you..."
'Can they speak much? she asked the guard.

‘Only to lie growled the guard. He had hisrifle up at his shoulder. Now, he released a vidlent hall of
bullets down into the clustered group of beasts, before they had a chance to separate and spread out.

Hdf a dozen went down under the spray. Signy got a look through her binoculars a a big one,
pausing to look up over its shoulder a her and the guard. Its face was a picture of hatred, mdice and
fear.

‘But...
'What?
"It looks human!'

'Not hdf human enough,’ said the guard, rdleasing another hail of bullets. The hafman below danced
--avoiding them or taking them, she couldnt say. By now the pursuing cars were drawing close, and
fiing came from other directions as wel. Almog dl were down, but the big dog Sgny had seen was dill
on hisfedt, trying to gather the group together, snatching at the little ones. Another hall of bullets cracked
out; the creature ducked its head, shoved the few it had gathered in front of it, sank to dl fours and ran.



Ondl fours, the creatures lost any semblance they had to humans The turn of speed they took on was
horrifying, asif they had engines within them. Maybe they did.

Then they were gone, diving away in between the circle of four-wheders that had been forming
around them. The cars squedled and spun in the mud and roared off after them.

It was over. Like so much violence, it took only a moment in time. The wind whipped away the
sound of the cars racing away over the bumpy ground. The hunt -- or massacre, whatever it was -- was
going to finish out of Sght.

'Hithy bastards,” growled the guard. 'FHithy beasts..." Like most humans, the mere thought of the
hafmen filled him with hatred. Sgny looked at hisface and saw ... hatred, mdice, fear. She turned away
to follow the scene with her binoculars, but it had dl vanished.

'Do you think theyll get them dl? she asked, scanning the bushes. She thought she could see
movement where the cars might be, a long way off. But the speed a which the beasts moved was
frightening. They could be anywhere adready. The guard made a noise behind her.

'What? sad Sgny. 'What did you say? And as she spoke, she heard another noise -- a breath, a
gasp behind her, and fdt at the same time alight pressure on her waist. She spun round. The hdfman she
hed seen below a couple of minutes before was stting three feet away from her, saring her in the face.

'‘Guard!" she screamed, and usng an old trick, pointed behind the creature's shoulder as she reached
for her hand gun. But her gun was gone,

‘Lost something? Hey ho. Hey ho,’ crooned the creature. The pistol dangled loosdy from its
mongter's dlaw. The hafman shook his head and pointed down to the ground.

'‘Gone for adive,' it said. Its claws and jaws were red with blood.
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It was going to take it about one second for it to tear me to pieces. | flinched and | expected to be
dead before I'd finished flinching. But there | Hill was, dutching the side rallings. The hdfman dobbered
and grinned.

‘But...
I climbed," the creature growled. | thought, gods! We were a hundred feet above the ground.

It was dressed in a grubby wax jacket. It was dtting with its arms resting on its knees. It was more
then haf hyena, but maybe a splash of leopard was in it. All the time as | stared a it, its face was
working, twitching.



I thought, kill me now! What are you waiting for? But it just sat there watching me, swinging my gun
lazily from itsfinger. | glanced down. | could have fdlen from fear. | could see the guard's body tiny as a
broken toy on the ground below.

'‘Gone for adive,' it said again. | snatched at the gun, but it just tossed it over its shoulder. | watched
it tumble and turn in the air. It clattered on the meta struts and was gone into the grass.

'You're dead,' | told it. | was getting ready to fight, but this thing was designed to kill. "They're bound
to get you.'

‘But not before I've got you, eh? wheezed the hafman. The sounds of shouting came over from
behind; it glanced backwards, over its shoulder.

'You're dead,' | said again. I'd never been so scared. | wanted it to be scared, too. 'Y ou know it

'Yes, yes,' admitted the hadfman. 'My death. Or we could make a dedl..." It looked a me curioudy
and dobbered.

| fdt a sudden little splash of hope, but then | thought, they never make deds Everyone said so. It
was just playing with me.

"You're not even human,' | spat. The hafman Sghed and rubbed its head.

"Perhaps | should kill you now? It sounded asif it was asking me. Its heavy head hung so low on its
shouldersit had to peer a me from under its hairy eyebrows.

'Why don't you? | sneered. | was so scared!

The hdfman sniggered, a sort of funny giggle. ‘It won't save me,' it said. "Why should | kill you for no
reason? Why should | snk to your level? Hmm? Well, well?

| just stared. There wasn't aword of sensein me,

The hdfman spread his hands. 'I'm a trader,' he said. 'Name's Karl." He grinned a me. 'What did
you expect -- Fido? | trade between King Conor and the towns. | have good contacts. Jewellery, wine,
eectrica goods. Sometimes even wegpons. | make -- made -- a good living. But King Conor wants my
prices to be lower. He dways wants them to be lower. So | lower them and lower them until it's
pointless. Then | refuse. Then, King Conor organises a hdfman hunt’ The creature shrugged. 'It's dways
the same. Hell seek my stores and sted everything. Hell daughter my wives and my children and my
people, to show that it's best to obey him. HE's right, it's best to obey him. But maybe it's better to have
no dedings with the human. See? The hdfman sneered a me. "You ded with the humen part of the
halfmen till you get bored with it, then you can hunt down the animd. Easy. Easy. That's your levd, girly.'

| was so outraged | couldn't speak. He was a hdfman! How could he compare his filthy murders
with Conor! Conor had hisfaults -- 1'd been finding that out -- but he was no hdfman. Y ou have to make
hard decisions sometimesiif you're aruler, | knew dl about that. Thisthing wasn't even human!

It was some trick, that's dl. | thought, he just wants to try to get me to help him escape, and then
hed kill me.

'You...' But | had no words.

The hdfman sneezed. Its eyes began to water. | looked away in disgudt. | thought, it isn't even wdl
made, look at this mess. It dobbered and snotted and didn't even have the pride to hideits face.



‘Udly, | tald it. I was furious with it for its horrible lies 'Ugly!" | said again.

The thing shook its head angrily. 'What do you think? it growled. 'I'm going to die. My family have
just been murdered." More water came fromits eyes and nose and | suddenly thought, he's crying.

But...

It had to be another trick. These things have no fedings. Were the technicians at Ragnor so clever
they had made these creatures able to cry at will, just to gain extra seconds before the kill?

'Y our family? The little ones down there...? | asked.

'Of course. What did you think -- dwarfs? Thisian't fairyland.' It began to sob. It put its head down
onitsam and cried. | thought, it cries. | don't know what | thought. And | put out one hand -- | didn't
mean to, it just came out on itsown -- | put out one hand and touched it.

He wiped his eyes and watched me. | scratched the iff hair on the back of his neck, and patted him
roughly, like the great dog he was.

Behind us came the noise of the troops.
He pulled away.
"Just because you can cry. You're dill the enemy,’ | hissed.

'Sill the enemy. Always the enemy,’ the creature agreed. He leaned forward and began to touch me,
to pat my legs and sides. | thought he was going to maul me and | tried to push hm away, but he just
reached out and grabbed me with the other hand and held me so | had to stand there. He was so strong
-- if a horse had a hand he could grip you that hard. But he was only seeing if | was armed.

'Y ou chucked the pistal away,' | scolded him.

'Here comes lover-boy," he muttered, as a convoy of Land-Rovers raced towards us. 'Suppose it's
just a case of how many | take with me, mm? He raised his eyebrows a me, and sniffed the air.

"You could take me hostage,' | said. Don't misunderstand me, | wasn't offering to help him -- not
me! It was the only move | had. So what if he could cry for his children! He was 4ill the enemy, like he
sad. But if he hed me hostage held have to keep me dive.

'Ah, the new Queen! Well, what a prize! But I'm not so sure that having you with me would stop
them shooting.'

'What do you mean?

"Take my advice, Queeny. Conor's not the man to spread his power by tregties. He wants it dl --
yesterday, tomorrow, today, dl his, now. If you got killed on a hafman hunt he wouldn't mourn.”

"You'relying, | hissed. | was furious with him again. Now he was trying to spail things between me
and Conor!

'Held invite your dan for the funerd. Oh, yes, yes, yes. Hed love to have the Volsons come for a
vigt. He has nathing for any of you but death.’

'We have atreaty,' | said.



The hdfman looked at me and licked hisugly lips.
'So did I, he said, and he laughed, huf huf huf, under his breath.
| just laughed in his face. 'Do you think my father is on your levd, you hdf-thing?

The hdfman reached out so fagt | hardly saw it, and snatched my woolly hat off my head and
perched it on his own. He looked ludicrous -- his heavy hyena head with the hat pulled down over his
eyes.

‘Digyuise? he suggested, and laughed, huf huf huf. He smiled crookedly at me, and without thinking,
my eyes suddenly filled with tears because... because... Because he was more human than animd after
al. Because he could both laugh and cry. Do you see? He had the best weapons aready. He could laugh
and cry.

'l suppose you have the machine gun,' | told him, nodding at the ferocious-looking thing mounted on
theralings.

Sadly he hdd out his hand. The iff, short, stubby fingers were more like toes. 'No fingers, no
thumb. If you had a grenade | could have pulled out the pin with my teeth. | can't hold so much as a
hammer.'

As he spoke, the sound of the troops, the dogs, the four-whed drives broke out loud as they
thundered through the bushes under us.

The hdfmen turned to me. ‘Now | die. Have | a heart?

| thought, what? | said, "Yes, | know...'

He laughed and he said, 'Now, since you know me, look after thislittle one for me.’
He opened his coat and took out -- a kitten. HeE'd had it hidden in a pocket insde.

| put out my hands, and he lad it into them.

‘Don't let Conor or any of hismen seeit. Theyll kill it

'How do | know you're not just putting an enemy ingde the compound?

He shrugged. 'Y ou musgt judge for yoursdf. When she's grown up a bit you can let her go, take her
back to our lands. Or you can keep her if she wants to stay. But ligen, Princess...' He leaned forward to
me He had only a second, the vehicles were close. 'She wasn't made like me, or born like you. She
doesn't come from Outside or Indde. Youll see.' He leaned forward and whispered conspiraoridly,
'She has more than one shape.’

'What? What do you mean?

At that second a bullet ricocheted off the metd next to us. The hafman laughed. 'Are they such good
shots? Or don't they care so much about Va's daughter? I'll do you one last favour -- yes, I've dready
done you one. The kitten's nameis Cherry. Look after her. Keep her secret...'

Then he stood up draight, turned and threw himsdf over the railings as if he was vaulting a fence. |
screamed; | jumped up and looked down. The men were following the body with rifles but there was no
need. He bounced hafway down off the metd sruts a few times before he hit the ground and lay dill.
Burds of machine gunfire came from at least 9x separate guns as he lay there.



The men leaped out of their cars and ran around the shattered body. Faces looked up to me. One of
the generals raised his hands to his mouth and shouted through the wind, 'So we got here just in time,' he
bellowed.

| tucked the kitten under my anorak. 'Yes,' | said. 'Just intime!
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Afterwards, back in the compound the kill was put out on display. The bodies were lad out on
trestle tables, as if the dead hdfmen were some kind of picnic. It was late, dusk was coming down and
the light summer rain was fdling again. The stay-at-homes came out into the wet to see the mongters.
Adults stood under umbrdlas, shuddering, pulling up the lips to inspect the ugly teeth. The children ran
amongd them, terrified, ddighted and disgusted at so much death.

And Sgny -- Signy, who had in her pocket asmdl kitten that might or might not grow up into one of
these creatures --she walked past the tables and she thought, now they're nothing but dead mest. Uglier
then ever.

Here were the bird creatures that had come after her in a flock when they saw her car on its own.
Thin faces of girls and no skull at dl to speak of; dl shiny beaks and blonde hair. Here were the
cat-people -- or were they people-cats? --with bodies as powerful as cars. Here was something that
might once have been a monkey -- dtogether too human for her to look at, like a child.

But manly, the dead hafmen were the hyenamen, of the kind she had spoken to on the pylon. She
looked into their dull eyes and thought, isthis a parent? Uncle, mother, daughter, son? Or just some hdf
meachine made only to fool us? She knew the reputation for cunning. No doubt it was al some trick.

In her coat, degping againgt her bdly, hidden by the thick fleece of the anorak, perhaps there was a
killer yet to grow. Sgny hadn't made up her mind what to do with the hafman's gift. She'd examined it. It
was quite big, dmogt ayoung cat dready. It was bright and dert, but perfectly ordinary. It was a sweet
little thing, and the hdfman had moved her. Perhaps it was better to send it for a swim to the bottom of a

pond.

It occurred to her that the kitten was the hafman's pet. In its way, the idea that they kept pets was
as shocking to her as seeing him laugh and cry. Later, she tried to talk to Conor about the hafmen having
fedings but he laughed at her for even thinking about it, kissed her and cdled her sweet. That was not a
good way of deding with Signy, who did not in any way think of herself as sweet. So, for the time being,
she kept her mouth shut about the kitten. She told Conor that the hdfman had only just got up there when
his men came, and that it had been trying to arrange some ded with her for its life when a bullet hit it
Conor wasin no way suspicious, he only expressed wonder thet it hadn't torn her to pieces a once.

She fdt uncomfortable about her deceit, but she told hersdf she would tel Conor about it sooner or
later. The only reason she wasn't tdling him at once was because she was afraid he would take the kitten
away and kill it. And that redlisation made her think further, that she had no say over things. Conor would



have hisway -- had had hisway, would have hisway, no matter what she thought. And therefore, things
were not quite as they seemed.
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Later when | played with it donein the tower | found mysdf weeping. And this was why: the kitten
was likeme. | was londy. 1'd been londy for along time only | hadn't noticed because | wasin love.

The kitten was s0 swest, | fdl for her a once, but she made me sad, too, because | only wanted a
friend and a kitten isnt much of a friend, isit? | tickled her tummy and she tried to bite my fingers and
chase her tall, and loved me back a once. | examined her from head to tail, but | found nothing that
wasn't pure litle puss-cat. No humean fingers or teeth, nothing in her eyes that | hadn't seen in a kitten's
before. | knew | couldn't let her go, not unless | had to.

Inthe night | awoke thinking of something. | got up, haf adeep and went to the drawer where | kept
the letters from home. I'd been dreaming of Siggy. Funny ... I'd started missng himin my deep.

| sat there reading the letters. Theréd been quite afew from Sigs but | hadn't answered any of them.
| thought, jealous! Poor old Sigd | was just sdttling down to read them when there was a rattle from
below. Conor, cometo vist me. It was the first time my heart sank when | heard that trap door rattle,

| got up to hide the kitten, but it wasn't necessary. She'd been adleep on a cushion by my bed whilel
read, but she was in hiding dready. | wondered how she had understood to do that.

Conor camein. | didn't run to welcome him this time. He knew something was wrong. He stood in
front of me the way he used to when he was courting me, scowling and awkward, a shy man who didn't
know what to do with himsdf. | thought, pa, youll have to be sweeter than that to get round me this
time

He lifted his hands and let them drop. 'l was afraid for you,' he said.

| sad, 'l can be arad for mysdf, thanks. Is that why you've been kegping me up here? It's easier for
you not to worry about me?

He scowled, but he ploughed on, trying hard. ‘I mean, | was afraid. For mysdf.
‘What?
The hdfmen,’ he explained. And he blushed like a child. They scare meto pieces!

| said, 'What are you talking about? | didn't understand. Why should his being scared affect how he
treats me?



But he went on, ‘It scares me... so much. | don't know why. Like with heights.’
Then don't do it.’

It's... it'sweak.' He tried to stare mein the eye, but he was finding it hard. ‘I have to. Theréd be no
respect. So | have to. But | couldn't bear to have you there with me because...'

Conor stopped talking and his eyes filled with tears; and my heart melted. | said, 'Don't cry, don't
cry..." And | didnt want it to, because he had to give me some freedom, much more freedom, but my
heart melted and | ran up to him and held him tight, wrapped my arms around his big ugly mug. He buried
hisface in my shoulder and he let out a couple of harsh, trapped sobs.

They scare me, they scare me," he kept saying. And | dill didn't redly understand why his being
scared meant he had to keep me locked up on top of an old pylon while everyone ese had the fun. But |
knew it meant he loved me. And | redised then for the firg time that he had to fight so, so hard to be
what he wanted to be... supid man! Asif he wasn't dready enough. As if he wasn't dready enough for
me

It'sdl right,’ | told him. | kissed his precious tears. 'It's dl right.’
'Do you despise me now? he begged.
'Sssh. Ssssh. It's all right.’
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Promises were made of gold; you kept them if they were made with a treaty-partner. Enemies were
different, of course. Y ou expected them to lie. These days, Conor was counted a friend.

Wed agreed to go to vigt Conor right at the beginning. It was only fair, as Vd kept pointing out. He
comes to us, we go to him. The difference was, as | kept pointing out, we were as good as our word.

But you have to hand it to Conor. He put himsdf entirdy into our hands when he came here. We
could have snuffed his entire operation out. But that's the point. We never would. We gave our word.
Vd would have said that Conor'd started to behave like us by showing us trust, and even | had to admit
he had a point. Maybe if you can show trust you can offer it too.

Maybe.

Hadrian reckoned Conor had made peace because he had no choice. Conor had been losing the
battle for along time. It was just sense to make peace while you Hill had something to hang on to. The
quedtion was, was it true peace or just a way of buying time? Yeeh, there was a lot of debate about
whether it was safe to go or not but no debate at dl about whether or not to go. Promises had been



made. The new policy had to be carried through. If we didn't go, everyone would know there was no
trugt and, no trugt, no peace. So we went. We made sure, of course, that we were armed to the teeth --
the best men, the best weapons, the best cars. But as Had said, if you have to make a treaty vist into a

war party, you aint got no treaty.

Asfor me, | was planning on doing my best to be out of the way when the vist came, wel out of the
way. Like Antarctica or something. But in the end | wasn't so sure any more. Sgny for one thing. Do you
know, she redly wasin love? And | mean, Signy's idedistic and slly as hdf a pound of bacon sometimes,
but even she couldnt be that wrong. When she firgd went she was so pissed off with me she wouldn't
even reply to my letters, but over the summer she warmed up a bit. She even began to see my point of
view about the knife.

She was sounding a bit more redligtic about the whole thing, but not haf redigtic enough. It was like
shed been completdy pie-eyed about Conor to start with but snce then shed seen through him
somewhat. | thought, yeah... somewhat. She wrote pages about him to me, and | have to say, he
sounded like a serioudy damaged case to me. But, maybe his heart was in the right place. Signy certainly
thought so. Maybe it redlly was his father who'd been the bastard; maybe Conor redly did want things to
change. Sgny was going on about the old guard, and how she and Conor were fighting them, and how
great it'd be for us to get together again. Wdll, it was difficult. | didn't trust him but... | just wanted to see
her so bad!

And the other thing -- thisis kind of weird -- there was that knife. | didnt believe in the gods then,
and I'm not sure that | do now. Most likdy the dead man and his knife were out of Ragnor or one of the
other cities out there. But how come | fed theway | do? That's the difficult thing. | don't redly think men,
no matter how clever they are, can manufacture the way | fed just by giving me a knife. And | fed good.
Infact, | fed marvdlous. Don't ask me how or why, but | just know I'm going to be around for a long to
come... along time to come. And that makes me think that | can vist Conor and come away in one
piece.

Crazy? OK, crazy. And you know whet | think about the gods -- never trust someone who's gonna
live forever, they don't have enough to lose. Even so, Siggy's on aroll, and Conor an't gonna stop me
nOwW.
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We spent weeks preparing for the vist. Me and Conor planned it dl -- everything. No expense
gpared, no trouble too much. | told him how much care and money went into funding his vist and he
wanted ours to be every bit as good. We even stopped planning the schools and hospitas and dl the rest
aof it. Oh, | know it's easy to say we were spending money on oursalves while people were going hungry
and the Sck weren't being treated, but that's not the point.



We were building trust. We were meking a new world. That's a hard thing to do. | knew what it'd
be likefor Vad and my brothers. They'd be suspicious. They'd be afraid. They'd hope it was dl going to
work out, but they wouldn't know, not for sure. They'd drive in and the crowds would be cheering and
ydling and everythingd be great, and they ill wouldn't know that there wasn't going to be an ambush.
They'd St down to eat this gorgeous med, but they couldn't know for sure that the food wasn't poisoned.
It'd be just the same for them as it had been for Conor and his people. Not until they were on their way
home and back in their own territory would they know they were safe and that the whole big gamble had
pad off.

| know they have so many doubts, but they'll see. It takes an act of faith to make trust where there's
been only murder and war before. The people have done it; Conor has doneit. | know that my father
and my brothers will do it too.

| know Conor better now. | know he's not superman. | know he can be weak, | know he's scared.
| know hefinds trust hard. But he did it! That's the amazing thing, that's what | say to him when he garts
doubting -- he did it! He came to my father's lands. And if he can trugt, o can dl his people. Even the
old guard, even the security. When they see Vd on their own land, maybe even they'll come over to the
new way.

My father and my man. The new way.

Conor is terrified -- terified! It's hard to imagine | keep suddenly redising, this man is so scared!
Every bone in his body is tdling him that what he is doing is wrong. Everything hed ever been taught,
everything he knew, it was dl tdling him that what he was doing was wrong. Bt dill he went ahead with
it -- for the love of me, | sometimes think. But that's not to do him credit. | make too much of mysdf
sometimes. | know he tried to make this peace work before he even met me.

That's what makes him a great man. His vison is bigger than he is, just like my father. But what
Conor is doing is even harder, because he can't do it by being himsdf; he has to renvent himsdf as a
better man than heredly is.

Hdf the Estate of course are hating every second of it Conor told me about dl the arguments in
meetings, how they are trying to stop it a every turn. They know that if Va comes here and goes away
safe, nothing will ever be the same again. But it's too late. They'll see. Everything's set and there's nothing
anyone can do to stop it.
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He came to her on that last night. It would be safe to say that Conor was as done then as anyone
ever was. He was S0 tense he was weeping with anxiety. Signy by contrast was full of excitement. She
couldn't understand what made him so fearful, but sheld seen him like this before on big occasions. She
did her best to makeit dl right. She held him close. Later she tried to make love to him, but he couldn't
doit.



'Soft as alittle mouse tonight,’ she teased. Conor lay trembling in her arms. His heart wasin a vice of
ice

'Will it go off properly? Will it work? he asked her, and he amiled in a way that terrified her. But
Sgny was touched once again by what she saw as this grim man's weakness, his vulnerability. She kissed
him and held him tight and reassured him that everything would work ouit.

For Sgny had no idea of the scde of the deception. She believed in her father's vison and she
believed in Conor's heart. How could the one be so wrong, and the other so treacherous? She believed
she was turning war into friendship with the strength of her love. It was quite beyond her to imeagine that
she was just a maggot on a hook to catch afat old fish.

Long after she had fdlen adeep, Conor lay and stared up at the celing, holding her gently, but
unable to shed asngle tear. He had set himsdf on a course and was unable to turn away from it, even for
love. All his life he had been adle to hold his fedings deep indde himsdf, like tiny fish frozen in the icy
tightness of his heart. He had learned to do this long, long ago, when as a child he had dared show no
weakness to his father, and now it served him beautifully and horribly in his deception of Signy. So
deeply and tightly had he frozen hisfedings, he had no idea what they were.

He didn't know it, but Conor was bresking his own heart firg of dl. And where would he ever find
the wedth and the power to put that back together again?

27

Siggy

The crowds! It fdt like the whole world had come to see us off -- beggar girls shop men, street
kids, bigwigs, merchants, locad councillors, smugglers, thieves. Everyone. Big and little, dl waving and
cheering, because even though they may have had everything or nothing, they al had King Vd; and here
he was. The king bit was a sort of nickname, but everyone believed it'd become red one day.

It was great. It made me wish | wasn't part of the convoy, so | could stand with dl the others and
cheer King Vd and his sons on their way to show King Conor what was whét.

It was fird gear the whole time. It was a public holiday. Little fars, street sdlers, jugglers, comics,
theatre. There were so many dals and entertainments we had to keep stopping and wait while the guard
cleared the way so we could get through. Y ou could have gone quicker on a bike. You could have gone
quicker on foot. You couldve hopped there quicker. We'd have been pulled to pieces before we got
there, that's dl.



We entered Conor's land at Swiss Cottage and the crowds just got worse. They were hanging out
of windows, bulging out of doors. Even so, we weren't teking any risks. The old caterpillar truck is more
or less a tank, we were as safe in there as anywhere. We battened down the hatches, pulled on our
firegproof shirts and bullet proof vests and settled down to watch the carnivd on the video link with
outsde.

It was a summery day -- hot and amdly in the caterpillar. We four -- Had, Ben, Va and me -- we
were dl cooped up sweating away and bregthing each other's breath. There was jugt this ditty little
window for the driver. We could hardly see out, but what we could see made us jedous of the people
outsde. All those cheering crowds, ydling and hooting and cdling for us. They'd had generations of
tyranny and now we were coming. We were peace. They wanted to see us, and here we were hiding
away like rabbits from the fox.

Then, 'Bugger this' said Vd. We'd planned on keeping our heads down. It only took one assassin,
after dl. But seeing it dl on TV was perverse. Hel's teeth, it was us they were shouting for! So we
opened up the trap door on top -- and the noise that came inl When they saw our heads -- Conor's
people looking straight at usin the flesh -- it was desfening!

I've never seen anything like it, except a Signy's send-off. Everyone just went mad. They were
chearing and waving and jumping up and down -- millions of them, dl jammed onto the streets as if
they'd been packed in by machine. People were throwing flowers and bits of coloured paper they'd dyed
and screwed up into little bals. There was a scruffy little man sdling fried potatoes grinning up @ us from
the roadside. He reached up and offered me a potato, and | took it. | handed it to Vd -- he was the
mean, after dl --and he bit it in half and everyone cheered louder than ever. King Vd edting ther potato!
What an honour!

You could see it in ther faces. Everything was gonna be dl right now. It had to be! It was a
celebration. It was glorious! Even Hadrian was grinning from ear to ear.

'Conor can't go againg this crowd. His own people!’ he said.

And | thought, yesh! Vd! My father played for big stakes, the biggest. Not control of this bit or that
bit of London. He wanted it dl and he wanted it for everyone. The only problem was, he wanted to do it
dl himsdf. It was ajob of centuries. If held lived for ever, if Odin wasn't the God of the Dead, he might
have done it.

There was a thud some way off, then another dmost immediately. There was that shudder the air
gives when a big shdl lands nearby and then it began roaring. Hadrian pulled down the lid to the
armoured car with abang. Va jumped up and clutched the video screen. ‘But what about the crowd? he
sadinasurprised voice. Yeah, what about them? There it was on the little black and white picture. They
were being blown to pieces.

From a military point of view it was the perfect ambush. The street was narrow, our vehides were
dl srung out in athin line with the crowds shoved right up againgt us, aliving trap. Perfect. But was there
ever amore perfect treachery than usng your own people as cover?

For a moment we just stood there garing at the little screen. The crowd -- Conor's crowd -- was
swaying and rushing and splashing like water. When a shdl landed they went up in bits. Benny lot it a bit
and started trying to open the hatch. 'l want to see,' he explained when Had pulled him back down. |
knew what he meant -- watching dl that horror on the screen when it was happening just outside. You
wanted to find out if it was redly true.



Outsde, a shdl landed nearby. The car shuddered. They were getting our range.

'‘Move it!" roared Vd. Then came this awful few seconds with the driver banging the car backwards
and forwards and blagting the horn. He couldn't bring himsdlf to drive over theliving people. Had and vVd
roared a him together. There was another violent jerk as he gaveit gas and brake at the same time. The
driver screamed, 'Go!" to himsdf, and we shot off, tearing over the crowd, crushing people like cabbages
under us.

It was a massacre. Our soldiers on foot and the crowds lining the roads went fird. You could see
them literdly zzing under the gunfire. Then the vehicles went up in flames -- BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
The crowd fled back from the road, trampling the wounded and the weak down. The dead piled up like
barricades of sandbags around them. The others got about ten paces before they were wedged tight
agang the buildings. They were being massacred twice, once by Conor and once by our vehides
twiding and rewving on top of them. They pressed back againg the walls to get away from us, and a
curtain of space opened up around our vehicles. The streets were spotted with a red pulp.

Vd and Had darted screaming orders down the radio phone. Benny was praying to Jesus and
Odin. | peered out of the little ditty window. Our vehicles were trying to re-group but the streets were
too narrow. All we could redly do was run. The foot troops were dready gone. If they weren't dead
they were burying themsdlves in the crowd, but the guns were ill going after them. It must have cogt fifty
aviliansfor every one of us. All around, the line of vehidles was popping into ally fire one after another.
Then we got hit It wasn't direct, but the whole car was flung sdeways. We were shaken about in it like
little bloody peas. When it settled, the driver crawled back to the radio phone wiping the blood off his
face.

He rattled the connection. 'It's dead,' he said.
'So're we,' sad Had.

We dl looked sdeways a Father. He was daing a the video screen; that was dead too. He
banged at it with his hand.

It's dl gone,' he said wonderingly. He couldn't understand. | think Va must've decided he was
immorta or something. | saw Hadrian shrug dightly, not meaning he didn't care. But it was too late now.

Then another shdll landed near us and we floated up and landed with a huge crash and rolled over. |
don't know what it was made of, that armoured car. It was donkey's years old, built way back, but it
was dmog indestructible. It just bounced around a bit and ended up upside down. But ingde -- wdl, we
weren't made like that. | was skinned; | had the skin off one sde of my face where I'd skidded againgt
the control pand, | was black with bruises down my back and my front, but | never noticed it till much
later. | wasn't the worst. Had was groaning in a heap. Benny was screaming. Vd was covered in blood
from head to foot, he looked like a demon. The driver was trying to crawl back to the driving seat but |
think hisleg was broken, or twisted or something. He screamed and fdl back to the floor.

It's up to Aaron now," said Vd; that was our generd.

Then akind of miradle happened. Y et another shell hit the car, yet again we rolled over and banged
around in there like lumps of meat in amincer. But thistime the car landed on its tracks. | dragged mysdf
into the driving sea, and would you bdieve it, the engine roared into life. Three hits, and sill working!

'Odin loves ud' screamed Val. The engine revved, and we were off. Thet car! 1t must've weighed dl
of five tons, but it skittered up the streets like a little cat. Had was out of it, that last hit had redly hurt
him. Vd and Benny were holding him and the driver, and they were dl screaming a me, 'GO! GO! GO!'



People were running in front of us, diving out of the way. | clenched my teeth and powered through them,
over them. Smoke and fire everywhere. Other vehidles fleeing. | couldn't even see the enemy.

We were crashing through crushed gdls and deserted bandstands, bouncing over hegps of people.
We rushed up the dtreet, turned a corner, turned another. We were disappearing into the houses. We
were making it, we were doing it, we were getting out! We could have done it! But then...

Then | saw him: the man in the broad-brimmed hat. The dead man, Odin. He was sanding on the
hesped-up dead, wetching us drive. | thought, shit! What are you doing here? Come to watch the
prisoners tear up the escape plans? But what spooked me was this the hall of bullets wasn't bouncing off
him; it was blowing through him, ruffling his clothes, tirring his hair. God or robot or cyborg, | thought,
thisis spectator sport for the likes of you.

Vd said, 'Stop the car.'

| just decided that hadn't happened. 'Stop the car!” ydled Vd. He was leaning over my shoulder,
daing out of the window. | just ignored him, but he grabbed at the whed. Had | known -- but wha
could I do? He was my father. | lifted my hands and took my foot off the gas. Vd pushed me out of my
place and steered us around until we were close to Odin.

'Oh, God, oh, God," moaned Ben. Through the carnage, Odin was waking across to mest us.
It'smy time' sad VA.

| thought, your time? Isdl this death just SO Odin can pick you up? There's a saying, see -- to go to
Odin. To die. My father believed that dl this was nothing more than Odin arranging the manner of his
desth.

We watched him get close, then he disappeared from the screen as he dimbed up onto the car. You
could hear him crawling on the roof. Then -- BANG BANG BANG -- he was pounding on the hatch.
Vd stood there staring upwards.

'It's some trick of Conor's,' | indsted, but even | didn't believe it. | could fed the knife by my sde
like aliving thing; that was enough to let me know this was nothing to do with Conor. And something ese
-- everything had gone so quiet. You could dill hear the shdlls, but it dl sounded digtant, like chestnuts
popping in afire, even though we were only a couple of streets away.

Vd lifted hisarm up to open the hatch. Ben screeched, 'No!

Even Had, in amess on the floor, had cottoned on to what was happening. 'Don't go, don't go!" he
groaned.

Outside a spatter of bullets crackled againg the metd of the armoured car.

'‘We can dill get away if...' | began. But | was interrupted by more pounding -- BANG BANG
BANG!

'We can never get away from him," said V.

| pulled a Vd's am. Ben was tugging desperately at his clothes. Vd said, ‘Let go." And we did, a
once. That was how used we were to obeying him.

From above came afury of banging, asif the god was having a tantrum outsde. Vd stared up at the
hatch. 'l can't avoid the time of my death, but | can face it in my own manner,’ he said. But I've never



seen hisface look so strange.

Vd leaned up and pushed open the trap door. The sounds came rushing in upon us again -- people
screaming, guns roaring. It was desfening, we dl flinched back. There was no 9gn of Odin. Va turned to
face us one lagt time and tried to ydl above the racket. | missed the fird bit.

"...prisoners squabbling in the exercise yard.'
He put his arms up, ready to pull himsdf up.

'One of you get away. Even one," were hislast words to us. He was looking at me, then he glanced
down to the knife | wore a my side. | knew what he meant. Odin had chosen me. | thought, yeah, greet,
and he's chosen you, too.

Then he hoisted himsdf up and out. | didnt see the meeting between Odin and my father. We
crowded round the narrow window, but there was no Sgn of ether of the dead men. A shdl landed near
to us and blasted the trap door shut. | thought | caught a glimpse of someone tdl walking away through
the smoke and turning the street corner; then the smoke and broken wals hid whatever it was. Another
gl landed near us.

Wed logt our lead, there was no chance of escgping now. Ther cars were coming in on us. The
only thing was to surrender.

The radio was broken, so we had to open the hatch and wave a shirt out of the window, but they
dill hit us with one more shel before they clocked that we were waiting. Then the guns stopped spesking
and a voice on a megaphone ordered us out. Ben and me got out on our own with our hands up. Had
couldnt walk. Outside, the only people lay flat on the ground, and there were many of them. | could see
Vd; he lay face down. Then we saw the soldiers coming through the smoke. | expected them to execute
usat once, but they had some gloating to do fird.

Asmy brother Hadrian once said, if you ain't clever and you aint honest, dl you got left is ruthless.
Conor had that in plenty.

That's the end of this story about Va's times. As we came down | thought, what about Signy?
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In the morning Conor had dready gone. Signy got up and did her exercises in her private gym. She
hed a shower, dressed, and went to go down to the compound but the trap door was shut tight.

Her heart was going a once, asif it knew what she didn't. Well, maybe the door was jammed. She
banged and shouted. Then she cursed and stamped on it a few times, before going to the internd phone
to cdl someone to come and dedl with it. But the phone, of course, was dead.

Sgny understood. A little voice indgde her seemed to say, | told you so. She had after dl been an



accomplice in her own deception, but she was not yet ready to admit it. Her cat, Cherry, brushed againgt
her ankles and batted with her paws at the edges of her dressing gown. Sgny scooped her up and held
her tightly, svaying from sde to side.

"You knew, you knew, didn't you, darling? she sad absently. Cherry had dways hidden whenever
Conor was visting.

Sgny put the cat down and ran to look outside. There, in the long grass that grew at the edges of the
clearing, hdf obscured by the trees and bushes, she could make out the form of a soldier on guard. She
banged on the window, but the man stayed where he was. Sgny was about to look again, but then she
caught 9ght of another... then another... then another, arranged in aloose circle around her home.

Quietly, asif afrad they might see her, Sgny moved away from the window and made her way up
the tower. Right a the top was another trap door leading out to the roof. Signy pushed it open and
cimbed through it. She stood up on tiptoes as high as she could and looked south over the city.

You could see everything that was to be seen from here: the endless buildings fdling into disrepair,
the high, shattered towers of her father's lands that had once housed the finendd ingtitutions of the world,
before the gang wars and the hdfman wars. But dthough she could see so far, the trees and buildings
prevented her from seeing what was happening on the streets.

Sgny dlowed hersdf to think the impossble. Betrayd? But the deception would be massvel The
plans she and Conor had made! The love-making. Could he even fake love? Or had he sSmply used his
love? And what about the people? Had the crowds and the cheering been part of a plot? Had the whole
of North London beeninon it?

No, no, it wasn't possible. If an ambush had been planned surdy there would have been cars
coming and going, weapons moved about. It would be a battle to end dl battles And she had seen
nothing, heard nothing. It just wasn't possible.

Reassured by this thought, she began to dimb the high wire fence which surrounded the roof, in
order to atract the attention of the soldiers. She couldn't get to the top, as the fence curved inwards,
coiled with razor wire. She had asked Conor to have this taken down many times, and he had promised,
but somehow nothing had happened. She got up two metres and, dinging to the wire, caled to the
guards standing hdf hidden in the woods. They turned at once to look up. One of them raised his gun and
pointed it a her. Sgny froze. She hung there, walting, until the man fired -- a warning shot above her
head, but not terribly far above her head. Signy dropped down to the ground and walked round the roof.

"Theré€'s been a revalt,’ she redised. Of course... that was it. The rivad families Conor had told her
about s0 often -- the O'Haras, the Sandersons, the old guard. This was their work; she was their
prisoner, not Conor'sl And suddenly Signy was overcome with worry and fear for her Conor, who mugt
even now be fighting for hislife. Who might even now lie dead!

There was a noise behind her, coming from the trap door. Sgny gasped and caught her breath in
fear, but it was only Cherry. Thelittle cat ran to her and she bent to pick her up. Stroking her head, Signy
sat down on the roof, and waited. There was nothing ese she could do. In an evil way it was a comfort
to think that it was not just her who had been betrayed, but Conor as well. Her only hope was that the
revolt could be contained. Perhaps her father would help Conor crush it!

Yes. A revolt. That was the answer. Otherwise the deception would be unbearable.



29

Sogy

Thefighting started a mid-day.

It was only amile or so away. There was fire and bangs and clouds of black smoke and the gtink of
petrol and hot meta and... and burned flesh. But | couldn't see whose.

| kept thinking, how stupid! Why did the rebels wait until my father and his army was here? Now my
people will join with Conor and they'll have two to fight instead of one. How stupid! | kept looking and
ligening, asif it was possible to tdl from the sound who was firing the shells and who was being hit.

It didn't last long, that was one thing. Less than an hour. | dimbed up and caled out to the guards.
What was going on? Who was winning? Who was fighting? All they did was fire over my heed, closer
thistime. | got back down. | wasn't ready to die. Not yet.

| waited and waited. No one came. Why wasn't someone coming? The fighting had stopped hours
ago. Surdy the rebds hadn't won, not fighting againgt both Conor and my father? Va wouldn't come
unarmed! | waited along, long time, but no one came.

In the evening the guard changed and | caled to these new ones, but they said nothing. The day
dulled, then got dark. And ... | knew what had happened. It fdt like I'd dmost done it mysdf. | knew, |
jugt didn't let mysdf tdl mysdf. | couldn't because it was something I'd had a hand in mysdif.

| didn't do anything yet. | wanted proof.

It was very late, very dark in the night | heard cheers and the sound of the big engines. Then | saw
the lights, the spots and floodlights, the burning torches flashing in and out of the trees. A processon was
winding its way towards the compound. | was jumping up and peering and trying to use my binoculars,
but it was dl too far away. It took them ages to get to the gates of the compound where | could get a hdf
decent view of them as they camein.

Fird it was the big Suff: the lorries, the tanks, the armoured vehicles. Then came the carts pulled by
horses -- many more of these; horses were easier to get hold of than petrol. All around the men milled,
shouting and carrying torches, so fire and light accompanied them every step of the way.

Then it was the booty. The captured machinery: our cars, our tanks, the lorries loaded with gifts for
Conor. The grey-faced prisoners marching dong with their hands on their heads. Slaves. | couldn't make
out their faces. Even through the binoculars and with torchlight it was too dark to tdl who they were, but
| knew the uniforms But | dill didn't beieve. With something like that you need every doubt to be
dragged from you before youll dlow it redly has happened.

Inthe middle of it dl there was a cart with a amdl tower of scaffolding built on top of it. A team of



men dragged the tower dong. When they sumbled or fdl they were whipped and that told me. When did
my father ever have daves, or whip them? On the top of the tower, picked out in spotlights, was a figure,
tied spread-eagled in a square of scaffolding. The head bounced and flopped as the cart bumped over
the road. They were throwing stones and sticks a him. They were taking pot shots with their guns, even
though he was dready dead so he was just a bloody mop of rags tied up there by thistime. | had to stare
hard to make out anything. Of course they amed at the face dl the time and | could have fooled mysdf
longer if I'd wanted to, but | knew my father, even after dl they'd done. | knew him by his shape. | knew
him by the way | began to cry as soon as | got hisfigurein focus.

| took the binoculars off. | think Cherry was mewing a my feet. | didn't care who'd done it, | just
hoped and hoped it wasn't Conor, but it didn't matter anyway. | went to the trgp door. 1'd have to smash
awindow s0 | could jump out of it. But down below, the gangmen were waiting for me,

She ran graight back up to the roof as soon as she heard the door below her burst open, but there
was no lock on the trap door. Everything had been thought of long ago. They pulled her down off the
fence she was dinging to. In digtraction she started to cdl for Cherry but her pet was nowhere to be
seen. Her hands were cuffed behind her back and she was dragged roughly down agan through the trap
door. Sgny screamed once in pain as they bent her ams too far back, but after that she uttered no
sound, asif even her voice was worth more than these people deserved.

The guard pushed her through the trap door like a sack of bones, and dropped her down from the
top of the ladder, so she twisted as she fdl and landed on her sde with a sckening thud. She was pulled
a once to her feet, gasping and winded, and dragged into another room. All the time she kept her
dlence. She was pushed to the floor. The guard cried, 'Maam!' and stood to attention.

Sgny twisted her face Sdeways from the carpet to see who she had been taken to. It was a woman,
tall, redheaded, dressed in a business-like grey trouser suit. She was taking evenly into the phone, which
had been reconnected. As she taked she stared down a her victim with eyes that looked right through
her. Sgny knew her from before. Conor had pointed her out often enough. This was Anne Sanderson,
one of the heads of the Interior Security Forces, a high-up officid in the secret police.

The woman put down the phone dill watching Signy.
"Where's Conor? begged Sgny. But she didn't dare ask what they had done with him.
'Celébrating, said the woman. She amiled thinly and picked up the phone again. Signy spat.

The woman began didling. 'Both legs,’ she said to the guard without looking up. They picked Sgny
up and carried her away into an adjoining room. She was put down on the floor, more gently this time.
Three guards hed her down, one pressing her shoulders onto the carpet, the other two holding tightly to
her ankles. She twisted her head round and asked, 'What about my brothers? Tdl me, tdl me -- | want
to know what has happened to my brothers!’



One of the guards said quietly, "Y our brothers are dead.’

Someone ese came up behind her. She caught a glimpse of a pair of wire-cutters with red plagtic on
the handle. One of her legs was bent hdfway up at the knee and there was a searing pain a the back of
her leg. At the same time there was a horrible dack sensation right up her thigh. Sgny sobbed. The leg
was released and fdl like ajoint of meet to the floor. No one bothered to hold on to it. She tried to kick
but her muscles only twitched. Then, the same on the other side.

She was panting in shock. The men were no longer bothering to hold her down. She sat up, trying to
kned to examine the wounds, but her legs wouldn't hold and she fdl back. She tried to sraighten her legs
but couldn't. She pulled them out from under her and twisted round to see.

It was the tendons behind her knees. Sgny had been hamstrung. She was to be a prisoner in her
own body. She would never walk straight or run again, but only hobble panfully like an old woman.

One of the guards, the one who had spoken softly to her, picked her up in hisarms. She dung to his
neck like a baby, weeping. The blood poured from her leg over hisarm.

'Bed for you,' he said, and he carried her up.
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Sggy, Hadrian and Ben weren't dead -- not yet. Nothing so quick was planned for them.

They made their journey to the compound tied hand and foot in the back of a horse-drawn cart. The
soldiers waking dongsde spat at them and threw bricks and hit them with sticks. One of the gangmen
got scared they'd be killed by the time they got back, so he had them transferred to an enclosed ven
where they couldn't be got at.

Once indde the compound they were locked in a cold, ally building, obvioudy a garage workshop.
There was a ramp with a pit under it, with a car jacked up overhead. Other cars, some hdf in pieces,
some clean and shiny, were parked nearby. The floor was concrete, oil-stained and damp; dl around the
gdes were work surfaces, vices and tools. On the floor where they lay was a sted girder, some bottles of
gas and apile of chans,

The three brothers were bound in the chains. Sggy and Ben put up with the rough treatment as wel
as they could, but Hadrian had suffered badly in the crashes in the armoured car and couldn't help
screaming. Once they were secure, one of the men put on a thick welder's hdmet, dragged the
equipment over, and began to weld thar chains to the iron girder.

He began with Had. There was the amndl of hot metd, the snge of burning har and cloth as the
chains heated up. Thelinks turned red; there was the sudden stink of scorched flesh, and Had began to
scream like a madman. When he was securdly welded to the beam, the man moved dong the line and
turned his atention to Siggy.



Only when the work was dl done and the brothers had been gagged, did a door open and out
stepped Conor from the shadows.

He did not look at them or address them. He came to stand by ther feet and looked at their legs.
Then he motioned to one of the guards and pointed at Siggy.

The knife,' said Conor. 'Hand me the knife.'

The guard bent to Siggy's waist and removed the knife with the blue milky blade of chipped stone
and handed it to Conor. Conor smiled, for the firg time. He ran hisfinger dong the side of the blade and
sad, "You should have given it to me when | asked you,' as if dl this had been just to get the knife.
Perhaps it was. He stroked the flat of the blade carefully, and smiled once more.

‘Leave them Outside for the Pig,' he said, and turned to leave.

Back in the fresh air, Conor stopped and leaned back againg awdl. It had been a long day, and he
had managed very little deep for the past weeks. Seeing the brothers had exhausted him, somehow. He
thought of Sgny locked in her tower and winced. Behind him, he could hear the screams from the
brothers as ten of his men heaved the girder up into the back of one of the trucks. Conor winced again,
but he samiled a moment later.

Hed doneit. HEd done what even the great Va Volson had faled to do; he'd united London. He
was the one who would be remembered as King of London. And he wasn't done yet. He hadn't even
begun. Next, it would be the hafmen. After that, the towns and cities around London --Ragnor itsdlf.

And now he had the knife.

Conor looked down &t the crude blade. His. He took it firmly by the handle, pressed the point
agand the brick of thewal he stood by, and pushed. The blade sank into the stone with a soft noise, as
if he were pushing it into warm, dry sand.

Conor smiled with ddight. He had not dared try thisin front of Sggy in case it refused to work for
him, but now he was sorry he'd doubted himsdf. Odin had meant him to have it after dl.

He took the knife to draw it out again, but it refused to budge.

Conor hissed with frustration and heaved, but it was set solid. He looked around him to make sure
he was done before putting hisdl into it. It would be anful to be caught sraining at this greatest prize of
dl like a glly weak boy. He tried again, put his foot to the wall, tugged and strained. But the knife was
immovable. Now he would have to get his men to chip it out, and the word would be around the
compound in a day. Conor was livid.

As he gtared at the thing in the wall in hatred, there was sudden movement in front of him and Conor
legpt up into the air with a squed of fright.

It was a child, agirl aged about ten. She seemed to have come from nowhere. She had no fear. She
stood there and stared asif she knew dl his secrets.

'You're afool, sad the child. 'Don't you redise that you love her?

Conor gaped. The child scowled a him and waked away, turning into a doorway a little way dong.
Conor was dill trembling -- sheld seemed to saring out of the earth -- before he was overtaken by a



tremendous anger. He ran dong the wal to the door and followed her in.

It was aamdl room, a storeroom for stacks of chegp pladtic chairs. The only other door was closed
and he would surdy have heard it open. The girl must be hiding anonggt the chairs.

Conor turned his rage on them, heaving them and hurling them to one Sde, but there was no one
there -- only a smdl cat that ran out past his feet. He got down to peer dong the floor, but there was
nothing to see. She mugt have dipped out after dl. He opened the door that led into the building and
looked down the corridor. Nothing.

As he stood there, confused and upset, it occurred in a flash to Conor that this was impossble, that
the girl hadn't behaved like a girl, but had appeared like a dream and disappeared agan like one. The
mogt likdy explanation for what had happened was that he had seen an hdludnation -- a waking dream.
What the girl had said, he must have made her say. He sat down on one of the chairs. He began to
tremble again. Ingde himsdf he could fed an avalanche of tears. He sat and waited for them, but as usud
they never came. His father Abel had done his work wel when Conor was a child. No quantity of tears
could break through the mask of iron the old man had built around his son's heart.

32

Siggy

It was early September, green just going ydlow. Lovely day. Great swathes of fireweed gone dl
flossy. The ar was full of fluffy seeds. There were blocks of woodland growing up in the old gardens,
there were trees pushing up through the pavements, pushing through the roads, pushing down the walls.
A whole house -- wel, a hegp of rubble and a few wals, redly, but it was dl covered with this brilliant
red creeper. Wals tumbled down, rubble piled up. It was a hdf town for the hafmen. You'd have cdled
it pretty if you didn't know what was waiting there for us.

| thought of dl the men and women who'd ended up like this, tortured and broken, set up to diein
the worst way possible. Why go to such trouble to make us suffer? That was Conor for you. He didn't
just want defeat. He wanted humiliation.

The Land-Rover bumped and banged over the pot-holes and bricks. Had was screaming and
gibbering, he'd seemed to get everything worse than me and Ben. He'd broken his ankle and some ribs in
the armoured car, and then when they found us Conor's men had redly taken it out on him. They spent a
good five minutes just kicking him. Y ou could hear hisribs bresking. | thought it was going to be our turn
next, but for some reason they didn't bother.

The Land-Rover ground to a hdt and the soldiers jumped out.
'Feeding time!’

'Y ou're going to see some Sghts tonight. Y ou ain't gonnalive to tel anyone about it.'



It took ten of them to lift the beam down. We hung groaning in our chains, then they dropped the
whole thing heavily on the ground. One of them bent down and pulled hard a my hand to make me cry
out. 'Doesn't hurt any less just because you're gonna die, does it, boy?

They spent a little time tormenting us, kicking at our hands in the welded shackles to make us
scream, but the officer with them put a stop to it. | think he and a few of the others might have been
sympathetic -- we could have done with someone to put some damp cloth between our wrigts and the
metd -- but no one dared help us in case one of the others told. After hed ordered them back into the
cars he looked at us and just shrugged before he jumped in afterwards and they dl drove off.

You want to be brave, for the others as much as yoursdf. But you can't. You can bite your tongue,
you can pretend, but ingde... that's something else. You can't help being afraid.

There was a building to one side collgpsed like a pack of huge cards, layers of it dl fdlen down on
top of each other. | think it had been a multi-storey car park. We were on a sort of meadow of dry, thin
soil, full of moss and seedy little plants. | think it had been an area of tarmac once. Here and there little
birch trees and buddieia pushed through. A rusted, haf-torn-up metd sgn with a few scraps of paint lay
nearby. In front of us was a gtripe of the same thin maossy ground, where a road once ran.

| said, 'Looks like a good place for a picnic,” but no one laughed.

Asthe day warmed up Had began to pant like a dog. He was so far gone. He was dways the one
with the cool head, but he was redly suffering. He kept cdling for water. Ben did a clever thing and
gtarted to 9ng to him, the songs our nan used to 9ng to us al when we were andl. That camed him
down. Every now and then he seemed to come to.

'Have you got your knife? he asked me. 'Y ou can cut us free!'
‘Conor took it, Had.'
‘Conor took everything,' he said.

But we didn't speak much. There wasn't any 'How bad are you? suff. What for? | tried to jolly
everyone dong with a few more wisecracks about picnics and who would taste the best, and maybe
they'd leave Ben aone because of his flavour. Ben and | sung songs for a bit. Had joined in for a while,
but then off he went again, panting and raving. | hated that, because he was the best of us. We tried to
turn off, but he went on and on. There was nothing dse to liden to, just the birdsong when he drew
breath. We wanted so much to go and hep him.

| found mysdf thinking about Signy. What had Conor done to her? And | wondered -- | knew it
was hardly possible, but you never knew with my sster -- | wondered if shed manage to get help to us.

After about an hour, the birds came.

Had spotted them firs. He'd passed out for awhile. There was amerciful silence, but when | looked
across agan his eyes were wide open and he was garing up into the sky sraight above him. 1 looked up,
and there they were.

They were high up at that point, little shapes with slver wings dirding high overhead. You could hear
their cdls as they came lower, but it wasn't until they were as big as gulls that we could hear what they
were saying.



"We're coming, were coming, we're coming, ahh, were coming,’ they screamed. They had voices
like ydling children. But maybe they were only tormenting us because they didn't come -- not yet,
anyway. When they were maybe fifty feet above us they stopped and just circled round and round.
Perhaps they were suspicious that the guards were usng us as bait.

They circled for another hdf an hour, cdling, "We're coming, soon, soon, soon, soon..." in their high,
funy voices. Then they began to swoop in lower and the cdl changed. 'Hungry, hungry, hungry, they
cried. Pretty soon we could make out their facesin the pae light, crud white wedges with dark eyes and
fleshy beaks armed with ydlow teeth. They were about the size of a child, with dim, tight bodies covered
in black, glossy feathers like a rook’s, and wings as big as doors. They began to quarrd even before
they'd touched down. 'Mine, mine, mine... leave him, leave him, leave him... They were down so low we
could fed the wind off their wings. Then the firg couple landed, bouncing dong a few steps and holding
their wings above their backs. They settled, folded their wings, and began to step over towards us. Ther
feat were iron-clad.

And then something began to bellow.

For a dreadful second | thought it was Had, but no human throat spoke like that. It was like nothing
on earth --squedling, screaming and roaring dl at the same time. We dl tried to jump to our feet and
jarred againg our chains. The birds screeched and reversed back into the air, flapping desperately. There
was a gde from their wings They were furious. | could see their beaks opening and closing. There was a
brief gap while whatever it was drew breath and you could hear the birds. 'Hungry, hungry, hungry...
Ours, ours, ours, ours, ours...' they cried. Then they were drowned out again as the bdlowing started up
agan.

Something was crashing in the undergrowth around the collapsed car park. | could see a huge bulk
moving amongst the brambles. Then it pushed its way through, dill screaming, and charged us.

| think it was once a pig. It was huge... and s0 ugly! All pock-marked skin and gtink. It had a vast
head, the long snout filled with crooked ydlow tusks. But things had been done to it. At the back its feet
were clawed, but at the front it had hands -- thick snewy hands pounding the earth undernesath it. Its
body was brigly and pink, hdf pig, hdf man. Its shoulders were fa and muscly. Its face was dl pig
except that it had some sort of beard right up to its piggy eyes, and its mouth was too full of tusks.

It stood some yards off and screamed at us at the top of its voice, screaming, squeding and grunting
like pigs do, but roaring terribly, too. 1 don't know why, | suppose it was trying to frighten us, and it
worked dl right. We just sat there and screamed back. It came closer, dill making that terrible noise,
getting right up close so thet the spittle fdl on our faces.

Then | think it spotted the welded chains. It stopped ydling suddenly and grunted curioudy, then it
walked right up close to have a look. Its head was about a metre long and it had to tip its whole body to
one Sde to get a proper look. Then, it began to laugh. Oh, yeah, it found the whole stuation redly funny.
It was grunting and snorting and ralling about. It laughed so much it collapsed onto its elbows and buried
its snout in the earth, sheking its head from Side to side and dgpping a the ground with its hands.

When it recovered it got back up and went to Hadrian. It leant with one elbow on the iron beam and
fdt hm dl over with that thick piggy hand, hislegs, his body, hisface. It settled on his neck and began to
sueeze. Hadrian didn't even have time to gurgle. Then it took a huge bite out of his Sde.



In a amdl room with no windows nicked away in a high corner of the water tower, Sgny lay on a
narrow bed, her ruined legs wrapped in grubby bandages. Around her were bars and bare metd. The
illuson had been removed -- the wood panelling, the carpets, the expensive curtains, the brass fittings, dl
torn down and taken away. The tdlevison sets, the phones, the computer, the mudc, dl gone. Everything
but bars and chains were too good for her now.

In among the utmost loss of everything Signy had one consolation. Somehow, without anyone seeing
her, Cherry had managed to sneak in and hide under the bed. When dl was clear the little cat, who had
grown lean and deek in the past few months, jumped up onto the bed, begged to be stroked for five
minutes, and then curled up neatly and fdl sraight to deep. Signy woke her up every now and then,
dutching her and weeping, and Cherry dlowed her to hold her too tight and get her fur wet with tears.

At some point a guard entered with atray of food and Sgny tensed and shrank away, but they had
dready done everything they wanted to with her. The man put the tray down on the floor.

'You'd better eat,’ he told her. Sgny turned her face away. She only wanted to die. What good
could come of her life now? What was she -- some sort of trophy for Conor to show off?

The guard shrugged and |eft the room. Straight away litle Cherry emerged from under the bed
where sheld been biding. She sniffed daintily at the tray, and licked the butter on the bread thoughtfully.

Later dill, when everything was quiet, Signy eased hersdf off the bed and dragged hersdf painfully
with her hands to the door to test it. It was locked of course and arough voice ordered her away from it.
She pulled hersdf back to her bed. Death would have to wait a while longer. Her throat was as dry as
sand, but she would drink nothing. Cherry tried to Sit on her legs but it hurt and she had to lift her off and
put her on her ssomach instead. She laid her hand on the cat's back, and turned her face to the wal.

At long last, exhausted from her deepless night and long ordeal, Signy fdl into a kind of trance. It
could never be cdled a deep. She lay there for long hours, eyes hdf closed, not moving. A guard camein
much later with more food on a tray, and agan demanded that she ezt it.

'You'd better,” he threatened. 'Conor wants you dive' He waited but she didn't move a muscle
"They'll be force feeding you if you don't,” he warned. He put the second tray on the floor next to the firg
one and left the room. Sgny opened her eyes, looked at the food and drink, watched the door close, and
turned her head back to the wal.

Some hours after that, when it was truly dark, Cherry, who was adeep by Signy's side, got up,
sretched, and went to sniff the food that the girl had alowed to grow cold. She lapped a little water from
acup and licked the fat off some potatoes. She was hungry, but nothing else there was to a cat's taste.

Sgny opened her eyes to find a young girl kneding by her bed quffing potatoes in her mouth and
weeping.

The girl looked up a her and wiped tears out of her eyes. 'Poor Signy, poor Signy,' the gil wegpt.
She was about ten or deven years old. She chomped busly as the tears fdl. She was a curious-looking
girl, with a soft, downy skin.



‘Don't trouble yoursdf about me, dear,” murmured Signy, who was in her trance 4ill, and thought she
was dreaming.

Thegirl put her potato carefully down on the plate and sobbed into her hands. 'But I'll hdp you,' she
sad. 'You helped me. Were dl we have, aren't we, Sgny ... Queen? You and me, weve both logt
everything for King Conor. I'll help you. | know how.' The girl amiled in amusement and leaned forward.
'Would you like me to hdp you? she whispered.

Sgny amiled at the strange little vison. 'How can you? she asked.
'l can save your brothers from the Pig, of course.’

Sgny scowled. Now the dream was turning unpleasant "They're dead,’ she said, and turned her face
avay.

'No, no, not dead. You must never believe Conor. Even he knows that. | think he doesn't know
how to bdieve in things | went down, | listened. | heard the men taking. | told Conor off for not
knowing his heart. They've been left chained up, your brothers. | saw it. Chained and welded to a piece
of iron and left out in the hdfman lands for the Pig. Poor boys! But maybe | can save them, Sgny,
Queen. I'll do it for you.'

Suddenly Sgny fdt terribly awake. Thinking about her brothers had sung her out of her trance. She
turned her head to examine this strange, vivid dream. She wanted to see the holes in it, the faults, the
tell-tale sgns of dreaming. But the harder she concentrated, the more awake she fdt and the more red
the vison became. The girl amiled to see her face. She reached out to stroke her cheek.

'Poor Signy!" she said. 'I'll be your feet now.’

Sgny sat up. She was becoming scared. Why wasn't this going away? 'Who are you? she
whispered.

The girl frowned. 'Don't you know me? she whispered. A flush of white and orange-brown and
black fur rustled briefly like a breeze girring on her skin. It spread over her brow and under her clothes.
Then it was gone again.

Sgny edged back in the bed inred fear. She remembered words she had dl but forgotten: 'She has
more than one shape...'

‘Cherry?

The girl amiled; the fur rippled briefly again. 'Girl isnt nice' she said. ‘But handy when you need
hands and talk!" She laughed and clapped her hands together.

Sgny reached out and touched her face. It was red. She fdt the tears. She fdt fur grow like a
breeze and disappear again.

Thiswas no dream.

You...'

Thegirl leaned forward and hissed in akind of ecstasy, 'I'm yours! I'm yours!'
Sgny edged forward dightly on the bed. 'Y ou can save them?

'l can try!" boasted the girl. 'Theré's no one like me." She purred.



Then, before Signy's eyes, she shrank. The fur moved over her, her form moved and shifted. Signy
thought, shape-changer! And suddenly there was the little cat standing by the door, mewing.

'Cherry? Cherry? At once Sgny began to doubt everything she had seen. She pulled higher in the
bed, windng at the terrible pain in her legs. The cat glanced a her and blinked. She turned back to the
door and began mewing again. There was a curse from the other sde of the door. A key turned, the
door opened afraction, and the little cat dashed out. The door dammed a once. Sgny heard the guard
shouting, 'Oi!" But Cherry was fast. Someone took a couple of steps after her.

'How did that get in there?
‘Leaveit. It'sjust abloody cat.'

Sgny lay back in her bed. She stared at the celling for along, long time, not redly bdieving. She
mug be hdlucinaing. But her fingers were dill wet with Cherry's tears where she had touched her face.
After a while, she caught sght of the tray of cold food by her bed. She couldnt stomach food but,
reeching carefully down, Signy took up a cup of water and drank. Maybe it would be best to Stay dive
after dl, for the time being.

A

Siggy

When it finished with Hadrian it belched like a man, turned around three times like a dog and lay
down by the girder to deegp among the bloody bones of our brother. It sSighed a long, happy sgh. It
rased its head to look at us and it grinned.

"'Night,' it grunted. And it went to deep in about two seconds.

"'Night," | replied. 'Sweet dreams.’ No, | wasn't being brave. And don't think | didn't care about
what had happened to Had ether. But while you're dive you're ill yoursdlf, againg dl the odds.

It was the longest night, the kind of night Conor had dreamed up for us. We couldn't deep -- well,
could you? It was fear, exhaustion, hunger, misery, God knows what. It wasn't dways the redly terrible
things like our dead brother, like our fate. It was something stupid like just going to the toilet. That's
something they never tdl you about in the stories. You know that princess they tied up for the dragon to
come and eat? How many times do you think she shat hersdf? The prince in that story must've been a hit
of aperveif you ask me.

How long wasiit going to take? | was remembering those stories of how big animas sometimes only
egt once every two or three days and | thought, this could go on for ever. That redly did my head in.
That's when | had the firgt decent idea I'd had Since we got into this mess. Get it over with. | nudged Ben
and | started shouting and yelling at the Pig, 'Ol! COME ON THEN, YOU FAT BASTARD... GET
OFF YOUR HAMS ... COME ON ... COME ON..."



'What are you doing? hissed Ben.

"Waking him up. Let's get this over with, | said.

Ben had athink about it. He didn't need to think long.

'Ol FATSO! OFF YOUR ARSE AND COP THISI COME ON, GET ON WITH IT!'
We were screaming our lungs out. The Fig grunted and tirred dightly in his deep.

Try again...'

'Ol' DUSTBIN BREATH! GET OFF YOUR FAT ARSE!" | ydled. Ben started laughing. We both
sat therein our chains giggling.

ITS SNACK TIME!" screamed Ben.

'‘COME ON, THEN! SO YOU WANT TO MIX IT, DO YOU? RIGHT, YOU ASKED FOR
T

Pause.

'He doesn't seem to be responding,’ whispered Ben.
Try again.'

YOUR MOTHER WAS A PIG!"

'NO, YOUR MOTHER WAS A PERSON!"

‘Ol Ol HAMBURGER FACE!"

'SAUSAGE FINGERS!'

'‘BUMFACE!"

We nearly ruptured ourselves laughing. We were hyserica! But would you believe it, he wouldn't
wake up? He just grunted, turned over and carried right on dreaming.

Ben said, 'Something else might come and get us and held never even wake up.'

And you know what? That thought was terifying. Don't ask me why. | mean, you couldnt get
worse than the Fig, he was jugt horrible, but the thought of some other half-thing coming along and esting
us out of our chains while he dept there was worse than anything. Maybe it was just something ese to
worry about It meant we weren't safe. It meant we didn't know what was going to happen next after dl.

When you have the fear in you, you see it everywhere around you. We started peering out through
the moonlight at imaginary things moving in the shadows. Every crunch and rustle in the undergrowth set
usoff dmogt weeping with fear. | ask you -- scared of the shadows when you're degping with the Pig! |
could have begged him just to wake up and egt us.

But we needn't have worried. When findly there redly was a soft rugtle and the brambles nearby
redly did part, and the striped face of a greedy womantthing did look out, the Pig was awake in an
ingant. When it came to looking after his dinner, he suddenly became alight deeper. We'd hardly started
screaming when he came rushing up, bellowing like abull. | caught a glimpse of the jaw of this other thing



dropping -- it was funny, it reminded me of a puppy youd just shouted a -- before it turned and fled. |
caught sght of a furry, black and white back, a set of long white teeth and a pair of corduroy trousers
disappearing in the moonlight.

The Fig came back, looking most put out. He patted me and Ben dl over to make sure we were dl
OK. Then he folded his arms under hisfat, bristly chin and went straight back to deep. We tried to stop
him getting to deep by ydling a him for five minutes or more, but it only made our throats sore. | think he
rather liked us shouting. It meant dinner was Hill fresh.

And then, there was nathing to think about but Hadrian.

There was rain later in the night, faling slently in the darkness. We licked the water off our faces,
but after thet it got very cold. We were shivering in our bonds. We sang some songs -- old songs of
London when London was dill part of the world, which Vd had taught us when we were little. Some of
the songs had the old names of other towns outsde --Glasgow, Tipperary, Norwich. Vd had promised
to show us them one day, but this was as far as ether of us was going.

Wed jug about dried off from the rain when the dew came down, and shortly after the Fig woke
up.

It was just getting light. He pushed himsdf up to dl fours on his hands and stretched. He waked
across to look us over and grunted, asif he was saying something. He winked. He came right up and had
asiff. | was waiting for the crunch, but he was ill full up, | guess. He turned and |eft as the sun came up
and went to hide away in the shadows of the collgpsed car park, where he made his den. He screamed
before he sttled, judt to let anyone se know he was Hill there.

Later, | began to doze. | hadn't thought deep was possible, but the longer you go without it, the
stronger it becomes. Twice | was woken by the Pig screaming and roaring a some intruder. The third
time there was a gurgling noise, then the sound of his jaws, wet. | glanced across but quickly looked
away. And that was my brother Ben.

It was my third night in the hdfman lands.

My arms and legs had been in the same postion for so long they'd given up cramping. | couldn't
even fed them. Cold meant nothing. But | was thirdy -- so thirsty! My tongue had swelled up: it fdt like a
hot, dry toad stting in my mouth. When the dew came down | sucked at my collar for moisture. Even so,
when the sun came up | was glad. Isn't it strange? The bones of my brothers lay in bloody hegps on the
crooked paving stones. The same fate was waiting for me. Everything had been logt, and indde | was s0
desolated and londy that | knew | should never recover even if | lived. But | was ill glad when the sun
rose over the lip of thewall and fdl on my skin and warmed me. | tipped my head back into the morning
light and fet the heat on me and | thought it was beautiful after dl.

Then the pain of warming began: the burns on my ankles and wrists, my swollen tongue, my
cramped limbs. As the sun got higher, the Pig got up, snorting and farting and grumbling. He waggled his
eyebrows and made a noise. It might have been, 'See yal' Then he went off to hide under the rubble of
the collgpsed car park.



I remember Vd saying how his father, in great pain during the last days of his life, would go to wak
in Hyde Park to ingpect the crops and enjoy the amdl of the earth, the wind, the rain. | knew it was no
good mourning my brothers, or Sgny or Va. They were lost beyond my caring. | didn't want their bones
to torture me. So, it may sound sick, but | tried instead to think about the world as it was, as it dways
will be -- the world without me. The warm sun, the wind girring the long, green banks of weeds, the
birdsfliting about grasses and flowers. They were goldfinches, | think, pretty little things.

But it was difficult, my mind was wandering. | began to see shapes. battle cars in the clouds, men
coming through the grass, faces and forms hiding and dodging amongst the broken walls and diding down
the collapsed sections of roofing.

Try not to turn your head.’

... Overhead thetiny dots of birds. What?

‘Siggy?

| was dreaming.

"..afriend.

'Who's there? | croaked. My voice was as dry as hot brick.

"Your Sster sent me My heart legpt -- but not for escape, not yet. 'I'm thirsty!" | begged.

'Quiet!" the voice hissed. There was a pause. | heard whoever it was tut. 'Hang on. And keep quiet.
If that big piggy thing comes back, I'm going. OK?

'OK.

There was a rudle. | was 0 thirsty, but | tried not to turn my head to watch. It was a miracle
dready that anyone, or anything, had got so close to me without the Fig hearing. A thought I'd stopped
thinking came into my head. Could | escape? Was it redly possible?

Suddenly the face of a child was pushed into mine. It was a girl.

‘™Mmm ... mmm..." she said. Her mouth was full. She tipped her head down to me and let a trickle of
water fdl on me. | fdt it trickle down my face and licked at it. Water! And then | had another thought.
My thoughts were like clean pebbles dropped into dill water. The thought was. Giver of Life.

| opened my mouth and let it dribblein and | swallowed it.

Two, three times the little girl -- she couldn't have been more than ten or eeven years old -- came to
mewith a mouthful of water. By the third time | was beginning to notice some odd things about her. The
thick down on her skin, for example. Jugt a little bit longer and thicker and you could have cdled it fur.
And then | noticed something that amost made me jump out of my skin. Her face was right next to mine,
watching me closaly and quite without embarrassment, asif | was adentist o close to her face.

Her eyes were dit, like a cat's.

'‘Ahl" | shouted, startled. She jumped and let the water fdl down my front. At dmogt the same
moment there was a horrendous squeding roar; the Fig had heard me. He came rushing through the
brambleslike arhino. | saw her eyes swive to one sde before she darted off. | was certain I'd killed her.

As she vanished into the brambles, she sumbled but it looked to me in my ddirium as if she was



actudly shrinking.

The Fig came storming up and shouted inmy face. | thought that was it, hell chomp me now. But he
didn't seem to like his food dead until he was ready to et it. He roared and ydled a me -- worst breath
you ever andt -- asif it was dl my fault. Then he peered around this way and that before he stomped
grumpily back to deep under the car park.

| lay there and waited. The end of the day was on its way, dinner time for the Pig. | supposed the
arl was dead now, but anyway, she was more likdy to have been a dream. It was probably some other
thing come to eat me. Let's face it, what on earth would bring an eleven-year-old girl out there? And
evenif she did, she couldn't possibly survive.

I'd just made up my mind it was an hdlucinaion when | redised my chin was dill wet from the
weter.

| looked around, but dl 1 saw was a smdl tortoiseshd| cat Stting on the masonry above me, licking
its paws. It made me amile. How cats get everywhere, even here! The fact that it was tortoiseshell made
me laugh, somehow. | wondered if it was walting for the leftovers.

Hdf an hour later the gil came back.
'You keep quiet. | don't want to be chased again, it scares me,' she whispered closeinmy ear.
‘Sorry.!

She st dill and watched me for about hdf aminute. Gradudly her eyes hdf closed. | thought, what
on earth isthis?

'What are you going to do? | asked.

'Oh..." It redly sounded asif she'd forgotten. | was so taken by the sheer weirdness of it -- the little
gr inthe middle of thisevil place, her furry skin and odd eyes. Sgny had sent her?

'How's my sster? | begged.

'Shelll liveif you do,' said the girl. | could have groaned out loud. | mean, what a mess | was in and
shewas tdling meit'd be my fault if Sgny died.

Thegirl took out asmdl pot, hidden somewhere in her clothes. She unscrewed it, dipped her fingers
in and smeared some onto my face. | sniffed; | licked. It was honey.

'‘Now then,' said the girl. Thisiswhat you do.'

She put her arms around my neck and whispered in my ear; it made me squirm, she was o close.
When sheld done, | looked at her and | said, "Y ou must be joking!

She shrugged. 'He can't go fadt, you see. It's your only chance.' She smiled. She stuck her finger in
the honey pot and licked thoughtfully.

‘Let me have some,' | begged.

So we sat there in the sun, what a strange couple, the little gil and me. She kept sticking her finger in
the pot and giving it to me to lick until at last dl the honey was gone, the pot wiped clean. Then she hdlf
curled hersdlf up and leaned on my Igp and fdl adeep.



So drange, but it was so comforting to have her there. | figured she had to be some sort of hafmen.
After a bit | was uncomfortable, and | shifted. She stretched, yawned, and leaned over to kiss me
goodbye on the cheek, just like a child. Then she made to go.

| panicked at her firg step. 'No! No!'" | began. And & once, the earth jumped. The ar was ful of
squeding and roaring and screaming. The girl made this weird spitting noise. She jumped about a foot in
the ar and hit the ground running. She disappeared a once; she mugt've been some sort of hdfman to
move S0 fadt. | didn't even see her go. The Pig came rushing past me on her tail. He had no chance. He
ran up to a hdf-sanding corner of brick wal and started trying to pull it to bits. He seemed to have got
his rage fixed on thet little cat I'd seen earlier, which was dinging to the ivy up there. After a while it
jumped down and ran off. The Pig was after it in a second, but he was no match for thelittle cat. Just like
the girl said, he was huge and strong, but he certainly wasn't built for speed. He spent ages samping
about screaming and foaming at the mouth, banging through the bushes and charging bits of broken
masonry, but the little cat -- and the girl, too, | guess -- were long gone.

Then he came back to have alook at me.

He grunted something, | don't know what. Maybe he was inviting me to dinner. He leaned on one
fat hand and reached the other up to my face. His hand wasfilthy and it stank of pork. He grabbed at my
throat, but just as the gil had predicted, he andt the sweetness on my face. He sniffed. He licked at
some of it that had got on his hands. He grunted in pleasure. Then he leaned forward to lick the honey off
my face.

| didnt believe a word of what sheld told me, but | did as she said anyway. | leaned forward and
seized the fat wet end of his snout in my teeth. And | bit. | bit as deep and as hard as | could.

The next thing my jaw was popping and there was the foul blast of hot ar from his mouth in my face
as he bellowed in pain. He pulled back. | hung on, | bit. He had to stop pulling, it hurt hm so bad. He
started screaming and beat at me with his hands, on my face, on my body, trying to get me to let go. |
was a pulp aready, but | just thought, the more | hurt, the more you hurt, pd. | clenched my jaws and the
hot sty blood ran down over my chin. | squeezed with my teeth, hard, hard, hard. If hedd had the sense
to squeeze my neck it'd've been over, but he was panicking. He pulled back again, but the pain was too
much. Then & last he saized mein his hands and pulled me towards him, me hanging on his nose like
something in a cartoon.

The chains bit in my chest and into my arms. | could fed my hands squashing, the bones cracking
and crushing as they pulled againg the sted manacles. He pulled, | bit, | hung on. | was screaming, he
was screaming. The agony was like a blinding light.

There was a crack. A chain spoun round and lashed the Kg in the face. | bit, | hung on. The Fig
heuled a me again. Another chain... then the find chain burst open and the Fig fdl back with the force of
hispull released. We tumbled head over hed's together, over and over and in the tumble | got my broken
hand up and poked himin the eye, hard as hdl. He squeded. He dropped me and began dancing round
and round in circles howling and screeching. And me... | got to my feet and | ran.

W, | say ran -- scuttled, more like. I'd been stuck in chains for three days. You don't just jump
out of a bed like that and run. My legs were twitching and jerking and then collgpsing underneath me, |
couldn't get them gtraight. | was covered in deep bloody welts where the chains had duginme; | had half
the skin off me from the battle, | had broken bones in my hands. | kept faling down and jumping up
again. | was bounding dong like something on an dagtic band.



It was afew seconds before he redlised what was going on. | heard him shout and legp forward and
| knew a once | wasn't going to makeit. It was dl right for that girl to say he was dow, but what about
me? | fdt like a bent chicken on dtlts

| staggered forward; he roared after me...

Then there was a squedl. | glanced over my shoulder and caught a glimpse of the little tortoiseshell
cat on top of the Pig's head, dawing a his eyes. The Pig was running full pt on dl fours and he lifted his
hands up to protect his eyes and ran bloody snouit fird into the dust. Stupid beast! That must've hurt! He
was up again in a second, ydling abuse and saring thisway and that, not sure whether to go after me or
the cat, which was yowling at him from a smashed-up window ledge. It gave me my chance. | found a
wal and crawled up it. By the time he jumped for me | was up in the air and out of reach.

I'd doneit ... I'd done it! | couldnt believe I'd done it! Well, me and thet little cat had done it. The
Pig was furious. You never heard anything like it. He tried to butt the wal to pieces; the whole thing
trembled, but it was too strong for him. Then he tried to haul himsdf up on those huge hands of his, but
he was far too fat to dimb anything steeper than a bagatelle board. He tried tearing the wall to bits but he
couldn't do that either. He was getting into a right state, roaring and weeping and beeting the ground in
frudtration with his hands. Would you bdlieve it, he even got on his knees and begged me to come down!

‘Dinna please... dinna please... Figgy look after you!" he pleaded. He battered and beat and yelled
and howled and begged for ages before he gave up. Then he sat down like a dog and stared up, wating
for me to show mysdif.

So my orded wasn't over. | had to wait up there for another day before he findly gave up.
Fortunately the wal was covered inivy, so | was able to crawl out of sight, or the birds wouldve spotted
me Asit was, | fully expected something that was able to dimb to come and get me, but nothing did. |
spent the night curled up in a bed of leaves and ivy shoots, and in the morning the Fig was gone.

W, mat's the gtory of my firg nights in the hadfman lands. 1'd got away, but | was hdf dead. My
hands looked like a takeaway, my jaw was broken in about ten places. My face was swallen to twice its
norma sze and it fdt like jam to the touch. | dimbed down and pottered about till | found a puddie and
drank the sweetest tagting water that there ever was. It was probably Pig piss, but it tasted like nectar to
me. | hdf expected the Fig to be hiding and to come and get me as soon as my feet touched the ground,
but | guess he wasn't dl that good at clever things, like waiting.

| thought to mysdf, so I've escaped the Pig. So what? | was stuck in the hafman lands with no food
and no weapons.

After awhile| found some il clear water and got a look at mysdf. You never saw such a mess. |
thought, wdll, if I do meet a hdfman, they'll probably think I'm one of them, now.

| had no plan. What kind of plan could | have? | set off into the day... and what a day. It was as
blue and as bright as ajewe and full of more dangers than | knew how to count.



Sgny knew that Conor would come to see her sooner or later. He would come to gloat, if nothing
ese -- to show her how stupid she had been, supid in body, heart and soul. He would come to kill her,
or rape her. Certanly to mock her. Perhaps he would bring with him another woman, one she was
certain he had, hisred wife, hisred love.

But when he came it was worse even than she had thought possible. He came for forgiveness. He
wanted her to love him again.

At fird she thought it was another act of war -- to take her like a trophy. His arms around her, his
fingers on her face were aggnd of violence to come. But it was genuine. He was as pde as a ghost with
the shock of what held done. He stared at her with tearsin his eyes and begged. ‘| want to comfort you!
| loveyou," he said. 'l love you!" There was certainty in his voice. He didn't doubt it for a second.

Sgny drew her crippled legs up to hersdf with her hand and wept 'How could you pretend so
much? she cried. "What kind of man are you?

Conor licked hislips and got to hisfeet. 'A conqueror,’ he said. And that was the truth.

He walked over to the window and looked out. He knew she was wetching him. He was the centre
of her universe,

"There was no choice,' hetold her. 'Do you think | wanted it?
'Y ou've destroyed everything.'

Conor spread his arms. 'London is united. I'm drawing up plans to move out and start a new
hdfmen war. Then... the fidlds and villages beyond. The towns. Ragnor itsdf! The nation united, just as
your father dreamed of it.'

Sgny hit into her hand until the blood came. She wanted to waste no more tears on Conor, but she
couldnt stop them coming. She was going mad but at the same time a little dwarf creature living in the
back of her mind was watching every move, trying to work out how to benefit from dl this.

Conor turned to look at her lying there so helpless. It was wrong that she should be like that! She
was S0 bright and free and happy and open. Her beautiful legd

Conor began to stk round the little room. He was furious. The legs had been a misteke -- she had
been ruined. Although Conor had given the orders himsdf, dready, in hismind, he had been betrayed by
the people who had carried those orders ouit.

'l don't have to pretend,’ hetold her. 'l love you.'

Sgny showed him her face, the mess of blood, tears and dribble on her mouth. She was thinking,
what do | do next?

Conor wanted to explain. 'Because the gods intended it. We are to be together. Look..."

Proudly, out of his belt, he took the knife that Odin had I€ft in the lift shaft. The flint blade was ill
marred here and there with traces of the stone he had stuck it in. It had had to be chipped away fragment



by fragment.
'Odin has chosen me," he said proudly. "And he has chosen you to be by my side.’
Sgny shook her head. 'My brother's knife,' she said, and Conor turned black with rage.

'My knifel 1t was meant for me. | was the chief guest,’ he hissed. He hated her for a second, but
seaing her lying there with the bloody bandages around her knees, took his breath away. He loved her...
he loved her so much!

He gestured around a me gutted room of the tower. Thisis dl wrong. | never intended you to be
treated like this. I'll get it dl put back. Everything.'

My legs? she asked.

'Done without my knowledge!" ingsted Conor. That was a lie, but he dready believed it. Within the
hour the woman who gave the orders would be hanging by her hedls, her face turning black.

'My father? My brothers?
It was awar!'
.t was atreaty.’

Conor swalowed. She had no right to talk to him like that! 'A war,' he repeated, more camly. 'Is
there anything you need, anything? he asked, keen to show his generosty now tha he had taken
evaything from her.

Sgny looked up. 'My cat, Cherry. Tdl them not to hurt my cat.’
‘Whereisit?
'She ran away. Perhaps shell come back.'

Tl give orders. The cat will be returned to you safely. He amiled and nodded and came forward to
try to touch her hair, but she groaned in fear.

Conor nodded. 'l havetime,' he said. 'I'll come to see you tomorrow.'
Sgny turned her face to thewdl and sad, 'l never want to see you again.’

Conor winced a the hatred in her voice. No other man would ever have hoped that this gifl could
love him, but there was no end to Conor's greed. He had turned love into hatred. Why not turn it back
judt as quick?

I'm dl you have now, Signy," he told her. Then he l€ft.

As he dimbed down the ladder he thought, shell see. Pdlitics is palitics. The two sides could never
have got dong together. It had to happen. But that didn't mean to say that he didn't love her. He wanted
her so much. What else was loveif not that?

It was raining. Sgny heard it pattering on the thin metal wals of her aerid prison dl day long. The
light was fading over a city washed clean. Now, at the end of the day, the sun shone in the clear air. She



st in her whedlchair and gazed out at the wet roofs, brilliantly lit by the danting rays of the sun. You
could see hdf the dty from here.

It had been four days snce Cherry left.

A guard came in behind her with a smdl tray. Hot toast, tomato soup, strawberries, sugar and
cream -- her favourites. He put it down on the table and began wafting the scents of the food across to
her with his hand.

Mmmmm, yum, yum! Presents from Conor. Smells good, eh?

Sgny dill said nothing. The guard stared blankly at her. "When they stick that tube down your throat,
youll regret it

Sgny didn't turn her head. 'Y ou raped me,' she said.
The guard dtiffened. ‘Not me!’
‘Conor will beieve it

The guard winced. He knew what she said was true. '‘But I've done my best. | have to fdlow orders
but I've not been harsh.” He waited, then gestured at the food. 'Please. Y ou have to start egting soon.

Four days, thought Signy. The hdfman lands were a dangerous place for a cat -- or a little girl.
Surdy the whole thing had been a crud dream, played on her by her own mind to trick her into saying
dive Sgny thought she was going mad, but she wanted to be sure before she abandoned dl hope.

'Please est, please eat,’ begged the guard. 'If you get ill | have orders to tdl the doctors and then
youll get that tube down your throat and..."

'If you tdl the doctors I'll say you raped me.'
The guard was truly caught between one devil and the next. 'Please edt,' he begged again.

Sgny turned round and looked at the food. She needed to live long enough to know if her brothers
hed been saved.

I'm not hungry,’ she said.

The guard growled, 'Silly little tart,’ to himsdlf, but he didn't let her hear him. He turned and went for
the door. As he opened it, there was a soft 'Chirrup!" and alittle cat dashed in past his feet.

'Whoa..." The guard watched her run past. Sgny turned as the little anima jumped onto her Iap.
'Cherry! Cherry!'

The guard watched her for a moment before letting himsdf out. Perhaps the wretched child would
eat something now. If something didn't happen soon he was for the jump, no matter whet.

He banged out and locked the door behind him. Sgny cupped the cat's head in her hands and
rubbed her ears.

'What happened? Tdl me, oh, tdl me!" she begged. But the little cat just butted her head and purred.
Sgny ran her hand down her back and made her gtick her bottom inthe ar by tickling in front of her tail.
'Cherry, plesse tdl me --please, darling!



The cat purred dl the louder.

Surdly it was jud a cat, an ordinary cat. Signy's voice dropped to the dightest whisper. 'Did |
imegineit...?

'Don't say that!"

And there was the child in front of her.

'See... seel’ cried Cherry. She hdd her facein front of Sgny. ‘Don't say I'm not redl.

Tdl mewhat happened,” Signy begged.

'Stroke me, then." Signy began to stroke her head. Cherry ducked and purred. The child was
exhaugted. Already she was hdf adeep. 'l saved one. Rrrrrrr...

‘Which one... oh, Cherry, which one got away?

... Sggy. The youngest.'

'Sggy! Oh, Cherry! And where is he? What's happened to him?
'Fig got im ... mmmmmm...

The Ag! But you said...'

‘Different, other. Good pig. I..."

'Oh, Cherry! Cherry ... Cherry?

But as she watched, the girl began to flicker, the fur on her face, off her face, on her, off her. As
Cherry fdl adegp, she changed back to her own true shape.

‘Cherry! Please...!I"

There was a tortoiseshell cat on her lap, fast adeep. Sgny turned to look out of the window. Two
dead! But one dive. And it was Sggy. That was something. Cherry had done wdl, but what was
happening to Siggy now? He was in the hands of the halfmen. There was no guarantee she would ever
see him again.

For along time Sgny sat there with her hand resting on Cherry's head. She watched the sun dnk
behind the roofs and wondered ... what for? Her father was dead, dl the dreams and ambitions of her
family were extinguished. She was a cripple, chained to the wall. She thought of the day after her
wedding, in the Galaxy Tower, when the dead man had come to life He had embraced her as if he had
chosen her for specid things. He had given her brother a knife that was the wonder of the world.

Had Odin picked her and Siggy just for this? Or was this a part of things yet to finish?

Nether cat nor gil moved for maybe hdf an hour. The future had been frozen indde her for days
now, but at last she dlowed hope. It was the hope that she would be granted the chance to take her

revenge.
Sgny turned her head to look at the tray of food left in front of her. Strawberries. She picked one



up, sniffed it, and took a amdl bite from the side of it. A dow, sweet explosion filled her mouth as she
crushed the ripe berry in her teem. The flavour crept into every crevice of it, in her cheeks, under her
tongue, even between her teeth. Sgny was amazed. She looked a the Strawberry. It was a perfect,
deep, deep red, the oft little seeds sunk dightly in the plump flesh. There was the pae wet crescent of
her amd| bite into it. She had eaten nathing for four days and she was astonished a how wonderful food
could taste.

Sowly, rdishing every mouthful, Signy began to eet the rest of the berry. Then she dtarted on the
next one. She ate them dl except one -- the mog perfect, which she Ieft lying in the little blue bowl
because she wanted to be able to look &t it.

Out of the window before her stretched London. A million lives were going on under the wet,
shining roofs, every one of them an empire. She saw the sycamore tree a the edge of the Edtate just
tuning yelow at the edges, the other trees, bright green, the reddish browns of the brick and stone.
Colour seemed to be seeping into the world around her.

She was going to live after dl. She was going to live and she was going to wait. As long as she was
dive, there was a chance she would be able to take her revenge.

36

As the sun went down on the hdfman lands, the undergrowth began to shake and quiver and
scratches and swfflings came from underground hideaways and burrows. By day the great monsters of
no-one's land stamped and roared their way about -- the Pig, the Birds, Amanda the snake woman, the
Badger. But a night the smdler, weaker, older beasties snuffed the ar and came out to scavenge for
food.

In the middle of along row of rubble, a door opened in one of the few remaining wals. A great
heavy jaw, dl bone and very little meat, peered out. Then, a snub, fat nose and a pair of wide, amber
eyeswith adit ingead of a cirdein the middle of them -- perfectly out of place in this pig's face. Twilight,
and Mdanie was coming out to see what the day had left behind for her to find.

The more successful hdfmen lived further out, away from the Wall, where it was possible to build
some sort of alife without interference from Conor. There they built their towns and villages and traded
with other towns and villages further out. These days, as the power of Ragnor decreased and turned
inward, the hafmen were able to move fredy further around the country, as far as Birmingham to the
north and right up to the coast and beyond in places in the south. All that was about to change. Conor
hed been carrying hisraids deeper into the hafman lands in recent years. Now, with Vd out of the way
and dl of London at his disposal, he planned to reopen the hdfmean warsinfull.

But that was to come. For now, the hdfmen lived their lives as they had done for decades. As with
the people in London, the closer to the Wall the poorer the people, and right up in no-one's land lived the
red dregs of hdfman society. These were the ones the hdfmen themsdves didn't care to live with,



banished to the very edges of everything --the mongters, the mad, those whose crazy genetic mix was
tearing them in haf even as they breathed. But Mdanie was not one of those. She had other reasons for
living S0 close to mankind. It was loydty kept her there.

Fig, woman, a dash of cat -- that was Mdanie. She was the poorest of the poor, as filthy as a dog,
asthieving as a magpie, as curious as a rat, as secretive as a beetle, as kind as a mother, as clever as you
like. She had been wife to the Pig himsdf once, before he took to beeating her. In the end he went mad
atogether, not an uncommon thing among those hafmen who weren't dl that wel put together. Mdanie
followed him from the dums where they lived, right into the darkest part of no-one's land. Even though
she no longer lived with him, she fdt it was her duty to keep an eye on him and make sure he didn't get
himsdf hurt.

Mostly she got blows for her trouble. Over the years the Pig had grown so powerful that there was
nothing she could do to stop him. But she remained there, living nearby, hdping hm when he was sick
and trying to stop him from doing too much harm. She was neither strong nor dangerous, but the
mongers of no-one's land left her done, by and large, perhaps because they feared the Pig, perhaps
because she was known as something of a witch. She could hed and help, and just perhaps -- the
hafmen mongters were known to be superdtitious -- she knew how to curse as well.

Of course, everyone for miles around had known that the Volson brothers had been left out for the
Fg. Further out among the hafmen leaders, there were those who had wished for a very long time to
make peace with the humans, with the Volsons in particular. Wasn't Conor the common enemy of them
both? The ancient humen hatred and prejudice againg the hadfmen was too much for Vd to overcome,
and he had tried to make peace with Conor instead. Even so, these hafmen might have tried to rescue his
sons, but what was the point? On the other sde of the Wall, Conor was carefully and sysemdticaly
destroying dl that had been Vd's -- the buildings the people, the adminidration, everything. The
executions were dready running into the tens of thousands. Conor was thorough; the hafmen knew that
wel enough. There was very little to be gained from rescuing the Volsons now. So the brothers were left
to their fate. They had nothing Ift to give.

The mongers of no-one's land knew very little about the politics of it, but they knew wel enough
that food had been pegged out for them. They found out soon enough when one of them escaped. The
Fg made so much fuss about it, you could hardly avoid the fact. The talk was tha Sggy Volson had
been helped by one who was both hafman and wholeman, a shape-changer. Despite dl their technology,
the technicians of Ragnor couldnt change a shape once they'd made it. Obvioudy, the gods were
involved.

That might have put alot of the hdfmen off, but not the people of no-one's land. They were hungry.
Dinner was in short supply out here. Sggy was about the best thing on the menu that night.

Médanie sniffed the night air to see who was out and about. She cursed and grunted to hersdlf and
disappeared ingde once more. She came out again, heaving a an old supermarket trolley she used to
collect her findsin, and tiptoed into the night.

Each night Meanie went off on her rounds scavenging. She had cat's eyes and she preferred to
work in the dark. Usudly she went to the hafman dumsthat clustered around the tumbledown suburbs in
between no-one's land and the rest of the territory. At dl hours she could be found, rummeging through
the tips and rubbish hegps and middens for scraps that she could eat, sdl or make something out of.
Occadondly, if she had something worth sdling, she would cross under the Wall and make contact with
friends and acquaintances on the other sde, but it was rardly worth rummaging ingde. The rich areas
were no-go for anyone with a trace of hdfman in them, and in the human dums of London folk were even
poorer than they were in the hafman dums.



It was hard work pushing the trolley around through no-one's land where the ground was o torn up,
but it would be worth it if she could find the humen. If he was too badly injured, held make a decent
dinner. If he could be nursed back to hedth there was the possihility of sdling him back to what remained
of the Volson army. Failing that, there was a good market for human daves among the better-off hafmen.
A Volson dave would make a good taking point for some fat merchant who wanted to show off.

Despite her night vison and excellent sense of amdll, it was along shot that Meanie would get to him
fird. Sggy could have crawled off anywhere, and any one of hdf a dozen hungry beasts could have
found him. But her luck --and his -- hdld that night. Meanie caught the whiff of blood within an hour.

Her nose led her to him, lying in the open, collapsed over a hegp of rubble not far from where he
hed been welded up.

At fird 9ght it looked as though he wasn't worth bothering with, he was so broken. The odds were
catanly agang his saurviving. Mdanie prodded him with her trotter and pushed him over with her paw.
His mouth gaped open, a broken mess of tooth stubs, swelling and bloody. A thin column of steam rose
aboveit.

The old woman grumbled under her breath, it redly was bardly worth it. But ... Oh, wel. She
heaved alength of damp old carpet out of the trolley, laid it on the ground and lifted Sggy up in her ams
caefully. Shejiggled him gently to see how broken his limbs were before she put him down on the carpet
and rolled im up in it. She tucked in the corners to make sure no part of the body was showing, picked
up the whole bundle and put himin the tralley. Then she set off back home,

Sure enough, just as she had expected, the old Fig heard her trundiing about on the way and came
rushing and screaming through the undergrowth towards her. Mdanie cast an anxious glance at the
carpet; the noise was enough to wake the dead, et done the badly injured. The poor boy would certainly
dart screaming if he knew who was near. But the carpet remained ill.

The Pig came screeching up to her and stopped suddenly when he saw who it was. He began
pawing a the ground and scratching his beard, dl the time cagting interested glances at the carpet. His
nose, Mdanie noticed, was hdf bitten off. It made her wince to look t it.

'Fig! Ag! Mdanie!' said Méanie, just in case held forgotten. Then she dropped to dl fours. The two
of them walked round in little circles, nose to bums, siffing a each other politdy.

The Ag grunted. "Wotcha got? Wotcha got?
‘Bit aold carpet.’

'Smdl good. Good.'

‘Leave off.’

'Lost medinna. Gone!'

'Don eat carpet. Eh?

'OINK!

'Yeah!



'OINK!" The Fig was edging his way towards the trolley, and Mdanie had to squeeze in, between
hmand it.

'Poor nose,' she said, trying to change the subject. 'Poor nose!’

'Poor nose!l' agreed the Fig tearfully. 'Man did it," he added. 'Biter!" But he was 4ill peering round a
the carpet. He began to glare a her. 'Mmmm," he growled greedily.

'Mine!' squedled Mdanie. 'Always gedin. Always pinchin. My carpet!’
‘'Mmm. Smdl good, good," explained the Pig. 'Wotcha got in there?

Medanie didn't bother answering. She got back on her hind legs and took hold of the trolley handle.
The Rig stood up as well and stood there glaring at her, dl wobbly. He wasn't very good at this standing
up business and only did it to impress. Mdanie pushed forwards, bumping the trolley over the broken
tarmac. The Pig watched her go, squeding angrily under his breath. But he didn't try to stop her.

It took her an hour to whed him home, and she was exhausted by the end of it. It fdt like a hundred
years snce sheld had a decent med. She put a funnd in the human's mouth and poured a little water
down him, wrapped him up in dry rags and went to bed. In the morning when she got up, she was
surprised to find him Hill dive.

For the firg few days she fed him on bitter teas made from heding herbs with a little precious honey
dirred into it. She bathed his wounds, made poultices to bring the swdling down and treated his fever. At
fird, the poor boy was ddirious, raving on about dl sorts of people shed never heard about. It was
touch and go, but after a week the fever eased and he began to wake up for brief periods. Of course, his
wounds could dill go septic at any time and that would be that. But the odds were moving in his favour.

There were huge problems to be solved, however, before he was sdeable. His face and his hands
hed been wrecked. She had to reset both, especidly the hands. Mdanie knew her palitics, she kept in
touch with people further in who knew what was going on and she had by this time heard how great the
rout of Va's troops had been, how complete the subjugation of hislands. No one on the other Sde of the
Wal would be willing now to pay for Siggy's return. There were unlikdy to be any of them left. His only
vaue would be as adave to arich hdfman, but the one thing a dave needed was a decent pair of hands.
They would have to be fixed or Sggy would be worth nothing but hisweight in mesat, and after four days
garving on the girder watching his brothers eaten, and a week in fever, that wasn't much.
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Sagy

There was a darkness o thick | could fed it. It was like St coating my skin. It was as moig and as



wam as blood and it stank of piss and pigs. When | opened my mouth it seemed to fdl in. My face had
grown enormous. It seemed to fill up the darkness. But mogtly there was pain. Every bone and musde
and every fleck of skin, every corpuscle of blood was pain. | tried to work my vast mouth but it hurt so
much. | heard someone screaming ... it must have been me. Then | fainted.

There was someone else there with me. | could fed the heat of them on my skin in the darkness. The
darkness had changed to adull red. | tried to see into it but nothing had any shape. | tried to open my
eyes wider but they were o fat. Everything about my face was so fat. | redised | was seeing light through
my closed eyes.

There was something very big moving in the darkness next to me.

I made a huge effort and lifted my eyes open by the dightest dit and | saw that the Aig had come
back. | screamed and tried to crawl away but he had me by the face. He held my face in his fingers hard
and began squeezing and squashing my crushed face. And | died for about the nth time that day.

Mdanie

Wadl, | doneisoinky facentied it dl, and | done is hands, wot fingers e ad left, n | thought, not bad,
as you could make out with dl that siwvelin. Groink. Oh, you poor liddle thing, | coulda eated im up right
there. Worra mess, dl cept fer is liddle toes, dl neet in a row like babies they was. Made | thinka my
liddle piggies, wot Big Figgy drove off dl them years past.

Mind, this oinky-uman, he ain't gonna be worth a penny fer is looks. But even ugly folk gotta est,
innit?

‘Little Tammy told ajoke
When e was building bridges,
He laughed so much he fdl and tore

His brand new moleskin britches.'

Tdl ou oinky-wot, though. I'm fedin sorry for im aready. My big eart, wot use is it out ere, it's a
curse amelife Groink!



| couldn epit, | popped im ontame lap and rocked im like a baby. An guess wot, typica umen -- e
garts screamin! Ahhhhhhhhhhh, ashhhhhhhh, e goes. Think | be ol Piggy, | reckons, but e were s0
eplesslying there, | couldn ep lovinim.

'Where am |7 e goes.

'Oh, liddle man,' | says, an | Sghs Why's| gotta go fed asorry fer anything live | gets? It don't make
no sense.

'Who... are... you? e goes, or summét like.
'Arr, you be quiet, groink. Get yersdf some kip, my dear. Mdani€ll make it dl right, youm see.’
'Méelanie' e goes. 'Pig. Mdanie Aig.'

Arr, innit sveet? Don it need my ep? Well, €ll ave ta get better now, | don think | got the eart to
egt im, now €s tryin to tak. So | lit a candle fer im, so e can peep out if e wants, and | sang im one a
they uman lullabies tmake it fed at ome...

‘Liddle man, ou've ad a busy day..."

Anwould yer bliveit, when | got them bandages off im, it worked? When | saw wot they was like,
| thought 1'd oinky-ave t'do it dl agin, but no. Jaw an ands, edtin and oldin. E ain't got many teeth but he
egts enuff. Don't get fat though. Groink. Jesus! Ugly, though! Face like a dog's arse, €'s got.

'Peter said, 'My dear I'll pass,

Thisones faceislikemy arse.’

Anis ands, oinky-oinky! E's got ands like a bowl o bones. Knows how to grab old of is dinng,
though. And now ere eis, dive-o. An| think -- what next?

W, | don't know what t'oinky-do. E's not gonna last long round ere! | only got two rooms, see, n
e takes up the ole ofamy cdlar, lying there eating n egting. Wherém | getting grub enuff fer im? Sdl |
can do t'feed mesd an ave a bit Ieft over fer poor ol mad Figgy. An then, course, you can't stop is whiff
getting out through the door o'nights, oink-oink, when the heat-stench down there rises up. Say this --
they gtinks, umans. Uman ordure, the worst of the lot. Makes | gag, makes | hold my nose when | cleans
hm out. Keep a uman up in the bright ar, | oinky-oughta, but a course Piggy gets a whiff. Groink.
Snakey gets awhiff. | had Badger George siffing round my ouse t'other day.

E goes, 'Smdls a makin my turn go pop, Mdd' -- dl grinning and daring a the door like it's is
larder.

N | goes, "You get your snout oinky-outta my parlour, or I'l tel on yer, I'll tdl Piggy | will"'

N e goes, 'No need, Mds, no need..." dl backing off like e don want no fuss. 'Bit fer Figgy, is it,
then, en? e goes. N | goes, 'Yers, you keeps yer oinky-nose oinky-outta my parlour!” But €ll be down
ere one time, when I's out. An Piggy will. Look, look whet e did tmy door, t'other day --dmogt ate the
frame off. When | got back twhole thing was af chewed up. | goes, 'What you up to, Piggy?



N e goes, 'Where's my dinna? Oinky oinky.

| jus says,

'Greedy Alice ad a babe, Greedy Alice loved it,
Greedy Alice made a pie an suffed er baby init!'

That rhyme comes from old Alice who used to live round ere and never could keep er kids fer the
hunger gnawing a er guts. Groink. She must've ate a dassful fore they eard about it from further out n the
doggymen comes and chops er up. Oh, poor ol Alice -- sheld never ave doneit if she ad enuff to eat!

So ere eis -- too ugly t'sdl, ands like pliers. An the food e wantd Bit of old bread n e goes, 'What's
thisshit, | can't eat this shit!" Bloody old kings n queens, thinks the world's made outta cheese pie!

Now, seeif | ad any sense I'd chop im oinky-up and throw open me doors and ave a party. Groink.
But | can't do it. You gets tknow em, see. You gets t' like em. At's ow it is... oink-oink-oink, | could
never egt anythin that minks. Now | ad an uncle, e used to say, no edting anything that fedls, aeither, but
me, I'm not that fussy. Y ou can't be too fussy in these partsl No oinky-ow. But Siggy, my little man, my
uman... thing is, e thinks too much fer is own good, and too much fer mine, and | jus couldn get me
chops round him, not now, now | sung him t'deep and made im better again.

Thisuman, my Siggy, I'd ave t'say, I'm afool, cause €'s a crap sorta bloke. E's like aload of em, e
thinks €s number one. Groink. Oink. 'Where's my dinna? e goes. An | goes, 'Ere, wheré's mine, then?
Anhelooks a melike | don know what unger is, like €'s the only ungry bloke in the wide world. E goes,
'Y eah, you've been duffing your face again, Mels, aven't you?

N | goes, 'Don be such a stoopid monkey, man!' Oh, but e knows best. E sees everything tha
appens from down inislittle hole, tlisten toim you'd think e did!

Thisis no-one's land! What's e want, e wants me to cut me leg off to keep imin sausages? | does
my best! E goes, 'l an't goin to get better like this Meanie, | aint gonna get up an rob things for you like
this Mdls!

See? RUll o promises, eis. | spose you could say I'm a sucker fer promises, but | dways thinks,
wal, if I go oinky-outta my way fer im, €ll go oinky-outtaisway fer me, when e can. Groink. At'sa way
the wort goes round -- when it's working, that is. Groink. E says, once €'s better €ll go into town and
rob and steal and keep us both like little lords. | ses,

'‘Mrs Would an Mrs Could
Met Mrs Might an Mrs Should.
They dl went up aLedfy Lane

And then was never seen again.’



Y eah, dill -- why not? E were a ganglord, e knows ow, | reckon. | got a liddle gun popped away,
ad it fer years, showed it im the other day and e grins and e goes, 'No, | can see it don fire, Mées, but
thet don matter. | can scare em to death!’

An| thinks, 'If yer could see yer face, pdly, you'd know why. Jusmy luck! Too ugly t'sell, too ungry
t'work.

W, | jus needs to get im better so e can go out and do some robbing. | suppose it's me best
chance. If Piggy don get imfirgt. Groink. If George or Amanda don get im first. Groink.
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Meéanie had many hiding places -- empty drains and underground pipework, fdlen-down houses
and collapsed offices -- which she used to hide her finds away on her rounds, until she could pick them
up later on. The place she chose for Siggy was an old school, three or four kilometres out from the Wall.
It was a two-storey building made of concrete beams and blue panels with a great many windows, dl
fdlen down now, of course. There was ironwork and concrete here and there ill in one piece, but dl the
pands had been taken off and used over the years as shelters, or dides for the hdfmen children, among
other things. The tiled floors were Hill intact, dl dimy from the rain that poured or dripped down through
the collgpsed roof. Everything was covered in rubble and a crunchy gravel made of crushed glass.

The one part of the school that was il largdly intact was aso the best hidden; the old boiler room.
It was blockwork, tucked away out of Sght underground. Best of dl, the door was made of sted and
was dill in place. Mdanie had a padlock for it to keep Sggy in and anyone ese out, but who would think
of looking for a wounded ganglord in an old school? It was isolated, too. Houses were dlill up around the
overgrown playing fids, dl uninhabited. In a block of falen flats lived a tribe of cats who might have had
adash of human in them, but that was the closest it got to neighbours.

The old woman moved him a month after she'd picked him up. It was a breezy dark night, when the
man's strong smel would hopefully get blown away. She hdf coaxed, hdf bullied him up the gairs from
the stinking basement and into an old supermarket trolley. Covered in a hegp of rags, Sggy lay with his
head back, trying not to groan as he was jolted and banged over the rough ground. His hands were dill
encased in greet ralls of bandage, and he had no idea how ghestly he looked, but by this time the biggest
danger to hislife wasn't from his wounds. It was from Starvation.

Conor had dready turned his attention to the hdfman lands. Trade was in ruins, transport hopeless.
It was autumn, there ought to have been plenty of wheat and fruit harvested in the past months. But the
food dlos had been destroyed, the fieds fired. Massacres were commonplace. It was Conor's am to
commit genocide on the hafmen, before he moved on to the world beyond. Times were hard, and they
were going to get harder. It was dl Mdanie could do to feed hersdf, let done Siggy. With a war on,
there was no chance of sdling him and she was too fond of him to eat him, but Mdanie never considered
for a second abandoning her patient.



But Sggy, dill ful of the old myths and stories about the hafmen, was convinced that she was
fattening him up to eat Haf his waking hours were spent planning an escape, the others on promising her
huge rewards once he got better. He had no idea a dl of the redities of Mdani€s life He had never had
any choice but to live in palaces and so he believed that she lived in filth because she preferred it that
way. He thought she talked about food dl the time because she was greedy. It never occurred to him that
ghe was the same as him -- she thought about food because she was hungry. It was as Imple as that.

Thiswas how the journey went, with Mdanie gagping for breath behind the trolley handle, and Siggy
groaning with pain and urging her on with promises of pies, cream, cheese, milk, plates of fishes, bread,
cake, mountains of food, the softest beds -- wedth she could hardly imagine

At lagt they arrived at the new hiding place, and she hdf tipped Sggy out of the trolley and watched
him crawl on his bely down the dairs into the boiler room. She knew dl his taes of wedth were just
fantasy, but they dill fascinated her. Well, you never knew. Sheld rescued him, hadn't she? Hdf starved
herdf to keep him dive. She deserved a reward. All she had ever known was the grind of poverty. She
didn't know what it was like to have enough, but she'd love the chance to try.

The old pig woman followed her patient down the concrete steps and sat on the floor next to him,
penting like a dog. Mdanie was old, tired and unwell. Under her thick rags she was as thin as sticks. The
journey from the dum where she lived to the new hiding place, pushing the heavy burden of the spoilt
ganglord, had exhausted her.

For a while, the only sound down there was their ragged breething. Sggy was exhausted, too, but
he was aso furious --a sure Sgn he was getting his strength back. If he hadn't been tied to his bed in
Méeanie's basement, he would have dready been a great ded stronger than he was. Despite what he
thought, he had been egting by far the better of the two. Mdanie was dill a hegp on the floor, gasping for
breath, by the time he had recovered and rooted around in her pinny pocket for food. Insde he found a
lump of old bread, hard as wood.

I can't live on thid" he exclaimed. He gnawed at the crust. "What about that soup? You used to give
methick soup. Where's that gone?

The old woman looked steedily a him. She had no idea what to do with him anymore. Who was
going to buy a human dave with the wars re-starting? And look a him, poor dear! He ill needed so
much more caring for!

"When you're better you can go and help yoursdif..." she began.
'On this Suff? Y ou expect meto get better on this? Y oull have to do better than this, darling.

Sggy sat with his bread, gnawing at it and trying to soften it with spit. In a few minutes Mdanie got
to her feet and dimbed up the dairs to her tralley to fetch a length of rope. She wanted to tie him up
agan, but Sggy brushed her aside. He wasn't going to be treated like a dog by an old pig!

Outsde, pde grey was showing through the door to the boiler room: dawn. Mdanie sighed and
made her way back to the top of the stairs. Sggy was hissng with rage and fear. He watched her crawl
dowly up the stairs and shouted after her, "Y ou bring me some decent food next time if you want me to
pay you properly. You hear?

Meanie nodded dowly, and disappeared into the darkness. Outside, he could hear her rattling a the
door as she fixed the padlock to it. He crawled over to the heap of cushions and rags she left for a bed,



and fell graight to deep.

He woke up hours later and lay there, trying to remember where he was. He was aching in every
fibre. He lifted his arms. They were free. He sat up, then tried to stand. Took a couple of steps. The
boiler room was cold and dark, but a least he was free to move about.

Spatters and stripes of light dotted the darkness. There was the door, marked by lines of pae light
around the frame. The sun mugt be shining outside; he could see a little sunbeam coming in through the
keyhole, tumning the dust into specks of gold. Painfully, Sggy crawled up the steps to try it, but the door
was firmly locked.

Over to one sde were a few more cracks of light, and he crawled towards this on dl fours, like a
great pale beetle. Thislight was coming through allittle door made of heavy meta. Feding round he found
ahandle, stuck fast. He leaned onit, but hisweight did nothing.

Groping about the rubbly floor he soon found a brick. It was hard to hold it in his bandaged hands,
but he lifted it up and banged down on the handle, which moved a fraction. Ten more blows and the lever
shat free. Sggy heaved on the door and it smung open, and the light flooded in.

He had to turn his head away at fird, it was o bright. It was the fird time held seen daylight in a
month. As soon as his eyes could take it, he poked his head in and peered indde, twiding his head to
look up. There was asmd| of damp soot.

Sggy had his head ingde an old incinerator. Once, long ago, the school had burned rubbish here to
hdp to heat the water. At the back of the fire chamber some bricks had fdlen away, reveding the throat
of atdl brick chimney. The light flooded down. Siggy lay on his back and looked up at a cirde of free,

open sky.

It was away out. The chimney was broken off hdfway up. It was wide enough to dlow a man to
pass through it, but not so wide that he couldn't brace his back and feet on the sides. If hed had the
srength, Sggy would certainly have been able to dimb up it.

If he had the strength...

Sqgy lay there for along time, watching the blue sky overhead and amdling the fresh air, mixed in
with the sooty amell. He had the freedom now to exercise and get his strength back. Old Méanie could
be up to anything -- who knew? -- but with luck, the old sow would start bringing him food that would
build his strength up.

So there was a chance he could escape. Unlike Signy, Siggy never contemplated suicide. He knew
Sgny lived. He had to find out what had happened to her.

Sggy crawled back into the boiler room. Méanie had left him a few bottles of water as wdl as the
bread, and he ate and drank before he continued exploring his prison. He went right round the wadls, and
then began a curious crawl round the floor, patting the rubbish he found and rubbing it on the ground.
After severa pauses for rest, he found what he was looking for.

A good ded of rubbish had been thrown or falen down the dairs over the years. Sggy couldnt see
inthislight, and he couldn't fed with his bandaged hands, so he had to rub the rubbish on the ground to
hear what it was. Whenever he heard the rattle of glass held scoop it up and carry it to the light of the
chimney to have a proper look. He had to do this nine or ten times before he found what he wanted: a



broken fragment of mirror.

It was dusty and cracked and spotted, but it was enough. Siggy lay on his somach in the ancient
ashes and rubbed at it and spat on it until it shone as wdl as it was ever going to. Then, avkwardly, in his
big fat cotton hands, he hdd it so that he got a glimpse of his face.

For over a minute he lay there, twiding the mirror and staring, before he dropped it and crawled
back out. He made his way on dl fours to the pile of rags Mdanie had left him for a bed, and cried
himsdf to deep.
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Siggy

When | woke up for the second time down in the old schoal, | got straight on with it. So I'd lost my
face, so what? I'd lost everything ese as well, that was the least of it. | just thought, so that's the end of
my sex life, and then | made mysdf crawl up and down the steps twice.

It was only ten steps, but it was agony. Afterwards | just lay there gasping. Compared to what I'd
been doing latdy, going up and down the stairs was like a bloody marathon. And then the hunger came
back, worse than ever.

| kept thinking, Signy, Signy. | had to find out what had happened to Signy.

It was that kept me going. | could have gone the other way when | thought about what had
happened -- my father, my brothers. To tdl you the truth, if I'd had Conor down there with me, I'd have
been capable of anything... anything. But what good would that do? Bring Vd back to life? Get me Ben
samping the floor and clapping, or Hadrian turning up with some new plan for bresking out of London?
You can cdl me wesk if you like, but revenge never helped anyone.

And | thought of other things in the long dark hours. | thought of the knife Odin gave me, hanging
now by Conor's sde. Why had he given me such a present, only to let this happen? And that started me
thinking that maybe this game wasn't over yet.

Meanwhile... food. 1'd been hungry enough before and let's face it, lying flat on your back doesn't
gve you much of an gppetite. Now that | was moving about | was ravenous. When | wasn't exercising |
lay on the rags dreaming about food. The banquets my father used to givel That roast camd! The
mountains of potatoes, the custards like bathtubs! It was infuriating to be so wesk that | had to depend
on old Mdanie. If only | had an ounce of srength back 1'd be out there, doing it for mysdf.

All I had to look forward to was her next vigt. On the way here I'd been tdling her how much
money | had stashed away, and of course the greedy old sow was lapping it up --just lapping it up.
Yeah, | knew what she wanted -- me, on a plate, with a Sde dish of French fries. Of course, she was too
greedy and stupid to team up with some of the other mongters out there. She had to have me dl to



hersdf. That was to my advantage. Now she didn't know whether to eat me or believe me. Of course, |
didn't have a penny in the world, but she didn't know that. Now she was certain to bring me more of that
wonderful, thick, rich soup she used to bring me at firg.

But, would you bdieve it, she was so stupid with greed! When she came back she brought nothing
but more stdle old bread -- filthy, dirty bread as wel that'd been kicking about on the floor for the past
week. | couldn't believe it.

Theré's nothing else,’ she told me, sulkily.

"You'e lying, you old sow,’ | hissed. I'd have chucked her foul crust at her, if | wasn't so famished.
'What about the soup? | demanded. 'Y ou used to give me good soup. What about that? It's a long way
to where my money's hidden. | need good food if I'm to get strong enough to fetch it. Don't you want me
to do that, Meanie? Don't you?

She dstared @ me dully and stuck out her lip, like a pouty little girl. 'I've got nothing... she
complained.

‘Liar! Look a you! You're fat. You're fat while I'm thin. Y ou bring me soup, Meanie, you hear me?
Like you used to. Right?

She looked sadly a the ground. | was furioud Hadn't she got any sense? 'Just a couple of decent
medls and I'll be strong enough to go and bring us back some gold, and you're too stupid to go and get
them for me," | raged.

1 try,’ she said.

It was such an obvious load of bdls. She was fat enough. She dmogt waddled when she walked.
But she was s0 stupid and greedy she expected me to get better and go and bring home the bacon while
ghe hdf starved me. Stupid!

By the time she came back the next day, | was ready to eat anything. I'd crawled up the dairs three
or four times, but it was obvious | had to get some food down meif | was going to get any srength. |
was dreaming about the soup she was going to bring me -- thick, seaming soup with fine lumps of fatty
mest init, and barley and big chunks of chopped vegetables. | even began to think quite fondly of poor
old Mdanie. Right at this very minute she was probably hobbling her way over the rubble with the soup
cradled in her arms, carefully guarding the precious pot againg armies of halfmen.

And when she came, guess what? Well, there was the soup! | knew she had it, the lying old bitch. |
was a bit disappointed at how sndl the pot was, though. In my dreams it'd been a vast, seaming
cauldron that she had to carry on her back, with huge lumps of mesat and vegetables practicaly jumping
out of it. Instead, she handed over a smdl earthenware pot. 'It's cold,' I complained. 'It's too smal!’ |
moaned. The old sow was so supid! All she had to do was look after me properly and there would be
plenty. Didn't she understand?

Méeanie said nothing. She watched closdly as | lifted the lid off.

It was hdf full of dark, thin liquid. | lifted it up and looked in. There were precious few bits in it |
glared a her. | raised the bowl to my mouth and durped up alump floaing on the top -- mest, | thought!
But it was just some pappy, over cooked vegetable. | sucked in a mouthful of liquid. The soup was thin,
sour and rancid. Even to a gtarving man it was disgusting.

'You stupid bitch," | hissed. And just to show her what | thought about her crappy soup, | chucked



the bowl over my shoulder.

Médanie didnt say a word. She followed the bowl through the air with her eyes and then hobbled
her way rapidly over to whereit crashed into pieces agangt one of the wals. She lifted one of the pieces
of crockery to her lips and sucked the remains of the soup 4ill tting in its curve. With her fingers, she
scraped up the few little lumps she could find out of the dirt and ate them. She got to her knees, dipped
the hem of her skirt in the puddle of liquid that was rgpidly running away down the cracks, dabbing & it
like some mad housawife cleaning up. Then she put the wet materid to her lips and sucked the goodness
out of it.

It went very quiet. There was my bream, coming in short angry gasps, there was the hiss of her
sucking at her skirt hem.,

'What have you been egting? | asked her.

"Therée's not much at the moment,’ she answered.

'What about thet thick soup?

‘All gone, boy, dl gone. | ad stores. Stored up things. All gone, boy. | done me best.'

And, | hadn't redlised up till then, but 1'd never seen her eat. | walked up and took her arm. Under
thick, thick layers of rag, wrapped round and round and round, she was so thin, so thin. All her fatness
was made of cloth, as the poor the world over do it, to keep out the cold they fed so keenly.

| started to think at last ... & lagt | started to think! The way sheld come down the gairs to the
basement and sat panting for ten minutes before she could even speak. Had she dways been like that?
The pinched look on her face. She never complained, never said a thing to me. | thought, what sort of
greed was it that dways put itsdf last? | shook her by the arm. There was nothing on her. "You slly old
woman,' | said, and | burst into tears.

41

Inadearing, in a wood, in a tower, in a whedchair, in chains, agirl sat garing out of the window.
She was fifteen years old and her heart was frozen as hard as a vegetable in the icy ground.

Outside a cold wind flung ice a the windows and blackened the leaves, but it was sug and warm
behind the double glazing. A thin disco beat pulsed in the background, music from an earlier age. The air
conditioning hummed, the furniture settled into the carpet. Signy's prison was back again to its former
opulence. Having killed everything she knew and loved, Conor was now wooing back his young wife.

Another girl, only about a year or so younger, kndt a the whedchair, weeping. Cherry was ageing
a a cat's speed; her puberty was rapid. In another few months, she'd be older than her mistress.



'He's dead,’ said Sgny coldly, asif she cared nothing for the other child.

'‘No! | saved him. | saw the old woman-pig... | said!" begged Cherry. She was desperate about her
beloved mistress,

Sgny shook her head. 'Y ou'd have heard something by now, or Conor would've. It's been months!’
'Odin gave him the knife!’

‘Conor hasit now.'

'Y ou have to give im time to recover. | saw him escape!’

Then whereis he?

Tl find him, youll see. The old woman-pig moved away. She's hidden him but I'll find her again. |
wont let you down -- no, no! | keep tdling you, a man is worth a fortune over there, they make good
daves, they learn quickly. People don't just kill men, they have more sense than that.’

'He's dead. And soam |

'He'sin hiding! The hdfmen are retreating back out to the fredlands. Conor is daughtering them by
the thousand! Your brother can't just get up and wak about. He has to recover, he has to get wdl, his
wounds have to hed...'

Cherry trailed off. Every time Signy opened her mouth, her head jerked. She was terrified that her
mistress would live up to her threat and kill hersdlf.

Sgny sghed dightly. "Y ou could keep me dive forever with this story if | let you.'

'How would it beif you killed yoursdlf and it turns out he's Hill dive -- what then? Sgny shook her
head, but her eyesfilled with tears. 'He wouldn't want you to carry on like this' said Cherry, rubbing her
amdong Signy's leg, asif her limb were a cat. ‘Conor wants you back.'

'He's mad!’
'Yes, yes, mad! But he loves you.'

‘Love,' said Sgny. Yes, Conor loved her. But why? Had he something to gain from it? Maybe for
himit was thefind defeat of his old enemy -- to make Va's daughter fdl in love with him &fter dl he had
done.

'What does he know about love? she said wonderingly.

Cherry sttled hersdf at her mistresss feet. A flicker of fur showed on her face. 'Sleep with him and
you can dit his throat Use him. Pretend to forgive him and wait for the time to take your revenge.’

I can't, Cherry. | don't have the strength. | just want to die." Signy gave way to the tears that were
aways behind her eyes.

Cherry's head jerked back up. 'Don't say that,’ she mewed.

I havent got the strength,” whispered Signy. ‘It takes me dl my strength just to stay dive. | can't fight
him, Cherry. He's destroyed me!’



‘All you have to do islive,' pleaded Cherry.

Sgny shook her head. 'Find me Siggy, Cherry, and I'll live forever if | have to. If you dont, | swear
Il be dead by the spring, if | have to hold my breath to do it

Cherry began suddenly weeping and holding on to Signy's crippled legs. 'But | love you, | love you,
| love you so much..." Cherry clutched tight and wept bitterly.

Sgny looked down at her coldly. 'Find me Siggy, and you can stay with me forever." A little tired
amile gdled on her face. She bent down to touch Cherry just as she changed into a cat. Her fingers
stroked the fur, fet the quiver of excitement as the little anima rubbed her head againg her fingers
Cherry wasful of life, but it seemed to Sgny asif her own touch was dead.

Cherry twisted, turned, and ran out of the room. A second later a little brown bird took off in a
whirr of wings from the window-sll and headed north, to the dums of the hdfman lands, to the market
place, to no-one's land -- anywhere Cherry could pursue her search for the logt brother.

Behind her, Sgny stared at her hands and fdt the greet width and breadth of the darkness indde her.
Every moming was an emptiness that seemed to stretch on forever without shape -- black, black, black.
She would have put an end to it ages ago but for the lingering, and dwindling hope that her twin Sggy
might dill be dive. Cherry was her only hope of finding out.

'Not much longer now," she promised hersdf. She was looking forward so much to the day when
she could put hersdf out of dl this

When the old gods returned to the new world, they brought things with them. Rumours: there were
giants again in the frozen north, weren't there...? It was probably true. Nowadays not dl monsters were
brewed. Trolls, dwarfs, imps and even dragons -- as if there weren't dready enough mongersin a land
ruled by Conor.

And what did these gods want? The man with the broad-brimmed hat and one eye had been seen
more than once, often in the thick of battle. A god, or god-like, certainly; but whose god? There were
others, too -- figures who appeared in the ploughed fidds or on the riverbanks, gods who appeared
among machinery or in the weaponry. All of them demanded their own particular sacrifice.

Among them was a certain red-headed god whose appearance dways made things turn out
unexpectedly. Crookedly. Loki, the trickster, the dy one, the riddler, shape-changer.

A witch had been found living on Conor's Estate some years previoudy. It was clear she was a
witch, even though she was beautiful and young. The rumour was that when they cornered her she turned
into a bird and tried to fly away out of a window, but the window was dready shut and the girl was
taken. She would have been found guilty anyway. She had dit pupils, aline of fur down her spine and a
tal. Anyone with hdfman blood ingde the Wall, let done the Estate, was found guilty as a matter of
course.

She was tried and found guilty and executed by fire a few days later. Her screams were said to
resemble those of a cat. She sruggled and begged and promised, but when it became clear that dl her
arts could not save her, she yeled through the fire and named a certain house in a certain road, where in
an dcovein a collapsed wal they would find her young.

The people went and found there two young baby boys, tabbies, with retractable finger nails. They



were taken away and destroyed. No one noticed, hiding in the corner, trembling with youth, a smdl
tortoiseshd| kitten with green eyes and white whiskers.

Cherry had only the vaguest idea of what had happened to her in between the time her brothers had
been taken away and the time she found hersdf looked after by the dog people in the hdfman lands. She
remembered only that when she was very, very hungry indeed, a man with long, flaming red hair opened
his mouth and swalowed her up, whole. She remembered some time later being vomited up at the feet of
adartled group of dogmen, one of whom had later given her to Signy.

She had seen the red-headed man on other occasions. Once in a dream, dthough she knew it was
for red. He took from a leather pouch at his Sde three shapes.

'For you, daughter,' he said. 'Remember.’ And he dropped them onto her one after the other; a bird,
anut, and agirl.

Cherry's search had carried her far and wide, as far as a child, a cat or a andl brown bird could
look, from the towers of centra London, now occupied by Conor's troops, to those other great towers
inthe fredlands, in the new city of Ragnor. But the shape-changer did not expect to find Sggy in any of
these places. He could not have gone far with those injuries. If he had made it to the wedthy rulers of the
hafmen, Cherry would certainly have heard about it; they knew of her. How could they forget the day
when Loki made a gift of a kitten to one of them? No. The chances were that he was Hill hiding out with
the old pig-woman she had seen find him in no-one's land. The question was -- where? She might ill be
in no-one's land, or in the hdfman dums, or she might have passed under the Wal and be kegping hmin
the human dums. Either that or, as Sgny believed, he had dready died.

Two or three times a week, Cherry went shopping in the markets. It was no unusud sght to see girls
of fourteen and younger out for the family shopping. Snesking in and out of the tower, which would have
been dl but impossible for a person -- or even a cat -- was easy for her. Money was a problem, but
Cherry was gifted with a degree of foresight, aided by her naturd cunning. While Signy was on the roof
of the water tower contemplating suicide, Cherry had been taking precautions. She had broken up pieces
of her migresss jewdlery and hidden them away, behind the light fittings, behind the skirting boards.
Every now and then she dug out alittle diamond, or snapped the gold band off a bracelet. It was enough
for the bribes she needed.

Out here was aworld of contrasts. Pigs guzzled rubbish in the streets and were nudged to one sde
by fing, wide cars, painted in bright colours. Goats nibbled at the remains of trees in suburban gardens;
men in expensive suits, women dressed for cocktail parties, stepped in between the puddies, surrounded
by armed bodyguards. Gangs of children, out to beg, mug or stedl, searched the darker corners for
rubbish, or for anyone foolish enough to be done. The entrance to an expensve shop, Hling jewdlery,
exotic foodstuffs or drugs or drinks or high fashion clothes, might be choked by the gtink of a gutter full of
raw sewage, blown on a gust of wind from just around the corner. Huddles of starving children shivered
in corners and waited to die.

Today Cherry was searching in Leytonstone market. It was close enough to the Wl to attract a
good few hdfmen, and so dl of life came here a some time or another. Y ou could buy guns, woal, toals,
pigs, radios, anything necessary or unnecessaxry to a life in the city. Cherry argued and bartered with the
ddlholders, abused ther fruit, took a bite from an apple and said, no. She made jokes, friends and
enemies, but above dl she collected gossip. She didn't care if she irritated or gave pleasure so long as
people taked to her. HAf the market knew the girl with the strange eyes, who had money to spend and
who loved to hang around the gtals sharing gossip. Cherry had a great ded of gossip to tell, and a gresat
ded was told back to her. If anyone knew anything about a man with a broken face and hands, this was
the place to find out about it.



As she was easng her way through a long row of narrow ddls later that day, Cherry was dmost
bowled over by a whacking big man steaming round from behind his butcher's gdl onto the street. He
grabbed hold of a rubbishy-looking old woman by the shoulder and shook her. She was as much pig as
she was woman, maybe more, and starved hdf to death. She was jugt skin and bone under those rags.
Cherry could hear the breeth rattling in her lungs as he shook her. She mugt have been driven under the
Wall to search for food, as many hafmen were now that Conor's wars cut off supplies.

"You thievin' old bag..." The man rummaged ruddy about in her rags and dragged out a sheet of
pork ribs. He shoved the old woman back so hard she would have fdlen if the street hadn't been so
packed.

I don't want to see you about here one more time!' bellowed the trader. Cherry, who was sanding
with her back to the butcher's gdl, watched the old woman stagger off into the crowds. Yes, yes, yed
That was the one. Thinner, much thinner. But the same one, she was sure of it.

The gdlholder ran back round to serve a customer, his eyes bulging as he redised thet in trying to
recover his pork ribs, hed left the gl unattended.

‘Just plain greedy, some people,’ said Cherry quietly to him as he pushed past.

‘Light-fingered old bitch... She'slucky | let her off. She'd have 'er hand chopped off if | shopped her
for that. Old sow. Hdf pig hersdf if you ask me!

Cherry hurried off into the crowd after the old woman. She found her not far off, leening up againg a
wal, panting. The stdlholder had given her a rough shaking. For someone in her condition it was as good
as a besting.

'‘Now, then..." Cherry took her firmly by the shoulder, so she couldn't run off and looked into her
eyes. The old woman avoided her look at firgt, until she saw the tdll-tale dits. Then she looked up. 'If you
have to be a thief, you'd better be a good one,' said Cherry. She did her hand into her pocket and
dipped out a short loin of pork, with a nice, fat kidney cuddied up againg the bone. ‘But you did a good
job digtracting him," she complimented her. She grinned and put the meet into the old woman's hand.

The pig woman stared at her. Her hand closed tightly over the greasy meat and she tucked it out of
dght before Cherry had a chance to change her mind.

'Present from King Va,' whispered Cherry. She dropped afew coppers into her hand and amiled at
her.

'‘Now," she said, 'Where do you live, my dear, hmm? And how is Sggy Volson getting on?
Meanie stared blankly back. 'Oo?
'You heard.'

Méanie Sghed and bowed her head. How on earth had the news got out, dl the way into the city?
See now -- someone ese after her man!

'You betta come dong 0 me, then, m'dear,’ she whispered. She glanced about her and set off,
limping and pushing her way in between the crowd, with Cherry at her hedls.

Cherry was delighted with hersdf. How pleased Sgny would be!' She couldn't wait to question the
old sow. Better get out of the crowds fird, though. She walked dong close to Mdani€s heds, amiling
and purring to hersdf. It wasin the bag!



Cherry was young and fit and well fed, and Mdanie was old, weak and thin. But the old sow was
more cunning than she looked. The chops were a dream come true, the pennies were a good thing, too,
but no number of chops and no amount of pennies were going to see her handing over her man!

She limped heavily, Saggering from time to time into passers-by. Cherry watched her with concern.
She was on her last legd What sort of state would Siggy be in, looked after by the likes of her? They
jiggled their way adong for a couple of hundred yards, until a last the poor thing seemed to be overcome.
She leaned againg the wal panting in terror and exhaudtion, her big amber eyes fluttering pitifully at her

captor.

"Tchow! What now? complained Cherry. But the old woman just waved her hand and shook her
head, unable to speak.

'Do you want a drink? demanded Cherry, noticing that they'd stopped by a ddl sdling apple juice.
The old gil nodded, she was obvioudy starved hdf to death. Cherry took a couple of steps to the s,
put her hand in her pocket for the money. She ordered a drink, turned round to look at the old woman
and she was gone.

Desperatdly Cherry ran to and fro up and down the street -- she couldn't have gone more than a
few yards -- but Mdanie had disappeared. It was infuriating. Who'd have thought that old thing could be
30 quick? It was another ten minutes before she noticed the drain cover right next to where Mdanie had
stood. She did it off and dipped underneath, and there sure enough was the scent trail. The old sow had
popped down under in a second and did the lid back on, dl in the time it took Cherry to take afew steps
to the g4l and to order the drink.

Cherry chirruped in admiraion. Not as daft as she looked! She followed the trall as far as she could,
but it was very amdly down there and the drains soon split into two and then three and then four, and
there was no discovering which one Mdanie had used. The quarry was logt Cherry hadn't even found out
if Sggy was dive or dead.

42

Sagy

There were a few flakes of snow, just the odd one or two. They floated slently down the flue and
st there, refusng to met.

Winter.

Everyone up and down the country would be looking out for thick rags to wrap ther babies in,
suffing paper in the cracks and gaps around their houses and shelters, getting nervous at the first Sgn of a
cough or a sneeze. King Winter, the killer. | was brought up to be a gangmen, a fighter, but here's an
enemy you can't see or hear or threaten or shoot When you're badly fed and you've got no heeting, that
cough can kill you in afew weeks. | was as hdplessin front of the cold as | had been before the Fig. The



winter was on me, a me, in me. He was wearing me down. | was deepy dl the time. | seemed to be
moving through a thick migt.

| was garving to degath.

| knew what | had to do: big fa pig, full of dripping. But | was too wesk. | kept thinking, when I'm
better, when I've got my srength back. | was tdling old Méanie, only another few days, I'll be off out
there and when | come back, girl...

The trouble was there was no way | was going to get any strength back unless | got mysdf properly
fed. | did my best Meanie didn't bother locking me up now -- we were on the same side, weren't we? --
50 | did my share of scavenging. Not that | was very good at it. | crawled off one night into the cabbage
fidd and gorged mysdf on wet grass, like a cow. What afeast! A least | had aful bely, | thought, but |
was shitting wet hay for a day urtil | was exhausted. Put mysdf back weeks. Mdanie did her best. She
aways had something to bring home, but modtly it was crusts of bread and mouldy vegetables. She kept
promising proper food, but it was just widhful thinking. She'd given me everything she had and there was
nothing left, not even her strength. She was more starved than | was.

| was 4ill doing the exercises. | was heded up. | could move around, | could lift weights, | could
run, but it was just heping to kill me. There's no point in exercises if you haven't got the fud to burn. |
hed to get the strength back to pull off that one haist!

W, would you believe it? Old Mdanie comes up with the goods again. Chops! Pork chops,
proper ones. And aloaf of good bread. She looked as amazed as| was. | don't know if sheld ever even
seen a chop before. Sheld cooked 'em a home. There were three of 'em and they were Hill warm.

'Whereld you get these from? | was amazed.

‘A present,’ she said.

"Who do you know who has pork chops to give away?

'Ahh!" She tapped her nose with afinger. | was being nosy. Oh, well, chopsis chops...

| picked up one of the chops. | hdd itin my two hands. Gave it alittle squeeze. Ohhhh... It was firm.
Sweet. Solid mest. | gaveit asiff. | was gonnaenjoy this. Then | took along dow bite. | made sure | bit
off abig chunk of the fat as wdl as the meat. My mouth was so wet, you could have done the laundry in
it. It was glorioud! Then | lost my cool and started to gobble.

| was just nibbling bits off the bone when | saw Mdanie looking at me Sdeways. | kept forgetting.
Funny, when you're hungry... | mean, | don't know if it's like thisif you're hungry al your life, but if you're
used to loads of grub and then you get hungry, redly hungry, proper starving... you never think anyone
else might be hungry too. | knew she was garving hersdf to feed me, but | kept forgetting.

'Have you had any? | asked her.
'Oh, yeah,' she sad. 'Ad mine!

| ate hdf the loaf, offered her the rest but she said no. | got stuck into the next chop. 1'd polished off
the bread and | was a couple of bitesinto the third and last when | thought, hang on, she'slying again.

'Y ou haven't had anything a dl, redly, have you? | said.
'l ave,' sheinggted. And, wdll, | knew she was lying, but | finished the chop off anyway. | know. I'm



abastard. My mouth did it for me. | just wolfed it down before | had time to think. Then | wandered off
outsde to have a good belch and to let her chew the little ribbons of meet and gridtle off the edges of the
bones without me having to watch her & it | fdt horrible. Horrible for having esten so much mesat so
quickly after starving for weeks. | was getting these painful cramps. And horrible again for not leaving her

ay.

That's when | made up my mind. Weak | may be, but it was gonna be a long time before | was
gonna get that much food in my gut again, unless | got it mysdf.

Insde, Mdanie made out she was wrapping the bones up in a doth. | could see fat on the edges of
her mouth. | went to the pile of old bricks where I'd hidden the old gun she'd given me, and | took it out.

'Méanie, that's the last time you're gonna do me any favours.' | came up close and tapped her softly
on the forehead. 'Next time you see me, kid, you're gonna be rich.’

And she amiled like akid at Christmas.

Big fa pig, full of dripping...

No offence. I've got nathing againg pigs -- some of my best friends, as they say. Face it, my only
friend. But there are pigs and pigs. The kind | was thinking about weren't anything to do with animals

It was gonna be different this time. | mean, back then me and Signy werent in it for red. It sort of
grew out of when we were kids playing Robin Hood. It was pretty safe, redly, so long as people knew
who we were and everyone knew about Sggy and Signy. Who was going to fight the children of the
biggest ganglord in London?

It was gonna be different thistime. No one was going to have any quams about shoating me now.

| said to Mdanie, 'Right, where do the rich go? | was dunking of getting into a casino, or a decent
hotel and pulling mysdf some fat businessman. Wdll, the old girl looked down a me and | glanced down
after her and | thought, oh oh...

Everything's hard when you're poor! Dressed like that | wasn't gonna get near anyone rich enough to
be worth robbing. | suppose that's why poor people sted from poor people and rich people sted from
rich people. Well, sod that Was | Vd's son or what? In the first place the poor can't afford to be robbed,
and anyway, no poor man was going to have enough for me.

You got to use your brain.

| got into town through the old Northern Line tunnd and came back up in Camden as soon as the
light went. | got straight on with it. Appearances, | thought. The firg place | rolled was a clothes shop.

| snuck in round about dosing time. It was a Tuesday, not many folk about. | did in with a ripple
and tucked mesdf away behind a collection of cheap suits while the s&ff were deding with the last of the
customers. Thefind shopper was edged out, the door was locked. | waited. There were just these two
blokes, skinny lads with floppy hairdos, poncing about the place. | was waiting for them to leave. Bt |
hed the gun ready just in case.

| was terrified. Funny thing, I've dways been terrified. | was terrified doing it with Sgny and | was
terrified now. Y ou have to treat it like stage fright: just ignore it and go through with it even though you're
hiding behind awadl retching five minutes before it'stime to go on.



So there | was quivering away amongs the off-the-peg suits, while these lads dipped about
graghtening the place up. 'What's that smell, George? one of them wanted to know. | was offended. |
could have stepped out and smacked him one judt for that. He was right, though. | stank. It was just that
I'd been breathing it for so long | never noticed.

'‘Changed your underpants lately? asked the other one. And the two of 'em started some giggly
routine about skid marks and the rest of it. Anyway, next thing, they're looking for the source of the
pong. Truth to tel | was pretty obvious. There's no hiding place for a man if he amdls strong enough. It
waan't long before one of them came up close by the cheap suits going, sniff, sniff, sniff. He poked about,
opened them up -- and there | was. And there | was. | made sure he spotted the muzze of the gun
before he spotted me. His face went... plop. Then he saw my face.

| said, 'Hush, George." He backed off as | came out, his nose inches from the end of the barrdl.
Then | took a deep breath and | screamed.

‘RIGHT, YOU TWO! OVER AGAINST THE WALL! NOBODY TRY ANYTHING! GET
GOING, GET GOING!" This is when the face comes in handy. I'm good &t that bit of it. | terrified the
pants off them. | scared mysdf, actudly. This is the sort of busness you have to do on nerves. Your
customers have to think you are serious -- mad, bad and deadly. Evenif you're anice boy redly.

They scurried againgt the wall. | grabbed hold of the one who looked the least scared. As arule of
thumb, dways go for the biggest and the meanest. Once he goes down, you've got the others just where
you want ‘em.

'RIGHT,' | screamed. | was waving the gun in the air right in their faces asif | was wrestling with it
to stop it going off, doing my best impersonation of a homicidd maniac. | was pulling that gristled-up,
chewed-up, broken-up face of mine like I was gonna eat them boys. I WANT SOME OUTHTS!" |
screamed. 'MAKE IT SNAPPY! AND | DON'T MEAN THE STYLE!" | screamed. | broke into a fit
of coughing -- dl that ydling was doing my lungs in. The other one shot off the wal and went running
around. '26 WAIST!" | howled. Wdll, | hadn't esten much lately. 'SIZE NINE SHOES!" | howled. Then,
amog disagter. | nearly got afit of the giggles. | mean, screaming your waist measurement in a voice like
Mad Max. | swalowed it back. '"AND DON'T GET OUT OF SIGHT OR GEORGEY -PORGY GETS
DEAD!

Wow! Bigtimel You mug think | redly am mad, sarving hdf to death and going in a clothes shop.
But it was necessary. I'm not interested in fashion but you get a better class of vicim if you look right.
Anyway, the gun wasn't loaded and | reckon even those two laddies could have taken mein the state |
wasin. | had to give them a hard time to scare them out of trying anything on. | even threatened to shoot
them if the colours weren't matching right.

Once | got dl the gear together, | tied George and his pd up with a sdection of dlk ties, and had my
own fashion show, trying it on and poncing up and down in front of the mirror. | had the shock of my life
| mean, 1'd seen my face, but not that often and anyway, you get to forget what's on the front of your
head. This was the first decent mirror 1'd got a look in and Jesus! You never saw anything like it. No
wonder those two guys were scared. | nearly laid an egg in my pants just looking. My jaw stuck out
sdeways and forward like a snapped piece of china, my hands looked like claws. | was dl bones, my
eyes glittered like polished stones. | looked the devil. | could have wept, but | swalowed it down and
sad to mysdf, 'Siggy, you are going to haunt this town.’

'What do you think, George? | asked. | got back to my usud friendly sdf once they were tied up.

The beige s-s-suits you, Sir,' he promised. It was a nice pinky-beige suit with a waistcoat. | dso got



jeans, severd pairs of shoes, shirts, trainers, you name it. Socks, pants, the lot. By the time | was
finished, | could have walked into any casino or hotd in the land. Except that | ill stank. And except for
the face. You can't hide that in new clothes. Well, people were gonna stare but it's a bad world. | wasn't
the only one out there who'd been hdf eaten.

| gagged the two assistants and blindfolded them -- give mesdf a nice long getaway -- emptied the
till and headed off into the night. 1t was December and it'd been pitch black for hours. | caught a taxi to
Hackney, didn't want to go too up market, not with my face. The driver was screwing his nose up & me.
It was unpleasant, | wasn't used to being aandly.

Even so | was feding good. The plan was working! Like | thought, people winced when they had to
look a me, but money-talk beats body language any day. | stopped off to buy hdf a dozen pasties and
guzzled them in the back of the cab. The driver must have thought held picked up a pig. Then | booked
into a hote and -- ah, | remember this bit. You cant imegine -- | went updars to have a
ba-aa-aa-aa-asaath. Man, it was heaven. Paradise out the taps. It was a decent hotdl -- not the best, but
good enough to have their own hot water supply. | lay in the hot soapy water for hours, and the poverty
and the pain floated off mein long dark, greasy stripes across the water. The bubbles turned black. |
emptied the bath and started again.

| fet like a new man. | was saved. I'm a pagan mesdf, but if | was a Chrigian 1'd say, Jesus is a bar
of soap.

Then | got dressed and went downgtairs to have a med, just alight one. | stayed in that hotd for
two days, building my strength up. Oh, | know what you're thinking. What sort of a toad does that, gets
the money and then dts and guzzes for two days when poor old Mdanie was saving back home.
Ligen. | was exhausted. | had to get some strength back. And | did too. Just a few days of decent food,
lying in a decent bed, having baths. Shit, | needed it! And a the end of those two days | was up and

ready for anything that came my way.

| thought to mysdf, why stop here? We have the means, we have the technology. | went to do some
proper robbing.

| was ready for anything. | was thinking of Meanie's face when | turned up in my smart suit, smdling
of sweet soap with alittle bag full of gold coins, or rings, or jewds. Oh, | wasn't going for amdl change. |
wanted the business.

Thet hotd was ared gty. | don't mean it was dirty. | mean, it was full of fa pigs, full of dripping.

My pig of choice was both fat and old. The old ones are usudly the richest, and they deserve what's
coming to them. They've got alifetime of greed behind 'em. | spotted mine in the restaurant geaming his
way through steak, chips, trifle for afters, bottle of wine on the table next to him. He had bleary, thick
eyes and a somach to match, and he sat there and chewed his way through the lot, even though they
served huge portions, even down to wiping the grease off his plate with arall and asking for a couple of
extra after-dinner mints with the hill.

| thought, 'Too old to think, too fat to move." My kind of pig.
And me? | was feding clean and | was thinking hard.

| lurked by the lifts -- they had their own generators -- and | dipped in with im on the way up. He
was huge. | thought to mysdf, they ought to charge you extra for usng the lift What it cost to drag thet



bag of guts and blubber two storeys up | dread to think. 1 got out with him. | didnt follow too close,
though. | waited back down the corridor while he got hiskey out and let himsdf in. There were a couple
of other guests going to and fro. As soon as the way was clear | walked up and rapped on his door.

'Hello," he grunted.

'Message for you, Mr Harabin.'

I'm not Mr Harabin.'

'Room 1277 | read off the door.

Yes..

It's for you, dr. Would you have alook, please?

| could hear him lumbering about insde. The bed creaked. 'Can't be for me... the room number must
be wrong.' But of course he was curious. Everyone's curious. He got to the door and opened it and |
introduced him to my grin and the barrel of my gun.

'Get indde.' | gave him a shove on the shoulder. It was like pushing a car with the handbrake on. |
poked him with the gun and he stepped back into his room. 'Stand next to the bed and empty your
pockets," | told him.

He was s0 fa you wouldn't believe it, aman that gross. He began to turn and as he did, he stuck out
hishand and swiped at the guninmy hand. | stood there watching him do it, thinking, you idiot. I mean, if
the gun had been loaded | might have killed him. Was his wallet worth that much to him? Asit was | took
astep back, but...

I'd forgotten, hadn't I? He was old, dow and amos certainly stupid. | was young and trained to kill.
But | was dso hdf starved. A couple of decent medls and agunin your hand doesn't do away with being
torn to pieces and spending three months on your back getting put back together. | took a step back but
my legs seemed to have gone into dow motion. | watched his hand whip across -- he was fast for a fetty
-- and | knew he was going to connect. My crabbed, skinny fingers squeezed tight but he caught my
hand and flicked hiswrigt and | watched in amazement as the gun went flying across the room and rattled
agang thewal on itsway to the floor.

He was about twenty times stronger than | was.
He took two steps forward and fdl on me.

| dmogt blacked out. Next thing | knew hed crawled up with his knees round my neck with his bum
like a thirty-ton cushion on my chest. | couldn't even bream. My mouth was opening and closing. | went
into a panic, jud trying to move my arms haf an inch and get asp of ar, but | couldnt.

"You little git," he breathed. His great porky fis went up in the ar and then down, smack! My head
rolled about on my neck and | fet the warm blood on my mouth. Smack! | squirmed about, desperately
trying to snatch agp of ar, watching his fig going up and down, up and down. | tried to say, I'm just a
kid, but | couldn't get the breath. In between punches he was bdlowing for help. | vagudy saw a couple
of maids and blokesin suits peering in, and after a bit they grabbed hold of him and pulled him off. | think
that's what they were doing anyway. They might have just been helping him to his fet.

Thefa bloke bent down and pulled me up after him. | was nothing but a bloody invaid. He pulled
me off the floor asif | was one of hisold shirts.



‘Bloody little thief,” growled the fat man. 'What sort of a hotel is this? He ripped ray jacket off and
went through the pockets, halding on to me with one hand on my neck. He pulled out the fat wad I'd
taken from thefill in the clothes shop. 'l don't suppose thisis his' he said. Then he shoved me in the back
s0 | went flying through the air into the arms of one of the geeks in the sLits.

He pushed hard. | was as weak as water. | put my head down under the srength of his push and
went fluttering the couple of metres into the geek -- plonk! Straight into his ssomach. The geek curled off
with an OUF! Me -- | just kept on going. | didn't fed clean and hard now. | fdt like a feather blowing
donginthewind. Wet meand | stick to something, blow me and | fly. Catch me, | have no weight.

But feathers are hard to catch. The fat man, the mads, the auits, guests from the hotd were 4l
running after me. | fdt like the gingerbread boy. More and more of them kept appearing, jumping a me
out of their rooms, coming round the corners, dl ydling and dhrieking, Thief, thief, sop him!" | was
certain | was going to get caught a any second. All they had to do was touch me and I'd've hit the floor.
My face helped. People are used to seeing ugly sghts, but there was dways a moment to flinch as they
reached out their hands to touch me.

| carried on, fluttering down the corridor, under ther arms, over ther legs | fluttered onto the
darway and then | fluttered down it. The foyer was full of people. | fdl draight into their arms, then out
of them again a second before they knew | was being chased. Someone caught my shirt. | shrugged the
shirt off. | made it to the doors, and now | was going hard, digging up strength from somewhere, full of
fear. My legs were pounding up and down, bang bang bang! Another hundred yards -- my lungs were
burgting, my legs were going under me like two grips of damp paper in a giff breeze. | did on something
wet, went down on my bum and bounced back up. At lagt an dleyway into the dums opened up and |
ran into it, into the dense cloigters of people and gdls, and gtink. | became a feather again and started
dodging and dashing thisway and that.

Ancther couple of hundred yards and I'd had it. | sat down in a doorway, my whole body heaving
for ar and | was suddenly, wetly, hugdy sick.

| waited for the hand on my shoulder, but it never came. I'd lost ‘'em. No one liked to go too deep
into the dums to catch athief. What was the point? The dums were full of thieves, you'd only get robbed.

I'd logt them, but I'd dso lost everything ese. 1'd logt dl my clothes, left back in the hotel room. I'd
logt the gun, I'd lost the money. I'd lost the clothes off my back. 1'd even lost my dinner. | sank my head
in my hands and retched weakly. The poor people wandered to and fro. | sat there for maybe hdf an
hour until | felt chilled to the bone, and | made my way back to the school.

| was the hard man.

| had nothing -- a miserable twenty quid | found duffed in the back pocket of my filthy trousers.
Doing that clothes shop, the bath, the good food, the rest, they dl fooled me into thinking | was mysdf
agan. | wasnt. | was usdless. | kept thinking about Mdanie waiting back there in the boiler room for me.
I'd been making out | was her lucky day, but shed starved hersdf hdf to death for me and what had |
done to thank her for it?

She was there, waiting for me. She gave me this big, gummy, gormless, greedy grin. I'd guess she
was hdf certain I'd cleared off, like everyone e in her life. Since | was back she thought she was rich.

She sat there shifting about on her scrawny old bum, waiting for the jackpot. | just dipped my head.
| was so ashamed. I'd had it dl and 1'd logt it because of my big head, and this wasn't a party game, like



it used to be for me and Signy. This was winter. This was life or degth.
| thought, King Winter, and | bowed my head before him.
| dug my hand in my pocket and handed over the twenty quid.

Medanie stared at it. | could hardly look. Then, an even huger, even gummier big grin spread across
her old creased-up, crigp bag of a face, and she flung back her head and opened her ams and she
grabbed hold of me and began jigging up and down on my toes.

'You lovey boy, you darlin!" She kissed the money and she kissed me. | just thought, wot? What
was there to be s0 pleased about?

It only dawned on me gradudly. The thing was, as far as Mdanie was concerned, twenty quid
actudly was afortune. Her dreams had dl come true. Me, | hadn't any idea what things cost, 1'd never
had to buy so much as a sausage in my life. 1'd been thinking of the sort of guff me and Signy used to
dole out to the poor -- hundreds, thousands of quid. That was treasure to me. But the sort of Suff
Médanie ate you could live for a couple of months off twenty quid. She danced and grinned and yodelled.
I've never seen anyone look so happy, and dl for twenty meedy quid. | thought, it doesn't take much,
doesit?

Andthen | redised -- sod it, I'd done it after dl. Yeah...! I'd doneit! | took her by the hands and
we did a sort of dow, garving dance like a pair of stick insects doing a jig, round and round in circles,
until we'd worn ourselves out and we fel down in a hegp on the pile of rags where | fdl sraight to deep.

| spent the next few hours deeping on feathers -- as much as | knew about it, anyway. Next thing |
knew it was dark, and Mdanie was shaking me awake and pushing a bowliful of hot thick, squelchy stew
into my hands.

The good times were back!

For the next couple of weeks me and Méslived like -- well, like apair of pigs. We gulped our way
through bowls of stew and loaves of bread. We devoured potatoes by the bowlful. Wdl, | did, anyway.
My appetite was like a lorry with no brakes, it wouldn't stop. She used to watch me suff my face like |
was something a an exhibition. | said, 'Eat up, eat up!" But she couldn't keep up with me. She ate tiny
amounts. | wouldn't have fed my pet rat on o littlein the old days.

| ate cheese by the pound. Eggs, | fdl in love with eggs. | got sudden, violent hankerings for fruit,
yoghurt, steak, apples, bread and buitter, biscuits, fruit cake, stew, sausages, trifle...

"Youll make yoursdf ill, she complained. | grinned at her and showed her the musdle on my leg.
'What's the problem? | got the money, didn't |?

| was exerciang, getting my strength back quick now that there was good food and plenty of it. |
didnt let it dl turn to fat. 1 was running up and down those dairs fifty, a hundred times a day. | started
letting mysdf think about things again. Conor for ingtance. He had my knife. And my sigter...

| was thinking, I'm gonna get my sister back and I'm gonna get my knife back. It was the firg time
I'd serioudy thought | was capable of getting anything together beyond the next medl. Oh, yeah, | was on
arall! I was building up my hedth, putting the weight back on, getting my confidence back.



But of courseit couldn't |ast.

Thing is, Mdanie made such a fuss over that twenty quid. Like | say, | didnt have any idea how
much things cost. | thought it'd last for ever. Wdl, maybe it could've lasted Mdanie for ever, but Mdanie
lived off spuds and greens, tiny amounts like | say. She didn't eat cheese or butter or ham or steak. She
didn't swallow four eggs one after the other. So the day came a lot sooner than | thought when Mdanie
put down abowl of soup in front of me and said, Time t' get some more money, boy, if yer wanna eat
tomorra,’

And | was amazed dl over again! Stupid idiot -- one minute | thought twenty quid was nathing, next
| thought it'd last forever. But the money was gone dl right. She made it last pretty wel, | see now. | had
to go out on the hunt again, and thistime | knew it wasn't going to be so easy.

No gun. If you're weak you gotta have a gun. That's what they're for.
'l need agun, Méels' | told her. 'l can't go robbing without a gun.’

| found mysdf trying to convince her that she had a few quid Ieft over, buried away somewhere, just
enough for agmdl broken old handgun, surely?

But she hadn't, of course. We had an argument. She redly riled me by tdling meiif | didnt want to
rob, | could do something else instead, begging for instance.

'Me! Beg? | was furious. But as Mdanie pointed out, it wasn't any better expecting her to beg for
me

And then she sad this...

She was lying on her back on a heap of rags, with her porky hands folded over her bely saring
dreamily into the air and she says, 'Maybe King Vd'll give me some more chops.'

| nearly choked. 'King Va? | said.

"Those chops,’ she said. And she went dl dreamy eyed, like she was seventeen and thinking of her
boyfriend.

"... King Vd gave you those chops? | licked my dry lips It wasn't possblel Dad was dead, wasn't
he? 'My father? | croaked.

She looked a me and frowned. 'Nah, it was agirl.
| dmost saized her by the throat.

| was livid! Why on earth didn't she tdl me? She knew dl about my father, who didn't? But she was
aure this was some agent of Conor's. To make matters redly infurigting, she couldn't even redly
remember what the girl looked like. She remembered the chops wel enough. How thick the fat was.
That nice middle chunk of kidney stuck up againg the rib. But the girl...

| couldn't work it out. First she said the gil was dressed a bit like a man. My heart legpt -- it was
Sgny! Then the girl had red hair -- it wasn't Signy. So who was it? Perhaps she was right. Conor's
agents mugt know | was dill dive and they were looking for me.

| kept a her and at her and at last | came across aclue. This girl apparently had strange eyes. Cat's
eyes, infact | thought, now, where have | seen something like that before?



| was down there by the market in Leytonstone the very next day. | waked about, | begged. It was
dl right to be begging if it was a digguise, you see, that didn't offend me. Actudly | did dl right | had the
face for it. | made two quid in one day. | was there the next day, and the next, and the day after that.
And then she came,

It had been such a brief glimpse that day in the hdfman lands. She'd swung suddenly into view and
I'd got an impresson more than a Sght of the thick red hair, the pointy little chin, and those wide,
impossible eyes as she kissed me on the cheek. So when she came swinging through the market, shouting
and meking afuss, | was scared to go up to her in case it was atrap after dl. And she was older -- much
older. She was dmost awomean aready. How could she have got so much older in just a few months? |
thought maybe she was that young girl's sster, but | didnt know then what | know now. Cats age
differently from people.

And then, of course, | hardly looked like mysdf anymore. But she was -- once again! -- my only
chance. | came close and begged spare change. Clever girl, clever girl, she knew a once. She took me
by the am and amiled. 'l know you," she said.



BOOK I

When Sgny knew tha her brother was dive she hdd a grim celebration. So now she had to live
There was fish and cream for the cat and wine for her and the gifl to toast the return of Sggy and the
Volsons.

Cherry was in heaven. Her beloved migtress was going to livel She chased round and round the
table, asacat, asagirl, as abird. She hung on Signy's neck and wept for the love of her, and swore she
would never stop.

Sgny banged her hands down on the table.

'‘And now we will destroy Conor,' she said. With that she put the darkness aside and began to make
her plans.

The next morning, a smal brown bird flew in through the window of a flat in Leytonstone, close to
the edges of the Wall, where the shape-changer had hidden her find with the pig-woman, Medanie. Sggy
hed refused to move without her. She found them lying on piles of cushions in the middle of the floor, a
huge fire blazing in the grate, blankets stuffed dl around and under the door to keep out the draughts,
duvets and eiderdowns piled up on top of them. All around were scattered paperbags dtained with
grease, crumbs, apple cores, empty bottles and smdl heaps of food. Cherry picked her way across the
debris, her nose dightly wrinkled, and dropped a letter into Sggy's lap. Then she changed into a cat. The
garbage was just too good to miss

'Oh, God!" shouted Mdanie from her hegp of blankets. Cherry legpt into the ar and turned back
into a girl as she hit the ground. Mdanie groaned; Sggy giggled. There was something Sckening about
seaing shape treated <o lightly.

‘Don't worry, Mdls, she doesit dl thetime,' said Siggy.

"Whow! One shape orta be enuff fer anyun,’ grunted Medanie. She crept deeper under the blankets,
but kept a sharp eye on the man and the girl. Mdanie wanted to know everything that was going on.

Cherry stared a him, and Sggy smiled back as he opened the letter, then frowned and looked
quickly away. She was a pretty girl. Just for a second he was flattered before he remembered the scabby
wound that was his face. But Cherry was saring with the smplicity of a cat She had no feding for looks
a dl. Actudly, she was thinking that underneath the warm reek of grease and smoke that filled the room,



the man amdt redly rather good. She crossed her legs and began to purr under her bresth as Sggy
opened his letter and began to read.

It was the firg communication between them snce the massacre, and Siggy was filled with the
ovewhdming sensation that the letter was a fraud, written by a stranger. It was Sgny dl right; he knew
her syle aswdl as hisown. But it was Signy as held never known her. And what nonsense she talked!

Revenge? Defedting Conor? Recovering the Volson lands? Restoring their father's dream? Siggy
stared down at his wrecked body, and he began to laugh.

'Me, King! King Me. King of Shit!" He waved his hand around the room. 'King of Scraps! King of
Pigd King of..." He laughed weakly and stared at Mdanieg, inviting her to laugh with him. ‘Me, King,' he
snorted. 'Y ou, Queen! Fight Conor.' But Meanie stared back at him, her face without expression. Sggy
fdt the laughter drained out of him.

'Cherry,’ he said. "We have to get her out of there.

2

Sovy

I'm information, I'm treachery. Here, on the indde, | belong here. I'm a spy. Conor wants me. He
doesn't know what loveis, but he wants me. He doesn't trust me -- not yet. But he will. I'm the greatest
asset we have and Siggy wants me to run away!

He doesn't want to see me humiliated anymore, he says. He has to understand; there's no such thing
as humiliation. Theré's no shame except the shame of not destroying Conor to the last drop of his blood.
If I have to deep with him, I'll do it. Il open my legs with aloving smile. If | have to kiss his lips and ook
in his eyes like alamb and tdl him | love him, and comfort him when the night demons come, I'll do it
tenderly. If | have to bear his children, I'll do that too, just so that | can dit thair throats before his eyes.
He has to suffer like he's made me suffer. Like he made my father suffer.

| know Siggy's suffered more than me. He had to waich our brothers devoured. He had to give our
fether to Odin. But in the end it makes no difference. He can turn and twig dl he likes but he has no
choice. It's not in his hands. Helll see.

Odin gave him the knife. Odin embraced me. Our destiny isin the hands of gods.

Look at Cherry lying on the floor a my feet Why ese is she here -- shape-changer, part human,
part animd, part god? See her! She looks up a me and amiles.

Thereisaway,' she purrs. 'l can get you out if you want.'
'Did you tdl hm that?



'‘No.'

'‘Good! Never tdl him. He mug think I'm trapped.’ | chew a the flesh around my fingertips.
‘Everything must be put right' Then | amile & her and say the terrible word 'Conor..." just to hear her
growl deep in her throat.

'He wants to have you in the same way a dog pisses on its victim,” says Cherry. Yes! She knows.
'He wants you to love him because he can't love himsdf. He wants you to want him because then his
victory would be complete. He wants you to forgive him." She meows and creeps low on her somach
onto my lap. Poor Cherry! | stroke her between the ears as she turns back into cat.

Tl let im do whatever he wants with me," | say. ‘And when the time comes, I'll kill him. I'll wipe out
hisarmies, and I'll put my own family back in the place he's stolen. There will be no forgetting. Never.'

"... dways hate him," murmurs the little tortoiseshell cat on my lap. Her eyes are as hard as stones.
She dways feds exactly the same as | do.

| will have power. Alreedy I've had some of the guards killed. | pointed them out to Conor from the
tower while they were on parade. | told him they raped me. They died. Conor was furious to think that
his property had been used by common soldiers. They were hung by their heds from the trees and
beaten until they could scream no more. The guards know | hold the power of life and death. One day,
everyone will know.

Conor wants everything to be just as it was. Sometimes | go adong with it He fills my prison with
toys and we pretend it's not a prison. He fills my ears up with promises, and we pretend | believe them.
Hefillsmy life up with his emptiness and | pretend I'm full. He doesn't trust me yet, but he will. He wants
to, you see, and poor Conor lies so eadly to himsdf. And poor man -- do you know what? He has no
idea what the difference is between hate and love. | can fool him into thinking anything. 1 can even fool
himinto thinking thet | love him.

Each time he comes | think my heart will bresk dl over again. | loved him so much -- so much!
Y oud think held see the look behind my eyes and shudder, but instead he weeps, and knedls by my chair
and begs me to forgive him.

'l love you,' he says, over and over. And then he looks a me with an expression like an animd. He
raises his eyebrows dightly. He's waiting. | redlise with surprise that he expects me to tdl him that | love
him, too.

I only know this if | have to fdl in love with hm dl over again to get im to trust me, I'll do it just so
| can hurt him.

| say, 'I'm your prisoner. How can you expect me to love you?

"You did love me!

| look away. Thisis unbearable!

He ingpects his clean hands and he asks, 'Do you think you could love me again?

It astonishes me beyond words that he asks methis | say, ‘| am yours, the spoails of victory.'

When | say that, he blushes like a boy. ‘It was out of my hands,' he growls. Oh yes, my darling,



nathing to do with you. Poor, innocent one. See how I've hurt his fedingd But | lie so wel that | could
amog fed sorry for him.

| say, Then who did this to me? | fling the blanket off my legs so he can see my pretty legs. He
hates to see my legs these days. They offend him.

It was an accident,’ he growls. 'Y ou know that." He shakes his head, dismissng my legs. This had
to happen, don't you see, Sgny? It couldn't be stopped, it was dl underway from a long, long time ago.
The treaty was impossible. There were too many people in both camps who wanted it destroyed. It was
Vd or me. The gods wanted it!"

"That's why they gave you the knife" | say. | nod at it hanging from his belt.

'Yes, yes." Conor nods in agreement He is surprised that | see this, but not as surprised as | am that
he believes whet | say. Sarcasm means nothing to him.

It was given for meto take," he agrees.

| shake my head, which fedslike it's about to explode. But nothing of this shows on my face. | never
let anything show on my face. It would turn me to stone if anything showed on my face in front of him.

| say, 'If you want to love me, Conor, you have to win me. Nothing for free ever again. You must
show me how much you love me.’

'How? Tdl me how...? Anything.

‘Let me out of here' |1 say. And | watch his eyes widen. What did he expect me to ask for?
Chocolates?

'Not possible...’
'‘Because you don't love me.’

'‘No! But there are powerful people. Enemies -- the same ones who forced my hand to kill your
father." He's lying, of course. But he dready thinks I'll believe him because he's hdf convinced himsdf. He
thinks so much of himsdf he even believes hisown lies

I won't have you put at risk, you're too important to me,' he says.
Then kill your enemies!’
'No, I need them! Not yet, not yet, Sgny. Give metime!'

| don't understand. Why does he keep me here? Is he scared of me? Or does he redise in his heart
that | am his destruction?

I nod at the door. 'Let me know when before you come back.'

"You don't understand.” Conor's voice drops. And now, aready, he begins to talk politics He paints
apicture of powerful associations, groups of men and women working againg him -- againg us -- people
too strong to be defeated. Unlike Vd, | suppose he means. These people have to be humoured.

'For the time being,’ he begs. 'Can't you see that?

I 9gh. | haf nod my head asif I'm not sure whether to believe him or not, and poor Conor thinks I'm



fooled. The only person he foolsis himsdf. Of course it seems to him that hdf the world wants to destroy
him. They do. They're just not necessarily in the places he expects them to be.

I nod, | ligen, | nod some more. | frown. "Y ou should have told me dl this before.'
Conor dghs and amiles gpologeticdly. How lightly he passes over the lives of dl my family!

'One day, I'll free mysdf of them," he promises me. 'T'll kill them, every dngle one of them. Youll
have your revenge. Bt it takes time!’

Ah, Conor, my darling, your promises So many promises made! But Il make sure you keep this
one.

Tl have their heads before I'll have you,' | tdl him.

They will die, you will have your revenge," he repests eagerly. We smile and nod a each other. The
imaginary enemies have become red. They are why | have to say trapped here in the tower. They are
why my legs are hamgtrung, they are the ones who destroyed our love. None of it was anything to do
with Conor. On the contrary, he will help me take revenge.

| have to look away. How can | keep up this agreement of lies? How long will it take?
If it takes forever, I'll keep it up forever. That's how long.

‘Conor," | say. | say it sadly. 'Oh, Conor, Conor. Don't expect me to believe anything you say for a
long, long, long time. Oh yes, | dill love you..." He looks up in plessure at thet lie which comes so easly
tomy lips. 'Yes, | dill do, despite everything. But I'll have to trust you before you ever touch me agan.
These are the people who gave the orders for me to be crippled. The ones who forced you to destroy
my father. Y ou tdl me how strong you are, but it seems to me that you must be weak for these people to
bully you like this. Y ou say yoursdf that you never wanted this. Very wdl; prove yoursef. Bring me their
heads!'

He lost his temper then and stormed about, angry that | caled him weak and accused him of being
bullied, even though that's what he'd just told me. Of course, Conor is anything but weak. He is the bully.
W, let hm choke on his own lies. He flings a chair at the door, just missng me, and for a minute | think
he's going to rape me. Let him. I've survived worse than that. But strange to say he never lays a hand on
mewhen | don't want him to -- not then, not ever.

Inthe end he broke up a few more pieces of furniture and then stormed out. | thought, it's started.
My revenge. | will have those heads he's promised me, the heads of innocent people, no doubt, but
theyll give him an excuse to free me. | will take everything back. Conor wants everything, to kill my
father and peg my brothers out for the Pig, and then have me love him into the bargain. Mad! That's his
weakness. He truly believes he can have anything he wants. Even me.

Itll take time, but now it's underway. The problem is Siggy. I'm strong, but he's weak. How can |
make my brother strong? Who is there to hdp him? Or make him?



Thisis a story that travels across years. It begins with children and ends with grown men and
women. There are babies. The babies grow tdl, some of them, at least.

Conor had Vd's skeleton bolted to the high gates of the Estate. The words, 'King of All He
Surveys, were cast in brass and screwed into the wal above him and there he stared blindly out over the
world with weeds taking root in him and the rain weeping tears down his face. A robin nested between
hisribs and for awhile he had a heart fluttering again ingde him.

Sgny couldn't seeiit, but she heard about it. Conor had given orders that she was to know nothing
of it, but the kids took to gathering outside the tower and jeering a her, 'How's yer father? How's yer
father? Signy closed her curtains and wept Conor told her that the children were lying, put up to it by his
enemies to torment her. Sgny knew otherwise; Cherry never lied.

One of the children got a jackdaw nestling and trained it to speak, 'How's yer father? How's yer
father? It sat in the eaves of the houses caling out its one phrase day after day. Sgny had a word with
Conor, and this time she wanted action. Both the jackdaw and the child disappeared and the woods
around the tower became forbidden territory to the rest of the Estate. Signy's isolaion in her tower
increased.

In the world beyond, Conor's campaigns continued with undiminished success. The hdfman lands
were scattered with bizarre skeletons, pecked and gnawed as the famine dug deep. At the other end of
their territory, the halfmen begged, stole and borrowed from their creators in Ragnor and the other towns
and cities around them. These people beyond did not love the hdfmen, but they didn't love London
ather. It suited them to have Conor and the hafmen at each other's throats. It saved them having to do it
themsdves

The hdfmen organised, found leaders, fought back. The name Dag Aggerman became known -- a
terrorigt to the ganglord, a bogeyman to the people of London, a freedom fighter to the hafmen. But
Conor was unstoppable. Race after race of hadfmen found themsalves saring extinction in the face.

Conor had planned genocide of the hafmen right from the beginning, but aready he was suffering
the madness of tyrants. His origind military ams began to mutete into a philosophy of hatred, and findly
into an act of fath. The hdfmen were not just the enemy, they were abominations. Only the races the
gods had made mugt walk the earth. Anyone with even the dightest trace of animd blood in them was dl
beast -- dirty, foul, and mongtrous.

For decades there had been interbreeding and secret traffic under the Wall and over recent months
many of the more human-looking of the hafman races had crept into try ami escape the raids. Therefore
the search moved closer to home, into London itsdf and down through the family trees. Appearances
could be deceptive; the evil was cunning. Conor saw hafman blood wherever it suited him.

Now no one was safe. Conor's strange ideas about racia purity caught on like a disease with many
people. Secret police were out on the streets. Ordinary people turned into spies -- children againg their
parents, teachers againg the kids. If you had so much as a deft foot or a spotted tongue you were
inhuman. More than hdf the population in areas close to the Wall were turned into animas overnight.



While Conor raged and fought the whole world, the greatest enemy was at home, and of the purest
blood possible.

Sgny had Conor caught on a hook he neither understood nor believed in. She played him with a
patience born of the certain knowledge of alifetimes captivity. One day she dlowed him to kiss her and
hold her; the next she wept uncontrollably when he came near. One day she told him secrets she had only
ever shared before with Sggy; the next she winced in fear when he lifted his hand to scratch his cheek.
One day she dlowed him to open her clothes and kiss her breasts; the next she attacked him when he
tried to kiss her.

Then the time came, over a year ater she began her campaign, when her teesng him had its
inevitable result Signy alowed hersdf to get carried away, and they made love. Their pillow tak was of
amies and generds, of surprise attacks and strategy. Conor was ddirioudy happy, he thought he had
everything in the world he wanted, but on his next vist Sgny was desperate with frustration, humiliation
and fear.

‘Let me out of here,' she wept, over and over.
'l don't dare. Our enemies...'

‘Bring me thair heads." Over and over. 'Bring metheir heads. Destroy our enemies.” Sgny knew well
enough that Conor's enemies lived only in his imagination. Cherry reported everything fathfully; it had
been years snce there had been any useful dissent under Conor and his father Abel. The tyrant's power
grew daly, but so did his madness. The enemies that he told Sgny about may have begun as useful lies to
deny respongibility for what had happened, but they soon became rea enough to Conor. They were like
nightmares, the greater his control over the world around him became, the stronger they grew.

"Just kill them. Kill them dl,’ said Sgny. 'Y ou've doneit once. Why not again? Conor bit his lip and
shook his head. He wanted Signy here, where he could keep his eye on her. She had dready hdf
convinced him that she loved him, but trust was harder. How could Conor trust anyone, when he didn't
even trust himsdf?

Meanwhile, Cherry was everywhere. What a oy she made in her different shapes! Cherry sat under
the chairs a conferences and committee meetings. Cherry hid behind the curtains or perched on the
window-dll while the security chiefs tried plan after plan, not to depose Conor, but merdy to convince
him of ther loydty. Cherry listened to the grest men and the little men, and Sgny was able to astonish
Conor with her indghts into what would happen, by whom, and when and how.

‘But how did you know? hed cry.

Conor was not just in love, he was dso impressed. Sgny had an dmost magica grasp of afairs of
date.

Two years ater Cherry had found Sggy in the market place, Sgny and Conor were desping
together regularly. One night, for the firg time since the murder of her family, he fdl adeep as he lay
across her thigh. Or so it seemed. In fact, he was pretending. Sgny held him as gently as a baby, and
stroked his neck and watched with wet eyes as Cherry stood in the doorway of a neighbouring room
with a sharp kitchen knifein her hand.

She shook her head. Even if she hadn't guessed that Conor was only putting her to the test, killing
him was too easy. It would ruin everything. She wanted his whole world in her hand.



When he opened his eyes he boasted, 'See? | fdl adeep. | trust you.' But Sgny sghed and shook
her head, and told him that if he trusted her he would let her out of her prison.

'‘One day,' he said. And aready he began to think that one day, maybe he redly would.

4

Sogy

Muswel Hill's a scumbag of a place to live. It suits me fine We got this big old flat on the fourth
floor of atatty, ugly brick building overlooking the main sireet. We could have afforded better, but better
attracts attention. | like Muswdl Hill. The aimind fraternity is thick on the ground. | mean, you can get
logt in the crowd.

It's dl ail lamps and old dusty furniture, but there's a greet view out over east London and the
market's right down on the street below us. You can seeit dl -- hdf the folk chewing cabbage leaves
picked up from the gutter, the other haf swapping videos. You can get some good suff in Muswdl
market. The aimind fraternity, see? | spend alot of time Stting up here with my binoculars, keeping an
eye on things In fact, that's about dl | do. It's cdled being depressed. Mdanie goes on & me. She's
aways out and about, busy, busy. It scares me. | should go dong with her, keep an eye on her. | love
that amdly old pig. But I can't. Bring mysdf to do it, | mean.

About ayear after Cherry found us | went dong back to the City to see what Conor had left of our
territory and you know what? It wasn't there anymore. All gone. Hed have changed the layout of the
roads if he could have. It was stupid to go in the firg place. Sgny was on a me there mugt be some
people, you just have to dig deep enough. Well, | dug. | won't be going back.

Conor didnt just defeat usin battle, he annihilated everything to do with the Volsons. It wasn't just
the family. It wasn't just the generds and the gangmen. It wasn't even just the merchants who had grown
rich under Vd, the importers and exporters, the smugglers, the big shopkeepers. It was everyone. It
didnt matter how little they were. If they were little under us, they were dead. Even the poor men and
women who had nathing, even the children. Anyone who spoke fondly of us, anyone who admired us,
anyone who was thought to admire us -- they'd al been wiped out.

It's an indugtry out there. All dong Moorgate they have continuous sacrifices to the AlFather. See...
Conor's even taken our god off us. | walked down there; | saw them. | knew them. Strung up by one
foot, hands tied behind ther backs, men, women and children dripping black blood from their mouths
onto the pavements. Haf a mile of them. They hung them on anything that came to hand -- from
lamp-posts, traffic sgns, windows, from scaffold poles stuck from window to window or just naled by a
hed to the wall if there was nowhere e'se handy. Months after the defeat and Conor was il finding fresh
vidims every day.

So much for any little hopes we might have left. The people were gone, you see. A territory isn't
land, it's people. Me and Signy are about the only ones | ft.



And ill she wants me to fight Conor! What with? Mdanie and Cherry armed with nall files? Yeah,
wdl, Mdanie goes on & me from time to time about 'the resistance. Which is what? A bunch of
farmyard animas waving rusty guns in the air. Yegh. OK, I've seen enough of hafmen to know that
they're not the mongers everyone thinks they are, but that's not quite the same thing as fighting an
organisation like Conor's. Meanie -- her heart's in the right place; look what she did for me. | love her,
she'sdl | have. But | wouldn't trust her to lay the table, let done the plans for an invasion.

Thething that redly does my head in, though, is Sgny. How can she bear it? After dl he's done! She
carries the wounds on her own body, hamstrung. And yet she lets her jaler in. They fuck -- wdl, how
ese do you want me to put it? Making love? And why? For revenge, so I'm told. Wdll, ligen; | don't
beieve dl that much in revenge. | mean, what's it for? What's it do? | don't buy it. It's an excuse. She's
not there for the sake our family. She's there because she wants to be there. She could get out
tomorrow. She could be with me right now if she wanted it, but she prefers to stay there with Conor.
After dl hes done! | mean, forget about what he did to Vd and Ben and Had. Forget about what he did
to me. Look what he did to her!

Sometimes it makes me want to vomit up my memories of her. But | can', | can't. She'smy 9sand |
love her. Even when | hate her | il love her. That's all.

W, she was tough, Signy, but she's had a baanful, let's face it. It was bad enough what | went
through, but she redly did fdl for Conor. She loved him. She believed it and now she can't let go. | guess
it's driven her mad.

That's whet | keep tdling mysdf. She's crazy. It's not her fault, it's not even her doing it anymore,
That's not my ster in there, that's someone else. Conor took everything away, even her own mind. And
now he can dimb up that ladder and sheg what's left whenever he fedslikeit ... and that... THAT... isthe
one thing | can't forgive. And | tdl you, if there was anything, anything that might convince me | had a
chance of diding a knife under Conor'sribs, I'd do it, I'd do it tomorrow. I'd do it now. I'd die for it. I'd
doitif it cost the lives of every soul in this town of London.

But | can't.

That's me, dways the redist. Conor's too strong and I'm too weak. Conor broke Signy, yesh. But
he broke me too. We both got away with our lives, but what are we good for now? She's alump of mesat
Conor uses when the urge takes him. And me, | St here looking out & the world and wondering what it's
going to do to me next, and dl | have left to love and hold dear is alump of fat pork with a big amile on
its face cdled Mdanie pig.

Mdanie

Thisuman, my Sggy, €srich askingsand som .



| goes out every day down the market. Bargins... oinky, Bargind Everythins a bargin if you got the
money. | thought stedlin’ outta dustbins was good shopping. Now I'm out dl the time, buying grub, good
grub, bad grub -- it'sdl grub, innit?If it aint no good fer me itll be good fer someone ese. | oinky-buys
dented tins o fruit and vegetables cheap, n then gets mesdf ripped off. Oinky-oinky, ha-ha-hal Well,
that's what my Sigs thinks, but I'm too smart fer that. No, oinky, no-no. Groink. | beats em right down to
ahandful of pennies n then gives afiver to some poor old thing or gppen in a collection box for our Dag!
Then | tdl Sigs, 'Ah, Sigs, oinky-oinky, oinky-oink, boo-hoo-hoo! | got ripped off agin!' N erdlsis eyes
ne says, 'Ow much more is it gonna cost keeping you in tins Mel? N then e goes, 'An ow come you
spends so much an the cupboard's dway empty, then, eh, Mels?

N | says, 'l jus need the practice, Sigs. Shoppin don't come easy to old Médls, | needs a hit o
practice, see, Sgs. Groink.'

E don like me dping folks out, even though | eped im out. Wheréd e be but fer me? Think €'s
jedous| do, yus. Groink. Well, it's abig fla, oinky, I'm an old old thing, | can't change me ways. Oh, I'm
dlus bringing things back, wotever | can find.

'Sdl rubbish, Méls," e goes.
N | goes, 'Yeah, n some of it's dive, same as you was.' But e don get it.

'Wot's this, then? e goes, shoving this poor half-starved doggy-cur a me I'd let loose in the kitchen
ntold to ep issAf. Sgs sticks hishoity noseinthe ar n e goes, 'Wdl, Mdanie, | found this one rattling his
fingers on the kitchen cupboards.'

'Oh, oh, hoity-oinky oinky-toity,' | says. 'ls Lordship bought a pound of pork, €d ave it fer is dinng,
But the pound o pork picks up isfork -- "Your Lordship isfer dinna™

Nuther time e finds this birdy thing plucking its feathers orf in is bed, n e redly went mad. Groink.
'What's this doin here," e screams, samping about the place. 'I ates birds, | ATES fuckin birds!' e goes.
They mudta give im a fright once. Well, €d a bin crosser ifn e knew -- that was one 0 Dag's spies got
shat down. Groink. Oink. Yeah, | does a bit for Dag -- not as I'd tdl my Sigs that, e ates that sort of
thing. Makes me promise that I'll have nathin to do with the resstance, but me, I don mind lying in a good
cause.

Onething'strue dright -- it's gettin' dangerous oinky-out there. King Conor, €s dain is best tfinish
off the dfmen. Even my ol uman, €s nearly copped it moren once. Groink. Face like that, e got less
chancen | ave!l E oinky-got caught up by Conor's men, oinky-oinky, yus -- stripped and searched, n
they only letim go innaend cause the gibbets was dl ful up that day. Oh, yus, you got a hardlip, you're
up to ang. They ave these public killings -- butcherins, they cal it. Only red umans cn be executed, see.
Sgs €s dways on and on a me not t'go out, oinky-stay in, oinky-don do this, oinky-don do that.
Scared I'll get done, an | will too, groink, course | willl But watcha do, gt a ome when folks need dp?
My Sgs elovesmen | lovesim, too, but €s a sHfish little git and | wouldn't ave is little soul, not for dl
the money is sgter sendsim!

Course e tries to make out €s dl equd rights, men an dfmen, oinky-al together, but, groink! I'l
believe that when e puts up a fight Groink. | reckon €'s like a lot of em, they'd rather be tortured under
Conor than ruled by dfmen. Stooopid monkeys. It's their turn next! You ear these stories. This fela who
used to be agenerd ad bird's eyes, this other one as the back teeth of a goat. Back teeth's a good un --
you can't oinky-see em! Course, it might be true, | mean it might be true. But as likdy dl made up,
groink, so's Conor as an excuse to chop oo efedslike.

There was another pogrom coupla days ago and | nearly cashed in me chips. Oinky-aye -- | was



out onna street wiv this bloke -- bigwig, big name, sent by Dag. | keeps tdlin em Sigsisno good, give im
time | says. But they wantsim. E's a big man once, they think e should be again.

Anyow, we was caught in this pogrom. Groink. This bloke | was with reckoned e was hundred per
cent uman, but 0o knows these days? Y ou got amole on yer back, yer an dfman. We wuz wakin dong
-- bang! There wuz gunfire. There was folk rushin about, runnin, screamin. Stals agoin over, fruit and
veg, meat in the dudt, dogs abarking, dogs ashoutinl An screamin n shoutin n brayin n
gruntin-oinky-oinky, n everywhere those orange splashes.

That's the pogrom police. Other soldiers, they wears the colour o the ground, but thislat, it ain't ther
job tblend in, see. They want t'scare yer. Groink. It works, ndl. | tdl yer, if | sees so much as an orange
in the fruit bowl it sets me heart abanging. So me and this fdla, we runs roun keeping low, outta Sght,
while the soldiers is getting their ands on anyone wi too much fur, or ose nose was too wet. Old pig like |
am, orta be an easy target, but oinky-old Més, no one natices the oinky-likes of me. They jus think,
poor old woman, she's gonna die soon anyhow. Even but | was catching an eye or two, an | ad to duck
outta Sght behind a orse cart, an | coulda got ad, but the soldier wot saw me found a prettier littd pig
t'poke. Thisfdlaa Dags --Armatage was is name -- e jumps down, pulls me out and we made it the las
fifty yards to our door. Oink! We pushes in through the door and draight off, theré's Sigs ydling down,
‘Meaniel Md!" E's leening over, gunin is and. E looks a me pantin away n e sez, 'Mdanie, you stupid

'mapig, | grunts. But I'd ad a shock. | thought | oinky-was gonna get me apple sauce that time, |
did. Groink.

'Do you wanna get picked up by those bastards?

'I don wanna stay sat in onna sofa like certain dunderheads | know.' | sits mesdf down on the dairs,
waltin fer me heart to stop dancinin me.

'Pretty Molly went and strayed
N Dunderhead saw red.

Pretty Mally, she got laid
While Dunder made the bed.’

| told im.

'Pretty Mally got bloody shot,’ e growls, dl cross. E ates that one, cause o course e never gets lad
isdf. E'd bin moanin a me d mornin about it, and | said, 'Get yersd out an you might find a nice girl.'
But e was right. Face like that, e ad no chance. Unless he went for a nice dfman girl, but e ain't that much
infavour of equa rights.

Then me guest shows is face roun the corner of the stairs, and Sigs scowls like a dog. E gicks is
face right out over the ralings fer this bloke Armatage to see. Umang | never knew a animd so van
about its looks.

'Got your eyeful? e grunts Then e turnsis back and trots back to is sofa like it was the only friend e
asin the ole wide world.
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Siggy

It was ayoung bloke, quite good-looking just to rub the sat in. | turned my back, but | could hear
Md taking him up the stairs. | was furious. We'd agreed -- no people back a the house. If she wanted
to throw money away, who cares? But | didn't want her little bits of crap littering the place up.

She's gonna give me a heart attack one of these days. She's aways taking risks. They've put a
gibbet up in the market, rows of beams and girders built into the brickwork. It was obvioudy a long-term
dructure. That's where they hang the corpses from, upside down by one foot, just like we used to do in
thelift shaft. | can see part of that street from my window. Every day when | get up, fird thing, | get my
binoculars and look for the new additions. One day I'm gonna see Mdanie there dripping blood on the
cobbles.

Thething is, Meani€'s just made for chopping as far as the Orangers were concerned. She isnt just
apig. She's old, ugly and usdess. Every day you see people a hundred times more presentable than she
ishanging by their trotters. The secret police stop and search anyone they fed like -- just stop you and
grip you, to make sure you're human under your clothes. It happened to me once. They beat me black
and blue just for being ugly. So | don't go out muchif | can hepit, but | keep an eye on things as far as |
can from the window, and | see some dghts, | can tdl you. There was this gorgeous girl the other day --
| thought they were just getting her things off to get an eyeful -- probably they were. But off came her
knickers and what do you think? She had this charming little pig's tal a the base of her spine. It looked
pretty sexy, from what | could see through the bins. She was sanding there with her arms hanging by her
sdes, not even bothering to cover her breasts. She knew it was dl up. It wasn't so sexy once you saw
her face. She looked terrified. | saw her hanging up a couple of days later on the gibbet with dl the
others.

From my place on the sofa | could hear Mdanie and the human muttering away in the kitchen. |
stared at the screen and fumed. Human beingd What good ever came of them?

| heard Mdanie saying, 'Cuppa tea, oinky-tea?

Teal | could have screamed. We had a couple of ounces. Tea was a totd luxury, especidly since
the war. Cherry smuggled us a handful. What was Médanie doing offering this human tea for?

Suddenly, unexpectedly, tears started to trickle down my face. Don't ask me why. It was hgppening
quite a bit these days.

| heard Mdanie and the unwelcome guest come out into the gtting room. | got up to go but Mdanie
stopped me.

'l brung thisn to talk t'yer.'



| tried to ignore the human. | could fed his eyes on my ruined face. Well, | was about to ruin hisif he
waan't careful. | swallowed my tears and tried to speak camly. "Y ou're going to have to stop going out,' |
told her. 'Do you wanna get killed? Do you wanna get me killed?

All the time the stranger stood there saring. ‘Last of the Volsons,' he said.

'How does he know that? How does he bloody know who | an? | demanded. She had no right
tdling anyone that! | took a couple of steps towards her. | could have struck her | was so angry.

Mdanie just stared. | thought, what is this? What was she up to now? You couldn't read anything
from her face. One of the animd things about Meanie -- she has no expressons. She'd make ared good
poker player if shefdt likeit.

'Why make it a secret? said the stranger. He was trying not to stare at me. | put my face towards
him. "Take agood look,' | told him. "Not seen anything like that before, have you? Comes of having your
face fixed by a pig.

| said that to hurt Mdanie.
'It's the face of a hero,' the man said.

| started insurprise. | stared a him. | scowled. All 1'd done was survive. What kind of a hero was
that? It was dl crap, anyway.

The stranger put out his hand. 'It's an honour to meet you, Sgmund Volson. We al remember your
father and the hopes he raised before he was betrayed.'

"All gone now," | shrugged.
But the man shook his head. 'I've been sent here by Dag.'

| shook my head. The name was vagudy familiar. Mdanie stamped her foot. 'The resstancel’ she
sang. 'The resstance. Groink! Dag Aggerman, €'s our leader. Keep tdlin yer, keep tdlin yer, Sgs!’

It was true -- she did keep tdling me. And | kept ignoring her. What was the point?
'Couple of dogswith pop guns,' | sneered.

The dranger shook his head. 'Dag is the leader of the dog people. HE's a great man,’ he told me.
And he amiled wryly.

Man? Hdfman! | just laughed. Leader of the resistance? The peopl€'s friend, a sodding dog? Don't
tdl me. Men and hdfmen had been at each other's throats since the firg brewing. | looked dosdy at the
dranger for traces of dog. Maybe his tongue was spotted.

'I'd thought you were a human,’ | told him.
I am. Pure blood. That waswhy | was sent.’
| shook my head.

'An dliance with the hafmen,’ ingsted the man. 'It's the way forward. We can stop Conor together.
Life for the hafmen under their leaders has been better than life for humans under theirs!

'Wem more cvilised than you umans,’ said Mdanie amugly. She was dways teasng me about our



barbarity. Well, | couldn't deny it, could I?

'Men and hdfmen are joining forces a last. Y our father thought he could unite the people and defest
the hdfmen before bresking out of London. But we have to dl join together: men, hdfmen, everyone!

| shrugged. It was usdless. 'Conor's too strong. Maybe Ragnor'll get imin the end, if he gets too
far.

‘Ragnor's time is over. They've only kept us trapped by keeping us a each other's throats. They
dont rule the rest of the county, let done the country. It's just dty states now --London, Birmingham,
Glasgow. The other towns are as againg Ragnor as we are. It'stime, Volson.'

Now that was interegting, if it was true. But not intereting enough. ‘Conor’s too strong,’ | repeated.

‘Conor can't win thiswar,' said the man. "The other dities are organisng againg him. They're aming
us The hdfmen are strong and getting stronger. Conor's taken on too much, too soon. His trade lines are
dready too thin. Soon, hell be having trouble supplying his own troops.’

The two of them were saring a me, dl dribbly and excited, like a pair of schoolchildren asking for a
lallipop. W, | was fresh out of sweets. | waved a hand in the air. ‘Do what you want. Don't bring me
into it.

You areinit. Odin gave you the knife.

'‘Odin! Some cyborg from Ragnor.’

The young man looked defiant. 'Dag Aggerman believesit. So do I
'What possible difference could what you believe make to anyone?

The gtranger stood there looking. Suddenly | fdt like arying again. Hadn't | had enough? Wasn't it
time| was |&ft done?

"You were given the knife. You're a hero! And you have experience. You know how to organise
people, you did this kind of work under Vd. You're a generd, a leader. Look..." The dtranger was
getting passionate. He redly believed in this crap. "The hafmen are united under Dag, but we need a
human, someone people can gather round. We need you. You're a Volson! That means so much. You
escaped Conor, you defeated the Pig! Everyone knows the story of how you fought him jaw to jaw. We
need you.'

'We need yer, Sigs,' repeated Mdanie. | just stared a her. She knew what a wreck | was these
days. Just because | knew someone who filled the larder, she needn't think 1 was a leader of men, let
aone hafmen.

'My people need you an so do yours,' she said. And she looked a me with those big caity eyes.

Wi, she keeps surprisng me, Mdanie. Now she had her bely full, her brain came on. Now she
was afighter for the resistance!

I blinked back my tears and shook my head. 'Humans and hafmen -- it'd never work,' | said.

Méanie just spread her ams and shook her head. She didn't need to say anything. It meant, what
about you and me, Sigs?

I'd had enough. | said, 'No." | pushed my way past them.



The sranger cdled out, Think about it!" as | left the flat. | just wanted to bawl my eyes out | ran
down the gairs out onto the street. Who did they think they were? Asking for my father's dreams to be
brought back to life by dogs and pigd Fuck you, | thought. Yesh -- fuck you!

7

Sogy

It's goring. | can see the powdery colour of bluebells coming into flower under the trees. Soon the
leaves will be too thick to see the ground, so | make the mogt of this flush of wildflowers. | spend hours
a my window with my nose pressed up close soaking up the blue. | ask Conor to bring me bunches of
them, or roots to grow on the window-sll. 1 fill my rooms with growing things -- bluebells, primroses,
daffs, tulips. If 1 bury my head deep into them | can amdl the outside. If | close my eyes, | can imagine
the wind which | haven't fdt on my skin for over four years.

Cherry isout, I'm on my own. I'm on my own mogtly. The endless hours spent on my own creep by
like the hours of eternity.

It reminds me of a story my father once told me. In a greet fla desert there's a huge mountain, the
highes in the world. It stands there immense and unconquerable. Once every thousand years, a little
brown bird flies across the desert and lands on the topmost peak of the mountain. It wipes its hill briefly
on the stone, one-two, one-two, and then it flies away for another thousand years. When the bird has
ground the mountain down as flat as the desert dl around with its hill, then one second of eternity will
have passed by.

One second of my imprisonment.

I'm aone, but I'm not isolated. Cherry fliesto and fro with endless news. Conor tdls me his lies He
wants me to have his child, a son and her to carry his mantle. He imagines | should be proud to be
chosen to be his queen. He makes promises about the day | shdl leave my prison in triumph. To hear him
you'd think it was his only wish, the one sngle thing he spends his days and nights working towards, but
I've dmogt abandoned the idea of ever getting out of here. It suits him to keep me trapped. I'm a his
disposd. Hislittle whore, ready and waiting.

| take precautions againg this child of his. I'm certain | should vomit it up if | ever became pregnant
by him. A little pill every day keeps me safe. Cherry brings them to me.

There... see? A little bird flies across the windowpane, and my heart jumps. Is it her? She's been
gone two days, flying across the bettlefidds to the east where Conor is fighting his way towards Ipswich.
Already histerritory isbig enough for him to call it a kingdom, and himsdf the king. In this matter at least
hetels me the truth. But they are fighting back. The people of the other cities, and the hdfmen too. No
one, animd or human, could be so stupid as to want to be ruled by my husband. The whole world is up
for the fight. Only my brother Sts a home and does nothing.



No sgn of thelittle brown bird. I turn and go to lie on my bed, dthough I'm not tired. | stare a the
caling. | have alittle place | like to look at just above my bed to the right. Modtly | just stare &t it, but
sometimes | think of the things that part of the caling watches, down here on the bed. My eyes fed
comfortable there. | stare and stare and wait for a little tap, tap, tap a the windowpane. Come on,
Cherry --hurry up! I'm so londly.

Cherry comes a last as dusk isfdling. | feed her and ligen to her news of war, of people near and
far. We tdk and laugh and cry alittle She'stired, but | can't let her deep. | think | shdl die if she goes to
degp! Cherry doesn't mind. She loves me, what for | can't imagine. Perhaps her makers told her to.

Later, during the long night, | pull my withered legsin and curl up close to the radiator while Cherry
tdlsme other tales. | Sp hot wine, and | ligen to her voice, dirring me and lulling me,

'Hereis one who livesin atank year on year. Her only sght of the open is over the trees behind her
prison. Here is one whose only friend is a creature with no shape and no soul. Hers is a heart where love
and hate live Sde by sde urtil they merge and become one. Hers is a soul who will fdl in love for the
sake of revenge.’

Thewind is up, begting the sides of the water tower. Inside it's sug and warm. Cherry swedly tels
methe story | like to hear the most -- my own. She knows what | think and fed before | know mysdf.

‘At firg her heart was open and raw for anyone to see, but gradudly she learned to keep her tears
in. When the tyrant came to see her, she learned to amile and be pleased. Of course..." And Cherry leans
forward dosdly to watch my face as she girs spice into the tale. '...of course she knew by now that she
had gone mad, and not in ignorance ether. Yes, yes, Signy's plan was to pretend to be sane. This was
her madness!’

'Perhaps the gods wanted it that way,' | suggest, and Cherry amiles asif she knows dl the answers.

| wonder sometimes who dse shetdlsthe story to. Siggy? The old pig-woman my brother loves so
much? She's a problem, not the kind of company | want for Sggy. And where does Cherry learn these
tales, that know the indde of things as dearly as if you could pick them up and count them? From her
father, Loki? Or from Odin himsdf, perhaps? | ligen to everything she has to say, | don't want to miss a
word.

'Which one did the Pig eat fire, Cherry? Was it Had or Ben?

'Had, it was Had. The monster opened hisjaws and took a bite out of his Sde as if the bones were
crisp, sweet carrots. The blood gushed, Sggy and Ben screamed. Already, they were thinking, it was
thar turn.’

Eveary sory my Cherry tdls is the purest truth. She tells me about the dog leader, Dag Aggerman,
who is beginning to score successes agangt Conor, with our help. Cherry passes information aong, from
timeto time. Therewill be more when Sggy joins him. She tdls me dl the intrigue within the Estate and
among the generds. | know who is dlied to whom who is plotting againg whom, who is strong and who
isweak. But | dready know that one: Conor is strong. Everyone eseis weak.

Sometimes she tels the story yet to be.

"... and when the child was born the tyrant was full of joy, not knowing thet the boy was to be his
own destruction.’



Which boy? Which boy, Cherry?

But Cherry frowns and shakes her head, as if the words were put into her mouth. Me and my cat,
tdling ta| taes that will one day come true. All donein the night as the wind beats down.

The father is not the father, the father is the brother. The son is not the son. The mother issster...

'Wake up, Cherry, you're dreaming.’ But | remember every word she says. | lean forward and touch
her mouth.

'And when she came down out of her tower, what does she see?

'She sees heads stting on gticks to welcome her. There are ydlow flowers among them.'
'‘And what does she hear?

'She hears the troops shouting, "Hall the Queen! Hall the Queen!™

'‘And what does she fed, Cherry?

'She feds triumph. But sheis so, o tired...'

'Enough of that. Tdl me about Sggy. Tdl me, tdl me..."

'Each day Sggy gets up and washes his face by splashing water onto it, but he takes care not to
touch the flesh. He livesin a house without mirrors. His face is the only thing on this earth that scares him,
but he has forgotten how to love'

‘But what about his heart? What about his plans, Cherry!" 'He has no plans, only to be left done and
to let done. He has no heart, it was torn out of him. All he wants to do is keep his pig-woman fed and
fa, and he counts himsdf as lucky as it's possble for such a man to be when she pats her bdly and
grunts!’

My poor Sigd What have they done to you? Conor made you weak and now this hafman is turning
you into an animd. How can | turn you back into a man?

Evey day that he spendsin the Estate my beloved comes to vist me, sometimes two or three times
a day. He brings presents to my prison. Carpets made of slk, curtains plundered from some big old
house. Pieces of dectronic gadgetry captured from the hafmen, who traded or perhaps captured them
themsdlves from Ragnor. He brought me a kitten once -- 'To keep your other puss company.' | accepted
it. 1 accept dl his presents. | gave it cream and fish, but within a day it disappeared. When | asked
Cherry where it was she licked her hand and said she had no ides, but | suspect it didnt live long. My
Cherry isajedous puss.

Ancther time he brought me a canary in a cage made of soun slver. He said it had been taken from
the house of arich hdfman merchant, and | kept an eye on it for aweek to seeif it had other shapes. But
it stayed the same, Snging so beautifully every morning. It reminded me of the outside, but Cherry put an
amchair close up to it and sat and stared dl morning. | could hang it up out of reach from her cat for
safety, but of course she could reach it as agirl. It was just a matter of time. Intheend | et it go before |
caught her with feathersin her mouth.

Other presents: information. News of his latest successin war. Thisis supposed to fill me with joy.



"We took Ipswich, or what was left of it. Those animas had pulled down every house!'

A lie Yes, he took Ipswich. No, the hdfmen hadn't pulled down every house -- he did. A fit of
pique because they held out too long. But of course | have to behave as if | bdieve it dl. Fortunately
Conor is a busy man with many enemies. |, on the other hand, have only one enemy. In the matter of
Conor | have become an expert.

He struck me the other day -- the firg time he has ever raised his hand againg me. It pleased me,
because hurting me makes him angry with himsdf. He thinks it is a 9gn of weakness. He came with
flowers and chocolate, and alittle metd spy device his men found in a hafmen office, so that | could look
in secret into empty roomsin my own prison. To see what? In secret from whom? The irony of it made
mewant to hurt him. And there was a dress, and a lesflet about the womb tanks. Oh, yes he has plans to
get some tanks and a technician to run them. The hdfmen have them, apparently, captured from Ragnor.
Then | can go into the womb tank and grow back my crippled legs.

| read the legflet, put on the dress -- it was very long and flimsy and low cut, the kind of thing that
makes him want me. | ate the chocolates. | let him kiss my neck and nuzzle my breasts. | let im dide his
hand up my leg and touch me ... just touch me...

‘Not here!

'What? What do you mean? He was angry at that. He is used to having me on demand these days.
‘Not here!

'Where, then?

| nodded at the window. 'Out there.’

He was furious How dare | put conditions on him! How dare | tdl him what he may and may not
do! How dare | lead im on...

"You wear my clothes," he hissed. 'So you do what | want.'

'Oh, if itsan order, | will,' | said. 'So long as I'm not expected to likeiit.
And he struck me, hard, on the mouth.

'For your cheek," he said, and he left me licking the blood from my mouth.

‘Let meout,' | screamed. ‘Let me out!" But he opened the hatch and climbed down the ladder done
without another word.

My teeth popped right through my lip. | take it as a good sgn.

What does he think I'd do if he let me out? Kill him? | could do that just as wel up here. Is he
scared that I'll be assassinated? Has he come to bdieve his own lies?

I want you to be my queen,’ he says when | ask him. But why mugt his queen stay out of sight,
hidden away? He wouldn't say, perhaps he doesn't even know. But Cherry knows. She knows even
whet he doesn't know himsdf.

'He wants your child,” she grinned. 'You are to mother his dynasty. You see, he doesn't trust you.
He wants to make sure the child is his'



And | thought, of course. Of course. No other man can touch me.
Of course.

And | knew exactly what | had to do.
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Cherry

The plans of the gods, the twidts of fate -- don't hope to understand. Jugt say this that sometimes
there's the sense that here the gods are focused, here is a moment, a person, a place where they can
feed. Such a place or event may bring joy or sorrow or it may Sgnify nothing at al to man or hafmen.
But when those of us who understand fed that sense of things coming together, then there is a taste of
fate... yes, yes... even Odin will lick hislips at the thought.

| dways knew she was right at the centre of things

I can amdl it around Signy. | can smdl it around Siggy, even though he is an unbdiever. The gods,
cregtions of Ragnor, he says Bits of metd and mixtures of creatures! What difference does it make if
your machines are flesh and blood or plagtic and stedl rods? Degtiny is made of the flesh of moments and
the breath of centuries. What technician in Ragnor can manufacture a sngle extra second of time? Or
take it away?

That isathing for the gods and | am ther priestess.

'Cherry, can | leave here? she said.

'Yes, yes. But not with me,' | said.

Shapes are easy. You just have to have more than one and you see a once how to take them off
and put them on. All magic islike that; something given that you can never understand until you get it and
then you see tha there's nothing to understand at al. You have your gifts. Sight. Touch. Hearing. The
fedings of sex. The gods gave you dl these things. And they gave you a boy-shape or a girl-shape to
wear. They gave me agirl, a cat, abird and a nut.

Thegiving of shapes -- or the loaning of them -- now, that is hard. | had to write the runes and tak
to the Givers, the gods themsdlves. | know how to cdl on the Cunning One, the god of fire and tricks, the
giver of shapes. | spoke to himin the way we speak; he accepted the runes and dlowed my request.

If I had known what she planned | would not have asked. 'Of course!' she cried. And she wore --



me. My bird to get her out of her prison -- my Sgny flying on my fast wings, while | sat a home in her
girl. She took my girl tucked away where shapes fit, deep ingde, waiting to be taken out and swel and
orip the flesh and make it theirs. All the time, |, obedient Cherry, lay on her bed, sat in her whedchair,
used her mouth to eat. | spoke with Conor and forbade him to deep with me, as she had indructed. She,
my Signy, wearing my cat -- she wove her way north and made her way into his house, and there she
dressed hersdf inmy finest finery -- in me, inmy girl. As me she knocked softly on her brother's door...
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Siggy

| heard the soft knocking and | was afraid.
'Who's there?

No answer. But again, a soft knock. | thought, who getsin the front door in sllence and then knocks
on my bedroom door?

| crept out of bed and did a gun from under my pillow. | was two steps over the carpet when...
'Siggy...

It had to be trouble. | pulled on some pants and opened the door. She stood there, pae as the
moon, anxious, not her usud Hf at al.

| said, 'What's happened? It fdt dangerous. Why had she come so quilly, so lae -- in secret, it
Seemed to me?

IS' gg>/.I

She stood and amiled & me, a little, odd smile | made to go to her and take her through to the
kitchen, but she leaned againgt me.

"You're trembling,' | said. There were tearsin her eyes. She only shook her head and amiled a me.
'Cherry? What isit? What's happened?

| sat down with her on the bed. She wiped her eye with the back of a finger and touched it on my
face.

'You are beautiful,' she whispered.
| laughed. Me, beautiful! Then | went cold. | thought, she's teesing me.
'What do you want? | asked her. My voice sounded hard.



'Poor Sigs, what have they done to you?
| just shook my head. | didn't understand. She wasn't hersdf at dl. This wasn't like Cherry.

She leaned forward and put her arms around my neck and buried her facein my shoulder. | hed her
vary gently. | fdt so tender! | felt, if | squeezed | could break her in hdf. | could fed her heart and my
heart thumping -- bang bang bang! She mus have too, because she looked up and laughed. | didnt
know what to do. She seemed S0 strange to me.

She put her head back down, laid her hand on my leg and stroked up, right up close. She kissed my
neck...

... and | thought... ahhhh...

| waited awhile. | didn't want to make any mistakes. Only a few years ago she had been a girl but
now she was grown up. Her life moved so fast, you see? She was more cat than human, her life moved
a acat's speed. She was grown more than enough for this. My heart was going so hard | thought it'd
scare her off. Was thiswhat she wanted? It had been so long since I'd had a girl. No one could want me
now, even an animd wouldn't want me now. But her hand was stroking me and she could fed me
swdling up with her touch.

That feds good,’ she said. | lowered a hand and touched the side of her breast and she sighed, so
gently she 9ghed. | wanted to be sure this was what she wanted. | wanted her to say, yes, deegp with me,
do it to me. | wanted to be sure she wasn't just doing this because she pitied me. | wanted her to tdl me
she wanted me.

She kissed the hallow of my neck and amdled my skin. | did the same to her. Then suddenly | was
inahurry and | held her breast and touched her nipple.

'Mmmm.' She Sghed and leaned back. | leaned above her and began to pull her dress up... dowly,
gently, because | fdt asif we werein a spdl... asif she was dreaming and that | might wake her if | was
too rough. But | had to try very hard to concentrate and not be rough.

'Siggy, Siggy,’ she murmured. She moaned alittle. | saw her eyes open and | watched her watching
me watch her as we kissed, and then they shut suddenly. She diffened under meand | thought, shit, she's
waking up! But she was wide awake dl the time, because she pushed her hand down my pants and

began to pull a me.
| sad, '...Yes?

Yes,' shesad. 'Yes!' Shelaughed. | pulled up her dress and smdled her skin and...
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And what kind of a coupling is that? Twin to twin, brother to sster, one not knowing who the other



is. Or was it a threesome -- human to human to hdfman, and a shape that was a present from a god of
tricks? Cherry, part human, part cat, part bird, pat god -- she was in there somewhere. The
shape-changer, the mad crippled girl and the boy with the broken face.

As Cherry had predicted, the amdl of destiny in the little room attracted those who feed off fate.
Had anyone the eyes to see such things, they would have seen the newly awakened gods hanging from
the walls, gathering around the window, peering in, watching, taking part. Odin, AlFather, he was there,
watching what he dready knew would come to pass. Frey and Freyja, gods of fertility, they would have
been there. Other gods, newly born, who had arisen from the bricks and rusty wheds, from the broken
mechinery and concrete and stedl, they came too, to breathe the smdl of destiny as if this was the smoke
of asacrifice to them. And Loki, grinning and hanging off the wall like a leech, the god who could twist
the passage of time and bring it to where it was doomed to go by sudden, unexpected routes, but who
could change nothing. Certainly he would be there. He wouldn't missit for the world.
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Siggy

She told me that sheld learned to prophesy and that | would be a great man, a king, thet 1'd bring
Conor down and rule further than any man now living. She whispered these things in my ears but | didn't
care, | was too busy at the time. | remember vagudy thinking, Sgny must have sent her, that was why
she was doing this. But | didn't care why she was there by then... | was just so happy she was.

But even as we did it it began to fed like | was usng her, dthough she was keen enough and | never
talked her into anything. She seemed as if she was enjoying it. Later, we did it again and she took up
various postions without me asking her -- this way and that way, her face down on the pillow, peering
round at me, looking appalled, now | think about it Maybe she just wanted to be held but somehow
couldn't bring hersdf to stop the sex. But she came, it seemed good. We fdl adeep holding each other
and when | woke up she was gone.

| saw her again afew days later, but she was furious. Wouldn't let me near her. | didn't understand,
nat for along, long time. | thought, maybe she was on heet like a cat and couldn't help hersdf. Whatever.
But it was obvious that as far as Cherry was concerned, degping with me had been a bad mistake.
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When Signy told Conor that she was pregnant, the tyrant was thrilled. A child! His child. The
beginning of a dynasty.

Of course Conor had access to whatever women he wanted; the Estate and the streets around were
littered with his children, but their mothers were dirt for the most part. Who knew what they were? Sgny
was a princess, pure blood, the daughter of Vd Volson. Safely locked up in her tower, she was more his
then any other man owned any woman.

A son. Every empire needs one.

But there were dangers a home. The child changed things, made them worse. Surely the unseen
enemies had ther own plans of succession. They sat up late, in unknown rooms, looking forward to the
time when Conor's face would turn black as he hung upsde down from a lamp-post. In the meantime
they would do everything they could to kill Signy and her unborn child.

Mother and child would have to be kept secret-safe. Conor, attacking the whole world, began to
fear for the very precious things a home, never redisng that the most dangerous thing of dl was that
which he was jedoudy guarding. He increased the guard on the water tower, fitted armour-proof glass to
ahandful of windows and sealed the others up with stedl. The guard itsdf was guarded, lest the invishle
enemies bribed them or infiltrated. No one could get in or out of the tower without his say so, unless they
were a bird that could fly up to the roof.

Sgny, the precious jewd in this strong box, went through her pregnancy seeing only Conor, Cherry,
and glimpses through the glass of the guards drding her aerid dungeon. Every day, Conor lad his hand
on her bely and spoke of his love. See how he kept her safe! What more proof could she need? One
day soon, he promised her, she would come down the ladder and see ther enemies garing up a her,
their heads on gticks, just as she had requested. The day would come when this child, hdf of the Volson
blood, hdf of his, would rule the country united &t last under one king.

'Your father's dreams will come true after dl!" he boasted, bdieving that this was ill important to
her.

Sgny ligened and kissed him and told him that he was forgiven, that she loved him. Lies and truth
mingled dlosdly in her. There were days when she fdt her life could be happy after dl, if only she could
forget the past, but throughout her am was unwavering -- nothing less than the tota destruction of Conor
and dl hisworks.

This was to be the child who would take everything back, this was the one of pure Volson blood
who mugt replace her brother's weak heart and put him on the throne. She never questioned that the child
would be a boy. She knew that, as if Odin himsdf had promised it. She sang him secret lullabies of
hatred and revenge. The day would come -- maybe she would be dead by then and Sggy an old man.
But it would happen. It would happen because she planned it so. Her plans were destiny. Her revenge
might take a lifetime, but there was nothing Signy was not prepared to do just so long as in the end the
empire would fdl and the man die like a dog.
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Sgy

I'm gtting in my whedchair. Conor is on his knees by my side, pouring ails into the pam of his hand.
The warm scents fill the room: sweet dmond, frankincense, carrot ail, to keep the skin on my bely
smooth. I'm vain enough not to want stretch marks when | get my shape back.

He opens my gown and we both laugh. How huge and swollen my body is and how thin, how
soindly my little legs are!

Tl give you back your legs. I'll give you back everything, whispers Conor. He means it. In one of
the rooms below us is a glass womb, one of the atificdd wombs used to gedtate geneticdly atered
creatures. He captured it from a convoy ddivering goods between Ragnor and Birmingham. Once the
baby's born | dhdl go into it.

Once the baby's born. Of course, nothing may happen that might affect the baby. Heaven forbid!

Conor strokes my hard somach. 'My king-pot,' he says. That's me, a pot of kings. He kisses my
nave. | shriek a him, because the ail is dripping onto the dlk of my gown. He growls and nips my nave
with his teeth. It's sticking out far enough for im to do that. It feds dreadful! It tickles.

"You're supposed to be making me relax,’ | scold. Conor gpologises. He rubs the ail between his
hands and begins to rub it into the skin of my bely, in dow, warm circles. He has warm hands, dways
veary, very warm. Not like mine. | can make him shriek too by putting my cold ones on his ssomach or on
histhighs. He hates the cold. When he's finished stroking my belly, helll want to do my big breadts.

Something to look forward to.

| fed asif I'm submerged in a pool of very dill water --very dill, very cdm, very deep. | fed amost
a peace, sometimes. But this pool is stagnant. The water is rotting. Conor is rotten, and me too -- I'm
the rottenest thing of al. Thoughts and fedings are like the dead bodies of drifting frogs and clots of

rotting spawn.

Cherry says that you love whoever is there to love because it's humen to love. We have no choice.
'It's like breething,” she whispers. She loves me, too. See --I am surrounded by love!

W, forgive me for not thinking so highly of love. Perhaps loveis so strong that even after adl Conor
hes done | can dill love him. | have to love him, | aways will love him, no matter what he has done or
will do. Loveis corrupt; it remains even when you love a mongter, even when the most violent hatred for
the very same person exigts indde you, Sde by sde in the same heart.

After his warm hands have done their work, we want to make love... is tha the word? Conor
wheds me over to the bed and | hdf crawl, and am hdf tipped onto the mattress. | remind mysdf of a
pile of leftovers being tipped out, but | don't say so. | don't want to spoil the mood. I'm so0 big | have to
lie on my sde while he enters me from behind.

| close my eyes and an image of Siggy's ruined face floats dreamily in front of me. A reminder of
why I'm here.



Conor isvery gentle with me. Redlly, were the best of lovers. We giggle & little jokes, we ding to
each other againgt our fears. He even comforts me for my logt father and my brothers esten by the Pig.
Sometimes he weeps with me for pity. When we make love he arranges my body this way and that and
sghs and groans, and his groans make me tingle with pleasure. Oh, yes, Conor is a man capable of great
love. He loves me. And the child -- how he loves his child, not even born yet! He lies with his ear on my
somach. He puts a glass againd it to hear the better. He croons a lullaby to my hump, '‘Rock a bye baby
in Signy'swomb..." Tears pring to his eyes, tears of pure, unbidden love.

Of course no expense is spared for the little princeing. | have my own private scanner inddled so
that Conor can see his precious boy even before he's born. He wants to know everything as soon as

possible.
Isthat his hand? Is that his head? he asks me, peering a the greyish blur on the screen.

And | laugh. 'How should | know? I'm just the pot.' Then | tease him for thinking | know my inddes
better than he does, but he won't stop. 'Is that hislittle head, Sgny? Signy, what do you think?

"Youll be free one day,' says Cherry, but | know | never will. Conor is the architect of jals with no
wadls, no keys, no way out. My heart is imprisoned. If | were to be taken away back to my father's
house, my heart would ill be here, in my tower, making love to my jailer. Nothing will ever change again
for me. But the world outside -- ah, now, that's another matter. There | can make a difference.

How could he ever suspect heisligening to the heartbeat of his own destruction? Conor can pump
me full of his sperm, but the baby is Volson, Volson through and through. This baby won't crown his
gory. It ishis degth.

| hold him close and fed his bresthing grow dow, dow and steady. He's faling adleep, poor trusing
Conor. I'm the only thing in the world he trusts. What madnesst But we shdl go mad together, my
darling. We shdl die together, you and me, my only sweet loving darling, my prince, my king, my true and
haly love. And youll be there to meet mein hell.
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At one o'clock in the morning, hidden deep away in the bunkers carved out in the bedrock under his
Finchley headquarters, Conor was shouting at his generals. He was certain one of them had betrayed
him.

The bunkers were safer from attack then any other place in his kingdom, but Conor both feared and
hated them. He fdt cornered by these very men who fought his wars with him. He would have much
preferred to be out touring the battlefronts at the centre of a fleet of armoured cars, his bodyguard on dl
sdesto protect him. The bodyguard, a thousand strong, were the only men on this earth he fully trusted.
They were the ones who guarded Signy. If it wasn't for her, Conor would have ceased to vist the Edtate

long ago.



Of course it was far too dangerous to bring Sgny out onto the battlefidd, and yet dmogt as
dangerous to leave her here among his shapeless enemies, who were so dlever a hiding. In the bright
neon lights, with the maps spread out before them, Conor peered at face after face and hissed in distrugt.
The generds sweated and tried to ook confident.

This week of dl weeks it was important that Conor be near a hand to his secret treasure in the
water tower. He was expecting the good news.

The reason for his anger was another falled misson. He had been plotting this one for weeks, a
devadtating raid on the centre of the hafman resistance in Swindon. He had his armies drding around,
drawing close yet conceding their true objective. Then, when he was certain that the hdfmen generd was
resing at his own headquarters, a sudden unexpected rushing of forces into the area, some of them
marching non-stop for days to get there, others usng captured vehicles.

The move had been an important one. The hdfmen were better organised, fiercer and more
dangerous than the dack dities of the south and Midlands, who were usng them as their war machine
agang Conor. If he could destroy the hafman resistance it would be an end to Conor's most dangerous
foe. Dag Aggerman was afigure to be reckoned with.

The whole strike had been perfectly set up. The amies moving just within griking distance, but
goparently ready to engage Dag's amy elsewhere. The fdse sorties to lay a fd<se trall, then the sudden
attack. No one could have foreseen it. It was wdl planned and beautifully executed.

And when they got there the place was empty.
So how had they known?

Conor stared from face to face around the table. These were the only people who had known what
was gaing on. One of them had given the game away. But who?

He pointed. 'Was it you?
'Sirl No, never!’

Then who?

I don't know.'

'And why not?

Ignorance itsdf was a betraya. Conor was furious. He stalked up and down screaming while the
powerful men stood around like uncomfortable children. Conor was right; this was an ingde job. It had
to be one of them. No one dse knew. One of them was a traitor. In this mood Conor was capable of
killing them dl just to be sure of getting the right one.

The conference was interrupted by a young soldier in the pale blue uniform of Conor's persond
bodyguard. The generds watched anxioudy as he leaned across to whigper in Conor's ear.

But Conor amiled. He clapped the soldier on the back and watched him greedily as he left the room.
He took two steps after him, but paused; the conference was not yet over, but his heart was obvioudy
not init as he turned back to rattle through his ligt of accusations and queries yet again. He kept looking
up and gmiling, shaking his head in amusement.

And then, 'Gentlemen, you may congratulate me. | have become a father. My wife has given birth to



afineyoung son.’
Ah...! Surprise! But no one knew! Wasiit possible? Congratulations, Sire!

W, but the truth was the generds knew dl about it. Such a thing could not be kept quiet.
Everyone saw how often Conor went to the water tower and everyone knew who was kept there. You
just had to be careful that Conor and his bodyguard never knew you knew. Indeed, that the whole Estate
knew about the girl in the water tower was the redl secret.

So the rumours were true: there was to be a child. The generas came forward and shook his hand.
'Congratulations, Sr!'
'We had no ideal’

Conor nodded, but dready the smile was fading from his face. How could he have been so supid as
to tdl these traitors about his son? He had let himsdf dip. He began to scowl. The nervous men scurried
back to their places around the table, glancing anxioudy at one another. What now? It was the fird time
Conor had even referred to Signy, let done announced that he had a son on the way, and he was

regretting it already.

A few minutes later Conor left to see the child, the precious son, the future king. Behind him the
generals mopped ther brows.

I wish he hadn't said that,’ said one. Each man fdt that he had been spared. They had dl had a close
encounter with death.

A few hours later Conor cdled his bodyguard to see the child, displayed from behind the
bullet-proof glass in a window of the tower. A thousand men in blue bowed their heads and swore
dlegiance to the baby. Not one of those generds was included in the group. The wiser amongs them
were aready making moves to get out while they ill could.
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Sgy

| was frightened before he was born that there might be something wrong with him, but there's not.
He's just a beautiful, beautiful baby boy. Even the guards who were minding the doctors and midwives
amiled.

Ligen, he cries so loudly!

The room was like a... a hijack, a kidnap. It was a kind of crime. | didn't want any of them there
with me, 1 only wanted Cherry, but of course they didn't want a cat in the room where the prince was
being bora. But she fooled them. She hid under the bed the whole time and a few minutes after he was



born she came out to congratulate me. She jumped up onto the bed purring like an engine, and started to
lick the blood off him. It was right -- the baby is hers, too. But the doctor was cross, and | was scared
they'd tdl Conor, so | let them chase her off.

‘Later," | mouthed at her, but she was offended and went out of the door with her chin up in the air,
and wouldn't ook back.

Then they wanted to take him away from me and wash him, but | put him sraight onto my breast
and he knew what to do at once. | whispered to him, '"May you aways know exactly whet to do." He
was S0 beautiful. 1 wanted to save the deaning up for Cherry but when Conor came he was angry that
the baby was dirty and made them wash him a once. Undernegath, his skin was a beautiful pale peach,
very finein texture,

He's a secret, this baby of mine. Even hisfather knows nothing about him. Like Cherry, he will have
more than one shape.

When he was dl dean Conor began to smile and held the poor little thing to his rough cheek. Poor
Conor, who knows nothing. The baby cried Conor looked so pae. | didn't want him there. | fdt cold,
because | fdt so much love in me even though | know there can be no space for fedings like that. When
he tried to give me the baby back | said, 'Here, take him away, | need to deep.” And then he got angry
because | didn't love my baby enough. But he took him away and showed him to the guard, and they dl
bowed down. Cherry told me. | could have laughed out loud, because they were bowing to Conor's
destruction.

Much later, when the room was empty and | had my baby back, Cherry came in to see. She came
asacat and put her paws up on the bed. | picked her up and put her next to the baby and let her sniff
him.

"You're his mother, too,' | told her. But she was 4ill offended and jumped off the bed. | was
digraught. 1 don't want Cherry to be upset. | got out of bed and crawled after her, but she hid in a

cupboard. Intheend | took the baby and tucked him in the cupboard with her. Very soon | could hear
her purring dl across the room.

| waited afew minutes and then | said, '‘But we can't leave him there, darling, or Conor will see and
who knows what hell do?

She forgave me and came out. We both snuggled up in bed with the baby between us, and that's
how we went to deep. In the middle of the night | woke up and she was licking him in her cat shape. |
kept waking up dl night ligening to the purring, and the baby deeping so 4ill between us and | thought, if
it could stay like this tomorrow and next week and next year! Perhaps | could be happy then.

It makes me weep to think of the kind of man he has to grow into.
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It isthe night of no moon, a week &fter the birth. In the wet, dill ar of a cdloudy February night, the
pde trees surrounding the water tower are vivid with inner life this is a supernaturd night. The child,
Vincent, son of two mothers so far, lies in Signy's ams. Conor is a the southern front. The town of
Portsmouth is under sege; he hopes to break the resistance to hisdam to it within afew days and fill the
dockside with sacrifices.

Under the bdly of the water tower, the soldiers on guard are fdling adeep one after the other like
men in a fairytde. Heads dump; there are thuds as the men fdl to the ground, pae blue, military fruits.
Nearby among the birch trees, one with red hair and amost as many shapes as there are in creation rubs
his hands together. This is the contribution of the dy god. Nothing to do with empires or vengeance,
nothing to do with destiny or fate or the big emotions of jedousy or love or anger. This work is mischief
for its own sake.

Asthe guards deep deepens, a slence tha reverses things surrounds the tower. Usudly it is noise
thet breaks silence, but thisis a slence which breaks the noise. Above in the tower, the trap door opens
asif inadream; the sound it makes is interrupted by the quiet. Sgny weeps and kisses her baby. What
other mother would give up her child when she has no one? She is about to launch him, her little living
missle, againg Conor.

Now agirl with the same hair as the god standing in the trees emerges and dimbs a few steps down
the ladder. The baby is handed down to her. Cherry is once more about her mistresss busness. Sgny
watches her quietly dide down the ladder, changing shape as she goes. The little cat disappears into the
leefless trees, and Sgny stares a moment longer into the damp air. Then, she whedls her chair across the
room that she and her Cherry have so carefully wrecked, over to one of the secure rooms Conor has had
built for her. Wadls of stedl, doors of sted, locked from the insde.

A few minutes later, the guards begin to wake up to the sound of the young mother's screaming.
They rub their eyes and wince in disbdief.

'My baby -- they've taken my baby!" They run up, their flesh creeps as they see the wreckage.
Despite dl his care and warnings, Conor's worst dreams have come true -- and now, they may be
certain, so will theirs.

The door is opened, Sgny emerges. Tdls them her tde of a gang of soldiers bresking in, chasing
her, taking her baby away, of her escape with her life...

They'd have killed meif | hadn't locked mysdf away!

And while the scared soldiers raise the darm and begin a fruitless search, below in the woods a little
brown bird takes to the ar and flieswest. In its daws it clutches a smdl, brown nut.

Dag Aggerman was sanding indde a long, low building housng a row of twenty-odd glass-fronted
tanks -- womb tanks. The hdfmen captured, traded or stole these wonders of modern technology from
Ragnor and other towns and cities beyond their territory and used them to repair damaged generds and
guerilla leaders, or sometimes to make specidigs for certain jobs. They could be used to clone, too.
Technicians worked busily around him, wanting to impress, checking temperatures, nutrition, proteins,
development. By the hdfman leader's Sde stood a strange looking girl with a baby in her ams. Dag
didn't like what he was being asked to do, but he needed Cherry. This one girl was as important as an
amy. Without the news she carried to him, the resistance would have dready been destroyed.

'‘Conor's kid, eh? he barked. He grinned. 'Héll go crazy when it disappears.’ His tal, cut



aggressively short, wagged so vidlently that his backside shook and his legs twisted into the concrete
floor in his effort to look pleased.

Cherry amiled and held the precious thing close to her heart.

'What's it supposed to be, eh? Eh? Some sort a subdtitute for Sgmund? | coulda done with the red
thing, but he's out of it. Everyone says, he'sfinished. Ah, ah! Yeah, dts a home dl day, don go out. So.
What's this one for?

'My migtress promised Siggy will join you and he will. Thislittle one will help.’
Dag grunted. 'I's that why she wants this? he asked curioudy.

My midtress wants anything that'll hep destroy Conor.'

'And how'| this hep? Ah?

Cherry smiled. The gods have told her so.’

Dag grunted again. Cherry was reputed to be a daughter of Loki. Whatever ese that meant, it was
bound to be trouble; but not the sort of trouble you could do anything about.

'We make a clone, like she says. And this one?

This one goes back to live with her." Cherry walked over to one of the occupied tanks and rapped
on the glass. Indde, the bleached white form of a man twisted away from the noise. He had whiskers
around his chubby face and short webbed fingers. His legs had welded together into some kind of

paddie.
'He's gonnajoin the navy," said Dag, and barked alaugh.
Cherry sad, "You have the details?

Dag looked a a piece of paper with indructions written on it, indructions of the additions Signy
wanted added on to her baby in his glass womb.

'Sounds more like witcheraft than science to me,' he muttered.
'How long, then? When will he be ready to fight?

'Y ou gotta dlow amonth in atank for ayear out here. Full grown in eéghteen months, yeah. But we
take him out sooner, fourteen, say. Hell need afew years, make him a soldier. Can't make him grow up
inatank, en?

Cherry nodded. "We'd better get on with it. The red one has to be back in afew hours!'

Dag nodded at the technicians. As they took the baby away it began to cry. It took only a moment
to take a gamdl sample of blood and a scraping from the ingde of his mouth -- dl that was needed to dart
aclone. Other genetic materid would be added, and the creature Sgny planned would be growing within
afew hours. Cherry watched as the needle did in and the baby screamed. She winced. Then she gave
Dag along dow wink.
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Corpord Haggerdtaff

| was there.

| was there when the baby was born. | had a gun a the doctor's throat as he anaesthetised My
Lady. | tensed my linger on the trigger just before he gave My Lady the injection and let my bresth out,
enough for him to hear and know that if anything went wrong, I'd kill him. I could amdl his fear. There
was no need for the gun to my temple. The loydty of the bodyguard is absolute. We dl drink the
sacrifice of blood in King Conor's name on Odinsday each week. No one need doubt us. But | was
watched. Everyone is watched.

| was there, too, when the darm was sounded -- not on guard, thank Odin, or | wouldn't be here to
tdl you this. | was off duty in the canteen when the cry went up. It was obvious a once, it was an indde
job. The worst enemy isdways ingde. No, not the bodyguard! The bodyguard is beyond suspicion. But
they are about everywhere ese within the Estate, in secret. Our best efforts cannot uncover them. A man
who has been favoured by the gods as highly as Conor creates a great ded of envy from those smdler
ones who bob dong behind him. There are many who bob dong behind.

When the call went up, | dropped my spoon and ran to help. My Lady was distraught, curang us,
threstening us. She wanted to come down to help the search, but that is forbidden. All her wishes, even
the samdles, are worth anyone ese's greatest; but not that We pulled the place to pieces and flattened the
woods, but it was dl too late. The baby was gone. It was witchcraft. How ese could they get past the

bodyguard?

Not that | trust My Lady. Her eyes make me cold, her amdl is wrong. Thet is not something | ever
care to mention. For one thing, it is not wise to doubt the wife of King Conor. For another, the scenting is
a private matter. It is matter of shame for me, a matter of secrecy. It is easy to see how it may be
misunderstood. I, too, have enemies. There are those who would welcome an excuse to accuse me of
baing unclean. And it may be that they would be right.

From way, way back, you understand. It's not & dl noticeable,

It became clear when | was a child that my comrades could not smdl people as | can. Thet is not a
good thing to know about yoursdf. It is a secret that would have me hanging by my hed if it ever got out.
Only humans of the pure blood may serve in the bodyguard. | have kept my mouth shut about it al my
life but 1 do not doubt my senses. In My Lady, there is the reek of treachery. So | day close, | watch
her, but | can never say what | fear, as the proof of the scenting would prove nothing to anyone here.

| was there, too, when those on guard were executed. It was just. Even Ivan, who has been my
closest friend since childhood, even him. | had no doubt as | hung him up, but | made sure the knife in his
throat was quick and clean. We do not waste bullets on traitors, Ivan would have understood that. |
could tdl by hiseyes. It was just, even though there was nothing that could have been done about it.

And, of course, as you will have heard, it was | who found the child. You could say that the search
was rigorous, we tore the Estate to pieces, house by house. We had no hope of finding him; as | said, it



hed to be witcheraft, and who knows what witches may or may not do? But by dl normd logic no one
could have taken the child out of the Estate. Only the guard around the water tower had the deeping fit.
Reasonably, he should dill be there -- if he was dive, that is.

| for one was certain that the her to the king was aready dead and buried, eaten by dogs --
whatever, disposed of. We tore each house to pieces and let the suspected know there would be no
mercy if even the dightet hint of guilt was found, and mogt likely even if it were not. | passed through
severd houses and it was chance that | ended in Margaret O'Hara's place. Head of Security -- who
would have thought it? I'd never have suspected her, for she was dways mog ruthlessin the execution of
the king'swill. She waited with a face full of threats while | and the others ripped open the cupboards. A
powerful woman, strong enough to know how to look proud and not scold as her frocks were torn down
and trampled on, as her drawers were tipped up, her diaries and private papers read.

Even as | searched | knew where the child was; | andt him -- milk and urine coming from the
laundry basket. | was unable to prevent mysdf from turning sharply and taking two steps towards it, and
| saw her look at me. But she had such control. | admire her for that. She must have known where the
baby was hidden but when she saw me gtart towards him she did not so much as flinch.

Then | paused, because how would | answer if they asked me how | knew? | had to leave the room
to reach the baby. But by good fortune the baby began to cry. | saw her face drain of blood. She knew
she was caught, dthough by what supidity she dlowed hersdf to be caught like that | can only wonder.
The baby yedled and kicked and coughed. | pushed the woman out of the way and ran to the laundry
room. A cat ran out under my feet and dmogt tripped me. | lifted off the lid, and there he lay. | knew it
was the king's child even before | saw him. One baby looks much like another, but the amdl was
didinctive.

I lifted him out and cradled thelittle one in my arms. The old witch was standing behind me.

I have no idea how..." she began, but my foot cut her short. | had no fear of her now; her guilt was
out. | kicked her to the floor and stood above her panting, the baby 4ill close agang my chest. My
cgptain dlowed me afew more kicks before he restrained me.

'Not too much, corpora. Save some for Conor.'

The woman began to cry -- fear, | think. | stepped over her and carried the baby to the king.
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Sgy

There's a story about an ogre who could only be killed if his heart was destroyed. In order to stop
this happening he kept his heart in an egg, hidden deep in a nest in atree, in aforest, on an idand in a



lake. But one day the foolish ogre fdl in love with a princess and gave his heart into her kegping.
Thisis the moment that Conor gave me his heart.

They're swinging me down from the water tower on ropestied to my chair. The light hurts my eyes.
Onmy lap, little Vincent gurgles and coos. Cherry's told me this story many, many times; it's dways been
one of my favourites. Now here it isin colour -- the trees with their bare branches, the daffodils on the
wet grass, the tarmac below shiny with rain, the pae blue sea of the bodyguard on their knees to me.
Behind them the rabble from the Estate on the ground before me, babies and grandmothers, generds and
gangmen. In front of them dl, in the ringsde seats, the heads of the imaginary traitors on dicks like a
collection of Haloween toffee gpples. The grass under them is red with bloody mud. And right
underneath us, Conor, the ogre himsdf, chewing hisfinger as the most precious things in his world swing
down from the place where he has kept us 'safe' for so long.

| named them for him, the traitors. It's taken him a long time to learn to believe me, but now he has
proof. | tdl hm Odin comes to mein dreams. It suits him to believe that the gods are on his sde. How
else could | have known that the baby would be found in Margaret O'Hara's house? Poor Margaret, |
remember her from forma dinners when | firg came here. Her table manners were so nest. She treated
me like a slly girl; | was. She had the blood of tens of thousands on her hands, but now it's her blood
that's soaking into the grass -- hers and dl her family's | said it would be so, and there the baby was. So,
when | tdl him that Smon Patterson, Ruddock Goodal, Randolf Carhill are traitors, of course he believes
that too. And there they are now to greet me, heads on gticks, the crows gtting in the trees behind them
waiting for their moment of privacy with them.

Trugt isthis heart of Conor's, that he's given into my hands. In the story the princess gives the heart
to the prince to crush, but | shdl squeeze this heart... squeeze it and crush it dowly over the years to
come, until Conor is screaming with the pain of it. And when he has screamed as loudly as the people in
my dreams, I'll kill him.

| swing down like a basket of eggs and when | reach the ground, frightened hands come to loosen
the ropes. They know aready how much | am to be feared. Only Conor doesn't understand. Little
Vincent croons, lullabied by the swinging journey down. | give him the tip of my finger to suck and |
think, you little helpless thing, youll have less in common with me than the copy by the time I'm done.
Conor comes and rests his hand on my shoulder and smiles anxioudy at me, like a scared child. Who can
blame him for being scared of me? | am the prophet, forewarned by the godsl Poor Conor, so weak he
can be so fooled by his own trick. He thinks | love him!

Herases hisfig in the air.

Thisisyour Queen!" he cries. The eight hundred men l€ft in the bodyguard and the entire population
of the Estate shout back.

'Hail the Queen! Hail the Queen!" | amile at my husband. I'm the power here now.
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Siggy

| hadn't even known she was pregnant.

| found out about a week ago. Cherry was winding me up. She's a red tease -- dways flirting, it
drove me mad. After that one time | wanted another dice, and every now and then over the past year or
S0 snce, she let me have it Oh, yeah, and that's worth living for. Cherry gets old fast, she looks about
thirty now and I'm only twenty, but she's as gorgeous as ever. Sheld let me kiss her, but nine times out of
ten she was judt leading me on. 1'd think, maybe she meansit thistime and then as soon as | reached out
for her -- fittz! -- and she'd laugh and fly away. It drove me mad, watching that little bird whiz away into
the bushes. And then a burst of song that dways sounded so sarcastic.

| couldn't help it, it was just meking me crosser and crosser every timeit happened. So, OK, | admit
to being a bit of a bastard sometimes these days. I'd fed ashamed of mysdf if | thought | was worth it
She pushed me a bit far that day -- | hadn't had much deep -- and | grabbed her by the am. | held her
hard. | could see the look in her eyes. She knew | had her. Panic.

'And now I'm gonna have you,' | told her, and | reached for her face with mine.

Cherry did the shapes. Firg the bird, then the cat, then the gifl again. | just held tight. She scratched,
she pecked, she bit. Findly she became a cat and just waited there, crouching in my arms, saring up a
me. Every hair on her body was sanding on end.

Tdl me something | don't know," | sneered, and | dropped her.

‘All right,' she said. There was the girl again. It dways gave me the creeps, that. And tdl me she did.
"Your Sgter has had a baby.'

‘What?

'‘And it's yours!

'‘What do you mean, mine? Don't be stupid.’

I mean..." Cherry smiled coldly. 'l mean, she wants you to have him.'

She explained, but it took a while to snk it She wanted me to bring up a souped-up version of her
and Conor's kid. What? Why? | mean, what's aclone? Not just a copy. It's a forgery. That's how | fdt
about it. And transgenic! | wonder what optiond extras dear Signy's had fitted? Strengthened bones,
something from an eagle a the back of the retina? Improvements. What'd she done to his mind? What'd
she done to his soul, if you can cdl it that?

Then | got angry. Sgny had no right! She had no right to deep with that shit in the fird place. How
can she stand it! Him lying by her side... on top of her... indde her! How come she doesn't vomit in his
face? How come her insdes don't just abort anything he lodges ingde her?

'Why has she done this?

'She has no choice...

'She could escape! You know she could escape! What's the point of saying there? Conor can't be
defeated, you know that. Why don't you tdl her, Cherry?



".if she wants to keep his confidence she has no choice but to deep with him. And she has his
confidence. Dag Aggerman knows every move Conor makes.'

‘But that's you, Cherry! You get that information and pass it on to him, she doesn't need to be there
a dl. And now she's had a baby by him! What isit with her? She's mad, isn't she? That's whét it is, she's
mad. Can't you see that? Can't you help me, Cherry? We could get her out of there, you and me. You
used to like me, Cherry. We dept together. | thought | could fal in love with you. Cherry? Why won't
you hep me?

And then | was crying, tears running down my face, trembling dl over. Cherry stood there looking at
me and for a second | thought she was going to cry hersdlf. Her face seemed to be changing. When she
gpoke her voice was unsteady but her words were so clear.

Thisis how the gods have seen it, Sggy. Don't argue. Dont try. It's dl dready as it has to be and
nothing can change it. Y ou can only do it in the best way you can.’

How many times had | heard my father say such things?
The gods can keep it, | don't want anything to do withit. It stinks. Conor's child!
'Her child. And her child isyour child,' indsted Cherry, but | shook my head.

‘A clone,' | said. | just couldn't understand what she was up to. And why should | have anything to
do with it?1 tried to say something but the words were getting dl blurred. Cherry was garing & me and |
could see that she was upset too. | sumbled towards her and put out my arms and then she was there, in
my ams. It fdt so good. She squeezed me tight. | was sobbing. Then, | couldn't hdp it, | just fancy her
S0 much... it turned me on and she mugt have fdt dirring down there, because she drew back and looked
into my eyes. Her lips were open. Her eyes were soft and wet. | would have leaned forward to kiss her
but | was scared, my faceis so fucking awful...

... And there was awhirr of brown wings and she was off into the sky like a thrown stone. But there
was no jeering birdsong from a bush thistime. | saw the tearsin her eyes as she changed.

| thought to mysdf, | wish I'd made her pregnant. | could love a son of my own. But this thing of
Conor's, thisthing in atank that Sgny wanted to give to me, it made me fed sick. One thing | knew for
cartan: | wasn't going to have nothing to do with it. Nothing.
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Dag Aggerman

Sheeeit! Tdl you, tha thing gave me the spooks even before it was out. Yeah... ahl Mind, them
tanks dways gave me the spooks. Ah, ah! Those things dl pruney from being so long in the liquid, long
squinty babies, giant foetuses with that bloom on their skins, dl puffy and swollen, gaping like fish. Their



necks sorta swel up when they take down the Oxyjuice. Yow! Some of 'em got tubes going in at the
navel, some with blood in them, some with wires. Yuk, yuk, yuk. Yeah, | went in one time to have a
look-see, check it out. You hadta walk past rows of dog things and cat things and pig things till you got
to the people things, and there he was, lying curled up like a big white shite at the bottom of his tank, oh,
no, ah ah ah! -- about the ugliest thing | ever saw. Eyes saring out, neck puffing up and down. He was

bigger'n amean dready.
Y esh, Mummy made a few changes to her darling boy.

| didnt see him again till he was born. Woulda stayed away at the birth too, but | hadta be there.
Cherry was coming too, see -- oh yeah. Yeah. Yeah. You gotta stay in with the likes of that! Nah! Mind,
she didn't do much taking. Stayed a cat the whole time. Y eah, fuckin' furbal, she was just doin it to wind
me up!

Tank birth don't look like much fun. It was dl bright neon tights. His face pulling faces as he gave up
the Oxyjuice and got used to the air. When the tank was empty he was leaning on the glass, he looked
like a dead man choking. When they opened the door, he fdl out on the floor. The techs jumped on him
and hauled him upside down to drain out the Oxyjuice. Me an' the cat, we just watched. She was licking
her paws, but she didn't fool me. She didn' like thisguy any more than | did. | could smdl that.

He began coughing and heaving as the Oxyjuice poured out of his jaws like he was being sick. Bt |
knew a once, whatever changes they made they were good ones, 'cause those guys had a red sruggle
holding him, he was stirong as an ox. Then they dropped him and we dl stood around staring at him as he
heaved about on the floor trying to get his breath.

He looked like they dl look when they come out -- puffy skin, dl white, bloated up from months in
liquid. But he was good looking under it -- good muscles, tal -- fine young man. Yeah. We helped him
up and led him outside into the sunshine. Cherry, she didn't say a thing, just whisked off with her tail up
high out ahead of us. Me, | was curious too. | wanted to watch him as he saw the world for the fird time,
the grass and the air and the sun. Oh, yeah, you can't hdp but like it, the old world, even with dl the shit.
| wondered if it was gonna be as amazing to him as it was to me, but | guess he had enough to do without
being amazed.

He came out of it dowly, his breaths became clean. He got up dl shaky, kneding for a while on the
ground to recover. He was growing more beautiful dl the time. Cherry, she sat up on her tall and sniffed
the arr. | was watchin' her, too, and | tdl you, dl the hairs on her back came up in along stripe. Me, |
just wanted to bark and bark but | kept my mouth shut. | came forward to help him to his feet, but as
soon as | got close | was growling right in my throat. | couldnt help it. | put my snout to him and gave
him a good nosing. And you know what? His amel? He don't have one!

Shit! They dl smdl of something. Engine Qil, ever hear of him? Transgenic horse, thick as a sheep,
grong as a wagon. Bit of an experiment, us with so few motors. Someone had the bright idea -- make an
animd one, a machine of flesh and blood. They caled hm Engine Oil because that's what he smdt of,
horse swest and engine oil. Weird! Trouble was, he was soooo thick. No gearbox, no dashboard, no
geering whed, just legs and a brain that couldn't drive a weevil, let done five tons of muscle and dloy.
He got killed a Sough and, yeah, his blood was twenty-five per cent engine oil. They drained it outta
him, used it to keep the lorries going. Boy, it sure worked good! Ah! Yesh yeah! Living oil, see -- kept
the enginein good nick, attacked the rust, rebuilt the wear and tear. Living ail' Engine Oil was more use
dead then dive.



"Where's my father? the clone said. His firg words. Soon as he spoke, the little cat thing was gone
-- ran off into the bushes. She'd seen what she came for and she wasn't hanging round. But | put on a
show anyhow, just in case.

'Oh, youll see him soon enough, you betcha,’ | said. | put my arm around him and led him off, give
him some food and drink, y'’know? But | wasn't fooling no one. | had to hold back, stop mysdf from
Sigoping & him, ah, yow-yow-yow! Trying to keep my tal up but it kept cregping back down. He just
didn't amdl of nothing! Every hair on me was standing on end.

Transgenics -- you can keep ‘em! Nah nah nah! Give people a hand in creetion, they make an even
worse mess than the gods did. See, it's not just, we give you atail, go wag it. They gottatdl you why you
go wag it, when you go wag it. They give you fedings. They give you thoughts. Nah nah nah. Scrub that
out. They give you ingtincts. Wel, what's the point of giving 'em thoughts? Indtincts work better. You
gotta think of the poor manufacturer. He goes to dl that trouble and expense, he don't want his creature
turning round and saying nah, don't fed like it today.

So what little gifts had Signy for her son?

Listen, don't get mewrong, | gotta lottatime for indincts. They're some of my favourite things. You
egt, you have sex, you shit, you sniff. | love 'em al! What ese? You suckle. Maybe you tak, maybe you
know how to fdl in love, maybe you gotta make friends. OK, fine. Good! Lotsa nice giftd

But what kinda little gifts does Sgny give her boy?

Hatred, that's what. That's what he was here for, right? Hatred for Conor, everything he stood for,
hed done, could do. Nah! And then the other things, the take-aways. You don't just add what you want,
you take away what you don't want Styr, he was ruthless. You never saw alad so bad! You don't add
that! No fear, see? That was dl taken out.

Dangerous mix, yeah! | thought, maybe, this one we could do without.

Firg thing, before he goes to Sggy -- Mummy's orders --he gotta get some training. He's a soldier,
this boy. Not a generd, she don't make him for that. He just wanna fight.

So | sent him out on a few jobs -- dirty jobs, as a common soldier. You should have read the
reportsl He had some trouble fitting in. Him, behaving like royaty. He was a VVolson, son of kingd Yeah,
wadl, my dogs and bitches ain't too keen on that sort of attitude. Y ou gotta fight for your respect. So he
got in afew fights, afew hard fights. It's the way with us. Y ou gotta hold your own or you get pissed on.

Oh yeah! Gotta say it, he was excdlent. Sgny sure knew how to put together a soldier. He got in
the fights, he won the fights. Let's face it, he tore those boys to bits. Followed his orders, mind, even
when he thought he knew better, but he fought like a bitch for her pups. Oh, yeah, he was the best, the
vay best. And every sngle one of my dogs who spent time with im came away wishing they hadn't.

'So what's up with him? | asked.

'He don't amdl right,’ they'd say. Yeah, yeah, wdl, he had a sndl by now. You dont live in this
world and get no smdl. But like they said, his amdl weren't right. See, he amdt of what held just been
doing and never of himsdf. Know what | mean? No, you dumb-nosed human, how could you? You
don't know nothin' with your nose. Nah! See? Yeah! Y ou stoopid monkey!
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There's a secret bunker. Call it a strongroom, perhaps. It's a place for treasures to be kept safe. In
this strongroom were two women, one younger than the other, an dderly man and an upright glass tank
which opened a the front. The younger woman, dill dmost a girl, redly, was crippled. She leaned
forward in her whedlchair with a lipstick in her hand, and scrawled in deliberately childish writing on the
glass 'l love Mother.

She amiled up at her friend. The dderly man kept his fedings away from his face,
Sgny's red mother died in childbirth, bearing her and Siggy.

Cherry chewed her lip axioudy. She bent down with a question. 'l know what you're adding, but
are you teking anything away as well? she wanted to know.

Sgny raised her eyebrows. She can't ress the temptation to tease. 'Pity? Mercy? Grief? What
about that old handicap love? But Cherry looked so put out that she laughed. 'Don't believe me -- how
could | stop loving my puss? Cherry laughed and embraced her, bdieving it dl. 'And | wouldn't take
orief away, either. What would | be without that?

The old man kept his thoughts to himsdif.

'‘Undress me,' said Signy.

Cherry glanced a the man. "What about him?

'Hell have to see me, who cares?

Cherry helped her mistress with the buttons. 'Conor'll care.’
'Conor's & the front. The war's more important than | am.’
That's not true!'

‘W, but he's away. Anyway, | want to be born naked.'

Seaing the powerful is dways a curious business, seeing them naked is even more so. The old man
was as curious as anyone, but he tried to keep his eyes away from the Queen. She was the second most
powerful person in the country, after Conor, and as far as he was concerned, every little bit as scary.

Sgny fdt hersdf blushing at this exposing of hersdlf, but she was certain she wanted to go naked into
the tank. Her body was ridiculous -- flabby and soft above, and those diddy little, weak little, useless
legs. But now she was about to take back everything, and more.

When her clothes were off, Cherry and the man helped her up and into the open door of the tank.
She kissed Cherry goodbye. She was going on a journey that would last two months.



"Take care of everything for me," she whispered. This was the most dangerous time for her. She was
out of action, like a crab that had shed its shell. She would be helpless in the tank; it cost her dearly to
make hersdf like this, but the, rewards would be very great.

‘Bring the boy to Siggy when he's finished his training with Dag." Signy smiled. 'He knows how to
bring Siggy into the fight."

Cherry hesitated, then asked, 'What about the other one?
‘What other one?
The baby. Your son. The red one.' There was hardly a trace of reproach in Cherry's voice.

That! My red son iswith Dag. Conor can have the other one." Sgny laughed. 'Or you. You can
have himif you like!

Cherry shrugged. She would have loved to be the boy's mother but she had too much to do. With
dl her shapes she could only be in one place a the same time.

'Sorry. | know. Keep an eye on the little one for me then,’ said Signy, but just to please her puss.

Cherry amiled and withdrew, and the old man, a technician captured aong with the glass womb,
was ordered to close the door. But he paused for a second and looked at her.

'What isit? asked the Queen.

'Are you sure? | mean, Maam, there are other changes | could make, if you wanted.'
'‘What changes?

'Peace of mind.

'What would | want with that? demanded the girl.

The old men paused, before he could get out the word he wanted to.

‘Sanity," he whispered.

'What do | want that for, in this madness? Close the door.'

Cherry, angry a the way he had dared speak to Signy, hissed a him, and he closed the door
hurriedly and turned the pressure keys to sed her in. She waited, gtting at the bottom of the tal tank.
Cherry chivwied the man, and he turned the tap that fed a deegping gas into the little chamber.

It worked in a second. Signy dumped. Now came the part Cherry was not looking forward to --
the drowning that accompanied the return to the womb. They did not dare use pardysng drugs too
heavily, in case they affected the breathing response. Although Signy was adeep, her body would fight
agang theinitid intake of liquid into her lungs. Cherry hid behind her back and peeped as the liquid crept
up, over her mistresss thighs, up her wais, over her breasts. Sgny twitched asit rose to her face, jerked
in her deep deep asit tickled her mouth and nose. Then, as it rose above her, she began twitching and
jerking in a dow moation panic, fighting for the ar that was no longer there. The tank filled rapidly. In a
few seconds it was full and in ten more seconds, Signy was pumping bubbles up through the liquid. Then
her neck began the characterigtic puffing as she pumped the liquid in and out down into her lungs More
druggles, asthe lagt of the ar was expeled, then a dow peace descended on her as her shocked body
sank into dillness. Gradualy she would grow used to the liquid in her lungs. She would be dlowed to



regain consciousness in three or four days.

Down here, locked up once again to keep her safe, Signy would be rebuilt. Legs, of course. But she
had dso specified, without Conor knowing, certain other features. She wanted to be better, bigger,
fagter, stronger than she had been. Her bones were to be strengthened, her muscles helped with new
technology. She wanted to be sterile. Sheld had dl the babies she wanted.

And atreat or two for Conor, too. Bigger breasts, for instance.

Cherry looked at the dill girl, collgpsed, ungainly, hdpless and naked a the bottom of the tank. You
could see parts of her that shouldn't be on show, and Cherry wanted to get in with her and make her
decent. She glanced sharply at the technician, to make sure he wasn't looking where he shouldn't.

'Her orders had better be carried out exactly,’ she said quietly.

They will be, maam,’ the old man answered. He'd done what he could. The gil could have made
hersdf a force for good, a benevolent ruler, but it was aways so with the powerful -- they only did
whatever they did for themsdlves.

He looked at the dids on the side of the tank. 'Exactly as she said,’ he repeated.

Cherry nodded, happy tha the man would not dare lie. She was dill Saring fascinated a Signy In
the tank, at the thin clouds of bubbles riang from her har and out of one tipped nodril. Tiny Slvery
bubbles gligened on her arms and legs and in her pubic hair. The lipgtick scrawl, 'l love Mother', hung
above her on the glass.

Cherry began to cry. She didn't know how she could survive two whole months without Sgny to
cuddle up to, without her lgp to doze on. She would have the whedchar taken somewhere safe and
deep on thet, as a cat, until her mistress was ready to emerge.
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Sagy

Muswell Hill's ill a scumbag of a place to live, and it dill suits me fine. The market, the aimind
fraternity. They know me a bit better these days. | get out and about a bit more than | used to. | don't
need to, of course. Cherry brings more than enough money for me and Mds, but | like to keep my hand
in. You know the story... big fat pig, ful of dripping. Conor will win the war, | suppose it's pointless
redly, but it does give me some pleasure pricking the feet of some of the fat bastards who benefit from
hisregime.

And it keeps Mdanie happy.

We 4ill have the old flat up above the market, but there's a few more hideaways these days. You
need boltholes in these days of pogroms againg the hdfmen. Me, | only ever go out a night -- my face



makes a hdfman of me -- but bloody stupid old Mdanie, | can't get it through to her the danger she's in.
She's dways out and about, hunting down bargains, giving handouts to anyone who asks for them. She
costs afortune. One of these days they're going to get her. And what will poor old Sggy have left in the
world then? | love that fat old pig. She saved my life She didn't have to, she was darving hersdf hdf to
degath for a poor old lump of meet belonging to a race that never did hers any favours. And she's taught
mealot. For one thing, that humanity doesn't have to come in human form. Mdanie is more human than
mogt people | know. More human than Conor, or Signy, or me -- or Vd, for that matter. There are times
when the world seems to me to be built of wdl to wdl shit, but then | think about her. Oh, yeah,
Meaniesthe red thing, my fat, ugly, porky ray of sunshine.

It was February, bloody cold, foul day, the dush brown with horse shit dl over the roads. Meanie
was out. We'd had another row. She's dways on a me to join the resstance. She's dmog as bad as

Sagny.
‘Nothingll change without you tries,"” she growled.

‘Nothing's gonna change with | tries;" | replied. Like alot of saints, Mdanie knows how to use her
mouth. And she's so unrediidtic. | mean, what's the use? Thisis how the world is.

'I'm... no... hero,' | told her, nice and clear so shed understand.

'‘None of usis. So what? she grunted, and ssomped out of the house to do more good to some poor
sap.

| put avid on, lay on the sofa to watch it After about an hour or so | heard the rapping at the
window, but | was feding sulky so | just lay for haf an hour ligening to the little bitch rat-a-tat-tat for
ages before | got up to open the window and let her in.

A little brown bird came skimming low across the floor and landed on the arm of a chair.
| said, 'Hi.'

Cherry shook hersdf back into hersdf -- that's the only way to describe it. She sat Sdeways on the
char amoment scowling a me.

'I've been pecking away for hdf an hour,’ she said.
‘Ah...

She was furious. She didn't say anything else, just peered Sdeways a me out of her tawny eyes and
staked off into the kitchen.

'l was watching avideo,' | said.
She came back in with a drink and stood in front of the screen.

'Crap,’ she said, turning away. She was right; it was crap -- an old American video, dl faded and
chegp to begin with. The only people making good qudlity ones these days were in the Far East.

| didn't complain about her ganding there in front of the screen. She was -- | dunno, maybe late
thirties, but she was a good ded better to look at than anything on it. She ages so fast, but somehow it
doesn't make so much difference as if she was human. | mean, she's only been dive eight or nine years.



She turned round and plonked hersdf next to me on the sofa. | decided it was an invitation. |
stroked her face with my finger and she looked sdeways a me. | turned my face to hers and kissed her.

Kissng Cherry is like honey. OK, her breath tends to amdl a bit these days, but it dill made my
head spin. | put my hand on her waist and pulled her shirt out of her skirt so | could stroke the skin and
that neat little Stripe of soft fur that grows down her spine. | followed the fur up her back right up
between her shoulders, and then down, down, until | had to hook my finger under her tights and pull them
down an inch or two to carry on my way...

‘'Mmmmm," she purred. And then she wriggled away and pulled the tights back up.
'Cherry, yourekilling me!'

She scowled. 'Y ou're too young.'

'I'm older than you are...’

'I'm here on business, Sggy. Here..." she said, and she chucked me a little plagtic bag with some
paper folded up tight in it. It was Hill wet in the creases, and | made a show of wiping it on my arm.

'You never know where it's been,’ | said. Cherry ignored me and sat down to drink her cola and
watch the video, even if it was crap.

Actudly, of course | knew where the letter had been; she carried things in her crop when she was a
bird. But | couldnt resst the tease. | glanced across at her. She'd been keeping away from me more as
she got older, but | ill had the hots for her. Who knows, maybe it was because | had no chance with
anyone ese, but ill...

Shewas dl downy, dl over -- | can vouch for it. | keep thinking about that lovely furry stripe. Not
hary -- aneat, sandy, soft stripe of short hair that tapered as it went down her back. Very pretty, right
down to where it disappeared. | kept wanting to run my finger dl the way down. Yeah, yeah, her and
me. Maybe she was trying to soften me up to take Styr on, maybe Sgny ordered her to do it. But | like
to think it was because she wanted to, despite the face. Hafmen women aren't so fixed on what the front
of your head looks like.

| tried to shake Cherry out of my mind, sat down to read the letter from Signy, and | might have
known. In fact, I'd been waiting for it.

My sister scares me sometimes.

| keep saying to her, dl | want to know is where Conor isgoing to be a a certain time so that | can
be there to put a bullet in his neck. But no. That's not good enough. Sgny wants everything done
‘properly’. Not just Conor but the whole empire has to be shot down the drain, and the VVolsons put back
inhis place.

Those days are gone forever. The Volsons are an empty house. | don't even think of mysdf as one
anymore. Me and her -- what are we worth? She can't escape Conor even though she has the means if
she wanted to, and me, I'm just dead meat waking.

She's been getting worse ever Snce the baby was born. Going on about Odin, the knife, about Vd,
about the empire. The current thing was Styr, of course: the clone. The thing from the tank. | kept tdlling
her, | wanted nothing to do with her plans, any of them -- but especidly not Styr. And yet she never
seemed to doubt thet I'd do what she wanted. Look at this -- aletter written weeks ago before she went
into the tank. She didn't even wat till she emerged to find out if | was going to do it.



'Shit.

Cherry looked across a me with that wry amile of hers.
I won't be a nursemaid for Conor's brat.'

'He's nearly fifteen years old, Sigs!'

'It's dl wrong, he was only conceived a few months ago,' | grumbled. | crumpled up the letter and
chucked it a the window. 'l don't likeit, | don't want it, | won't have it.’

Cherry amiled a me and held out her hand. In her pam lay anut. | stared at it sullenly.
'l thought you couldn't lend shapes,’ | said.

She shrugged. 'l had to get help. | was surprised he agreed.

She meant Loki, of course.

Sometimes | fed the gods hanging around me like crows. There was Odin, of course, putting in a
couple of appearances -- digant, stern, dl-knowing. A hit too stereotyped for me. | dill don't know
whether he's something out of Ragnor or not. Either way, it doesn't do to fdl out with such a patron; you
can see what'll happen even with him on your side. But Loki -- what good ever came out of Loki?

On the other hand if dl he was doing was mucking up Odin's plans, maybe that wasn't such a bad
thing. But no, | don't mean it! Not if it involves Styr.

Cherry muttered her charms; the nut sprouted.

You can't help but watch, even though it makes you fed sick. This was worse, because the kid was
ared monger asfar as| was concerned. He ended up on dl fours and scrambled to his fest, in the way
adog might jump up. You know, without self-consciousness at how foolish he looked. Then the change
was over and | could see him for what he was and...

Frg thing, | wanted to run out of the room. Next thing... Well, then | was just mesmerised. He was
like me. | thought, what? Why? | mean, OK, Sgny and me are twins, but not identical twins. But he was
50 like me. Except, of course, a better version. Bigger, stronger, beautiful. | never used to think of mysdf
as beautiful. 1 found that | was touching my face and | thought, did | used to look like that? | tried to walk
away but | found mysdf drding round him like a dog. It was like... is this me? Am | looking a mysdf?
Had she cloned me, somehow?

As | waked round | could fed dl the hars on the back of my neck danding up. It was
extraordinary. | fdt like | was turning into an animd. | thought, no! I'm not the animd -- heis. But despite
that -- ligen to this, despite that, despite everything, | knew right at that second that | loved him. | loved
hmand | had no choice. And that scared me more than anything.

| glared @ Cherry and snarled, 'What isthis?
"Your boy," she told me.

'Get im out of here,' | said.

'Sgny wants you to train the boy.'

‘No.'



'She wants....'

‘No!'

| turned to go, | got to the door with my hand on the handle, when the boy cried out,
'Father!

..and | stuck there with my hand on the handle. | couldn't move, | couldnt move. The awful thing
was, | knew. Even before he sad it, | knew it was right.

'How can that be? | whispered.
And Cherry sad, 'l lent her my shape.’

So that wasit. | didn't need to quedtion it, | knew it was right. | must have looked awful because
Cherry stepped over to me and put her arm protectively around me. 'Why? | asked her.

'She asked me to,' said Cherry.
'And the other times?

Cherry gave me a crooked ook, half smiled. 'No, that was me, Siggy.' She wriggled her amdl hand
into mine and whispered, 'I'm sorry. | didn't know she was going to do that.’

‘But you'd have done it anyway,' | told her, and she didn't deny it.

All the time the boy stood there watching me intently, as if his life depended on what | did next. His
face, it was dways like this, it gave nothing away except that his eyes looked like two hot stones. Now
he moved, took steps towards meto join us, his hands held out wanting to touch me.

'‘No!" | couldn't bear him to touch me. Then | found mysdf saring & him to see if I'd hurt him. |
thought, my flesh and Signy's flesh. No wonder he knows me better than | know mysdlf.

Test me,' he said.

| shook my head. Test im? For what? Blood? He meant his strength, of course, his kill as a
soldier. Sgny wanted him to hdp me destroy Conor. Suppose he was the best in the world. What
difference would that make to anything?

'Dag Aggerman taught me," said the boy in a clear voice. 'He sends his greetings, Father, and asks
when you will join him to lead the human resistance againg the tyrant.’

| shook my head. | wanted out of there. | even took a step towards the door. Cherry squeezed my
hend gently, | pulled away. But | couldn't leave. It was impossible to deny him. Maybe Sgny arranged it
like that. Or Odin, or Loki. Or isit just that I'm too soft? | don't know, but instead of going out of the
door, | found mysdf gicking my head out of the window for a breath of fresh air.

It was market day. Most days were market days, there's dways a few people with something to
spread out on the ground. Today was officid, though, and it was busy. It went from people with a cloth
on the ground with a few sad knick-knacks they wanted to swap for a few sad scraps, to ddls with
griped awnings sHling some redly good bits. All around the gdls were the shops, some of them poor,
some of them rich; and some of them powerful.

| turned round to look a Styr. He held his arms out ‘| want you to teach me. | want to be a good



soldier. | can hep. Test me." He paused a second and then said, 'l love you, Father.’

| laughed. How could he love me, hed never even met me before? But he did. | knew he did. And |
loved him.

| thought to mysdlf, what right has this creature to my fedings? | wished him dead... truly, | wished
hm dead. | was filled with fear of him, a where hed come from, out of a glass tank, out of lies, out of
incest. Then | had another thought and | said,

‘What about the other one?
Cherry scowled. 'Sigs, don't,’ she sad.
The red one, what about him? | asked the clone.

A kind of shudder went through the boy. He struck himsdf in the chest. 'l am the red one,’ he cried
out. ‘I am the reason why..." He spread his am out, and of course it was true. He was the reason the
other one, the baby in Conor's Estate had been born. In that sense, he was the red one.

'He doesn't count,’ said the clone. 'He's jugt a child.
'And what about your childhood? | said spitefully.
He shrugged. 'It's too late for that.'

| turned back to look out of the window. Out here in Muswdl Hill it was tough. You had to know
the right places to go, you had to know what to do. You had especidly to know wha not to do. |
figured it wouldn't be so hard to find a test he couldn't pass.

| beckoned to him and he came to stand next to me. Straight away there was this feding -- it never
left me, every time he stood close to me. Repugnance and attraction, love and hate, dl in one.

There." | pointed. 'See? The pawn shop...'

It was Do Hawkins place. He does alot of good quff. It isn't just the poor people go to Do'sif they
need cash. Plenty of rich people pawn the family jewds there. You didn't have to have a good reputation
or a decent credit rating. Do's insurance policy was a little different from just making sure he lent to the
right people. If he didn't get it back, and the re<t, his helpers paid you a little vist'. Do was the nearest
thing to a ganglord Ieft in north London. He had any number of scams, theft, extortion, murder. I'd done a
few jobs with m mysdf. There were a great many people who didn't even need the money found
themselves obliged to borrow off Do, just so he could have the pleasure of them paying him back at a
good rate of interedt.

He was good &t it, too. There was aamdl fortune Stting in that shop. An ided atraction for thieves,
you'd have thought, but you'd be wrong. No one -- and | mean no one -- bothered trying to sted off Do.
It was just too dangerous. You'd have to be agenius just to get in there.

‘Do thetill and you'rein,' | told him.

| was sheking as | walked back to the window to watch. Cherry was furious

'You'vekilled him!



| was gritting my teeth.

'He's only fifteen, Siggy.

‘A tet, he needs to have atest,' | ingsted.

She shook her head and came over to stare down &t the street below. Then she smiled.

'Look, there heis." | peered out of the window. That was quick. | was impressed. The kid was there
inamongs the crowd, dirding about, getting in closer.

'He'sgonnahave ago,' | said in surprise.

'Oh, yes,' said Cherry. And she laughed at seeing me put out. 'Stop him,’ she said. But | couldn't
move.

Styr was in close aready, squeezing his way through the crowds, getting right up to the counter.
Then he whipped out a gun.

I jumped and shouted. This was mad! The whole shop froze. | could see the big guys eyeing him up,
but they didn't dare do anything -- yet. Styr was as cool as you like. People were moving in behind him,
but he got them out of the way with the gun. The guy behind the table emptied thefill into a bag, handed it
over. Shit, held actudly doneit!

He was gonna die.

Suddenly my heart was in my mouth and | was thinking, come on, kid, come on, you can do it! But
a the same time | knew he stood no chance. He might get out of the shop, but hed be dead in a few

steps.
Styr turned and began to edge out of the shop.
They'll bloody kill him!" | leaned out over the sill. | was scared! They'll kill him!’
"Your own son,' sad Cherry.

| cursed her. Bdow us, Styr turned and ran. There was a crackle of gunfire. The crowd opened and
closed to let Styr through. He was running... and suddenly the street was full of big men in good suits
running after him.

'Stupid kid!" | screamed. | legped backwards and got to the door. He didn't stand a chance! As |
belted down the corridor | heard Cherry over my shoulder.

‘Better hurry.'

| went down that corridor like a pinbdl. | fdl down the gtairs and out of the door. Hed be dead
dready! | grabbed a passer-by. 'Which way? | screamed.

'What? The man didnt know what | was taking about. | dropped him and ran towards Do's. |
grabbed one of the big men. He recognised me, everyone knew my face, or what was left of it.

"Where've they gone?
'Was he yours? What you playing at?



'WHERE? The man paled. He didn't like being shouted at, but he knew better than to argue with
me. He just pointed.

| ran off, down behind Queens Avenue where the clothes gdls peter out and they sdl broken bits of
mechinery and tools. | grabbed another passer-by. It took me two more before | found them. They had
him up againg a wdl by a load of wooden boxes ful of cabbage leaves and rotten fruit. There were
about 9x of them, teaching him a lesson for everyone ese to see before they finished him off. The dush
was red with blood. Hed done alot of damage himsdf. There were afew of them fla out on the ground,
some dead, some wheezing and gasping. But the ones ill ganding were serious with their boots. |
figured the am was to kick him to desth.

The kid was flaling about with his arms. He was ared mess aready. They were meking amed of it.

'Drop him!" | shouted. They turned to look at me. I'm not thet big to look at. The one standing back
spat, the other pulled back his boot and smashed it again into the lad's face. Styr sort of twitched.

Ilogtit. | redly logt it. | do sometimes. It was just ared haze. When | came round, | had my back to
thewdl with Styr at my feet and the thugs were grounded. There was blood everywhere, up the wals, in
the gutter. | finished off with a last shot. That guy who did that last kick, he shouldnt have done that. |
helped Styr up, and it says something for him, and for the changes Signy made to him, that he was 4ill
able to wak. | marched him back to the pawnshop. Do had heard about the fuss and he was waiting for
me. The whole market place knew what was going on.

Widl, Do was a big player. Bigger than me. But he knew me. And he knew who | was.

| flung the moneybag down at his feet. Money spilled over onto the floor. 'If he steds your wife and
you touch him, I'll do to you what | just done to your thugs' | hissed. Do Hawkins looked & me. He
glanced a his other blokes.

| leaned across and | ydled right in his face. "Y ou know me, Hawkins. I'm Volson.'

I made sure it was loud enough for people to hear. That name means something ill. The crowd
muttered. Hawkins nodded.

'Wdll, Den, we didn't know, did we? he said. That's what they cal me round here. | kicked over the
table and heped mysdf to a handful of money, just to rub it in, before | left them to it and dragged the
bits back updtairs.

'‘Made a bit of a mess of him, didn't they? Cherry scolded me. She had out the disnfectant and
bandages and dl the rest, dabbing the grit out of his face. They mugt have rubbed it in the road for him.
He sat there winang while she dabbed his face.

'Are you going to send me back? he asked.
‘What if | do? | wanted to know.

| faled, he said. And he put his face in his hands and began to cry, harsh, dry sobs from his very
heart.

| felt like crying mysdlf. Poor kid, he was just a kid after dl. | dug out a nal from the drawer and |
hammered the note | kept from Do onto the wall.



"Your firg trophy,' | told him. 'Pass. You passed. You stay with me!’

23

Sogy

He got round me that day by being so young and so brave but | regretted it because | knew he was
no good. | mean, what sort of a mess were Signy and Loki going to make of him between them? In the
end | had to add my dollop too, because he loved me, you see. Love makes you love back, | couldn't
hdp it. Even though my sster manufactured the love, it worked.

| took him out to try him out -- you know, big fat pig jobs, the sort of thing me and Signy used to
like. 'Go in that window shaft, find your way round to the corridor, get out and let mein the door..." I'd
say. His hard white face, nodded a me. In held go, dl donein the dark organs of the building. And guess
who gtarts sweating? Me!

I'd start thinking, Holy Mother of Hel, what if he gets caught, they'll sring him up. I'd stand in the
shadows, scared dlly. And then thered be araitle a the lock and the door'd open and there held be,
looking dl serious a me. Never so much as agmile or I-told-you-so.

'Y ou stupid kid, what did you do that for?
'You told me to.'
'Y eah, wel go and jumpin thefire...

His life was worthless if it came down to an order and | was weak enough to love it. Whatever
words fdl from my mouth were the Gospel, no question. If | told him to ped the spuds, they got pedled.
If I told him to hide down that shit-filled drain, he hid. If | told him to point the gun at that man's heart and
shoot him if he moved, he pointed. He never had to shoot, though. He was only a kid but they knew,
even the hardest of them knew just by looking that hed do anything if he had to. Or maybe even if he just
fdt likeit.

Oh, Styr put the spooks on everyone, man, anima or hafman but | reckon he wasn't any of those
himsdf. For instance, he had my memoaries. He knew Va. He remembered him. He remembered stting
on his knee. | sad, 'Listen, Vd died before you were born." And Styr'd amile and nod and say, 'Buit |
knew him. I know him." And he'd look me in the eye and dare me to contradict him, because he did
know him -- in his bones, the way a dog knows bite, the way a swalow knows where to fly in the winter.
He knew things better than a man ever could.

He remembered my brothers being eaten by the Fig, too. Thanks, Mum! What a chrigening gift.
What spooked me was, they were my memories. So how'd Signy get her hands on them? Who sole
them for her? Cherry? Odin? Loki? And it wasn't only mine. Styr could remember seeing Vd's body
grung up on a frame as Conor marched through town back to the Estate. Signy's memory. Would you



gveyour child memories like that?

No Easter eggs No Father Chrigmas. No bike rides, no toys or litle friends No
you-show-me-yours-and-I'l1-show-you-mine in the hedges. Just murder.

Some mother.

Apart from Conor, there was one other thing he hated. His other hdf, the one living with Conor.
Little Vincent, my red son. Maybe it was because the little boy was the redl one, the one who had the
childhood, the one who had the mother. | tried to talk to him about it, but talk meant nothing to Styr. He
never questioned his loydties or his hatreds; they were given.

'He has no business’ he used to say. No business. No reason to be.

But he was loyd to me, and | wasloyd to him, and | had to love him even though he filled me with
fear. | waslike achild. | was even jedous of his other loves. Oh, he had other loves, but not people. He
loved revenge. You could see his eyes sort of glaze over when he talked about what we were going to
do to Conor when we got our hands on him.

And one other thing he loved: Odin's knife. 'When you have the knife back,' hed say. 'When the
knife isin Conor's throat, he'd say, dl dreamy and soft. The knife was the bottle this baby never had.
Except that he wanted me to have it. Now ian't that weird? To love something SO someone ese can have
it? | mean, you do that for your kids, not for your parents. That's the tanks. You can make a man love
anything, even a knife. But, funny thing, the more he went on about it, the more | wanted it. It was amost
the only thing that seemed to make sense. | began to fed that dl this mess was nothing more than a
journey Odin's knife was making back to my belt.

It was the old routine -- big fa pig, full of dripping. But these pigs were different.

James and Percy Wallace. Heard of them? You shouldve, but you won't. They were businessmen.
Owned alot of operations in and around London. They'd made themsdves useful to Conor in the past
and he gave them plenty more operations outside London in the new territory he hed. He knew he could
rely on them to do a job properly.

James and Percy were not popular. Wedl, so what? Nobody expects businessmen to be nice. What
you expect busnessmen to do isto make afat profit with afat dice for Conor, and that's just what these
two did. They ran dirty operations, same as a lot of others, and perhaps the only difference was that
these two were richer and dirtier than anyone else. They ran a chemica works in Hackney Marshes, the
dyeworks in North Idington, the wegpons unit in Kilburn -- the one no one knew about until those seven
streets collapsed, induding a day school, with about three hundred dead.

The typicd Wallace brothers set-up was the sort of place no one wanted to work in because you
didn't live long. Life under Conor was no joke and you could usudly find someone who was prepared to
do any job, no maiter how dangerous it was and no matter how low the wages. But not Walace
Brothers operations. Their places were manned by daves from the new territories or people kidnapped
off the street. No questions asked.

| reckon hundreds of people from our days -- Va's days, | mean -- had been underground when
those dreets fdl in, and God knows how many Midlanders or centrd Londoners had died in the
dyeworks. Who cared? So long as Conor got his dice, no one dared care. And of course out of town,
dl the redly dirty work Conor left behind was handled by the brothers. They ran ‘private security



operations (protection), ‘information services (torture), 'personne management’ (Spying and
assassination) -- that sort of thing. And less obvious ones, too. A tyrant like Conor needs a lot of
deaning up afterwards, and who do you suppose it was dedt with the bodies? Genocide makes a big
mess. What about when Conor decided to make an example of Ipswich? Where do you think those
hundreds and thousands of bodies went? Y ou have a think about it next time you buy a packet of bone
med from the corner shop.

So, big fa pigs. There were none bigger or fatter or piggier than these two. Now, | dont fool
mysdf. Ridding the world of the likes of James and Percy wasn't going to change anything; there's dways
plenty more to pop up from whatever sinking pit they come from. But it made me fed better, and then
agan, news got out. People got to hear thet the red dirt of thisworld had met the fate they deserved, and
| liketo think | gave alittle satisfaction by doing it.

Y ou'd've thought it was the sort of thing to please the dear pig, but none of it.
"Y ou oughta be out therewi our Dag, you be a generd, not risking yer life for a coupla old geezers'
Thanks, but no thanks. | prefer to work on me own.

Styr was up for it. Yeah, Styr was up for anything. I'd have to say, you couldn't cal Styr a force for
good in this old world, but im and me, we were just about unbegatable when you put us together.

These two guys were big stars for Conor and they could have had a place in the Edtate if they
wanted, ten times over. No one redly knew why they didnt. It was safe there, the security was
watertight, no one ever even coughed without security knowing about it. And these two needed security;
they had alot of enemies. But they preferred to live on the outside.

They spent mogt of their timein a huge mangon in Kentish Town. Bloody grest place, built more like
asdfe than afortress. Sted walls -- honest to God, I've seen it. No one got in or out of there, not even
me and Styr. And so they got away with it year after year after year.

It was Cherry, as dways, who brought us the news. She was getting on by this time, Cherry. It was
only a couple of years after I'd taken Styr on, but she'd aged eight years or more. I'd put her about fifty. |
was twenty-four. She was dill good looking, but not redly fanciable as far as | was concerned. The time
was, | could have fdlen for Cherry and maybe she could have fdlen for me. We had an afair for a few
years, on and off, a Signy's command probably. | sometimes wonder if | have any relations out there,
running around living off mice. What a thought! It makes you a lot nicer to cats, | can tdl you. It faded
out shortly after Styr came on the scene. I've got a couple of caity girls| see from time to time -- not too
much animd, but | like a bit of fur and a nice purr, dthough they do tend to have rough tongues.

Cherry was a hit like an aunt to me these days. Tdl the truth, the way she looked at me sometimes |
think she must've fet about me the way | used to fed about her. Getting old so fast couldn't be much fun
for her. At this rate she couldn't redly have much more than five years or so left. Anyway, that's getting
off the point. The thing is, there was a chance a the Wadlace brothers. Like | say, they spent ther time
locked in that stainless stedl cadtle in Kentish Town. We knew they came out, but when? | was dways
on at her about it, and findly she came up with the goods.

She had dl the info -- when they'd be ariving, the address of the house, even down to the security
details for the evening. It was a godsend. Even S0, it wasn't gonna be easy. They were wel guarded, they
hed vehicles, they had fire power -- big fire power. It was pretty obviousit was a job for more than two,
but my usud helpers weren't so keen on this one. For a start, | couldn't promise them any loot. For
another, it was jugt too dangerous for the likes of my mates Fumble and Skunk, and maybe it was a hit
out of their depth. So, inthe end, | let Styr convince me that we should let Dag help us out.



Yeah, well. | want clear blue water between me and the resistance movement. Like | say, it's not
that | don't sympathise, but I've had enough of that sort of shit to last me severd lifeimes. It's true that a
few of my targets these last few years have been paliticd, which has made me popular with the
resstance. | don't mind my fat pigs being politica targets, or maybe even military ones, so long as there's
some decent reward init for me. | don't think for one second itll do any red good, except that it keeps
people's spirits up, and there's nothing wrong with that. But this was the firg time 1'd worked together
with the soldiers, and | didn't like it.

It was the same guy Mdanie had around thet time, in Muswdll Hill. Same old crap, reding off the lig
of military targets me and Styr had polished off, and begging me to join up.

‘Itsnotinme,' | told him.

He dapped his head asif | was being stupid. 'Haf of Conor's top generds under your belt and it's
not in you!" he howled. Meanwhile, old Mdanie was prowling up and down honking and grunting.

"When'm you gonna see sense, my Sigs? she moaned.

'Dag Aggerman..." began the emissary, but I'd had enough. | didnt want to know how greet
Aggerman thought | was. | stuck my grigtle in his face and snarled, ‘Do you wanna help me take out the
Walace brothers or what? He shrugged and looked dl sulky, but he knew better than to cross me, so
we got down to details. Hard bargaining, but we got about twenty men and a bit of serious atillery. It
was enough for a surprise attack.

Cherry did us proud, but even so we werentt entirdy sure of how many men we were up againgd.
Knowing the Walace brothers there could have been any number hiding around or riding about, but in
the end it looked as though they were rdying on secrecy because there weren't that many after dl. Dag's
men were dl just that -- men. | did the commander bit, talked hard, clapped them on the shoulder, made
'em fed like I'd known'em dl my life Va taught me how to do that. We had a couple of practice runs a
night round Hackney before we did the red thing. Aggerman had them wel trained, despite dl the
whingeing about humean troops. We had hdf our force gpproaching underground through the drains, and
the rest of us attacking Smultaneoudy from front and back.

We didn't have long. There were only a handful of blokes guarding the house, but it was a far bet
thered be afew more ariving double-quick from the barracks in Station Road. It was easy to start with.
Thar men were good, but they were outnumbered and we redly caught them on the hop. Haf of ‘em
were round the table playing cards when we camein through every window in the house -- BANG! We
cleared the hdl and front room, and Styr and me were up the stairs before you could cough, leaving the
rest of them to finish off the guard and hold off any help from outside.

We found 'em 4ill in their beds: two skinny, grey old geezersin a pair of neat Sngle beds tucked up
agang the wdl with a couple of little all lamps on as if they were scared of the dark. And you know
what? They were dill adeep. We'd unleashed a holocaust, men were dying and the whole place was
being smashed to shreds, and there they were, on top of the volcano, degping soundly.

We stood looking at them. They were weird looking people, like the ghogts of children, lying dl
peaceful in their little bedroom. You could hardly believe they'd killed maybe a million people between
them.

'What isit with them? | demanded. Styr frowned and shrugged. | was put off ... killing two degping
men? But he had no quams. He did it with hisknife, firs one, then the other, and wiped the blade camly



on the duvet cover.
That was what we came here for,' he said.

Then it was time to get out, quick. We'd made enough noise to wake the dead. | was about to leg it
when | spotted something very strange hanging up on the wdl by their beds.

It was a funny little room. Nest wallpaper covered in little pink flowers, chest of drawers. Smdl
wardrobe, a little book shdf. Very cosy, redly. But these two things hanging by the bed were out of
place. | thought at firg they were dressng gowns with hoods. Grey, furry dressng gowns. But they were
too hairy. Too ugly. Then | saw the ears, and | went and took one off the hook.

It was awoalfskin. It'd been hanging on the peg by the tip of the snout, and the heads were what 1'd
taken for hoods. | held it out over my arms and glanced at Styr. He reached out and stroked the coarse,
thick fur.

Outside there was trouble on its way. | could hear cars rewing up further down the street. Cars
meant weapons. We had to move.

Syr grinned. He shook the other skin over his am like a talor showing off a bolt of cloth.
'Werewolves. They were werewolves!

'Are there such things?

Them deegping through dl this' He shook the skin again and nodded & the two dead men. They
looked no different dead from when they were only deeping. They're not redl, you see," he said. They're
only real when they wear these.'

| thought, how do you know? But | just said, 'Come on..." | wasin a hurry to get out.
Styr grinned a me, akind of leer, and he said, 'Let's try 'em on.’

| stopped. Why should a man want to be awolf?

Try them on... come on," he repeated.

‘Don't be stupid. What for?

'‘Are you scared?

'Why should | be? | was scared, of course. | dways was, every timewe did ajob. But | don't think
Styr knew what the word meant.

‘Come on, Siggy. Try it on for size...’

| knew better of course. But, let's faceit. | was tempted. Wouldn't you want to know what it's like?
And the other thing, Snce I'm being honest -- | should have known sense, but he was my son and he was
taunting me with cowardice. My blood was 4ill hot from the killing. Outside the cars were drawing up. |
kidded mysdf it would just be a good way to dip past the troops. | nodded and grinned a leery grin back
a him. | dipped the hood over my head. He did the same.

Thefirg thing was -- it hurt. It hurt so bad! A pan like molten metd poured over me. | giffened, |
screamed, and as | screamed | fdl down on dl fours and my scream became a howl...



I come from a proud family, but look & my life. My brothers fed to a pig, my father daughtered and
his skeleton hung from the gateway of our enemies. My Ster is a concubine and I've been brought so
low that it's an old pig-woman with spit on her lips who has to rescue me. I've dept with my own sster,
though | swear to dl the gods, | never knew who it was at the time. These things | couldn't help but the
mogt shameful thing | did to mysdf when | put that wolfskin over my head. 1t began with shame, because
| only put it on because Styr taunted meinto doing it. A father has to show his sons how to be brave, but
he ds0 has to show them the difference between bravery and foolishness. Styr was a poor learner at that
lesson, but to let hisignorance become my g, that was unforgivable. And it ended... well, youll see.

It was like adrug. | don't remember much. It was like the Berserker troops, the ones who dedicate
their lives to Odin before a battle and take hadlucinogenic drugs to drive them mad. | remember legping
out of the window and coming down among the gangmen in the street. Styr was coming down too, out of
the other window in the bedroom. First floor -- should have broken our legs to bits. At the back of my
mind -- yeah, | ill had alitlemind at that point, with the skin fresh on me -- there was the thought that
thiswasiit, | was bound to die. All those guys, and we were jumping right into the middle of them. It was
med, | couldn't understand what drove us so crazy that we dived down draight into the gunfire Those
men were armed with automatic weapons, some of them had armour-piercing cannon mounted on the
roofs of thar vehicles. There was a stream of gunfire headed draight a me | could see the tracers

coming my way.

As soon as | hit the ground | discovered my sze. With dl four feet on the ground | could stare
draght over the top of a parked car. My mouth fdt like a bomb ready to go off. | wasin an incredible
rage. | fdl in among a group of gangmen and tore a them. | could hear Styr's howl close a hand. Then
as| turned into a stream of gunfire, | redlised | was immune. The bullets just grazed over me. Someone
released aamdl shdl; it burst againg my sde like a warm flower and | knew in that second that nothing
could stop us. | howled like a demon; Styr howled too, in triumph, and we turned on our attackers. Our
drength was another drug. We could do anything. We didn't just tear the gangmen to pieces, we tore
their vehicles to pieces. We even twisted their weapons between our teeth.

I don't know which god or devil made those wolfskins. They were evil things, because when wed
finished with the gangmen, we turned on our own people. And when they were finished, we headed off
away, looking for gill more blood.

| remember snatches. The wolf had taken over by thistime, but there were moments when | was
ludd. Not that it stopped me. | was an observer of my own jaws. How they tore the limbs from a man.
How they seized achild and severed it a the waist. Yes, yes -- children. The monster had no mercy. Bits
likethat I remember, but most of it | found out afterwards. The story amongst Londoners was that two
mongers from the hdfman lands escaped into the city. They -- we -- Ieft a swathe of death and
destruction right into London as far as King's Cross. People torn to pieces, animds torn to pieces. The
good, the bad, the rich, the poor. Mogt of it was in the dums, though. Now, why should that be? Why
should creatures loving only blood want to kill the poor firsg? All | can think is, that theré's more blood in
the dums the people are packed closer together.

After, when | was aman again, | went to vist the homes of the killed and maimed. | saw the houses
ripped to pieces, the teethmarks in the brickwork, the body parts littering the ground. The endless
procession of shocked faces. | went there as a spectator. | couldn't believe that the fragments of memory
were red; | wanted them to be dreams. | pretended to be a benefactor to the victims | gave money; |
was generous. But I'm a Volson. Before this| never had to fed guilty. Now when | look a mysdf in the
mirror | seethat | lost something holy indde when | put that skin over my head, dl because of my foolish
on.



Enough of thistalk about killing. The whole world's full of blood, I'm sick of it. But there's more to
tdl about that night.

When | came to mysdf | wasin the hdfman lands. The light was colouring the sky. | was sill a wdlf
inform but ingde | was turning back into a man. | found mysdf growling low in my throat, crouched on
dl fours. | seemed to have shrunk. My mouth was thick with the taste of blood. | had wounds on my
head and shoulders.

The red mig of the death-rage cleared away from my eyes, the wolfskin fdl away as the light
brightened the air. When the skin lay under me and | was mysdf, | saw what it was | was chewing. It
was awadlf: Styr. It took awhile for me to redise.

I'd killed my own son.

In the end we'd turned on each other. | don't remember the fight, but it must have been something to
behold. We were in anong the derelict remains of arow of shops. The earth was torn up by our struggle,
the masonry knocked down, the brickwork smashed to pieces. One of the shops had once sold dectricd
goods, and we'd scattered the rusted hulks and innards of old washing machines, fridges and dishwashers
dl around. Styr lay over ahegp of crushed metd, ill awaolf. His throat was missng.

Nearby | could hear running water and | crawled off to wash my mouth in the stream. | drank,
splashed water on my face, stared at the early morning light flickering on the running stream. | thought to
mysf, isthis red? | thought, will | redly have to live with this? Because | couldn't see how | could do it.

As| came back to him the sun was coming up over the broken buildings, lighting up the world of
no-one's land --rusted cars, fdlen brickwork, scattered joists, weeds and smdl trees bresking up the
roads and pavements. | was human. | lay down by his side and began to cry.

| lay for hours. By the time | pulled mysdf upright and tried to see through my grief, the sun was
high. | was human again, but less than 1'd been the day before. | lad my hand on the wolf. He was as
cold as the stones. | thought, where's my Slyr? Is this redly him? | had this crazy idea that | could bring
the human part back to life

There was no question of burying him. No matter how deep his grave the hafmen monsters who 4ill
lived close to the Wal would have got him back out. No flesh went to waste in this place. Instead, |
gathered gticks and hits of dried wood. There wasnt much. All the old house timbers had been taken
away ages ago, but there were old branches from trees and the weether had been dry. There were more
then enough for my purpose.

| got some comfort from the work, heaving at the branches, building the pyre. It was about hdf built
when | saw the fox. It came out of the buddieia and slver birch trees growing in a copse nearby, and
siiffed the ar in my direction, before emerging into the open and stepping daintily across the weeds,
towards the dead walf.

It was good to see it, the little vixen, a pretty little thing trotting over the rubble and through the tdl
weeds. It had a spring in its step and it's dways a pleasure to see awild thing. It came right up to Styr
and leaned forward to :niff lightly at his head. | tensed up. Was he just meat to it? It climbed up the body
onto his face, and began to lick him.



| let out a shout and ran towards it | thought it was after the blood. | ran about three steps expecting
it to make off, but it didn't. It stopped and turned to Stare at me -- along, cool stare. | met its eyes, like
you would a man's, and | knew then, that was no fox...

Unlike most men, I've seen the gods. Odin has laid his hand on my shoulder and made me a present
of aknife. But thiswasn't Odin | was watching.

The fox turned away from me and carried on, licking and nuzzing with its pointed nose. It was
dretching out its bushy tall in an odd way and meking strange little movements with its jaw and feet, as if
it were Snging and dancing under its breath. | just stood and watched. With its nosg, it began to push a
the wolfskin. | saw the skin part. The fox nosed and pushed, and the man Styr was indde the skin. The
fox turned to look at me again for the second time, a knowing, clever sort of look. Theniit tipped back its
head and it laughed at me. | fdt my body tingle from head to foot, because that was a human laugh. A fox
that had a voicel A mocking, knowing voice. What did it mean? | have no idea, unless it was that Styr
could never die because Styr had never truly been dive. Maybe. It said nothing, but it looked a me again
and | knew that it wanted meto hdp it. | ran forward and together we stripped the wolfskin from Styr's
body. It was hard work, he was cold and diffening by this time. | mysdf pulled the skin over his head.
His eyes were open, glazed and grey. But the wound in his throat had gone; only the wolfskin was torn in
that part.

By the time we were easing his foot from the paw, his body was becoming supple again.

When the skin was off | stood back. The fox began to lick him. Its long pink tongue washed his feet,
hisbody, hisface. | was there to see dl this, | saw the colour come back in hislimbs asit licked away the
cold of death. | watched his face as the fox licked the grey film from his eyes. | saw his mouth twitch
under her tongue. | saw his eyes flicker and open.

He sat up. 'What's the matter, Father? he asked. Because | was wegping. He never saw me weep
before.

| came to my son and | hed him, carefully at firet, because held been to a place you should never
return from. Our embrace was awkward, ugly, and | redised as | did it how rardly 1'd hedd him over the
years hed been with me, which made me sad for him. | remember thinking how he'd had no mother, no
childhood, just blood dl hislife. That was no way for aboy to grow up.

By the time | made sure he was warm and truly living, the vixen had gone. | never saw it again, but |
think | know well enough who it was. Styr remembered nothing of the night before, only the raid, and the
moment as he put the skin over his head. | asked him where he had been while he was dead, but he had
no knowledge of it. It was late in the day by this time, and getting cold. The wood 1'd gathered for his
funerd pyre was heaped behind us, and we fired it now to keep warm. | was wounded from the fight the
night before; 1'd begun to shake and tremble. But Styr was unharmed. He looked a me, hisfacellit by the
flames with arare amile on his face and said,

'Do you know whet the worgt thing about it dl is?
‘What?
That you beat mein a graight fight.'



Styr carried on building up the fire, with the idea of burning the two wolfskins. | sat and watched him
asif hed disappear a any second; | was more scared of him than ever after that. He worked like a
mechine until the blaze was roaring, and then we chucked on the skins and stood back to watch them go
up. | was thinking, at least 1'd rid the world of those horrible things. But you know what? The skin of the
dead wolf, Styr's skin, that one burned wel enough. But mine was untouched; the fire couldn't damage it
any more than the bullets and shells of the night before. It just lay there on the fiery embers, quite a Sght,
glowing red with heat but without a Sngle hair Sngaing.

We argued awhile about what to do with it. Styr thought we'd better take it with us, but | wouldn't
trust him with that thing. In the end, we buried it. We dug down about eight feet in the thick day and
dumped the skin at the bottom of the hole, and then filled it in afterwards with stones and gticks and
twigted bits of metd to make it difficult to dig up. Fndly, we scatted masonry on top to conced the
place. Looking back | suppose we should have taken it with us to make sure it was disposed of
properly. Someone would know how to destroy it. But | was sick with it and wouldn't have it near me.

That's the story of what happened that day. It Ieft us both changed. | had less heart for the fight Styr,
| would say, went the other way, asif the taste of so much blood had made him greedier for it.

And the fox? Even Cherry couldn't tdl me who that was. Perhaps Odin sent it. But | believe it was
Loki, who in afunny kind of way is related to my son.

Asfor the Walace brothers, you can imagine | was pretty surprised when | heard they were back in
operation a few months after wed killed them. Or at least one of them was. James had disappeared, but
Percy was dill active, apparently. Cherry told us held accepted an offer from Conor to organise some
disposd in East Ham when there was findly an uprisng some months later on. | couldn't believe it at first
I'd seen them both bleeding on the end of Styr's dagger. But Cherry told me the only way to kill that sort
was while they were wolves. Sticking any number of daggers in them had obvioudy done no good; so
we'd missed our chance after dl.

After | heard about it | went back to no-one's land, done, to check it out. | found a great mound of
stones and earth, and a huge pit dug in the ground where wed buried the remaining skin. | searched the
area but found nothing more, only the remains of a human body, just bones now, scattered widdy over
the Ste.

My guessis that the brothers came looking for their skins, maybe their souls sniffed them out. When
they found only one there was a fight, and if the rumours are true it was Percy who won. He took the
skin and |e&ft the body of his brother to the hafmen, who came and ate his flesh and gnawed his bones,
which we found scattered about months later.

24



One again, it is the night of no moon. A year has passed snce Sggy and Styr fought to the death,
and since then Siggy has helped the resistance many times with money or with assassination, but gill he
refuses to join them. The arguments between the hdfmen leaders and the rabble of human fighters goes
on. Proud humans, unwilling to take their orders from a dog, even though they have no decent leaders of
their own. And the only man who could do the job prefers to play Robin Hood rather than take up the
mantle hisfamily left him.

It drives everyone crazy -- Signy, Dag, Styr, the whole resistance movement. This is what he was
born for. Sgny continues her flow of information in dribs and drabs, promises more, far more, when
Sggy joins. But Sggy will not and nations suffer for his stubbornness. Styr begs, Mdanie pleads, Dag
sends emissary after emissary, offersto come in person. But Sggy is unmoved. All he wants is to be let
doneto livehislife Asif hislifeishisown! Asif heisnot right a the heart of this Sory.

Médanie pig, grumping and groinking her way past market als and in and out of Sde dreets. It's
dusk. No longer possible to oink and grunt your way around out here in daylight. Muswdl Hill has more
then its share of hdfmen, but with pogroms running a about one a week, no one's safe. Meanie knows
how to snuffle around out of Sght. She's had plenty of practice in no-one's land. These days she has to
keep her do-gooding for the hours of darkness.

Do-gooding! Fat, porking old do-gooder she is and dways was, as Siggy found to his advantage.
Now she wants to spread her good deeds to the whole of London and beyond.

Get-rid-of-Conor. That's what it dl boils down to. Get rid of Conor and down comes the Wall. Get
rid of Conor and there's an end to pogroms. Get rid of Conor and there's a chance for people to live a
decent life. One bad man more or less doesn't dter the great sum of human happiness or misary too far,
unless he happens to be Conor. What tyranny was ever more totd than that suffered by Londoners under
him? Sometimes it seems to her that the only thing that keeps the tyrant in power is the illuson of humans
that it's only the hafmen he wants to crush.

Y our turn next," mutters the fat old thing, as she spies a hoarding above a bakery shop in Closewell
Street: "Full blood humans only.'

Your turn next. Certainly. Already, in fact. The baker has to give up hdf his earnings to the war
effort, and keeps his youngest son, who has a face like a pig anyway, in during the hours of daylight. The
lad had dready been beaten hdf to death on his last day a school, where he grunted in an unfortunate
manner during lunch hour. But the baker blamed the hdfmen, not Conor. You could kick the hafmen.
Y ou could keep them out of your shop. What could anyone do about Conor, except obey?

Médani€'s feding cross now, and somewhat out of breath. Out of breath because these days she
redly isfat. Courtesy of her Sggy. Do-gooding doesn't mean to say you don't have to eat wel. Always
on the lookout for extras, just as she dways was, only these days the extras aren't just scraps and crusts,
acouple of chops, arusy ail drum to make a spare bedroom out of. Extras these days are juicy joints of
roasted mests, basketfuls of cake, fish, fresh veg, butter. Interesting uff, food. Fascinating, in fact. But
even more interesing to Mdanie are other extras. Hafuls of jewdlery, bullion, gold, siver. Dag
Aggerman has no better worker on his behdf within the whole of London. On her back now a rucksack
ful of glittering necklaces, bracelets and rings, to be handed over under a badly-lit avning behind a pie
shop in Cresswell Street.

One of Siggy's hauls.
'What does it cost to keep you in groceries, Mdanie? he asked, when he dumped the jewes on the



sofa a few days past.

‘It's not me as needs grub, you knows that," she grunted, favning over the pretty things. She put one
around her neck and cavorted about, while Siggy grinned.

'Keep one -- evening wear. You look gorgeous,' he told her and kissed her ear till she squedled.
W, what use does a pig have for jewes? Truth to tel, Mdanie would have liked to keep one, but Dag
needed the money more. Food for soldiers, food for guns. Conor's success was dowed, but not stalled,
let done reversed, for dl Signy's information. Only let Sggy join the fight and the information would be
endless. Last of the Volsons Signy would not defeat Conor for the sake of the people. Her father's
dreams meant nothing to her now. Unless it was a Volson doing the glad work, the glad work meant
nathing to her. For its own sake, justice was meaningless.

It made Mdanie furious. Her Sigs, didn't he love her? Didn't she love him? Yes, yes, her ugly old
face was dl he had in this world, and she knew his heart was in the right place. Face to face, Siggy would
do anything for you. He'd go out and raid fat old pigs of their dripping, play the outlaw, give fortunes
away every day. But, like Signy, not for justice, not for the sake of the common folk. He did it because
he liked to please his Mdanie. And perhaps, because he needed the exercise.

But certainly not for the sake of the dliance.
'No, nothin to do with you, eh, Sgs?

Humand Always arguing, dways knowing best. And the lagt of the Volsons, the one man who had
the name, the kills and the reputation to lead them spends his time miking raids on individua old men
with too much money, asif a golash of outlaw do-goodery was any answer to the genocide he saw out of
hiswindow every morning.

‘It pleases some folk," he said to her. Sure. Robin Hood Volson, steding from the rich to give to the
poor. Volson steds, and the old sow hands the money over to Dag Aggerman. Wonderful, how these
aristocrats can sympathise with the common folk! But Méanie didn't want some folks pleased. She
wanted an end to the tyranny, she wanted justice, she wanted hope. And her beloved Sggy wouldnt
hep.

‘Can't help...
'Won't help,’ she finished for him, and off he goes to sulk on his beloved sofa.

Oh, don't underestimate Mdanie. She has abig heart, but there's a brain in there as well. It's politics
these days for our Mds. She passes information to and fro, picks Cherry's brains, tries to send messages
to Sgny, dthough they are never answered.

(‘Won't do busness with a pig,’ purrs the cat-girl.)

She knows everyone, who to trust, who not to trust Gold and information: what more could the
hdfmen leader ask for? The answer, Siggy. The dliance needs him, and she cannot ddiver and that's why
she huffs and growls and stamps her trotters on the cobbles as she makes her way to her rendezvous.

Under the awning, wet with drizzle, with the smdls of cheap pies made of potato pedings, swedes
and turnip tops filling in the ar around them, the jewdlery is handed over. The bag, waterproofed with
wax, which Mdanie dways uses for this purpose is turned upside down to make sure that no little link of
gold or glver, no tiny gem that might be turned into a bullet is wasted. The recipient, an old man who



dips his whiskers and has to shave right up to his eyes, giving his face a curioudy bad look, packs the
goods on his own back.

'‘And how's Sgmund? he asks her in agruff voice.
'Ah, groink! Same as ever. Stoopid.'

'Stoopid monkeys," agrees the old man, who has along journey in the tunnels to the other side of the
Wal ahead of him tonight.

‘But €s coming,’ indss Meanie. 'E makes dl this, don't €7

'For you, Mdanie, he does it just for you," says the old man, and pulls his own bag onto his
shoulders.

‘Easaneart.’

The old man nods. The two part, he to adrain that has a secret connection to the old Northern Line,
she back through the little byways to the flat she shares with Sggy in Muswel Hill. Crosser than ever.
What was wrong with Sigs? Why wouldn't he fight? Already, he was out again for his Mdanie, out agan
that very night, off to Hyde Park, making more for the good fight. Hed come over soon. Surely no one
could watch thisevil for much longer. You just had to do whatever you could.

Old Mdanie was scared for her liddle uman. Folk didn't understand how much held been through. It
took time.

Back through the streets. Up Wayward Road, scurry across Caversham and into the mire, mud and
cobbles of Harlow Square, full of burrows and submerged basements, relics of houses long snce
knocked down for wood and stone. Many good folk lived underground these days, and hardly dared
come out.

Coming up Battle Grove... oh, dear, Mdanie, look, now! A figure appears out of an dleyway alittle
ahead. Mdanie pauses... pauses... looks back to see where she may run. No drains near here to hide in.
She siffswith her whiffly nose and amdls leather shoes, boiled fish for dinner, a damp woollen hat and
har. Didnt like it. It was a human. Never trust a uman. Hashing through her mind, rhymes she used to
scare her little piggwiggikins with:

The Lamb, the man, the pig an the goat,
Went fer aridein alidde red boat.
Thelamb, the pig and the goat got ate,

The man was the ony one left afloat.

‘Mdanig, itsme!

She recognises the voice, and relaxes, but just a little. Who ever fdt relaxed in such company, even
though she knows the man and where his loydties lie? Her decision not to run for it is an intdlectud one.



Every bonein her body cries out for escape.
'Oh. What you doin ere?

'We need to tak, Mdanie’ The man steps forward, close enough to touch her. Close enough to
hold her. Beware, Mdanie Aig! 'About Sggy.

'What about Siggy? Nervous, her little eyes shoot from Side to Side. She steps back. Too close, too
close! Ishe done? 'Why here?

"Theré's away to make himjoin Dag, | know it

Now, that's interesting. No one knows Sggy better than these two. If he has a plan, it's worth
hearing.

A step closer, he takes another step closer. "Conor hasn't done enough to make him see what he has
to do.'

‘Not enuff? What more could e do?

The answer comes faster than piggy eyes can see, shot out on an am of sted, fingers of iron saize
her by the throat and crush her voicebox. No cries for help, no grunts, her words end here.

'He loves too many people," hisses the man. He flings her down on the ground where she writhes,
dutching at her ruined throat, sruggling for the strangled air. He hauls her back up and throws her over
his shoulder. Thiswill show him, see, Meanie? Conor will never be content until everything worthwhile is
destroyed.’

If there was any irony in the phrase, 'everything worthwhil€, Mdanie didn't appreciate the
compliment. Gagging and straining for those precious lagt breaths, struggling in vain againg his cyber-grip,
she jolts up and down, up and down on his broad high back. Another wee rhyme spins through her brain:

'l asno eart and | don care,

Me skin's as bare as an ogre's lair.

Truding you, you can trust me true,

TO EAT YOU DOWN TO THE TINIEST AIR!

He flings her down again on the cobbles like so much pork. Two startled Orangers spin round to
see who walks so boldly up to them outside the barracks.

'l found this pig pretending to be a woman,' says the man. He lifts his hand to his woolly hat in a
sdute, steps backwards, eyes ill on the soldiers, and before they can even ask, is gone.

'Who goes there? cries one, far too late. The Orangers start in pursuit, but it's obvious theré's no
threaet and anyhow, Styr has melted away. The Streets are slent. Spooky! He came so quigtly, he could
have strangled them both and they wouldn't have known he was there.

They turn back, irritated, to where the pig is crawling like an anima up the road.



"What's going on? With three well aimed kicks, they get her on her back. 'Speak!" Mdanie croaks
and gasps. no words. One reaches down and rips her dress open.

'Shel's apig dl right. More tits then fingers'

The other snorts. They kick her head a few times to cdm her down, and drag her into the station.
Médanies thinking that Styr could at least have finished her off; he could eeslly have finished her off if
there were even a drop of decent blood in him. The Orangers never killed hdfmen quickly. It made a
better example for the rest of them.
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Siggy

It was two in the morning. Hyde Park. Not my norma stamping ground. | was out doing a job with
afew ‘friends.

| wasn't getting out much, but you gotta work. Well, tdl the truth, | didnt have to do even tha
Cherry provided for everything we could want, even dlowing for the fact that Mdanie was getting
greedy. Once a week Cherry dropped off alittle bag of bits and pieces -- jewdlery, gold, you name it
But by the end of every week the cupboard's dways bare. Well, it's expendve times but you can't tdl me
apocketful of gold and slver won't pay the groceries for a week. Nah. It's the resstance. Mdanie gives
every penny to Dag Aggerman. So who says | don't do my bit? The money me and Styr bring home must
keep the hdfmenin swill for a year.

Of courseit dl goes. If | filled the house with diamonds we'd be eating |eft-overs by the end of the
week, but | don't begrudge the old girl, not a penny, or Dag Aggerman, for that matter. Not that itll do
anyone any good. Keeps their spirits up, the idea of fighting back, | suppose. | moan a bit when there's
no beer in the fridge, but my basic reaction is to supplement the income. But it gets me out of the house, it
keeps Mdanie happy, and let's faceit -- | owe her one.

And it keeps Styr happy. It's the only thing that keeps Styr happy, seeing as | refuse to join the
resstance. My sgter took out any kindness from him, took out pity. What use has a soldier with pity?
Instead of pity, he hasloyaty, to me. Flenty of that. He's bad news, my son. No goodll come of him, |
know that. Too much hatred. But he's mine. Sorry, not my fault, but thereit is.

Normdly he'd have been out with me, but when | mentioned this job, he went dl embarrassed, and
it turns out ... guess what? He's got a woman. A girl! Don't they grow up quick, one moment they're
newborn, two years later they're off trying to get laid. | let him off the job like a shot. Hel, it'sthe fird time
Styr's ever had a private life. | was pleased. Maybe the boy will grow up into a human being yet.

Manly we work on our own ground: Muswel Hill, Barnet, Wood Green, maybe Hampstead or
Stoke Newington -- places a bit further in where there's abit of wedth but not so much that you've got a
private amy barracked round the corner. It's quite good pickings, but of course the red chdlenge is



further into town -- the private estates behind iron gates or set in little parks of their own. That's where
the red businessis. Not the sort of job you do on your own.

It was me, Fumble, Skunk and Dozey. Dozey was a hard man, used to be a gangman with Conor
but he got chucked out. Things kept disgppearing asfar as | could gather. You could trust him with your
back, but don't give im your coat to hold. He was basicdly a decent bloke so long as you didn't expect
him to give you your share. He just couldn't help himsdf -- abit like old Mdanie. Skunk's red name was
Jo, but he had a dash of the old furbal in him, if you see what | mean. He reckoned it was dog but in the
generd opinion it was mogt likdy skunk. Well, not redly ... It's just that he didn't like being caled Skunk
30 of course wedl did. Asfor Fumble, he was a stoat pure and Smple, but not of the animd kind. Wall,
ligen, work iswork. | didn't pick these blokes as friends.

Wed targeted a big house on the edge of Hyde Park. It wasn't hard. They weren't used to being
picked on. They had hdf a dozen blokes in some weird family uniform, but there was only one way in or
out of the barracks, so we just locked the door. Smplel When they started shouting we shot a few
arrows in; that soon shut them up. These idiots, they keep thugs just for show, like owning a lawvnmower,
it shows you have the cash. They hadn't even read the ingtruction booklet.

We tied the family to the banigters. | terrorised them with my face, then we went through the
drawers. Jewdlery's the quff, you can't transport anything big. And money, of course. Fumble and
Skunk smashed the place up. They seemed to fed it was compulsory. Fumble had a shit in the piano. We
left by the back windows. The guards were staring out of the window looking al scared.

‘Let usout! Let usout!' they whispered as we Ieft, scared of what the family would do to them when
they got loose. Serve 'em right for being so stupid as to be employed by arses.

Way home. Cross the park. Lovdy, lovdy day, but that was the dangerous bit. In the house you
were safe enough, unless they were big enough to have an outside line to the police or army. On the way
back, the Vermin were everywhere.

Hyde Park isnt so bad a night, but as you got further out there was a curfew. We waited in the
park until the sun came up and people were moving before we went on. The others, didn't have much to
worry about. They looked reasonably human, even Skunk, who wasn't. No, | was the animd. One
glimpse of me and hdlf the population's ydling for the Vermin. You saw it dl the time. Kids, quite often.
Maybe they thought it was a game. You'd hear them: 'Anima!" And some poor muttd start legging it
before the Vermin came,

It'd happened to me more than once. A couple of times | even had a set-to with the Vermin, but
they usudly got a surprise with me. They didn't expect a dvilian to be packing hardware.

I'd more or less stopped going out except to work. | had to dink dong, eyes peded dl the time. |
kept a scarf round my face which wasn't very convincing even though it was a chilly morning. The three
others went ahead and warned me if there were people about. It was a dicey business. | should have
worked nearer to home, but | couldn't resst the big hits. We made one hdll of ahaul that day.

It was along wak, nervy like | say, but | was enjoying it -- nice cool ar, early morning, leaves
changing colour. We were doing well. We got to Kentish Town, where the guys had some horses waiting
for them. Fumble and Dozey went off, but Skunk and me walked on. Horses were no good for me, of
course, put up on high with my face, so everyone could get a good look. No thanks. | stayed on foot It
was good of Skunk to keep me company, though. | appreciated it.

So it was judt the two of us walked into Muswell market.



There was some sort of far going on. Music bdting out. Someone had one of those old
steam-organs rigged up. It was bailing merily away, rattling out its dumb old tunes. There were bands
bashing it out, lot of drums. Someone even had an amp connected to a generator, and they had dectric
guitars. The Vermin were everywhere, some of them trying to get into the spirit of it, others looking
pissed off. They don't tend to approve of dectric musc. Maybe it's the sound. More likdy they just
thought it was a waste of good petrol.

The market was fun, even though | was worried about bumping into Vermin in the crowd. People
know me round there; I'm not so likdy to be given away and even if | was, there were plenty of people
willing to tuck me away out of sght. The whole place was dl brightened up, ddls everywhere, food
cooking, kids. People have fun, kids play, even under Conor. Down the Street the corpses hung from
their heds like a butcher's shop, and the band played on. You live under that sort of shadow, you think
about it often enough. Y ou can't begrudge people a morning off from being miserable.

We walked around looking for a drink. Stdls sdling clothes, old tools, bright ornaments, past kids
dling little animas moulded out of slver paper. We walked past the mouth of the gibbet street. | turned
my head and there she was.

| recognised the dress. It was pink, gold and blue stripes, hanging down over her head. She had one
leg splayed out, ams stuck out a angles, more like a pig than ever. She was pretty human, Mdanie,
gpart from the big pig jaws, but she had porky little arms and legs. Shit, even a full human looks like an
animd if you do that to them.

'Get on, Sigs’ said Skunk. 'Well be seen.’

He was right. It wasn't a good idea to be seen saring. There were Vermin up and down the Strest;
they questioned you if you looked upset.

'Shelll be missed, anyhow,' said Skunk. A ot a people thought alot of your Mdanie!
That made me cross. Platitudes | could do without.
'Shut up, Skunk.'

‘Don't take it out on me, man. | mean it. She was spending a lot of money, wasn't she? Heping
people out buying supplies for Dag's men, that sort of thing. She had that flat up Tabot Street as a
hideout. It's how sheld've wanted it, Sigs, going out fighting...’

Skunk rattled on, glancing nervoudy up and down the road and gripping my elbow and trying to pull
me away, but | was rooted to the spot.

Suddenly | wanted to see her face, to make sure, you know? Or maybe just let mysdf see her dead.
They'd ripped her skirt down one side so you could see her face. They dways did that so people would
know who it was. | reached out to push her round so she was facing me. Skunk grabbed my arm. 'Don't
be mad, man!" But | shook him off.

| pushed afoot and she swung round. Her face was badly bashed about. There was blood and it
dl down her front She looked like so much butcher's meet. That was the idea.

| heard Skunk groan, but it was too late. The Vermin were on us. This one marched up in his nice
orange uniform, dl sneers and amiles, like he wasin for a good time.

'Found your mother, son? he began. Then he stopped and jarred when | looked a him. My face,
see? It's not animd, it's worse than thet.



‘Right..." He reached out to take me but he wasn't going to lay a hand on me. Like | say, fireerms
take them by surprise. | banged him gtraight through the cheek. | heard Skunk ydl. Half the Vermin didn't
get guns, either. They were needed at the front. | had to pop off another couple and then did a bunk for
it. The crowd split in two for me like the Red Sea; a cheer went up. Conor is not a popular man, not
evenin his own country.

| did afew enquiries after that and found out which garrison had been involved. Me and Styr paid a
couple of them a vigt -- found their beat, caught up with them on the pavement outsde Graveries
supermarket. | tapped one on the shoulder and we showed them what we were holding in our hands.

"You're mad,’ one of them said in surprise. But when they saw my face they looked redly scared.

"You're going to die, now,’ | told him. | said to the other one, 'As for you, here's a message for King
Conor. Tdl him, Siggy's back.' Then | shot them, one through the head and the other in the knee.

After that, me and my son had a journey to make.

26

It was a three-day inarch west down a gtripe of ydlow grass and seeding wildflowers a hundred
mileslong. A thin soil had been dowly building up on the M4 for a couple of generations. It was dill too
thin for grass, but the wildflowers loved it. Sggy and Styr, father and son, what a pair! United in warfare
and -- loydty? Well, Siggy believed it. They walked their way scattering seeds and grasshoppers in their
wake. On each sde the wilderness had covered the pastures in tangles of bramble, scatterings of slver
birch, and here and there a young oak wood. The forests were returning, but there were dill squares of
pasture with sheep and cows, and quiet plantations of cabbages and other crops. People had to eat, even
inwartime.

They walked mainly in slence; Styr was never one to talk, but on a hillsde scattered with the ruins
of old housing, there was a furious argument. Sggy wanted his son to understand what dl this was about,
thisjourney to join Dag Aggerman in the good fight. Not because the gods willed it. Not because Sgny
wanted it. Not for the greater glory of the house of Volson. Nothing, nothing, nothing of those. If anything
they were reasons to turn away from this war. Sggy despised revenge and he despised glory. What good
did such things ever do?

This was for judtice, for Mdanie, for mankind. Conor was a piece of evil who had to be removed
forever from the surface of the earth, not just because of what he had done to the Volsons, but because
of what he did to everybody. Standing among the broken walls on the outskirts of the hdfman lands, with
the Wall towering above the trees behind them, Siggy raged againg the gods and pleaded for judtice in
his son's dark heart. Siggy knew that the gods had lined him up for the role of warlord and he hated the
knowledge thet his hatred of injustice was nothing more than a net to caich him. But what did the gods
matter, their wills and whys? Justice was what counted, justice and the giving of al of yoursdf to make



life one jot better for the millions who suffered because Conor had power.

Styr swore dlegiance -- to Siggy, to judice, to the cause. Struck the ground with his fig and
promised hislife for his father's fight But Sggy was not fooled by his fervour. None of these ideds meant
anything to Styr. It was like trying to persuade an ant that it was good to die for the glory of the nest. Styr
would die, but not for the cause. It was an indinct in him. Jugt as he had known so thoroughly how to
bend his father to hiswill, he knew Conor had to die. It was as Imple as that.

Sggy raged; Styr was uncomprehending. Hadn't he agreed with everything his father said? The truth
was Styr would be happy if the Volsons came to power even if they ruled ten times more harshly then
Conor had.

So they stumped their way forward, seding cabbages and carrots, until at last they stood on the
ledge of along, low hill and looked down at their destination -- a smoky camp, sruggling to hold itsdf
out of the trees, brambles and ivy that crawled over the rubble in which it stood. Like many hdfmen
towns, there were not many full houses. Some of them just dept in shelters, but it was a matter of choice.
The hdfmen were not such tropica animals as full humans, and had less need of warmth and cover.

In among the crooked houses and stables the creatures of the hdflands walked. Pigs heads, birds
wings, dogs and cats gralling around in each other's bodies. In paddocks real cows grazed, red chickens
clucked -- or were they? Where the anima ended and the hdfman began was as difficult to define as
where the hafman ended and the human began. And who knew where the hdfmen themsdves drew the
line? Maybe alamb with a human face was as toothsome to a dogman as one without.

‘Seems like a good reason for going vegetarian,” Sggy muttered to himsdif.

Thiswas Dag Aggerman's camp, the centre of the resistance againgt Conor. From his vantage point,
Sggy and Styr could see the divisons of the amy: the amy of the dog people, the pig people, and to
one Sde the amdler amy of the humans. To one Sde of this camp was a fidd with neet row after nest
row of gibbets. Hanging from them, a familiar Sght in these pagan days, row after row of bodies, upside
down, hanging from one hed, sacrifices to Odin.

'Looks like everyone loves Odin these days," said Siggy. 'Except me..." He noticed that the sacrifices
were not just human.

Sggy sghed and led his son downhill.
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Dag Aggerman

| pissed on the walls three times before | went near him, twice to let him know who | was, once for



luck. He could be a good thing for us, yes. Ah! Let it happen! 1'd give the gods my pups!

He was standing with the clone. Yuk. Had hold of a young dog, had him by the neck in the air, just
to let me know who he was. | knew, | knew. Ah! And he knew | knew or he wouldn't have risked it. A
human, in my yard, pawing my soldiers! Nah nah! I'd have to want them bad. | wanted him bad!

| came rushing up, har up. He turned to look a me and up went my har again. That facel Not
human, not anima. Nothing on this earth. And he knew how to useit, too -- ah ah! Rulling faces, twisting
it, ugh! 1t made you growl to look at it! And the clone, Styr, Sanding there -- the pair of 'em, enough to
make you eat shit.

‘Leave my guard! Leave my guard!’ | barked.

'He's lippy for aguard,’ he said. ‘Do your guards treat everyone like that, or just humans?
'‘What's it to you?

You know who | am.’

| thought, yesh! 'What if | hadn't? | said.

'But you did."

'Yes, yes, yes. Ahl" And | laughed! | thought, yes, yes, you're a soldier. Youll do. And he respected
me. He knew I'd have good spies. How else would a human wak into my camp? Only if | wanted him
to.

He amiled a me. 'I'm unmistakable.’

"You're welcome! Y ou're welcome, Volson!" And he even stood ill while | sniffed his arse.
I hope you're nat going to make a habit of that."

'Sorry, sorry, ahl Just getting to know you. It's good mannerd!’

‘Not where | come from.'

The boy -- young man by now -- he stood to one side, respectful. Never saw him respectful to
anyone but Siggy. | gave hm asniff and shook dl over.

'How's life? | asked him. An" he said nothing, just gestured a Siggy and this cute little smile, dl
proud, like he was presenting me with the crown jewds. Holy shit! He was! Yeah, he wad! | led 'em to
HQ. | wanted to see what drategy sense he had. 'Let loose the men of war,' he said, and he was
surprised when | laughed.

Me an' Sigs stuck into the maps and he did what a good general would do -- looked glum when he
saw the extent of Conor's conquests and then cheered up when it became cdear hed overstretched
himsdf. Ah, ah, | could tdl! His face? That meant nothing. I'm a sodding dog! | can't read faces like you
monkeys. But we have our ways. Moods gink! Yeah, yeah, | liked him. He smelled good.

He was a practicd type, y'’know. No visons, none of that Suff you heard about his father -- uniting
the nation, that fizz. Siggy, he jugt didn't like suffering and Conor was a hit of filth he needed to scrape
off, that was dl. An' that's good, y'’know because...



W, ligen, there's only room for one top dog! Me! Oh, | want unity. The country, the species --
evarything. Under me. Yeah! Yeah! | don' wanna be just top dog. | wanna be top pig, top man, too. So
-- no vison, maybe he won't wanna fight me for it. Y eah?

Maybe. Maybe not. | never knew no generd didn't want to hold the power.

| took him round and showed him the divisons. Everyone wanted to see him. Volson, the name
means omething. He was the same as the rest of his kind, har anding on end and trying to show he
was cool. But they don't know, see? They sink! Yeah, yeah you get every whiff of fear. | was grinning
and laughing and laughing and grinning until he asked mewhy and | told him. He laughed at hisdf! | like
that.

Wi, people, they expect to see spider-cats and bird-dogs and beehorse-men and babies that fly
and get inyour hair, but dl that fancy suff died out a long time ago. Nah, nah, nah! Not fertile -- types
are too different. There's dogs and there's pigs, suff the rest. Horses? Taste good! Cats? Yeah, well,
never trust arucking cat, pa! Never. Nah, nah! Birds? Stooooopid! Y eah!

People? Dangerous! Ah. Oh, yeah.

So, later, Sigs got to speak to the human troops. Yeah, wel, now that was something. Ligten, it's
part of the job, know what | mean? Y ou gotta make them think you know everything, man. You gotta
makeem think you're redly one of them. Oh, boy, he had them in his damn hand. He knew how humans
work, and listen, when it comes to species, there's dogs, there's pigs and there's people, and it's the
people you got to watch! Y egh!

And it wasn't just the monkeys -- 'scuse me, no offence, nickname for mankind, y'know; stoooopid
monkeys. Everyone pricked up their ears when Sigs spoke. His voice ringing over the fidds. His flame
lighting them up. At the end of it they cheered themsdves hoarse. He more or less promised them victory
and they were stoopid enough to bdieveiit!

| said, 'Some speech, got 'em going, dincha?

And he said, 'You need to. Morale' Yesh, asif it was just another practicd thing, y'’know. You
gotta be ingpiring or you don't win.

And then right at the end of the day | showed him the glass wombs.

Monkeys and ther faces. Y ou're a dog, you lose your ear, you break your tail, you get your chops
ripped up -- who cares? The bitches? Hah! If it's a bitch, do the dogs care? Nah, nahl See, youre a
dog, it's amdlsthat count. You lose your smdl you've had it, but who loses their amdl? That, you keep till
the end, you can get every bonein your body broke and you Hill smdl! But people! Get a scar on your
cheek and it's sex-death, the way they go on. | remember thiskid, one of yours, brave boy, fought like a
dog. Got his face smeared off with hot ail and he was weegping and you know what? Sod the pain, it was
hislooks bothered him!

'My face, how'd | ook, how'd I look!" he kept going. | reckon he'd rather have his tackle chopped
off than lose his face. So right away when | saw Sigs | thought of the wombs. Y'know? The tanks.

These days, we like to go a the breeding the ol'-fashioned way, but if you want something a bit
more specific -- bit more specid, y'’know? -- then you gotta use a tank. They say maybe the gods was
born outta tanks. Y eah, some technician did afew tricks. | mean, you get a priest of Odin knows how to
operate a womb, what happens? Nah, but | don' go dong with it. Ragnor never made the gods, but
maybe the gods made Ragnor.



We use them sometimes to make cray-zee soldiers. Something with sted teeth or claws. Made a
few man-bombs. Y eah, they creep into the enemy camp and then go BANG! 'Course, you don' tdl ‘em
that. Ah, you can do anything with a womb -- just depends how long it lives afterwards. You can get a
pup, put a few toenails dippings from a man, a leg of a spider, a few shavings of dainless sted, typein
the right notes -- it takes a technician to do that, but we got them too -- and away you go. The tank
takes out DNA from the dippings and the leg, organises the sted, and yeah! You got you a dog with
ged teeth and hands that shits webbing! Y ow!

But it's a dodgy business. They don't live long. And they don't like it much, ether. It's kinda,
'Whatcha give me this crap tail for! What for the shit teeth? Or it's, 'Y ou an't getting me to do that, | ain't
no maching" So we moslly use the tanks like a hospitd, you know? A tank'll take your DNA and fix you
up. That kid with the mdted face. We put hm in, a week later, out he comes pretty as ever. Yeah! Did
the girlslove that kid!

So | thought at once of Sigs...

You shoulda andt him! It's a Sght, the womb shed. The technicians wandering about checking up
on suff and making notes. The tank-things, bloated and pruney and necks puffing up and down...

'How about it, comrade? Ah, ah -- new face? Old face back? Y eah, why not?
He thought awhile. That hegp of gridle at the front of his neck. Even | wouldn't want thét.

'‘Nah," he said. Theresawar on. I'll get my good looks back when the peace comes. Thisis a face
for war.'

He was focused, man! | just yelped | was s0 fucking happy 'bout that! A face for war! Yeah! Oh
yeeh! Me and Sigs, me and Sigs -- we work well together!

28

Time passes, children grow, hearts harden. London was a last opened up to the rest of the world, if
you could cross the battle zones to get in or out In these days of war, it was crumbling faster than ever.
One January night a hurricane ripped across the city, flinging tiles through the air, dawing down the
cumbling brickwork, tearing the panels from tal offices. It blew out a thousand windows from the old
Gaaxy Building. You could see the dust of a century blowing out the other Sde as dawn rose over the
wrecked city. Conor, fearing it unsafe, had explosives put in the sdes of the great building and had it
leveled to the ground. In the mass of rubble and twisted ded, the lift shaft lay, a great cylinder
unscratched by hurricanes, explosves or time itsdf. The only damage was a narrow dot right at the
bottom, where a dead man once struck with a stone knife,

Once Conor had let Sgny out of the water tower, his fortunes began to change. Now, with Sggy in
thefight and Signy doing dl she could to help the enemy, it became his fate to watch everything he had
achieved crumble under histouch. At firg he raged and fought harder. There were purges, massacre after



massacre of his closest and most powerful generals. Who ese but they could know enough to give away
his careful plans? In the early days he had dill suspected Signy, had her watched and monitored and
checked and double checked, but everyone agreed: there was no way she could get the information out
It was amply impossible. And at night didn't she hold his head and comfort him when another battle was
log? Didn't she weep with him as city after city fdl from his grasp? As the months lengthened into years,
he came to trust her even to the point of letting her hep him lay his plans of war. Generd after generd
was hung by his heds, but Signy's loydty and love was unquestioned. His plans continued to fdl waste.
In the end Conor himsdf began to beieve the whispers that were abroad on the streets of London about
him, that Odin was againg him.

‘Not forever...'
The years passed... one, two, and 4ill the fortunes of war went againgt him.

‘Not forever." He would whisper that to himsdf as he watched another front collapse, another battle
logt. The fortunes of war continued againg him -- but not forever. Degp under the ground in the very
bottom of the great network of bunkers he was building in the rock under the Etate, he gill had Odin's
knifein his keeping. How could the god be againg hm when he held his gift?

Other treasures he kept deep in the secret bunker: his only child, Vincent, the future king, now seven
years old. Conor wished and prayed for more children, but they never came, not from Signy a least. The
boy grew up aone with his nurses, his mother and father were strangers to him.

And of course Conor kept his queen safe down in the bunkers. Few ever saw her gpart from him,
not the generds who followed her plans, not the gangmen who lived and died by her word, not her own
son. Certainly not her dlies, Dag and Siggy, even though they depended on her so much in fighting the
war.

Conor did not have to force her underground. Gladly, she retreated down into the earth and there
she remained like a termite, playing the war on both sides to her own tune. Here, dl informaion came
through to her -- who, where, when, what, how. She was the one who decided where the battles would
be fought, who would win and who would lose. Sometimes for the sake of appearances or even just
whim, she let Conor win -- a birthday present perhaps, a Chrismas treat. She was the red seat of
power, building her network both for and againgt him, laying plans of conquest for him only to betray
them to his enemies. Conor suspected nothing. He never saw the little brown bird that flew up the
ventilaion shafts and into the open sky and back and forth and to and fro about the endless business of
Sgny's ambition.

Sggy, making war with increesing ferocity, began as Dag predicted, to lose his humility and
carelessness for power. Why dse fight so hard and see so much auffering, if not to take power himsdf?
Hadn't Odin touched him? Hadn't he given him the knife? Before him he fdt the knife dl the time, cdling
him, waiting for him. Sometimes he was scared that Styr lusted after it, but he forgot that Odin had
embraced Sgny too, on that day long ago in the Galaxy Building.

Very often in the quiet empty periods in between the battles, Sggy wondered to himsdf what dl this
meant, where it came from. Was it after dl some plot out of Ragnor that was now spinning out of
control? Ragnor was being dragged into the war these days. Conor had once reached out so far as to
send raiding parties into the golden city at the haght of his power. Now, in decline, he heard stories of
the hdfmen making demands there: more money, more weapons. The demands these days had the
power of threat. The human-hafman dliance was now becoming the power he had hoped for himsdlf.

Or was this strange higtory truly the work of the gods? And if so, was it amply the unfolding of



thingstha had to be, the world moving on like a perfect machine into eternity, unfolding these events in
the way a keyboard makes a |etter? Perhaps the gods were smply a part of the machine of the world,
perhaps they watched and took part just as people did. Or was the world dancing to their tune? And
could one stop that tune, or change it, despite their wishes? Siggy did not know it, but someone dse was
asking hersdf very much the same question.
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Sgy

Tdl meagory, Cherry.'

She gts cm her chair, leening forward to peer a me. She's an old woman now, her face creased
with a network of fine lines, her eyes as black as holes. Holes through to a future where | am not
welcome.

She purses her lips. "There was once a woman who gave everything for the sake of revenge...'
'Yes! But tdl mewhat | don't know...'

"...9he gave everything to avenge her family." She leans forward. 'Everything,’ she repests.

'No, no, Cherry, not that one! Tdl me something ese’

"...she had the fortunes of war at her fingertips. She forced the king to murder his best people...'

‘No! Not the past -- the future. You know what | want." Cherry looks a me and frowns. 'That's the
gory. | don't makeit, | just tdl it,' she scolds.

Tdl methe end. Tdl methe very end,' | say.
She pouts like asulky girl. 'l don't know the end. The gods don't show methe end,’ she says.
| gmile to mysdf. "That's just what | tdl Conor.'

Cherry leans forward in her chair and tries to weave meinto this web that 1've been a part of for so
long.

'Here is one who never forgets. Here is one who lived a life of love in order to destroy it. Here is
one who followed the hard stone of her heart, right back into the flames of destruction.” She settles back
and watches me dosdy to seeif I'm ligening. | stare quietly back.

'When she let Sggy into the bunkers, the end was very near. Conor, dill unable to recognise that the
traitor lay in his own bed, raved and shouted at his generds to save him, but not one of them could guess
where the real danger lay. Only when he was about to die did Conor redise thet it was his heart's love



who had destroyed him.'
Yes, yes, Cherry, I've seen it too, in dreams sent to me. But... 'What happens to me?

She shakes her head angrily. Is she cross because she doesn't know enough? Or is it because... isit
because I've started to want too much?

She tls her stories. There is Sggy the King ... King Sgmund. The nation united just as my father
dreamed it. But where am | indl this? Why should it be hm? Thisis my war.

Where am | under this new regime?

She looks away and won't answer. Am | supposed to die with my husband asif I'm some part of his
body?

‘Ligen, Cherry. | have a gtory to tel, too. There was one who would not be a part of someone
esds story. Cherry... Cherry? Look a me, Cherry!’

Cherry looks a mewith hard, deep, angry eyes. She hates dl this.
I want you to tdl it my way!"

She shakes her head. 'No. You haveto do...'

'What I'm told?

'Asitis. There's no other way.'

She gtsin her chair garing at the fire and won't answer any further questions. 'Ther€e's no other way,'
she repests.

Isit the flamesfor me? | ask her. 'Isthat what's in store for me? Won't you lift a finger to save me
from that?'

But there's no answer. To that question there never is.

Three years after Sggy joined the dliance, thirteen after the massacre of Va Volson and his people,
Dag Aggerman was killed in an attack from within his own camp. The common view was that Conor had
brewed hafmen of his own and used them to infiltrate the dogmen's bodyguard, but others daimed it was
aninterna coup; they said that Sggy had arranged for the hdfmean leader to be killed while the war was
dill on, to make a clear way for himsdf to the throne when the fighting was over. Certainly, Styr was
there in camp that day and Styr and Siggy were like fingers on the same hand. Certainly, Styr survived
the massacre that took place -- the only one out of over fifty from both sdes. Of course, Styr was a



mechine of war that has not been, equaled before or snce, but even so...

Dag's assassndion was followed by a Il in the dlied progress while a ferocious druggle for
succession took place. Another dogman, Jack Tebbs, emerged after 9x months of fighting as the new
leader of the hadfmen, but the red winner was Siggy. He was the dlied commander, and it was
understood by dl that he would rule London and the lands around it when Conor was findly vanquished.

With his power consolidated, Siggy rejoined the war with terrible ferocity. Conor watched the
towns under his control licked up like crumbs by the dlied armies. Bournemouth and Portsmouth had
long gone; Winchester, Sdisbury and Brackndl had fdlen. Now he saw his enemies advancing on
Guildford. In the north, he had once laid sege to Birmingham, but now a confederation of dlied and city
troops, under the command of Sggy himsdf, chased the tyrant south from fidd to fied, from town to
village. All around the little empire shrank. Desperately, Conor tried to find dlies abroad, but no one was
interested in the locd wars of an obscure little idand. Defeat hegped upon defeat. The direction of the
war was obvious now, even to the blindest of his followers. It was just a question of working it out. As
the dircle shrank, Conor gave wild and contradictory orders. Some towns were burnt to the ground. In
other cases he ordered his men to loot them of dl ther treasures, what was Ieft after the period of
occupation. He developed a taste for great monuments, and as the enemy shdlls whistled overhead, his
troops were engaged in dismantling whole buildings stone by stone and packing them in numbered crates
to be re-erected within the London Wall. Churches, cathedrds, the ancient office headquarters of
multi-nationa corporations, dl were taken down piece by piece and boxed by numbers. The Great Hal
a Winchester was burned to the ground. Stonehenge was removed and re-erected on Hackney Marsh.
When a pincer movement closed in around Oxford, the dlied troops found Christ Church dismantled on
aralway sding, each stone carefully numbered. But no one ever found the plans to put it back together

again.

Other treasures were successtully whisked away --statuary, jewelery, old cars, trains, aeroplanes --
relics of the age of science stolen from museums and dately homes. Paintings, pieces of eectronic
equipment, books, records, documents -- anything of vaue or importance. Many of these thefts were
displayed around London in a belated attempt by Conor to placate his desperate population at home.
But there was rardly enough time to rebuild properly. Londoners looked with bewilderment on haf-built
churches, odd battlements from ancient castles, or sheets of glass and sted or polymers from fancy office
blocks. For a short while it may even have helped Conor's popularity. Londoners were infamous for their
sense of superiority, and it was a soft touch to play up to it. But soon they were to be desperate not for
datus, but for food.

The war in London was entering itsfind phase.

Now that he could see the end in sight, Conor began to use every means a his disposd to turn the
tide. Chemica, gas, radioactive and bacteriological weapons, hoarded from long ago, were released.
Overnight the winds filled with poisons that could reduce lungs to blisters, viruses that could turn your
liver indde out. The plagues went on for months, carrying off thousands of lives on both sides. But there
lay the trouble; such terrors could not be contained. They attacked everyone, and Conor could afford the
losses less than Siggy. Terrible though these weapons were they could do nathing to change the outcome,
only delay it Antidotes were found; Conor's supplies dwindled and could not be replaced. After an
gpocalyptic year of destruction, the, winds blew clean and the war continued back on its relentless path.

Within ayear of Dag's desath, the fighting had returned home to where it had started over a hundred
years before, when the government forces abandoned the dities no-one's land. The old mongers -- the
Fig, the spider woman, the birds -- had long ago been dedt with. This time, no-one's land would find its
owner. Human and hafmen fought side by side, and London responded as it had done the lagt time the



hdfmen threatened, by retreating behind the Wal. The troops fled into their stronghold, the gate was
bricked up, the fortifications strengthened. Indde, the population waited in terror to see wha the
mongters would do next. And outside, on the churned-up earth of no-one's land, hdfman and human
mede their camp under the banner of the Volsons.

Conor now had dl his troops concentrated into one amdl area. Signy’s information was helpful, but
no longer decisve now that he was no longer on the attack. He had enough ammunition to keep him
going for years, if need be. Sggy was conscious that Conor might Hill have deadly poisons and
bacteriologica weaponsin his arsend and feared that he might use them even to the extent of destroying
the population of the dty: Sgny hinted as much, and Conor had proved careless of the lives of his own
people before now. What use would dl thiswar be to Siggy then, if there were no people Ieft for him to
liberate and to rule?

S0 here, for awhile, Sggy hdted, and determined to bring Conor to his knees a the very end by
sege.

For two long, dill years the war was frozen. Nothing came in or out of the once greet city. London
was big, the population had shrunk over the decades and the people had for a long time been experts a
pushing the land to produce food. Even so, as the weeks passed into months and the months gathered
towards the end of the firs year, Sarvation began to bite. The pigeons that used to flock around the
derdict buildings disappeared from the sky. Cats and dogs, then mice and rats disappeared from the
streets. Another few months and the ribby torsos of sarving men, women and children began to appear,
waking like zombies from place to place in the vain hope that they might sumble by chance on something
to eat.

The population starved, but whet of the troops? It was to be expected that they would get the best
of what supplies there were, but as the second year drew on it was strange how well-fed and hedthy the
soldiers gill were. Rumours began to spread. There were reports of ever-increasing sacrifices to the
AlFather. These days, it was said, the bodies did not hang for long, and dl that was buried in the end
were the bones.

Conor had found the find and most literd way of devouring his own people. Starvation would not
bite close to his heart until every last soul in London had been used up to feed his amies. It was clear
that the sege was not going to work. As the second year of garvation drew to a close, the order to
attack was expected dally.
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Sgy

Conor is adeep, suffling in the hdf darkness in front of me. He seems to be trembling, or is it me?
For the thousandth time he's at my mercy, but now a last, he'sin danger. It's just a question of when.

Tonight, darling? Conor -- wake up! Wake up, my dear, and tdl me you love me. Perhaps you're



about to die.

| take a step across the thick carpet, warm on the concrete floor which is heated from benesth.
Conor dirs and speaks, but | can't make out his dreamtalk. Shdl | kill him tonight? But let's see what it
hesin its pocketsies fird.

I'm back in the water tower. This is where Conor wants us to spend our find hours. He's had it
taken down and rebuilt down here months ago, in the rock under the Estate. A sentimenta gesture. It's
where we made love when | fird came here. It's where our child was born. Conor is so romantic.

One week ago the firg shells began punching holesin the Wall. Siggy grew tired of waiting when he
redised there will be no such thing as starvation for us or for our soldiers. What does he expect? If he
can have animds as his comrades, we can have human mest on our table. War is war, comrade brother.
But he grew tired of our tricks and now were overrun. Their troops are everywhere. | saw it. They have
tdevison! Ragnor has lifted the blockers over London, the satellites are back in action. Sggy and the
halfmen broadcast their success dl over the world. We watched with dl the other admiring hordes, how
the great generd Sggy Volson drove in honour through the streets of London. Liberator! Conqueror!
Man of Peace!

Of course the tdevison never mentioned me. | am the little wife of the big tyrant Pity me or hate me,
but do not admire the little wife. Yet right up to a few months ago | could have made this whole war
swing the other way!

Too lae now. Conor's Sde -- or isit my sde? -- will never rule again. The Volsons are back in
charge. But don't forget this, don't forget this ever -- | am a Volson too.

| take another few steps. No danger of the floorboards cresking here, where everything is five
metres thick rock on dl sides. No wind sghing in the eaves, no frost on the glass, dthough it's winter
above. Our windows here look out into the blind stone, but we have a view even so. Conor had men
take pictures from the water tower windows before it got taken down. He had the pictures blown up and
pasted on the gppropriate windows, so that from each window we can see what we would have seen.
That's the kind of thing he occupies himsdf with these days. He leaves it up to me to co-ordinate the
defest.

| think what Conor cannot bear is not defedt: it was the crowds that findly broke him. That's when
the trembling began, the old man shaking of his limbs and his little noddy head on his little sticky neck --
when he saw our people on the tdevison cheering and ydling, throwing handfuls of coloured paper and
rice and flowers at the great Volson returning, as if Sggy was some sort of bride. Ricel After garving
them amog to desth, he gives them rice to throw away. | didn't say aword, but | looked out of the Sdes
of my eyes at the tears trickling down Conor's face and yes, yes, it dmost broke my heart to see him like
that. The way his people turned on him! As soon as they saw that the fight was log, the whole of London
turned againg him like one man. Held led them for so long, taken them out of the city, conquered the
hafmen, taken town after town, city after city -- even made camp in 9ght of Ragnor. It was for ther
gory as wdl as his | remember how there were postcards and posters made for each cty we
conqguered. People collected them. It was ther victory too! It wasn't just the priests and the commanders
and therich, ether. The raggediest little beggars, the whores and the pimps, even the thieves who had to
hang for Odin, they were dl as proud asif they were the ones who had led the amy of London so far.

And now arabble of beasts come through the ity gates and they cheer them. What pride they have
now!

Wadl, what did my dear expect? He faled. Conor has been driven back into his own dirt Believe



me, if he had taken Ragnor, if hed ruled the world, they wouldn't have deserted him, they'd have loved
him for it. Like my father, Conor amed too high. But that wasn't his fatd weakness. He had another
weskness that my father never had: hislove for me.

Sgoy ishilleted outsde the walls of the Estate. In the next few days, they'll launch their find attack.
Hell be the king of London; Conor will be dead. And | -- what will 1 be? Alive or dead? Who will
decide my fate for me thistime?

| see so many jalers and so many jals in my life. So many men shaping me. My father, who made
me marry for his sake. Conor, who locked me up with his heart as wdl as with his keys. What about
Odin and his games? So, who's next? Rall up, give me atry. Which king wants me? Odin? Am | to die?
Or King Siggy? Oh, sorry, | forgot ... it seems he's going to change his name. Siggy doesn't sound right
for roydty. Sgmund is his name from now on. King Sigmund... much better.

| brought dl this about. They could never have conquered us without my help. | worked tirdesdy for
the Volsons, but a the end it seems that only amen can be a VVolson. I've done this, dl of it! And now |
have to watch him take the crown, the credit, and the power.

Not much chance of ruling from behind Siggy's throne.

Why him and not me? No, don't tdl me, | know the answer to that one. I've heard it dready. Odin
gave him the knife, Odin chose him to rule. Wdll, | say kingship is won, not given. And besides, who
says Odin did any such a thing? Didn't he embrace me too? And what chance was | given to pull the
knife out? Of course, only the men were given a chance. We poor girls and women had to St and watch.
The knife worked for Siggy, but maybe it will work for me, too.

| could be the one. The knife could have been mine. Perhaps it even should have been mine

Sssh...! Conor dirs in his deep, muttering under his breath. Don't wake, my darling -- don't you
dare. Why bother waking up when you're dready as good as dead? Within aday or two. Perhaps within
hours. Perhapsiitll even be in minutes, if things work out the way | want.

But firg, the knife

It's been along time since Conor wore it a his Sde. It's too vauable. In any case, he could never
cut more than cheese with it. If he used it on anything tougher it had to be cut out. He keeps it locked
away, like the ogre did with his heart: ingde a box, under afloor, ingde a house, insgde amountain. There
isa safe made of titanium half a metre thick set into the floor of this very room. Only he has the key. | can
tak Conor into anything, but he will not tel me where that key is And here's a srange thing; even Cherry
hasn't been able to tdl me where he hides that key. Y ou see how secretive my husband is. He won't even
dlow a cat to see wha he does with the key.

| creep towards him. Every night | get up and sted around the gpartment looking for it. | search 4l
corners, in dl drawers. | lift up the chairs and fed ingde the covers. | stick a sharply pointed little knife
into the joints in the woodwork, looking for a hollow. He never leaves these few rooms, it must be here
somewhere. | need that key. Oh, Conor, it keeps you dive, because the second | haveit I'l kill you!

Next door, | cad hear a low, persastent growling. Cherry is anxious, poor dear. She doesn't
approve. Odin's knife is not something you play games with. See what's happened to Conor for his
effrontery in taking it from its rightful owner! My fate is sewn up, dthough she won' tdl me what it is.
Odin has made his mind up. Cherry says, what is to be is to be, even the gods can't change it. But Il
change what isto be, and stop meif you can! Yes, Cherry, thisis blagphemy. If | can find the knife | shdll
dick it into Conor deeping there, and I'll stick it in you and in Sggy, too, if that's what it costs. Poor



Cherry, I've It her behind. She mews and cries but look! | dready have cloths and bowls ready to sop
up Conor's blood. Do you think | can't kill Siggy, who | haven't seen for years, when | can do this to my
Conor?

Dear Conor. When you die therell be a hole insgde me but not where my heart is -- that went long
ago. Hush! | pull the sheet away but hisskin is bare; no key there. Here are his clothes in a heap by the
gde of the bed. | reach down and lift the trousers up and give them a gentle shake and | hear -- yed --
the rattle of keys.

So close! | put my hand in the pocket and take out a bunch of keys, but even as | see them | know
dready that the one | want isn't here. | know the lock on that safe too wel. None of these will fit. Wdll, |
herdly expected it to be so easy.

| take up his shoes and bend the soles. Has he tucked the key in there? In the lesther Sdes? | take a
amdl, thin, sharp knife out of my dress and dip the blade between the layers of the sole, feding for the
scratch of metd. Occupied with my task, | forget for a second where | am, and that's why it makes me
jump and gasp when | ook down and see him lying there, eyes open, watching me.

'Not there, Princess,’ he whispers, and closes his eyes.

It makes me diffen in fear. See, I'm il afraid of him! He can dill make me tremble, dthough he's
logt everything, even his wits.

How much does he redly know?

| tun to glance at the other room where Cherry is hiding. | hear her gaking out of the room in
humen form again. She won't be surprised. The ways of the gods, Cherry says, are not to be foiled.

| dip my dress off over my head and creep in next to Conor, who is now pretending to be adeep. |
cuddle up close, nudge him with my bely. He curls towards me and puts hisarm over my shoulders. See,
the loving couple.

And so we are, so we are. Until one of uskillsthe other.

32

There was away in. There's dways a way in when there's someone on the ingde willing to open the
door.

Sggy waited until he got the al-clear from Sgny before launching the find attack on the Edtate itsdlf.
He wanted to be sure there were no uncontainable weapons ready to go off, but it wasn't just that. He
was mindful of his public duties -- conquest a any cost -- but he did not forget the private ones, too:
murdering Conor and rescuing his sister. Somehow, he dill considered that she needed to be rescued.
These two things he wanted for himsdf and Styr in person. He had to be sure he knew where to find



them before he gave thefind orders of the war.

When he gave those orders a hal of shells and missiles tore the sky to rags and hit the Estate in a
concentration such as even Europe had never seen before. It was afire gorm; the ar itsdf began to burn.
In such a man-made catastrophe there could be no survivors. It didn't just destroy life, it Ieft no trace of it
behind. When the troops came in afterwards, they found a hard layer of muddy glass on the ground
where the buildings had melted. Then they had to use dill more shells to blast the meltrock away before
they could find the entrances to the system of bunkers below ground where the fire had been unable to
penetrate. This was where Conor made his lagt stand.

The bunkers were built in the bedrock, a labyrinth of tunnels, rooms, underground buildings and
escape passages. They could survive a nuclear exploson had such devices been avalable anymore. The
whole thing was booby-trapped and guarded by layer after layer of the blue uniformed bodyguard, like a
computer game made flesh. Conor and his queen could be anywhere indde and to search for them could
have been along and deadly game, perhaps an impossble one to accomplish. Except, of course, that
Sggy had a map.

He waited to hear the firg missles howling overhead before he entered the bunkers. It was a matter
of honour to see the beginning of the attack, but Sggy could hardly wait. He wanted the knife once again
a hissde, or even better, at Conor's throat, while the bombs were ill sounding above ground. He could
hear it, dmog -- certainly fed it, cdling to him with its slent voice through dl the rock and darkness
benegth the ground, where it had been hidden for so long.

The entrance began in the cdlar of a smdl, derdict terraced house in Hamilton Road, a couple of
miles away from Conor's HQ. By the time the red bricks of the Estate were powder, and the stones
mdting in the heat, Sggy and his men were dready two hundred yards underground, cresping dong the
narrow passage like rats. Above them they could hear distant gentle thuds, and when they put their hands
to the rough stone around them, they could fed avibration -- dl the evidence there was of the holocaust
above their heads. This passage would lead them directly into Conor's living quarters, below the guard,
below the booby traps, below everything. Once again, Sgny had come up with the goods. Siggy was to
be given dl hiswishes on a plate, but he wasn't feding dl that glad.

The tunnd was tight, narrow and damp, and Sggy was sck with fear. Sick, partly because he was
aways terrified before every misson, and this was the firs one he had been on persondly for Sx years,
ance the Wallace operation. A generd doesn't risk his own skin. This was the culmination of so much.
Conor was a bogeyman in his eyes, too. Then there was Signy. His beloved sster. He knew she was
mead, but he didn't redlise that he was scared of her, too. He trusted her. Hadn't she aways ddivered to
hm whatever she promised? Whose side could she possibly be on if not his own?

Siggy



| wasn't judt feding sick. | had a migraine, a fever and the squits. | had to keep hanging behind and
squirting ydlow gtink on the stones. Some soldier! Some king. It'd been years since I'd done anything like
this | was curang mysdf, wishing I'd let Styr do it on his own. | mean, maybe it was no worse than it
aways had been, but | used to be used to being afraid, you know? And now | was just SO scared. |
could see Styr looking a me every time | stopped.

'Maybe you should go back," he teased. | didn't even amile The passageway was getting narrower
and narrower, | was feding claustrophobic and | was thinking to mysdif, if the gods want me to do this
sort of thing, why don't they make me enjoy it? Look a Styr, he was practicdly having atea party. It just
wasn't far.

| don't know how far we got. There weren't many landmarks at that point, but we must have been
quite a way into the main part of the bunker because we could hear Conor's troops. They were in
different tunnels, of course, but ours ran pretty close to some of thelrs, and you could hear them quite
clearly. At least once, they mugt have been just a foot or so away. You could hear ther voices and ther
kit banging on the wdls as they ran dong.

All of which meant we had to be dead quiet oursavesin case they heard us. Actudly, they probably
wouldn't have known who we were even if they had; as far as they were concerned our boys were dl
coming down from the top. But even so, we were on our own, miles from any support, behind enemy
lines Even though we knew our tunnd didn't meet up with theirs until right at the end, just the thought
kept us on tip-toes.

Troubleis, it didn't matter how quiet we were. Someone knew exactly where we were.

It started with a scraping noise -- quite soft to start with but it stopped us in our tracks. This noise
wasn't muffled; it was in there with us. In our tunnd. You could tdl. It began dowly, then it got louder
and it was followed by an dmighty BANG -- ared big bang like a giant hammer coming down behind
us It made the rock shake under our feet, it made your inddes shake. There was a pause and a brief
movement of ar in the tunnd. We stood 4ill eyeing one another.

'What the fuck was that? said someone suspicioudy, but it was pretty obvious what it was. Then it
happened again, right in front of our eyesthistime. We could see it in the lights of our head torches -- a
section of the tunnd coming down. It wasn't a collgpse ether, it was far too nest a job for that. It was a
dice of rock about haf a metre thick. We had a fraction of a second to look under it as it came down
--BANG! | can't describe how huge it was. It thudded down a few feet in front of us so vidently we
were sure it was going to bring the roof down. The men shouted and we dl turned and ran back the way
we'd come, but we'd had it, we knew that a once. We ran about ten steps and there was the other
block, the one we'd heard before, cutting off the way.

Syr sad, 'Now that'swhat | cal atrap.” And that's whet it was. Conor must have known about this
way in the whole time and held got the last cut in after dl. | stood there thinking, is thet it? So we were
going to win but | wasn't gonna be there?

Of course Conor would be long gone. The bunker would be empty, except for the body of my
gder. Let'sfaceit, if he knew we were coming down here, he musgt have known who told us, too.

Someone said, They'll rescue us when they get down here,’ but | was adreedy thinking it was a good
job we had weapons on us, because | didnt fancy dying of thirg down here. The only other chance, |
suppose, was that Conor wanted to get usin person to bargain with.



We sat down, leaning againg the wdls of the tunnd, and waited. No one was redly scared yet It
was dmod like a rdief because we weren't going into the fighting, despite the knowledge that it was
going to get awful in there soon enough. Only Styr was up on his feet, pacing the section of tunnel, leaning
his ear againg the walls to see if he could hear anything.

And then -- it was only hdf an hour later by my watch, dthough it fdt like hours -- there was a
clater far above us. We dl looked up towards it. Thered been other noises in that time, knockings and
rumblings, the sound of voices once or twice, 0 we knew there mugt have been other passages quite
near us. But again, this noise wasn't heard through rock, it was ingde with us. Someone shone a torch
towards the clattering and we could see asmdl opening. An airhole. There were lots of them dl the way
dong the tunnd. Something was fdling down this one towards us.

It clattered and rattled on the rock, getting louder rgpidly on its way down. Everyone was cringing
and getting ready to duck, because they were sure it was going to be a grenade of some sort. But not
me. | was garing up there and amiling avay because... | knew. Don't ask me how. | just knew. | could
fed my hand tingling where | was gonna be holding it in less than a minute. Yeah, baby was coming
home. | opened my mouth to say, 'It's my knife' but the words never came. What for? | just looked up
and waited. | burst out laughing when it came through the hole and everyone threw themsdves on the
floor. | didn't even legp for it. | let Styr pick it up. He knew too, he knew a once. And trust Styr, of
course he had to try it for himsdf before he let me have what was mine. | watched him drike it into the
sde of the tunnd and then the way his body shifted in surprise as he tried to pull it out He glanced a me,
put both hands to it and heaved for dl he was worth, but of course nothing moved. Only then did he step
adde for me.

| fet it legp into my hand like it did before. | just stood there with my whole heart and soul sSnging
with the strength of it. Then | walked forward to the block of stone that stopped our way forward, struck
my knifeinto it hard, and | began to saw a holein the rock under London.

Under two hundred metres of rock the only evidence of the fire-bombing was the sound of distant
thuds, like the footsteps of a giant far above their heads. Sometimes the light fittings shivered ever so
dightly. L ater, as the evening came on in the day so far away, the lights went out.

Above, the blue-uniformed soldiers waited in the passages leading up to the surface, armed with
heavy weapons, laying their booby traps. Conor could have run, but where to? No one would hide him,
but he would never go anyway. He had not yet lost everything. There was one thing left, something more
powerful than cities or armies or reason itsdlf. He dill had the knife.

The knife meant everything to Conor, and it meant everything to Signy, too. Over the past weeks
and days, she had quietly and systemaicaly made her way into every cranny and dit and crack in the
whole bunker, but she dill hadn't been able to find where Conor kept the key. On that last day she stuck
close to him, watching, waiting; but he gave no sgn of going in the end to his most sacred treasure. On



the morning of the find attack he had his son cdled to him. Vincent, now deven years old, stared in
horror at this strange, trembling fattier who had never had anything to do with him before now. Conor
made him read to him and watched his face dosdy as he sumbled over the words; it was dl the boy
could do to keep his eyes on the page. After hdf an hour, Conor turned away abruptly to scold his wife
for gpending no time with the boy.

'‘Now look, what's his life been for? he asked. He meant, that the boy had been brought up for a
future that would never happen. Now he would die without ever even enjoying the present Vincent
understood something of this.

'We can escape. Why can't we escape? he begged. But neither parent answered hm and he was
scared to question these dangerous people any further.

Conor sent the boy back with his tutor and moved to a table to esat, but he was able to take nothing.
He stayed there for over two hours with his head sunk on his hands. When the lights went out, he
groaned. Sgny stood and stared at him fiercely through the darkness before she sent for candles and all
lamps. There were tears in her eyes, who knows what for? She hersdf did not know. She came and
stood behind himin the candldight, her hands on his neck, and tried to rub the knots of tenson away.

Conor watched her in amirror opposite. 'Maybe the way up is blocked. Do you think we're aready
dead? he asked.

‘Not yet,” she answered. She leaned againg the wadl, dunking to hersdf, if he doesn't go to get the
knife soon, 'l have to make him.

'Siggy will make sure he can get to us,' she said &t last.

Conor looked up at her with a curious little smile. 'And what will he do with you? he asked her.
'Hell think of you as atraitor againg his own family, won't he? By that amile she knew he did not redly
bdieveit, but she had no idea how much he knew of her double role.

Soon fter, the digtant footsteps of the bombing stopped, but as yet there was no sound of fighting in
the tunnds and passages of the bunker. Elsawhere, the servants waited. In among them an old womean
with a fierce face sat close to Vincent, and tried to comfort him when he wept. She had strange black
eyes tha gave nothing away, and deep lines on her face. Her hair was strangely textured, full of grey and
white and red. For the last couple of years she had been nanny to the boy, more of a mother than his
mother was. Cherry, old but ill strong, was not with her migtress today. Sgny did not want her there for
thefind hours.

At sx o'clock in the evening, the fird sounds of fighting began to come down from the upper
corridors. Signy was becoming scared; if she Ieft it much longer the soldiers would be here and she
would lose her chance. But she did not say anything to Conor; she ill hoped that he would be unable to
resst the urge to go to rescue the precious dung, to have one lagt ook before the end. And sure enough,
as the sounds of the battle came down, Conor grew agitated and cast little looks at her which he tried to
hide. Another fifteen minutes and he got up and left the room. Signy, gtting at the table with a cup of tea
in her hands, nodded and tried not to show her excitement.

Conor closed the door behind him and dill she waited, trembling with desire. She would give him
five minutes and then she'd go to the room with the great safe built into the floor. She didn't have to wait
50 long. Conor burst into the room where she sat, white with fear.

‘Where isit? Where is it? What have you done? he cried.



Sgny jumped up. What was this? No need to ask what he meant. She pushed past him, past his
fingers dutching at her, and ran into the room where the safe was built into the solid floor, just a few
metres down the passageway. There it was, the 9ght she had never seen -- the thick door gaping open
out of the floor. She ran to look in. It was empty.

'What have you done with it? she hissed, but even as she spoke she was certain this was no trick he
was playing. Conor was terified. Despite everything he had somehow believed that nothing could harm
him so long as he had the knife. Now he had opened the safe and the sacred treasure was gone.

He stared at Signy in disbdief. If not her, who ese? No one ese even knew! This was one lie too
far.

"You have no right,' he hissed, furious, in fear for hislifetruly for the firg time. In the adjacent room,
the servants trembled. Murder wasin the arr.

But Sgny was garing around her asif she would be shown the clue. 'But who? Who...?

And even as she spoke she knew the answer; there could only be one answer. She turned her head
to look for her before she reached the end of her sentence and heard it -- the furious, scared hiss of the
trapped animd coming in through the door to the next room, where Cherry had been waiting and
watching for this moment of discovery.

"You!" hissed Signy. "You!" In the last moment, the shape-changer had been more fathful to the gods
then to her migtress, who wanted to change what the gods saw.

Sgny ran for her; Cherry without another sound pelted out from the doorway as she opened it
Conor stood in Signy's way, but she brushed him to one side. He stared at her in horror. He had never
Seen before so much as a hint of the strength she had given to hersdlf during her timein the tank. Cherry
came quickly to a locked door, but rather than change to her human form -- so great was her habit of
never doing this in front of Conor -- she tried to double back and then Signy had her. There was a
ferocious second of dawing and struggle before Signy had her by the neck. She whipped the little body,
one, two, three times like a rag, and then dashed her brains out on a sideboard by the door.

"There, you traitor!" she hissed, and flung the body down at her feet.

At the door, Conor stood, the blood gone from his face, daring a the smashed mess on the floor.
Suddenly, the woman he had known and loved for so many years was as fagt as an animd, as strong as a
mechine. Where had dl this been hiding for so long? And why was she destroying this animd she had
loved? Sgny stood there before him panting, her face white, tears streaming down her face. She had
shown hersdf to him at last but even now, Conor was more scared about the knife,

'You've donethis ... you've done dl this' he cried. Only now, haf mad with fear, was he able to act
agang her. He went for her throat with his hands like claws but she brushed him aside. He hdf fdl but
managed to seize a heavy glass sculpture from the sideboard. He brought it back to smash againg her
head... but there he paused, mid-murder. Signy was the one thing Conor was never able to destroy.
There was never any danger to her from him.

Sgny stepped to one sde and knocked the glass out of his hand. It fdl to the carpet with a heavy
thud. Then she grabbed his arm, swung him round like a child and had her knifein his back.

'‘Goodbye, my darling,’ she whispered in his ear, and took the knife home up to the hilt in his blood.
Conor gasped, his eyes swivelled to try and meet hers, and he fdl dead to the floor.



It seemed to Signy in that second that her heart broke. It took her by surprise and before she knew
it she was on her knees, grieving over the body of the man who had loved her, and whom she loved back
in pite of the deformities of the years and the acts of bloody treachery. Now everything had been taken
from her, the lagt by her own hand. She bent her blood-spattered face over the body, heart-broken,
amazing hersdf, and wept for wha might have been until her throat was dry.

Sometime later, she became aware of sounds around her -- the servants huddled up in terror in the
nearby rooms, the sounds of battle coming down the passages towards the apartments. She didn't care
for any living thing now; she was horrified with thisworld that had no Conor in it. She sat up and looked
a the dead cat a few metres away and shook her head. She had never dreamed that Cherry would
betray her. For the firg time she was truly done with her ambition.

As she stared, there was a noise to one sde she turned her head and saw ... her son. Vincent, teking
dl his courage into his hands, had made his way out of the room next door to see what had happened,
and been confronted with his dead father and his bloodstained mother. The soldiers from above were
drawing in and he wanted to know...

'Mother? he asked. 'What's going to happen to me?

Sgny stared back at him. 1t was of course she who had trapped Sggy and hismenin the tunnd. She
hed intended to feed and water them, dthough whether or not she would have done it is another matter.
A few years later, when dl the power was safdly in her hands, she might even have released them. But
Cherry had stolen the knife. Sgny understood very wel that Sggy was now out and thet there were no
wals strong enough to keep himin when he had that knife in his hand. Her plans were dl undone, but she
dill had certain advantages. For one thing, her brother had no idea that she was now his enemy. For
another, she had his son.

'‘Mother? asked the child again. Signy rose up on her knees; then she made up her mind. She stood
up suddenly, scarcely noticing how her son winced as she did so. Ignoring him, she went to wash the
tears and blood off her face. Then she ssized him by the arm. 'Come with me, well go and meet your
father." The lad stared & Conor -- this was his father, and his father was dead! Sgny hdf led, haf
dragged him down the passage, where she knew Sggy would be coming up.

Odin's knife was miraculous, but the stone was hard. It took Sggy two hours to cut his way through
the haf metre of rock blocking him off from the rest of the passage. It was another hdf an hour before
the hole was large enough for aman, and one after the other, Siggy, Styr and their men crawled back into
the main tunndl.

Asfa as Sggy was concerned, it was Conor who had trapped them and Sgny who had somehow
dolen the knife and got it to him down the ventilation shaft. Therefore he went to finish his task full of fury
and anxiety that Conor had pre-empted her rescue with murder.

They could hear the sounds of fighting even before they broke through. By the time they got out of
the trap, the dlied forces were dready over a hundred metres deep into the bunker, dearing their way
down with machine guns, grenades and gas. Sggy led his men at a fast run up the passageway towards
the family apartment. It was vitd to get to Signy before the troops did. They had been informed of her
role, but probably not dl of them believed it. Right up to these last days, she had been regarded as a
traitor, perhaps even in leegue with Conor from the start If she got caught up in the fighting, by accident
or design, it was unlikdly she would survive. He had no idea that Conor was dready dead and that Sgny



was on her way down to meet him.

It was vilear down there. The system of pumps and ar conditioning had been blown hours before
and poisonous gases from the explogves were filling the passageways. The men were gasping and
choking on the hot air, but they ran as fast as they could, urged on by their commander's fear. They were
only a short run from the family quarters when they saw another lamp swinging into the passageway
ahead. Someone was coming down to meet them.

Sggy hissed, 'Don't shoot." The men fdl to the floor, some taking Sght dong their weapons while
others shone their lamps forward. The strong beams poked through the murky air onto the tdl figure of a
womean in the act of bending to put her lamp on the floor. By her sde was a child. She stood up and
peered ahead, one hand on the boy's back, the other inthe air asif in greeting. Sggy stared. Was it? She
seemed tdler, older. W, of course sheld be older...

It's her..." he gasped, and he was on his feet and running. His men glanced nervoudy at each other;
they didn't trust this woman who had shared a bed with ther enemy for dl these years. Only Styr ran
after im. As they ran, they blocked out the light behind them and saw Signy illuminated from below by
her own lamp, meking her seem taler than ever, grotesque and ancient. She was terrible enough as it
was, covered in blood, maybe her own.

As they stared another figure appeared in the gloom. A man loomed behind her. He wore a
wide-brimmed hat and held out hisarms as if he were making them a present of dl this.

The two men ground to a hdt. Sgny frowned and looked behind her, falowing their gaze.

'Odin!" She took two steps towards him and reached out to him, but the god let his arams fdl to his
Sde and stood ill, slently watching her. They could see hisSngle eye glinting from under his hat.

'One of the Volsonswill die today,’ hissed Styr. He stretched hislips into a sudden grin, jumped up,
his gun in his hand, and fired a the dark figure. Tweve shots; the gun was empty and he sank to one
knee to reload. Odin waited until the magazine was empty. Then he turned and in two steps disappeared
back in the darkness of the passage.

Styr dready had his gun back up, but Siggy dapped his hand down. What did he care for the god?
It was his Sster he wanted. He ran to her and flung his arms around her and hugged her tight, full of joy at
having her back. She touched him lightly on the shoulders.

'King Sigs,' she said, amiling a Styr over his shoulder. But her cloned son had no eyes for her. He
was daring a the boy ... a Vincent... a himsdf ... and his face was a mask that made her wince.

"Your brother,' she said. She amiled a Sggy and said, 'Y our son.’

Styr didnt move his eyes from the boy, but she saw him flinch. Vincent backed away from these
terrible men. He understood nothing. Brother, father? But his father was Conor. And why did this new
brother, who looked so much like him, stare at him with such hatred?

'What did he say? Sggy asked her, thinking that maybe Odin had spoken.
'Nothing, but he came to bless us, Siggy, | know it

"To take one of us, more like,' said Styr. He stared at Signy for the firg time. If a Volson had to die
today, it was clear to him who it would be. But firg there was the man prize. 'Where's Conor? he
demanded.



Sgny shook her head over Sggy's back. 'Dead.’
Styr cursed.

'My big son," said Signy, watching him closdly, trying to work him out, but Styr shook his head and
scowled. He wanted no other mother but the glass tanks.

Sgny stood back and hed Sggy a arm's length, asiif he were a child himsdlf.

'You've grown,’ said Siggy, confused. She used to be smdler than him. Now she was tdler by a
head. He had forgotten about the tank.

She amiled and nodded. Her eyesfilled with tears to see him ... yes, in the end she was glad to see
him and to hold him. This was how it used to be between them, the twins who had been so close. Now
that they were together again, it dl came back.

'I'd forgotten,” she whispered, and Siggy smiled, knowing exactly what she meant. Then, carefully,
she looked down & her brother's bt 'Is that the knife? she asked. 'l| never got to touch it, Conor adways
kept it locked up. Can 1?7 And she held out her hand.

Sggy a that moment would have given her anything, anything, but he paused jugt for the second
with his hand on the hilt, thinking, that's odd -- because hadn't it been Sgny who did the knife down the
vertilaion shaft to him? But then he thought that perhaps sheld got Cherry to do it for her. So he passed
the knife to her, and watched her hand close around it. Sgny smiled, her lips parted in pleasure. Holding
it for the firg time she fdt just as Sggy had -- that this was her purpose, that for this shape her hand had
been made.

Sggy sad, 'Where's Cherry?
Sgny sad, 'Dead,’ and moved her hand like a snake.

The soldiers had drawn up to them but it happened too fast in that dull light for anyone to see or
understand who was the traitor, who the betrayed. Sggy himsdf had no idea afterwards whether the
blade had touched him or not, not that it made any difference. Odin's knife could cut anything in the
world except hisflesh. He saw only that as his Sster moved her hand...

Styr fired. The firg bullet entered Signy's sscomach, penetrating up under her ribs and grazing her
heart. Sggy snatched her as shefdl, held her in hisarms as she groaned and bled. He screamed, 'What?
Hold him!" as he went down with her. Styr yeled, 'She tried to murder you!" and in the same second fired
agan. If the firsg murder left any doubt how heartless the cloned man was, the second expdled it. Who
would kill a child, even though that child was yoursdf? The stubby barrel of hisgun spoke savagdy twice
more; the blood rushed out and Vincent fdl dead to the ground.

'He was mine to kill!" Styr screeched. He had fdlen into a berserk frenzy for killing, and began to run
up the tunnd towards the sounds of fighting. He Hill wanted to murder the god and perhaps, too, he was
scared that having begun killing, he would never be able to stop. Sggy bawled after him, a terrible shout
with no wordsiiniit.

They were both mine to kill!" screamed Styr, and ran on.

Sggy turned back to hissigter, cradled in his ams. They stared at each other for a second; he was
watching the life ebb out of her. She tried to say, 'The gods got their way this time' but she was dready
too weak to speak. Then she died.



Sggy lad her gently on the floor, and as he got up he was ready to murder his son. But Styr was
gone, out of sght dready, running fast towards the battle.

One of the men put his hand on Siggy's am. I saw her, it's true, she tried to stab you,' he sad.
Another nodded; another said, 'No, shefdl. | don't think..." But Sggy waved them to slence. They stood
gazing a the body, ligening to the sounds of battle raging closer.

Sggy sad, 'Go ahead, find him if you can. Hell answer for this. See if you can find Conor and get
himout, and her servants.’ He was thinking of Cherry. 'l want them dl dive. Tdl him that." He nodded a
where Styr had gone, but what chance was there he would show mercy to anyone if not to his own
mother?

'Go on..." Sggy waved them forward. He bent and loosened the knife from Signy's hand.

The men paused, not wanting to leave him done, but again he waved them on. 'Can't we stay and
help you? one asked. Sggy looked up and nodded, unable to speak as he fitted the knife back into his
bt Three waited with him; the others ran up the tunnd to hunt for Styr. Those left behind waited
awkwardly until Sggy stood and gestured to them to pick her up and carry her back down the passage
away from the fighting. He followed on, with no taste at dl for the battle raging behind.

Bloodtideis based on the firg part of the Icelandic Volsunga Saga.

‘Snce this tale nor anything else can be made to please everyone, nobody need believe any
more of it than he wants to believe. All the same the best and most profitable thing is to listen
while a story is being told, to enjoy it and not be gloomy: for the fact is that as long as people are
enjoying the entertainment they won't be thinking evil thoughts.

I'd like to thank those who've listened and enjoyed the story, and since those who don't like it
won't ever be satisfied, let them enjoy their own misery.

AMEN.'

From Gongu-Hrolf's Saga, trandated by Hermann Palsson and Paul Edwards, Canongate, 1980.



