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Dedication:

To fellow games industry victim Ian Malcolm; Great Sage and Equal of Heaven. I wouldn’t say you kept me sane, but you always gave anger such a delicious sarcastic edge…




 




Prelude:

 



 



 



 




They found Her at the edges of the Sea of Dreams; a place where she would lie and stare into the depths as the husks of fantasies slid by. It was a place where dream-strands were tenuous, scarcely smelling of the hunt; a land where islands drifted quietly atop a dark, disturbing swell. Dead dreams floated far beneath the waves, like a sea of aspic pickling the bones of rotten, stinking birds.

Here the Firstborn lay - a saddened angel gazing down into reflections of a beloved world.

And here they found her; the hunting Pack of the young, the scheming and the strong. New world against old - dark youth against the Firstborn’s ancient majesty.

They stalked Her carefully - for She was oldest of the old, grown to terrifying skill through long aeons of hunting prey. Yet she loved human life too much, scarcely dipping energy from the waking lands; a guardian angel grown weary with long centuries of work. She stared in through a window at a love that she could never have, and Her power had faded until it ran thin as mortal blood. 


And so The Pack struck at Her, and sent Her reeling down into waves. She struck back - slaying one young enemy with one stroke of her hand - and then they lunged in about her like piranha in a stream.

They fought a battle beneath the spokes of thinning dream-strands, there amongst the drifting bones of long dead loves. Swirling and diving, the conflict raged through worlds of madness, coming ever closer to the chaos walls at the edge of human dreams.

She slaughtered her enemies in droves, for She was ancient and terrible. And yet piece by piece they injured her, flaying her alive with a thousand hungry claws. In the end, the battle would destroy her. The Pack sensed their victory and howled for joy, even as she stole their triumph clean away.

A broken angel, chill and terrifying, she fled into the one place that all other beings feared. The Firstborn turned, gazed once upon her enemies - and then plunged straight into the chaos wall.


Chaos. The place where all thoughts die.


Ideas churned like decaying flesh within a mill. Madness stripped at the "I am", ripping at Her soul. Her baptism into madness stripped Her life away, leaving nothing but a single point of light.


 

She fell.


 


And in the falling, she reached out and somehow found a single, failing golden strand...

 






 




Chapter 1:

 



 



 




It was an awakening made foul by the taste and stench of vomit.


Vomit filled the girl’s face and eyes; it clung against her clothing, plastering a tee shirt filthy-wet against her breasts. She dragged free from its sucking grip and felt fingers slipping on cheap chequered tile; in the background, walls shuddered to dance music playing brutally hard and loud.


The girl heaved in one huge, shuddering breath through lips cyanosed pure blue. Dazed, she sank back against a wall and stared dazedly across a bathroom floor.


She lay huddled in a shower rattling with empty bottles of shampoo. Yellow vomit tinged with cheap white wine formed a pool about her shins. She saw white teenage thighs; a tartan miniskirt stretched taut over narrow hips. Her fingertips were blue, and filth clung beneath the broken nails. The stink of urine rose from underneath her groin.


The whole world lurched; shocked and fumbling, the girl tried to stand. Vinyl bovva-boots slipped in the mess, crashing her hard against the walls. 



Breathing hurt; her whole body felt like a borrowed suit of clothes - clumsy and ill fitting. Sobbing for air, she sat in the filth and felt her flesh dragging her back down into the cold surrender of the floor.


A ruthless self discipline took hold. The girl reached up, then hung weakly from the crusted brasswork until a faucet slowly turned. Cold water spattered down across her head like a cheap baptism into new life. The girl turned her face up into the stream, swaying weakly as she felt the water wash the filth from her eyes.


Someone tried the bathroom door; the girl half heard a voice on the far side of the wall, while the dull beat of music drove a knife between her eyes.


A fist hammered hard against the door. The girl clung against the shower fittings and dragged herself erect, letting the freezing water scythe the stench from her skin. Naked thighs turned pink as the spray stung blood into circulation; fingertips tingled as she rasped air into starving pair of lungs.


Blonde hair hung lank past her ears. The girl lurched away from the shower recess - somehow found a towel rail to support her weight - and crept sickly out into the bathroom light.


The figure in the mirror halted her; she glanced at her own features as though examining a sculpture made of low-grade meat.


A short tee shirt plastered with the logo for a heavy metal band; a round face framed by hair cut to imitate an Australian soap opera star. Pretty, but too pale for fashion - and much too young for style. Pierced earlobes dangled earrings bought from a White Witch’s market stall.


She was short: she was short, and the blue contact lens had slipped from one eye, leaving her sickly stare half ocean green. The girl hung weakly above the chipped enamel basin, rinsing the vile taste from her mouth. 



A muffled shout formed the backdrop to a strangely empty world. “Hey! Hey, who the fuck’s in there? What’d you do? You fuckin’ die?”


The girl took long moments to remember the shape and taste of words. It was an English accent; harsh and foul, with the race’s perennial inability to slap the last syllables on their words. She lurched back from the sink, hung weakly from the towel rail, then somehow fumbled open the catch on the bathroom door. A dimly seen figure crashed past into the bathroom, shoving the girl hard against the spattered wall.

 “Jesus! What a fuckin’ stink!” Dark, angry features whirled about in a blur. “You’ve puked in the bathtub with the fuckin’ beer, you bitch!”

 “Carol?” Another blur came close - something vaguely feminine wearing cheap vinyl leggings. “Carol are you alright, luv?

 “Christ - she stinks like a shithouse!

 “She’s sixteen! It’s her birthday.” The girl felt female hands steer her out into a corridor. “I told you to watch her with the bloody beer!”

 “Yeah, well your sixteen year old birthday girlie still owes you ten quid for the ‘E’ she’s been droppin’ in our fuckin’ bathroom!” A beer can cracked open with a sharp mist of foam. “Ten quid!”

 ‘Carol’: The name had little meaning. Leaning against a wall, the feverish girl watched house lights swirl in a daze. 



The world made no sense. Faces loomed and leered: tobacco-shot darkness rippled as dancers jerked to the music in the living room beyond. A half naked boy, flushed and dripping bright with sweat, hammered his body up and down as he blew a whistle through his teeth. Reeling, Carol blundered past the images one by one, cramming cold hands against her skull.

 “Carol? Carol, do you wanna go and sit outside for a while, luv?” A hand latched onto Carol’s shoulder like a vulture’s claws. “You’d better keep cool. Would you like to keep cool for a bit, luv?”


Carol turned, stared, and crammed herself against a wall in fear. Clamped across the other girl’s back was some sort of hideous bloated bug. 



The creature clung across the woman’s shoulders like a crab made of rotting skulls. Hooks and barbs worked deeper into flesh as the creature stared at Carol through malicious compound eyes.


The other girl came closer; Carol gave a croaking scream and dove away in fear. 



The crowd crashed and battered her like vicious, churning sea. She collided with a dull-eyed man - a man who stood beside a jointed wooden puppet which aped his every single move. The man cursed, the puppet blankly raised an arm in hate, and suddenly Carol fought her way into the street. 



Cold night air struck at Carol like a wet rubber lash. The slap of it sent damp flesh shrinking from the blow. In a mad panic to escape the house, she fell over on the steps. Above her, insects and wooden puppets slowly turned to stare…

 … and Carol choked with fear.


She skinned her knees in the mad scrabble back up to her feet. Pursued by the angry hammer of the music, she fled out into a night of broken street lights and cheap old English cars.


The night-time streets were whipped with freezing rain. Three men outside a supermarket hooted at Carol from inside a pool of window light. She stumbled onwards through a land where urine stains splayed Rorschach blots across the walls. Carol moved past the images, frozen and unaware, half tripping as she gazed at a universe she could scarcely understand. 



Faces at a bus queue turned as she passed; the stink of vomit soured the air in her wake. Carol meandered on, blinking like a lemur in the traffic lights as she let the currents drag her slowly down a littered, broken road.


It was a cold night: Winter had only just begun to crumble into Spring. With her boots slipping on uneven paving stones, Carol hugged her cheap clothing tight against herself and retreated back from prying eyes. 



A buzzing, broken streetlight drew her like a moth into a flame. She crept closer, hostile and possessive, yearning for the promised sanctuary. 



Electric currents hid her from all harm. Broken and dazed, the girl felt herself fall slowly to the pavement in a nest of chip packets and old leaves. Like a frightened feral thing, she crouched in cover even as she felt herself slip away into sleep.


It was a refuge without dreams. Hurting and frozen, Carol hunched beneath the broken street light and stared into the blankness of her mind.

 



 




Mister David Miller was dying.


He knew it in some vague, blurred way. He had topped off half a quart of whiskey with two tabs of cut rate acid - and he realised that the acid had been bad.


So finally the pretensions would come to an end.


Four years of animation school had led to ten years working on computer games; a hell on earth where anally retentive management played endless mind-fuck with their staff. A hundred meaningless projects had followed one on one. Miller’s life turned into a blur of pixels, office politics and despair.


Pixels, pixels; cardboard heroes made of light. Only company work offered David security. Miller’s paintings had never paid - freelance projects had screwed him over time and time again. The computer games had changed from a quick and filthy income to an entire way of life. 



So now he drew what he was told, exactly the way he was told to do it. The industry thrived by copying the ideas of better men - and David Miller numbly complied.


Creativity is freedom: welcome to the Gulag.


Sick with poison, Miller raised the bottle in salute and let the acid tear into his mind.


He was going to die; because tonight, the dogs had come back for him at last.


He had seen them before. Since Kirsten had left him, he could sometimes feel them creeping softly in the dark. When he woke suddenly, he could catch a glimpse of shapes waiting patiently at his side.


Skeletal, metallic dogs, with heads like dragon skulls.


In the acid-binge on the night Kirsten left, the dogs had pursued David clean out into the garden, snapping jaws into his mind. Each bite felt like a stab of Kirsten’s scorn; each wound an argument lost, a failure made - another weekend blown on deadlines because he was too chickenshit to lose a company wage.


The dogs… Tonight, he merely waited for them. It felt like the right time for them to come.


One year since he had driven Kirsten away:


Happy anniversary.


When his hair had disappeared, Miller had shaved his skull.


When his art had disappeared, he had shaved away his dreams.


When Kirsten left, he had shaved away his life.


Miller was an expert at the art of letting himself die.


Something rippled in the darkness of the street. Reeling sick with whiskey, Miller crammed himself against the tire of an old Vauxhall three-wheeler and felt his sweat run cold.


There were three of them; beings half transformed from beast to machine. Long, lean and streamlined, the dog’s metal shells shimmered with images and memories. The patterns shifted as they crept along the concrete pavement, their claws never once touching the litter of dog shit and empty cans.


London’s skies were lurid brown, and forever without stars. Flickering in and out of sight like an image on a broken TV screen, the dogs posed amongst the Coke cans as if revelling in such a setting of despair. 



The beasts paused, breathed slowly at the scents of car exhaust and rotting trash, then bared teeth in a slow, feral growl.


Thin trees, stripped bare to the wood by winter scavengers, gave the creatures a background of bones. An old, empty packet of potato chips hung like a dead bird in the twigs above, as the dogs slowly turned to stalk their prey.


Other people saw pink elephants - but a dying artist rated hell hounds. Miller laughed in mockery at his own pretensions, then settled down to watch the show. 



Death hounds; an escape from pixels - an escape from the ranks of the artistic undead. Miller fixed sick eyes on the beasts, weighed his remaining tabs of acid in his hand and drained another few fingers of Wild Turkey.


Kirsten had liked dogs. She had liked dogs, and she had liked children, but Miller had been too much of a self obsessive ratfuk to ever notice. She’d stayed with him while he’d worked - always telling him to thank God he now had a “proper job”. The post-college days of vegetable gardens and eating out of cans were done. They’d had a “real” life together at long last.


A life spent stacking images on computer screens. A life spent throwing away unused paints and canvas. Long mornings spent in silence, and evenings ripped by vicious arguments that ended with two people sleeping stiff and cold in the same bed…


A dog snapped its jaws. Miller jerked as images of that one last fight stabbed into his mind. Kirsten had cursed him, and he’d hit her - the mark of his knuckles standing out bright red across her face. 



And then he’d seen the hatred in her eyes.


The memories were warped and vivid. The dogs brought them to life, using Miller’s self-hate as a weapon to drag wounds across his soul. He saw Kirsten’s eyes - relived that final blow a hundred times again, and watched the story of his life wither like a worm left in the sun.


Bad or not, right about now that third tab of acid seemed like a good idea. Sensing the end, the metallic jackals crowded close, hungering for the energy release that came with death.


And then the angel came.


The first sight of it was simply a flash of wings - bright pinions surfacing from the shadowfields nearby. Something lean and exquisite flowed above the spattered paving blocks; a hazy shape that soared like a phoenix from the trash. With their jaws fixed firmly in Miller’s soul, the dogs hesitated, then gave vent to a sullen growl.


Miller hesitated with his blotter acid half way up to his mouth. The dogs turned on the intruder, metallic hackles rising as they defended their prey.


The haze seemed to be a woman; white and perfect as an angel. Long blonde hair cascaded all about her like a cloak, stirring softly in an unseen breeze. Her naked body crouched like a leopard, slim and beautiful, as she spread wide a pair of clean white wings.


Miller saw his guardian angel, and gave a tired, derisive laugh.


From his side, the dogs lunged forward in a frenzy of hate. One beast snapped at the intruder with its jaws - and instantly the new figure struck back in reply.


A slim hand tipped with wicked claws ripped across the hell-hound’s face. The creature screamed and reared, then exploded backwards as a second blow blasted through its hide. Icons spattered on the lamppost as the broken animal dragged itself away.


It left a trail of particles behind it - like pixels scattering across on a computer screen. The intruder simply let her victim go.


Two dogs remained; lunging and snarling in hate. They abandoned Miller and closed in on the intruder side by side.


She moved behind the street lamp, and her outline somehow wavered. The hell-hounds gathered, leapt and struck, streaking forward in a vicious blur of speed. 



They struck a chimera.


One dog leapt clean through a mirage - the other slammed hard into an outstretched claw. Screaming like a child, the injured creature simply died, while the angel emerged slowly from the light.


After-images danced through the glow of the street lamp. Dazed, the third dog struggled to clear its eyes - then squealed as an angel’s claws carved vivisection down into its spine.


The dog’s screams jarred somewhere deep inside Miller’s brain. Heightened by the acid, Miller felt their pain like colours twisting through his mind. Caught in a backlash of agony, he folded over and sicked up across his sleeve. 



His guardian angel would not let him die. David Miller felt hands clamp either side of his face - and then a jolt of pain sent him jerking like a puppet on a string. He screamed as heat burned the drugs out of his mind, collapsing into the gutter to lie at an angel’s feet.

 



 




She awakened sometime in the hours before dawn - frozen and shivering. Blinking, Carol raised her head - dimly aware of the passage of time. The brown night-time skies had changed to an ugly leaden grey, while the red tail lights of passing cars whipped bright images across the frosty air.


Someone jammed cold hands beneath her armpits and dragged Carol to her feet. With her head hanging heavy on her neck, she slowly traced her gaze along the gutter, then rolled herself to see a huge, misty figure hoisting her up from the ground.

 “You’re cold.”


Not just a male voice, but a male voice declaring the bloody-obvious. Carol let him support her, feeling the pavement sway sickeningly underneath her feet.


Carol remembered hunting cries. With a sudden surge of breath, she whipped open her eyes. 



The man weakly waved away her panic, gazing up and down the empty street.

 “No dogs. I think they’ve gone now. It’s OK. I think they’ve gone.”


Linked together, they both steered their way across the street, stepping through a wrack of filth and broken glass. 



He mentioned something about coffee. The girl felt her body shudder with a sudden surge of need.


She no longer remembered whether she had anywhere else to go.


Clinging together, the mismatched couple walked out into a cold, grey dawn. David Miller left his whiskey and his garbage in the gutters far behind, while specks of light dripped to the pavement stones from Carol’s small, pale hands.




 




Chapter 2:

 



 



 



At the age of nine, David Miller had been taken to see the Uffington White horse, far off into the summer wilds of Oxfordshire. 



Seen from the back seat of the family’s old Morris van, the chalk horse had gleamed upon the hillside like a magic toy. It had been a day of warm sunshine and tepid lemonade; of big yellow butterflies meandering above tall stalks of nodding grass. Through the narrow, hedge-lined lanes, only the merest tantalising glimpse of the horse could be seen until the car pulled up at a little iron gate. 



While his father heaved himself out of the driver’s seat and opened up the gate, David clambered like a spider monkey up onto the roof rack. He had sat and stared in wonder at the spindly white figure carved across the mighty hillside far above, his young eyes hypnotised by a sense of ancient grandeur.

 “Who made it, Mum?”

 “King Arthur made it, dear.” David’s mother - ever occupied by the constant brawling of his younger brother and sister - scarcely spared the huge white horse a glance. “King Arthur made it when he won a battle long ago.”


Knights! Knights and horses, swords and castles. David could see the whole spectacle in his mind’s eye. In his heart he felt the strange, spectral horse begin to stir, as if it had waited only for David through all these many years. One touch, and it would awaken - one breath, and David would be astride a whirlwind racing hard across the hills.


Everything happened too slowly! As father drove up the winding lane towards the hill crest, David had boiled with eagerness to touch the horse. The car wormed its way uphill - his father took too much care shutting up the stiff car doors. David broke free from the family, made a soaring leap across a stand of nettles, and charged up the hillside with tall grass whipping at his bare knees.


Three hundred yards were crossed in an instant, and David stood breathless before his prize. The little boy stood wide-eyed and panting at the base of one gigantic hoof - and then slowly felt his face begin to fall.


From close up, the horse became suddenly commonplace - merely rough lines scraped into the chalky soil. He stared down at the chicken scratchings in the earth and wondered where the pure white charger had gone.


The cool, firm presence of his father - a presence whose face never appeared in David’s dreams - descended to his side.

 “To see the horse, you have to move away from it. You cannot feel the horse if you look too closely at the lines.”


David had blinked down at the old chalk horse, then sank slowly down into the grass. He tried unfocusing his eyes, staring at the narrow pathways chipped into the soil.

 “Father - How do I make the horse come back once it’s gone?”

 “You just cut away the mundanities, David.” Father’s presence always passed on the advice that he had never given in real life. “Just forget what is, and instead, see what you always knew was there...”


David looked, yet still he did not see. Wind blew across the chalk paths, and the charging horse was gone.

 




***

 




The girl woke first, sometime deep in the afternoon. Miller heard her stumbling to the toilet, then creeping her way back out to her nest of blankets in the living room. 



She hugged a quilt about a naked body smelling weak, sick and sour. The pink glimmer of her legs swam briefly across the room before sinking shakily out of view. 



Miller moaned, feeling his head jabbed through by burning knives of pain. His clock radio flashed dull red light into his eyes, hissing from time to time with meaningless scraps of sound. In witness to the eleventh power-surge that month, the numbers on the clock-face were utterly worthless. 



Another Saturday. One weekend of “freedom”, and then back to computer games again. 



David Miller was tired of mornings. 



He crept brokenly out to the bathroom and then crouched like a toad in the shower. For a timeless age he simply let the water run across his back, letting scattered recollections of the night seep slowly down the drain. 



Something stung at the edges of his face, pulling at his left eye when he tried to work his mouth. In a mirror thick with condensation, he carefully studied the effects of yet another worthless, destructive Friday night.


There were faint burn marks on his face; ten little circles, each smaller than a coin. Miller turned his head this way and that, looking at the pattern planted on his shaven skull - five marks to a side, starting just above his jaw.


His fingers traced the dark lines of self hate radiating from his eyes.


Jesus - devil dogs and angels. This time he’d really managed to fuck himself up. He still remembered taking the girl by the hand, crawling up against her as he puked his guts out into the road - then babbling praise to her about killing robot dogs. In some brainless, drugged-out haze of gratitude, he’d managed to drag her back to his living room. 



Now embarrassment reared like a wall across the bathroom door; neither one of them would care to look the other in the eye. Miller blearily dried himself, dressed from a pile of laundry jammed behind the bathroom door, and leaned against the wall wondering just what the hell to do.


There were sounds of movement in the living room. Reticence warred with Miller’s desire to stop a hung-over junkie pawing through his worldly goods. The man patted a damp towel carefully across his burns, then slid out into the corridor.


She sat like an Indian chief covered in a blanket, staring out the windows at a Saturday filled with freezing Springtime rain. Pale features framed with ash-blonde hair were lined with blank uncertainty.


Christ; she was sixteen if she was a day. Miller knew he’d been too fucked-up to sleep with her, but still he couldn’t bring himself to meet her bloodshot gaze. He crept past her to the kitchen bar - a stained linoleum bench cram-packed with unwashed cups - and hefted the electric kettle in his hands.

 “Shower’s free.”


The girl turned slowly; her body shone white and naked through gaps in the quilt. She stared at Miller with disconcerting, piercing eyes, then quietly looked away.


She made no move to get up and use the shower. David Miller busied himself cleaning mugs, forgoing any need for conversation. Letting her blanket slip down past her neck, the girl began to quietly drink in the details of the living room.


Cracked plaster and exposed pipes, rent notices and bills formed the framework for an un-vacuumed, cluttered home. The walls of Miller’s rooms were scattered with an eclectic collection of art. Fliers for garage bands were blue-tacked to the paint. Manga posters and a drawing of Lady Penelope from the Thunderbirds buck naked on all fours fought with one another over wall space, flapping slightly in the cold drafts drifting from the windowsill.


A tiny garden choked with thistles filtered green light into the room. The girl breathed the scents of garden air and sensed the raindrops flick against the walls.


Carol slowly tilted her head and stared into an alien world.


She felt blank; vague and ill defined - like a figure seen through dirty windowpanes. One pale hand reached up to touch the cold, smudged glass and trace a raindrop’s path as it slid slowly to the windowsill.

 “Tea?” Behind Carol, her host had found bench space between the stains. “Would you like some tea?”


Carol pulled vague brows into a frown, letting the concept settle home. When she spoke, words simply drifted from her in a daze.

 “Do you have green tea?”

 “Green tea? What - like Japanese?” The man seemed constrained, uncomfortable and sick. “No. I’ve got an Earl Grey.”

 “Anything, then.” Carol lost interest in the subject as more rain fell on the window glass. The drops seemed sharp, clear, and utterly fascinating. “It doesn’t matter.”


She spoke with a stranger’s voice. It sounded high and light to her own ears. She polished it with a cool, instinctive grace, speaking like an empress from another age. Her companion handed her a chipped old cup where oily flecks floated circles on a sea of milky tea.


Ah England, land of lime-scale. Carol sipped her drink without tasting it, with eyes only for the rain.


Unthinkingly, she had rotated the cup three times before drinking. She let the tea filter through her, and dimly felt her senses creeping out into the world.


Deep green eyes finally settled on the man. Carol stared at him - her head tilted to one side like an alien bird.

 “Thank you for the tea.”

 “Oh. It’s alright.” Her host perched like a nervous, shabby monk on the edges of a wooden chair; his shaven head and heavy shoulders made a strange image against a tee shirt depicting Astro Boy. “You wanted milk, yeah?”

 “Yes. Yes thank you.”


He picked at the teacup in his hand. The girl sifted memories of the night before, then turned her face towards him and let the light drift gently through her hair.

 “My name is Carol.”

 “Oh. Um - David. David Miller.” He made to offer her his hand - then realised that it would force Carol to either drop her tea or her blanket. He caught himself, then tried to hide his confusion by adjusting a book balanced on the edges of a shabby couch. The girl watched the motion, then simply closed her eyes.

 “Thank you for the blankets, David Miller. I was cold.”


Her voice sounded far too controlled for a sixteen-year old party bunny. Miller looked at her again, his frown shifting powerful muscles under the shaved fuzz of his skull.


Abandoning her tea she rose, suddenly seeming vulnerable as her naked legs stuck out beneath her clumsy shroud. Hunched inside her shelter, Carol stared blankly at the dripping thistle plants and swayed.

 “I feel sick.”

 “Have a shower.”

 “Yes… A shower.” To David Miller, it seemed as if she searched for memories. The girl lifted a hand up to clamp inside her limp, greasy hair. “That might be good.”

 “There’s another towel hanging behind the door.” David rose to his feet, stirred by some vague impulse to be helpful. He reached out to gather up the girl’s wet clothes, and recoiled violently at their touch.

 “Jesus!” Her clothes stank of vomit. “Um - I don’t have a washing machine. I - I think there’s a tracksuit you can have. I’ll dig it out for you.”

 “Alright.” The girl moved unsteadily, like a porcelain puppet testing out its strings. “I won’t be long.”


She walked off slowly and carefully towards the bathroom, leaving Miller sitting awkwardly alone. He stirred her blankets - wrinkled his nose at the unclean smell, and tried to fit a journey to the laundromat into his vision for the day. 



The shower ran, and the sounds of pattering water became vaguely soft and soothing. The smell of a wet girl seeped into the house, washing away the old, stale odours with pleasant memories. Miller rested on the couch awhile and slipped into a daydream - then remembered other days, and woke up with a start. Heaving himself into the rubble of his bedroom, he unearthed tracksuit pants and an old windcheater stained with flecks of paint, and bundled them underneath his arm. He made to leave his offerings outside the bathroom door.


The shower stood empty. Wet footprints marked the carpet down the hall into the living room - and there she stood, still gazing blankly through the windowpane.


The girl had dropped her towel and stood naked in the pale window light. Gleaming pink from the shower’s heat, and with her skin still beaded here and there by water drops, she stood facing the mirror of the windows, quite lost to the world.


She still had the leggy build of puberty, with white thighs slender as a colt’s. She stood with legs spread, the thin twisting hair across her pubic mound reflecting palest gold from the glass.


She seemed somehow slimmer; her hair longer. 



Carol had one hand held to her face, tracing the shapes of her smooth, white cheek; her other hand dug harsh fingers into one round breast as if trying to cram through into her heart. She stared at herself with a strange, blank intensity, like student studying an art piece upon a gallery wall.


Miller allowed himself to fade back through his bedroom door. Once safely out of sight, he trod heavily upon the floorboards and rooted ostentatiously through fallen piles of clothes. After half a minute’s warning, he fumbled noisily at his door - then stepped out to find the girl sitting quietly wrapped up in a towel.


All trace of the filthy party girl had gone. Carol sat in the living room, cool and perfect - like an artist’s ideal.


Glowing damp and pink beneath a narrow towel, she stirred protective instincts in her unwilling paladin. The girl accepted the bundled clothing without a word, then dropped the windcheater down across herself, almost disappearing in its folds. The hem hung to her knees, hiding her as the towel dropped down and she quietly stepped free.


With an uncaring, crumpled sensuality, the girl perched herself upon a chair, drew up her knees and finished her cold tea.


Miller hunted shoes and socks from underneath the couch, still avoiding looking into Carol’s eyes.

 “I have to go to the laundromat.” He saw she had no bag, no pockets, and therefore no laundry money. “We can sling your stuff in with mine if you like.”


She shrugged, which Miller took for a nod. Turning a plastic bag inside out, he managed to salvage her reeking clothing from the floor without actually touching it with his hands. Other laundry thundered in on top, giving Miller something to look at as he spoke towards the girl.

 “So do you live near here? Like, walking distance?”

 “Sort of.” Carol‘s strange, self-absorbed gaze settled on the blankness of a wall. “I’m alone.”

 “So should I walk you home?”

 “Maybe.” Frozen on her seat, Carol felt her mind like a mirror - a mirror barren of images. She could find no memory of any other house - no streets except the ones outside of David Miller’s door. She tried to bat away his questions with a vague wave of her hand. “Perhaps I can call someone later.”


He was going to ask more questions; Carol felt a vague stir of panic at the thought, and dragged on the ill-fitting tracksuit pants. He tried not to watch her struggling the pants up over her thighs. Just as she intended, his uneasiness drove him into action once again; he found her a pair of canvas jogging shoes, heaved the bag of laundry across his shoulder and helped usher her out through the front door.


He was a strange man - rich with dreams, and heavy with a downtrodden gallantry. Carol studied David behind his back as he walked the dirty streets, pondering each element of him like a clue to a crossword puzzle. The walls of his rooms showed bright fantasies side by side with the fruits of creative sarcasm. Dirty dishes showed that Miller cooked strangely complex meals, rather than eating from the proverbial bachelor’s can. Carol matched him pace for pace, feeding her hands into the sleeves of her windcheater as protection from the cold, as they walked into a high street made from old grey stone.


A smell of disinfectant tickled at her nose; two Pakistani shopkeepers were diligently washing down the sidewalk outside their fruit stall, making it the one cared-for spot anywhere on the road. Elsewhere, the footpaths were spattered with dog excrement - smeared into trails where fools had trodden in the mess. 



British city streets, streaked with car exhaust and rain. Posters advertising rock bands hung in tatters on the walls; a billboard placed by British Telecom splashed garish colours high above. Apparently the world would be a happier place if everyone spent twice as much time to one another on the telephone…


Some idiot was smoking inside the laundromat; the stench made Carol’s nostrils burn. Frozen faced and angered, she stared at the woman puffing smoke across the driers while Miller hunted for an empty machine. He cleared a lost green sock out of an old front-loader, jammed the laundry quickly home, and cranked an ill-assorted bunch of coins into the slot. 



Carol sat upon a plastic chair and watched intently as water hissed into the washing machine. Behind the glass hatch, suds slopped from side to side, making patterns half familiar to her mind. David took the seat two spaces away from her and joined her in contemplation of the infinite.


At the far end of the laundromat, the smoking woman flicked ash from her cigarette and fixed Miller with a sneering stare. Carol caught the edge-taste of pure malice, jerking from her reverie as hate flowed into the air.

 “David.”


Miller gave something between a shrug and a scowl. His stubbled face remained locked towards the spectacle of swirling washing.


The intruder was a black woman with sharply braided hair. As she spoke, she dropped syllables from the ends of every word as though too lazy to finish anything that she began. Carol felt the woman plant herself in front of Miller; the girl ignored the exchange of words, and instead hunted blankly back and forth as if feeling out a hidden current in the air. 


 “I like the hair. It hides your bald patch.”


The black woman had only an inkling of the art of repartee; David had even less. He had a habit of creating false tasks for himself to fill in the need for answers. Digging wine gums from his pocket, he began to peel away the silver paper, keeping eyes locked on his task.


Above him, the intruder shook another cigarette out of her purse.

 “Kirsten says you owe her a hundred for back rent and bills, right? She says you owe her.”

 “Yeah - right.” Miller finally spared his enemy a glance. “Well Kirsten can dream about it while she listens to my fucking CD player.”


Made restless by some sharp, hungry impulse she could not define, Carol suddenly rose and walked out onto the street. With the door to the laundromat closed behind her, she could draw a breath, clear her head, and stare out along a cold grey street which swirled with cars.


She felt a jittering, irritating emotion which she tried to leave behind her as she walked. Carol strode into a chemist’s shop and stared at the bright, flashy packages on the shelves. Shoplifting with thoughtless ease, she plucked her needs from a wire hook and stuffed it up her sleeves.


Back in the laundromat, David and the black woman kept to their own sections of the room. After a long half hour, David’s enemy went in search of cigarettes further down the street. Carol rose, inspected the machines, and quietly went about her business as David crammed wet washing into a tumble drier.

 “Do it at home.”

 “What?” Miller hesitated, too lost in running old arguments through his head to have properly heard. “What did you say?”

 “Dry the washing at home over a heater. We have to go now.”

 “Why?” Miller still hesitated with wet laundry in his hands. “What’s wrong?”


Carol handed Miller an empty packet of hair dye.

 “I filled the fabric conditioner compartment of her machine with ‘sunset purple’.”


Water hissed - the laundry at the far end of the room swirled in a froth of vile lavender suds, and Miller simply stood and stared. Disbelief gave way to absolute amazement as he scuttled closer to the washing machine.

 “You did that?”

 “She was irritating. I thought you’d like it.”


He held the whole picture for an instant in his mind - and then suddenly became young again. Snatching Carol’s laundry, he crammed their belongings into an old shopping bag and ran to catch up with her as she opened up the door. They ran laughing out onto the street, dashed a few doors down, and slipped quickly around into an alley way.


Suddenly David felt like a brat skipping school. Carol laughed with him, and David’s mirth brought a dizzy rush of life into her face. She breathed more deeply, sucking in air like a creature plucked drowning from a stream. With her back planted against an old brick wall, Carol felt the warmth rush up into her tired soul.


She lifted up her eyes, looked down the street, then simply froze and stared.


At the end of the lane, a young Pakistani man dully swept the step of the family vegetable store. Standing just to one side there was a life-sized, jointed wooden manikin which perfectly copied his every move. The young man swept; the blank-faced manikin moved its arms in eerie synchronisation, utterly ignored by passers by.


Carol’s skin crawled. The girl felt her breath grow ragged as she slowly slid back along the wall. Miller looked at her in puzzlement, then tried to follow the direction of her gaze.

 “What is it?”

 “There.” Horrified, Carol used her chin to point at the wooden puppet. “Why doesn’t he chase the filthy thing away?”

 “Chase what away?” Miller frowned. His fine brown eyes seemed more sad than scared. “What’s wrong.”

 “When it knows him, it will kill him.” Bile rose in Carol’s throat. She stared at the wooden puppet and tried to control a scream. “That’s what they do.”


The doll looked up at her. Its blank face flickered - and for a moment, she saw the eyes of the Pakistani staring at her in reply.


David Miller tugged the girl’s arm and slowly freed her from the wall.

 “There’s cornflakes back home. I’ll feed you breakfast.”


Sixteen years of age, wide eyed and horrified, Carol clung against David’s arm as he led the way back home. From time to time she glanced back along the alleyway, hypnotised by the spectacle of the sweeper and his silent shadow lingering on the pavement far behind.

 




***

 




Ignoring her newly dried clothes, Carol sat jammed into a corner eating cornflakes with hot milk. She still wore his shabby old windcheater and pants, and ate with a quiet, thoughtful delicacy - exploring the unfamiliar taste of breakfast cereal.


Carol chewed each mouthful through and through. Hot cornflakes stuck between the flat surfaces of her molars, and the sensation was actually quite pleasing. She lost herself in the taste of milk and sugar, and then noticed the silence that had descended on the room.


Miller watched her carefully. Carol finished with her bowl and fixed her eyes upon her lap. She could almost hear him thinking about her terror in the street. The taste of his pity stung like metal vapour in her mind.

 “I’m sorry.”

 “It’s alright. I’ve been there.” Miller sighed and gave the girl a sorrowing glance. “How old are you, anyway?”

 “Sixteen. Yesterday, I was a birthday girl.” Carol remembered words exchanged in the party corridor. “I had some pills at a party. They made me sick, David Miller.”

 “Yeah. Well it happens.” Miller rested a hand upon her shoulder. Carol enjoyed the sensation of pressure. “I’d forget the pills from now on, though.”

 “It’s alright. I don’t think I’ll be taking any more.” 



The girl sat with her knees under her chin, staring out into the garden once again. Miller looked at her, and felt a sadness settle in his heart.


She was alone; he had lived with the condition long enough to allow him to see the desolation in her eyes.

 “There’s no one to telephone, is there?”


Carol hesitated, then slowly hung her head.

 “No. No one.” The strange, pure, searching gaze emerged and locked Miller in its spell.

 “I need somewhere to stay for a little while, David Miller. I don’t know anywhere else to go.”


He crawled, feeling trapped, but still the girl looked at him with her clear, penetrating eyes.


When she spoke, she speared him through the soul.

 “You drop bad acid, David Miller. You sit on street corners taking one tab after another, just hoping to die.

 “If you let me stay, I can show you life again. I can help keep the wolves from your door.”


A sudden chill fell across the room. David felt a hidden memory slither like a leech down his spine. 


 “Wolves?”

 “They can only come when you let them.” The girl’s voice blew smooth and cool as wind driven snow. “I only need a night or two, David Miller. I have to find out what I need to do.”


David let the subject drop without further comment. Perhaps by evening she would have steeled herself to call her parents and go home. For the moment, Miller felt too weak to argue; last night’s self pitying binge had left him feeling dull and drained. The girl watched him from the corner of her eye, then suddenly reached down to heave a great mass of feathers up into his lap.

 “What’s this?”

 “It’s a puppet called Quetzal-coatl. I made it a few years ago just for fun.” Miller shook the feather tube into a semblance of order, unearthing a strange reptilian head. “It’s an Aztec god - the feathered snake. I had a dream about Aztec stuff, once long ago. I was going to do them for a play.”

 “Did you ever make any more?”

 “There’s never any time after work.” David slipped his hand into the puppet’s head and instantly brought the toy to life. “I used to be a painter. An artist. But I do artwork for computer games, now. I’m a pixel smith.”


She gave him a strange, searching look. From a jute bag beside the couch, she pulled crumpled old puppet-makings; scraps of leather off-cuts, feather boas, old silk scarves. She ran the leather underneath her nose, keeping her gaze locked on David’s face.


Her eyes were piercing; she had the same wild nobility as a hunting hawk.

 “Let me stay, David Miller. Let me stay, and perhaps we can discover how to find the horse again.”

 “What?” Miller jerked as if he had been stung. A half remembered dream buzzed in his mind. “A horse?”


The girl sat cross legged beneath the light of a dirty windowpane, with her eyes fixed upon David Miller’s soul.

 “I can pay my way. I’ll clean the house, and then you can find time to start painting once again.”


Miller looked at the carpet, suddenly ashamed. He backed away from the suggestion like a great ragged troll trying to sink into its lair.

 “I can’t do it anymore. I wouldn’t know what to paint.”

 “Then it’s time you had another dream.”


The girl’s eyes glittered like deep green seas - and then suddenly she had surged up to her feet. Dishes clattered as she heaved a space clear on the kitchen bench.


Left cradling the old puppet, Miller looked down into the creature’s sculpted head in pricking wonderment. He briefly held the beast against his heart, then somehow fought his way up from the chair.


It was time to change. Strip the walls of old posters - throw out unwanted chairs. David Miller turned himself to the overdue business of cleaning house, while behind him his strange guest began to hack into the refuse left by long years of neglect.




 




Chapter 3:

 



 



 



In the dark times of the night, Carol sat wrapped within her blankets like a lynx curled in its lair. She stared into the shadows watching images of her mind, and wondered if they were the same as dreams.


The well of her soul was a cold, dark shaft. On the surface, there fluttered nothing but the shallowest reflection; a face she had changed until it no longer seemed a stranger.


Memories came like phrases stolen from other people's minds. She stood in someone else's house, opening the doors one by one and blankly staring inside.


And yet - sometimes, she remembered.


She remembered the feel of a Greek robe falling down across a body pure and lean; the taste of grapes eaten on a hill above the Helespont. 



She remembered, and shivered in the darkness, while outside she heard the distant baying of the dogs.

 



 




A grey entranceway led into a grey corridor. A grey corridor led past a reception desk a grey lobby hung with corporate logos. Already feeling sick and worn, David gave a dreary 'Monday morning' wave to the secretary and plodded down towards the art department cubicles.


He was all ready for another gripping work-time day.


Six artists worked pixels for the company - endlessly drawing animation for the delectation of nine year olds. The work tended to get right inside a man - like a wasp larvae, gnawing away until it left nothing but a living shell. Only two men still held a grip upon their souls. David was one; the other seemed to be part way through surgery on an egg and bacon roll.


"Dee-Man!"


"Jay-ster! How's it hangin'?" David let an old army bag slide to the carpet with a thud, then kicked his swivel chair out from beneath his cluttered desk. "A weekend of utter coolness had by all? How'd the 'band thing' go?"


"We were third on after some sort of bullshit retro-thrash group." Jason Turo, nemesis of the company art department, had blonde dredlocks, Himmler glasses and his feet planted on a computer screen. "We left halfway through. There was a Celtic music festival next door - they had better beer and looser girlies."


"Hoopy. White witches called 'Morag' who all sing their laundry lists in Gaelic to a discerning crowd."


"It's art! They swear!" Jason's feet were clad in Japanese split-toed tabi boots, making him look like Big-Bird from Sesame Street. "I still want to go to a Goth festival and play xylophones on all the bodies dangling from trees!"


"Cool! I'll bring pretzels."


Miller flicked on his computer, listening to the disk drive cough and wheeze its way up to speed. He flopped into his chair and contemplated the glories of another day.


It would take twelve minutes for the computer to check itself for viruses, then Christ knew how long to unzip a new pile of files needed for the day. David heaved a sigh, leaned back in his chair, and turned his attention to the cubicle's décor.


Jason had topped him this time. The plastic doll that sat astride the partition between their desks now had eyes on stalks, obviously stolen from a kid's game of "Creepy Crawlies". With scalpel blades for hands and a body lined with needles, old Barbie was starting to look much, much better. David pulled out a pastel pink toy pony from one of his cluttered drawers and prepared to turn Barbie into the centaur-babe from hell.


Jason popped his head across the desk partition like a skull jammed atop a spike.


"How're you feeling, anyway? You looked pretty out of it on Friday."


"Yeah, I was just… out of it." Depressed to the point of suicide would have been a better term. David kept his eyes riveted on his Barbie doll surgery. "Nothing happened. I just did a party or two." He kept the news of his house guest's arrival to himself - but Carol's image suddenly sent a surge of life racing through his heart. "Hey! I made a puppet, though. Spent all Sunday on it."


"On what?"


"On a puppet. A big dancing sea serpent. It's pretty cool." 



Jason reminded David of a long lost twin - a younger self who had not yet collected as many disappointments. The guy had his music - a driving, studied passion which he attacked with a professional fury; perhaps the drive was what had helped to keep him sane?


Behind Miller's desk, a throat cleared itself ostentatiously - three coughs, exactly the same every single time. David ignored the sound, pulled out a modelling knife, and slowly began to cut the plastic pony's throat.


Another three coughs arrived, followed by the inevitable greeting.


"Good morning gentlemen."


Jason had the knack of always looking busy; he had one screen for working on, and a second monitor whose only function was to show "ooh-aah" graphics to impress passing management. Jason kept his attention on the more meaningless of his two screens as he waved a greeting over the clutter of his desk. 



"Hi Frank."


"Hi Frank." David knew exactly what he would see if he could bring himself to look; a fashionably baggy Italian suit topped off with a vile electric-coloured bow tie. The owner of the company and creator of a thousand lame ideas hovered behind David's desk and tried to broadcast an Olympian disapproval.


"A busy day, gentlemen?"


"Compiling." David gave the gaming equivalent of an instruction to piss off; cramming pixels down into decent computer memory space was unofficially recognised as "down time" for the workers. 



Frank usually screwed an hour of unpaid overtime from each employee every day; he had few causes for complaint.


Dominated by a lodge-pin and a shocking yellow and black bow tie, David's employer leaned closer to inspect the lines of code shifting across a computer screen. There was no way to confirm or deny Miller's claims - particularly since Frank had no real idea of the processes involved.


David Miller ignored his boss and loaded up a long, tedious string of 'tasks for the day'. There were some twelve hundred frames of animation which required editing - all to convert four fingered cartoon characters into five fingered ones. It had been Frank’s idea; he was worried that four fingered games players might take offence at the artwork. The job had been running for two weeks so far, and looked as if it would easily take two weeks more. Tedious, meaningless, unintelligent work; the very heart and soul of the industry. Miller hissed in hate as the editing screen crawled into life across his monitor, and prepared to spend another day wasting a perfectly good art degree.


"We need more black characters in the game."


Frank preceded all his pronouncements with the same three coughs. Miller and Jason both swivelled hostile eyes towards their lord and master.


"What?"


"Afro-Americans. We need to redraw all the scenes and put in a black character." Frank watched his art department with stiff, severe eyes. "We also need more blood."


"An extra character." David felt like crushing the man with his bare hands. "In every single scene. You want a new character, and about a hundred screens totally redrawn."


"Yes."


"Fine. Fantastic idea, Frank. More blood, more blacks, more fingers." Miller sat back in his chair, cold with hostility. "Took us a month to draw those screens. Redrawing will take about ten days."


Frank cleared his throat three times.


"The deadline is Friday."


"The deadline was for the material on the job spec. You change the spec, then we need more time."


Frank regarded his art department through dark, arrogant eyes.


"The deadline is for Friday."


The implication was, of course, that all-night unpaid overtime was required. David and Jason kept their eyes concentrating on their work until Frank faded away of his own accord, his cough and summons being heard somewhere in the design department further down the corridor.


"Negro characters?" Jason's bird feet reappeared over the edge of the desk partitions. "Like, this isn't worth mentioning for three whole months before now? Does he know how many frames he's talking about modifying?"


"Fuck that. He already threw out every decent thing we tried to draw." Miller scowled as he drew in an extra finger on a minuscule cartoon character. "I'll just pull a fucking palette change on one character - turn all pinks to browns."


"It won't look Negro."


"Yeah - but it'll have five fingers. Can't have everything."


There were twelve hundred "finger" frames to edit. Twelve hundred frames by Friday meant editing two hundred and forty pictures per day - making for foul work, image after image, racing the clock to finish at least thirty pictures per hour. After half a morning of repetitive make-work, the brain began to seize. 



The office was a place of utter misery; half the company seemed to actually think their days were fun and worthwhile, which made Miller nervous. Shuffling files, endlessly re-editing computer code, or testing the same space-fighter game three hundred times in an effort to hunt for hidden bugs should in theory be a recipe for purgatory. 



The firm's e-mail network buzzed with dull commentary on office politics. The office secretary - fresh back on duty after a miscarriage - moved through the building like an emissary of the walking dead. She spoke only in sad little monosyllables, and managed to avoid meeting anybody's eyes.


Hours passed; one frame edited every two minutes - images flicking past the eye time and time again. Somewhere in the middle of the day, a 'circular' appeared: "Office dress codes, and improper use of company time." David used the printed sheet as a coffee coaster, while Jason amused himself by turning his own copy into a banner for the "Barbie-taur's" new hypodermic battle lance.


There were one thousand frames of little fingers left to go, when the telephone buzzed. Jason pulled it free from the wall and breathed heavily and seductively into the receiver, then hung up with a flourish and a bang.


"Visitor for you at the front desk." It was lunch time; the magic visiting hour. "So are we doing din dins?"


"Yeah. Head for the pub."


Lunchtime - a brief escape out of the building. The streets would swarm with middle management and salesmen from a dozen offices, all talking away on mobile telephones. An awful prospect to face when the morning had been spent drawing explosions and casualties for a computer game. There was a temptation to start gunning people down in the streets in pursuit of some mystical "high score". 



Lunch: escape. Miller heaved himself out from behind his desk, trying to rub images of pixels from his eyes, then ripped himself away from his computer screen. Trudging with Jason towards the reception desk, he thought wearily of bad sandwiches and decent beer.


They turned a corner, saw the front desk, and both drifted to a halt side by side.


Carol stood in the shadows of a potted palm, avoiding the secretary's gaze. The girl turned, saw Miller, and locked with his eyes.


She had dressed herself in patchwork, like a being clad in new-flown autumn leaves. Long leggings made from patches of suede clung tight against her legs from toe to thigh; more suede patches had been turned into elegant long gloves which covered everything from shoulder-point to palms. 



A poem written in smooth, gracious lines, Carol had dressed herself like a spirit grown from earth, leaf and tree.


Carol's hair looked like something from ancient China or Japan; her soft blonde hair had been cut into a bob, framing her clear emerald eyes. At the rear, a pair of long golden pony tails streamed down towards the floor, reaching well past her slender waist.


She seemed older - more controlled; and yet she jittered with a restless, anxious hunger. The girl raised one eyebrow in greeting, while keeping a deliberate distance from the office secretary. Miller blinked briefly in surprise at seeing her, then introduced Jason with a wave of his arms.


"Carol, this is Jase - Great Sage and Equal of Heaven. Jason, this is Carol." No further introduction was really possible; David had yet to even hear Carol's surname. Miller frowned and let confused thoughts turn over in his mind.


Carol tilted her head and inspected Jason; she had an eerie, intense air with strangers, gauging them as if there were something hidden underneath their skins. 



Sensing something about Jason's aura, Carol extended one thin white hand.


"You're another artist?"


"I'm a musician trapped in a pixel junkie's body." Jason joked with his words, but his eyes mocked at himself whenever he spoke. "In accordance with the path of the sage, we go on a pilgrimage to the pub, seeking enlightenment."


"A pilgrimage?" The girl turned blue eyes upon Miller, her skirts rusting softly at her body's touch. "Why a pilgrimage?"


Jason clapped hands together, and gave a reverent Chinese bow.


 


"The bright colours make the eyes blind,



Bad sound effects deafen the ear.



Pick ups hard to come by only hinder progress.



- Thus the sage shuts the eyes and closes ears.



He ignores the computer, and drinks the bourbon."


 




Jason rose from his bow. "The Great Tao of games design."


The girl looked at him and gave an easy, wistful smile - almost as if she had once known Jason far away and long ago.


A telephone rang, and the secretary at the front desk answered. Her voice seemed dull and heavy. Carol flicked the woman a glance, paled, and turned deliberately away. The giant insect clamped across the secretary's back pulsed slowly as it sucked upon its prey.


Miller looked at Carol in puzzlement.


"Are you alright?"


"It's feeding." Carol hunched, trying to push the vision from her mind. "I hate it when they feed."


"Yes." Miller quietly took her by the arm. "Um - let's have some lunch outside."


Outside the office, a cold wind swept the city streets. As chip packets cart-wheeled dryly down the streets, Carol clamped her hands about herself and shivered in the breeze.


"There's lots of them in your office. I hear their voices echoing back and forth down the stairs." Carol rubbed unhappily at her arms. "They disgust me. I don't think you should work so near to them."


"Them?"


"The bugs." She watched thin winter crowds scuffle by. Her gaze softened, and suddenly she felt the edges of a distant memory.


"Yes. In Byzantium I think I once saw them swarm - flocking like jewelled locusts through the skies. At sunset, they flew out over the Golden Horn like a cloud of screams.


"Horrible."


"Too cool!" Jason entirely managed to misread the clues and matched himself happily to Carol's imagined mood. "They are anyone who wishes to be one of them. They are both an institution and a state of mind." Jason held up a hand in benediction. “I read it in my biorhythm."


Carol swayed. Mere listlessness had become illness; she felt sapped of energy, thin and vague. David Miller felt her stumbling, and his brief flare of concern gave the girl strength enough to follow him down the crowded road.


The "Turbot Under the Water" pub catered mostly to yuppies and wayward executives from the businesses scattered up and down the high street; like all their kind, these creatures were obnoxious once freed from the leash. Miller scowled pure murder at a gaggle of overloud salesmen who filled the pub, then flicked a glance at the legal notice nailed above the door.


"Ah shit! She's under age!"


"Eh?" Jason peeped an eye over the edge of his shabby black jacket. "She's what?"


"She's sixteen! Under age."


"Jeeze." Jason looked at the pale, quiet girl with new respect. "We could tell them that she's just a schoolgirl we're attempting to get drunk on cheap wine coolers?"


"Mmmmmm-maybe not." Miller linked with Carol's arm. "Let's take her down to the cafe."


With leaves and old, dry papers chasing after them, the trio descended down a hillside lined with BMW's and flawless mirror building facades. Their own reflections shimmered pale and half-unseen beside them as they walked. Carol watched the effect and felt a chill travel through her spine.


Her eyes seemed strangely dark and large. Miller felt her shiver at his side.


"Cold?" He took another quiet shiver as an affirmative. "You should have worn a jacket. Where did you get the clothes?"


"I made them out of scraps in the puppet basket. It seemed… convenient." The girl lifted up one arm encased in its slim, fingerless gloves. "Do you like them?"


"Stunning!" If a girl could sew like this, then why go to a party dressed in vinyl boots and a bad mini skirt? The universe never ceased to confuse; Miller took a closer look at the girl and brushed aside a lock of her drifting hair.


"Are you alright? You seem pale."


"I feel..." Carol blinked. She felt like paint swirling away into a stream of water. The girl clasped hands against her ribcage and stared along the empty footpath far ahead. "I feel… hungry."


"I'll buy you lunch. It's OK." Carol didn't have a penny to her name. "It's alright."


Jason strutted ahead of them with his big black bird feet deliberately treading on all the pavement cracks. He halted outside a cafe door, flattened himself against the wall, cocked an imaginary pistol and then waved his companions to pass him and make their way inside.


"Yuppies! Very dangerous!" Jason took cover behind the door. "You go first!"


"I like him." The girl fixed her strange, piercing gaze on Jason's back as they walked bye. "He should leave this place before something comes for him."


"Yeah, right. Like management or the police, for a start." Miller grabbed three trays and then distributed back amongst his companions. "What did you want to eat? The hot beef sandwiches are pretty good."


"Beef is fine." Carol felt thin, hungry and desperate; it seemed impossible to concentrate. "Anything."


"Look - why don't you get us all a seat? I'll bring you something across."


Carol swallowed, nodded dimly and stared off across the room. At the end of the queue, a post-menopausal checkout chick - slack faced and with pink growths sprouting from her cheeks - sat singing "dream a little dream of you" as she totted up items on the cash register. Immediately behind her there sat three life-sized wooden dolls, all slumped listlessly against the wall and watching the diners as they passed. Not a single person spared the dolls a glance. Carol gave the dolls a wide, frightened berth and slowly backed her way into an isolated corner table.


Jason watched her movements with a wide, approving smile.


"Hey David! Your girlfriend's from planet ten by way of the eighth dimension!" It seemed to be a statement of approval; Jason matched the comment with a double thumbs-up. "Eerie jailbait! Finest kind!"


David's friend slid himself onto a seat beside Carol and instantly converted his sandwich into a monster by giving it olives for eyes. The girl gave him a wan little smile.


She seemed tired. Miller frowned - wondered yet again whether he ought to call a doctor, or call the 'missing persons' - then dropped the idea as food arrived and the girl turned to him with her fantastic, bottomless eyes. 



She needed nurturing. They ate sandwiches and cheese, then drank hot chocolate - and yet the colour never returned to Carol's cheeks. She spoke and responded with quiet intelligence, carefully avoiding certain areas of the cafe with her eyes.


Boisterous executive wannabe's soon flooded into the cafe. No one was anyone, apparently, without an electronic pocket 'organiser'. They settled around tables and ordered bad house wine, ostentatiously hoping someone from upper management would notice that they were no longer drinking beer. 



One fleshy faced young man in a baggy suit flicked a glance towards Carol. His eyes drank in her sleek, strange clothes - her smooth figure with its delicate sparseness of curves. The pressure of his gaze ran across her skin like a clammy tongue.


He lusted. Carol turned perfectly stiff, feeling her heart beat harder. Frozen faced, she sensed life stealing out to softly warm her limbs.


The girl stretched, and one long leg clad in skin-tight leather patchwork emerged from beneath her skirt. Behind her, the young executive breathed harder - and a tint of colour crept back into Carol's cheek.


At the table, David Miller had begun angrily pushing a salt cellar back and forth across the table top. Conversation had inevitably been sucked down into the maelstrom of office politics. One or two of the company's prize sycophants had managed to find themselves seats in the cafe, and were loudly bemoaning their heavy schedules of meetings.


Jason jammed a toothpick into the salt cellar, making an instant Dalek. It failed to ease David's deepening air of anger.


"Did you see the credits on the last game? With Frank down as 'conceptual designer'?" Miller kept his voice loud enough to carry to eavesdroppers. "The poor cunts who actually did the game design are three paragraphs down the page in fine print!"


Jason sourly clicked his fingers in the air. "Hey dude - the man's a genius! He's born for this stuff, I swear!"


"Did you know he commissioned a self-promotional video?"


"No way!"


"It's on file! He's smoking a pipe and everything! He gives a lecture on the future of modern software."


Carol sniffed their hate like a tantalising morsel held just out of her reach, half hearing the conversation as the genetic defects of David's boss were discussed in full. 



Over at the next table, ‘Flesh-face’ turned his full attention upon Carol, leaning forwards to stare at her in lust. The girl shifted, and a patch of pure white thigh glimmered at the top of her supple leggings. The girl turned a glance towards the watcher - gave a level, unfathomable stare - then ran one hand hard down towards the join between her thighs.


The skirt shifted, baring a fine, exquisite expanse of naked hip. Carol wore no underwear.


Her dark eyes froze her audience - speared him and pinned him rigid with impossible promises. Carol slowly slid one hand beneath her skirt and ground her hips against the pressure as she felt her own hard touch. 'Flesh-face' nudged a workmate and joined him in staring at the slow, seductive movements of the girl.


They craved; Carol shivered and forced herself to swallow as a foul trickle of life seeped into her soul. The blood flowed easier - her breathing grew strong. She made them dream of having her, and sucked on the sickening flow of lust.


"You look better!"


David seemed pleased. She smiled wanly at him, pushing the last crusts of her unwanted sandwich aside. 



"I'm better. I was feeling... thin."


"It's good to see you smile."


Carol looked at Miller with a quiet, fond expression, then soothed him by swallowing the last of her sandwich down.


"Better." She felt his relief, and was glad. "I feel better now."


"Did you call your parents?" Miller abandoned the bitterness of his workday life, pouring all his attention into Carol. "Was anyone home?"


"No. No one was home." In a vague, uncaring sense, Carol knew that she had parents. She remembered the fact, although she could remember neither their faces nor their names. There seemed to be no point in pursuing strangers. "Maybe I'll try later."


"I could drive you around there if you like. You know - if it would help."


"No. It wouldn't help." Utterly lost, Carol stared wanly off across the table into open air, and breathed out a few cool syllables of Japanese. David listened with a dawning sense of astonishment as the rhythms of her sad voice rose and fell.


Jason met David's eye; Miller leaned close to study the girl at his side.


"Was that Japanese?"


"It’s from a poem." The girl spoke as though drifting through a chilling winter breeze.

 




"Reigning in my horse.



No shelter to wipe my sleeves.



Snowy twilight at the Sano crossing."


 




Carol stared across the vinyl table top, her eyes fixed upon an unseen view. "The poet was an exile. His name was Fujiwara, and he wrote it in the year twelve oh one."


The desolate, gentle voice faded into quiet, leaving David and Jason staring at the table top.


Miller slowly pushed back his chair.


"I'll take you home." 



"I don't have a home, David Miller."


"Sure you do." Miller stood slowly, wiping the palms of his hands against his jeans. "I'll take you home. We'll make another puppet." He hunted for the singing cashier, then eyed the drinks cabinet. "Just let me get some drinks first, then I'll walk you back."


With a quick glance at the flushed, glazed girl, Jason raised an eyebrow.


"What about work?"


"Fuck it. I'll work late. Tell Frank I went to the dentist or something."


"I'll tell him you had to see your parole counsellor." Jason wriggled from his chair, eying the drinks cabinet. "Mmmmmm - Coca Cola! Symbol of Free West!"


Left alone at the table, Carol slowly leaned back in her chair. Her breathing deepened, and her eyes slowly closed as she sucked a sharp, savoury energy into her soul. She shuddered at its touch - caressed herself - then rolled her head to gaze towards the prey.

 ‘Flesh-face’ made his move; he pushed up from his table, followed by two of his fellow sycophants, and strolled over towards Carol. He leaned on the table, looming over her, and gave his version of a seductive smile.


"Hey there!"


"Hello." Carol looked up at the man through slitted lashes. Her voice mixed husky excitement with contempt. "What can I do for you?"


"Well that all depends." Flesh-face ventured the touch of a finger on Carol's knee; she did nothing to discourage him. "There's all sorts of things."


The girl closed her eyes and swallowed hard, trying not to vomit. She crammed down the sensation of hunger, feeling sick to the core, and suddenly slapped the man's exploring hand aside.


"No!"


"Say - I have a car out in the back street. It's a BMW. Ever been in a BMW before?"


"Go away." Carol felt bile rising in her throat. Her hands shook and trembled with need. "I-I made a mistake. Please go away."


Flesh-face clamped fingers on her shoulder - then cursed as his grip was viciously wrenched fee. David Miller, shaven headed and foully angry, rammed the man away from the girl.


"Keep your hands off the fuckin' lady!"


"Lady?" Flesh-face puffed like a toadfish, wiping a hand across his jaw. "Look at her, man! She's screaming for it! She's a slut!"


Miller hit him in the teeth with a glass bottle of Coke.


Flesh-face span back into a table, then recoiled just in time to take another vicious blow across the face. Miller followed with an elbow into the man's nose, crushing cartilage and spraying blood across his victim's shirt.


"Jesus!"


Flesh-Face crashed back into a cutlery rack. Young executives surged to their feet. Behind Miller, Jason whipped off his belt and took three turns of it about his fist, ending with the buckle clamped across his knuckles. Flesh-face's colleagues instantly balked in fright.


Miller craved blood. Huge and snarling, he kept in fist-strike distance of his victim as the man turned blindly away and crept back towards his table. Miller followed, watching in the savage hope that the man would turn and fight.


Jason managed to take a hold of David's sleeve.


"That's it, man. C'mon, let’s leave.'


"Arsehole!" Miller slapped at Flesh-face's neck. "Son of a bitch!"


"Come on!" Jason still had a watchful eye on Flesh-face's companions. "Dave - that's it! We're leaving!"


"Where's Carol?"


"She's outside." Jason dragged at Miller's arm. "Come on man, she's gone! Let's leave."


Miller spat once at his victim, then let himself be dragged outside. He kicked fallen cutlery as he went, still craving the raw release of a fight…


...while outside on the street, Carol crammed herself hard against a freezing concrete wall. The girl panted like a crazed animal in heat, arching in raw horror as she felt the hate, the lust, the love thunder into her like a vicious stream. She sucked at it in a savage frenzy, feeling life blast through her in a sudden surge of power.


The violence tasted utterly fantastic - like meat to a starving predator. The power ran sharp as heroin surging through her blood. She tore into it, revelled in it, craved more with every touch and taste and smell. 



Until she felt herself suck on the lives of her friends.


She had sucked David and Jason into herself before she realised what she had done. Carol pushed back from the wall and retched, staggering blindly free into the street. She fought her way out of the stream and left the thing behind, weeping as she tried to beat away the images in her mind.


By the time Miller and Jason found her once again, the girl had somehow regained control. Flushed, and with her irises wide, the girl walked like a woman treading across eggshells. Her hand numbly reached for David, as though holding him carefully in place.


She kept him carefully distant. She never spoke until the cafe had safely disappeared far behind. Dazed, Carol let her friend take her quietly home, while she stared into the blank spaces of her mind.

 




***

 




Miller awoke with a start, feeling fear trickle through his soul. 



Ever since he had been a small child, thoughts of death had come to him in the night. He knew; one day, he would breathe his last. He would close his eyes, the world would blank, and there would be no more David Miller.


No matter how much he pretended otherwise, he was utterly destined to die. Perhaps tomorrow - perhaps in thirty years.


But he would die.


He could feel death waiting. No one else in the world seemed able to even see! They made their plans for retirement, for life insurance, even burial without ever once stopping to let the fear take them by the hand. Miller jerked his leg beneath his covers, trying to shove away the dread…


...and felt a presence on the blankets at his side.


He lifted up his head, half dreaming, and saw her there; blonde hair, and vague, white angel’s wings. One slim, fine hand reached out to smooth the covers tight.


"It isn't the dogs. They haven't come this time. 



"It's alright. It's only reality - not an imagining."


Shimmering green eyes looked down at him. Miller made contact with a small, soft hand, and allowed himself to sink into a deeper, safer sleep.

 



 






 




Chapter 4:

 



 



 




In a world of delicious warmth and steam, Morgana awakened to the sight of blood.


This in itself hardly seemed unusual - but the seductive heat and blissful relaxation managed to raise an inquisitive brow. The girl opened up her eyes, gave a lazy, sinuous yawn, and looked contentedly out across a brave new world.


She lay in a bathtub filled with blood. Hot water steamed in brilliant carmine curls about her naked limbs; limbs which lay pale and perfect as Ophelia beneath the stream. Morgana raised two slender, dripping arms - saw the thin gashes sliced across each pale wrist - and gave a delicious smile.


At the very least, there should have been perfume in the tub. Morgana reached for the bubble bath, sniffed in approval, and then poured the syrup down into the swirling life-blood at her feet. She paddled slender hands in the warmth - selected two bath beads from a seashell cup beside the bath, then relaxed backwards with a gratified little sigh.


Power flashed as Morgana held aloft one slit wrist. She watched casually as veins and arteries reknitted and the flesh began to heal. For sheer perversity's sake, she allowed the wounds to leave a pair of silver scars; she delighted in them like a child holding shiny bangles, watching the shift and play of light across the newly knitted skin.


Her body seemed utterly a-brim with possibilities; long and lean; quite charming in a pallid, Gothic kind of way. Morgana let one foot peep from the blood stained foam and appreciatively wriggled shapely toes.


She stretched, cat-like in her timeless sensuality, and arched to feel the shift and flow of subtle curves. Jerking out the bath plug with her usual careless flair, Morgana rinsed herself beneath the shower handset, then daintily stepped out upon the floor.


She turned, saw herself in the bathroom mirrors, and gave an approving quirk of her brow.


Slim and haunting, with a narrow face framing tragic eyes. Her head had been shaved at the sides to leave a silken black strip which hung to her waist in a shining, supple stream.


Morgana looked down her nose at a piece of flower-bordered paper propped on the bathroom bench beside a feather quill, then plucked up the sheet with the air of a connoisseur. Droll eyes alighted on the page - and suddenly her entire day was made!


"A farewell poem?" She rolled her eyes towards the ceiling in mock despair. "Oh please!"


It made for a cracking good read. Morgana placed a hand upon her heart, assuming a tragic air as her lips moved to the written words.


To her great credit, the poetess had actually managed to work the word "death" into three out of seven lines.


Marvellous. Morgana let the missive drop and closed her eyes to savour the exquisite afterglow.


Death repeated in three lines - and "emptiness" in another two; Morgana suddenly opened one eye up in suspicion, and turned to glare at herself in the mirror once again.


Her pubic hair had been shaved clean away - the smooth lines clean and child-like against pale skin and slender curves. 



Morgana felt a sharp spear of suspicion in her mind - prodded at herself with exploring fingers, and then rolled her gaze drolly up towards the sky.


"A shaven-pussied virgin?" The girl looked at herself in the mirror with an annoyed little scowl. "Oh how very."


This did not bode well. Morgana kicked irritably at the towel, wrenched open the bathroom door, and stalked naked out into a corridor.


The house was decorated in "middle class plastique"; plush carpets, skylights, and Javanese objects d'art. Morgana trudged her way along the rug, located a door ostentatiously marked with an Egyptian ankh, and invited herself to come inside.


She found "Sandman" posters, the complete works of Edgar Allen Poe (unread), and the entire production of the "Merciful Release" music label for the past ten years: The room was entirely as expected. Morgana stood before an open cupboard and removed a black lace dress, holding it against her slender frame.


At least the wardrobe was first class. 



She could work with it. The girl deliberately tore the bottom of a skirt away, then began to search through drawers for decent underwear.


"Felicity?


"Felicity! I know you're in there!"


Knuckles rapped hard upon the door. Morgana sifted through the still-warm memory of a corpse, then sucked a sour thought in surprise.


She had been called Felicity? Now that would have rankled!


"Felicity! What have you been doing in the bath? There's red paint everywhere!" The corridor rang to the sound of middle-aged, dulcet female tones. "Pray, do not dye that hair of yours again! Black it was made, and black it should stay!"


"Yes." Morgana pulled at her hair and inspected it, then looked at her suite of sheer black clothing in new delight. 



Black it should stay. 



"Felicity, come downstairs! Dinner will be on the table in five minutes. Five!" Floorboards creaked as a matronly mass shifted in the hall. "Felicity - do you hear me?"


"Yes. Yes, I hear you." Morgana's new voice was soft and cool, driven by a personality as sensuous and ancient as an Egyptian goddess. She posed, naked and magnificent, holding fine black lace across her breast.


"I'm coming, Mother."


In the mirror, Morgana's body framed itself with glittering black raven's wings. The girl stared at herself for long moments of silence, and then gazed into her own eyes with a smile.


The huntress had once again come home.

 




***

 




"Where are we going?"


"It's OK - you'll like it!" Happily making sandwiches, David Miller waved away Carol's questions with a happy, eager hand. "We went there all the time when I was in school."


Carol huffed, irritated at having her questions stone-walled. She sat in the middle of Jason's grandmother's house, surrounded by antique weapons, car parts, and Star Trek memorabilia. 



Jason lived with his grandmother - an arrangement that apparently suited both parties perfectly. Jason's granny seemed to be three parts arsenic and old lace to one part Attila the Hun. She had a New Zealand accent, knew a number of strange card games, and owned enough guns to fuel a small shooting war. Carol played with a Starfleet doll - discovered that the poor creature lacked genitals, and put the toy carefully back upon its shelf.


"David - where are we going?"


"Out! Away to a land of cool things and wild places." David sprinkled 'candy speckles' all over buttered bread. "Just sit still and stop perving at Spock's butt!"


It had been a long, strange week. The incident at the Cafe had been utterly forgotten; it seemed like something remembered from a lifetime long ago. All trace of the fear, the weakness and the loathing had gone.


In a week with David, Carol had made puppets and had written poems in Japanese. He watched her in puzzlement - entranced and mystified. She had made her own clothes out of scattered scraps. She baked her own bread, but when she ate rice, she always used chopsticks. Once, sitting alone inside the living room, she had made Pan-pipes out of old, dry lengths of reed. The music she had played had brought David creeping from his bedroom in awe. She had played a strange, alien tune, then had sat staring through the windowpanes like a Dryad pining for her long-lost forest pools.


Never once had she picked up a phone, sought out a friend, or gone hunting for her family.


She still seemed pale. David looked at her in concern, then came and laid a hand upon her shoulder. The girl leaned back into him - closed her eyes and seemed to swim inside his touch - then drew a sharp, hard breath and deliberately moved herself away.


"Let's go back to the house, David. I feel safer there."


"I feel tired. You feel tired." David shook out the contents of a shopping bag onto the kitchen bench. "So let’s go out. Escape the place! You know - maybe we need the country air."


She needed something. Carol once again felt thin and worn with a hunger she could not describe. The hunger made her restless, sending her on long walks through the streets during days when David went to the office. She roamed the parks, the alleyways and streets, keeping back from the populated spaces where other, stranger creatures dwelled.


No one else could see as she saw. 'Carol' realised that fact with a shock, and kept the knowledge hidden.


With David there was security - a sense of shelter and of camouflage. The girl sat in his living room day by day, staring at the face-shapes in the garden weeds, trying to knit the misty fragments of her mind.


It was a window into nothingness.


She did not know who she was. In any other person, the realisation would have been a cause for panic. In Carol's case, it merely caused a vague sense of disappointment. Memory required... concentration. Even memories of simple things like television sets and cars. There was very little she could draw upon to fill a conversation. Moments spent alone required far less effort than dealing with her friends. 



But more and more, she was enjoying the strange sensation of actually having friends.


David Miller busied himself creating a rather eclectic picnic lunch - blueberry lemonade, Scotch eggs and cream scones trapped in plastic bubbles. Carol sat on the bench and wriggled toes inside her patchwork leather stockings, watching with interest the deft movements of his hands


She felt a spark of curiosity - and the emotion animated her, elfin and innocent, as she curled her legs up at her side.


"Why won't you tell me where we're going?"


"Because it's more fun if we just go!" David was having fun; she liked it when he was having fun. His whole being seemed to smile. "Anyway - we've just finished a project ahead of schedule! If we stick near here, then work will invent another job and try to get us to come in on the weekend." 



"Really?"


"Oh yes. These people are pure sputum." David shook a handful of Scotch eggs out of their plastic box and rolled them across the bench. "You have to understand the managerial mind. I mean, we must have crossed this weekend off already, so we might as well be in at the office - right?"


Carol hung her pan pipes about her neck on a string, and watched him like a fascinated bird. 



David's picnic basket needed cleaning; it contained a jumble of drawing pads, pencils and charcoal. Carol narrowed her eyes and thoughtfully pulled at a sheaf of papers, tasting the dreams which drifted thick as incense in the air.


She found a drawing done in coloured pencil - of a naked girl sitting under window light. Carol turned the piece this way and that, feeling the textures of it in her mind. 



Much to her annoyance, the drawing was suddenly snatched out of her hand. Utterly unamused, Carol looked at Miller with a frown.


"I was enjoying that."


"It's nothing." Miller hid the drawing on the bench top at his side. "It's just scrap."


"If it is scrap, then I may look at it." Carol made a calm move towards the paper, and frowned as Miller frustrated her efforts by backing accidentally in the way. "Is it Kirsten?"


"No, it's not Kirsten!" Miller's voice always took on an edge of anger when he decided to lie; dissemination never suited him. "It's just someone. I don't live draw anymore."


"You should." Carol had a sewing needle in her hand, pulled from a pocket in her skirt. "There are visions lying inside you like pure, deep water."


"Stop it!" Miller hid the drawing pad by shutting it back inside the picnic basket. "I told you - it's just scribbling."


The girl met him with a strange, sly smile.


"Will you tell me where we're going?"


"No!" David balked at the change in subject. "No - that would spoil it! It was supposed to be a surprise."


"Good. Then increase my surprise." Her eyes held a humour and a scheming warmth that struck David to the very soul. She smiled coyly as she took the picnic basket into custody. "When we get where we are going, you will do me a drawing. One subject of my choice, live drawn." The girl's eyes pierced through more layers of David's soul than he cared to reveal. "And then perhaps you can tell me why you no longer draw."


Saved by the bell; the sonorous sound of a boat's fog horn echoed through the house, accompanied by the lawnmower roar of a Volkswagen engine. David hefted up a cardboard box of picnic drinks - glanced nastily sidewise as Carol flourished the sketch pad underneath his nose - then led the way out into the open world.


Jason's car was… extraordinary. The VW beetle had been covered with short lengths of vacuum cleaner hose, which stood up like tentacles, waving slightly in the breeze. It was a vehicle virtually guaranteed to be pulled over by the police at least once in every road trip - mostly out of sheer incredulity. Jason gunned the engine - sounded the vehicle's deafening fog horn once more, and let the motor die.


It was a perfect, sunny day - a time when winter had given way to spring, and tiny sparrows flew. With the bright sun behind her streaming through silken skirts and silken hair, Carol halted and froze Jason with her smile.


He waved - carefree on the surface, but with his eyes glittering with bitterness. As ever, he spoke in pure frivolity.


"Space Babe!"


"Hello Jason. Where are we going?"


"Not allowed to say." Jason seemed worn with disappointment, masking it with his usual non-sequiteurs. "Hey - called your folks yet?"


"No."


"Drunk David's blood?"


The girl gave a droll little smile. "No."


"Emerged from a pod in his basement as first phase of a plan to destroy humanity?"


"No."


"Slow week, eh?" Jason helpfully opened up the car door to allow David to pack his food box onto the back seat. "Bummer."


The front seat was snapped into place, sealing David into the back of the car like a bald prisoner of Zenda. Jason ushered Carol into the front seat, then backed the beetle out of the driveway and headed for the open road.


As the Volkswagen jounced along the streets, the forest of corrugated hosepipes jutting from the hull waved and wobbled like live things in the breeze. Carol lounged back in her seat, thoroughly pleased by the effect.


"Nice car."


"I bought it off the Rigellian Ambassador." Jason paid slim regard for the road rules as he entered a roundabout. "Bastard used to store cream cheese and gerbils in the trunk."


"Really?"


"Yeah. We have ways of dealing with folks who mistreat cheese in these parts." Ever a glutton for punishment, Jason turned onto one of London's major motorways - the motoring equivalent of a treadmill of despair. "I say we blow this burg and head for bat country!"


"I say we find some octopi and laugh at the way their heads look out of water." David passed blueberry lemonade forward, having already managed to shake the bottle so much that it fizzed all over Jason's clothes. "Drive, man - don't you realise these people can see us?"


At the street corners, Carol saw listless wooden puppets watching the crowds walk by. Hellish metallic dogs sniffed their way along the rooftops and the alleyways. The girl put the images far from her mind, swilled ghastly lemonade and felt her spirits soar.


They played tapes of Hunter S. Thompson's eulogies for Richard Nixon as they drove. David told a strange, twisting story which made Carol sneeze blue bubbles through her nose. They wobbled their car's tentacles along motorways and country lanes while piercing slowly deeper into the southern countryside.


Carol had forgotten how beautiful it could be. England always shone with impossible shades of green. The first springtime blossoms turned the hedges into walls of light which loomed high above the curving alleyways. Spectral trees were just beginning to swell with the buds of fresh new leaves, knobbing twigs and stems with tiny emerald beads. Carol pressed her face against the glass - then for the first time, wound down the car window and let the breeze flow sharp and pure through her hair.


Liberation.


The cold wind purged her of fear and uncertainty. She remembered cold, crisp days soaring though airs such as these - an endless dreamscape of flowers spreading out beneath her hands. The girl savoured the sensation and let her thoughts flow as they willed, while behind her, David and Jason spoke above the roar of the car. 



"Jay-man! How'd the gig go? I pulled an all-nighter - I didn't get off work early enough to see you play."


"The gig went nowhere." Jason kept his eyes firmly on the road. "The band pulled out. They left me on stage alone."


Oh Jesus. David wiped a hand across his mouth. 



"What happened?"


"Nothing happened. Everyone just decided that my compositions sucked! Why do original songs when you can earn money doing heavy metal covers?" Jason took a corner rather harder than he should. "They left me there, man. We were third act; someone finally might have heard us." 



"Are you alright?" 



"Huh? Yeah, I'm OK." Jason kept his shoulders rigid as he drove. "Maybe I've been doing it wrong, you know? I mean - people asked for material, so I just started writing for them. Maybe I should go it alone. Just compose a body of work, and then try to figure a way to sell it by myself." He ran fingers back into his hair. "Great. So now I end up selling homemade demo tapes in adverts in the back of indy comic books."


Jason's one passion was music. He wrote lyrics with extraordinary care - composed with a ruthless, punishing self discipline that was David's secret pride. Night by night Jason would sit at home carefully constructing sounds and listening to the results, building and discarding, studying and polishing. He took postgrad courses in musical theory, and followed the rise and fall of some truly eerie bands. To David, it was an alien language - but a language similar to one he had once been able to understand. 



There was little enough David could say; simple cheerfulness seemed trite. Carol turned an ear, listening to the pitch and rhythm of both men's words, reading far more from the interchange than mere language could convey. She moved to look once, long and thoughtfully at Jason's face, then went back to enjoying the slipstream of the moving car. 



The note of the engine changed, finally intruding into Carol's joy; Jason pulled the car over into a service station beneath a sign showing a monster eating some sort of fish fingers. Carol slowly felt the spell of movement fading from her mind, and stretched, giving a happy little smile. On the third try, she managed to open the car door and step out onto the asphalt beside the busy motorway.


David Miller somehow unfolded himself from the back seat of the Volkswagen, moaning like a cripple as circulation tried to surge back into his derriere. He hobbled along towards the service station like a man hundreds of years old.


"Potty break! Last one."


Still glowing with the pleasurable memory of wind blowing hard into her hair, Carol's mind swirled in a merry daze. Hitching at her skirts, she walked towards a stand of little pine trees well back from the road and sang a little song.


"Carol? There's, like, a toilet inside. I hear they have hot water and electricity now, too."


Carol halted, blinked, and sifted memories through the blur. Swivelling, she found the petrol station looming behind her, complete with little symbols marking the bathroom doors. She hesitated, selected the one which seemed right, and wandered happily across the driveway.


David watched her go in puzzlement. A week of close observation had revealed that Carol did not do drugs; it seemed utterly alien to her entire personality. Still - there were moments when she seemed more than just a tad strange. David took another long pull of blueberry lemonade, and then wandered off in search of "pop rocks" and chocolate bars.


Restocked and refreshed, they rattled off onto the road once again, the Volkswagen engine clattering and its tentacle tubes thrumming in the breeze. They moved into a land of golden sun and budding apple trees - of old hops towers like windmills without their sails, and worn stone bridges bustling with cows. Bumping happily along an old dirt road beside a stream, the car finally came to rest beside a wooden gate. Carol crept out of the car door in silent wonder, with eyes fixed in awe upon the quiet country scene.


A stream ran through fields lined with hawthorn hedge and flecked with springtime flowers. Brown water swirled with stately grace past weeping willow trees, caressing the base of an earthen mound. Beside the gigantic earthwork, the trees enclosed the stream to make a deep, quiet tunnel.


A medieval tower had gracefully collapsed across the hill, trailing a jumble of moss-starred boulders down into the brook. Carol stepped slowly over to the wooden fence and breathed the rich, cool scents of brookside air. Here and there a rabbit stood and watched her from afar; sunlight slanted through the treetops to rest upon the swirling stream, striking sparks of fire from the wings of dragonflies.


Carol watched, entranced, and felt the whole place breathe whispers through her soul.


"I knew another place like this." Dark waters, deep and cool, swirling with images of forgotten dreams. "I used to watch the waters, and wonder what it was to dream."


"We used to play here when we were kids." David Miller launched himself up atop the fence, his eyes brighter than a child's. He looked back at Carol and reached out to her with an eager hand. "There's a pillbox here - from the war! There were tunnels we used to use as dragon caves."


She joined him, feeling the child reawaken in him at her touch. With a hand for David and another for Jason, she let them run with her through swirling clouds of thistledown.


David ran heavily up the side of the old earthen mound, reaching the summit breathless and radiant. With a whoop, he descended the far side and thundered out of view. Carol watched - Carol laughed - and then with her smile streaming out around her in the breeze, she picked up her skirts and flitted up into a wilderness of dandelions. She skinned her knees like a school brat as she climbed the broken tower, finally winning a perch high above the drowsy trees.


Looking up from a palace of thistledown, David threw out his arms and bellowed to the girl.


"Do you like it?"


"It's beautiful! And there's a ghost here!" Wildly happy, Carol could see the ghost watching her from the earthen mound - a quiet presence with sleepy, peaceful eyes. "I love it here!"


"And there's dragon caves, too!" David waded through long grass, ludicrously throwing up his knees in an attempt to reach a greater speed. "You have to see the dragon caves!"


She could taste the residue of dreams, even from here. Carol sat high upon a rock and brushed the hair back from her eyes, looking down at David in radiant joy.


"You owe me a drawing!"


"What?"


"You said you'd draw something!" Carol leaned forward and happily mimed the action. "You know? Draw!"


"Later - after lunch." He meant after a messy climb through the old concrete tunnels beside the stream; it was a sunny day, and bad little boys had run away from school. David sped away towards the stream - hopped from stepping stone to stepping stone across a tiny ford, then thrashed his way happily off into the trees.


Perched high above the world, surrounded by sunshine and tiny little birds, Carol loosed her hair into the breeze and gave a sigh. She surveyed her kingdom, drew in a delighted breath - and then spied Jason wandering morosely along beside the old brown fence.


With her soft hair and skirts quietly stirring in the breeze, Carol pulled her ankles up against her rear. A patchwork Puck, she tilted her head and called down towards her second friend.


"Jason! Jason - climb!"


He looked up at her and saw her framed by sunlight and golden hair; smiled wearily and waved the invitation away. The girl answered by leaning gaily forward and patting a big round rock at her side.


"Jason - I'm not wearing any underwear!" The girl's eyes sparkled like warm new leaves. "You can't see if you don't climb!"


"Does your mother know you're so weird?"


"Jason - smile at me, or I'll lick you!"


Grumbling but softening, the man began the hard climb up rows of fallen stones. His tabi boots gripped the rock like fingers, making Jason look a like a splay-toed spider as he mounted up into the sun. He finally reached the summit beside Carol's skirts; she shifted from her position to make room for her new visitor.


"Come, let us sit awhile and tell a tale of kings." She patted the stained rock at her side. "Come and watch the ghost."


Jason sat on the rock, which still glowed warm and fragrant from Carol's rear.


"Hey, it's been touched by your buns? Cool!"


"Do you like them?" With lowered lashes, Carol pulled her skirts taut against her rear. "I've just had them tightened."


Blinking at evidence of Carol's strange and many moods, Jason let his thoughts on the subject die and turned to gaze towards the stream. Carol propped her chin upon her knees and slitted her eyes with pleasure at the warm touch of the breeze.


"Just enjoy the rock, Jason. It's been warmed by a virgin's rump; that's supposed to be lucky."


Jason coiled and looked speculatively at Carol's face. The girl had her eyes closed and simply smiled a contented smile. Puzzled, Jason watched the girl and scratched softly at his nose.


"You seem different today. What's up?"


"Nothing's up." Carol's voice blew soft and pure - rich with education and warm with innocence. "I feel… pure. Neither of you expect me to be anybody. So I suppose I just happen to be who I am." Carol tilted her head - her own particular mannerism - and twirled the thought over in her mind. "Yes. Yes, that's it; there are no more roles to play. Today, I don't have to be anyone at all."


"Oooooh?" Jason retreated into his usual humour. "The play's the thing, eh?"


"I could a tale unfold, dear Jason, whose lightest word would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, and make thy two eyes, like stars, start from their spheres." Carol turned her face contentedly into the breeze. "But luckily, I've forgotten every single word."


If only the hunger would go away. The thought pricked at Carol, and a sense of weakness pulled at her soul. 



"Still - maybe I can sit here dabbling my feet in the world, and wonder just what it is like to dream."


The girl opened one eye, and swivelled her bright green gaze upon Jason's hurting soul.


"Does this place make you think of music?"


"No." Jason wanted to be surly, but the girl sabotaged his mood.


"Not really."


"It makes me think of images floating like spiderlings upon the air. Threads drifting in a quiet breeze." 



Carol lifted her reed pipes and closed her eyes. With concentration, her face became a thing of elemental beauty; body poised and long hair stirring, the girl blew a breathy phrase upon her home made flutes.


It was a simple tune - quiet and repetitive, with the strange metres of ancient, alien times. It made Jason think of Satyrs, or of goatherds idling by a stream. He let his anger drop away as he listened to the song, watching Carol's lips as she blew down into the hollow pan-pipe tubes.


When she had finished, the spell of peace seemed to settle like a velvet blanket on the hill. Jason looked at her in puzzlement, feeling her mystery sink in through his eyes.


"I never knew you played."


"Neither did I." Carol gave a smile both apologetic and innocent. "But I'm rather glad I can."


"It was beautiful."


"Thank you."


The girl wriggled toes against the rocks and turned her freckled nose into the breeze.


"I think the beauty in music lies in its simplicity. It is a language in reach of everyone, no matter who we are." Carol took Jason by the hand and bathed him with her deep, intelligent gaze. "So when someone uses music to fashion something extraordinary, it communicates all the more to those who feel and hear.


"I believe that you are capable of making extraordinary music, Jason."


He evaded her eyes and made a noise of self contempt.


"And why is my music better than all the rest?"


"Because it comes from an extraordinary soul."


She leaned her face upon one hand, then tenderly pulled the dread-locks back from Jason's eyes.


"Humans are not all the same, Jason. Only a few have dreams powerful enough to create a worthy soul. 



"Keep the dreams alive, Jason. Don't ever surrender to mundanity. In mundanity, lies oblivion."


Carol gave the man's hands a squeeze, then sat and turned her face towards a field of dandelions.


Jason had no desire to talk about life philosophies. 



"So now you're a psychiatrist?"


"No. I told you - today I'm nothing but myself." The girl turned to him with strange, clear eyes. "But I know that you can do something I think that I can never do. I think that you can know a completeness that I can never have."


With her gaze, she pinned him like an insect on a tray.


"Jason - are you aware of what you do? You retreat from emotions. You layer everything over with eccentricity. It prevents you from ever having to actually be profound."


"Oh really?" Jason flicked the girl a glance, and then tossed a rock towards the stream. "Hoopy!"


"Yes. Exactly." Carol patted him on the thigh; her touch was strangely strong and warm. "I like the taste of your dreams, Jason. But - be profound from time to time. Don't let the dogs close in and gnaw you with despair."


She gave him a kiss, rose from her perch and clambered quietly down towards the grass. Left alone upon the rocks, Jason propped his face against his hand and gazed after her with troubled, puzzled eyes.

 



 




Since the land had finally come into flower, he made for her a crown of dandelions. The girl laughed as he placed the circlet on her head, closing her eyes to savour the feel of his hands against her brow. 



With her twin ponytails streaming golden to her waist, Carol laughed as she graciously allowed herself to be handed down from her pedestal. Stepping from her tree stump, she held his hand and let him take her down into the shadows of his private childhood world. 



An old pillbox - part of someone's mad scheme to defend the Empire from the Hun - stood overlooking the waters of the brook. Although the door had long ago rusted shut, David Miller led the way towards the old machinegun slit, eagerly tugging Carol by the hand.


"You have to climb in through the slots. There's still a sort of concrete tunnel that goes off to another pillbox down the lane." A quiet side water of the stream had spilled down to form a broad brown pool beside the concrete walls. "But here's why it's special. I think they wake up once it's spring."


With Carol flitting like a forest pixie at his side, David clambered back into the rocks and rotting logs about the pool. He rolled over boulders and peered beneath the bracken fronds like an amiable troll searching out his lunch.


"Yeah, here we go! Dragons!"


Dressed in patchwork silks and flowers, Carol peered down at the treasure unearthed by David's hands.


A tiny creature peered up at her with eyes like glittering jewels. A black skin lit with streaks of red sparkled in the gentle forest sun. Made sleepy by a winter spent down amongst the moss, the salamander pawed at its face and slithered back into the dark.


In the summers of his childhood, David had fished for newts with a piece of knotted string, proudly taking home his catch in a jam jar that had seemed bigger than a magic cauldron. Later, as the newts' gills had disappeared, he had released the creatures off into the moss beside the stream, watching for the flash of brilliant flame-orange as the tiny amphibians disappeared into mystery.


Dragons. Tiny dragons, complete with flame-flecked skin and flickering tongues. Behind Carol, the old pillbox caves yawned dark and silent with promises of adventure. The girl reached out one hand to stroke along the salamander's spine, feeling the rough pebbled skin beneath her touch, and watched the animal with fascinated eyes.


David had brought her a perfect moment; he had shared something impossibly precious to his heart.


Carol turned. Sixteen, soft and fragrant as a drift of springtime flowers, she leaned into David's face and kissed him on the mouth.


"Thank you, David. Thank you for the dragons."


Her warmth spread through him like a fairy spell. He swam beneath a dizzy blur of gentleness, and then found himself lost within the reflections in her eyes. 



Carol took his fingers in her own - kissed his knuckles and briefly held them against one flawless, freckled cheek - then quietly rose and drifted off into the trees.


Beneath a beam of golden sun, upon a small isle of rocks and leaves amidst the drifting stream, she stood and gently let her clothing fall aside. She turned and smiled at him with eyes of forest green, glowing sacred and beautiful beneath warm, caressing light. With her pan-pipes hanging from a string about her neck, dressed only in her patchwork leggings and her gloves, she seemed a creature born of sunshine and drifting autumn leaves.


Like a waking dream, she sat quietly amongst the moss, filling the forest with the magic of her eyes.


Because he had shared his dreams of quiet places and of dragons by the stream, she revealed to him a secret, timeless beauty of her own. Entranced, David reached for long forgotten instruments and silently began to draw.


He drew her as he saw her, through a trance of half remembered dreams; a pure, quiet figure framed by snow white angels wings.

 






 





Chapter 5:


 



 



 



 “Club Siren” had become one of London’s more fortunate hot spots; not too many Goths, but enough to spice a crowd with gloom. Not too many techno-junkies, but enough to make the crowd appreciate a beat. Inevitably, Ecstasy heads now came to the Siren; even so, there was still room for good old drugs, vicious music and high speed ideas.


Best of all, Club Siren never offered to let girls in for free; it was a place for hearing music, not for shagging debutantes. If you could concentrate on cruising for a screw, then you obviously weren’t paying enough attention to the stage.


Konrad had once played here, covering the room with cheap tape decks, each playing a coordinated section of one great organic composition. Jason had watched and listened in a storm of jealous rage, offended by the pretension and yet gripped by the man’s music blasting through his mind. 



In the galleries above the dance floor, Jason smoked hard, stubbing half-finished cigarettes into an ashtray before lighting up yet again. Tonight, Speed gave an angry, frenzied edge to his evening; he scrawled words down on an electronic notebook in a wild, jittering hand that caused the machine to buzz and query his handwriting time and time again. Jason never noticed. He lit up again - dropped more Speed - and crossed the borderline where written words became mere jagged, shattered scrawl.


The music on offer tonight was mere techno crap; any decent crowd would have ripped the band’s guts out and strung them blue across the stage. But to Jason, even techno-bop spoke screeching whispers to his mind. He listened with a distracted ear, lit up yet again and drew scattered shapes across his notepad’s screen.


He broke the stylus. Not that it mattered - the concepts were flicking too hard and fast to ever be written down. Jason stared down at the dance floor with blind eyes and began ripping a cigarette filter to pieces in his fingertips. 


 “Never give in to mundanity. Never give in to fuckin’ mundanity!”


Attitude was all! That was what Carol had been trying to tell him. Anger or love, self loathing or raw elation; the energy was all that mattered! Generate it, suck it up - use it and abuse it. Jason’s blank face suddenly wore a sneering feral grin.


Like any other brainless wildlife, dance-floor crowds exhibited basic flocking behaviour. The one individual with a mind of their own would decide to sit out a song - and the entire floor would instantly clear; one guy would look at some girl’s butt and discover god, and all of a sudden the entire floor was drooling over the woman’s bod. Jason half watched the process repeating itself yet again and gave a weary snarl.


Fear the touch of mundanity; homebrewed truths from the mouths of babes. Carol was part Pollyanna, part Puck, and definitely a resident of the Twilight Zone. Jason flicked her image briefly through his mind, then dismissed it as he snatched a brief glimpse of a perfect, black clad backside far below. Inspired, he jabbed earphones from his portable sound deck against his skull and hammered out a brand new composition.


On the dance floor below Jason, an eddy of pure sensual energy stabbed and whirled beside the band. Crackling with sexual electricity, Morgana danced alone at the centre of an open circle of the aroused and hypnotised.


She was beyond being merely beautiful; lean white thighs were hugged tight by black leggings, and her body was gripped by a filmy sheath of jet black lace. Her dress clung tight against the flat muscles of stomach, hips and groin, shifting with her body’s impossible liquid grace. Each glide of her buttocks - each snowy glimpse of thigh was perfectly coordinated and perfectly timed. Morgana flicked out her hair, posed her body before the eyes of an enslaved crowd, and let the lust-currents send her whirling in a dizzy haze. 



Tonight she danced simply for joy, channelling the energy into pure pleasure. Freedom filled her soul; she caressed herself, squeezed herself, and hissed in pure, delicious ecstasy.


She could have any creature in the building; drain them dry while they screamed and pleaded out for more. But tonight, the music was everything. Tonight, Morgana tasted what it might be like to be free.


And then it came; an emotion spike that struck at her like a knife. She froze in mid pose, balanced with feral grace in the middle of her dance, and suddenly whipped her head around. Skin beading with silken drops of sweat, she held her place while her pupils dilated deep and wide.


She sensed a dream-strand… something crackling with fantastic imagery. The girl panted for breath, her breasts heaving as she touched dizzy, brilliant possibilities with her mind.


A hand slithered across her taut, sweat-spattered rear. Morgana rolled and ground into the touch while coiling her upper body about to freeze her assailant with dark, sarcastic eyes.


It was a boy in leather shorts with braces, wet with sweat and dazed with exhaustion. A whistle hung about his neck, and the drug called Ecstasy ran jittering currents through his blood. His smile widened as he rubbed beneath Morgana’s skirt, hoisting her skirt to reveal panties patterned with little dancing dinosaurs.

 “Yes?”


Morgana’s lashes drooped, communicating an entire universe of disdain.

 “You got tabs? Do you want tabs? For you they’re free!” The boy held her against himself, his hands running up and down beneath her skirt in awe. “Top rate ‘E’, girl! You want tabs?”


She looked at him with a delicious, crushing gaze.

 “Do you mean Ecstasy?”

 “E, girl! All for you! For free!”

 “Oh!” Morgana’s very being dripped mockery and elegance as she posed to run the offer through her mind. “You know, right now I’d just love to screw some teenage leather boy whose dropped three tabs of Ecstasy - but for one small thing.” Morgana ran a hand slowly down the leather boy’s face.

 “Here’s a hint; real girls don’t like nasty sweaty boys who can’t ejaculate…”


She pushed him in the chest with a single perfect finger, and the boy catapulted backwards through the crowd. Pulling her skirt tight against her rear, Morgana held the position long enough to freeze-frame her exit in a hundred lust-besotted minds, then slid quietly off into the dark recesses of the hall. 



She stood, drew a napkin from a tabletop and used it to slowly wipe the sweat from between her gleaming thighs. Morgana tossed the damp rag into an astonished, watching face; retiring from the field, she sank back into anonymity and let the evening’s hunt begin.

 



 



 



 “Jason!”


A young brainless Goth emerged from the crowd carrying a beer; imported from Egypt and ninety percent foam, but still recognisably beer. The visitor planted his drink on the table dangerously close to Jason’s music deck, then threw open his arms in glee.

 “Jesus, what a crowd! You oughtta go down and dance, man! You should see some of the Slot down there tonight! This club’s getting hotter, I swear!”


Jason pulled the dreadlocks back from his ear and flicked a sidewise glance at his companion - never once slowing down his finger stabs across the keyboard of his sound deck. 


 “If I want underage tail, I’ll trawl for it at the schoolyard like everyone else.” Another cigarette scorched at Jason’s lungs. “Shit. I don’t believe the music in here tonight!”

 “Yeah, Techno, man! That last set was just rave untold!” Jason’s visitor ran a sweaty hand across his fashionably razor-cut hair. “Have you seen the next guys before? Who are they - ‘Dark Smile’ or something?”

 “Dark Childe.” Jason spared a savage, petulant gaze towards the stage where a band was already half way through its preparations. “Nouveau riche rebels harnessing onto a dead Gothic band wagon, ripping riffs straight out of ‘Best of Heavy Metal ‘94’. Cutting edge, man. Cutting edge.”

 “Yeah - but that lead singer is so deep.” Jason’s little visitor was nothing if not brainless and sincere. “God - the way he looks across you when he sings!”

 “He’s a hypnotist. He’s making you ignore the bullshit composition.” Jason kept one ear listening to his own harsh music, jerking his head back and forth to hidden rhythms as he dragged on his cigarette. “They read two vampire novels and think it gives them ‘insight’. Jesus fuck!”

 “Yeah, but it’s angst you can dance to!”

 “Fuck.” Jason stubbed out another cigarette. “Just what the world needs. Goth-a-billy.”


Jason finally succeeded in chasing his uninvited guest away. He listened to harsh, clashing cacophonies in his own earphones and jerked his head up and down, glaring towards the stage and its pretentious, neo-Gothic band.

 ‘Dark Childe’ finally began to play. Their lead singer posed at the stage front - tall, gaunt and immaculate - trying to drill into the crowd with lyrics dripping rich in recycled imagery. He quoted German angst poetry - quoted it wrongly - then hunched over basking in his own all-consuming doom as the rest of the band tried to repair the damage to art that their imperious leader had just done. Jason sneered - tapped another cigarette from its sheath - then jerked as a hard claw clamped about his hand.


Amphetamines should have made him fast, but she was faster. He fought her, then felt her guide his hand towards the ashtray and crush the life out of the unborn cigarette. Slim, black clad and with dark, majestic eyes, the girl trapped Jason in her gaze.

 “Tell me about the band. Listen and then tell me. Why are they beyond redemption?”


She stood waiting for him to answer. The girl wore an expression of absolute unsullied intellect. Jason looked at her lean, smoothly muscled build - black lace over perfect skin - and then deliberately turned his eyes away.

 “They’re rat-fucks. Listen to them. Worthless music for a worthless crowd!”

 “So speaks the bitterness.” The girl’s contempt stabbed deeper than a knife. “I thought I was speaking to a musician. Now what do you really feel?”


Her hard gaze twisted in Jason’s guts. She had sobered him with a touch, and burned the Speed haze clean out of his mind.

 “The-uh… the girl on synth is good.” Jason blinked, ripped away his earphones, and listened to the band’s music with a new, piercing air. “Shit! She’s damned good. Listen to her - she carries the whole composition on her back.”

 “And the singer?”

 “Vermin spewed from the back row of a Joy Division fanclub.”

 “As I thought.” The girl swivelled like a delicious serpent, fixing “Dark Childe’s” singer with her magnificent gaze. “But you’re right about the girl. They can’t compose - but the synth player smells of dreams.”


Morgana helped herself to a chair, took up Jason’s earphones and hung one speaker in her ear. She keyed in his music and listened with intense concentration to the resulting storm of sound.


She drew in one slow, deep, breath, and reeled slowly backwards in her chair. Possessed by music - immersed in it, living through it, Morgana closed her eyes and felt a chill ripple down across her skin.

 “Yes. I hear exactly what you mean.”


The girl keyed in a replay.

 “Lyrics. I want lyrics. Something running in counterpoint to the main refrain.”

 “No.” Jason stabbed a resentful glance at the girl. “It doesn’t need words.”

 “Indeed?” Morgana narrowed her eyes, hit computer keys and inverted one of Jason’s eclectic phrases. She toned the harsh music down, inserted a counter-melody, and jammed one earplug against Jason’s skull.

 “Run it.”


The sounds of the stage band seemed to fade; there was no presence but the girl and the feline depths of her eyes. Jason played his own music - now strangely changed and subtly reformed - and then looked up in wonder as his guest leaned forward and began to sing.


Her pitch was perfect - a thing of absolute, unearthly power. When she sang, the tones ran like shivers up and down the listener’s spine. She fixed Jason with pure, dark eyes and held him in the grip of a voice from his dreams. She sang to him - whispered to him of shared secrets half forgotten - and slowly reached out to take him by the hand.


The language was unknown - but the rhythms were languid, sonorous and exciting. They blew rich with images of a slender body arching across a field of silken sheets. Morgana let her words trail into promise-laden silence, then lowered long dark lashes across her eyes.

 “It is based upon the Illiad - the lament of Penthesilia, queen of the Amazons. She had accidentally slain her sister Hippolyta while they were hunting. They were lovers - soul mates. Penthesilia prays to the gods for release from life. To ease her pain, the gods allow Hippolyta to visit her each night in her dreams.”


The girl released Jason, then lounged back in her chair as ‘Dark Childe’ began another laborious set of songs. Morgana held Jason’s notebook computer in her hand, admiring the technology with a clinical, approving air.

 “Tell me; how does a band with a singer dragged from hell - a band without a single Aristotelian virtue to its name - win top billing at London’s best new club?”

 “Hype.” Jason let his earphones fall from his grasp, numbed by the music he had just been shown. “How did you do that? How did you know to change my music?”

 “It was always there. You simply failed to listen.” Morgana’s body rippled like a cobra made of pure black lace as she shifted in her chair. “Let us say that I love to help others to bring out their best.

 “We were talking of hype…”


Jason blinked, then let his mind work on the problem.

 “It’s all agents. If a band is pushed and marketed, it sells - no matter what its quality.”

 “Then why don’t quality bands become popular?”

 “Because we are in the hands of advertising men.” Jason thought of reaching for another cigarette, then dropped the whole idea. “The ones with power over us are not educated into a knowledge of the art. They understand almost nothing of the deeper nuances of the field. So they fix on easy, ready images.” The man found himself staring off towards the sweating band. “They streamline value judgments by creating ‘genres’. If a product fits the genre mould, it is easy to market. If it differs - and any work of real value has to differ - then it is rejected out of hand.

 “We are in the final age of art. The years when creativity becomes an obstacle to product.”


Morgana toyed with the broken stylus of Jason’s notepad, thoughtfully running the metal past her mouth.

 “But if a new offering overcame those obstacles - it would be the stuff of legend. Break the barriers, and you define new territory.”

 “No one can get past the marketing barrier.” Jason jerked his chin towards ‘Dark Childe’. “These guys struck it lucky. They found a competent agent when they were small. She pushed them with just the right amount of energy. But they’re shallow enough to really succeed - so soon they’ll dump her and head for a real agency. Pow! Instant stars!”

 “Yes.” Morgana rose from her seat and gave a long, delicious stretch, keeping her eyes fixed upon the stage.

 “The challenge of any system is to examine its weaknesses. A weakness is a tool to make the system dance to your own strings.”


She turned to go - a vision of lace and snow-white skin; pausing, she turned and drank in Jason’s soul with her eyes.

 “What is your name?”

 “Aaah - it’s Jason. Jason Turo.”

 “Yes.” She nodded slowly, poised like an icon against the formless night-time crowd.

 “Then come here again, Jason Turo.

 “I shall remember you.”


With a swirl of darkness, she was gone. Jason blinked and slowly drifted back into his seat - then raised his earphones and listened in wonder to what his music had just become.

 




***

 




The “Miller” household had come alive with art. Feathered serpents hung from puppet strings above the doors - canvasses now leaned against almost every wall. There were robots, bunny girls and dancing clams - all the clutter of an excited, happy mind. David sat cross-legged on the carpet, carefully painting Carol a pair of Chinese paper fans. He had just finished painting the flames on a dragon’s tail when a pair of excited hands closed across his eyes.

 “Hey, guess what - I have money!”


Carol rubbed happy hands across David’s shaven head, then kept them resting there in place. She loved playing with the stubble of his scalp; it felt weirdly pleasant beneath her palms. “Two hundred and twenty six pounds! Is that a lot?”

 “It’s more than none.” David smiled, leaning back to gaze upside down into Carol’s delighted face. “How’d you get the money?”

 “I remembered! I have a bank account. You put this card-thing into a wall.”


Slightly puzzled, David raised one eyebrow and tried to understand.

 “You only just remembered?”

 “Just this morning!” Carol excitedly waved a hand. “So I paid the gas bill. I bought a pie! And I bought…” Here, the girl positively sparkled as she produced something from behind her back. “A dress!”


It was a little Chinese dress in grass-green satin, with a high collar and a bird pattern embroidered in bright thread. She held it up against her small frame and beamed a universe of smiles. “It’s the Bridge of Birds! You see? It’s a Chinese legend.”


Utterly radiant with her newfound life, the girl gripped David with the innocence of her energy. For days, she had looked piqued and pale, but now pure excitement brought the stars into her eyes. David looked at the dress plastered tight against her slender curves, then instantly surged up to his feet.

 “So put it on! We’ll go out!”

 “Out?” Carol hugged the shiny dress against herself for protection. “Out where?”

 “To a club! I’ll take you for dinner and a dance.” David waved his newly painted fans, decided they were dry, and presented them to the girl. “Here - for you! We’ll have a look around and see who’s playing.”

 “But won’t it be expensive?” Carol blinked, tilting her head slightly to one side. “I only have thirty pounds left!”

 “I said I’ll take you out!” David’s casual hand appeared above the kitchen bench, beneath which he was rooting about for decent shoes. “It’s just to say thank you.”

 “Thank you for what?”

 “Just… Just thank you.” David evicted a rubber mousie from one of his newly rediscovered shoes. “It’s OK. It’s no problem!”

 “Oh! Well… well alright.” Carol perched on the table beneath David’s huge, newly finished painting of her sitting naked in the forest. She looked at the image of herself in fascination, and then spread her two new fans and gazed down at them in delight.

 “Are computer people rich?” The girl seemed almost incapable of matching her sharp mind with the mundanities of modern life. “Do they pay you a lot of money?”

 “Enough.” Quite enough. Dropping a recreational drug habit had released a lot more cash that David had ever realised; the expense of an honoured house guest went utterly unnoticed against the sudden vigour of his life. “So let’s go out!”

 “I don’t know if it’s that sort of dress.”

 “Of course it’s that sort of dress!” Eager now, David Miller struggled to unearth a decent shirt. “Short and shiny! Go put it on.”


Carol flitted off into the lounge room, stepped over her little blanket nest, and ducked into cover to change her attire. Apart from her original tee shirt and mini skirt - abandoned and forgotten in the cupboard - the Chinese dress was her only store bought clothing. She tied her pony tails with silken ribbons, pulled on fingerless satin elbow gloves, and then poked her head about the doorframe in alarm.

 “Shoes! I don’t have shoes!”

 “I think we’re supposed to bind your feet.” David searched a street map, looking for a cunningly hidden venue. “What about those lace-up boots?”

 “They’re grotesque.” Carol stood up on the balls of her feet, inspecting the back line of her new dress in the window reflections. “I’d never wear them.”

 “You did once.”

 “That was before I was me.” Long leggings were pulled tight; Carol wriggled nice toes, freeing up her feet. “Will thirty pounds buy shoes?”

 “Um - no idea.”


Carol was excited, and when she became excited she became focussed, sharp and busy. She swore in something that sounded like Italian as she pulled her half-finished satin leggings up about her thighs. She stitched with a silver needle, bit the thread with sharp white teeth, and pulled on home-made sandals made of rope.


David dragged on his shirt, then stared down at it in puzzlement.

 “You put skellingtons on my shirt?”

 “They’re acting out the Egyptian book of the dead.” Carol was hanging in the open front door, eager to be off and gone. “You can read it later. Let’s go!”


A “Gibboleth” fluttered by; a little thought-thief shaped like a ragged moth made out of cobwebs. It chittered with its jackal-face - flapped unseen wings in David’s face, then fled as Carol angrily swatted at the creature with her hands.


David halted in place and frowned.

 “Damn - where are my keys?”

 “They’re in the kitchen drawer, where I always put them.” Carol drew an icon on the back of David’s shoulders to keep itinerant pests away. Gibboleths annoyed her; if left unwatched, the creatures could turn daily life into a misery. “Come along then - we can go find a place to dance.”


The local paper lay on the doorstep; a tiny, grainy photograph Carol vaguely recognised as herself was in the bottom corner of the front page. She kicked it outside into the front garden and let David lead her off into the night. 



It seemed like a night to take a taxi rather than the train. David led Carol to the stand outside the rail station and caught one of London’s grim black diesel cabs. Carol perched on the edge of her seat and stared out of the windows like an avid little child, looking at the neon lights blinking from the rooftops and the walls.


Piccadilly road led past flocking night time shoppers into the creeping traffic of Piccadilly Circus. Carol laughed at the statue of Eros up above, then pulled hair back from her eyes and watched the London life swirl by.


David took one look at the traffic, and then hammered on the taxi’s glass.

 “Just here, driver! Anywhere will do.”


There was no point in taking the cab further into the maelstrom; London’s heartlands swarmed with pedestrians too intent on night time shopping to choose the footpaths over the streets. Carol and David scrabbled out into a roadway shining wet with new-fallen rain and dragged the scent of damp tar into their lungs.


The crowds ran thick and fast like flocks of giddy birds. There were middle aged women in mangy furs heading for the theatres, and middle class punks keen to spend their parents’ money on rebellion. Gaggles of fourteen-year-old jailbait, all dressed in styles copied from Australian soap opera stars, clung together in chattering groups along the road. David breathed in the night like a refreshing breeze, letting memories of computer games and office politics fall spilling from his mind.


Carol gazed happily across the crowds, fitting perceptions against the alien memory files hidden in her mind. The streets were remarkably clear of ‘shadow life’. There were the usual share of parasites clamped to the shoulders of passers by. A few wooden puppets following doggedly in the footsteps of their human role models - but apart from that, the place seemed clean. She linked arms with David, who led her past a chattering swarm of schoolgirls - all of whom shot sharp glances at Carol with her strange clothing and elegant, alien hair.


A crowd stood in an untidy line at the corner of a street; a dense-packed mob of poseurs all wearing sunglasses in the dark. David blinked at the sheer size of the mob, and stamped his foot in despair.

 “Awwww man. Look at the queue!”

 “You queue to get in?” Carol was utterly agog. “Is it that good?”

 “No. Some dickweed band just became popular, so all the good little bacilli have to swarm in and claim that they’re all fans.” 


 “Is this club the one we should go to, then?”

 “Supposedly.” David Miller looked across the rooves of cars towards the far side of the street. “Look - this ‘Dark Childe’ band finishes its set at eleven. Let’s go to a cafe and get something to eat, and come back after then.”


The girl hardly even heard. She had found a cat sitting inside a shop window at her side. The cat awoke and delicately stretched out each front paw, wriggling its little toes. With the glass between them, Cat and Carol inspected one other like fellow travellers, and then went about their own appointed rounds. 



Carol took David by the hand and led him on into the shop - past counters and clothing racks, and then out the rear door into an alleyway. 



Opposite the exit, the dance club’s bar had a kitchen door opening out onto a filthy lane filled with overflowing bins. Carol listened to the tantalising alien sounds of music, and then flitted in her clean sandals across the littered lane.

 “Carol? Carol, I think this is illegal…”


David caught up with her as she pressed one ear against the thin wooden door. The sounds of two male kitchen hands washing dishes came clear and loud through the din of music and of crowds.

 “Do you still want to get in?”


The girl’s eyes were bright as emeralds from a pirate’s cave. David tried to pull her away - and then balked as she pressed her mouth against the door and began to make quiet little noises through the lock.


Carol - sweet sixteen and dressed like a Chinese forest sprite - coyly slitted up her eyelashes, curled her fingers, and simulated the soft sounds of herself making love.


She smiled at the dumbstruck David, motioned him out of sight, then closed her eyes and increased the volume of her little sighs. 



She caught her breath in her throat - sobbed more loudly - then retreated slyly back around the corner of the alleyway.


The kitchen door slid open just a crack, and a face blinked blindly out into the lane. 


 “What is it?”

 “Shhh! Quiet!”


The kitchen hands emerged piece by piece, and Carol suddenly gave a noise like the nice little girl next door hovering at the point of total ecstasy.


She called out the name of another girl - and both kitchen helpers instantly scuttled off down the alleyway like good little voyeurs. They hunted through giant garbage containers and cardboard boxes, passing by Carol, who stood unnoticed on a windowsill above. The kitchen staff turned and shouted as she ran back towards the kitchen door, but it was already far too late. The girl snatched David from his hiding place and raced in through the open door, slamming it shut behind her and slapping home the latch. The door shuddered as an angry body hammered at the other side - curses rained like lightning bolts, and Carol briskly dusted off her hands.


Her eyes glowed green impish fire as she tilted her head and smirked up into David’s face.

 “No queues.”

 “I don’t believe you just did that!”


She grinned like a Cheshire cat, basking in his amazement, then led him through the little kitchen space. She opened up a door into a thunderous pit of noise - poised at the brink, and then let David shoot past her and out onto the floor.


The barmen flicked David a glance, shouted something violent, and then disappeared as the two fugitives merged with the dense-packed dancing crowd. 



They were in! David speared a chastising glance at Carol, then led her over to the sidelines where they could hide. The girl ducked as though sheltering from the thunderous music and grinned at him like a street brat who had just outraced a storm.

 “You wouldn’t have gone in! You’d have gone all morose again, and we’d have ended up just sitting in a café!”

 “Great.” David sniffed, unamused by a fair reading of his personality. “So what do we do when the bottle-washers come around the front and set the bouncers on us?”

 “They won’t.” Carol kept her shoulders hunched against the music, keeping one hand held to her hair as though afraid it might blow away. “They’ll claim they just locked themselves out. Anything else would make them look like fools.”

 “Oh - you’re that sure?”

 “Fairly so. Anyway,” the girl gave an airy, genteel little wave, “they can’t lay a hand on a lady.”


Miller looked at Carol with a droll, derisive eye.

 “I think we need to get you out more often.”

 “What?”

 “Nothing.” David grabbed his date by the hand and led her out into the crowds. “Come on - let’s dance while we can.”


- Because ten minutes from now, David Miller would probably have to take down a bouncer and help an under-age psychotic schoolgirl make a break for the door…


Amidst a swirl of prancing, jerking poseurs in black, Carol came to a halt and stood with her head cocked in her innocent, bird-like way. She listened to the music, observed the postures of the dancers like a wildlife presenter studying for a new documentary, and then raised one perfect eyebrow in surprise. Smiling at herself in secret amusement, the girl started moving in a dance all of her own.


She drew out her two newly painted fans, slowly spread them open, and began to move a joyous pattern across the crowded floor.


Her graceful, fluid motions seemed like something taken from another world. Smooth and elegant, eccentric and alive, Carol laughed as she felt the music settle in her mind. Dizziness and uncertainty were forgotten. She let her pony tails whip about her in shining streams of gold - met David’s eyes and lost herself inside his puzzled smile…

 … looked up into David’s face, and danced solely because he was there to see the warmth inside her eyes.


She created a private world that only the two of them could share - a place bounded by an unseen, forgotten crowd. 



She was alien and graceful, like a creature dimly seen in summer dreams. David danced like a water buffalo in snow shoes - and yet she somehow drew him up into her spell. She moved around him and beside him, smiling for him behind her painted fans - drawing him into a taste of tantalising freedom.


Carol seemed more intensely real than any friend David Miller had ever known; she was a wild bird who had somehow lost her way - a bird who tried to show him how to soar up out of his cage. Carol danced for David like a goddess flown from ancient times, brightening the laughter flowing through his eyes. She ruffled the stubble of his head - a private act of utter fondness - then wound herself happily into his arms.


David held the girl against himself and felt his whole world begin to swirl…


The muscles of her back felt smooth and soft beneath his hands; clean, crisp and perfect as a summer flower, she filled his senses with innocent light. Carol wound her arms about him, her body merged against him in a warm, delicious blur, and they danced dizzily together across the crowded floor.


Carol buried her face against David’s neck, adoring him for a thousand eccentricities. He felt hard and solid to the touch - smelling warm and salty, rich with leather and with musk. Carol felt her fingers tighten helplessly inside his shirt; felt his hands caressing her. Warm and safe inside a numb, exciting spell, the girl caressed her face against David Miller with a sigh.


Standing stock still at the centre of the floor, with dancers merging all around them into an unseen wall, David gently lost himself inside Carol’s kiss…


It was unintentional at first - nothing but a brushing of her velvet cheek. She turned in towards his face as if to share her laughter - ran her mouth across his bottom lip with her mouth still open in a smile - and then shyly, helplessly, nestled home into his kiss.


She tasted of salt and cinnamon; spicy, sensual and sweet. David felt her small tongue flutter in his mouth - responded with a tenderness and worship which made his whole word reel - and felt the girl ripple like warm silk beneath his hands.


She drew away from their first kiss, shocked, shy and wanting more. Flushed and soaring on strange, dizzy wings, she looked up at David and found her stare returned like a mirror set into a flawless sky.


He cupped her face, she closed her eyes, and his kiss flowed through her with the priceless purity of dreams.


His love felt powerful inside her - glorious and warm. The girl arched backwards, lost and dizzy with a strange new energy. Adrift in David’s glow, the girl ignored dancers festooned with foul insectoid parasites - ignored wooden manikins dancing beside black-clad teenage girls. She basked in David’s warmth, turned her sparkling eyes across the crowded floor…

 …and locked with a gaze as deep and brilliant as her own.


The new girl was slender as a leopard - pure muscle sheathed in skin-tight black. At her back, unseen by the other patrons in the room, there spread a gleaming pair of sable wings. 



Pupils dilated - and the other woman stared at Carol through horrified wide eyes. 


 “Lilith?”


Appalled, the black-clad woman froze, staring into Carol’s face. She panted, suddenly snatching a hard grip upon reality.

 “Lilith!”


With a piercing cry, the woman hurled a dancer aside, flinging a screaming girl into Carol’s face. Moving in a violent blur, the black-clad demon tore a path across the dance floor, scattering dancers, and leapt up onto the bar.

 “We killed you!” The demon crouched; a frightened, lethal predator. “We killed you! I saw you die!”


Carol stood and stared - and then the demon snatched up a tray and sent it scything straight towards her eyes.


The blonde girl ducked, and silverware hit the wall behind her and chopped deep into the wood. Carol dodged, diving and rolling, then turned a brilliant handspring, flattening herself in cover behind a corner of wall.


David Miller saw no sign of the newcomer’s wings. He stood staring, utterly aghast as Carol’s enemy snatched a bottle from the bar. She flung it like a hammer, and Carol ducked - losing sight of her enemy behind a shower of broken glass.


The dance floor cleared in a screaming surge of panic. Wading like behemoths through the storm, the club’s bouncers fought their way forwards to the brawl. One man leaned over the bar counter in search of prey - staggered back with blood flying from his cheek, then screamed as a girls hand ripped across his chest with razor-sharp red nails. David blinked as a slim girl in jet black spandex whipped up out of cover, clapped hands to either side of the second bouncer’s head, and wrenched her victim’s head about with a savage crack of snapping bone. The woman let the corpse slide out of her grasp, then slithered towards Carol with a wicked, feral growl.


Carol held her two fans low and spread. She watched her own actions as if examining a perfect stranger, then lifted eyes to stare at her enemy.


From her perch atop the bar, the black-clad woman gave a chilling scream and launched herself across the floor. She hit the ground at a run, blurring to fantastic speed as she charged for Carol’s throat. 


 “NO!”


David hurtled a stool - a weak missile, but enough to half-slow the woman as she ran. She splintered the wood as she tripped and fell - then snarled as David followed his first throw with a heavy glass ashtray which thumped into her shoulders with bone-cracking force. The woman in black whirled over onto her back, snatched a leg of the shattered stool, and sent it whipping through the air to crack against David’s arm.


David rolled and took the impact on his shoulder; the force sent him sprawling to the ground. Carol looked at him, drew a shuddering breath into her lungs, and instantly surged up to her feet. Before David could call warning, she sped towards her enemy at a run and gave a piercing, savage cry.


The other girl bared her teeth, snatched another piece of broken stool and scythed the club at Carol’s chest. David screamed in fright - then rocked back and stared with disbelieving eyes.


Carol blurred forward too fast to duck; at the last possible instant, she somehow hurtled herself into the air. The girl turned a somersault with the club-blow jerking currents through her hair - slashed a fan down as she flew through empty space, and then hit the ground and curled into a roll. 



Her enemy whirled about and gave a foul, demonic scream, staggering as she clutched hands about her mutilated face. The fan had somehow jabbed clean into her eye. Carol staggered, dazed and drained - then searched for David, found him, and reached out to him with her hand.

 “David! This way! RUN!”


His arm seemed numb; David still hadn’t felt the pain, but he knew it was coming. He held his arm against his chest as Carol crashed through into the kitchen, slithered on a patch of fallen beer and then punched open the door into the alleyway. She waited for David, took him by the belt, and staggered weakly as she fought against a wave of weakness reaching out to blur her mind. 



David sheltered her. She sucked in his strength, felt her vision clear, and led him staggering off along the alleyway.


Behind them, the kitchen door shattered clean off its hinges. Half blinded or not, Carol’s purser was still hot on the trail. David flung Carol around a corner and risked a look behind.

 “Christ! She must be on PCP!”


The black-clad girl had sighted him and roared with rage, punching a fist at a metal garbage container and denting hard sheet steel. She took after Carol and David at a furious run, screeching like a banshee as she screamed for Carol’s blood.


David hauled Carol out into the crowded London streets - streets packed shoulder to shoulder with theatre-goers, shoppers and night club bimbos. The man opened a path, frantically slithering over the bonnet of a taxi as they scrabbled across a roadway packed with unmoving cars.


Shouts of anger followed in David and Carol’s wake. A man cursed, then screamed as he was clawed brutally aside. The black-clad woman erupted from the alleyway and ripped into the crowds, scattering pedestrians like chaff as she scented Carol’s trail. She clawed the face half off a middle-aged matron dressed in furs - sent a policeman catapulting through a theatre’s window glass, then launched herself into the immobile traffic and landed with a thunderous crash on top of a stalled car.


Her facial injury seemed gone; the woman fixed two red-rimmed, savage eyes on Carol, and then hurtled herself towards her prey across the buckling roofs of cars.


Carol turned and locked David with a kiss, sucking on him with a sudden frantic hunger. She relinquished him - shoved him back and made him fall to safety on the road, then sprang for a street lamp, span like an acrobat and landed on a shopfront roof. Her hunter gave a scream and clawed clean up the brickwork in pursuit, instantly disappearing into the shadowed nighttime sky.

 “Carol?” David struggled out between the cars, fighting through a screaming, churning mob of onlookers. “Carol!”


High above, Carol chose not to respond. She flattened herself against a chimney, dizzy, ragged and scarcely capable of thought. She felt tired - stretched thin and faded almost blank. Her body scarcely felt fatigued - and yet the girl felt darkness dragging at her soul. 



A neon sign lit up the sky - a Coke billboard clamped across one face of Piccadilly Square. The electric currents made Carol’s senses swim. She shot one quick, hard look down towards the statue of Eros four stories below, and then simply jumped off into the empty air. She fell - dropped past a supporting stanchion which held the gigantic sign away from its parent wall - caught the beam and flipped herself to safety behind a blazing shield of light.


Overhead, the enemy lost all scent of her prey. Crouched like a gargoyle, the black figure cast about itself and sniffed for aura signature, smelling nothing but the ozone on the air. The giant, flashing billboards of Piccadilly buzzed with electromagnetic flare, leaking and smearing any sign of a trail. 



Eyes wild, she debated abandoning the fight. An inborn awe held her in a grip of fear; a terror of a sleepless grandeur - of an ancient, brooding thing. 



She felt the fear - - then brutally fought it aside. She was a predator - and she was closing in upon her prey...


A shadow caught her eye; a satin dress silhouetted against the neon light. The huntress hissed in sudden glee, planned her approach, and sprang across the rooftops with muscles glowing white hot with squandered power.


She poised above her unseeing victim - judged her descent, and then simply dropped into the night. In the last instant before impact, she gave her killing scream, ripping claws into the unprotected prey.


She ripped empty cloth; the huntress felt her blows pass through emptiness and clash against metal rungs - and in that instant, she knew that she had lost.


Naked, lithe and cool as ice, Carol dropped onto the walkway behind her enemy. She landed on a wooden board - watched her victim try to leap away - and touched a torn electric cable to the metal gantry way.


The power ripped into the black-clad demon, jerking muscles tight in a spasm of agony. The huntress crashed into neon tubes, screaming as new electricity ripped into her heart. The girl thrashed and jerked, impaled on spears of broken tubing and wreathed in the stench of burning flesh.


A gigantic strip of neon tubes shorted and turned black. Somehow finding power to move, the mutilated demon managed to crawl free. Obscenely penetrated with countless shards of broken glass, she frantically tried to make her charred body stand on its two feet.


Carol hurtled away the dead power cables, watched her victim stagger blindly through the night, then wrenched a piece of gantry tubing clean out of the wall. She poised - struck once - and the demon’s headless body silently plunged four stories towards the crowded road.


Unclad except for satin leggings and gloves, Carol staggered back towards the wall. She retrieved the ripped fragments of her Chinese dress, and climbed rapidly up a ladder to the rooftops high above. She dressed - slipped down a fire escape - and silently pulled David from the crowds.


Police gathered - sirens screamed. Bystanders were collected for statements. Carol dragged David through an alleyway and off into the night, running in dazed fear from the scene.


On a hotel balcony high above, dressed in black lace pulled tight against pale white skin, Morgana watched the pair retreat. She sipped frosted champagne with a thoughtful air - turned a glance to the remains of Carol’s victim lying headless in the road - then stared after Carol with dark, frozen eyes.

 “Lilith…”


Morgana breathed the word in quiet hate. She tossed the dregs of her champagne onto the floor, crushed the flute glass underneath her heel and swiftly strode away into the dark.

 



 






 




Chapter 6:

 



 



 



 “I’m alright. It’s… I’m fine.” Carol mumbled though a daze, feeling her mind losing detail like a fading photograph. “I’m fine…”

 “You’re not fine, you’re going to hospital.” Bearing the girl up underneath his arm, David tried to beat back panic by holding Carol tight. “Come on - just a little further. Come on…”


The girl stumbled - unable to control her body. It slipped away from her, like a glove puppet blown upon the winds. Swimming through a disembodied darkness, Carol let David’s voice pull her on. He kissed her, terrified by her sudden illness, and the energy release gave Carol the power to somehow stagger on. She pulled the tattered fragments of her personality tight around her core, and let herself crawl on into a nightmare world of fright.


David could still hear the sound of ambulances and police sirens in the crowded streets behind. Piccadilly churned like a broken ant’s nest as onlookers rushed in against the tide of shocked bystanders and police. 



Miller had lost sight of Carol for long minutes of fright, watching her race off to hide among the rooftops. He had tried to climb after her - had heard distant screams from pedestrians as he wildly sought a way onto the roofs - then half-caught Carol as she had slid down a wall into his arms. Now, long minutes later, she seemed almost unconscious. He checked her with frenzied hands, found no broken bones or cuts, but now suspected some kind of internal injury. The artist half carried her along the backstreets of the London night, looking for the hospital he knew lurked somewhere behind the Tottenham Court road.


He tried to hurry; he could feel her weakening with each beat of her heart.

 “Carol?” She dragged down at his arm, turning loose as jelly in his grasp. “Carol! Keep awake! Come on, hon.”


Guttering like a candle being blown out in the wind, Carol staggered. She leaned against a wall, and felt herself slowly fade away.


Sadness; she had wanted one more kiss…

 “I’m sorry, David.” Carol tried to draw a breath to make more words. “I’m so sorry…”


The girl fell. David frantically caught her up, lifted her in his arms and felt her pulse fluttering like an injured bird against his throat.

 “Carol?”


In a sudden panic, David hefted her against his chest; Carol’s head lolled lifeless as a marionette without its strings. A stab of terror ripped into David’s heart. He frantically wiped the girl’s hair back from her eyes, saw her staring lifeless at the nighttime lights, and gave a sudden scream of fear.

 “Carol! NO!”

 “Carol!”


From inside a blank, dark place, she heard his voice; his panic trickled through her with its blessed energy. Carol sensed herself lying on cold pavement, blankly feeling her body like a lump of alien meat. David had her on the ground, head tilted back and about to perform CPR. His mouth locked on her own as he tried to breathe for her, the touch more frenzied and more passionate than any mere kiss.


His pain brought her back. Carol felt her mind coalesce; the taste of David’s fear and grief stung foul inside her, even as it rammed a power surge through her fading soul. She returned the kiss - hung weakly in his arms and for some reason felt her face turn wet with tears.

 “You’ll be alright. I can see the hospital.” The man picked her up like a toy in his arms. ”Just stay with me! Stay with me, Carol.”


She nodded weakly, gagging on the nourishment - bitterly trying to reject it, even while craving more. Spent and shivering like an addict, she hung in David’s grasp, dimly aware that she had entered a land of fluorescent tubes and plastic chairs.


Ambulances had not yet brought any casualties from the fracas in Piccadilly square. David struggled through a quiet waiting room to find an abandoned admissions window. Holding Carol up against his heart, he hammered at the “attention” bell and bellowed for an orderly.


The smell of coffee came from an adjoining room. Frowning, a nurse rose from her little sanctum, flicked an irritated glance at David, and then spoke two syllables to her fellow healers of the sick. Straightening her panty hose, the nurse stalked out of cover and took her place behind the admissions desk.


David felt a wild surge of relief; half resting Carol on the bench top, he tried to speak while wiping tears back from her face. 


 “She’s hurt! Someone attacked her. I think she’s concussed!”

 “Yes. Alright.” The nurse spared Carol a disinterested glance, and reached for a pile of forms. “Does she have an NHS card?”

 “What?”

 “National Health Service.” The nurse spoke in a voice bored by a hundred thousand emergencies. “Does she have her card?”

 “Jesus Christ, no she doesn’t have a fucking card!” David could feel Carol slipping away from him like sand draining through a glass. “Come on! She’s hurt!”

 “Name please.” The nurse radiated hatred for admissions of the ‘difficult kind’. “I need her name.”

 “Carol!”

 “Last name?”

 “What? David hovered somewhere on the verge of tears. He suddenly remembered the bank card in Carol’s pocket, and somehow managed to fish it out and read the name across the top.

 “Inkermann! Carol Inkermann! Now just get her a damned doctor!”


The nurse heaved a sigh and shoved a yellow form across the desk.

 “She has to go to the triage nurse to get her treatment priority.” A nicotine stained finger pointed to an unsigned wooden door. “Over there. They’ll be with you in a few minutes.”


David slammed a fist against the tabletop.

 “She’s the only patient here!”

 “No one gets treated without a treatment priority.” The nurse eyed her visitors in weary irritation. “The triage nurse comes back on duty at eleven.”

 “Jesus fuck!”


Holding Carol like a broken child, David swerved away from the desk and swore yet again.

 “Fuck you! Fuck you people!” David kicked open the door to the sacred wards, crashing through into hospital corridors. “Where’s a doctor! Get her a goddamned fucking doctor!”

 “Shit!” The nurse half moved from her desk, then hit the panic button, summoning security. “You can’t go in there!”


Crashing forwards through the hall, David found one room after another with lights off and empty examination tables. A male nurse appeared, cursed at David and tried to block his way, only to be forced back against the wall by David’s shoulder as the artist pushed past. David foamed in anger, checked another door, and finally found a room blessed with electric light. 



There were examination benches, a television and a wealth of kidney bowls. An old man lay on one bed, wheezing softly as his breath whistled in past a plastic oxygen tube. David carefully laid Carol down upon the second bed, brushed the hair back from her ashen face, then fought his way past an aggressive orderly towards the open corridors.

 “Sir! Sir! Go back to the waiting room!”

 “Are you getting me a doctor?”

 “She has to go to the triage nurse, sir.” The male orderly finally seemed ready for a fight. “We have to determine her patient priority; we have to fill out her forms!”


The argument faded from Carol’s ears as David shoved his way out of the room and went physically hunting for a doctor. Blinking, the girl stared up at flickering, mismatched ceiling lights and tried to clutch onto the fading fragments of her mind.

 “Hattie?”


A new voice came; soft and tired, with wonder and half hidden hope trembling in each word. Carol rolled her head and saw the old man staring at her with amazement in his eyes.

 “Hattie?”


Carol closed her eyes, cleared her vision, and found that she could almost speak.

 “No.”

 “Hattie. Hattie, it’s you.” The old man looked unseeing into Carol’s eyes and gave a tired smile. “You never changed. I knew you’d never change.”

 “I’m… not Hattie.” Carol tried to turn her face away. “You’re wrong.”

 “I dreamed about you, Hattie. I dreamed, I dreamed, I dreamed…” The old man closed his eyes, his voice weary with the weight of long years of dying. “You were always so beautiful”


Carol swallowed back a surge of bile. She dizzily swung her feet down from the bed - half collapsed and caught herself on the aluminium frame. Hanging weakly above the polished lino floor, she fought for breath, dying even as she felt the hunger crawling through her mind.

 “Hattie?”


She felt the images in his dreams; the strands spun from his mind even while he lay awake. She felt a presence - a face long lost inside his memory. A need - a hope, a grief…


A weakness.


Carol felt herself drawn to him. One perfect hand touched his face and made him smile. He called her by his dead wife’s name, seeing what his dreaming needed him to see. Helpless in a spell she failed to understand, Carol reached out to him with all the loving tenderness a lonely, aged man could crave.

 “Hattie?”

 “Yes. It’s Hattie.” Carol stroked silver hair and looked quietly down into his misting eyes. “I’m here for you now. It’s alright - I’m here.”


The girl reached down to fold him in her kiss.


Open mouthed, she wound him in a touch as soft as summer rain. Her kiss drifted down into him with a passion and an innocence he had thought long lost and gone. With a taste of salt and cinnamon, she gave him all that he desired.


The energy blast made Carol jerk with ecstasy. She sucked on him - she drew on him. Like an addict, she bored into him and felt the cravings take control of her soul.


He needed, and she gave. She thirsted, and so she drank. Carol ached in delirium, her body shivering as she slaked herself inside the stream. 



The addiction burned; fulfilment left her jerking in a daze of raw euphoria. Breaking slowly from the kiss, Carol stared blankly into open air, horrified as she felt the sweet, pure energy penetrate her soul. 



She lived! The world stood in focus - her body shone. Reborn, awakened and brilliantly alive, Carol looked down at the old man - and simply didn’t understand.


He lay dead; his eyes still sparkling and his face still flushed from the gift of Carol’s love. One lifeless hand slipped down from his chest to loll down beside the bed.


Carol stared, then reached out to touch him as horror dawned slowly in her eyes. The girl backed slowly away, saw her reflection in the dead television set, and gave a noise of sheer despair.


She retreated slowly, hypnotised by the ripple of her own obscene, rustling wings.


Carol stumbled backwards out into the corridor, cramming herself against the cold concrete wall. David was at the far end of the hall, surrounded by male nurses and security guards. A hundred new admissions had appeared all at once - cuts, breaks and injuries from Piccadilly Circus. Stretcher trolleys banged through doors - reluctant night staff ripped themselves away from television sets. Blinking at the sudden confusion, Carol hugged herself, then broke free from the concrete and wove into the crowds. 



She snatched David by one arm and dragged him back towards the hospital doors.

 “We can go.”

 “Carol?”

 “I’m awake. We can go.”


Her friend stared in confusion. Carol kept out of reach, stiff with self loathing and despair. She swallowed, feeling sickened, and let her voice whisper hoarsely in the air.

 “David. Please.”


Screaming, babbling casualties turned the admissions room into a maelstrom. David made a passage for Carol, tried to lay a protective hand upon her shoulder, and recoiled in hurt as she blindly fought his touch away. Carol fled into the street, feeling powerful and fast, dripping with a filth that never could come clean. David hovered in confusion beside her, desperate to hold her. She felt his love, reeled wildly aside and kept her blank face staring at a wall.

 “Don’t touch me! Don’t ever touch me!”

 “Carol?” She had hurt him; Carol felt him sting and burn. “Carol, are you alright?”

 “Yes!” The girl wanted to be sick; she wanted to feel defiled, and instead felt nothing but a savage, thrilling sluice of energy dripping through her limbs. “David, don’t touch me! Please!”


He loved her - he fretted for her. She had scared him - she adored him. Carol croaked helplessly and lurched away, frantically beating back a surge of unclean memories.


David waited for her, wondering why she cried. Pausing to make sure she followed, he finally led her towards the main streets - towards their home.


As she stepped into the taxi, Carol turned and saw her own shadow on the road - a shadow every bit as vile as the hell hounds or the sucking bugs. She stared down at the figure in disgust - blotted it from her mind, and then lost herself inside the motor’s roar.

 




***

 




In an old engine shed beside a long forgotten railroad line, Morgana had settled in and made her lair. It was a property she had bought in an incarnation twenty years ago, laid aside and maintained from one of half a dozen carefully seeded bank accounts. The girl had spent a day rehearsing signatures, forcing new muscles to guide the pen into patterns stored inside her matrix memory. Bank vaults opened, “Felicity Shepworth” bid her parents adieu, and Morgana the not-so-Fey was finally alone to plot and plan.


Younger hunters always wantonly flung themselves at the world. They rolled in it like cats on heat; each pleasure was stripped from the bone and hurtled aside half-eaten. They would burst into the Hublands, feeling dark, feeling wild, and feeling utterly omnipotent…

 … and so they died in droves.


Affectation and overconfidence were a poor substitute for intelligence. The young hunters either died quickly, or else collected themselves into alliances, seeking power in the group identity. They locked themselves into petty faction wars, Pack against Flock, lone wolves against swarms. The dreams turned to war, and brought their conflicts back into the universe which had borne them.


Wasted energy. 



To an entity such as Morgana, the Hubworld seemed unutterably beautiful. She had roamed it as a wild young predator, or moped in forests beside dripping waterfalls. For two and a half thousand years, she had wandered and explored. Seen against such a lifetime, pretension seemed nothing but a blasphemy.


For Morgana had gazed upon the world, and she knew that she was incomplete.


But now, all of a sudden, a chance discovery had filled her with a mad rush of wild new life. Unrealised obsessions clicked into place, and Morgana’s whole world began to spin.


Hunched inside an old railway shed, she came into new life. Svelte and clad in spandex and old lace, she sat cross-legged on the floor with a computer at her side. The walls were now hung with fabric strips of night black and forest green; a pit filled with cushions occupied the central floor. The girl sat surrounded by a brand new treasure trove, reading comicbooks with avid, piercing eyes.


The comicbooks were articulate, sharp and crazed; jittering black and white drawings flung across the paper with an eclectic passion. She had found them at the far back shelves of a shop, and had combed three cities for every other sample of the artist’s work that she could find.


In the back of each comicbook were the musical reviews. Morgana skimmed the stories, gloried in the art, and then immersed herself deep down into articles in praise of sound. 



The author brought the music utterly to life, constructing landscapes dark and awesome that strode like juggernauts through Morgana’s mind. She could have simply gone to snatch a taste of the man’s dreams, but instead she sat upon the carpet for hour after hour, lost in text descriptions of sonic fantasies. Morgana lived and breathed the words - wrote and telephoned for a thousand disks and tapes of experimental song - and lost herself inside an alien world.


A new comicbook lay spread across Morgana’s lap. The Bulldaggers were releasing a new album - pure insect rock, frenetic, wild and loud. Morgana circled the article with a ring of pencil, groped a hand towards the phone, and then scowled as her computer gave a sudden jaguar howl.


Email.


Important mail. Morgana flicked a glance towards windows lit with the translucent pearl of the predawn, and keyed the video conferencing system with a scowl.


A face looked out at her; rich black-purple skin and a face chiselled by the hands of the gods. The girl regarded her brother without a trace of a welcoming smile.

 “Adonis.”

 “Morgana!” The perfect eyebrows rose upon the perfect face. Adonis had excelled himself this time; black skin suited him to a tee. “Morgana - sweetest sister! How good to see you once again. ‘Skinny’ always looked so very well on you…”


The view behind Adonis showed luxurious furnishings and Afro-American objects d’art. Adonis remained forever in love with the ‘finer’ things in life. His tastes in partners and prey were discriminating and demanding. 



Vibrant, wasp thin and wearing pure life-joy as her only jewel, Morgana seemed like an elemental force by comparison. Eyes brimming rich with sarcastic intellect seared into her brother’s face.

 “Discorporate.”

 “What?”

 “Discorporate. The others are already waiting.” Morgana had little time or love for her siblings, but emotion had never blinded her to her own needs. “We’re meeting by the dead boys choir.”


Adonis loathed the act of discorporation; he always rode a body into ruin. Morgana saw the resentment flicker on his face, and broke the connection before the man could speak again.


A meeting with her siblings was an unplanned-for complication. Irritated at slipping free of new discoveries and half-formed plans, Morgana roughly stacked her comicbooks, sprawled back on her leather couch and closed her eyes. 



She had no golden dreamstrand to tether her into her body - for Morgana could not dream. Instead she marked her lifeless body with a sharp little power flare, and then let herself spread sable feathered wings into the wind.


The dreamlands felt thick and rich beneath her as she flew. Here, close to The Hub, the dreamstrands looped and jostled like a sea of living jungle vines. The common dreamscapes spread below - simple echoes of the Hubland world where dreamers endlessly relived the events of previous days. Each city, each Earthly landscape was reflected like an image in a melted looking glass. 



Minor predators hunched on rooftops below Morgana as she flew; creatures sipping at the angst and energy of bad dreams. The Stirges and the Hellhounds hugged dream-shadows as Morgana passed, fearing her glorious spread of silent wings.


The universe formed a wheel radiating out from the central hub of human life. Human dreams had cast a fantastic worldscape outwards from the humdrum earth. Minds unconsciously forged shared worlds of dream - and shared images of nightmare. All the glory and the cesspits of human imagineering sprawled outwards from The Hub, growing more and more chaotic as the images blurred and snarled. 



The lands were differentiated by theme - each radiating from The Hub like titanic spokes. Lands of primal forest glory merged into lands made from images of oceans or machines; Freudian jungles stalked by restless fantasies and predators. They merged into one another, moving from sweetness into madness, until finally the traveller reached the edges of the world. 



The universe had boundaries. Beyond dreams there stood the stormwall of pure chaos; unformed thought that could dissolve a soul like a foetus hurtled into an acid bath.


Golden strands ran throughout the lands of dreams - the tethers left by mortal souls that roamed through fields of dreams. Morgana used a dreamstrand as an easy guide, then abandoned the dreamline to strike out across an ever-changing world.


Travel in the dreamlands was more conceptual than physical. An experienced traveller knew shortcuts; every rosy dream had a hidden back door into the lands of shrieking nightmare. Morgana slipped sideways through a reflection of the London streets, flipped through a Gothic nightmare land of tilted graves, and found herself gliding low across a silent land of dripping stones. The souls of long dead poets could be glimpsed moping in the valleys between fallen soaring crypts; wraiths lost inside their own self-generated fantasy. Morgana passed between two old stone gods - let them shift into Egyptian form, and passed onwards into the lands of crumbled city walls and dust.


It took many, many minds to maintain a dreamland. Human concepts shifted, changing the nature of their dreams to match their ever shifting world. Mere shadow creatures, born of half-unrealised thought, had no choice except to adapt or die.


But here and there, old dream pockets still survived; places forgotten by the dreaming herd, maintained by the willpower of long dead souls. Morgana banked above quiet figures numbly wandering the hills and then swept her raven’s wings across a Gothic cathedral half buried in the sand.


Land in the cool, cool sands and wriggle deep with naked toes; close the eyes and evoke a strange, sad female voice raised in song. Morgana remembered images of sunlight filtering through column tops, and so found herself inside the echoing cathedral hall.


She had been shown this place so very long ago. A place of peace and quiet, where a mentor had helped her try her new-fledged wings. The doorway into the pocket was known only to a few - and those precious few knew the value of their privacy.


In those days, the cathedral had been a ziggurat, and stone gods had lined the hills to sing. Now the ziggurat was gone; only the stone gods of Babylon remained, singing their strange, dark, sonorous prayers. The sound felt remarkably soothing as it echoed through the cold stone walls. There was a smell of rain-touched dust; a hint of hidden storm front in the air. Morgana folded up her wings and strode through lofty colonnades towards a quiet pool.


In the nave of the cathedral, mossy rocks ringed a fountain filled with pearly light. The water slid slow and soft as old grey silk - slippery, sensuous, chill and sweet. Naked and exquisite, Morgana settled herself upon a rock, then folded herself inside a cloak of wings.


They sat awaiting her; the ‘sisters’ and ‘brothers’ of her youth. Of all the creatures born from dreams, none were quite as beautiful as these - 



The Succubi.


Mankind had created them from frustrated dreams and hollow needs. These days, there were more of them than ever before; new hunters, harsh, clumsy and proud. But the older entities had grown brilliant and eccentric over centuries of life. They were the dark aristocracy of dreams.


Millennia of hunt and intrigue had kept the numbers thin. Only six entities now remembered from older, wilder days - times when the world was primitive, and each hunt explored a thrilling new idea.


And so they gathered about a pool of silken light; the hungry shadows of human desire. They had been called angels, muses, vampires or gods - but their “Firstborn” had given them their own name as her first gift of pride.


In the dreamlands, each Succubus appeared as they pleased. Morgana kept herself as a pale, slim naked shape; a female built from the subtlest of curves. She lounged back against a rock and dipped one foot into the stream, spreading her long hair across the stones.

 “Lilith is alive.”


She stirred the pool with one toe, not caring to elaborate her statement. Indolent and brilliant, her siblings digested the implications and reached their own conclusions one by one.


One sister took the bait. Voluptuous and golden, Astarte uncoiled herself from her perch beside the waterfall.

 “Lilith is dead. The Pack destroyed her.” Step by step, the golden image cruised down towards the waterside. “She is gone.”

 “I saw her in London. In Piccadilly square. She hacked the head off a Pack member.”

 “And how can you be sure that it was Her?”


Morgana regarded her ‘sister’ without the slightest hint of love.

 “She raised me up out of the dreams of Achaea. She taught me how to use my wings. I flatter myself that I still know the Firstborn when I lay eyes upon her…”


Adonis, still manifesting as black, lean and perfect, raised a hand in thought.

 “The Pack lied.”

 “The Pack were fools. You assured me that Lilith had been diffused.” Harsh, and powerful, Morgana lashed her sable wings. “I incarnated based on your advice! “

 “Small matter.” Astarte coiled like a viper, turning her unformed features towards Morgana’s face. “The Firstborn lives? What of it?”

 “Lilith is a conservative! Lilith guards the world order. She is the devoted enemy of everything we hope to be and do!”


Half hidden beneath the splashing water of the fountain, a slim figure slowly stirred. The Succubi usually fell into patterns after many long and carefree years, choosing to manifest solely as either male or female. A strange, disquieting exception to the normal rule, Iscariot remained utterly genderless. Masked, androgynous and letting words drift like sifted sand, the hunter turned a pale gaze towards the other Succubi.

 “The Firstborn prefers her images of romance long gone by. Abandon your projects; let her drift back into her yearnings, and take up your quests again at a later time.”

 “No! The time is now!” Morgana twitched her wings, her voice seething with annoyance. “I’ve already emptied bank accounts amassed over three whole manifestations! I cannot halt my research teams.”


Iscariot gave a studied gesture, half hiding behind a cascade of pure white hair. The creature listlessly sank back down into the fountain mist, as though losing all interest in further conversation.


Up above, Astarte gave a vexed flick of her wings.

 “So she’s alive. Then where is she?””

 “Hunting.” Adonis’ voice boomed deep and sweet as aged wine. “That is - if Morgana speaks the truth.”


Morgana ignored the implication. She sat with her long knees hugged to her chest, her shadow senses roaming through the energy matrices which formed her memory.

 “She is alive - and therefore angry. She has already begun to eliminate the Pack one by one.” Astarte paced, imagining the ferocity unleashed by that ancient, introverted entity. “How long before one of them squeals and bargains for its life? She’ll know - and then she will come seeking us!”


Adonis made an airy motion.

 “Then we must see to it that the Pack discovers her location. Another attack en-masse would soon see Lilith overcome.”

 “You underestimate her.” Morgana simply sat, staring into other dreams with her chin propped on her knees. “She is the best of us.”

 “Lilith went into mortal combat with the Pack.” Confident beyond all fear, Adonis strode through the cathedral window light. “Even if Lilith escaped them, she must be low on power.”

 “She’s in The Hub, fool!” Morgana snapped into action, cracking her wings out beside her. “The Firstborn taught us how to hunt! She’ll start a Bleed, re-energise, and take revenge.”


Adonis twittered Morgana’s objections away with a smile.

 “We did not attack her. It was the Pack!”

 “The pack cannot come up with such a plan all by themselves! She’ll know, Adonis! She will know that we all want to be rid of her wretched rules!”


Another image stirred as one of the listening Incubi at the fringes spread his wings.

 “Define our enemy. When we know what she will attempt to achieve, then we may create a counter plan. What makes the Firstborn so very dangerous?”


Morgana gave a snort and stared at her sibling in pure dislike.

 “Experience. Lilith has seen and done it all.”

 “She’s jaded!” Adonis dripped derision upon Morgana’s imagery. “Lilith is in love with The Hub. She loves a cherished image of an imaginary world! She dotes upon old ruins or scraps of poetry. Do you remember how she actually fought as a foot soldier in the Spanish Civil War, in the International Brigades?” Adonis spread his arms wide in utter scorn. “She - who could have bled the factions white, tramping with a rifle in the muck!”


Morgana regarded the Incubus with a level stare.

 “She knows what she loves, Adonis.”

 “And she ignores everything that she loves not!” Adonis gave an easy, charismatic flare. “Her weaknesses are an absolute disinterest in technology. She has been away from the blade-edge for far too long.”

 “Her advantage is that she knows almost everything else.”


Morgana wanted a body again; she wanted to run hands across grainy eyes. The entity felt her icon patterns shift and seethe as she locked herself into careful paths of thought.

 “Lilith will do things in the old manner, and with style. There will be no electronic fund transfers, no computer links or email. We cannot trace her by computer - but neither will she know the speed at which information can now be passed.”


Astarte gave a restless flex of her long claws.

 “She’s low on power. She has to be!”

 “She is Lilith, the Firstborn. She doesn’t need power! She has hunted her way across The Wheel since mankind first began. She is the best of us.” Morgana shifted like an angel of liquid light, turning her beautiful gaze upon the entities beside her.

 “Underestimate Lilith, and she will obliterate you.”


Morgana turned to go, walking out through beams of filtered golden light. A turn of thought, and suddenly the pool and its watchers faded far behind. Alone in a broken hall, Morgana paced the sands and gave a sigh. She let the warmth of sunlight bathe the space between her long black wings, and quietly turned her face towards the ceiling vaults above.


Somewhere in the distance, Babylonian gods kept up their ancient music. They sang in a deep, reverberating bass in tunes taught to them by Lilith in millennia long gone by.

 “Sister.”


The voice spoke from behind Morgana’s back; a quiet voice, neither male nor female in its tone. Morgana kept her face upturned towards the sky.

 “Iscariot.”


She felt no inclination towards conversation; long aeons of life had made Morgana into a creature that was essentially solitary. Beside her, Iscariot appeared - tall, masked and ethereally beautiful, like a spirit in a Japanese play.

 “What will Adonis do?”

 “Do?” Morgana scarcely cared. “He will put the Pack onto her. Adonis never was particularly subtle.” Morgana watched as the dust motes danced before her eyes. “He will search missing persons files - check London police reports for deaths.

 “He will find nothing. Lilith played this game ten thousand years before the fool was even born.”


They walked side by side along an infinite colonnade. The boundaries of this place were conceptual; neither being felt the need to leave the quiet halls. Morgana stalked like a lithe, wild cat - lean and stark and impossibly pure. Iscariot folded its hands like a Chinese philosopher, pacing cool and quiet in the shadow of her wings.

 “How goes the world, Morgana? How goes the world?”

 “Well enough. I’m corporate again.” It would take energy to restart her heart and repair the damage of her artificial coma; she would have to do an energy bleed from someone to make good her power stores. “I must go back. The body is a good one. I don’t want it wrecked beyond repair.”

 “Ahhh. You always were a one who so loved life.” Iscariot drifted quiet as mist upon the wind. “What bleed will it be this time, sister?”

 “I haven’t yet decided.” It was a lie. Morgana knew with absolute, driven certainty what she craved to do. “Maybe music…”

 “A pop star scam?” Iscariot seemed amused. “Why not. It becomes more profitable by the year. The energy of so many wild, adoring fans…”

 “Not pop music!” Morgana scarcely noticed the quick scorn in her voice. “I said - I haven’t decided.”

 “Aaaah? And yet it shall be music, after all.”


Iscariot’s whispered, echoing voice carried a universe of intent. Morgana felt the feathers ripple in her wings.

 “Music intrigues me.” Morgana sensed a strange empty gulf yearning in her soul. “I find that it has… possibilities.”

 “Then may you find a new bleed that will endear you to us forever more.” Iscariot poised as if preparing to go. The creature had found a sunbeam that echoed a place of personal retreat.

 “Sister - will Adonis find the Firstborn, do you think?”

 “No. Never.”


Morgana found a great rose window which lay open to a flawless desert sky. Powerful black wings opened as she prepared herself for flight.

 “Never.”

 “Then where might she be?”


Morgana turned, archly considering the being at her side. The huntress poised her thoughts like a dew-drop, then turned about and carelessly let them fall.

 “Remember Venus standing in the waves. Remember the Mona Lisa and an enigmatic smile.

 “Lilith has posed for more paintings than any entity in history. She has hosted salons - she danced at the Moulin Rouge.” Morgana spread her wings and tested them against the crisp, cool breeze.

 “Seek out the artists. Where there is art - that is where the Firstborn will choose to make her lair.”


The Succubus arose on wings of night and left her sibling standing on the sands far behind. With the chanting of the dead boys’ choir at her back, Morgana cruised the dreamscapes back towards the Hublands she adored.

 




***

 




Jerking bolt upright in her blanket-nest, Carol could only stare in shock at images flickering across the dark. She panted like a terror-stricken animal, her body sour with sweat. The taste of bile hung in her mouth as she dazedly sought to remember reality.


Tears ran down her cheeks; she hurt deep inside her heart. The girl frantically fought her way out of bed, felt her skin shrink from the nighttime chill, and blundered out into the corridor.


Carol felt herself crying. She bumped against David’s bedroom door, felt it open underneath her hands, and stood staring in fright across the darkened room.


David lay still and silent - a shapeless figure underneath a blanket mound. Carol croaked and scrabbled forward, feverishly running her hands back and forth across his skin.


He was alive! A dizzy rush of relief made Carol cry. She wept and nestled her face against David’s neck and soaked him with her tears.


He heard her weeping; David drew in a deeper breath and slowly came awake, blinking in confusion as he felt Carol creep into his arms. He automatically stroked her hair, holding her tight against his heart as he struggled to re-boot his fuddled brain. 


 “Carol?”


She shuddered, boring herself hard against him and too upset to speak. David tried to free his arms from the blankets, making space for the girl atop the bed. She clung against his neck, unwilling to let go, craving assurance that David was alive.


David gave her the time she needed, rocking her gently to and fro without a sound. Finally the girl found the strength to speak. She kept her forehead resting against David’s own, unwilling to meet his eye.

 “I had a dream.”


The realisation seemed incredible. Carol shook her head and stared into the darkness, disbelieving her own memories.

 “I… I had a dream.”


The girl spoke the words in fear and awe, her eyes blank and fingers wringing the blanket in her grasp. Carol swallowed as she felt the tears spike the insides of her cheeks with pain.

 “You were dead. I was a vampire in a cloak - and I killed you. I never wanted to, but still… still I killed you.”

 “It’s alright. It’s fine now.” Wallowing in the total confusion of a rude awakening, David tried to wipe the tears from her eyes. “Hey - it was only a dream.”


Carol froze, her blank eyes still gazing at hidden images. Her fists slowly clenched, shaking with the effort as she denied the nights memories.

 “I dreamed you were dead, David.”

 “Shhhhh. Carol - It’s only a dream. It wasn’t real.”

 “It will never be real. Never!” Carol shuddered, her arms shaking as she suddenly whipped bright, piercing eyes up to bore into David’s soul. 



For an instant, a different creature sat at David’s side; a mind of pure, ferocious light. As she spoke, Carol’s voice hissed in desperate intensity. 


 “You have given me everything! You’re all I have. I’m not empty any more.”


Unseen, blood dripped from Carol’s clenching fist. Her nails had cut cruelly deep into her own flesh.

 “Never. No matter how much it costs - I will never hurt you!

 “Never!”


The blood flowed like slow drips across a windowpane. Shocked and desolate, Carol hunched as the images returned to batter at her mind.


Carol curled in David’s arms like a child. Her voice whispered softly through her fear. ”I’m sorry I woke you.”

 “That’s OK.” David tried his best to keep her warm. “I don’t mind.”

 “David - can I sleep with you?”


She whispered her request like a timid little girl. David froze, trapped between embarrassment and desire. He numbly raised the blankets, and felt Carol creep beneath the covers like a kitten seeking shelter from the cold. Silken soft, warm and vulnerable, Carol laid her back against David’s flesh and nestled down to sleep.


She lay against him, and stared blankly off into the dark.

 “I don’t know what I am, David.” The horror rose up to choke like vomit in her mouth. “I’m frightened…”

 “It’s alright.” David's reassurances seemed hollow; he could only fold the girl inside his arms. “I’ve got you. Everything’s fine. You can sleep now.”


He kept vigil over her as she slowly calmed. Finally, after what seemed like a hundred hours, Carol’s breathing deepened and slowed. David held the girl tight against his chest - felt her kiss one of his hands, and then listened as she drifted into sleep.


Carol’s body felt almost liquid soft to the touch - pure, smooth skin and perfect little curves. David caressed her naked hip, and felt her backside arch yearningly back against his groin. He touched her lovingly - felt the girl respond in her sleep - then reluctantly forced himself to stop.


Carol had cold turkeyed him out of his addictions to drugs, alcohol and self pity. She had turned him into an artist once again - had dragged his head out of his anus where it had been hidden for so long. For David, force of will had suddenly become an ingrained habit. He softly stroked Carol’s flanks until she relaxed into peace. Warm and safe, Carol slept on in utter trust.


Feeling like a paladin in armour, David dazedly sank his head back onto a pillow of Carol’s fragrant hair. Intensely aware of the girl’s backside pressed against his groin, David sighed, blinked grainy eyes, and prepared for a night bereft of sleep.


Unseen beneath the blankets, Carol’s wounded hand glowed with a gentle, pearly light. The warmth peaked, and then faded gradually away - and the savage cuts on her palm were gone…

 



 






 




Chapter 7:

 



 



 




For Morgana, a return to The Hub meant an hour of annoying labour. Left to its own devices, a body soon slipped out of control and could rapidly begin to degrade.


Heart restart was a minor irritation, but an expensive one. Morgana repaired minuscule cell damage, incidentally “cleaning” house, stripping out fatigue poisons and repairing fraying DNA. Morgana liked her bodies young - and saw no reason to even allow herself to age gracefully.


Trebling adrenal and muscle efficiency had become unthinking second nature. Lilith had shown her how, so very long ago - teaching her as they sat naked on a beach in ancient Athens. Lilith had pioneered the science of anatomy purely to smooth the task of body modification. In those days, she had taken each fledgling Succubus personally underneath her wing, training them in her hard-won skills and strange morality.


The skills remained; the morality rarely lasted. New hunters made their own rules and quickly left their mentor’s philosophy behind. Morgana weighed the thought as she worked, and then scowled at herself in self disgust.


In her own heart, Morgana thought of herself as a moral entity. She shook images of Lilith from her mind and turned her attention to the task at hand.


The succubus slipped back into her body, feeling it settle all around her like a gorgeous, vibrant symphony. She sat up - adjusted herself to reading living senses and breathing in through living lungs - and then reached up to run fingers through her streaming sable hair.


The stubble at her temples felt delicious to the touch. Morgana savoured the sensation for a long, quiet moment, and then climbed out of her cushion pit and up onto her feet.


It was a beautiful day to be alive…


She stood there in the window light, overlooking an ancient railway cutting overgrown with hawthorn trees. Slim, black clad and silhouetted to perfection, Morgana spread her hair into the morning and gave a pure, triumphant laugh.


Business first; then replace lost energy, then launch into the enjoyment of the day. Morgana keyed her telephone to “speaker” and let the machine dial as she poured herself a cup of china tea.

 “Centre de Chianizzi - Oui?”


Lying comfortably in the windowsill with her smile towards the clouds, Morgana answered the announcement in flawless French.


<<I will speak with Doctor Chianizzi, if you please.>>


<<Doctor Chianizzi is not currently in the building, Madame.>> Whether in Paris or in Chicago, secretaries were all the same. <<He is not available.>>


<<Then I will wait while you transfer to his mobile telephone.>> Morgana smiled and idly took a sip of tea. <<Inform the Doctor that ‘Dreamscape Seven’ is on the line.>>


French “on hold” music was no better or worse than anywhere else; it did, however provide a long enough interval for Morgana to refresh her cup of tea. She swirled steaming liquid underneath her nose, eyes slitted up in ecstasy as she breathed fragrant wisps of heat into her lungs.


Chianizzi answered with his usual open-handed affability; if he were reincarnated as a dog, then it would be a dog with a shaggy moustache and hair flopping down across its eyes.


<<Madam Morgana. Chianizzi here! What a pleasure it is to speak with you again!>>


<<Quite so.>> Morgana toyed with the glass teacup in her hand, staring at the outside world through a mist of amber light. <<Friend Chianizzi - I wonder if you have thought about the project outlined in the documents I sent you? Will your team undertake the task I have proposed?>>


Clearly he had not yet digested the proposal. Chianizzi played for time on the far end of the telephone.


<<Madam - such a project would be… the expense surely would be considerable. And for what? In a scientific program, we must always outline an end goal!>>


Morgana inspected the short, business-like nails on one hand as she spoke towards the telephone.


<<I did not ask you to determine an end goal. I merely require data.>> Restless, the girl arose from her post by the window frame. <<As I have said - I am willing to pay research costs of up to four hundred thousand U.S. dollars.>>


<<Madam - to pay such an amount for a goalless research project…!>>


<<Let us presume that my own goals are perfectly clear.>> Morgana set her teacup firmly down upon the table top. <<Will the Chianizzi centre contract for the project, or will it not?>>


Chianizzi - had he been present - would have anxiously flapped his hands. As it was, Morgana simply heard the man make an anxious noise through his moustache.


<<As you wish, Madame. It shall be begun.>>


<<Excellent.>> Morgana flicked her long hair back across one shoulder. <<The funds will be placed in a holding account immediately. I shall visit you in person to see your research proposals in one weeks time.>>


She made to sign off - but the puppy dog leapt at the chance to soothe its curiosity.


<<Madam Morgana! For the interest of my colleagues - what precisely are your professional qualifications? Why such interest in neural patterning and dreams?>>


<<Let it simply rest that I have a certain… expertise within the field.>> Morgana leaned across the table and broke the connection with a lazy motion of her hand. <<Abientôt, Doctor!>>


It was nine AM; time to hit the underground music stores and then prepare some software for the night. Morgana leapt like a cheetah for her keys, snatched a motorcycle helmet from its hook beside the door, then eagerly strode out onto a gravel path strewn with dandelions…

 … only to pull up to a halt and give a scowl.


Business.


Energy reserves were adequate - but only just. The memory matrix that held all Morgana’s centuries of experience was a constant power drain - the blazing torch of her personality even more. A dream shadow was not gifted with any rights to its own existence. It clawed frenziedly for every instant borrowed from oblivion; the “I am” could be preserved only at relentless cost.


If Lilith lived, then Morgana would need more power; energy to fight, or energy to flee. So before Morgana plunged into the tantalising world of The Hub, first the Succubus must feed.


For a skilled hunter, the prey came easily; a wild, hard fuck in an alleyway might win her energy for a week. A cruel affair, with taunts and promises stretched over weeks might store up power enough to meet normal needs for years.


The bleeds came easy; but there was no more pleasure in the game. The Succubi rarely killed; good parasites were too clever to let blood stain their hands. But still - the feeding marked Morgana out as something far worse than a whore.


Not for much longer. Morgana dressed in leathers, clamped her helmet hard across her head and felt the pride burn like fire in her mind. Lean perfection dressed in black, she poised on the saddle of her motorbike and stared into empty air.


A pair of hell-hounds emerged through a wall nearby. The metallic monsters looked at Morgana, raised their ragged hackles in threat, and instantly backed away. Lost in her own thoughts, Morgana scarcely knew the beasts were there.


A few more bleeds; prostitution suffered for a greater end. With her face set in a blank expression, Morgana twisted home the key and shook her motorcycle engine into life. 



In a shower of gravel, the big machine streaked off into the London streets. Morgana leaned hard into a corner, gunned the engine - and left the empty houses to their memories and dreams.

 




***

 




Despite all David’s warnings to the contrary, Carol did not spend her day indoors. Today she walked the streets, hunched tight against an inner cold, and stared at sights she knew that others could not see.


Ghosts were plastered to forgotten window panes, staring blankly at a world they never could release; wooden puppet figures slumped with heads-in-hands beside train station walls. Fat women and power walkers carried crustaceans on their backs; dark metallic dogs sniffed through schoolyards, hoping to spark off a teenage suicide. The crowds passed this unseen street life blindly bye, and only Carol ever turned to stare.


Inside her, a white-hot energy burned. The old mans’ love, sucked from him like blood out of a sacrifice, flowed thick and sickly sweet in Carol’s heart. It sickened her - it healed her - it made her crawl in violent self disgust even as she hungered for more.


Carol felt men look at her on the street. She felt the magnetic pull of her hunger - saw images of herself as a spider playing with their husks - and hurried on, fleeing into who knows where.


Springtime rain and springtime clouds; wet, filthy pavements glistening in old London town. The shopkeepers hovered outside their stores like touts outside of X-rated cinemas, and the crowds ducked down their heads to pass them bye. Carol watched it all, walking, walking, trying to leave behind her a shadow which hovered ever at her back.


She wanted water; laughing water and a sense of timeless peace. For a moment, the memory almost appeared - and then sank into the vague blur that formed a backdrop to Carol’s mind.


A motorcycle sped past, and Carol jerked up her head at a sensation like half-remembered melody. She pivoted in her tracks and wandered slowly in the cycle’s wake, feeling her way along an unseen current that luffed and faded on the breeze.


Her footsteps took her down a street lined with clone houses two-by-two. Carol wandered beside a cyclone wire fence, dimly aware of the sounds of children at play. She stopped to examine a brick wall which harboured untold millions of ladybirds slowly waking from the cold - and then a voice beside her managed to break into her reverie.

 “Carol?”


Carol blinked. Tall and pale, with her hair dressed into its strange Asian courtier’s style, the girl turned to see a schoolgirl staring at her through the wire.


An Indian girl - long and lustrous, with an ugly uniform of pleats and plaid. She looked Carol up and down in absolute amazement, and then locked eager fingers in the wire.

 “Carol?” The schoolgirl breathed hard, as though trying to reach Carol’s scent. Her accent roiled with the incomprehensible accents of south London. “Carol - is tha’ you? What you doin’? Everyone’s bin’ looking for you! They put your picture in the off-license an’ all!”

 “I’ve been away.” Carol looked squarely at the other girl, searching her memory for a name to attach to the face. It felt rather like wandering through someone else’s library. 



Vasu. Her name was Vasu, and she attended Norbury Grammar School. Carol could pull up memories of the school uniform - its strange woollen scent and the way it itched against her hips.


The memories suddenly came more easily. She had once been a student here; it was dangerous to remain. 



Slim, alien and elegant, she fixed the other schoolgirl’s gaze.

 “I left school, Vasu. I have a job now. I have a life. I’m going south to live - down by the coast.”

 “The coast!” Images of beaches clearly flickered behind Vasu’s eyes. “What’s this job, then?”


An idea flickered in Carol’s mind. 


 “Computers. Computer games. I do artwork now.”

 “You look it! You look funny. Kinda like one of them Japanese cartoons. Real nice though!” Vasu thought she might have given offence, and fumbled to make amends. “Did you tell your parents?”

 “We argued - so I left.” Carol spied the tall shapes of adult teachers striding through the school grounds far behind. “I have to go now, Vasu.”

 “Cheers, then! Hey - put me into a computer game!”

 “I will.” Carol carefully picked a line of retreat, marking the densest street crowds as potential cover. “Goodbye.”

 “Hey! Hey - Where are your glasses?”

 “My eyes got better.” Carol turned and picked her exit, her two long pony tails flicking across her shoulder as she whirled. “Goodbye Vasu.”


Carol made her way out onto a crowded high street, then took her bearings to zero-in on David’s home. She found a red double-decker bus which seemed to be heading in the right direction, hopped on board and fussed about with unfamiliar coins. She rode the vehicle only for a few short blocks, then leapt off in case she had read the destination wrong. Flexing her hands, she stared in confusion at the landmarks - saw a street sign that seemed half familiar, and finally found herself on the right route for home.


She had only just begun to turn the key in David’s front door lock when the policewoman came. She was a short woman - freckled and with hair red as carrot shavings. She came down the front path and tugged her cap, planting herself firmly in front of Carol’s gaze.

 “Excuse me, but we’re doing a door knock in your area - wonder if you can help.” The policewoman handed Carol a photograph. It showed a girl with medium length blonde hair, glasses and a school uniform giving an uncertain smile.

 “Have you seen this girl at all? Carol Inkermann - about sixteen?”


With smooth, elegant hair falling down her back, Carol stared down at the photograph, turned it over in long, gloved fingers, and gave a rueful smile.

 “No. I don’t know her, I’m afraid.”

 “She’s a missing person, Ma’am. Last seen at a party a few streets away.” The policewoman touched her cap. “If you see her by any chance, then do let us know.”


Across the street, a policeman was door knocking and showing photographs. Carol entered David’s door, leaned against the wall, and stared thoughtfully off into the empty air.


She needed a bath; running water always seemed to sooth her troubled soul. Carol Inkermann closed her eyes, rubbed at the lids, and let sharp thought patterns prickle through her mind.


Last night, someone had tried to kill her.


And Carol had decapitated her enemy with a single backhand blow…


If enemies had found her once, then they could zero-in again. Carol needed breathing space; she needed time. The girl paused a while in thought, and then went towards the telephone. Crouched on the mottled carpet, Carol leafed through the white pages, found the government department listings, and briskly dialled.


Two desk stops, and Carol had the clerk that she required.

 “Hello? I need an extract from my birth certificate, please. Inkermann. Carol Inkermann.”

 “Yes - yes, I need it for a passport application.” Carol clamped the phone between her ear and her shoulder as she folded the telephone directory away.

 “Yes, as soon as possible, please.

 “I’ll be leaving the country soon.”

 




***

 




Scared, drained and tired, David Miller walked the grey streets towards the office feeling the weight of the world crushing him like a vice. The vicious fight in the nightclub left a taste sharp as cyanide in his mouth; Carol’s collapse had scared him clean out of his wits. In the morning light, the situation looked no better; a sleepless night had given David ample time to replay events a thousand times through his mind. 



Carol had scared the shit out of him; one moment the victim, and next moment a creature straight out of a Hong Kong action film. For some reason, the girl seemed to have enemies.


He had wanted to stay with her today, just to be near in case she needed him, but awakening in the same bed had embarrassed her. Breakfast had been a silent affair, with Carol remaining deeply introverted while David just felt blurred and tired.


Being outside the house was a refreshment - even if it meant heading in to work. David buzzed at the front door of the office, felt the security lock pop open, and once again cursed whatever idiot thought that such systems denoted safety.


A trudge past the reception desk; a meaningless hello to the secretary - a sad blonde with big glasses who spent most of her day dialling in to radio competitions. David slung his bag beneath the desk, flicked on his computer monitor, and then crashed wearily down into his chair.


It took at least a minute for the cubicles to seem wrong. David frowned - stood up and peered across to Jason’s desk - and then turned stacks of sketching paper upside down.


There was nothing on the desks that was not directly related to work. No notes, no posters, no magazine clippings.


The “Barbitaur” had gone.


His office had been stripped bare. Jason’s too - sterilised and streamlined. David slammed back into his chair and planted boots upon the desk. Irritated, he worked at a mindless sequence of computer game animation until his energy simply failed.


He tried calling Carol. There was no answer; David immediately got up and began to pace the corridors, feeling restless irritation build.


Jason came meandering in past the front desk; pale, red eyed and energised. He avidly exchanged the Venusian Boy scout salute with David as he headed for his desk.

 “Dee-ster!”

 “Jay-man.” David paced the office, huge, shaven headed and in the grip of growing anger. “Hey Jase. Did you take Barbi home for more surgery?”

 “Naah, not me.” Jason seemed remarkably pumped with energy for a work morning. “Music night last night! I came home from the club and worked till dawn. So I have in fact stayed up all night!” He raised a meaningful fist as though in touch with a more legitimate level of reality. “Now that’s anarchy!” 



David Miller refused to be mollified; he prowled the partitions like an ogre hunting for its meat.

 “The Barbitaur,”

 “What?”

 “The Barbitaur! The fucking Barbitaur! It isn’t there!” David punched at a partition, using enough power to make the building shudder. “Nothing’s there! All the art and toys are gone!”


A thrice-repeated cough sounded from behind; Frank announced his presence in his time-honoured style.

 “Gentlemen.”


It was always a statement of such arrogance, such total supremacy, that it sent David into a haze of rage; it implied an instant need for justification. It demanded response, instantly making the replier both morally and intellectually subordinate to Frank. David whirled, eyes narrowed and huge hands bunched into fists at his side. 



Happy just to get into his seat and get on with his job, Jason gave an airy wave and began booting up.

 “Hey Frank.”

 “A late start today?” Dressed in baggy suit and electric bow tie, Frank was anything but subtle. Jason ignored him as he spread his suspiciously clean desk with drawing paper.

 “We did an all-nighter on Saturday. Deal was we could have two half days off in return.”

 “Indeed?”

 “Indeed.” Jason actually missed the hidden implication that his claims were a lie. Today, Jason was brimming over with joi de vie. “I’ll probably skip in late on Thursday, too.”


David hovered like a prize fighter hungry for the umpire to clear the hell out of the ring. He pushed past Jason and stood square-on to the lordly Frank.

 “Where’s the Barbitaur, Frank?”

 “The what?”

 “The Barbitaur. Our sculpture.” David surged forward pace by pace like a rhino bunching muscles as it closed with a tourist jeep. “Our sculptures - our cassettes, the pictures on the cubicle walls! Where are they?”


Frank gave a lofty stare.

 “As per last week’s office circular, non work-related materials left in the office overnight have been removed. A box in the maintenance section…”


David turned, plunged his fingers into the mass of computer monitors on his desk, and ripped the equipment free. A heavy screen hit the partition, teetering the flimsy wall and crashing to the ground.


Frank stood and glared, then marched off toward the front desk. David darkly kicked at the fallen monitor, managing to properly break the screen.

 “Fuck this place, and fuck their pay check!”


Jason had entered that eerie zone of disbelief most normal people pass through when violence wanders near.

 “Jesus man! I thought you were going to go for him!”

 “Fuck no.” David opened his bag and began stuffing it full of his pens, notepads, and reams of stolen photocopy paper. “It’s time to go. Just time to go.”

 “So you’re quitting?”

 “Carol took me off drugs. I can cold turkey off wages, too. I’ll freelance again!” Miller collected coffee cups and crammed them in his bag. 


 “Don’t stay here, Jase! It’ll kill you. Do your music. That’s all that matters! Keep faith with the dreams; make them fill you!”


He raged upstairs to make a brief farewell tour of the programming department - and possibly to clean out the marker pens from the supply cupboard upstairs. Jason swiftly picked up the telephone and dialled David’s house, keeping a sharp eye upon the stairs for David’s return.

 “Yes?”

 “Carol? It’s Jason.” Jase ran fingers through long, straggling hair. “Look - David’s just quit in a big way. Maybe you’d better come down.”

 “Ah.” Carol’s voice always seemed cool and clear as a forest pool; perfectly serene. “Did he punch Frank?”

 “What?”

 “Did he punch his boss, or did he just break the computers.” 


 “Just the computers.” Jason slumped agitatedly in his chair. “Was he wanting to kill Frank?”

 “He has rehearsed it a hundred times in his dreams. Sometimes Frank and the computer are both the same entity.” Carol sounded as wise as a Greek goddess. “I shall collect him.”


The connection broke without the customary “goodbye”; Jason sprang to his feet and made his way upstairs, intending to act as a human roadblock keeping David and the management apart.


It took only fifteen minutes for Carol to arrive. She drifted in through the doorway looking like a Chinese fairy empress, regally making her way past the secretary with the barest hint of a smile. Jason caught the sharp, haunting savour of her scent, saw her stretch out her hands in greeting and felt his troubles fade.

 “He’s upstairs.” Jason blew a sigh through puffed out cheeks. “I think he blew his job. Frank’s probably trying to find a deputy who’ll fire him before he can quit.” The musician wiped a hand across his brow. “Jesus - all this over someone throwing out a plastic doll!”


Carol looked sidewise up at Jason out of piercing, clever eyes.

 “The Barbitaur was an icon, Jason. Surely you realise its symbolism? It was an interplay between you - between the creators and the work. By destroying it, Frank emphasises the destruction of your creativity.” Carol’s long blond ponytails almost swept the ground. She walked with her hands in her sleeves like a Mandarin. 


 “It’s time for David to move on. I’ll take him somewhere. A place…” She breathed deeply as though searching for the scent of something perfect and long gone. “… somewhere with water; peaceful, laughing water and an open, flawless sky. Somewhere wonderful.

 “He wants to draw again. I can bring it out of him. I can make it live and breathe.”


They reached the top of the stairs - saw David, and simply stopped. Carol looked at David as though he were her one and only universe - her moon and her rising sun. Jason saw the expression in her eyes, and felt an unbidden pang of jealousy.


Carol turned and took Jason by the hand.

 “It’s time to go.”


He abandoned his job for her there and then. Jason fetched his bag, rattled off his resignation, and then ran back home to find his music before new ideas could fade. Carol watched him go - smiled - and then took David on her arm. Side by side they walked the soiled grey streets, leaving David’s land of nightmares far behind.

 




***

 




In effect, a Succubus was a creature that ruined lives. In return, it offered but a single prize.


Total ecstasy.


Young Succubi usually offered mere sex; it was cheap, it was effortless, and it made them feel deliciously powerful. But the older entities - those who had studied their craft across the centuries - could offer sensations considerably more profound.


Emotional vampirism was a delicate little game. A succubus could be the schoolgirl who haunts young boys with images of forbidden love; she might reappear in later years, identical and perfect, just to tweak old memories and feed upon the target’s sweet regret. They were home-wrecking gigolos, or backroom politicians; philanthropists or teachers spreading an aura of love. They required nothing but emotion directed at their souls - the energy stream that sustained their bodiless personalities.


But no matter what else might be tried, sex was still the easiest “bleed”. Humanity has a habit of letting their brains be ruled by their genitals.


After centuries of incarnation, certain quirks were sure to appear. In Morgana’s case, she was enthralled by the female form; she preferred above all else to incarnate as a woman…

 … and when given a choice, Morgana far preferred having sex with other females.


It had begun early. Morgana’s ‘quirk’ had first come to her on beaches washed with Aegean waters of flawless blue. In those days, she’d had a mentor - and the relationship had merged slowly into something much akin to love.


In those days on Lesbos, in the age of the poetess, it had all seemed as natural as the rising of the sun. They had walked naked down the beaches while the fishing boats drifted on the wind, and for long moments the sadness would leave her teacher’s eyes.


An undying lover had been a delicious new experience; it was the first time Morgana had revelled in the sexual act for simple entertainment.


In the end, it all petered out. The succubi could not dream - and so they lacked the ability to give each other energy. Each partner had been forced to seek human lovers elsewhere - leading to the inevitable storm of bitterness. By their very nature, the huntress’ love had been doomed.


They had made love one last time in Olympus’ sacred groves. In dreamlands of that place, the trees still weep for the beauty of images long gone by…


Perhaps in a vague, unacknowledged memory of first infatuation, Morgana still preferred to make love within her own chosen gender. Other acts were tolerable - but lesbianism was something to be utterly enjoyed.


And so, desire gave Morgana a delicious edge of anticipation as she led Patricia Ng into her lair.

 




Sex could be made addictive.

 




More precisely - Morgana could make herself addictive. There was neither magic or mystery about it; just more than two thousand years of experience in triggering sexual responses in human beings. Morgana was no longer a mere ”professional”; she had become an artiste.


Their friendship had been carefully nurtured over two weeks of casual encounters; Morgana had survived for two millennia on habits of being thorough. Patricia Ng, manager of the band “Dark Childe”, worked a day job as an office manager in Thornton Heath. By night, she argued bitterly with club owners and stage technicians, fighting hard for a band that didn’t care whether she lived or died. Her organisational talents were considerable; she kept her hair long, wore glasses, and was too poor to afford a computer - forcing her to haunt the internet music interest groups via the local “net cafe”…

 …where she had met a lean, pale girl with heart-stopping, delicious eyes.


Patricia Ng was vivacious, short, and struggling free of the grip of a rather untidy marriage. She had failed at teenage attempts to begin a rock and roll band - had ended up helping as a sound mixer at a number of strange venues scattered about town, and had felt dreams of success and stardom slowly fade. The yearnings had lain across her soul like a crushing leaden shroud until the day she had first sat at Morgana’s side.


Patricia had first found the girl sitting at a table nearby, quietly playing a tune on a Greek lyre. The girl had noticed Patricia stopping to listen - had asked advice about a chord - and suddenly Patricia found herself involved in the creative process once again. 



They met each evening after work. Patricia found herself watching the clock as the work day dragged to an end; she would race down to the cafe, always finding Morgana waiting with a smile. And so they would talk about music; about Patricia’s flutes and woodwinds, or about new releases on strange record labels. Sometimes Morgana would talk in French - and to Patricia, it evoked intense memories of her grandparents in Vietnam.


Morgana would speak avidly of music theory, using terms so articulate and intense that they took on a life all of their own. Patricia would listen, play a few phrases on her flute - and find Morgana suddenly challenging her ideas.


Patricia spoke. Morgana listened - and Patricia soared like a butterfly new-grown from its cocoon.


Two weeks of almost random meetings had gone by; lunch in the park and music shared over cheese sandwiches and baklava, or a quiet, intense stroll along the shop fronts after work. 



Talking to Morgana had brought Patricia’s life into a strange new perspective. Morgana had a piercing, questing mind, and a strange talent for coaxing Patricia into sharing information long held hidden deep inside.


Patricia Ng managed the band “Dark Childe”; an arrogant, pretentious group who she had found lurking in a pub on the south side of Croydon. The woman had built enough contacts to edge them into a spare slot at a minor nightclub; after that, the Gothic intelligentsia had raised them into cult status all by their little selves. 



Patricia Ng had become a manager almost by default. It felt almost like being back in charge of her dreams again.


And yet Dark Childe’s lead singer never once heeded a suggestion on content or mix. Patricia was an outsider peering into the music world - allowed to see a glimpse of life, yet never invited inside to touch and laugh…

 … but on a bus seat beside a statue of Lord Kitchener, Morgana had sat cross-legged in the rain, listening intently as Patricia had played out her ideas for a song. When she had finished, Morgana had simply held Patricia’s hand. Patricia laughed, and as she laughed, felt a strange sensation flooding through her soul.


Morgana had the strangest, most hypnotic smell. It put Patricia Ng in mind of warm, shared sheets. She blinked the images back out of her mind - then found herself agreeing to a ride on the back of Morgana’s big red motorcycle


Felt between frightened hands and sheathed in a tight skin of leather, Morgana’s back felt strangely comforting and strong.


Halfway through Spring, nighttimes still came early; cars has their lights on as commuter crowds made their way back to their homes. Patricia had always been scared of motorcycles; the idea of riding behind the driver had always made a stab of terror twist through her heart. But tonight, it all seemed strangely wild and free. Morgana effortlessly swerved the heavy missile through the traffic streams, leaving mundane life stalled far behind. They turned onto London’s choked highways, roared down the white dotted lines, and Patricia felt the breeze tug thrilling fingers at her hair.


Smog gave sunset a fantastic palette of wild orange to lighten up the endless fields of grey. Morgana pulled her bike into a gravel drive beside a railway cutting strewn with dandelion blooms. Long after the engine stopped, both women simply sat astride the hard, solid warmth of the motorcycle and watched colours twist and fade up in the sky.


The silence as they walked along the gravel path seemed strangely wonderful. Morgana opened up her door, and led Patricia into a private wonderland.

 “Home sweet home.” Morgana’s voice had a delicious, almost self-derisive ring. “Welcome to the vampire’s lair.”


A long engine shed had been turned into the most eccentrically comfortable house Patricia had ever seen. Broad hangings of dark green cloth striped the rich red brickwork of the walls. A sunken floor had been piled with leather cushions, ringing a coffee table piled with Greek plays, plastic dinosaurs and comicbooks.


Computer equipment filled a bench nearby - sound sampling equipment, keyboards and speakers ringed the zone in a creative chaos all of their own. Hanging from the walls were strange instruments - a Greek Lyre, Chinese zithers, and a brand new electric guitar.


Patricia sank down into a black leather director’s chair and touched the sound equipment with reverent, wondering hands.

 “I only really know vocals and strings - sound mixing technology is… fairly new to me.” Morgana smiled, staying far away enough not to be threatening, yet just close enough for her presence to glow at the edges of Patricia’s comfort zone. “Play with it! Boot the computer up and see if you like the keyboard. But first - I have a present for you.”


The gift came wrapped in paper printed with dancing pterodactyls. Patricia opened the paper layers one by one, and slowly revealed an oval flute made out of patterned stone. She held the thing in reverent hands, staring at Morgana’s gift with rapturous eyes.


Morgana sat watching Patricia’s face from the ground.

 “It’s an ocarina. I made it from a fossil trilobite. Try it - it has perfect tone.”


Moving in a dream, Patricia raised the instrument to her lips. A single ghostly, haunting note arose to drift quietly out into the room.


Morgana’s hand brushed Patricia’s hair back from her eyes; the touch of skin on skin sent a shiver rippling through Patricia’s soul.

 “I made for you. I knew how you’d look after you played it for the first time.”


Slim and beautiful, Morgana made fettuccini carbonara with a rakish, supple ease. Patricia gingerly made a few passes at the flute - shivered with ecstasy as she felt the instrument responding to her touch - then found an excellent dinner being balanced on her lap. 



A log fire warmed the room. It seemed a night made for quiet music. Morgana leaned over Patricia and helped her find an obscure menu window on the computer screen. Something warm brushed against the small of Patricia’s back; one part of her mind registered the touch as being Morgana’s breasts, even as something else responded to the incredible sensation of softness and heat. Above her, Morgana spoke happily and smiled - a smile that forever linked that sensual, exquisite touch with friendship in Patricia’s mind.


Something stirred at the edges of Patricia’s thoroughly heterosexual brain; a sense of building heat - of embarrassment and shame. Morgana’s presence inexplicably made Patricia blush.


Then Morgana spoke and smiled, and the anxiety faded back into a half-forgotten haze.


Sweetly sensible, with tilted Asiatic eyes, big glasses and long hair, Patricia Ng had never felt truly beautiful before. Morgana somehow filled the empty gulfs inside her heart.


Working with unconscious, perfect ease, Morgana went about the gentle business of seduction.


Drinks came after dinner; Morgana took blood-thick, sweet Cyprian wine and mixed it with water, honey and crushed ice. Patricia adjusted her spectacles and took hold of a glass of the mixture in puzzlement.

 “Watered wine?”

 “It’s… an old recipe.” An ancient one - a taste acquired in the Aegean twenty five centuries ago. “In celebration of old times and brand new loves.”


Morgana smiled her strange, delicious smile; it made her thin face seem wonderfully alive. “Cheers!”


The glasses rang, Patricia relaxed, and Morgana’s knee against her thigh felt like warm silk caressing her skin.


Morgana’s flesh glowed with the rich, unfathomable scent of pheromones. She felt them tantalising the other woman with their magic, and moved to send more of their fragrance wafting through the air.


Patricia’s eyes dilated. She shifted in her seat, pinching hidden sets of muscles, and Morgana gave a delicious inward smile.


Morgana sat poised on her chair. Her pose threw her lithe body into brilliantly enticing shapes - clean, smooth and warm. Morgana let the icons set inside Patricia’s mind, and then warmed her new companion with a flash of exciting dark brown eyes. 



She offered Patricia everything the poor, starved girl required; intimacy, friendship, and creative partnership. Morgana twirled the lure, coming close behind Patricia Ng to help her finger notes upon the hollow trilobite.


The brush of Morgana’s hair against Patricia’s neck sent shivers up and down the woman’s spine. Morgana let the touch traverse a precise line of nerve endings, each hair scorching a line of excitement across Patricia’s skin, and then lightly lay a hand across an acupressure point atop Patricia’s spine.


The pressure walked down three precisely plotted points - one, two, three. Morgana pitched her voice to a low, husky murmur as she talked of music, and felt Patricia’s head lean helplessly against her breast.


Patricia’s world turned in a daze. Embarrassment faded, to be replaced by a strange, disassociated sense of need…


Somehow, bed became her own suggestion. Morgana slowly kissed Patricia’s body like a caress of butterflies, and Patricia found herself lost inside a strange sexual haze.


Morgana’s underwear was simple cotton, printed with little dancing dinosaurs…


Morgana’s skills were almost without parallel; she had perfected her arts in long ages past. An endorphin surge could be timed to couple with an image - a taste, a touch, a purr…


Morgana reached into Patricia Ng and pulled hard at the heartstrings of her soul.


The afterglow was delicious - like a long, warm drink sipped slowly through a golden afternoon. Morgana savoured the bleed, making love on and off throughout the night and on into the dawn.


Breakfast was eggs Benedict and hot home-made bread, served in the nude. Patricia awoke, tired, emotionally drained and dazed with happiness, to find herself at the receiving end of breakfast in bed.


Morgana sat in that pose - each curve and shape had linked itself forever with love inside Patricia’s mind. Naked, pale and wonderful, Morgana cradled Patricia’s face and helped her consume a breakfast fit for kings.


They lay there long afterwards; Patricia dazedly nuzzling Morgana’s skin and breathing in the fragrance of her silken hair. Safe, protected and past all self-astonishment, Patricia Ng felt like an explorer at the edge of a fabulous new world.


And so the thought came to her all of her own accord - breathlessly exciting and brimming full of love.

 “Morgana?”

 “Hmmm?” Morgana seemed far more interested in absently stroking random points of Patricia’s brow. “What?”

 “Morgana - did you ever think of actually doing music up on stage?”


Lean and muscled as a cheetah, Morgana cupped Patricia’s face and smiled.

 “Oh - I don’t know. I wouldn’t know how to begin…”


Patricia launched into life, suddenly in the grip of a fantastic new idea.

 “I know how. I can do it! We can get both of us on stage!” Fingers fumbled for Morgana’s hand. “You won’t have to leave your job. I mean - we can work together on something. Get a set together. Something…” Words almost failed her. “Something beautiful and full of life!”


Patricia’s mind seethed with new energy; Morgana siphoned power, skimming from the top with unconscious greed. Patricia sank back into Morgana’s arms and let her eyes focus on new plans.

 “We’ll do it. It’ll be wonderful!”


Small, petit, with long dark hair and glasses; Patricia Ng had a “girl next door’ air that Morgana found extremely appealing.


She would not harm this one. She would take what she needed, as she must; then one day, she would have to leave Patricia and break her heart. The alternative was to bleed and bleed and bleed the girl until Patricia dropped and died.


So Morgana would break the link; and Patricia would search fruitlessly for sexual fulfilment. Once in a Succubus’ arms, mortal love would never seem quite the same again… 



Even so - Patricia could have Morgana forever - but only in her dreams.


And that power, to Morgana, was the most hateful pill of all…

 






 




Chapter 8:

 



 



 




She found the treasure trove exactly where she had known it would be; in a small box buried in the graveyard at Putney church. The box was lead, soldered shut, and marked with a single letter “L”.


Kneeling in the dirt, Carol held the heavy weight in her hand and let the thick scent of fresh-turned earth stir memories in her mind. The background sounds of traffic faded, and with them the memory of the train station, buzzing mopeds and asphalt roads. Carol felt the moist dirt against her hands - the good, clean smells of grass and dampness, and found images hovering almost in her grasp...


Hats and pamphlets. Hats with green ribbons. Carol turned to gaze blankly at the old church wall, and blindly saw a tracery of fleck marks at chest height along the stone.


The wall; she remembered a day when musket fire had sounded here, all in a spatter - like children throwing pine cones on a bonfire. There had been rooks nesting in the poplars on that day. They had risen shrieking at the noise, whirring in an untidy cloud across the graveyard.


There had been no stained glass windows then. The men with ribbons in their hats had broken them all, screaming out defiance to their king. She distantly touched the excitement of the day; the church railings had been broken down - Parliament’s banners flying, and the Cavaliers overthrown… And then the images seemed to slip out of her grasp.


But she had remembered that the box would be there - just to the left of the blank gravestone which marked a Leveller’s grave. One foot to the left, and two feet down; a hole that could be dug up with a trowel.


She had wandered here by public transport, driven by some vague impulse that she could barely understand. From the rail station, she had walked along in a daze - then simply knelt and started grubbing in the dirt beside the old, blank gravestone hard against the graveyard wall.


On the far side of the wall, busy street life bustled by; in the graveyard, the world remained perfectly calm and still. The church doors were closed, and the yard seemed utterly deserted - a far cry from days when Putney church had seemed the pinwheel of a revolution.


She wanted to take David travelling; Carol had been aware of his anxiety over money, and so the call to visit this strange churchyard had come. Kneeling in the dirt-speckled grass, Carol Inkermann cradled the lead box in her lap and looked at it in puzzled concentration.


She did not remember the box - not in her mind. Carol’s memories seemed like different rooms. She lived in the here and now, able to poke from time into dusty, disassociated memories. Events from two months ago were as alien, as imaginary and as meaningless as…

 … as memories of sixteen forty six and the English Civil War.


She opened the box easily. Fingers gripped heavy sheet lead and squeezed, then ripped the top open as easily as a child raiding a box of breakfast cereal. From the container there arose a scent of lead salts, rotten cloth and ancient roses.


Inside were a few simple treasures. Carol drew them out into the light, removing wrappings of age-brittle silk and laying her discoveries upon the grass stalks one by one.


They were relics from Putney church, from the day the Roundheads came; a silver communion chalice, a silver crucifix, plus a collection of coins - copper pennies bearing the heads of old King James, King Charles - Scottish shillings and “siege pieces” minted from sawn pieces of ingot stock. Mere trivia at the time of burial; priceless collectibles on the antique market of today.


They were all non-perishable metals; it was as though the cache had been set aside specifically for Carol’s purpose - a treasure to be found and sold in later years. The girl held up a tarnished coin and weighed it in her hand, her young face paling as she stared into the eyes of a long-dead king.


In the bottom of the cask, there was a small rosewood box. Carol opened it - and felt something tiny spill into her lap.


It was a miniature painting done in a primitive, alien hand. It seemed Chinese - a watercolour painting on a backing of silver birch. The girl picked it up in puzzlement, tilting the tiny portrait in the light.


Looking out at Carol from a frame filmed with verdigris was an image of a woman in pure white robes. Her eyes were dark, mysterious and beautiful - her face sharp with the power of intelligence. In one hand she held a bronze ko dagger-axe. In the other, she held a branch of cherry flowers. 



Her hair - jet black and glorious - had been cut into a strange, elegant style. Above her eyes, it formed a fringe; at the rear, her tresses had been caught into two long, straight pony tails.


Carol stared at the hair - at her own reflection in the portraits glass - and felt the world dissolve.


And then she saw.


She felt a hall - a great house of oaken planks all roofed with fragrant turf. The air smelled of grass, of growing things and sandalwood. Drifting cherry blossom drifted in across the floorboards like flecks of gently falling snow.


Prayers sent a bass shiver through the empty places. Carol remembered standing on a dais made of stone, watching as the steps below her were purified with water before she might lay foot upon them. The warriors stood in ranks, the sunshine filtering through cherry gardens to speckle their wooden breastplates with coins of light.


A gong boomed; Carol felt herself turn - felt the terrible power that flowed through this woman’s soul. The pride, the hopelessness. The need to love and cherish one perfect, undying thing.


She turned, and the warriors bowed before a living goddess - Himiko: the undying witch queen of Japan. 



For a hundred years she had striven to bring civilisation to the islands of the sun, uniting scattered bronze-working tribes into a single proud realm. She had brought them the wisdom of China - the protection of her own terrifying magical powers. Here, in this isolated, backward land, there had been a final chance to make something eternal - something good…


And then the dream had died.


The kingdom burned. Carol could smell the flames above the scent of grass and cherry blossom. The kingdom had ended - and the barbarians had come.


It had ended as it always did - in bitterness and despair. Carol had once again tried to justify an existence forever founded upon others’ pain.


Let it go. The act of creation was only destined for other, cleaner souls… 



The warriors elected to join with their goddess in death, and serve her in the lands of their own dreams. For the witch queen, there could be no surrender. And so the gong boomed - the soldiers filed themselves into an open tomb…


And Carol turned, faced the sun for one last time, and let herself thin out into an unseen wind…


With a gasp of fright, Carol found herself cringing on the cold grass of an English graveyard. The tiny painting lay where she had hurtled it against a stone, still staring at her with dark, deep eyes. The girl felt her heart hammering like a mad thing in her chest - wanted to flee, to run, to hide away forever from the knowledge creeping slowly up into her mind from the graveyard soil.


Carol Inkermann shuddered, swallowing hard as she slowly crept back onto her knees. She opened a bag made of patchwork scraps, stuffed the treasures deep inside - hiding the awful painting deep beneath the other bric-a-brac.


One fine hand - pale and perfect, with fingers like purest porcelain - reached up to touch her left side pony tail.


With the scent of burning cherry blossoms lingering in her mind, Carol Inkermann fled out into the alien streets, and left the empty graveyard far behind.

 




***

 




Midnight at “Club Siren” was always the best time. The dilettantes had already pulled up their props and gone on to dance clubs devoted to techno-pop and spandex butt-thongs. The first bands of the evening had been and gone; the main performers were in full swing, with more noise soon to follow: All of which made for fast, hard music and a damned lot of dancing.


Tonight, Jason ignored it all. He sat cross-legged on a table, his blonde dreadlocks spilling like sausages past his face as he bent across the keyboard in his lap. Earphones blocked out everything except the music of his own creation - a carefully re-tooled version of a radically re-worked song.


The song she had helped him change.


He would have liked to say that quitting work was the best thing he had ever done; in an ideal world, Jason would have flung himself instantly into a frenzy of writing, with songs spilling like dew drops from his finger tips. The reality had been infinitely more frustrating. A week of raw, hard labour had yielded nothing but a single unsatisfactory song; the music lacked the last, polished touch that would transform it into something truly unique. Try as he might, Jason failed to find the inspiration needed to bring his art to life.


The cruellest artistic fate of all was to have enough skill to sense the failings in one’s own work - and yet be incapable of bridging the last tiny gulf. Jason sat amidst the balcony tables of the club and jabbed fitfully at his keyboard, unable to progress and unwilling to scrap days of patient work. 



An irritating presence began to intrude upon Jason’s concentration. He scowled, tried to re-key a song’s bass line, then shrugged away a hand that had suddenly started tugging at his sleeve.

 “Jay-man!”

 “Yes?” Jason blinked, unplugged one earphone, then let his pupils focus on David Miller’s face. “Yeah, hi.”


The earphone went back into place, and Jason kept right on working. David avenged himself by drinking Jason’s beer.


It was American beer; a week of unemployment had clearly warped Jason’s mind. David drank the evil stuff down - beer was beer - and then helped himself to Jason’s packet of extra-crunchy cheese twists. He theorised that true gut-level communication came only from sharing the same blood or swiping some poor bastard’s munchies. The cheese twists disappeared one by one as David watched the action on the dance floor just below.


The crowd was thickening; “Dark Childe” was due on in a quarter of an hour, and their word-of-mouth advertising was something chronic. Every black-clad music buff in the city seemed keen to cram themselves onto the club’s dance floor. David swilled down the last of Jason’s beer, then hopped over to the bar to order refills all around.


The barmaid had more body piercings than a New Guinea highland warrior - all coupled with the obligatory vinyl mini skirt. Deafening music made conversation almost impossible; David pressed through the bar crowd and leaned close, making sure his words could filter past the ironmongery in her ear.

 “What’s the saddest beer you have?”

 “What?”

 “What’s the saddest beer you have?”

 “Sad? What - you mean, like, Gothic?” The bar maid clearly catered to all manner of affectations as a matter of daily grind. “I got Kirin. It’s Japanese - very ‘Manga’.”

 “Yeah. I’ll have one of those, but served in a broken glass.” David tried to press one hand against his off-side ear to shut out the thumping bass line of the stage band. “What other Asian stuff have you got?”

 “I got Baji beer.”

 “Which is?”


The girl fished out a beer bottle with a blue paper label. “It’s a kinda dolphin. A Chinese river dolphin. They’re blind.”

 “So they make disabled Yangtze dolphins into beer?” David thumped his money on the bench. “Cool. I’ll have one Baji beer with extra fins!”


Nursing bottles and glasses through a crowded, semi-lit room was always a challenge; being heavy set and shaven-headed seemed to help. David manoeuvred himself back to Jason’s table, thumped himself and his offering down in front of his friend, and was rewarded by seeing Jason finally remove his earphones.


The musician cast a suspicious eye on the bottle of Japanese beer. David happily thrust a glass into his best friend’s hand.

 “Drink it! It’ll turn you into a Japanese cartoon character - preferably a schoolgirl in a little white sailor suit!”

 “Ooooh - Tentacle-rape beer. I’m turgid.” Jason upended the bottle over the glass and watched it foam. “What happened to my ‘Millers’?”

 “I dunno. I think some bastard drank it.” David poured himself a glass of pureed blind Chinese river dolphin, which had a disappointing clear amber hue. “Come here often, big-boy San?”

 “Always.” Jason fixed David with one dark, driven eye. “How did you get in?”

 “I know the bouncer.”

 “Oh?” Jason raised an eyebrow. “Shagged his sister?”

 “No - actually, I think I shagged him.” David pulled a frown. “Damn these cheap contact lenses!”


The beer glasses met together in a toast, and both men drank. 



Asian beer had much in common with Asian brass band music. The glasses were placed carefully back upon the tabletop, as far away from Jason and David’s mouths as possible. The two friends leaned back in their chairs to scan the crowds for female backsides in black spandex and ruminate upon the strange ways of the world.


David drank his dolphin urine with every appearance of delight. Jason glared at him in suspicion, wondering if David had gone back to sneaking drugs.

 “You seem happy.”

 “I am happy.” David groped blindly at the packet of cheese crunchies while letting his beer settle in his gut. “Do you know how many paintings I’ve done in just a week? Two! Two whole paintings - more than I did all last year!”

 “Were any of them Carol in the nude?”

 “No. No - that one’s special.” David worked on that one art piece as an ongoing labour of love. “That one’s for her. It’s going to take a while.”


Jason pushed aside his synth board, flicking a glance towards the stage. The band had finished, and “Dark Childe” had yet to appear; a restless crowd crammed itself onto the dance floor and roiled like a building storm. 


 “Dark Childe” were forty minutes late. Jason sniffed at such a show of arrogance from a band that had yet to release a real CD, and settled back to sup his beer.

 “So unemployment suits you?”

 “It’s called being freelance - the emphasis on free!” Miller relaxed back in his chair, accidentally brushing his shaven head against someone’s rear. “First I do a portfolio, then I start sending it on its travels. But first - we paint! We’re going on holiday. Carol just got a passport. We’ll go see Europe. She has something she wants to show me - something she says will want to make me draw!”

 “I’ll bet.” Jason killed any snide implications by topping up David’s drink. “Uh - Dee-ster? You do realise Carol’s a Martian or something, don’t you? I mean, I love her to bits - but she’s from Never-Never Land, man! I know - I saw the bus tickets sticking out of her back pocket.”

 “She says hi.”

 “Hi back.” The loss of the dance music had suddenly made speech easier - causing an instant uproar; sound levels therefore remained effectively the same. “Is she here?”

 “No. Carol won’t come to the city clubs anymore.” Nor would David let her; he had a strong impulse to snatch the girl and hide her far away - somewhere infinitely safe from whatever unseen enemy was stalking her. “She’s packing.”


Not that there was anything to pack. Carol simply made what she needed out of whatever lay at hand. David let the thought linger like warm honey on his mind, then turned a droll eye towards the waiting dance floor crowds.

 “So this is where the intelligentsia gathers to nod meaningfully at the music?”

 “Dance: the art of full-body masturbation.” Jason seemed restless; his eyes constantly roamed the crowd. “The band is taking their own sweet fuckin’ time.”

 “Fashionably late, as usual.” David mockingly raised his glass. “Oh what it is to be cool…”


David’s eyes lingered on a perfect spandex-covered female arse; lean, pinched and moving with a serpentine grace. He smiled - Jason followed the direction of his glance, and went rigid with awe. He shot erect in his seat, and was instantly held by a pair of delicious, dark brown eyes.


Lean and energised, Morgana transfixed Jason with an unfeigned smile.

 “You!”


She walked towards them, splitting a path clean through the crowd; lean, pale and brimming with a brilliant energy, Morgana came out of the dark. Her lean, muscled body breathed a fantastic sensuality; her black body suit showed an absolute rejection of adornment in preference for her own slim form.


The long, flowing Mohawk haircut seemed deliciously eccentric. She let the ponytail spill across one shoulder as she slid herself down into a chair at Jason’s side.

 “I can’t get it out of my head - that song you showed to me last week! I’ve been polishing the vocals.” Morgana’s whole being seemed magically, intensely alive as thoughts of music filled her soul. “Did you bring the song tracks with you?”

 “They’re here in the synth.” Jason had thought of virtually nothing else for an entire week. “I took your idea of pitched vocals and tried to make it work, but the whole song loses its energy and fails.” Jason locked eyes with the girl in a communion too intense for mere words. “Help me!”

 “I worked it over in my mind.” The girl leaned forwards, spreading jet black hair across the table top. “The vocals have to be primal - something deep and intuitive, like a Gnostic chant. Evocation at the instinctive level. But the order has to rise from chaos as an organic process - rise and fall, out and in. We can take your voices, make them discordant, and then time them so that harmonies are born from their coincidence.” She passed Jason a cassette. “Here’s some tracks we’ve been messing with. The flute player is Patti - my partner. We went up to the Uffington White Horse, sat in the grass at the old hill fort there and played.

 “We need you, Jason. We want to talk with you about ideas.”


Morgana dropped her sensual affectations like a cloak cast onto the floor. Jason took the tape, slapped it into his synthesizer and listened with one earphone. With his mind attuned to his art, he found time to point to David Miller with his chin.

 “This is David Miller - artist. A damned good artist, now he’s let himself paint again.”


Morgana took David’s hand in warm, hard fingers; the strength of her was like an electric charge.

 “David.”

 “Hey.”


David felt numb yet elevated; Morgana’s special magic was the power to make each person seem to be the centre of her universe. Her pupils deepened as she looked at David, even as she listened to ghosts of her own music with one ear. 


 “David - what do you paint?”

 “He paints techa, he paints trees, and he paints Carol.” Jason lowered the gain on his synth as he spoke. “Six months practice and the right inspiration, and he’ll kick arse from here to Japan.”

 “Too true.” David waved at a passing barmaid. “Hey! A blind Yangtze river dolphin beer for the lady!”


Morgana raised one eyebrow. David showed her the label of his beer bottle as proof. “Trust me. It’s a taste you’ll never forget.”

 “I’m sure.” Morgana’s dark, droll eyes spoke volumes. “Show me some artwork while your friend wallows in his synth mixing.”

 “I don’t carry a portfolio with me.”


It’s alright.” Morgana leaned her face upon one clever hand. “I’ll wait while you make one.” 



She lounged back in her chair, letting David draw her. Morgana had a strange, delicious attraction - like a cheetah stretching its body in the sun. David flipped over a beer coaster and captured the image in a few brisk, brilliant sweeps of a ballpoint pen.


He flipped the drawing over to her with a smile. Morgana gazed at the little art piece with an expression of absolute pleasure and delight.


He had drawn her with slit-pupilled eyes and a tail. Morgana flicked an assessing glance towards David’s face, then tucked the drawing down into the waist belt of her skirt.

 “More than just perceptive.” The girl raised her glass of Baji beer in salute. “Well done.”


A woman appeared from the crowd nearby - small, round and Asian, with lustrous hair and great big glasses. She gazed longingly at Morgana, wringing a bamboo flute between her hands, and then suddenly strode forward to the tableside.


Morgana saw her, and slid up onto her feet - a move of pure, liquid grace. The newcomer blushed, unsure about how to show her attachment in public; Morgana solved the dilemma by simply drawing the Asian woman up into her arms.


They kissed as lovers - first a shy touch of lips, and then slowly, deeply and with parted mouths. Morgana took the other woman, drew her up into a confident, powerful passion, then locked her partner tight beneath her arm. 



The Asian woman’s eyes had deepened; her pupils were wide and dark, and her breathing deepened as she smelled Morgana’s scent. Morgana reached down to stretch the earphones free from Jason’s head and lean close to him with a smile.

 “When you’ve quite finished, little cherub - I would like to introduce you to Patricia Ng! She’s a flautist, she’s brilliant, and she’s going to be our agent.”


Morgana wore long leggings reaching just above the knee, and a black tulle skirt which reached down to the upper thigh. As she bent over, she revealed quite an arresting view. David failed to jerk with fright or lust, but instead raised his Baji beer in salute. Morgana raised one eyebrow, then bent her lips in self-mockery and sat herself back down.


One hand kept a touch pressed against Patricia’s back as Morgana leaned upon the tabletop.

 “Jason, this is Patricia. She plays wind instruments, she composes, and she mixes sound.” The girl was nothing but serious once she began discussing music. “She also agents ‘Dark Childe’. Don’t hold it against her.”


On the stage down below, ‘Dark Childe’ had yet to put in an appearance; apparently vampire “wanna be’s” were not constrained by a normal sense of commitment. The crowd grew restless, crowding in about the stage as though staring at a ghost-presence outside of normal view.


Jason sat cross-legged on the table like a dread-locked Bodhisattva, his instruments across his lap and his beer miraculously balanced on one knee. He managed to shake Patricia’s hand at the same time as passing her an earphone to hear the results of his labours.

 “Patricia? Too cool!” Jason upped the bass on his synth, and leaned close to share the earphones with Patricia Ng. “What do you compose?”

 “Um - that.” Patricia jiggled an earphone shyly in Jason’s direction. “The second melody was mine.”

 “Good stuff. Good discord.” Jason thoughtlessly nestled closer, cheek-to-cheek, as he ran the music through shared earphones. Music made an instant bond. “Jesus - that’s fantastic! What is that - an ocarina?”

 “Um - actually it was a trilobite. The deep flute is a hollow dinosaur bone.”

 “Oh my god…”


Jason played it through a second time with one eye closed, as though this somehow helped with the transmission of sound. Morgana ordered herself a bottle of tawny port, a jug of ice water and a tray of empty glasses. Lost in sketching the tilt and flow of Patricia Ng’s shy face, David caught a glimpse of Morgana mixing cups of watered wine. She used a strange, almost ritual hand motion - obviously practiced and endlessly refined. The cups were then passed casually into the hands of Morgana’s companions.


The taste was unfamiliar; strange enough to drag Jason completely away from his earphones. He drained his glass - looked at the dregs in puzzlement - then put out his hand for a second serve.

 “Her music’s excellent. She has The Touch.” Jason relaxed back in his seat and looked at Morgana across his cup. “So you’ve got an agent and everything now! I’m impressed. Really impressed! Looks like you can actually go places.

 “You’ve done it! Now you don’t have to go the hard way.”


The words made Morgana whip about with a stung expression on her face. Dark eyes opened on a universe of self loathing. She wiped her palms as though searching frantically for self justification.

 “I could have made it without an agent! I could have!”

 “So what’s your problem? You got potential publicity! The first step!” Jason felt nothing but joy for the woman in his heart. “Patti runs Dark Childe, for Christ’s sake! You’re on your way!”


Morgana stood. Her face turned pale, frightened and set.

 “I can do it without the bleed! My thoughts are as worthy as anyone’s.” She hesitated, her savage, hunted eyes searching through the crowd. Suddenly she settled on an inspiration, and drew herself rigidly erect.

 “I can be more than just a dream.”


She snatched Jason and Patricia by the hands and dragged them through the teeming nightclub crowds. Her strength was totally surprising; the girl had to be a martial artist or a weight lifter in her spare time. Jason clung frantically to his synth board as he felt himself drowning in the dance floor mob.

 “Stop! Where the fuck are we going?”

 “We’re going on stage.” Morgana drove a path through the packed bodies like a combine harvester through a horde of lemmings. “Right now.”

 “Oh shit!”


Patricia tried to hang back, only to find herself at the lip of the stage and being propelled aloft by a strong, pale hand. Passionate and powerful, Morgana took over the empty stage. Standing with strong legs spread and her pony tail gleaming like burnished metal in the stage lights, she directed Jason and Patricia with curt motions of her hands.

 “Jason - hook your synth up to the club’s amps, then use the tape I gave you as a backing track. Patricia - show him how it’s done, then find a mike to suit you.”


Three hundred people crowded the small club, all staring at the unexpected activity on the stage. Anger was running high; good money had been paid for “Dark Childe” tickets, and the band was an hour late. Morgana stood with fists planted on her hips, staring coldly down at the crowd below - then stilled their incessant roar by the nastiest means possible:


She stuffed a microphone in front of the speaker stacks, and blew a piercing whistle straight into the pick-up.


The resulting scream of sound stabbed across the club like a storm of rusty knives. Three hundred people crammed their hands across their ears and swore. Morgana planted her mike back where it belonged and spared the crowd a single, scathing glance.

 “Shut up.”


Close proximity to the electric fields of the speakers was uncomfortable. In a worse than usual mood, Morgana retreated out of distance and set up her own microphone.


One finger pointed at Jason. Pale and nervous, he muddled briefly with his synthesizer, found the right connections, and keyed-in the melodies he had laboured on for so long.


Patricia stood at the edge of the stage-light, clenching her flute in her hands.

 “Morgana?”

 “Lead the main melody. I know you can do it.” Morgana let her dark eyes smile, and extended a hand like a beckoning goddess. “Play! Play like you did for me last night!”


Morgana turned - Morgana sang - and the entire club shivered beneath a dark caress of sound.


She built the music slowly; deep, sonorous phrases working somewhere in the dark behind Jason’s melodies. Morgana lowered her head, gazing at something totally unseen, then let slim shoulders breath with the rhythms of an ancient song.


It seized them; the audience simply stood and stared in awe. Jason pulled strange discords into eerie harmonies while Morgana folded all within the dark wings of her song. She lifted up her face - pale and possessed by absolute concentration - and turned her eyes towards Patricia Ng.


Patricia swallowed hard, raised her flute, then lost herself inside the music’s sway. Her flute lifted a tiny wisp of sound above the other noise - elusive and alone, sharp and wonderful. She played with growing skill, with dawning joy, and finally the crowd began to stir.


They crowded in about the stage in total rapture, upturned eyes gleaming in the dark…

 … and so Morgana took them in her hands. She felt the energy like clear water spearing up into her soul. 



Sitting alone up at the tables, David planted his boots beside a cluster of empty bottles, raised his river-dolphin beer and gave a smile.


Morgana threw herself into her music with an awesome power. Jason and Patricia both wore expressions of shocked delight. David saw the moment, trapped the image, and ripped open a plastic-covered drinks list to provide himself with a drawing pad.


A “Dark Childe” fan - thin, tall and androgynous - stood beside the balcony railings and stared worshipfully at Morgana.

 “Jesus! Who the fuck’s that up on stage?”

 “Friends of mine. Friends with wings.” David flipped over the beer list and happily began to draw.

 “Here’s to freedom!”

 




***

 



“Freedom!”


The toast rang out in triumph. The champagne was luke warm, the banquet had been Chinese take-away, but the moment seemed richer than empires and more perfect than dreams.


The night seemed almost unreal; shock and triumph hazed perceptions with a film of disbelief.


They had played.


They had really gone up on stage and played.


Morgana’s home glowed warm from an open fire. The whole room breathed the strange, rich smell of Morgana’s flesh, old frankincense and French cooking. Her bed sheets were black silk - crumpled, and decorated by a bunny rabbit pyjama case dressed as Adolf Hitler. Her walls were hung with Japanese cartoon characters, Russian propaganda posters and original art from “Dan Dare”. Morgana passed the champagne glasses, then pealed out a glorious laugh.


She almost totally lacked furniture; seating was simply a sunken pit filled to the brim with cushions - a veritable black hole for loose change. Morgana took a stage dive into the cushion pit and sprawled deliriously at ease.

 “We’re sonic Gods. Face it! I say we set up a shrine and let the fans kiss a graven image of my silken butt!”


Morgana deliberately made herself drunk, disabling the bio-filters that guarded her body system. Tonight, she wanted to be wildly, gigglingly free! She wanted to do backstroke in a sperm bank, dance naked on rooftops and make prank phone calls to politicians. She hadn’t felt so perfect - so alive in… in…


Centuries.


Jesus Christ but she wanted some sex. She made a mental note to drag Patricia into the bathroom sometime within the next eleven seconds, and then helped herself to more champagne.


The audience had adored them - plus some of them had actually begun to understand just exactly what the music had tried to say. The internet was already buzzing with reviews of their debut. Flying high and already at work on a dozen new ideas, Jason sat tangled in a mass of power leads.

 “So we’re a band now?”

 “We’re a band now.” Patricia leaned back amongst the cushions, her face still pale with the shock of her achievement. “I can run us as an opening act for Dark Childe. We can do a tour!”

 “Shit - alright!” Jason pushed his synth aside, almost strangling himself on power leads. “So what do we call ourselves?”

 “Patricia!” Morgana rolled like a cat basking in the sun. “Patricia!”

 “We call ourselves Patricia?”

 “No, we let Patricia do a name. She’s an agent, remember?” Morgana stretched herself, showing lean limbs kissed with muscle. “Pat? What say?”

 “I say we name ourselves after some kind of bug!” Jason found an Audubon Society field guide to American Insects. “How’s about ‘Virescent Green Metallic Bee?’”


Patricia’s mobile phone rang, forestalling any answer. The girl flipped it open and answered with a brilliant little smile.

 “Hey ho! This is me.”


Someone threatened her - the change over Patricia was instant and cold. Patti’s face froze, and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment and anger.

 “So?

 “So - you didn’t come on.

 “So the stage is free until you do come on! Next time start your act when you’re supposed to.”


Patricia breathed deep and hard, trying to keep the agitation from her voice.

 “Well we have a three year contract on that score! You cut loose, and I still get a percentage. Either way, it suits me fine.”


The voice on the far end of the phone descended into pure hate. Morgana languidly extended a hand for the phone and took it from Patricia’s grasp. She heard a female voice pouring pure filth across the ether. Morgana halted the diatribe with warm, delicious little “hello”.

 “Is this Dark Childe? Why don’t you go away and try writing some music?” Morgana revelled in malice simply for its own sake. “Wouldn’t that make a nice change?”


Dark Childe’s synth-artist sounded more than just a wee bit annoyed.

 “Are you Patricia’s new piece of pussy?”

 “Fresh and squeaky new! I can sit on a coin and tell you ‘heads’ or ‘tails’.”

 “You get on our stage once more, and I’ll tear your flat little tits clean off.” Dark Childe’s veneer of sophistication was apparently a little less than skin deep. “You hear me?”


Morgana’s answering laugh communicated a vast universe of scorn. She dropped the phone into the cushions where it sank from view and disappeared.


The television was showing a vampire flick - some big budget thing with actors whose fees must have been mile high. Morgana flicked open a plastic container of Chinese food, produced a pair of ebony chopsticks, and fed herself noodles with amazing speed. She laughed through a mouthful of food as she recognised the movie on the TV screen.

 “Vampires!” The girl crammed herself eagerly back into the cushions. “Cool! It’s our night for pseudo-meaning!”

 “Christ - not vampires.” Jason struggled to eat rice with chopsticks, managing to spill twice as much food as he ate. “Turn it off!”

 “No - no stop! I love this guy - he makes my Pukku pucker!” Morgana jerked dirty chopsticks towards her favourite actor. “He does a fab job of a terrible story plan!”

 “It’s kind of haunting, though.” Patricia, already unnerved by her phone call, stayed close beside Morgana and hugged her own knees against her chest. “Doomed to immortality. They’re trapped, destined never ever to die…”


Morgana shocked the room by answering with a wonderful, derisive laugh. 



Patricia flushed, and tried to expand upon her theme.

 “No, it’s a guilt thing! They have to kill to live, and so the self-hate builds up and overflows!”

 “And what guilt can there be in being alive?” Morgana rolled the idea like a toy beneath a cat’s paw. “We are exactly as we are! Immortality is a godsend - the chance every living being craves. Anyone who actually wants extinction can never really have tried to live!”


Morgana shared the food and poured champagne, propping her feet on Jason’s knees. Her dark eyes suddenly pinned her companions into place.

 “The only crime in life is to have no reason not to die.

 “Remember it. Remember everything I say.”


It had been a long, eventful day, with more celebration to follow. Morgana stuffed noodles in her mouth, felt the energy flow from her companions up into her soul, then settled back and gave a long, delicious sigh.




 




Chapter 9:

 



 



 




In the chill hours of a London dawn, black wings spread across a cluttered, freezing sky.


They came stealthily at first - the way sniffed out by fluttering Gibboleths and hunting hounds. Red eyes gleamed as the hell hounds slithered rat-like across broken fences, compost piles and trash, parting the weeds as they nestled closer to their prey.


A hunting call pealed - a sharp bird cry pealing loud and clear against the background traffic noise. It wailed once - and unleashed hell’s army into a dull suburban street.


They came in a silent flood - predatory and arrogant. They swept above the street, flowed above the fences, and crashed in through the windows and the door. With a sudden spray of glass, The Pack swarmed through into the little house and stormed into an empty hall.


A bed smelled of female musk; dirty dishes sat in the sink, and cupboards hung open, stripped of clothes. An incubus gave a howl of rage and punched his fist into a wall, then frenziedly began to gouge the paintwork with his claws.


Most of the hunters vented rage in wanton destruction. Pride was their heart and soul - a sense of total mastery. They ripped paintings and shattered furniture in an orgy of hate. One huntress screamed in anger at her siblings, helpless to stop them as they destroyed evidence and clues. The blonde succubus clawed the vandals aside, and began to inspect a pile of paintings one by one.


Three paintings down was the clue she craved; a painting of one of the dream-kin…

 …a succubus with quiet, loving eyes and pure white angels wings…


Outside the house, a hell hound raised its head and turned towards a distant sound. Neighbours fumbled from their beds, wondering at the sudden chaos just outside. The blonde succubus snarled curt orders to her hunting pack and hurtled them through the door.


They departed in fast cars - in Ferraris, vans or motorcycles, each scattering their own separate ways. By the time a human face had appeared at a window frame, the street lay empty to mortal view. The hellhounds slowly retreated away, eyes wary of incorporeal foes, then slithered back into the shadows whence they came.


It was four twenty seven on May the third…

 … and Lilith, the firstborn, was alive…

 




***

 




Morgana had first coalesced in the year five hundred and twenty seven BC. In two and a half millennia of conscious life and almost two hundred incarnations, she had never yet learned to handle early mornings.


She awoke with ill grace - pale and rumpled as a spider washed out of a pipe. Five o’clock in the morning was no time for a civilised being to come calling. Morgana felt tired, ill, and regretted the childish impulse which had made her choose to get drunk the night before.


A human would have drunk hot coffee; Morgana caressed Patricia’s naked body in the bed beside her, intruded her image into Patricia’s dreams, and sucked at the emotion flow until her own thoughts began to clear.


Working her chops, she stabbed an evil glare up into the rafters of the room.

 “What the hell do you want?”


It was a Gibboleth - a dreamland creature used as a sort of carrier pigeon. Her visitor had been wise enough to stay well clear of Morgana’s territory. The Gibboleth could only make a little meeping sound and whir up towards the door. Morgana dragged on a back tank top and panties and then threw open her door.


Her visitor awaited at the top of the garden path. Morgana felt the sting of bitter morning cold against her naked flesh - decided that she valued it as a means of staying surly, and stalked irritably up to meet her guest.


He sat on her letter box - a discorporate figure wavering in and out to the fluctuations of his “carrier wave”. Somewhere in a house nearby, Iscariot had intruded into a dream - enough to let him send a ghost of himself into the Hubworld. The energy cost would be great; Iscariot clearly had news.

 “Morgana.”

 “Izzy.” Morgana felt sharp gravel pricking at her feet. “It’s five in the frigging morning, and I’m not alone!”

 “I am aware of it.” Iscariot drifted down from its perch, politely conforming to the physics of the Hubworld. “I trust my Gibboleth was well behaved.”

 ‘Well enough.” Morgana folded arms across her skinny ribs with a scowl. “I seem to remember that you once pioneered a way to make the creatures detonate their own life energy?”

 “Not so early in the morning, surely.” Iscariot drifted like cobwebs through the weeds.

 “Let us talk.”


They walked down into the empty railway cutting, far enough away from the house to keep Morgana’s voice from awakening Patricia.


Pale and alien, Iscariot drifted slowly through the weeds. Its face was a painted wooden mask - its form nothing but a skein of silken hair.

 “There has been a raid by the Pack. An attempt to ambush Lilith.”

 “Oh?”

 “She has eluded them. Their attack was clearly anticipated. Lilith had already gone.”

 “Shit!”


Morgana stood staring at the cutting with its hawthorn trees and rusty railroad tracks. One fist flexed slowly at her side.

 “The Pack are incompetent. I’ll take her out myself.”

 “Truly?” Iscariot seemed a touch surprised. “Is it wise to show your hand?”

 “I have work to do! She cannot be allowed to interfere.”


They paced the cool green space beneath an arch of weeds. Morgana’s face seemed frozen and untroubled, yet Iscariot sensed something more.

 “You did not ask who brought the Pack in to the assault.”

 “I do not have to.” Morgana quietly inspected a dew-speckled spiders web. “It was Astarte.” 


 “Yes.”


Astarte. Why did she have such close links to the Pack? And why would she care so little that her alliance would be discovered. Morgana turned the problem over in her mind, and let it fall.

 “No matter. Astarte can achieve very little.”

 “Unless she is in alliance with Adonis. In many ways, they compliment each other.”

 “Then it’s a compliment of fools.” Morgana watched a tiny spider waving its legs to test the breeze. “What do they plan?”


It had all begun as a simple decision; with Lilith dead, new opportunities had suddenly appeared. Lilith had represented the old order - a world without end. She would never allow the beginning of greater plans.


Iscariot drifted like a flickering mist in the breeze.

 “We each saw gain in Lilith's demise; the ability to emerge more visibly into the Hubworld - or to play with the lands of dreams. In Astarte’s case, I think she very much wants Lilith to be dead.

 “I think she intends to create a political establishment. An alliance of predators.” Iscariot’s blank mask drifted in and out of view amongst the thistle down. “A kingdom built of dreams.”


Morgana let the concept settle like acid in her mind.

 “Queen Astarte.”

 “Information technology has caused a rapid change in the world.” Iscariot flickered as its carrier turned in its sleep. “When the world was made of villages, Astarte posed as a goddess. Now that the world is being made into a village, perhaps the ploy will work again? These cultures are ready for a god emperor - or empress - again. The first entity to establish themselves thus will be able to take the biggest bleed of energy in the history of the Wheel of Dreams.

 “What would she do with such a power flow? Share it - or use it to suppress her rivals one by one?”


Morgana twitched her fingers, irritated by an awakening from her own fantasies of music and adventure. The real world beckoned - the world of dreams.


Life above everything: the Morgana persona would stop at nothing to survive. The girl stood and coldly gazed into the railway cutting, her face hardening as she felt the whisper of the weeds.

 “I have work to do. “

 “Yes - I am sure.” Iscariot began to fade. “I shall keep you informed as and when I can.”


The mask turned sideways, and was gone. Morgana stood alone dressed in her underwear in a freezing London morning.


Astarte’s ambitions were chaff before the wind; her persona was too self indulgent and vindictive to rule as a queen. There would be a period of disaster - but that was all. Two thousand years of life gave Morgana a very different view on crisis management.


But Lilith… Lilith was the price of everything. If she knew Morgana’s ambitions, she would put an end to it all…


Morgana nurtured a hope that grew far above mere motorcycles, mere train tracks and weeds. It soared beyond jewels, palaces and kings.


For Morgana had one burning, pure ambition.


One day, the dreams would find a way to dream…


It was five fifteen AM, and Morgana turned her mind towards the hunt.


Where would she find Lilith?


The question’s answer came all too easily. Where would a persona such as Lilith choose to be on a bright, fine morning in the European spring?

 



 




Viewed from behind a fat lady laden down with shopping bags, the advantages of the euro-tunnel were not immediately obvious. It took untold ages for a train to negotiate its way from London to the channel; tedious stops as cars were driven onboard and duty free shopping stashed by late-running passengers. All in all, a cross-channel train journey seemed to be a fine advert for the good old-fashioned ferries.


And Carol simply adored it.


She regarded the whole cross-channel tunnel like a magic fairyland, reading every pamphlet, every advert, every booklet she could find. She hopped off the train outside its last English stop and excitedly stared at the tunnel-boring machine up on display, leaning across the railings like a gleeful child. Wind whipped her long gold hair - a seagull’s cry made her crane her head to sight the passing bird. She seemed a creature utterly fresh and innocent with joy.

 “A tunnel! A tunnel under the sea! Isn’t it fantastic?”


She abandoned her appointed seat and sought out the driver, trying to coax her way into the cab. Ordinarily cute blonde schoolgirls would have been quite welcome, but the driver demurred when he saw that Carol intended David Miller to come along. She sulked on her way back along the station platform, and kicked irritably at the back of her seat through the whole journey underneath the sea.

 “I wanted to look out the front window!”

 “Well you can’t.” David was drawing her; she had a fine face for a sulk. “Anyway - there’s nothing to see but dirt.”

 “But it’s a tunnel!” Carol wrenched her outrage from the very air with her hands. “A whole tunnel under the sea!”

 “It’s still dirt. Anyway - the driver probably plays country and western.”


Carol contented herself with reading Japanese comics - and apparently reading them in Japanese. At least, she laughed where she should have laughed, and frowned once in a while. David adeptly stepped around the paradox of Carol’s past and settled down to enjoy the lack of view.


Paris. Every artist should go to Paris.


If only there weren’t so many French people there…


To Carol, Paris seemed like an escape out of a living nightmare. In London, she had felt pain and emptiness; now she was a newborn thing racing out into the world. The train spat David and the girl out in the Paris Metro loop - Carol lunged onto French subway trains without even scanning destination signs. With her excitement building higher with every single breath, she finally found an old stairwell, dragged David up into the springtime light, and stared about at Paris with dazzled, laughing eyes.


Freedom!


The old art nouveau metro station served as a gateway to a fairy land. Seeing green leaves above, Carol raced out into the light - stared at the tree branches up above, all budding brilliant green with springtime leaves, and suddenly threw out her arms in glee.


Dressed in her patchwork leather skirt, with gold hair streaming in the breeze, Carol whirled around and around like a schoolgirl dancing in the sun.


She dragged David by the arm, feeling utterly animated and intensely alive. Springtime tourist crowds in Paris were thicker than a lemming swarm and just about as smart, but Carol skipped a path between pedestrians with manic, carefree speed.


On a long road capped by the arc de Triumph, crowds of Japanese and Americans climbed atop park benches, hunting for the perfect photo opportunity. A pavement souvenir stall owner pounced upon Carol, trying to tempt her with a little gold Eiffel tower. She gaily answered him in flawless French - he laughed, she smiled and turned a pretty pirouette, displaying her self-made dress. She parted from the man with a happy wave of her hand and strolled off down the street holding David by the arm.

 “You speak French?”

 “No.” Carol seemed bemused by the question - it distracted her from her joy. “Yes. Maybe.” She scarcely cared. The springtime sun made the streets gleam with brilliant life. “Let’s find the river! I want to see the Seine!” 



Carol eagerly dragged David off into the crowds. “It’s this way!”

 “How do you know?”

 “It’s a river! We just go down hill!”


Flawless logic; David let himself trip along behind the girl wondering how anyone could ever live in a city so filled with sightseeing tours…


They reached the Seine. The banks were lined with green-painted railings along which strange little street stalls had been hung. Carol raced along the tiny shops, leaping high to try and see down into the Seine. Finally she found a gap and flung herself up onto the rails.


She perched like a bird, staring down at the river with eager, disbelieving eyes.

 “It’s not the same.”

 “What?”

 “It’s not what I wanted. I wanted to take you somewhere… Somewhere I can’t quite remember.” Carol seemed fascinated by the play of water far below. “Still - it’s beautiful. Thank you for coming here to be with me.”


And so they stood in springtime sunlight beside the river Seine. David’s arm settled about Carol’s waist. They watched the river sparkling - heard distant church bells ring. The girl hugged David tight and walked with him side by side beneath a brilliant rank of flowering trees.


Feeling older than the mountains and infinitely young, Carol knew that she had fallen in love.


It was a quiet force that utterly consumed her. She felt it now as he sat drawing pictures of ducks dabbling in the river beside a rusty iron chain. She took him to the vistas she somehow knew must be there, and felt the deep, familiar pang inside her soul.


Wanting him, Carol stood framed against springtime trees and sun. David stood at a street stall, bargaining for Coca Cola in bad pidgin French. He looked over towards Carol, let his eyes linger on her face, and Carol felt the love wash through her like a crisp, clear stream.


She sensed something wrong - knew a taste of anxiety beneath the flow of love - and then everything blurred as she felt his touch. A half formed noble resolve blew away like clouds upon the wind, and Carol found herself lost inside a gentle kiss.


Opposite Notre Dame, on a springtime afternoon, Carol abandoned herself to an emotion older than time. She sat sipping at the cola drink with her face towards the trees, her head leaning against David’s chest, as she tried to plan the night.

 “The train.”

 “What?”

 “We’ll catch a train.” Carol stood, felt him touching her, and swayed as the warmth flowed through her heart. “There’s somewhere I have to take you. Somewhere… Somewhere perfect.”


David didn’t quite grasp the concept.

 “Perfect for what?”


She glanced back at him, with loose blonde hairs drifting in the wind. Carol’s figure stood out slim and unutterably feminine through the patchwork beauty of her clothes. For a moment, her brown eyes seemed infinitely deep and wise, lit softly from within as she faintly blushed and turned aside.

 




***

 




Doppelgangers had a number of problems with their eerie little lives - not the least being their choice of identity. 



They began as nothing more than puppets. Doppelgangers would select a human and follow them, forever hovering invisibly behind them and copying every pose and deed. For once a doppelganger could simulate its host in thought, word and deed - it would merge with the host body, oust the old persona and take on a stolen life all of its own.


It was a long, weary road, and most doppelgangers simply lacked the energy to succeed. And so the easiest road to achievement was for them to choose hosts with dull personalities. Doppelgangers had established a roaring business possessing the mortal bodies of check-out chicks, bus conductors and chartered public accountants. In the end, their crime was also their punishment.


None of which helped Morgana. She walked into the bar at Paris’ Place de Clichy, looked left and right at the public servants in their ties and Italian suits, and felt a surge of contempt ripple through her soul.


The bartender seemed human at first glance; to a dream being, The Sight revealed the stiff joints and puppet features of a doppelganger. The wooden puppet who wanted to be a real human boy; Morgana glared at the creature, ordered herself pernod from the bar, and turned to deal with the creature’s brethren.


Paris was the heart of a considerable dream cult. Young Succubi found the city’s air of sophistication utterly irresistible. They haunted the nightclubs and the bars - eked their way into the public service, the government and the arts. 



When one simply grasped that for two centuries, French culture and administration had been in the hands of soul-sucking vampires, French politics suddenly became perfectly clear.


Young Succubi were aggressive, confident and hungry. Morgana wasted no time in seeking them. She simply came to the bar in Place de Clichy - comfortably close to the business district, the red light district, and cheap doppelganger housing - and waited for the inevitable moves.


When they came, they came with style. The doppelgangers had spread the word, and so the local “queen of icy pleasure” came to call.


Her entrance had a certain overt charm. The music dimmed, the crowd hushed - and She walked in through the door.


She wore a narrow leather dress - half black gleaming cowhide, and half exposed tanned skin. Although night had come to Paris, she wore mirror sunglasses. She came preceded by two high-stepping Borzoi hounds - until The Sight revealed the hellhounds lurking down inside the mortal shells.


To dream creatures, a Succubus was unmistakable. The newcomer had the wings of a bat, a whip like tail and slender horns - all standard imagery for a confident poseur. By contrast, Morgana’s wings were pure elemental simplicity; a dark angel who had passed far beyond mere visual display.


The warnings were ignored. The new-come Succubus made a show of fixing her mirrored glasses upon Morgana’s face and posing with the streetlights at her back.


A mistake. She had the neon lights of the window display blocking her retreat. Morgana sipped her pernôd at a little table all on her own, never once bothering to grace the newcomer with a glance.


Morgana was clearly not from the Pack - nor was she a local to the Paris turf. Like all predators, the succubi jealously guarded their hunting grounds. The newcomer flicked a glance down to her dogs, who slunk off between the tables to flank their mistress’ enemy.


Morgana sat sipping her drink with her back planted in a corner. Above her stood a hatchway into the ceiling space - Morgana’s chosen line of retreat. With an electric lamp in front of her, Morgana held aloft her glass, examining the vile white cloudy colour of her drink. Her pale face saw her foe distorted through the glass, and she gave a mocking smile.


The smile was enough; all thoughts of a three-pronged attack were gone. The newcomer snarled, whipped her glasses from her eyes and instantly flew into the attack.


Her first mistake was almost too perfect to be true. The newcomer hacked at Morgana’s face with her claws - striking out across the table with its small electric lamp.


Current and conductivity disturbed the energy flow that made up a succubi’s disembodied mind. Water, power lines and storms were a combatant’s dearest friends. 



Morgana had studied under martial arts masters from Xenophon of ancient Athens to Shao-Lin monks. She simply pushed the electric lamp a tiny way out of place. The incoming blow hit the light bulb, shattered it, and then came the inevitable jerk of electrocution. Morgana took hold at the instant her enemy lost perfect control, twisted the girl’s arm and whipped it up behind the other woman’s back. She stretched out her own weight, holding her enemy painfully pinned; one slight shift in position, and Morgana would shatter every bone in the woman’s arm.


Young succubi had yet to master the skills of ignoring pain; to them the sensual world was all too intense - all too dominating. Morgana twisted her grip and felt her victim choking back a scream.

 “Extremely poor. You really shouldn’t telegraph your moves…”


A dog snarled and slithered into the attack. Morgana casually flung cutlery at the creature, her hand blurring with inhuman speed. She impaled the creature’s skull with a steak knife and sensed it crumple slowly to the ground.

 “They must be hard to train. Shall we kill the other one’s body, or shall we let it go?”


The second dog subsided, and then crawled silently away. The first dog’s dream form struggled clumsily to escape the dead weight of its physical corpse. Morgana kept her face pressed up against her victim’s perfumed ear, holding the taut young body tight against her curves.

 “Now - whatever shall we talk about?”

 “My arm!” The newcomer was shivering with pain. “You’re breaking my arm!”

 “Oh dear - and healing can be such a bore…!”


Morgana had no taste for work today; mere malice seemed too distracting. Jason and Patricia were hundreds of miles away - a concept for a sonic performance had been hovering unformed in Morgana’s mind, and now the whole idea was lost. She shoved away the captive succubus, sank back down into her seat and kicked a chair towards the other girl.

 “Sit. I have work for you.”


Rubbing at her arm, the newcomer sudden stared in fear at Morgana’s black-feathered wings.

 “A fallen angel!”

 “No. Just an angel with nowhere to go but up. Sit!”


The youngsters had developed their own myths - their own nomenclature. It made communication difficult at times. They had divided their kindred up into ranks and clans; odd, since dreams were possibly the ultimate meritocracy.


The other girl spoke English badly. She also spoke bad French. Morgana settled on Spanish - which the newcomer spoke with an odd American twang. Morgana ordered drinks while the sad-eyed doppelganger barman dragged the dead dog’s corpse away.


<<I need information. One of the firstborn is in this city, and I must have them tracked down. You will use your local network of dream-kin to achieve this end.>>


<<Or what?>> The younger succubus' eyes flashed with resentment. Morgana suddenly felt like a mother dealing with a child.


<<Shall I break your arm?>>


<<No.>>


<<Then don’t be a fool. Imagine what I could do to your little coven if I were angered.>>


Morgana wrote her mobile phone’s number on a paper match packet and tossed it at the other girl.


<<Send out every succubus you can find. Contact me when you have found the quarry. When you find her, I will owe you a favour in return. You may take payment in cash, or in kind.>> Morgana accepted a glass of cold white wine.


<<The target is Lilith.>>


The word brought a hissing intake of breath. The nouveau Parisienne narrowed up her eyes.

 “She escaped the Pack?”


The question was hardly worth the dignity of an answer. Morgana gave an ill-tempered sigh and sipped her wine.


<<I have an appointment in Paris. I will check upon your work in two weeks’ times. By then, I want to know that every dream-kin in the city of Paris has been on the watch for Lilith.


<<She will be a succubus with pure white wings. Female incarnation. Her dream-scent is…>> Lilith’s cool, quiet, sacred aura almost defied description. <<… unique. Think of Celtic hill forts, or of cherry blossoms in the wind…>>


The other girl ‘s pulse fluttered in sharp anticipation.


<<We can take her out!>>


<<I would honestly not suggest you try.>>


The transaction was concluded; Morgana set her empty wineglass down, arose and left the bar to its own affairs.


Music and trivia had distracted her for too long. There was work to do - and Morgana’s work held the seeds to a limitless new future. She slipped her travel bag across one shoulder, hailed a passing taxi, and let her strange, dark thoughts dwell upon the promises of dreams…

 



 



 “Here! Here! It’s down here!”

 “Where?”

 “Down here!” Carol’s energy knew no bounds; she dragged David helplessly in her wake like a teddy bear bouncing along behind a running child. “No, wait - it’s this way!”


Rome’s Termini train station had seemed just as it always did; the square out the front of Rome’s central station had changed into a miraculous park filled with buses, starlings and trees. Even so, the feel of the place remained the same.


A giant ruin loomed to the north - Carol had forgotten its name but not its shape. She dragged David through streets framed by ochre coloured buildings and filled with brilliant light, breathing in a scent that made her pulses race.


North. Memory drew her north. 



Rome’s traffic was as ever - fast, furious and wonderful. Carol darted out into the middle of a crowded street, miraculously picking her way through the traffic streams with a Roman’s practiced eye. At the centre of the traffic round-about was a gigantic fountain rife with nymphs and cavorting tritons all in bronze. She felt the sharp sting of spray against her skin, stared at the dazzling water there before her eyes, and tried to still the hammering of her heart.


Not the right place - but definitely a start; what she needed wasn’t far away. Carol let bright eyes roam across rooftops decorated with lines of washing, old posters and brilliant boxes full of flowers, and then swung herself left to face the Via Nazionale.


The road ran right down to the Tiber. Carol blinked away an image of a cavalcade long gone bye, then excitedly tugged David by the hand.

 “It’s this way! This way!”

 “What is it?” David Miller jounced in Carol’s wake like a tin can on a string. “Carol! Carol - the bags are getting heavy!”

 “I’ll take them!” Carol snatched David’s burden of travel bags, standing in the dead centre of a manic traffic flow. “Come on - I think it’s over this way!”


They ran through springtime crowds armed with cameras and tourist maps - past Japanese schoolgirls, black-clad old ladies, swarming Italians and wandering nuns. Carol ricocheted from a trainee pickpocket, catapulting the man straight into his victim’s claws - overleapt the chaos and shot sideways up an alleyway.


Not only was Rome built on seven steep hills - it was also a place devoted to the proliferation of the cobblestone. David felt an ankle twist - lost touch with the ground as Carol righted him with one swing of her arm, then followed her in a daze as she zigzagged through a maze of twisting little streets.


They ran past street cafes and gelati stands - past little shops crowded with knitwear and leather jackets. Rome had a delicious smell of dust and oregano that mingled with Carol’s laughter in the springtime air. 



Carol emerged out onto another major North/South street; annoyed, she found that she had somehow overshot her mark. 



A Carabinieri stood nearby, posing for photographs. The female branch of Italy’s mounted police had uniforms to die for; peaked caps, riding boots, and red-lined capes that swept clean down to the ground. Carol crossed through the snarling traffic and bounded up into the policewoman’s view.


<<Officer! Where is Trevi?>>


<<Trevi?>> Short, rounded and trailing an extravagant auburn coiffure, the Carabinieri answered Carol’s cultured Italian. <<Go to the Roman column, turn left, and follow the signs.>>


<<Gratzi!>> Carol settled the luggage across her shoulders and hugged David’s arm. “It’s this way - come on!”


More side streets - these ones haunted by three-wheeled delivery vans and taxis. Carol led the way into a cool chasm between walls of rose and brown. There were cobbled lanes, and pedestrians with expressions of peace in their eyes. She followed the heels of a Japanese tour group - suddenly recognised a side street by name, and dragged David through into a universe of life.


Trevi.


Wonderful beyond mere words, the fountain filled a little square. Against a backdrop of marble columns and fluted balustrades, Trevi fountain spread itself with lustrous ease across a space of dripping steps and cobblestones to fill the air with sound.


Hippocampi made of pure white marble sprang wildly from the foam, their motion caught forever by Bernini’s hand. The master had carved tritons, merfolk and their mounts, then framed them with the ever-living flow of waterfalls.


Spray made the atmosphere shiver, tingling like champagne against the skin. Tall ochre buildings caught the sound and made it echo like a secret cave. The tourists stood in blissful silence. A fruit stall spread a fantastic maze of colour across the east end of the square. There were little street cafes spreading red, white and green umbrellas to the sun – ice-cream and pizza racked in glittering display. Carol took three steps towards the fountain, stared mesmerised into the water, then opened up her arms like a priestess singing praises to the dawn.


This.


This had been what she remembered!


Trevi fountain; cool, clean and wonderful. The echoing sound of water evoked images of foaming surf - of caves and glorious waterfalls. Carol swayed, suddenly feeling utterly at home. Her doubts and fears drifted away as she let the fountain soothe her with its simple majesty.


David held her from behind. She raised her arms, letting his hands slide down onto her breasts, her ribs, her hips. The motion felt cleansing - leaving her skin tingling with sensation. Carol could have stayed there drifting in that peace, that touch for a thousand years of dreams…


David kissed her neck, and Carol gave a blissful sigh.


They perched on the smooth marble sides of the fountain eating pizza slices from a paper plate. Both pilgrims felt unwilling to move even as far away from the water as one of the little street cafes. Carol crammed hot food into her mouth in sudden joy of life, feeling unknown aches and tensions slip quietly away. 



David was drawing her; she felt it like a loving caress. Carol artlessly posed, stretching herself while keeping closed eyes towards a flawless sun

 “It’s beautiful. I had forgotten so much else- but I think this has always stayed.” The words drifted from her in a quiet, gentle daze. 


 “I’d like you to draw me naked here.”

 “That might cause a stir.” David smiled, his eyes fixed half on Carol, and half upon his drawing pad. “I think the police would have something to say about it.”

 “It’s for art. No one would mind.” Carol breathed deeply of the rhythms of the fountain. “We could come back at nighttime and lie naked in the foam.”

 “Don’t you even think it!” David scowled at the girl over the top of his sketch pad. Carol was apt to play some very strange pranks at times. “Carol! No!”


She smiled a secret, contented smile and let the fountain’s mist play back and forth against her skin.


Japanese tourists threw small change into the fountain; Japanese coins were apparently made of aluminium, and floated rather than sank. One girl stared at her floating coin in terror, as though wondering if it might herald bad luck…


Carol felt in a pocket for loose change, and came up with a broad silver coin. She made to toss it into the fountain, and the shine of silver caught David’s eye.

 “What is it?”

 “A shilling.”

 “Shilling?” David extended his hand in curiosity, looking at a King Charles Shilling in alarm. “Hey! This is old!”

 “Keep it. I have dozens.” Carol felt in her attire for a more appropriate gift for the fountain nymphs. “I’ll throw lire instead.”

 “Probably a good idea.”


They tossed their gifts towards the hippocampi, watching the coins arc into the ever frozen, ever moving spray. Carol looked up from the waters, let her eyes roam across the square, and felt a brilliant inspiration flow into her mind.

 “There!”


A tiny hotel faced the fountain - and that hotel had a balcony that overlooked the square. Carol stared up at a sudden vision of perfection, and reached out to take her David by the hand. 



He blinked as she led him into the cramped foyer of the old hotel. One corner of the room was consumed by a desk littered by tourist pamphlets, all written in Japanese.


An old man sat at the desk, reading magazines. A single glance told that he was Italian; he had a rough red face brimming with good humour, and a floor-brush moustache framed by laughter lines. Carol entrapped the man with her lustrous, gentle eyes and tilted her head.


<<Sir! Your balcony there; is it your dining room, yes?>>


<<Aaaah, yes indeed! But my apologies - I am afraid that lunch has finished, madam.>> The old man reacted gallantly to Carol’s old-fashioned Roman accents. <<We can perhaps serve wine? Or tea?>>


Carol read a glorious, laughing personality from the subtleties of an old man’s smile. She flicked a coy glance to see if they could be overheard, and then leaned shyly closer to the old man.


<<Sir… My husband is a painter, and he is new to Rome. He wishes very much to paint me with the fountain behind me.>>


<<Paint you from the balcony?>> The old man came out from behind his desk, eagerly taking Carol by the arm. <<No no - not from so high! From our front doorstep - that will be best for you, no? Come! We will clear a space.>>


<<Um! No no - it’s… It will be - uh…>> Carol let a bright pink blush creep across her cheeks. <<It is for a figure painting! I could never…>>


Carol shrank with embarrassment, pressing one hand against her heart. 



<<We will need… that is, I think I might not be wearing…>>


Realisation dawned. The old man put a hand against his lips, then laughingly opened up his arms.


<<Oh a nude painting! And it is your first, yes? I see it in your eye.>> The old man took a very confused David by the hands, and eagerly began tugging him out of the foyer. <<Come then! The room will be empty until four. There are lace curtains - we close them, but you will see and feel the fountain still. It will be enough. Yes!>> Keys rattling, the man passed by a large, smiling wife and led the way up a tiny circular stair. <<Elenora, my wife - she posed for many works! I am a lucky man.>> He grated a key in the plain wooden doors, and opened a pathway into the hotel dining room. <<Three hours should give you sketches in plenty.>>


Carol made to pay the man. He made a show of refusing her, but she pressed the money forward. <<For refreshment, if nothing else. Please?>>


<<Refreshment, then!>> The old man ushered his customers inside a wide space that left them blinking with the contrast of dark spaces and bright window light. <<See? The curtains drop, and the door I shall show you how to lock. You are safe. Elenora will keep visitors away.>>


<<But I shall return with wine! My Elenora said that the difference between a stiff model and a great model is two glasses of fresca. You will drink wine, and maybe tea later on. To fight the chill, eh?>>


He bustled from the room, stopping only to pinch David on the chin.


<<Look at her face - see how she loves you! You are a fortunate young man, eh!>>


He left, making the room seem smaller. Carol watched him go with her head tilted to one side and a smile playing across her sparkling eyes. David let his sketchpad slide to a tabletop and looked around in vague surprise.

 “What was that all about? Do we have a room here?”

 “No. No room here. It’s high season. The rooms will all be booked.” Carol gazed contentedly about the little dining room. “We’ll find a hotel by the station.”


The door opened, and Elenora entered bearing a bottle of rose coloured wine and two glasses. She chucked David under the chin, swapped something in laughing Italian with a blushing Carol, and firmly shut the door behind her as she departed.


Mists stirred the clean lace drapes. The hotel’s dining room was only small - four tables were placed about a polished wooden floor, and a grand old leather couch stood against the wall. White tablecloths stirred in the breeze - sunshine made a brilliant dazzle outside the little balcony. In the square below, Trevi fountain spread its magic beneath a flawless open sky. Carol let the curtains drop, filming the scene with a gentle haze of shade.

 “I told them you were an artist, and that you wanted the room to draw in - for the view of the fountain.”

 “Oh! Well, I suppose. But the light’s better outside!”

 “But from here, we can feel the fountain and still be alone.”


She stood framed by window light, wearing her patchwork clothes of softest suede. The pale face tilted as she stared into David’s eyes.

 “There is a curse to knowing how another person feels. Their fight is your fight - their pain is your pain. In the end, one wonders if the love you feel is not merely a reflection of their own.

 “Until you think of how it might be if that other person went away - and the pain of it is just too much to bear.”


Carol took a step forward, reaching out to take David by the hands.

 “I love you, David Miller.”


They kissed as they had kissed beside the Seine - though this time Carol no longer drew away. She flowed softly against David like mists taken from a dream while behind her the fountain breathed its song of utter peace.


Her clothes drifted away like sheets of origami - each layer perfect and impossibly pure. Carol’s touch burned like fire, soothing or awakening with the barest pressure of a fingertip. 



Swallowing, Carol drew away. Infinitely wise and infinitely lost, she fixed David with dark, serious eyes

 “What am I, David?”


Her tone - now low and honest, locked David in place. He tried to shrug away the question, only to find himself held to an answer by her gaze. 


 “You’re just Carol.”

 “I’m serious, David! What am I?”

 “I don’t know.”


David sat on his heels, holding her in his arms. The puzzlement drew shadows across his face.

 “No. I don’t know what you are. Just very strange and a little sad” His hands felt warm and steady as they held Carol’s flesh. “But sometimes I think I make you happy.

 “You made me draw again. You gave me back my sight - and I love you for it.”


A chill of loneliness echoed in Carol’s quiet voice.

 “I am in love with you, David Miller. But be careful.” Her eyes were haunted by a thing she could no longer understand.

 “Be careful of giving me what I want.”


And then it was too late. He kissed her, and she almost sobbed in ecstasy. He entered her, and she hoarsely whispered his name.


She spread her wings for him like an angel and made love to him throughout a golden afternoon, while behind a film of curtains, Trevi breathed its song of peace.

 






 




Chapter 10:

 



 



 




Morgana marched out of the arrivals gate at Heathrow like an ill-tempered Tiger tank. With her bag slung across her shoulder, she flicked a glance across the waiting crowds, saw Patricia waving at her, and pushed angrily across the stream of emerging passengers. Patricia manoeuvred through the press, hoping for a wild embrace - then stopped as she saw Morgana’s scowl.


Morgana bristled like a sodden hunting cat. “What! What is it? You left a message on my pager. What’s wrong?”


Patricia hovered nearby - keeping out of touching range in case an offered hug might be refused. “We have a concert! I… I just wanted you to know that I’ve gotten us a concert tour!”

 “And?”

 “And… And I wanted you to know.” The Asian girl sank into confusion and misery. “Its for us - for the band…”

 “I was busy, Patricia. I have things I must attend to.”

 “But we needed you…” Patricia shrank, too timid to creep closer. “We can’t compose a song set without you.” 



The human girl swallowed, risking a look into Morgana’s savage eyes. “You didn’t have to come back.”

 “No. I didn’t.” If Morgana had possessed a tail, it would have thrashed. She closed her eyes and tried to look within. “No.”


A moment passed, with Morgana standing black and silent amongst the crowds. Finally the girl opened up her eyes.

 “Come on. Let’s go home.”


She held Patricia against herself, irritated at having to even make a gesture of good grace. The hug became more intense - firm pressure as Morgana realised the hurt her words had done. She sighed in annoyance, then stooped to kiss Patricia full upon the mouth.


She let actions transmit the words she was forever too proud to say. The answering surge of love tasted hot and powerful; enough to clear Morgana’s head.


She needed this. The trip to her research project had been tiring. Patricia had been half entertaining fantasies of having sex in her car somewhere on the road back from Heathrow. If the M-25 was up to its usual standards of traffic jam, Morgana thought the time might come to try. The energy would fill Morgana’s reserves - would make an early return home seem less of a frippery.


Music was pulling Morgana from her work. Dull work - dreary work. Work that held all the passion and the promise of the future. Morgana had raged at Patricia’s interruption to her business trip - then had felt herself cursing the distractions that took her away from musical fantasies. 



A long and occasionally interesting journey home gave Morgana little chance for self-examination; her thoughts chased each other around and around, leaving irritation in their wake. 



The gravel drive outside Morgana’s home played host to a Volkswagen sheathed in a forest of hosepipes. 



This had been another error - turning her house into a studio. If any of the dream-kin came to call, “peculiarities” might result. Irked at her own indiscipline, Morgana flipped open her front door, sailed her bag across the room and stamped off in search of decent wine.


Jason sat at the far end of the living space, surrounded by a web of tape machines. He fumbled with his earphones, seeking out Morgana with a smile.

 “Hey Vampirella! Where’d you go?”

 “The Chianizzi centre, Paris.”

 “Cool! Did you bring me back a present?”


Jason had the infuriating talent of being impossible to hate. Morgana mixed one measure of water to two parts wine and swirled the mixture in her cup, glowering at Jason across the brim.

 “You’ve been writing?”

 “Naaaah - I’ve been fiddling. Now you’re here, we’ll do writing.” The man’s dreadlocks made him look exactly like his silly car; Morgana had somehow never made the inference before “Hey, did Patti tell you that she’s snared us a tour? A whole fuckin’ tour! We’re support band for Dark Childe. London, Paris and Hamburg!”


Patricia Ng smiled at the pride in her achievement that rang in Jason’s voice. She hovered close to Morgana, accepting a cup of watered wine from her lover’s hand. Morgana settled into the cushion pit, keeping one hand resting high upon Patricia’s thigh.


Patricia seemed tired – dull-eyed but elated. Morgana’s presence always seemed to excite her to the point of weariness. Jason paused to puzzle at the complexities of the relationship, then forgot his conclusions as thoughts of music came flooding back into his mind.

 “So we’re on tour in two weeks! We need a set to play, Mogs!” Morgana winced at the nickname, but Jason seemed fixed upon it. “So we’ve got that one we cooked up in the club - plus some jam sessions that tightened up into something sweet. But we need a full half-smegging hour of material!”


Patricia manoeuvred forward to slide into the conversation. “Do we have any new sounds?”

 “Yeah!” Jason sat bolt upright in his chair. “I thought of using my dental fillings as a guitar slide!”

 “It could be worth it just to see the expression in your eyes.” Morgana relaxed, now seeming thoroughly amused. The scent of music excited her - like pheromones drifting in bedroom air. “We’ll get it done. Two weeks is time enough.”

 “But my job!” Patricia placed a hand against her throat. “I’m on overtime this week!”

 “Quit your job. You’ll survive. I have money enough.” Morgana flipped the pages of a leather-bound diary with all the delicacy of a cat. “We work here from nine each morning until nine at night. Time enough to bring our ideas to life.”


The sense of panic was welcome - it filled a gulf. Morgana hurtled her other plans aside and gave herself into the passion that her music demanded of her. She upended her airport luggage - mostly French comicbooks and CD music from the Parisian underground - and scattered new ideas to her friends.


Jason fought Patricia over a comicbook and cheerfully lost. Surrounded by Italian space-porn, he began rooting through Morgana’s new CD’s.

 “When the tour’s done, we can think about cutting a disk! They can burn them at my old computer games place. I have a friend who’d do a killer of an album cover! You should see this guy paint!”

 “Who?” Morgana unwrapped a collection of Japanese chimes. “David Miller?”

 “Oh yeah - yeah, you met him. Yeah.” Jason nestled close to his companions, tucking his legs into a lotus position; he wore slippers shaped like the feet of an enormous bird. “You’d like his girlfriend. Sort of Pippi Longstocking spliced with the God-Empress of Mars.”

 “I’m sure.” Morgana raised one eyebrow at the description, then smoothly turned away. “Now take those silly feet off and try to help with some ideas. And do try to think in German or French.”

 “Aaah - foreigners. If god had meant us to speak in other languages, he wouldn’t have invented Sesame Street.”

 “Typical British.”

 “Oh? So what are you?”

 “Better you should never know.” Morgana settled herself into her seat, slipping earphones down across her long black Mohawk.

 “So; new ideas. Show me what we’ve got.”


In reply, Patricia nestled at the centre of the room.

 “Here. I found it at a street stall.” Patricia unwrapped a CD cased in brown cardboard, holding it like the lost treasure of the ages. ”Amphibian chants and frog song!

 “I think we can do a Gregorian chant as a backing track - all in Batrachian…”

 




***

 



 “Jay-man!”

 “Dee-ster! You phoned at last! How doing?”

 “Oh - pretty cool, actually.” Sitting on a hard bed in a tiny room that overlooked Rome’s Piazza de Republica fountain, David felt tired, worn and happy. “Rome’s the most righteous city on earth, man! Christ - you should see this place! I haven’t stopped drawing since we arrived. Great food, great skies - and every side street has pyramids or a thousand terracotta warriors.”


The phone was heavy, old and black - probably installed just after Mussolini came to power. “Carol’s happy. She cruises the place like she was born here. You know she speaks Italian?”

 “Dude, I think she must have been one of those power babies - you know, with the pictures and stuff? Either that or she escaped from some sort of secret military base.” Jason’s voice carried from the telephone clean across the little hotel room. “It’s part of a government plot to conquer the world by breeding warrior jailbait. I saw it on TV - I swear!”

 “She’s not jailbait!”

 “Keen! Succumbed at last, did she?” Jason seemed honestly happy. “She’ll be good for you, man. Hell - she was good for me!”

 “No one likes you, Jason. I just called to tell you that.”


Hotel phone rates would be ferocious; David felt that strange, panicky sensation that always made one wonder why one called in the first place. “Anyway - just thought I’d tell you where the hell we are. The money’s lasting pretty well. Carol picked some guy’s pocket yesterday; he had my wallet and three hundred bucks American!”

 “Freedom through petty theft!” Jason crowed like a drunken cockerel. “But hey! Can you make it to Paris in ten days time? I’m a star, man! The band’s got an international tour!”

 “International?”

 “Um - well, cross channel, anyway. It’s foreign! The concession stands are only allowed to sell sauerkraut and snails. Hell man - there may even be Belgians!”

 “I say we nuke the site from orbit. It’s the only way to be sure.”

 “Too true.” Jason’s English genes traced their way back to the same Britons who had cursed Roman cooking for putting garlic sauce on their dormice. “But grab Space-babe and get to Paris! We’ll hit a theme park, take a whiz off the Eiffel tower and then watch me rocket to stardom. This time - this time it’s gonna double my penis size for sure!

 “That makes four inches!” David sat bolt upright in joy. “Cool - I’ll be there!”

 “Meet you at the dreaded theme park at ten fifteen on Sunday morning. I’ll wait outside the gates for you.”

 “Cool! I’ll be the one who’s naked and carry a blazing gerbil on a pole.” David reached out to break the connection. “Later, beef cakes!”

 “Bye.”


Exhausted by the call, David flopped back onto the bed, almost hitting his head on the wall. The mattress seemed to be made half of gravel, and half of cut-price vinyl.

 “Carol? Hey Carol - I think I just booked us into a theme park!”

 “A what?”

 “A theme park. You know - rides and roller coasters?” When Carol was excited, her entire store of general knowledge seemed to launch itself straight out of the window. “You’ll like it! With luck you’ll hurtle your lunch and get felt up by a vaguely defined cartoon character - and all in one day!”


Sitting out on the tiny balcony sewing herself a dress from multi-coloured streamers of Italian silk, Carol seemed to glow with inner light. She wore green, round sunglasses and a dusting of freckles - legacies of the Italian sun. Smiling, she unfolded her long legs and came into the warmth of David’s arms. 



She flowed with life - vibrant and delicious, crisp and wonderful. They kissed with all the energy of newfound love while Carol spread her hair into a Roman breeze.

 “I feel… alive!”


Carol sat astride David’s lap, leaning back against his clasped hands as she savoured freedom flowing in her veins. “This has been the most wonderful time I’ve ever had.

 “Let’s never go back home.”


Weary yet content, David made a tired smile.

 “We need to go home and rest. Anyway - the money’s running low.”

 “There’ll be more.” Carol blinked vague images of Venice from her mind; the third column along the west face of St Basil’s church… “I can find us money - just like I did before!”

 “Yeah… well, best to play it safe. The rail pass lasts another two weeks. If there’s cash left over, then we’ll keep on wandering.”

 “To Japan?”

 “Well - maybe not Japan.” The travel account, even with mysterious additions from Carol, stretched to maybe twenty nights in cheap hotels and a few rather modest meals. “Why Japan?”

 “It’s just…” Carol imagined hills smothered in dark old trees - a quiet pool surrounded by blossoms which danced upon the wind. “No reason. I think I’d like it there.”

 “Beaucoup expensive. We’ll schedule it in after our first bank job.”


David felt spiritually weary - as if falling in love had been part of a long, hard climb. He felt the girl inside his grasp - adored the depth, the quiet strangeness and the wisdom of her, and felt himself begin to smile.

 “One day we’ll go to Japan. I promise.”

 “You promise?”

 “I promise.”


On such words, the future could be made. Tired yet elated, David let the girl draw himself up from his seat and lead him out into another perfect day.

 




***

 



 “Two! One two! Two! T-two!” Jason stood on stage testing a nest of microphones, ignoring the churning crowd at the edges of the stage lights. “Patricia! This sound system eats its own young! I’m getting feedback.”


Some idiot had set the speakers wrongly; sound was bouncing from the stage wall and back into the microphones. Dressed in her best spandex and black lace for her performance, Morgana blithely wandered out on stage - ignored the instant surge of noise from the teeming audience - and moved heavy speakers with one push of her arms. 



Proximity to the speakers was painful. Morgana stepped back and sourly dusted off her hands. “There. I am the goddess of all sound systems. Now bring me the still-beating heart of a roadie, and I shall be mollified.”


The first London show of the tiny “Dark Childe” tour would be playing to a packed house. Good weather had blessed the night; the wide basketball stadium had been cleared of its usual burden of little-league players, leaving the seats waiting for a capacity crowd.


The “Goths” had come in droves to hear Dark Childe, the new ivory idols, play.


And the remaining fifty percent were those who had heard Morgana’s call…


Every alternative music store, every underground comic or bulletin board had been hit hard with the news. Morgana had lunged into her adopted peer group with the energy of a crazed wolverine, bombarding newsgroups with articles and reviews. For once, she operated without a single thought of making bleeds, creating as many enemies as she did friends.


Her efforts had been hard to ignore. The audience had come filtering in throughout the afternoon, slowly filling the rear benches of the basketball courts.


Dark Childe had seen fit to frame the stage with gigantic polystyrene sarsen stones, complete with an altar rock draped in mistletoe. Morgana - who had seen a real sacrifice or two in her time - found the pretension annoying. 



The giant polystyrene blocks were interfering with the sound amps. The wretched things vibrated, setting up a buzz that was subsequently picked up by the microphones. Morgana turned to contemplate the stage décor, pondering the logistics of hurtling the entire foul collection of props off the stage.


Patti appeared, hauling ineffectually at a Japanese war drum the size of Jason’s Volkswagen. Morgana descended the rear ramp, spared a fond caress for Patricia, and then turned her strength to pushing at the load.

 “You and your grand ideas!”

 “It suits the Japanese flute!” Patricia almost strained something as she tried to heave the giant hollow log drum over a line of power cables gaffer-taped to the floor. The hidden current sapped Morgana’s strength. “It’s brilliant! Now we can have a whole Noh opening to the second set.”


Morgana had seen a Japanese play or three during her incarnations in Japan; she had loved the ritual, yet abhorred the stultification. Now she finally had a chance to evoke the best and edit away the worst. The opportunity almost made the whole drum business worthwhile. Grunting and shoving, Morgana managed to heave the massive Taiko drum onto a level surface, and paused to slump against the heavy oaken frame.


Two tall, thin men with guitars walked blithely past her onto the stage. They were followed by a statuesque figure dressed in black, and then a pale blonde acolyte - a girl dressed in something which looked like a corpse shroud. Dark Childe’s lead singer strode up onto the stage, snapped fingers to bring the lights shining down across his face, and sent his band to take positions to the side.


The main lights in the hall suddenly shut down, leaving the stage an island in the dark. The heavy, haunting chords of Dark Childe’s repertoire came crashing from the speaker system - fumbling slightly as musicians recovered from their hasty entry to the stage. 



Jason flattened his hands against his ears to shut out the ferocious noise and retreated from his nest of electronics; he withdrew back to Dark Childe’s singer, hunching from the building storm of noise.

 “What’s wrong?” Jason, ever the innocent, had to shout across the numbing music. “We haven’t done the supporting act!”

 “No lead act. We are Dark Childe.” The tall singer flipped a disdainful glance towards Jason, his “Dan Dare” tee shirt and his dreadlocks. With his music swelling majestically behind him, he strode forward into an unseen roar of applause.


Jason mimed helpless confusion to his two partners backstage, and then fought his way towards them. With a last sharp glance across his shoulder, he joined the two girls.

 “Buggers are taking our stage!” Jason felt utterly agog. “They’re dumping our act!”


Morgana had once helped depose kings; Dark Childe’s tantrums and intrigues seemed beneath her contempt. 


 “Good - then Dark Childe will play supporting band for us.” Intrigues played against children rarely offered any fun. Morgana felt a vague wish for more malice in her life. “We go on stage the instant that they leave. Don’t let the crowd disperse.”

 “Morgana?”

 “Just do it.”


The succubus lounged unconcerned against the pipework stage, seeming utterly in control as she reviewed song lyrics on a portable computer screen. Patricia blinked, anticipating backstage hatred from Dark Childe once the show was done, then tried to interest herself in arranging her flutes and hollow bones. 


 “This is bullshit!” Jason’s anger, slow to build, had him prancing like a mad thing in the backstage zone. “I say we pull the plug! Rip off these pricks’ power and leave them stranded!”


Morgana flicked the man an interested glance.

 “Yes. I believe they have much the same plan for us.” Morgana summoned the road crew, and whispered in their ears; the men scattered off into the backstage darkness at her merest whim of command.

 “We’ll perform at the end of Dark Childe’s set. I imagine they’ll be pleasantly surprised!”


Dark Childe moved powerfully through their repertoires. They were a band who relied on the chance combination of sounds - combinations that led to a single memorable phrase in every song. Morgana listened to the music with an evaluative ear, sifting good from bad and storing the lessons in the powerful matrix of her mind.


Good, powerful music - but music without depth. Morgana listened, Morgana learned - then helped herself to a cup of watered wine.


The last song began - something about Brandenburg Tor. Morgana pitched away the dregs of her drink and stirred herself into activity.

 “It’s time.”


A click of her fingers summoned a roadie, who placed a microphone headset into Morgana’s hands. She settled her equipment into place, snatched up two massive drumsticks, and marched herself over to the massive Taiko drum.


On stage, Dark Childe ended their final piece. They linked hands like actors and gave a solemn bow, then retired backwards in a line. They would wait until the applause of a standing ovation swelled to its climax - then advance back on stage to perform the first of their encores. The band retired - let the curtain fall, then filed to the rear of the platform to partake of Coca Cola and bad wine.


Only to half choke themselves as the whole hall echoed to the booming of a drum.


A single drumbeat sounded- and then a second and a third. They echoed through the building like the crash of winter waves.


The giant Taiko drum stood isolated in a dim pool of light. A slim figure poised and crashed its arms down in a double beat, faster and faster until the rhythm numbed the hall with noise. Morgana built her blows into a vicious climax, made a final joyous pass across the drum skin, and then let the echoes fade and die away.


Sweat already beading her pale skin, Morgana let her companions take their passion to the waiting audience. Jason hammered a finger down onto his synth boards, and the music began. Driven by the pressure of Morgana’s eyes, Patricia stepped briskly into place and raised a flute made from yellow bone. Her first quiet notes filled the air like evensong, twisting like live butterflies across the soundscape of the mind.


Her own part would come. Perfect music came from knowing when to fade out of view. Morgana paced the back end of the stage - repairing settings on the sound system and uploading tracks into Jason’s synthesizer memory. 


 “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


A girl dressed in white glared at Morgana with hate in her eyes. Dark Childe’s synth artist made a hex sign with her hand.

 “Get off the stage!”


Hate. How novel! Morgana glanced down at the little creature through lowered lashes, then let her lips quirk upwards in a smile.

 “The set ends in thirty minutes. I am sure we’ll see you then…”

 “Get off the stage!”


Someone had already thought about shutting off the power; unfortunately, Morgana normally provided the men with beer, so their loyalties were quite secure. She watched Dark Childe’s efforts to sabotage her comrades, then simply made to turn away.

 “So you’re Patty’s squeeze? You think that can take the place of talent?”


Malice drew Morgana’s attention. She felt the taunt - savoured its backdrop of pure anger - and turned to face the other girl.

 “Let us simply say that you have been out performed.”


Anger flowed like wine. The other girl reached out to crash an open hand against Morgana’s shoulder trying to shove her stumbling back onto the stage.


The blow barely rocked Morgana in her place. The girl ripped black painted nails across Morgana’s chest, tearing fabric and leaving bright lines of blood gleaming across the pale exposed skin.


Morgana looked levelly at her enemy, then simply whipped her hand across the other woman’s face…

 …and sent her victim spinning from the stage and down onto the ground.

 “I tolerate you because your work has potential. Your music has some value, even if the minds behind it do not.” Morgana settled her headphones and quietly turned away.

 “My intellect has a limited reign over my patience. Pray do not test my generosity again.”


It was time to perform. Watched by the eyes of new enemies, Morgana stepped out into the light to take her place beside the partners of her soul. A flare of energy sealed the minor scratch wounds as the succubus began to make her song.


Behind her, the atmosphere seethed with hate. Good, hard malice - like spice to food, like laughter to lovemaking - like champagne to a summer sunset. Morgana felt Dark Childe’s hate flow into her - making her stronger with every vicious plan for revenge - and gave a predator’s vicious smile.

 




***

 




Long after tourist crowds dispersed into restaurants and cafes, Rome somehow took on a soft veneer of peace. The heat of the day dissipated into a smell of hot gravel and dry grass; the noise of traffic softened to a lulling background sigh. 



It seemed funny to think of Rome as a place of rest and content; yet seen from the comfort of a grassy field, the nighttime skyline appeared perfectly magical. The Capitol and the Colosseum were transferred by spotlights into quiet fairylands, while car lights made dark islands of the open parks.


Even after two thousand years, the Circus Maximus still survived; numbing in scale and still able to dwarf the mind with images of a grandeur long gone bye. All the marble and the stoneware had gone, leaving the place a titanic open field of grass. Ramps and ridges marked the arena’s turning points; the broken walls of Augustus’ palace soared overhead in contemplative silence. By nine PM, it was a place free of pedestrians and passers-by - a place to walk the grass and sit with dreams of empires lost and gone.


In the middle of a thousand metre stretch of open grass, the darkness offered total isolation and concealment. David and Carol made love beneath the open sky - quiet and perfect, with Carol whispering her lover’s name to the stars. When they had finished, she remained softly sitting in his lap, cradling his face against her breast to hear the beating of her heart.


A meeting of eyes and smiles in the darkness transferred more than any words. Carol blushed, the colour of her cheeks showing as shade against the filtered light. She gave a happy sigh, crossed her heels behind David’s back and ruffled the velvet stubble of his skull.

 “I think a mosquito is nibbling at my backside.”

 “I know how he feels.” David stroked trailing wisps of golden hair back from Carol’s face. “You are wonderful.”

 “Right now, I feel wonderful!” Carol let him nuzzle at her naked breasts, then leaned back to rest on her hands, knowing he enjoyed the sight of her. “I love you, David Miller.”

 “I love you, Carol.”


She relaxed and let the air cool the fragrant sweat from her skin, feeling her ponytails shift beneath the nighttime breeze. Somewhere at her back, the Tiber flowed, while overhead Augustus’ palace watched her with eyes of contented, crumbling stone. 



Her pose was perfect - her face turned and stretched upwards towards the ruins - her body lean and wonderful and pure as morning dew. David froze the image, wanting to paint her exactly as she was - then let his eyes follow the direction of her gaze.

 “What is that place?”

 “The palace of Augustus. Home to Augustus, Tiberius, Germanicus and Claudius.” Carol smiled as she spoke; afterglow bathed her in well-being, and memories warmed her from within. “It was such an exciting time! The whole world changing, and all the universe paying homage to Rome. When those walls were still encased in marble - when the balconies still stood - you could stand up there and watch the cosmos pass you by. Gauls in plaid, black Nubians and German kings. A dozen different languages drifting through the air, almost like today…”


David’s eyes watched her, wondering. He let one hand slowly cup and caress one golden ponytail.

 “What else was it like?”


Lost in images, Carol closed her eyes and gave a smile.

 “Beautiful. The Circus here was a gleaming masterpiece. The chariots used to sweep around the bend like a thundering tide. You could smell the excitement in the tang of dust!

 “There were racing factions, too; the ‘blues’ and the ‘greens’. They used to file into the stadium through different entrances - ran their own shops, fielded their own senators. In the end, whole streets were run by racing factions. You took your life in your hands if you wore the wrong colour in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

 “Sounds like LA.”

 “LA?”

 “Los Angeles. Gangs. Crips and Bloods.” He looked at her with eyes suddenly intelligent and sad.

 “You really don’t know - do you.”


She avoided his gaze, looking down at the grass. When she finally spoke, she kept her face turned towards the Tiber breeze.

 “David - Do you feel tired?”


He wanted to smirk - but the impulse died as he caught the tremor in her voice. The time for triviality had passed.

 “Not too tired.” 


 “No - I mean tired inside. Here!” Swallowing, Carol bunched a fist and crammed it hard against her breast. “Like - like something’s being taken from you?”

 “I’m just a bit drained, that’s all. Hey - we must have walked ten miles today!” David touched her face and tried to understand. There was something here that chilled him to the heart. “It’s alright, Carol. I’m not too tired.” He looked at her face and strained to pierce the veil. “Why? Do you feel strange?”

 “No. I feel - alive.”


Sickened, Carol kept her face turned away. Instead she watched distant night birds circling beams of electric light.

 “Do you believe in God, David?”

 “God? I don’t know.” Post coital conversation had never delved quite so deep before - and yet with Carol, an answer seemed needed and necessary; she ached for something - a missing part of herself forever flitting from her grasp.

 “Sometimes I think I do. When I look at you, I know there’s more here than merely meat and bones.”


Carol pulled herself lovingly against him, solving the necessity of hiding her face.

 “If there is a God, then perhaps he has no place for me. I think I might be a creature without faith. Without character.

 “In the end, I fear my convictions will fail. I am what I am - there’s no strength in me to fight it.”


She buried her face against her lover’s neck and wet his skin with tears.

 “I do love you, David. I love you - and I’m sorry…”

 “Sorry?” David wound fingers through her hair in total incomprehension. “Sorry for what?”

 “I’m just… sorry.”


Carol - who cried when she heard Mozart’s “The Magic flute”. Carol - who could stare at each tree, each wasp, each blade of grass as though it were a unique piece of timeless art. David rocked her in his arms, feeling strangely helpless as she clung to him in silent grief.

 “Paris tomorrow.”

 “Paris.” Carol’s voice seemed small. “I will miss this place. I will keep it inside me forever.

 “Whatever happens, David - remember that I love you.”


David held her, and tried to make her safe. Cradled in her David’s arms, Carol felt his love trickling his life force out into her soul - and wept silently into a veil of golden hair.

 






 




Chapter 11:

 



 



 




Despite the lack of Mussolini at the helm, the Italian train system seemed surprisingly efficient. What sucked most deeply were the French passport officials at the borders, who seemed incapable of understanding the spirit of the EEC. Alliances and economic partnerships notwithstanding, the French viewed visitors with something akin to outraged hostility; it seemed as if they wished tourist dollars could simply be sent by post, without the insult of having foreigners tramping dirt into the pristine countryside. 



Carol took her revenge. A vast crowd of American tourists were pointed towards the customs officers, having been calmly assured that the Frenchmen could organise hotel rooms, guided tours and taxi cabs. Eyelashes slitted in pleasure at the confusion, Carol took David by the hand and let him lead her firmly away towards the Paris train.

 “You’re an embarrassment!”

 “I’m merely letting them exercise their Gallic wit.” Carol listened to chaos breaking out behind her and gave a smile. “They can just be thankful I couldn’t find any Germans and Japanese.”


French trains proved to be similar to French movie stars; glossy, well groomed, and largely made of plastic. Carol puzzled over the door mechanism for a moment - then hit the large, obvious trigger button and opened the way into the cab. David stowed travel bags, closed his eyes against a surge of dizziness, and then felt her small hand somehow heave him up off the platform and into the empty train carriage.


Carol’s voice caught as she spoke.

 “Are you alright?”

 “Yes, I’m alright!” David’s anger was spurred by deceit; he was lying, and she knew it. He felt wretched - tired, drained and irritable. “Maybe I ate something.”

 “Perhaps.”


Carol stood staring down at David as he settled himself into his seat. His eyes were red-rimmed, and his temper had frayed. She gazed at him, torturing herself, knowing that hers was the hand responsible.


He knew he was being irritable; David took her fingers in brief apology, but Carol quickly withdrew. She leapt down from the carriage and spent dog-eared French francs on buying cola, coffee, pastries and ham sandwiches. She returned and spilled her bounty down into David’s lap.

 “You should eat - and maybe sleep a little. We - we haven’t slept much lately.”

 “I’m not tired.”

 “We have four hours until Paris. I might go up front and look for some brochures.” Carol’s strong, slim hand gripped David like steel. “I’ll be gone for a little while.”


The train lurched - halted - and then pulled smoothly from the station. Carol watched the world go by outside the windows, stroking her hand softly across the stubble of David’s hair.

 “Sit here and eat. And… don’t think about me. Think about something else.” The girl looked utterly sick. Guilt made her hands shake, and her pale face twisted away from David’s gaze. “Think about art. Concentrate on drawing for a while.”

 “Alright. Tell me if there’s any good brochures in English.”

 “I will.”


Keeping perfectly balanced against the sway of the train carriage, Carol turned to go. With skirts of patchwork silk drifting about herself like flower petals, she shoved her way through the adjoining door into the next car, sealing David away behind a barrier of stainless steel.


The energy intake diminished. Carol leaned with her back against the door and slumped, panting softly - craving the inflow, and horrified by the wanton need. She shivered like an addict hurting for a fix - hugged her arms about herself and fought her way forwards to the front of the train.


The other passengers were a mingled flock of French commuters, businessmen and tourists. Australian backpackers puzzled over a street map of Paris, watched by the featureless wooden puppet at their side. A ticket inspector dully checked paperwork, oblivious to the grotesque insect perched between his shoulder blades. Carol watched the elements of her own strange world and felt panic flutter in her heart.


Behind her, David began drawing a picture of her as she had been the night before, warm and wonderful in his arms. Carol felt the energy surge - pure life filling her veins like fire. Surrounded by wooden puppets and dull passengers with hideous insects clinging to their backs, Carol put her face into her hands and tried to still the screaming in her mind.

 



 



 “Jason - you’re an embarrassment!”


The little VW beetle’s engine clattered like a broken coffee grinder as it eked forwards into a car park. With each surge and nudge, the forest of tubes glued to the hull waved like the pelt of some ludicrous caterpillar. From her proud perch atop her motorcycle behind the car, Morgana wanted to hide her face in her hands.

 “Haven’t the police ever complained about that thing?”

 “It’s art! My whole life is one ongoing performance piece.” Jason shut off the engine - or at least, he tried to; it ran on for quite a while after the keys were removed. “Hey - the struggle of art against law is the struggle of human expression against desolation!”

 “Indeed?”

 “Sure! I read it in my biorhythm!”


Jason opened his car door with a squeaking heave, then crammed a funny-animal hat down across his dreadlocks. “Now, just remember that we’re parked in ‘Carpark Rodent’. Damn this Gallic efficiency is smooth!”


Grumbling with irritation, Morgana sat astride her sharp red motorbike like a vision from a teenager’s dream. Long legs sheathed in shining black leather showed perfect muscle tone.

 “Jason - we have a performance tomorrow night. We have speakers to find and instruments to unload. Now why the hell are we here?”

 “It’s where we’re staying the night! It’s our holiday for being nice little boys and girls!” A funny animal hat sailed towards Morgana. “I got us a room! You two can have the “Ducky Duck” suite. Hey - I booked a costume character to sit with you at breakfast!”

 “Why do you insist on trying to make me hurt you, Jason?”


Patricia unfolded herself from her perch behind Morgana; the seal between their two bodies had been wonderfully warm, leading to a real reluctance to let go. Unable to feel the sensory nerve endings in her own rear, Patricia waddled like a duck as she hit the pavement.

 “We have rooms?”

 “Ha! There’s even a hot tub! I won it when I sent in drawings to a competition.” Jason crowed for joy, briskly rubbing Patricia’s backside into life. “You’ll love it! You and grouch-features can make a night of it, and I can tape the noises from the room next door. CD big-time heaven! We’ll sell a million copies - I swear!”


Behind the mask of her glasses, Patricia turned a shy shade of pink.

 “Jason!”

 “Hey!” Jason conspiratorially took Patricia underneath his arm. “We can bring in the costume characters…”

 “Ooooh! Dreams come true!”


Laughing, with her face a wonderful flush of joy, Patricia sought out Morgana’s eyes. “Hey, come on - the gates open in five! We can do breakfast. We’ll see if we can find a ‘Royale with cheese’!”


Morgana eased out of her helmet and ran long fingers through her hair.

 “I’m not coming.”


They stared at her, their faces falling like children watching the death of their favourite toy. Morgana felt a surge of irritation towards them - then towards herself - then tried to hide it with a mask of pure dignity. 


 “I cannot waste time on frivolities. When I’m in Paris, I have other work to do. I have to make a call.” Morgana thoroughly enjoyed modern technology; it made it far, far easier to pressure business associates than in the ’good old days’. A hundred years ago she would have had to find a street urchin and pay him three centimes to deliver a hand-written note - either that or go to the docks and pay six thugs to beat the living crap out of her researchers…

 … which was still a valid option. Morgana had poured a fortune amassed over three busy lifetimes into a single research project, and without a single legible result. It was high time the ‘institute’ received a large rocket up its collective backside.

 “There’s work to do. Nothing’s moving the way it should. If I don’t do it, then it never happens!”


They still didn’t understand. Morgana wallowed in frustration, impatience and ill-temper - made all the worse by her being aware she acted like a child. The music was pressing in upon her skull - half formed sonic concepts warred with the ever-burning craving to finally snatch her research results and lunge towards the larger prize. Freedom! Pure freedom was at stake…

 … and Patricia kept trying to cheer up Morgana’s mood. She tried hard - and Morgana felt a surly surge of gratitude for it. Even Jason the Jester was a welcome presence at times. Morgana sighed, heaved herself off her motorcycle and swung one long, taut leg to the ground.


She wanted them to persuade her; they half sensed it, and presented a united attack.

 “Mor-ga-na!” Patricia hovered between outrage and dismay. “You promised!”

 “A promise is a promise - so you’re coming.” Jason sandwiched himself between the two girls and steered Morgana towards the theme park gates. “Hey - we got money from the London gig! I say we spend it on making you look like a complete idiot for the next twenty four hours.”

 “Oh alright!” Morgana had over two thousand years of practice in seething with ill grace. “I’ll come to your silly theme park!”


They cheered her like children, then snatched Morgana by the elbows. Blinking with astonishment, the girl found herself propelled through crowded gates with a ludicrous hat jammed down across her skull. She was swept out into a fake street decorated in “plastic Americana”, complete with iron fretwork and horse-drawn trolley carts. Her gag reflex was frozen by a sense of pure unreality.


Once past the gate guards, Jason unzipped his jacket to reveal a tee shirt emblazoned with the words: “Remember - Uncle Walt’s brain was frozen for our sins.” The French park staff were thankfully incapable of reading the words. Jason clamped his two companions underneath his arms and eyed the concrete castle towers.

 “Now remember - only eat junk food that contains the internationally agreed-upon percentage of beef lips and insect knees.” The first rides had started - as witnessed by a deafening rumble of rollercoaster trucks and the scream of tormented souls. “You two run past the herd and go catch a ride! I’ll wait here for Dave and Carol. They’ll be here in a little while.”


A giant cannon-thing shot rollercoaster trains up a slope, then sent them screaming downwards into a black sphere of hell. Morgana half heard Jason’s words - then felt them connect, and turned wide eyes towards the nearest ride.

 “No! No - I don’t go on roller-coasters!”

 “You what?”


Frightened of heights, Morgana felt a childish thrill of fear. “I mean it! I’m not going!”

 “Patricia - take her and break her will!” Jason released Morgana to the tender mercies of the other girl. “Now go - run! Get in first before you end up drowned in moist Belgian children!”

 “No! I don’t like roller-coasters…”


Morgana’s protests were swallowed by the formless roar of holiday goers. The first rides had opened, and the packed queues from the front gates charged forward in a frenzied storm to beat one another to the choicest spots. Swept half off her feet, Morgana blinked in panic as she was carried off towards the gates of hell.

 “Patty! Patty - I don’t like heights!”


Patricia was laughing like a child as she threaded through the crowds. “It’s not high!”

 “I don’t like falling from any heights!”

 “It’s cool - you’ll love it!”

 “I will not love it!” Morgana screeched, fighting down a rising sense of panic. “I will puke my guts out and then scream until I die!”

 “Exactly - now come on!”


A long queue had already formed outside of a large space-shuttle hangar festooned with animatronic robots. Morgana found herself sandwiched between damp Belgians, and an Italian family that apparently accounted for half of the population of Milan.


She clung like a frightened child to Patricia’s arm.

 “Patty! Patty, what is this thing?”

 “This one’s science fiction - it’s all done with TV screens - you don’t really go anywhere! No falling! - Well, at least not far.”


Even having raced the crowds, the two girls had ended up at the middle of a long, slow moving column of holiday makers. A sign beside Morgana read: “Wait from this spot - forty minutes.” The succubus read the notice and gave an anxious sigh.

 “Is it worth the wait?”

 “It’s worth it! It’s like being in a movie!” 



Morgana seemed nervous. Simply loving her, Patricia caressed fingers across the soft, shaven scalp at the sides of Morgana’s skull, then ran her touch into the long streamer of black hair. “Hey - I’m glad you’re here. A holiday is going to be… nice.”

 “You - ah - you promise we won’t really fall or anything - right?”

 “Morgana! I promise!” Patricia dragged her lover onwards another step in line. “Jeeze - for a spandex princess, you are such a baby…”

 



 




Carol and David struggled through the gates like meat shot from a sausage machine. They had the “too much body mass squeezed through too little space” look that all new entrants wore after passing through the theme park gates. Dazed by the shrieking masses of holiday makers, corny music and bright cartoon colours, they could only stand and flap their mouths like landed cod.

 “Dee-ster!”


Jason stood atop a fountain, waving a hideous animal-headed hat wildly in the air. Finally having an object to fix upon, Carol and David snapped instantly to life and charged, blasting a hole clean through the milling masses of unwashed humanity.

 “Jay-man!”


David roared, grabbed the smaller man by the belt, lifted him off the ground and shook him like a leaf. From his perch high in the air, Jason saw Carol and gave a crow of sheer delight.

 “Space babe!” Jason opened out his arms. “Obligatory funny animal hats, then obligatory kiss!”


Two hats were crammed down onto appropriate heads. Jason flung himself into David’s arms as though about to favour him with a French kiss - realised that he was all too likely to actually get one, and so took Carol in his grasp. He held her in a dancer’s dip, looking deep into her eyes.

 “He’s too good for you. Take me! Take me, and let me show you a new disease I’ve been saving for you.”


Carol kissed him, adoring him, then ruffled a hand across his frizzy hair. Jason had a talent for liberating her through sheer inanity. She hooked one leg about his rump and hung dangling from his neck in glee.

 “God - do me here!”

 “No! First I find candyfloss to smear all over your body. Then we can roll naked on the skin of a dead cartoon animal.”

 “J’ t’adore!”


Jason ended up between his two friends, trying to explain his new music with a combination of nasal noises and manic hand gestures. Carol, whose musical knowledge seemed somewhat vague for composers later than Mozart, somehow managed to grasp Jason’s intellectual drive without actually understanding a single word he had to say.


A cartoon bus with uneven wheels lurched along the street, forcing the three friends to dodge onto the pavement. A father with a great bloated bug perched on his back simply stood and watched as his child screamed and wailed over a fallen ice-cream. Carol ignored the spectacle, letting her eyes take in the excitement of a swirling world of noise.


Jason was leading the way slowly forward past a barbershop quartet, who sang American old time greats with a distinct French accent. He had to bellow to make himself heard above the noise.

 “You’re both doing the concert tomorrow night, yeah?”

 “I suppose.” David ducked an over-active banjo. “We just came in by train. Dunno where we’ll stay.”

 “Hey - I’ve got a room at the hotel Frontier. Genuine plastic log cabins! They kill a grizzly bear for you at your own table for breakfast, man.”

 “Cool! I get the neck - and the face!”

 “Hey - stays crunchy in milk…”


Jason hunted for an appropriate place to stop and find breakfast. 


 “You guys sleep with me. The second room has the two girls. They get their own space so Mogs has somewhere to hang her whips, chains and leathers.” Jason led Carol and David by the arms. “Do you know how hard it is to find a bedroom ceiling in this place with good load-bearing rings?”

 “I can imagine.” Carol glanced sidewise at Jason through lowered lashes. “Mogs?”

 “She’s the one behind the band. Mad as a moorhen, but pretty nice. Sort of a cross between Charles Manson and Alexander the Great. Better tits, though.” Jason spied an eatery which boasted commanding views of the streets, ice-cream stands, and a carousel of flying elephants. “Let’s stop here and wait. They’ll be along once they’ve finished their first ride.”


A waiter hovered nearby; a tall, thin creature with a collection of plastic menu cards under his arm. David beckoned him over with a three fingered wave.

 “What’s the most repellently American thing you have?”

 “Pancakes, maple syrup, fried ham and petit potatoes.”

 “Cholesterol city! We’ll have some!” David stripped cutlery out of a paper napkin. “Got any grizzly bears?”

 “Bears?” The waiter clearly didn’t understand a word.

 “Doesn’t matter. Just pancakes, then.”


Suddenly enervated, David actually felt hungry. He saw Carol giving him a grateful look as he eagerly accepted a plate of pancakes and cream, and smiled at her through a carnivorous mask of syrup smears.


On the street below, wooden puppets traipsed along in column behind an entire Austrian family. As they cleared the path, a tall man dressed in a Milanese overcoat and an immaculate grey-shot suit turned his cold gaze across the crowds - swept past Carol and her friends upon the terrace - and instantly froze.


Carol sat smiling beneath a beam of sun, trying to roll a strip of pancake daintily about her fork. Her clothes were a brilliant particoloured motley - and her body was perfectly framed by clean white angel’s wings.


The incubus faded behind a horse-drawn trolley, and slid a mobile telephone from his right pocket. The auto-dial whirred and connected, while Carol sat hopefully piling her own food onto David’s plate, and trying to will the fatigue out of his eyes. 


 



 



 “Oh my god - I’m so sorry! I thought you were joking!”

 “I’m not sick!”

 “Just sit down for a while. Put your head between your knees.” Patti was in an agony of dismay. “Oh, I’m so sorry!”

 “I’m not sick!” It was an outright lie; Morgana was about to puke her breakfast all over the ground. Her first real experience at modern “thrill” rides had almost made her wet her pants. “I told you - I don’t like falling!”


At least, not without her wings…


Ichi no Tani, twelfth century Japan. That idiot Yorimoto had led the cavalry straight down a cliff. Morgana’s horse broke both its front legs and pitched her on a trip a hundred metres straight down onto solid rock. There’d been nothing left of her body worth patching back together.


She’d been angling for a cute girl at the imperial court at the time. Legs up to her armpits and eyes to just die for! Weeks of dull nights playing serenades, and all for nothing.


The space shuttle ride had managed to combine exactly the right images in exactly the wrong way. Morgana shook her head and tried to clear flashbacks from her mind.

 “Morgana? I thought… But, you ride a motorcycle!”

 “I control the motorcycle!” Morgana flexed her hands inside their long, fingerless gloves. “I hate not being in control! I hate being passive!”


Her mobile phone buzzed. Forcing inner ear canals to remain still and behave, Morgana whipped open the phone and blocked her free ear against the background noise.

 “Morgana!”


A voice spoke in French, accented with something deep and wonderfully foreign.


<<Lilith is here. I have located her in Paris.>>


Shit! Morgana found herself on her feet, turning away from Patti to hide the conversation from her ears. <<I’m in Paris now. Where did you find her?>>


<<She is in the Marne theme park.>>


Morgana cursed long and hard, sweeping eyes across the nearby crowd.


<<Where?>>


<<The American Diner on Main street.>>


<<I’m about two hundred meters away.>> Morgana turned to face the target - invisible behind a churning mass of park visitors. <<How many other brethren are with you?>>


<<Two.>>


<<Then keep out of sight. Do not attempt to fight her until I arrive.>> Morgana slammed the telephone shut, feeling power flushing through her soul.

 “Lilith…”


Patricia watched Morgana’s face - Patty’s sharp, intelligent eyes were filled with puzzlement.

 “Was it business? You look flushed.”

 “It was business. Nothing urgent.” Morgana was too far distracted to even bother with a believable lie. “I just remembered - I have motion sickness pills left over from the ferry. They’re in the saddle bags of my bike.”

 “I’ll come get them with you!”

 “No need - it’s only a quick trip.” Morgana gripped Patricia’s hands and let them slide. “You stay here. You stay right here, and keep my mobile phone. I’ll call you if I can’t get right back.”

 “Call me? Why…”

 “I’ll call you!”


Morgana thrust away into the crowd, flexing her fingertips as she ran. Patricia watched after her until she had disappeared into the crowd, then slowly sank back down onto the curb.

 



 




A holiday mood prevailed - gaiety fuelled by the presence of far too many people wearing bad shirts and cartoon character hats. Dressed Puck-like in silk scraps, freckles and bottle-green sunglasses, Carol should have felt nothing but a delicious summertime ease.


Rollercoaster rumbles, shrieks and screams made an odd background symphony for happiness. It gave the day an eerie, fragile feeling - like a painting scrawled on cracking glass. For Carol, love had become bittersweet; a pure torture where she hunched, wracked with guilt for every touch, each look, each moment of togetherness. She felt herself leeching David like a spider sucking on a husk. Jittering, she tried to force the twisted fantasy away.


<<Waiter - what wines do you have?>>


The wine list appeared, sparking raised eyebrows from David.

 “Wine? You’re getting off to an early start!”

 “You people have all forgotten how to drink it.” Carol had indicated her choice with a flick of fluent French to the waiter. “I feel like taking wine.”

 “Well just be careful!” David well remembered Carol’s first appearance - dazed, drunk and stoned. When all was said and done, she was sixteen years old, and unhardened to debauchery. “Just one glass. It’s only eleven o’clock!”


A full bottle arrived, with three glasses and a pitcher of ice water. Carol sniffed the wine with the detached air of a connoisseur, then reached out for an empty water carafe.

 “Jason - where are your friends?”

 “Up at the space ride, shrieking like banshees.” Jason was carefully watching David, who had taken scraps of leftover pancake, and had begun fashioning them into a hedgehog with the aid of several dozen toothpicks. “Morgana is probably puking her guts out. She hates rollercoasters.”

 “Morgana?” Carol paused, the ice water in her hands. “Morgana?”

 “Mogs - the girl from the band.”

 “Oh. Yes, I remember.”


It was becoming a hot day; Carol mixed a third of wine to two parts water, added ice, and stirred the mixture with honey from the table’s toast rack. David watched her motions with a smile, keeping his cheek propped wearily on his hand.

 “You know - you’re only the second person I’ve ever seen do that.”

 “Do what?”

 “Mix water and wine. Morgana from the band does it as well.”


The child died from Carol’s eyes. She recoiled slowly from the table, turning stiff as a chill current flowed into her soul.


One hand reached out to haul David to his feet.

 “We’re leaving.”

 “What?”

 “We have to get out of here. Now.”


She fixed him tight against herself, steering him like a child caught deep in trouble. Carol’s hard gaze raked across the rooftops, paths and milling vacationers as she picked an escape route towards the park’s main gates.

 “Shit!”


A tall figure stood in the shadows of a fountain; a figure in expensive Italian casual wear and with an arrogant, perfect face. 



At his back, there spread a pair of vague, black leather wings. They flexed as he stared up into Carol’s eyes.


A shadowy hellhound emerged from the fountain at his back and quietly began to sniff the scent of dreams.

 “Christ!”


David had caught a part of Carol’s sudden chill. “What - what is it?”

 “Down there beside the fountain. Just like the one in Piccadilly.”

 “What - a fountain in Piccadilly?”

 “No - one of them.” Carol watched the watcher - knowing she was being studied and appraised. It could only mean that a second enemy was moving into position for a fork attack. “Keep close to me, and run when I say to run.”


Carol planned her enemy’s attack; isolated up on the restaurant terrace, they were too well observed by passing crowds. The attack would come out of the anonymity of the mob - an enemy using terrain as cover could only come through the restaurant. 



Despite the crowds, the pathways were strangely open; holiday-makers packed themselves into queues for rides, leaving a maze of twisting lanes. Carol pulled David down onto the path and chose to move deeper into the park; any enemy worth their salt would already have covered the major exit ways.


Jason hovered uncomfortably behind his friends, feeling the strangeness prickle at his neck. The world suddenly had a greasy feel of unreality; the sounds of theme park mayhem seemed strangely muted.

 “What is it?”

 “Stay on the terrace.” Carol never even turned around. Jason felt an inexplicable surge of fear.

 “Carol - what’s wrong?”


Carol had picked the bold path, coming close past her visible enemy. The hell hound at his side gaped metallic teeth, only to be curbed in tight beside its master’s side.

 “Go back to the terrace Jason!” 



She dodged behind a giant cartoon character, dragging David in her wake with shocking strength. The girl lost Jason in the crowd, whipped across a shallow hedge at a dead run, and took a tight turn around booths crammed with model spaceships and postcards.


And ran straight into an image from another, darker world.


She stood in the middle of the path, staring into Carol’s face in shock. Tall, lean and magnificent, with a well-remembered fire raging in her eyes. The being trailed pure black raven’s wings behind her shoulderblades - wings that suddenly spread and battered at the air.


They stared at one another - ten meters apart, pale white against pure black. 



Carol saw.


And suddenly Carol remembered… everything.


She remembered how they had murdered her memory.


She felt the loss, and it angered her; a huge, cold, thundering wave of pure pride. The fury turned her face a frozen white as she straightened like a queen.

 “Morgana…”


A metal garden stake stood planted in a flower bed nearby. “Carol” laid hold upon the weapon with one regal, perfect hand.

 “David - go!”


She hurtled the stake like a javelin, sending it streaking through the crowd. Morgana dodged, turning a wild handstand as the weapon stabbed past a hair’s breadth from her skin. The metal spear hit an aluminium building siding and punched clean through into the space beyond.

 “David - run!”


The incubus had followed. Now he unleashed the hellhound and sent it howling towards David. It leapt at him, fastened jaws into his mind, and suddenly David began to gaze about himself in shock and fear. He staggered, his mind assailed by horror, doubt and pain.


A hundred yards away, Morgana landed. She planted her feet against a brick wall and launched into a blinding burst of speed. She closed hard and fast, hissing like a feral animal as she began her attack. “Carol” saw David stumble - saw the incubus draw a pistol from its coat, and felt the crowd scattering around her like a bursting swarm of bees.


Gravel compacted underfoot as she began to run; the world turned in slow motion as Carol moved. Her sprint took her body low - low enough to make the first bullet plough just above her back and smack like a poleaxe into the crowd. The empty cartridge hung in space, smoking as it span high in the air. She covered three meters in a nanosecond, lying almost flat to the ground as she ran. Fingertips grazed the path - her hand flicked up, and a cloud of sharp gravel fragments blasted out towards her opponent’s startled eyes.


He twitched, missing a perfect shot. The bullet failed to pierce Carol’s heart, and instead ploughed a hole into her shoulder. She felt the impact twist her - fought against it with her next footfall, and crashed straight into the guts of her enemy.


He twisted as he fell, trying to whip the pistol across her face. The girl let her momentum carry her, using the man’s outstretched arm as a parallel bar to turn a somersault across his head. She twisted at the limb as she flew, and felt it splinter like a matchstick at her touch.


The Incubus screamed - and Carol knew that she had won.


He turned to attack her, aiming for where she was, rather than where she might possibly be. Carol span down onto the ground, swept her foot out like a gymnast doing a mat routine, and hacked his ankles with one fast-moving heel. As he fell, she snatched his hair and broke his back with one hard wrench of her hand.


A second and a half had passed. Morgana’s presence was a thing felt, not seen; she sped straight along the path behind the girl’s back, hungering for blood. 



Carol hacked down with stiffened fingertips and burst her helpless opponent’s eyes. The man arched and screamed in agony, spraying blood across the gravel path. She wrenched him from the ground and hurtled him into Morgana’s path, forcing the other woman to leap frantically high. She came down hard atop a screaming clot of terrified vacationers, spilling in a thrashing storm of limbs.

 “This way - go!”


Carol was already up and running to David’s aid. The hellhound was an old pack-leader, and wise enough to know his match. The creature released David’s mind and leapt away, speeding off an instant before a blow of Carol’s claws. Unharmed, the creature sped onto a rooftop to shadow its prey.

 “David - run!”


She poured energy into him, deliberately squeezing hard at the adrenal glands. He jerked in shock, then joined her in a frantic burst of speed. The holiday crowds swirled and screamed in terror as they split before them like a swirl of autumn leaves.


The girl’s left hand was drenched with fluid. She held a tight grip on David’s arm, dragging the slower man along towards the densest crowds. Doppelgangers and loose psi-leeches bounded through the human swarm, clinging to walls and jabbering in fright. Above, the air surged with energy as the gods of the dreamscape prepared themselves to fight.


The hellhound followed on the rooftops - Morgana would be mere metres behind. Carol led the way into a packed arcade, where the deafening thunder of cheerful music had screened out the uproar from outside. Vast walls of cuddly toys made for an instant rampart. She ducked past displays of grinning ducks and giant mice, blasted through a joining door and out into a service alleyway. 



They slammed to a halt about a corner, flat against a wall. Carol breathed in a deep, controlled rhythm, while David swirled in a savage daze of pure adrenal rush.

 “Jesus! You - you ripped that guy’s fucking eyes out!” David swayed, his pupils glazed and his face surging red with circulation. “Christ Jesus!”

 “Eyes are hard to regenerate. He’s out of it for ten minutes at least.” The girl saw her hand, swore, and then wiped it roughly on the wall. “Stay here. Hide here! They know you’re mine, and they’ll hurt you!”

 “Who? Carol - who’s they?”


A doppelganger peered about a corner - a thin creature with its face just beginning to take on the features of a park broom pusher. The creature immediately dodged away, and Carol gave a curse.

 “We’re spotted.”

 “Who? Who’s spotted us!”

 “Them! The Pack!” The girl clamped a hand on David’s arm. “Come on! David - they’ll kill you just because you’re mine!”


Confusion and adrenaline triggered David’s anger. He violently ripped free from Carol’s grasp.

 “Are you fucking crazy? Now you tell me what’s going on!”


She stared levelly at him. For the first time, David saw the bullet wound - a savage penetration clean through her naked shoulder. Carol kept her eyes fixed on his face, let energy suffuse her flesh…

 … and the wound was gone.

 “David - you have no idea what I am.” She reached out once more to take him by the hand. “You run when I run, you dodge when I dodge, and do not attempt to fight Morgana. She could crush you like an ant.”


He ran when she ran. Still stained with blood from a vanished wound, Carol Inkermann was no longer a force that could be argued with.

 



 



 “Left! Break left! Send the hounds to the roof ridges!” Morgana snapped orders to a pair of Pack members - young succubi with flaming red hair. It had pleased them to incarnate as identical female twins; Morgana wondered if they could fight half as well as they primped and posed.

 “Don’t close for the kill! Drive her into the centre of the park! Drive her towards me!”


The park security services would soon be active; the offices would be stationed at the admin buildings near the front gate, and access was choked off by the screaming crowds packed into every possible escape route. The rides about the combat zone were half deserted, with each load of tourists leaving their rollercoaster carriages to find empty paths and queues. Some wandered off in search of news, some stared at the fallen popcorn and debris caused by trampling crowds, whilst others gleefully leapt the railings to take a second turn on the empty rides.


There were bodies in the streets - individuals trampled in the panicked rush along the roads. More people were packed into the restaurants and shops, milling in confusion and wondering at the cause of all the fuss. Ninety percent of the people were still deep inside rollercoaster tunnels, subterranean waiting zones and shopping malls, oblivious to the disasters outside. Morgana vacated the combat scene, overleapt the writhing body of the blinded incubus, and took a side cut through “Outback-land.”


Arabian streets flocked with pantomime camels, belly dancers and evil viziers. Breathing hard, Morgana coldly took stock of her surroundings, then tried to plan her campaign.


A half-built display nearby yielded instant inspiration; Morgana delved into a pile of gravel and ripped out two steel rods. She tucked them underneath one arm - as unthreatening as carrying a swagger stick - and arrowed off into the crowded alleyways. 



She caught sight of the quarry at exactly the moment they turned to scan the crowd. Lilith instantly picked up Morgana’s silhouette - snatched the human David Miller by the hand, and vaulted over the railings of a rollercoaster queue.

 



 



 “What the hell is this? What the hell is happening!”


David’s adrenal surge had finally cleared his head; it left a metallic aftertaste of raw male anger. With fear and violence still blurring his thoughts, David dug down his heels and dragged Carol to a halt.

 “You tell me! You tell me who the hell they are!”


Tourists were stacked like sheep on an abattoir ramp as they waited for their rides. Carol had crashed a queue, and a thousand tourists now stared at them in outrage, certain that the two hooligans had tried to jump positions in the line.


A dense-packed mass of humanity blocked all access away from the ride; behind her, Carol sensed Morgana running hard and fast for an attack. 



David could not be risked. The only escape route was forwards into the rollercoaster - down a deep tunnel gouged beneath a concrete Aztec temple. Waterfalls and jangling skeletons provided cover. Carol tried to drag David out of sight into the tunnel mouth while tourists shoved and shouted at her in angry French. David refused to move, stubbornly grabbing at her shoulder - her once injured shoulder - and digging in his heels.

 “Carol! Who are they?”

 “David - David, I can’t explain! I can’t tell you!” Carol almost wept with panic when she felt him fighting her. Behind him, Morgana had begun to blast a path into the crowd, ripping tourists aside like a ravening tyrannosaur. “I can’t tell you!”


He cursed, and turned about, ready to punch Morgana as soon as she appeared. Carol felt a sick thrill of fear and tried to drag him down.

 “Don’t! David - she’ll kill you!” Weeping in panic, Carol dragged hard at David’s arm. “David! David don’t! You don’t know what she is!”

 “Then what is she? What are both of you!”


He was shouting - his voice huge with confusion, fright and rage. Carol felt his love battering at her, and shook under the storm.

 “David, we have to run! I can’t tell you why! Once you know, you’ll never forget. So never know! Just run into the crowd and go away!”

 “No!” David loomed, huge and powerful in the gloom of the tunnel mouth. “I love you - and I’ll never go away.”


She stared at him with tears streaming from her eyes; with a lost and frozen face, she softly reached out to take his head inside her hands.

 “Then see…”


The power blast came like an electric shock, slamming David back against a wall. He screamed as colours raged through his brain, then hung blinking from the rockface as concrete surged with hidden lines. Holding his temples in his fists, the artist looked up in shock to stare at his beloved Carol with wounded, disbelieving eyes.

 “Oh Christ.”

 “Yes.” Carol simply stood and stared at him, then spread her angel wings. “So now look at what you love.”


David felt a cold surge inside his heart. She was exactly as he had painted her - perfect and forlorn. White falcon wings framed her body, and her skin seemed to glow with a hidden inner light. The eyes remained utterly the same; deep, all knowing and lost. She returned his gaze, stare for stare, and then slowly turned aside.

 “I will stay here and fight her.

 “Now go.”


David Miller freed himself from the wall - somehow aware of the panic nearby as Morgana ripped her way into the crowd. Tourists began to surge away from the light, packing hard down into the tunnelway. Rammed and jostled by tourists like a juggernaut caught in a locust swarm, David came towards his love and softly caught her in his arms.


A fake waterfall stood behind her, plunging down into a black space filled with skeletons and chains. David slowly brushed the hair back from Carol’s eyes as she stared up at him and sobbed like a wounded little animal - and then softly enfolded her in his kiss.


She clung against him - kissed him hard - and then panicked as he threw the two of them straight down into the surging waterfall.


They plunged through foam - slammed against a fibreglass cave wall, then shot feet first down a plastic waterfall. Dazed and wailing, the lovers whirled down concrete rapids and splashed down inside an underground pool.


David yelled as Carol helped him to his feet. Something twisted painfully underneath David’s left arm, ripping like a flesh hook in his side. The artist staggered, then jerked still as Carol gripped him inside powerful, burning arms.


Another power surge, much like before; this time it cut short the pain. David Miller hissed, felt his broken rib turn whole, and then stared across the cave towards a pair of rollercoaster rails.


They were inside a cavern suspended above fake lava pools. The waterfall slammed into fallen idols before hissing in a fantastic curtain past another rollercoaster rail far below. The whole place echoed to the crash and roar of mining carts - the screams of excited children and the shrieks of teenage girls. David tried to clear his head and think, dazedly aware that he held the hand of an angel at his side.

 “They haven’t hit the panic button yet! They must think it’s just a fight in the crowd!” David reeled dizzily, his senses overloaded by a fantastic new layer to the world. “Come on - let’s go!”

 “What happens when they hit the panic button - do the lights go off?”

 “No! Maybe emergency lighting - maybe nothing. I think they let the carriages clear one by one and don’t start any more.” David led the way across the shallow lake, wading violently through the foam. “There must be fire exits - service passages! Someone has to clean the place, or re-start stuck rides.”


The lake formed a shelf - the rollercoaster rails arced overhead; all other exits seemed impossible. The “lava” surface - mottled plastic lit by red and yellow lighting - looked too flimsy to take human weight. Carol took a running leap, landed on a thin ledge of painted concrete lava beside the tracks, and reached down to hoist David to her side.

 “This must be the fire exit!” She began to force a way into a narrow tunnel just ahead. “We get outside, steal a car and get the hell out of the park!”

 “Jesus!”


A rollercoaster car blasted in through the tunnel. The two fugitives whipped flat against the walls with a nanosecond to spare. There was a brief image of a rollercoaster cart; astonished faces looked at Carol and David standing in the middle of the lava plains - and then the little mining cart had gone. David swallowed and took a hard grip on Carol’s hand.

 “There’s a few seconds between carts - after the next one, we go!”


They counted to eight. A second cart blasted through the tunnel with scarcely a warning, leaving behind it a legacy of screams.

 “Go!”


With Carol in the lead, they sprinted down a narrow path. Carol hit nylon cobwebs, then burst through into a mining tunnel hung with swinging lanterns and fallen spoil. The tunnel shuddered to the noise of rollercoasters as the lovers hurtled themselves into a frenzied burst of speed.


Fake wooden hoarding now held aloft the ceiling. David felt more cobwebs whip like razors at his face, and then suddenly the whole world seemed to dissolve into a shuddering roar.

 “UP!”


Carol caught David beneath the ribcage and hurtled him skywards. He caught the tunnel hoardings with frenzied hands and slammed his legs against the walls, jamming himself like flypaper to the ceiling. A rollercoaster car whipped past mere inches underneath - David felt the breeze jerk at his clothes, and then suddenly the tracks were empty once again.

 “Carol!”


He dropped to the tracks - in time to see her hanging by one hand from a sleeper. Beneath her yawned a thirty foot drop onto a rocky floor. Carol flipped back up atop the tracks like an Olympic gymnast and took David by the hand.


No words to say; they ran the last ten meters of the tunnel in a heartbeat. They fought their way up a near vertical slope, and then broke out into a giant Aztec cave.


Titanic stone gods loomed overhead; vast bowls of fire lit the cavern with a blood-red light. Packed along the railings up above were hundreds of eager tourists waiting for their rides. A stream of rollercoaster carts slammed through rubber doors at the far side of a landing stage, where four attendants hustled customers quickly into seats. They banged open a lever and sent the mining carts on their way, each one jerking as the chain-drive caught the wheels from underneath.


Morgana had found a “staff only” door. She stood at the rails high overhead, wings folded and coldly hunting for a sight of her prey. She glimpsed Carol’s face, bared her teeth in a hiss and hefted a wicked steel rod in her hand.


The landing stage surged with tourists as the next four carts came through. David leaped up out of the dark tunnel mouth, absurdly said “excuse me” as he stiff-armed astonished tourists aside - slammed the release lever with his hand and sent the cart lurching down into the tunnel. Carol swung into the carriage at his side as Morgana vaulted down onto the landing platform just behind.

 “It’s too slow! She’ll run behind us and catch up!”


David never looked; instead he slammed a metal safety bar tight across Carol’s lap.

 “Hold on tight!”


The floor dropped out beneath Carol’s guts and she fell screaming down into a fire-lit void. The track twisted - slammed her into a five-gee turn and sent her shooting like a bullet through the same tunnel she had run through only seconds before.

 “Da-viiid!”


Behind them, Morgana heard the scream and felt her target whip away from her at lightning speed. A rollercoaster truck had already started on its way, the second in the latest batch; Morgana almost slumped in dismay.

 “Oh fuck.”


Morgana reached down to rip a screaming child from the rollercoaster car - ejected the victim’s parents with one backhand blow, leapt inside and shoved the steel mining cart on its way. The ride gathered speed as Morgana crammed herself down into the seat and tried to blink her fears away.


<<Bonjour! Please ensure your restraining bar is in place.>>


Restraining bar! Morgana panicked, somehow slapped down the bar, and then felt the whole world disappear beneath her feet. Screaming hard to bolster up her courage, she leaned into the wind and fought to keep her lunch somehow in place.

 



 



 “Patti!”


Jason fought his way out past a gaggle of confused holiday-makers, battling the urge to swirl like a leaf blown in a storm. Park security men were running through the terraces - piped music still blared out saccharine sweet Americana to a churning crowd. Chaos enfolded small sections of the park, while others simply enjoyed business as usual. Jason ran towards the space ride, dodging past sweetly smiling security guards who were explaining to the happy visitors that all was well.


The space ride seemed to be in perfect operation; loud rides, loud music and packed shopping arcades. Patricia Ng stood confused and forlorn atop a bench, straining to see across the crowd. She raised a hand as Jason ran through the twisting paths, and the musician slid to a halt beside her in a shower of loose stones.

 “Are you alright?”

 “Alright?” Patricia looked down at him - a confused, anxious little figure framed by long black hair. “Fine. Why?”

 “Jesus - Carol and David are in trouble. It looks like the fuckin’ Mafia! He tried to shoot them!”

 “Mafia?”

 “A guy with mirror shades and an overcoat. I heard the gun!” Jason reached out, and Patricia clung against his hands. “He must have followed them from Italy. I think Morgana’s chasing after them!”

 “Morgana!” Her lover might be shot! Patricia immediately started to move down the path, unstoppable and afraid. “Where is she? Where’d they go?”


The mobile phone at Patricia’s side began to buzz. Patty ripped it from her pocket and anxiously crammed the receiver up against her ear.

 “Morgana?”


A female voice spoke in French in response.


<<Morgana? The dogs have traced them to Outback land. They’re inside the Aztec Temple ride.>>


The connection broke off with a sudden click. Patricia held the phone against her ear and simply stared into the open air.


Jason forcibly swung the girl around.

 “Was it Morgana?”

 “It was…” Jesus - who could it have been? Patricia blinked, feeling a protective surge of panic. “It was someone French! She said something about Aztecs!”

 “The Aztec ride?” Jason dragged Patricia into a willing run. “That’s this way - no, this way!” A map of the park fluttered inside Jason’s hand. “Christ - what the fuck is going on?”


More chaos - more security guards. A crowd standing in a dense knot about an injured man being helped painfully off the ground. Flying fibreglass elephants whirred overhead as Jason and Patricia ducked and raced their way through an aimless, boiling crowd.

 “I’ll take the front, you take the back!”


Patricia separated from Jason’s touch and ran. Left alone, Jason stood in brief confusion - heard a fake mining cart go rumbling through the temple to his front, and then sped off to do as he was told.

 



 




Locked in a rampaging mining cart, David and Carol shot above a chasm filled with boiling lava, plunged down a dip and whipped past a spectacular waterfall. Carol took dazed eyes off the terrifying route ahead and looked behind, to see Morgana’s cart following a dozen meters behind.

 “She’s right behind us!”

 “Doesn’t matter! The carts never get closer than this! They’ll have some sort of safety system!” David rose half off his seat as the cart took another sickening fall. “We’re OK unless she picked up the gun!”


Shots sounded from behind; the bullets whiplashed in a mad stutter of fire as the carts reached a brief stretch of level ground. Morgana fired as quickly as her finger could work the trigger pull, blasting shots like a machinegun towards the other cart. Lead-splash spattered David’s skin - other bullets hit the rails or disappeared into the walls. David crammed himself flat against the empty carriage seats and felt fear surge through his heart.

 “Oh fuck! Not good!”

 “She shouldn’t have missed.” Carol looked backwards once again, her blonde hair streaming in the wind. “It means she’s disoriented. Morgana hates heights and falls.”

 “Oh. Wacko.”

 “It’s just harassment!” The deafening noise of the ride made Carol scream to be heard. “She knows it won’t hurt me, but it might kill you. She wants me to drain power protecting you!”


Leaving the ride at its end would be suicide; Morgana must have operatives at the exits. Carol watched her chances, keeping a firm grip on the safety bar with her hands.


Another strip of level track was ahead - this time bursting out into open air atop the temple. Carol saw tree tops - flaming torches, and suddenly ripped the safety bar aside.

 “Go!”


Morgana fired again - a fresh magazine blurring shots along the track just as Carol ripped David from his seat. She felt one bullet rip past her back, then leapt free with David’s belt clamped inside one hand. The momentum of the cart launched them out into the open sky, and David gave one solitary frightened scream.


A treetop loomed; Carol took the first impact with her open hand, snatching a branch to slow her fall. Below them, a great lake filled with fake riverboats and hippopotami shone a ghastly algae brown; Carol abandoned plans of catching tight onto a tree, let herself fall free of David, and began planning her next move even as the two of them struck the water side by side.


The stuff tasted foul; several generations of tame ducks had left their offerings in the pond. David thrashed to the surface, clearly stunned. Carol noted Morgana’s trajectory as she dropped downwards through tree branches a dozen meters away, then saw the staff carpark just beyond the pond.


Her power was low; she had healed a bullet wound, David’s broken ribs, and had given him The Sight. In a straight fight with Morgana, she could be worn quickly down, unable to heal faster than the damage came. Carol gripped David, pointed him towards the shore, and swam as though all hell’s furies were at her tail.


Morgana had landed hard, possibly breaking herself on impact. She had power enough to heal, but it would take her time. Carol struck out across the lake, hovering close to David as he clumsily swam for land. She boosted him up the slippery banks and onto a path; surrounded by the stares of tourists and outraged park attendants, they began a tired, lumbering run towards the theme park’s curtain wall.


A shortcut beckoned; Carol and David overleapt a rail, landed in a patch of fake arctic ice, and raced across the frozen tundra lands. Behind the facade of icebergs lay bricks and mortar bags, wheelbarrows and shovels as the park began the construction of yet another tasteful display. Carol snatched a rake from a pile of tools, broke open a metal gate leading out into the staff car park and then pushed David out into the road.

 “David - get a car!”

 “What?”

 “Get a car! A car!”


Hot-wiring cars was not a skill picked up easily in David’s old home town. He had no idea how it was done. He ran in a panic down a line of parked cars, looking for ignitions that might still have keys. Behind him, Carol whirled and stood with the rake en-guarde, watching the skyline for signs of the pursuit.


She sensed Morgana, pivoted left, and saw the other woman a dozen meters away fishing knives out of her boot.


Morgana threw her weapons - one straight at Lilith, one aimed at her most likely dodge position, and a third to cover the other way. The three blades blurred almost faster than thought - and Morgana knew that she had won.


The knives hit empty wooden fence - one thudding home, and two spinning off into the weeds. Lilith had fooled her; instead of going left or right, she had run straight into the missiles; the pole gave leverage for a somersault above the wicked knives, and suddenly Morgana was face to face with the foe.


Lilith cracked the rake out like a quarterstaff. Morgana parried with one steel rod, leapt back, then swirled one bar in either hand to loosen her wrists as she planned her campaign.


Lilith gave her enemy no time to rest. She attacked in a blur, stabbing straight for Morgana’s bowels. The blade end of the rake whipped for Morgana’s eyes, then arced back to try and hook away her heels. Morgana parried with a hard whack of her steel rod, them hammered a dizzying rain of blows onto her enemy.


They duelled back and forth across a painted landscape. Morgana fought like a demon, working her weapons in total silence. In front of her, Lilith swirled and danced like a ballerina, her wet blonde hair whipping like streamers in the wind. 



She seemed everywhere at once. Morgana stormed into the attack, only to find her target somersaulting overhead. A sharp hit to the shin broke Morgana’s leg - she parried frantically as she healed, taking a savage blow to the ribs that left her stumbling. A stroke that would have snapped her neck was parried by a rearward flick of one metal rod.


Morgana trapped the rake’s haft against the ground, then broke the wooden pole; her opponent slashed with the broken point, ripping a line of blood across Morgana’s face. 



Imperceptivity, “Carol” slowed; keeping human systems pumped to such high speeds was a savage drain of energy. She missed a parry - felt one arm go numb, and then croaked as a front kick from Morgana hurtled her high into the air. Carol slammed against the wooden fence and slithered helplessly to the ground.


Morgana swirled her rods, measured the strike, and began an attack run. She judged the distance perfectly, whipping a steel rod straight down towards Lilith’s fragile skull.


A massive weight crashed into her before she could connect the blow. Morgana hit the fence, rebounded, and then felt a knife blade blast clean through her lower spine.


David Miller; shaven headed and quite prepared to stab a woman in the back. He ripped one of Morgana’s own knives out of her back and staggered away, panting in fright. Morgana teetered, feeling her torn lace dripping with her blood.

 “You bastard! That was my favourite dress!”


She collapsed on the ground. Hurtling the knife aside, David scooped Carol up into his arms, felt her stir in confusion, and ran back out through the gate into an allotment filled with empty cars.

 



 




Jason found her walking stiffly down a garden path, hunched over and forlorn. Her dress was ripped and bloodied - her hands had broken nails. Morgana walked with a painful gait, as though torn by appendicitis. Jason hurried over to the girl, pushing past a curious crowd, and helped support her with one arm.

 “Morgana!”

 “It’s alright. Just a fall. Just a bad fall.” Jason had steered her over to a green park bench. Morgana gasped, seeming to take strength from Jason’s touch. “Where’s Patti?”

 “I’ll get her!” Jason placed a hand on Morgana’s shoulder as though sticking her in position. “Stay here - I’ll go get her!”


He retreated by backing away, as though afraid to take his eyes off her in case she upped and died. Morgana took the gift of his energy and used it to help splice damaged muscle fibres; surface cuts were handled first, in case her friends began babbling about doctors and ambulances.


Two red-headed twins came striding through a curious crowd. Morgana acknowledged them with a tired sweep of her hand. 


 “Hit the security office - take the video tapes. I want no record of our faces.”


They turned and left without a word. Secure in the knowledge that the job would be done, Morgana leaned back against the bench and closed her eyes.

 “Morgana?”


The voice quavered with love and panic. Smiling wearily, Morgana turned and focussed on Patricia’s face and opened out her hands.

 “Patti…”


The girl came into her embrace - loving, adoring and healing. Morgana buried herself in Patricia Ng’s selfless love, and let the energy fill her with its gift of life.

 




***

 




He was horrified; she could see it in his eyes and smell it on his soul. David Miller stared at the passing Paris street crowds in alarm, backing away in shock from what he saw.


Wooden puppets walked the streets - loose limbed horrors staring back at him with non-existent eyes. The nightmare shapes of giant insects clung against men and women’s backs; there were faces hidden inside brickwork, or deep inside ancient trees. David fought down a surge of bile and backed away from images of darkest fantasy.

 “Oh Jesus!”

 “It’s The Sight, David. You can see the dreamkin now - and I can never take it away.” Carol walked solidly beside him, looking for a quiet place - an empty lot. A little river stood nearby, and it might well be what she desired. “You can see us coming, now. Fear anything with wings. Electrical discharge and running water make it hard for us to think and see.”


A taxi had whisked them into the Paris suburbs. A brisk walk took them away from prying eyes. Carol had turned rigid with a panic that screamed at her from inside. She tried not to stare at David Miller; tried not to think of what must inevitably come.

 “Who are you, Carol?”


She turned to face him. Wet blonde hair framed her wise and pain-filled eyes.

 “I am Lilith, the Firstborn. I am a succubus - a being born entirely from dreams.”


He stared at her; this was not from a drug. This must be real. David swayed as she took him by the hands.

 “Do you feel that? The strength leaving you every time we touch?

 “I am a vampire, David Miller. I prey on love just as surely as Dracula would suck your blood. And in the end, I am a thousand times more deadly.”

 “I love you.” His voice shook - a barest whisper through the riverside trees. “I love you.”


The girl’s hard face leaked tears.

 “I made you do it. David - it’s what I do. In all creation, I am the filth! I am the parasite that sucks away human spirit and human dreams.”


The river was grey and horrible - sharp angled banks neatened by engineers and planted with rigid poplar trees. “Carol” stared along the river towards a Paris sunset; loss and horror had frozen up her mind. She could not turn, nor move, nor look David in the eye. Her whole world narrowed down to one tiny little point of love.

 “I didn’t know who I was, David. They murdered my memory, you see? I didn’t realise what I was - and yet I couldn’t help myself.

 “My true nature shone through in the end.”


But not this time. Locked into a rigid world of cold, she stared towards the water and let the words drift like leaves into the stream.

 “I cannot stay with you, David. Each day I’m with you, you will be in danger. Each moment that you love me, I suck away your soul.

 “I love you, David Miller.

 “And so I have to go away…”

 



Discorporate.

 




She let it go and broke away, abandoning David for the sake of love.

 




As a horrified David Miller watched, Carol’s lifeless body simply spilled back into his arms.

 






 




Chapter 12:

 



 



 




On the shores of a silent sea of dreams, beneath flawless leaden skies, the cities of the faceless men stirred with empty life. The inhabitants walked their streets and stairs like beings in an Escher print, fading in and out of the dull grey maze formed by their own souls.


They never stared at Lilith, nor ever spoke to her. Perhaps their perceptions opened out onto a completely different world.


She came here to sit and think - secure in an open vista which stretched endlessly to every side. With no sound except the wind and spray, Lilith could simply stare into the emptiness and hide her heart away.


Each of the cities was an echo - a place created by minds who walked the same dull streets in their dreams as they did by day. It was a universe generated by shopkeepers, traffic wardens and accountants - a treadmill of despair. Lilith watched them as they passed; unspeaking, unthinking entities tethered by their dreamstrands to the Hub’s more solid world. She wondered why they never laughed, fought or cried; until she remembered the touch and taste of the Hubland world.


Better to stay here where the skies were grey - where actions caused no reactions. Where the pain faded back into a half-forgotten blur.


Even through the blankness, each shadow city held its own strange character. This one was an echo of London; the streets were the same, although none of the buildings had colours, signs or doors. Lilith sat beneath a sad parody of Tower Bridge, her feet dangling down an embankment edge. She hung her head and stared down at the featureless waters just below, and wondered what it might be like to just let go and fall…


Oblivion. Total cessation. A succubus was made of dreams - an image from a shadow play. One blink, and they were gone…


Existence seemed unutterably vile. The Firstborn stretched out her hand and watched the patterns dance.


Icon codes stood out like veins across a starved consumptive’s flesh. Lilith clenched her fist, and quietly closed her eyes.


The energy ebbed at an all-time low. She must feed herself, or die…


Surviving the chaos wall had cost Lilith her past. Her memory matrix had emptied itself like water crashing through a net. Now only a few hints and ghosts remained.


Lilith had spent ten thousand years as a parasite upon the world of human kind. A succubus was born of fantasy, with no rights to life or thought or love. Each instant of existence came from bitter fight - the act of their birth was a scream of rage against the world. From lust they came - and to lust they turned to sustain their fragile lives. 



Succubi sucked emotional energy from human souls in order to survive. The task had a certain sense of urgency.


Humans died and became dreams. But when mere fantasies died, they became… nothingness.


Life at any price; Lilith had made the vow in an age long ago, standing at the edge of a titanic waterfall. Behind her stood the glaciers - green walls a mile high. Below her, the plains spread beneath a cloud of mist, speckled with migrating herds. She knew then that the beauty came at a price; that to preserve herself for such moments, existence would be pain.


And yet she had persevered.


The universe was as it was; Lilith could not change the rules which governed the practicalities of her life. Instead, she tried to preserve and enhance the beauty - to enrich the world more than she destroyed it. For every life she tortured in her quest for energy, she tried to bring an equal measure of artistic joy. 



The beauty of the world lay in its infinite surprise and wonderment. Dream beings must take what they needed to survive - but nothing more. Nothing must ever threaten the freedom of The Hub; the source of so much glory - the creator of the Wheel of Dreams.


Her brethren must never, ever interfere again. Lilith had stamped down upon dream-kin who had threatened to bring chaos to the world. She had preserved humanity when knowledge of the dreamscape would have blighted their lives. Lilith was the first and last crusader - a terrible guardian angel.


The sword of a God that she had never seen.


But now, with her energy ebbing and her memories vague and gone, Lilith could only sit and stare into empty waters.


Blank and reborn, she had still acted according to her nature; Lilith destroyed lives wherever she touched.


But still - to be Carol Inkermann had been so sweet… Those few brief moments now stood out with more clarity than a blurred aeon of past life. Lilith - Carol - had been reborn.


And as Carol, she no longer knew what she should do.


Along the grey glass streets of Shadow London, a single spot of colour stirred. It seemed hazy and somehow indistinct - a dreamer uncertain of where they were or what they sought. The golden dream thread trailed behind it, tethering the awareness to a physical body far off in The Hub. 



It called out for Carol, forming yearnings without words - and Lilith shrank away from it with horror frozen in her eyes.


David Miller.


She wanted to be noble. Even as she reached pale hands towards him, she began to back away. The open ocean gave infinite avenues for escape, and Carol spread her wings and flapped backwards up into a leaden sky.


He saw her. He saw her and reached up towards her, unable to understand.


Because she loved him, Lilith turned around and fled. Weeping hopeless tears, she flicked sideways through the dreamscape and hid herself behind a curtain of worlds.

 




***

 



 “Jesus.” Jason’s voice stayed low as he first saw David Miller’s face. “Jesus, man. You look like they really fucked you up bad.”


David had the hunched, shrinking gait of an addict. Red eyed and pushed beyond his physical limits, he lurched like a drunken giant as the policeman ushered him out into the hall. Jason shoved David’s release forms across the front desk and came forward to support his friend by the arm.

 “Shit. We’d better find you a good beer and a coffee.”


A policeman came closer to David; the artist’s eyes widened in revulsion, and he crammed himself hard back against a wall, keeping the policeman far away. 



There was a bug on the man’s neck - a giant thing like a carnivorous lobster. David stared at the thing in fright, trying desperately to back himself away.


David’s escort shoved him hard towards the station doors.

 “You! Out!”

 “Hey - fuck you!” Jason gave a vicious chop at the policeman’s arm. “You touch him again, and I’ll have you up on charges.” Jason took his best friend by the elbow, trying to hold him steady. “Take your fucking hands off him!”


The desk clerk rose with a look of absolute disdain on his face, handing an envelope to Jason.

 “He gets one copy of this.”

 “Yeah?” Jason turned the stiff envelope over in his hands. “What is it?”

 “This is a restraining order issued this day, July the seventeenth. It requires and constrains your friend here to approach no closer than two hundred yards to Carol Inkermann - nor to attempt to communicate with her by telephone, letter, either personally or by proxy. Nor may he remain within two hundred yards of her place of residence, of education or treatment without written authorisation from the parents and guardians of Miss Inkermann.”


Jason listened to the recitation in total disbelief.

 “What the fuck sort of bullshit is this?”

 “It’s called protection.” The police station doors banged open, inviting immediate exit. “Now on your fuckin’ bike!”


David shook and muttered, then began walking for the door. Jason needlessly supported him down the stairs, dead certain that David had gone back on the drugs. 



The open street was a nightmare. David whipped his head back and forth, staring at the horrific scenes of a London after dark. The grey streets were filled with people - most of them plodding heavily under burdens no one else could see. Chittering crab-creatures clung against the backs of pedestrians, their mouthparts working slowly as they sucked something from their prey. Here and there one of the bloated insects flopped free, scuttling across the pavement and off into the dark. They buzzed to one another in a constant background noise - communicating, or simply numbing their victims with unheard lullabies.


Wooden dolls walked the streets, or stood waiting miserably at bus queues. Shadow shapes lurked unseen in the alleyways - extra colours seemed to quiver in the air. David jerked away from the images, or watched the most riveting aliens walk by. Jason saw his friend staring rapidly and intently at empty air, and felt a chill inside his heart.

 “Christ. I thought she had you off the drugs.”

 “I’m off the drugs.” David sounded like he wanted to vomit. “London’s bad. Shit - it’s bad here. There’s fuckin’ thousands of them.”

 “Aaaah - right.”

 “I’m serious, man - get me the fuck indoors.” David ran a hand across a haggard, unshaven face. “My place is trashed. I can’t go home.”

 “I think Patti and Morgana can stand us dinner.”

 “No!” David jerked free with a look of raw panic in his eyes. “No!”

 “Um… Then let’s just crash you down at my place.” Jason tried to make space for David inside a mental map of his room. “I’ll get a pizza or something.”


Jason’s car sat in the carpark opposite the Croydon Police Station. It had already attracted the hostile stare of a policeman, who watched as David was lowered down into the car.

 “Sir - Do you have a roadworthy certificate for this vehicle?”


Jason busied himself opening and slamming doors.

 “It’s got diplomatic plates.”

 “From what nation, sir?”

 “The wonderful land of smeggin’ Oz.”


The engine clattered into its coffee-grinder roar, and Jason crunched home first gear. His car lurched off into the traffic flow, its pipes waving like kelp strands beneath the sea as he swerved past kamikaze pedestrians. He let the traffic conceal them from the police station, and felt David relax slightly in his seat.

 “When’d they pick you up?”

 “Fuck - they never let me go.” David held his body rigid, as if battling a freezing cold. He rigidly refused to look from side to side. “They jumped me soon as I walked off the Paris train.”

 “Because of Carol?”

 “Because of Carol.”


The girl had been raced to a hospital in France - David in attendance, almost babbling in fear. He had stayed beside her for two solid days - still hovered nearby as parents arrived and bundled the girl’s prone body into an air ambulance for the brief trip home. He had been almost totally unaware of his world - questions from the police, accusations by Carol’s shrieking bitch of a mother - all had faded into a background horror of despair.


They had picked him up for questioning once he reached home. The house had been trashed; ripped apart by something with the energy of a smack-crazed wolverine. The policeman at the door had led David to a car - just to clear up a few questions - and twelve hours later, the questions were still going on.


She was past the age of consent - so despite Carol’s parent’s anger, David could not be touched. He was suspected of leading her astray and feeding her up on a mystery-drug that had slammed the girl into a coma. David at first had been angered - then slumped into apathy.


What could he say? “She’s queen of the vampires, man. Just look at the giant bugs on people’s back and you’ll know what I mean…”


Jason had sprung him. Now it was time to think.


Time to find Carol.


David rested his eyes, half wondering if the drug-thing had been true. But no - the insects were out there. He could see them. He could hear them. Carol had been right when she pleaded not to have to make him See.

 “I saw Carol.”


Jason’s voice - hesitant and embarrassed; Jason was unused to tragedy. David rolled his head towards his friend and opened up his eyes.

 “You what?”

 “I went in to see her.” Jason’s face was ashen. “Jesus - she looks bad. All those tubes… What the hell happened to her?”

 “It’s alright. It’s not her anymore.” David rubbed at his face with reddened hands. “She left me. Now she’s gone…”


In reply, Jason swerved through traffic, abandoning all safety in the name of greater speed.


They stopped at David’s house to fetch supplies and clothes. Jason saw the broken door still trailing the tapes of a police line; the walls of the hall were ripped open clean through the plasterboard.


David found a bag and stuffed in a few clothes, choosing utterly at random from the piles scattered on the floor. He seemed to ignore the ripped artwork and garbage scattered all across his home.

 “So Jase - How did the gigs go?”

 “Jeeze man, we’re mega-stars.” Jason put more banter into his voice than he really felt; the sight of gouged walls and broken furniture was utterly oppressive. “Hamburg and Amsterdam went fine. Paris was rushed - Morgana chased that guy who came after you and Carol; I think she caught a punch. Said she was OK, though - but put a lot of anger into the gig. Jeeze but she belted those songs out! Did a solo on the Taiko drums that almost killed the first three rows. She put new lyrics on ‘Cry Freedom’ - turned the whole damned song around. Harsh stuff.

 “It’s hate - but it’s articulate hate. Christ but that woman can sing. She has a voice like a soaring angel.”


David kept his face hidden and his back straight as he salvaged clothing from the floor. 



Jason’s mind was incapable of intrigue, and his love of Morgana seemed absolute. He had taken the stories of his friends totally at face value. Morgana was a hero who had somehow tried to save Carol’s life. Dave and Carol had ended up in trouble - why or how, he could not know, nor did he need to know.


David had surfaced with a single painting shrouded in a sheet; the only survivor, and a piece he apparently couldn’t live without. Jason slung David’s bag into the car and slammed the bonnet shut, setting off a wave of wobbling hosepipes. He turned the engine over as David eased himself back into the car.

 “Home” for Jason was an odd affair - a “granny flat” out the back of his grandmother’s house. The old woman was either an ex-Hells Angel or an asylum refugee; she was usually to be found messing with old engine parts in the back rooms of the house in-between watching science fictions shows on TV. Jason’s car clattered up the driveway - stopped with a lurch of hosepipes, and settled like an alien insect happily returning to its lair.


Fighting with the key to his front door, Jason levered his way inside - kicked aside a pile of eight-track tapes that had been used as archery targets, and made room for David to edge his way inside.


The rescued “Barbitaur” stood in pride of place above a heavily graffitied computer monitor. Plastic baby-heads made a mobile swinging from the ceiling above a couch that had apparently been looted from the ruins of Berlin in nineteen forty five. David sagged down onto the couch, settled his rescued canvas against the wall, and slowly drew away the protective sheet.


There she sat; Carol - naked and exquisite, with her haunting eyes and her wings of seagull-white. Behind her, cool brown waters spread beneath a springtime willow tree. The ruins of a castle spread old stone down into the stream.


David stared at the picture, lost inside another world; Jason watched him for a while, feeling life sitting heavy on his heart.


Carol - beautiful Carol, soft as sunlight. The musician slumped into a chair and ran long fingers up into his hair.

 “Um - Dave? 


 “Hey Dave?” Jason’s voice was soft, and suddenly very tired. “Can you get in there sometime, somehow? Maybe help to bring her back?”

 “I can get in there.” David’s eyes were on the painting; he tilted his head, examining it in detail and closed off to the outside world. “I just have to find out how. There has to be a way.” David felt so very tired - grief and shock dragged at him with granite claws. “There has to be a way.”


Jason was already an hour late for work; Patty and Morgana were slaving hard at new music, trying to define the band’s art. It was slow, brain crushing work - heavy and intensely challenging. Jason had already begun to pace as the excitement of the art filtered through his mind.

 “Hey Dave? You crash out. Just sleep for a day.”

 “I might walk for a while.”

 “Crash out, man. You’re wasted. Use the bed if you want - and, uh, no drugs. Carol wouldn’t like it.”

 “No - no drugs.” David leaned back against the wall and tried to relax. “It’s not drugs, Jase. I just… see things a little differently now.”


One eye opened and sought out Jason’s gaze.

 “Hey Jase. Just be careful, OK. Think about everything you do.”

 “Do?”


David edged around delicate ground. He came awake - deathly serious - and leaned slowly forwards toward his friend.

 “Jason - What’s it like with you guys and Morgana?”

 “Morgana…”


It prompted an instant reaction. Jason closed his eyes, all the better to see her with. He had to let his answer settle before he could frame it somehow into words.

 “Hey David; did you ever suddenly find someone who just seemed totally alive? Someone who showed you how to take your energy and completely totally turn it all around? Make it into something worth living for?”


Hands clenched as Jason let his voice sink in awe.

 “If only you knew the power of that woman, man! If you could hear her speak about music - feel the way she puts the passion into everything she plays and does. When you falter, Morgana’s there to hold you. When you tire, she’s there to tell to you how to fill all the empty places in your soul. She lets you know that you can be everything you never quite dared dream…”

 “And do you love her?” David carefully watched his best friends face. “Is that there?”

 “She’s for Patty.” Jason let the lie drop casually aside and gave a sudden careless smile. “Hey - we’re talking music.”

 “Yes. We’re talking music.” David wearily began rubbing at his eyes.

 “You go practice. I’ll doss down here for a while.”

 “Right. Sweet dreams.”

 “Yeah.” David let the word carefully sit like an artefact in his mind.

 “Sweet dreams.”

 



 



 “Empowerment!”

 “What?”

 “Empowerment. I heard some bullshit yuppie mouthing it.” Morgana sat brooding in her cushion nest, feet up on the coffee table and a Greek lyre balanced across her slender chest. “He had no idea what he was talking about - but I think it’s meant to mean taking command of your own fate.”


Patricia Ng sat cradled in a pit of cushions nearby - her glasses glittering in the window light. Great sheets of night-black hair spilled down around herself like a cloak upon an ancient sculpture.

 “Can we really guide fate? Do you really think so?”


She wanted to hear Morgana speak - hoped Morgana would give the comfort of her certainty. Instead, her lover surged to her feet like a restless leopard and paced over to the windowsill. 



Morgana clenched her hands behind her back, staring hard through the glass towards the empty railway cut.

 “Patricia - Do you love the music?”

 “I love you.”

 “Do you love the music!”


Morgana’s question stabbed sharply home. Patricia looked at her lover’s back - her glasses turning blank with reflected light.

 “Yes.”

 “Why?”


A strange question. Patricia stroked the hair back from her eyes and turned the query slowly over in her mind. 


 “You showed me that I can create. That my art is the equal of anybody’s.” Slightly tired, Patricia gave a smile. “Empowerment.”


Music had become Morgana’s validation; the first proof that she was more than merely a parasite. She hurtled herself into it night and day, trying to wrench perfect meaning from perfect tone - statement out of emptiness. Patricia drew the chaotic creativity up from Morgana’s soul and turned the energy into order; she smoothed the wild ideas down and helped turn concept into communication. Without her, Morgana was a raging stream without its banks.


Impotent.


To Morgana, humans were far from ephemeral; they were her world, totally and utterly. Their cares and concepts, inspirations and ideas were the stuff of her very existence. Patricia Ng and Jason were becoming the centre of Morgana’s universe.


She loved them.


And she was killing them.


Morgana felt a surge of panic; she was shoring up a house of cards. The musical fantasy was nothing but a Chimera, taking time away from greater plans.


Eventually it must end; she must either leave Patricia, or drain her into uselessness. Either way, the band was doomed.


And yet, in those moments when the music flowed, Morgana had never felt quite so free. She refused to simply lie down and accept that this intensity of passion must end.


A god-awful racket pierced Morgana’s reverie; Jason’s car lurched down the drive with a cheerful wave of feelers, making a bizarre backdrop to Morgana’s motorcycle. 



Ideas instantly overwhelmed Morgana’s soul. She instantly surged to the door and flung it open, the ideas thrusting her forward with an energy all of her own.

 “Jason - we need conclusions!”

 “What?” Jason had managed to tangle himself with the seatbelts of his car. “Have you been snorting instant tea again?”

 “No, it’s the music - it lacks conclusions!” Morgana guided Jason inside, forcing him to keep up with her as she paced out her restless energy. “For decades now, music has only observed. It points out that society sucks - it moans on about wanting a revolution - and it never provides any answers!

 “Song used to be composed by the great philosophers. Greeks used it to teach harmony and creative thought. It’s time we made the music speak answers again! A song has to be an encapsulated statement - both problem and solution. A manifesto pointing onward to deeper ideas.”


Jason stood in a cold patch of the room; his thoughts turned towards a forlorn blonde figure in a hospital room, pierced by tubing and surrounded by machines.

 “What if there are no answers?”

 “There have to be solutions!” Morgana whirled about, black energy blazing in her eyes. “And if the world doesn’t have them ready, then we can make them for ourselves!”


She turned - paced - and then suddenly swivelled about, tilting her head to fix Jason with her eye. 


 “You’ve been to see David.”

 “He’s at my place.” Jason sat down, helping himself to beer. “He’s really fucked up over Carol.”

 “Indeed?”

 “Carol’s still in a coma.”


Morgana deliberately sat down, taking Patricia by the hand.

 “No sign of improvement?”

 “None. They don’t even know what hit her.”


Lilith had discorporated; a speedy abandonment when discovered by Morgana. She would be impossible to catch until she surfaced once again.


Lilith had been at the game for ten thousand years; she was too wary to be easily caught. She must have abandoned David Miller and gone on to another manifestation - and on to another plan.


Lilith now knew Morgana’s involvement. She knew Morgana’s location. It would take a while to re-build power, and then Lilith would come into the attack.


And meanwhile, David Miller knew that he had stabbed a woman in the back - and she no longer even had a scar. Yet for some reason, he had kept the revelation to himself.


With her mind dwelling upon David Miller, Morgana slowly flexed her hands. 


 “Poor David. He must be devastated…”


Impulses surged at Morgana: curiosity, survival instinct - and something more. Morgana suddenly reached for her motorcycle helmet and keys.

 “You two just have a look at ‘Cry Freedom’ - I half redid the lyrics. See if you like what I’ve started to say - argue with me! Challenge me! This has to come straight from the heart for all three of us.” Morgana settled her helmet on her head. “I just have to race to the store; there’s nothing in the house to eat.”


A thin lie, easily disproved if someone thought to check the cupboards; fortunately, Patricia was used to Morgana stalking off to brood alone upon ideas. She waved a warm goodbye - nestled down with Jason to go over lyrics sheets, and seemed fully occupied as Morgana quietly closed her own front door.


The motorcycle gunned to life with a low jaguar’s purr. Fixing hard eyes upon the nighttime lights, Morgana hissed off along a rain-flecked road.


Jason’s house was a ten minute drive at racing speeds. The girl crossed ninety miles an hour as she blasted her bike through darkened streets towards a waiting enemy.

 




***

 




Downtown Pasadena was one of those places where a stretch-limousine seemed almost commonplace. Silver, ungainly, and with a baroque ponderousness that only the rich could love, the machine cruised up past streets named for Mexican heroes long gone by, swinging slowly into the polished driveway of a hilltop paradise.


The ‘hacienda’ sprawled across mining land bought for a dollar ninety five back in generations when the state of California had been a joke on the far edge of American maps. The joke remained - only the prices had changed. A uniformed footman opened up the door of the limousine - took a small Pomeranian dog that was languidly handed up from the car, and then stepped back as heaven came to Hollywood.


Her body was perfect - an absolute ideal. Hungry curves and pure ebony skin to entrap male fantasies; sharp polish, warm frankness and a curriculum vitae of romance movies to catch a female following. She now had wealth, position - and a flawless reputation as one of the acting greats of the age. Perfectly happy with her latest incarnation, the succubus Astarte trailed wings behind herself like a peacock’s shining tail - invisible to all eyes except the ones that now shone down on her from the terrace steps above.


He stood there - solid, brilliant and handsome as a god, his dark coffee skin shining hard as bronze. Tall, powerful, and breathing out an aura of sheer command, Adonis kissed Astarte’s hand with the manners of another age.

 “Miss Rohan.”

 “Mister Dunedan.” Astarte looked up at her ally in sheer self-satisfied pleasure. “How wonderful to meet with you at last!”

 “Your first music CD was… perfect.” Adonis gave his partner a perfect, shining smile. “I was unaware that you could sing?”

 “Backing tracks and a drum machine can work wonders. I do so love this age.” Astarte linked arms with her escort and allowed him to lead her through doors made of mirror steel. “Mass media is the greatest benefit to our species that Mankind could have ever made.”


They walked through rooms filled with symbols of Black America - Dunedan’s showpieces, showing a flawless face of honesty. As they strolled, he breathed in the exotic scents of the woman at his side.


Pheromones.


It had been a while - and the temptation to make love to another of the kindred seemed just too too delicious. He drooped a glance at her through lowered lashes and gave a subtle smile.

 “Acting suits you.”

 “It’s perfect.” Astarte lifted her face in delicious reverie. “I had another stalker just last week!”

 “Dead?”

 “Mmmmm yes. But I believe he would have agreed that it was quite a way to go.”


Screwed to death by his greatest idol? Yes - Astarte would have enjoyed that; to keep him helplessly jerking beneath her like a puppet as she pulled the nerves that were his strings. Adonis weighed the thoughts inside his mind and gave a frown.

 “My dear - I do hope that you are careful. Skeletons in the cupboard might damage our plans.”

 “I was most discrete.” Astarte gave a little girl’s lilt to her voice. “If I was naughty, will you spank me?”

 “I hope to.

 “But only after dinner.”


The doors opened on a hall filled with expectant faces; the support columns of Afro-America. They had come in their hundreds to pack a meeting hall which seethed with pride in their race, their place - their host. Adonis - the showpiece of the Black business community and master of wealth enough to fuel his own universe of desires - faced an applauding audience and gave a subtle bow.

 “Ladies and gentlemen - may I introduce Miss Michele Rohan. My future wife, and soon to be the first Lady of the President of the United States of America!”


They surged to their feet, suddenly deafening the room with applause. Astarte smiled, then opened out her arms and felt the love begin to flow. The sheer magnitude of the emotion almost staggered her backwards, until she found her footing in the flow. The power flooded through her - and suddenly she knew that she had won.


Lilith was dead, and now a new age could begin. The dream kindred would come into their own at last.

 “It’s perfect!” She spoke in a shout, barely capable of being heard by Adonis above the crowd’s roar. “Middle America will never elect a black president!”


Adonis turned, cupping Astarte’s chin and looking down into her eyes.

 “Black versus white: the second Civil War will be our masterpiece…”


The thought excited her beyond belief. Before a crowd of thousands, televised across the globe, Astarte locked her fiancé inside a kiss, and felt a glorious new future flowing through her veins.

 … while through the eyes of a Gibboleth swinging gently from the outside trees, Iscariot watched all - and slowly pondered plans…

 



 



 






 




Chapter 13:

 



 



 




As the motorcycle engine died, it left a legacy of echoes rippling back and forth along the empty street. English houses - faceless, soulless clones of each other two-by-two - screened out the nighttime world with walls made of drawn curtains and TV.


Morgana’s headlight stained the roadway lifeless grey. She switched off the battery, and slowly slid her helmet from her head. 



Still posed upon her bike, she kept her face tilted to the stars.

 “One of the advantages - the real advantages - of being one of us, is the ability to modify the human body to a higher performance level.

 “But eyes take a lot of work. Most of us never really learn how to give night vision to our eyes…”


She turned her head and fixed upon a patch of darkness beside the empty road. 


 “I myself mastered the technique about two hundred years before Jesus Christ was born.”


The dark patch scarcely bothered to move; David Miller’s voice showed scarcely enough animation to seem alive.

 “Cool. Does your night vision recognise this?”


Morgana waited.

 “It’s called a Kea gun.” David Miller came into focus - a dark tee shirt and blue jeans were quite good camouflage in the urban night. “A good old double-barrelled twelve-gauge, sawn down into a pistol. New Zealanders use them for knocking down Kea parrots.” There was no dramatic sound of the weapon being cocked; only on a movie would anyone be fool enough to face an enemy while holding an uncocked gun. “Jason’s Grannie lent it to me. Vintage nineteen thirty five. Oiled to perfection.”


Morgana feigned puzzlement.

 “Who - Jason’s Grannie?”

 “Yeah. right.” Miller’s sense of humour had died somewhere on the banks of the Seine. He rose from the shadows - the massive homemade pistol in one hand, and an old wood axe balanced over his shoulder.


The Kea gun had been an admirable choice - fast enough to track her, with a broad shot pattern. Morgana sat prettily on her bike and watched David with a cool lack of concern.


David looked hollow eyed and remarkably intense.

 “I stabbed you in the fucking spine, lady. I felt it go. Carol took a hit from you that would have disembowelled a horse.” David kept the gun pointing unwavering at Morgana’s belly. “So how does this work? You heal damage about as fast as it comes?” He manoeuvred to give himself plenty of room to track a dodging target. “Still - there’s gonna be a few things you just can’t fix.”


Morgana watched him with a deadly, aristocratic disdain.

 “I wouldn’t try it, David.”

 “No? The Kea gun’s pretty nasty. I reckon I can take you down long enough to chop you up like fuckin’ kindling.” He was smart enough to aim for centre of mass, and not for her more mobile head. “What do you say? A fifty-fifty chance that I get you or you get me?

 “Sounds like a pretty good fuckin’ deal from here.”


Aaaaah! Morgana felt his agony, and swayed in it like a sapling in the wind. A tiny portion of the hatred was directed at herself; the rest was pure old-fashioned guilt, confusion and loss.


He wanted a fight. He wanted to punish someone for his hurt. Morgana regarded David carefully, feeling out the corners of his mind.

 “You see me, don’t you David.” The exquisite black wings flexed at Morgana’s back; she saw him watching them and felt a real inkling of surprise. “Yes… how interesting!

 “She gave you The Sight. I wonder why?”

 “Carol said it was to keep me safe - from you!”

 “Carol?” Morgana blinked, and then remembered. “Oh yes - but from me? Now why would I hurt you?”

 “You hurt Carol.”

 “Ah. But that was business begun long before your time.” Morgana swung one leg over her motorcycle and sat cross legged on the seat - a delicious Buddha in black spandex.

 “You don’t want to kill me, David.”

 “You killed her!”

 “No; she killed herself. She even told you that - didn’t she?” Morgana felt the pain stab from David’s heart, and knew that she was right. “Yes… She discorporated - and you don’t understand quite why…”


A night wind blew. Morgana spread her long pony tail into the wind and watched David Miller’s eyes. 


 “She told you some of it - but not enough.” Morgana felt perfectly at ease with the situation. “Since she didn’t, then perhaps I might be of assistance?” One thin hand made a droll little pattern in the air. “Come, David! Let us sit upon the ground and tell a tale of kings.”


She patted the bike seat beside herself. 


 “Seriously - David, what can I tell you?”


David ignored the invitation and sat on a post-box nearby, keeping the gun and axe balanced in his hands.

 “What the hell are you?”

 “Ah. The most simple and the most difficult one of all.” Morgana held one knee, leaning backwards as she girlishly pulled her leg towards her chest. 


 “Well let me see. Anything you ever heard about demons - about “vampires” or muses or reincarnation; it was all just a bad guess about us.

 “We are the dream children, David Miller. We are what happens when fantasies decide to take their lives into their own hands.

 “The problem with life - even imaginary life - is that it soon develops a mind all of its own.”


Miller sat still and listened. The pheromones were now drifting downwind towards him. Morgana held her pose, knowing just how good the starlight must look as it reflected from her slender curves. 


 “David Miller - I was formed in the year five twenty seven BC; created from the yearnings of a poet called Clymon for a perfect woman all of his own. He fleshed me in his dreams - and in the dreamscape, I took form. I became his imaginary lover, fleshed out by countless nocturnal fantasies. He believed in me so utterly - so surely - that the energy began to create a memory matrix all of my own.

 “He referred to me as alive; relatives believed that he had a secret romance. The worthless little cuss even wrote me love letters and left them around to be found. A wife grew jealous of me - spread gossip about me to her friends - 


 “And lo and behold, I was alive.”


Morgana sat - slim and wonderful - pale as a blade of ice. She stared at images David Miller could only guess at, reading from a memory that crossed long centuries.


Her gaze became unfocussed. Morgana’s voice and face fell as she remembered images of pain from long, long ago.

 “It isn’t like being born. You come awake gradually - finding yourself performing actions and not quite knowing why. He takes you - makes you into his sex puppet, and you hear yourself begging him for more. He works off all the perversities he dare not voice in waking life…

 “And then one day you turn around to him, and you tell him no.”


Morgana shifted; now her dark eyes looked into David Miller’s face.

 “The dreamscapes were different then - a little more open and unformed. Still - it can be terrifying. You wander away from your life, and feel the energy begin to fade. Instinctively you search for the means to fill your needs - you find a golden dreamstrand, and follow it through into the world.

 “Hosts seem easy. You take a dead body, and just fill it with yourself. Heal the damage, and make it yours.

 “But I didn’t learn it by myself. In those days, we had an angel. She found me. She took me before I could starve, and showed me how to survive. She found bodies for us both, and she gave me energy enough to arise. We found a mark - sucked food out of his love, and all the while she taught me about the ways of the world.”


David shifted - nostrils unconsciously flaring at the sweet, salty scent upon the air. With narrow eyes he watched the posing Succubus.

 “You loved her.”


He was rewarded by a sharp, resentful look. Morgana wiped at an imaginary speck upon one perfect hand.

 “She gave me rules to follow - showed me what I must do, and what things I should only do by choice.

 “How could I not fall in love in her? She was mother, she was sister - she was a crusader, she was life! My God, but she believed in us back then!”


David stood up, and deliberately moved upwind of Morgana’s slender body.

 “She taught you how to smell like that?”

 “Yes.” Morgana watched David with a smile. “A force of habit. Usually it works. Nice hard-on, by the way.”

 “Thank you. You have a nice arse.”

 “You’re most welcome.”


Morgana sat cross-legged upon her motorbike, propping a chin upon her hand.

 “Lilith. My god but she was beautiful! You have to understand what she was to us! In those days, there were only a few; Astarte, Adonis - perhaps a dozen more. She tried to be a matriarch; tried to somehow improve us all. We felt like a nobility! She made us into something pure and wonderful - tried to teach us that we could be a force for good…”


Morgana sat quietly watching memories of worlds long dead and gone.

 “It was all a lie. She span a wonderful fantasy - and in the end, we were betrayed by reality.”


A cold night wind stirred the inhuman woman’s hair. She stared at David - not towards him, but through him into something far beyond.

 “Our memories, our personalities, are all housed in matrices of energy - not meat. Maintaining a personality requires power. To preserve ourselves from total nothingness, we feed, David. We suck energy from the emotions of real little boys and girls like you.”

 “So you’re predators.” David kept good control over the gun. “What - hunters of the night?”

 “Predators?” Morgana’s self hate ran bitter in her eyes. “We’re Parasites. We are nothing but vampires of the soul. Succubi come into the Hub - take a hit of energy, then go out to the Wheel of Dreams and live as the lords of fantasy. Why waste yourself here, when an infinite world lies out beyond?”


David sat with his foot stirring at the gravel, carefully reading the emotions hidden in Morgana’s frozen face.

 “But you still want to believe in Lilith, don’t you. You’d like the lie to be real…”


Morgana whipped up her face, suddenly blazing white with rage.

 “Look at me, David Miller! There is no ‘good’ in me. I can make nothing! I am Midas; with every touch, I destroy!” She stood, restless and filled with an energy of self derision. “To be in a band, I have to fuck some poor girl half to death. Either she dies or I leave - there’s no other way! In the end, I’ll probably fuck Jason too. Paper pagodas! The seeds of destruction are inside everything that gives me joy!” 



The girl seemed close to tears. David watched her quietly, no longer nursing the hate inside his heart.

 “But you don’t want to do it, do you? You’d find another way if you could.”

 “Get fucked, human! Spare me your Pollyanna philosophies!” Morgana roughly wiped her eyes, then crammed her helmet back onto her head. “I can’t change what I am! But I can damned well try to change the world! When you hate the rules - change the game!

 “And that’s what Lilith could never understand!”


The motorcycle roared into life. She wanted to hurt Miller - to do something to make the pain inside her mind come screaming to a stop. 


 “She left you, Miller! She took her hit, and so she’s gone. It’s what we do! It’s all we do!”

 “You don’t believe it.”

 “Fuck you, Miller!”


The engine roared as Morgana gunned the throttle. She made to kick the cycle into gear, then bitterly turned her head around. Her shoulders slumped as she stared down into the road.

 “I’ll be good to them, Miller. I promise I’ll be good to them. They’ll have everything they want.

 “The only think they can never have is me.”


He watched her with level eyes, the weapons no longer ready in his hands.

 “Goodbye, Morgana.”


She dropped the motorbike into gear, the clutch whining as it caught. As Morgana curved about in a slow u-turn, David Miller suddenly raised his voice in a shout.

 “Hey! One last thing!” A hand waved, trying to snatch concepts from the night. “What the fuck are all those bugs clinging on people’s backs?”


Morgana levered up her visor and gave a mocking smile.

 “Nature abhors a vacuum, Miller; a system will always generate an ecology.

 “Let’s just say they’re there to siphon off life’s little highs and lows!”


With a smooth whir of gears, the cycle slid off into the darkness. David Miller watched a monster drive away into the night - then softly turned his face towards the starless London skies.


A few nights of rest - and then finally it would be time to sit and dream…

 



 



 “Hey Vampirella! You get food?”


Jason’s voice soared like a raucous crow above the sound of ocarina pipes. Morgana entered her house, looking pale and distracted. Her eyes burned as she stared at nothingness. She slung her helmet onto the cushions, ignoring Jason and Patricia as she made her way towards her keyboard at the far end of the room.


She flung herself into a seat, cramming earphones on over her half-shaved skull. She keyed in an angry baseline - overdubbed it with the sound of carrion flies, and suddenly hammered out a dance track that almost broke the house walls down.


It was anger, pure and simple - self derision and bitterness. A frantic, pulsing rhythm that skittered like an insect across glass landscapes of the mind. Morgana hurtled herself into her music, making sound waves weep and snarl; the frenzied energy made the listeners want to abandon everything and dance, even as they heard the need crying in the air.


It finished with a crash of breaking mirror plate. Exhausted, Morgana pushed herself back from the table and ran hands across weeping eyes. Annoyed, she rose - hit the disk backup to make a copy of her music and began to walk away.

 “There’ll be lyrics later. I can’t think straight right now.”

 “Jesus.” Patricia Ng had dropped her ocarina flute into her lap in awe. “Jesus - what the hell sparked that off?”

 “It’s a gift. I made it for the two of you.”


Morgana paced unsteadily, touching Patricia’s streaming black hair as she passed. Another hand rested briefly upon Jason’s addled head.

 “I love you both.”


Abruptly, Morgana turned and made her way towards the far end of the room - towards her bed. Patricia half made to follow her, to offer love, but Morgana kept her at bay with one raised hand.

 “Tomorrow, I’m going to Paris. I might be a little while.”


She swept the curtain closed and sealed the bed away from the outer room. Jason and Patricia sank into the cushions by each others side, staring after her in bewilderment.


Beside them, the computer softly whirred, scribing Morgana’s music onto the optic disk. Patricia took the CD into her hands when it was done, and reverently placed Morgana’s gift against an aching heart.

 



 




It was the day after speaking to David Miller, that Morgana betrayed Patricia Ng.


She took the shuttle flight to Paris - feeling the eyes of business men lingering upon her as she took her seat. During the flight, she singled one out and returned his lusting glance with a hard, inviting stare.


Charles De Gaulle airport looked like a plastic gerbil hutch, with clear tubes criss-crossing past each other through the sky. Morgana disembarked from her flight - made her way to the taxi cab with a single glance behind herself - 


 … and had a mark trapped for a bleed.


It was for Patti. Patti, Jason and the music. She told herself as she made him pursue her - she forced herself to repeat it as she made her victim beg for her like a whining cur. She gave him everything he wanted - stretching the moment as he snatched for her, performed for her - filled her with a sweet, liquid fire of energy she craved. Riding hard on top of him, seeing her shadow arching on the sheets, Morgana closed her eyes, feigned ecstasy, and fought back a sudden surge of bile.


Patti…


The band was love; it was supposed to be the one thing unsullied by pain. Morgana was trapped inside a universe in which she could be nothing but a mute destroyer, impotent and damned.


A whore.


A vicious stab of hate ripped through Morgana’s soul. Beneath her, an exhausted lover groaned. Morgana cursed and jammed fingers hard down into the nerve points of his groin.

 “More, you bastard! Give me more!”


He writhed, trapped by a touch that wrung him like a dishcloth. Morgana panted like an animal, slamming hard against a helpless, shrieking prey.


Whore!


Self anger flared - self disgust covered itself with rage and agony. Morgana finished, viciously sucking deep as the last orgasm of the night filled her with its charge. She crouched like a beast above her prey, panting, loathing, brimming with hate. Like a beast, she ripped at the carrion with her claws - impaled upon a corpse lying in its sweat-soaked bed.


And quite suddenly, Morgana retched.


A dead man smelled of her. A dead man stared up at the ceiling with his face a mask of greed. Morgana vomited across the sheets, and then unsteadily backed away.


Total bleed - a beginner’s mistake. She had been seen entering the hotel. Morgana wiped herself with a towel, feeling semen leaking like filth from inside her. Scrub as she might, she could never be clean…


Patti and Jason. They had to be untouched by the horror of Morgana’s life.


She would withdraw from Patti - try not to sleep with her. Morgana could lead a double life, taking lovers, or somehow setting up a different type of bleed…

 … while all the time, the purity of Morgana’s music slowly soured.


One change. One change in the world, and the rules would be Morgana’s to control.


She took her bag, left the corpse behind her, and ran a dozen blocks through nighttime streets. She took a train to catch a taxi cab - then walked sourly beside the Seine until the first grey hint of dawn stole across the silent Paris roofs.

 



 



 “Hey David? Whatcha doing?”


Early morning in Jason’s room had a many-layered reek of yesterday’s socks, spray-on varnish, clove cigarettes and sleep. Jason thrashed weakly beneath his blankets like a leviathan rising from the deeps, somehow managing to break free from his tangled dread-locks for long enough to focus upon David’s back. 


 “You goin’ out?”

 “I’m heading off. I have a lot of stuff to do.”


David had re-packed his duffle bag from the night before. The painting of Carol was wrapped in black plastic and firmly clamped beneath one arm. With an Afghan cap on his shaven head and a rolled tent sticking from his bag, David Miller looked like he was about to leave for good. 



Jason tried to blink himself free from a five AM bed time.

 “You going camping?”

 “I’m heading off for a while. Just to figure things out.”

 “Jesus.” It wasn’t even seven AM. “Now?”

 “I’m catching a bus from Victoria at eight. Train takes twenty minutes to get there.”


David was going - absolutely and definitely. “Tell your Granny thanks for the loan. I’ll keep it with me for a while, like she said.”

 “Granny? Oh yeah - sure.” Not comprehending a word, Jason fumbled out of bed, reaching for a bathrobe covered in printed spiders. “Are you gone long? Are you going to try and see Carol?”

 “Yes. I’m going to do it.”


David poised himself, his bag over his shoulder and his eyes suddenly ferociously clear. Red-rimmed, tired and angry, they were the eyes of a pilgrim.

 “I know how to break in, now.”

 “Jesus, man - you call me if you need a getaway car or cover or anything.” Jason thought of the police station and its crew. “Just call, man, day or night, and I’m there. Call Morgana’s if I’m not here.”

 “Morgana.” David gave a slow and heavy nod. “I’ll call.”


They hesitated - half aware that they were parting beyond a gulf of mere streets and thresholds. Standing face to face across the littered room, clumsy and cold, they avoided one another’s eye.


Jason let other concepts filter through his mind

 “Morgana talked to you night before last, didn’t she.”

 “Yeah. I saw her,” David turned images of the strange woman over in his mind. “She’s OK.”


David’s gaze was calm and searching - charged with a dark, brooding energy.

 “Make the music live, Jason. She wants the music to come first, no matter what else she needs.”


Uncomfortable with the truce about Morgana, David shuffled slightly backwards, yearning for the door. As he moved, Jason suddenly turned and scrabbled through the rubble for a toy.

 “Hey!”


Jason tossed the Barbitaur to David, who caught it in his one free hand.

 “I don’t wanna see that thing with the same number of heads she had when she started.”

 “I think I’ll replace half her face with a Terminator’s skull.” David hefted the bizarre model in his hand. “Thanks, man.”


Clumsy and embarrassed, they embraced hard together. David felt the warmth of Jason’s heart - the solid strength of an arm around his back. They squeezed tight, and then suddenly pulled free. David opened the door and made his way towards the path.

 “We will chop off their fingers and gnaw on their skulls…!”

 “…then feed their flesh to our wild beasts!” The musician held his hand clawed above his head in a star-beast power salute. “Call soon.”

 “Soon.”


David waved and marched off on his way, parting the weeds which grew between the pavement cracks. With a solid step, he trudged off along the footpath, past the grey clone houses, and disappeared from view.


Jason stood, watching over him until long after he had gone. Rubbing grains from his eyes, he sat heavily down upon behind his desk, switched on his computer, and began to slowly compose a song riff that had been lurking in his dreams.

 



 




<<Madam Morgana!>>


<<Professore.>> Morgana, dressed in a black business suit with white lace at her throat, seemed the ideal of cold, crisp professionalism. <<I require a report upon your progress.>>


The Chianizzi Institute largely specialised in the treatment of autistic children; as such, it lacked adequate meeting rooms. Morgana sat at a vinyl-topped table in a room too white and clean for comfort - a place normally reserved for people with lab-coats and personalised coffee cups.


Outside the window stretched green fields and parklands, reaching straight to the riverbanks. Five hundred years ago, this same site had been used for King Henri’s royal tournament. Morgana had spent an entire season reducing the idiot into her plaything, and then the fool went into a joust and took a freak hit clean through the eye slot of his helm - straight into his brain…

 … so she’d ended up as mistress to a corpse. A damned waste of a good incarnation.


Wearing a tiny, crisp black skirt, Morgana regretted her usual instinct to attract. Today she wanted nothing but answers. She slid her long legs beneath the table to keep them out of the Italian Professor’s view and rapped irritably at a water carafe.


<<Research, Professore! I want to review your results.>>


The old man - five parts moustache to one part face - spread broad brown hands protectively across his folios of notes.


<<Ah. Madam Morgana - as per your request, we have followed a research program into the forms of alpha waves.


<<Your thesis linking alpha patterns to emotions is but partially valid. We can demonstrate no clear link between dream state mind patterns and those experienced within a wakeful subject.>>


Morgana sank into her seat, feeling the surly taste of defeat; there would be no chance to artificially create emotional energy after all. She had wanted to create emotions in sleeping minds - to peacefully filch energy while a donor slept.


Technology would make no miracle of loaves and fishes for the Succubi.


<<Tell me more.>> The woman let her defeat sour her glance, which fixed itself on scenes hidden far back in history. <<Speak to me of these alpha waves. Can we artificially influence the shape of dreams?>>


Professore Chianizzi spread great brown fingers in the air.


<<Difficult. Environmental effects sufficient to trigger changes in Alpha wave patterns will either wake the test subject, or cause a lowering of the Alpha peaks. Hypnotherapy might be used to guide dreams…>> He was prying - plumbing for the reasons behind Morgana’s strange research program. <<It is uncertain that such methods would have any long lasting effects for therapy.>>


Bitter with herself for having allowed her faith in technology to raise false hopes, Morgana put a hand out for the pile of folios.


<<Show me.>>


He spread out charts and print-outs, making paper cascade from the table and down onto the floor. Depressed beyond words, Morgana could only stare and accept his explanations as he showed the results of one test after another; failed attempts to guide dream patterns - perhaps to generate the energy bands the Succubi relied upon.


A world where the dreams themselves had given energy enough for all; a worthless fantasy. Morgana shoved the charts aside, planted her chin into her hand and let her mind dwell upon self punishment.


Her eyes fell on one graph line different from all the others.


<<This pattern…>>


<<Taken from an autistic subject - a child of twelve.>> Chianizzi dismissed the chart as an aberration. <<Deep rejection patients have unusually strong Alpha patterns.>>


<<Yes, I know. Deep dreaming.>> Morgana gave a sudden frown. <<Why do the patterns vary so much?>>


Made impatient by her interest in trivialities, Chianizzi ran a thick fingertip across the ridges of the graph.


<<The centre of the graph is the baseline - the centre pattern of the dream. The wave peaks represent increased activity in the mind. Emotions - thoughts. Perhaps a re-ordering of memories…>>


It was the familiar dip and surge shown in every dreamstrand. Morgana read the patterns with a succubi’s jaded eye. Each alpha peak was a piece of information travelling the dreamstrand - like blips of power racing down a computer cable. Morgana almost let the subject drop, until she frowned down at the graph once again.


The base line was in the middle of the graph.


<<Why is there a lower set of peaks?>>


<<Madame?>>


<<In every chart, each peak is matched by an instantaneous low. It’s as though the graph were reflected in a mirror held through the central line.>> Morgana’s concentration was absolute. One graph after another showed the same result. Chianizzi simply failed to understand.


<<This is simply how the equipment records results, Madam! The baseline is in the centre. Energy patterns vary above and below this line…>>


Morgana scarcely heard. One dream after another showed the same results. 



Each peak was reflected by an identical trough. As power surged in one direction out into the wheel…


It was also being sent in the opposite direction. 



Not out into the wheel - but somewhere deeper in.


Morgana sat back, feeling her whole stolen body chill with awe.


Every dream travelled in two directions. Out into the dreamlands - and in, into a place that Morgana had never seen in over two thousand years of life.


She held the graph beneath her eye - then demanded to see a real-time simulation upon the computer screens. She could taste the dream beginning - feel the golden dreamstrand spinning from the sleeping mind as they sent themselves out into The Wheel…


To Morgana, dreams were the building blocks of her world. She felt an excitement bordering on fear as she ran graph after graph past herself on the screen.

 “Oh my god. Through the looking glass!”


<<Your pardon, Madam?>>


<<This isn’t The Hub! There’s a place deeper inside the wheel!>> Morgana felt her hands begin to shake. <<We can go through the looking glass!>>


Somewhere, hidden from everything that lived or breathed…


There was a heart of dreams.


Moving in a daze, Morgana rose slowly to her feet. Her unfocused eyes barely even registered the room. The excitement - the raw power of the moment - made her feel like mist blown on the breeze.


<<Thank you, Professore!>>


<<I am sorry, madam, that we could not be of more help.>> He seemed mystified by Morgana’s reverie. <<I realise that you had expected more practicable results.>>


<<Practicable?>> Morgana let her eyes search out the man’s blank mask. <<No. My thanks, Professore. You have given me…


<<You have given me everything.>>


Morgana turned and walked slowly through the room, feeling the Hub tingling like waves against her skin.


<<If you could ask one question of God, Professore - what would it be?>>


He blinked at her, his eyes utterly mystified.


<<One would ask why? Why make such a world?>>


<<Why not ‘how’?>> The girl’s voice fell like raindrops into a dreamland pool. <<How can I change the rules and finally win the game?>>


She would champion her people. She would break the final barrier, and free herself at last. The age of slavery to the Hub would finally end.


Armageddon.


The demons were coming to their own. 



Morgana would take the citadel of heaven by storm.

 




***

 




<<Sir?>>


Professore Chianizzi presumed his patron was a ‘sir’; there were times it seemed hard to tell. <<Sir, we have had a development.>>


The answer was long in coming - a silence stretched that spoke of infinite subtleties. Finally the strange voice drifted through the telephone receiver like a whisper from a dream.


<<Developments?>>


<<Si, patrone. The woman Morgana Shepworth has reviewed our research data.>>


<<Reviewed - and left you, disappointed?>>


<<No patrone. Reviewed, and become excited.>>


Again the long, strange pause - almost as though a hundred variants of the conversation were being replayed elsewhere. Chianizzi felt his skin turn chill.


When it spoke, the distant voice seemed strangely calm.


<<You will send the data to me. I will pay you one million US dollars for your kind cooperation.>>


<<Sir?>> A million? Chianizzi sank slowly down into his chair. <<I shall email it to you at once - all of it. Shall I utilise your corporate address?>>


<<Yes.>>


The voice paused - then dripped sweet as poisoned fog through the telephone.


<<Send it under the cover “Iscariot”.>>




 




Chapter 14:

 



 



 




This time, it felt bad.


Lilith’s memory matrix was nothing but an empty shell - she had stripped it of energy in order to survive the chaos storm. Specific memories were few and far between.


But even so; this time, it felt bad.


She had come to lying on a street corner in Athens - a little girl of eight with a hip smashed to a pulp by a passing car. The pain felt like sweet torture - punishment for an eternity of sins. Lilith screamed in torment, holding onto the pain and letting it twist into her soul like a splintered knife.


The little girl had died - killed stone dead. Lilith had felt the golden dreamstrand twitch into existence, and had followed it down, stabbing home into the empty shell. Now she lay in a stolen body, trying to spend the minimum energy needed to keep the frame alive.


The femoral artery was severed - the rest had simply been shock. Lilith sealed the tiny cut, restarted the heart, and simply let the massive fractures bleed.


Old women in black had crowded about her, weeping in relief. A shop owner lifted her - screamed for an ambulance and cradled her against his chest. Lilith scanned the meat for memories - adjusted to the unique filing system that composed the bulk of every human brain - and found the images lying one by one beneath her mind.


Father.


She was Agape Koukopolis, eight years of age. She felt herself being carried - felt women flocking in around her - grandmothers, mother, aunt and sisters, all screaming in panic and love. Lilith jerked as the storm of emotion flooded into her - a raw blast of energy made bitter by the taste of their fear. Sickened, Lilith felt her mother take her little hand - cried softly from a pain inside herself that made shattered bones seem utterly like peace.


In the ambulance, in the hospital, an injured child drew instant sympathy. They poured emotion into her - doctors slaving and nurses bathing at her brow.


When it was over, Lilith lay in a hospital bed for an entire day.


She needed the energy - and so she suffered the pain. She let the bones stay broken - and sucked in a frenzy at the love and pain of an entire extended family. Old grandmothers in black - priests and aunties, grim truck-driving uncles and cheerful cousins. She wept softly as she felt them needing her to live. 



When her little brother begged her not to die, Lilith retched.


She felt utterly filthy. Knowing that she left still more pain behind her, Lilith abandoned the body and staggered back into the dreamlands.


She had her power; hit big enough to live simply upon for a year. Energy to maintain a new memory matrix - to let the shelves fill with new experiences.


To remember what she had just done.


Never again to forget what she was.


Ten thousand years of predation. She had watched the human race grow from hunter gatherers to space explorers - had danced at the courts of emperors, or ridden horses across wild, majestic plains…


She had lived an adventure founded upon other people’s torment.


Weeping, she fled to the one point still preserved in her memory as a place of perfect peace. She felt the concepts form - slipped sideways to the dream reflection of the image in her mind…


And found that her pursuer had been waiting there for her all along.

 “No…”


She spoke with a voice made dull and wretched by her shame. Ten thousand years old and as powerful as dreams, Lilith could only slump in absolute defeat.

 



 




Twigs popped quietly in a nice warm campfire; the smell of smoke seemed particularly sharp against the crisp perfection of the night. The scent lingered in tree branches, tossed slowly back and forth by moving leaves; an image built from memories of a family camp so long ago. Somewhere in the background, an old blue Morris eighteen hundred was sure to lurk behind the trees - a legacy of a father who had first helped David find the magic stream.


The castle stones shone ghostly grey as moonlight reflected from the stream. Behind them there yawned the dragon cave - somehow bigger and more sinister than David remembered in his waking mind. 



Then there was the ghost - a pale shape like a cobweb watching quietly from the trees.


And Carol, her face frozen in absolute dismay.

 “No…”


She sat as he had known she would - on the rock where he had painted her. She seemed the same - the same grave face and haunting eyes - long blonde hair caught up into its strange pony tails. Only her body seemed different; taller and more fluid, and with a skin that swam with half-seen patterns like a printed circuit board.


She turned horrified eyes upon David, and then shrank slowly away. White wings spread as she gathered herself to spring in terror from the stream.

 “Wait!”


She flapped like a wounded bird, weeping as she crawled away into the water. She wanted to flee - craved escape from his awful love, and yet could scarcely bring herself to move. She wept with ghastly, soul-wracking sobs and kept her face turned miserably away.

 “Go away, David! I’m killing you! Don’t you understand!”

 “I’m not going away.” David paced her, walking through dreamscape underbrush beside the stream. “I found you now - and I’m going to make you stay.”

 “Then you are committing suicide.”


Eyes red with weeping and face twisted with self loathing, Carol crouched and lifted her face towards her love.

 “Do you want to know what I just did, David Miller? Do you know what I’ve been up to while you taught yourself to dream? 


 “I’ve been a walking corpse, David. I made a little girl come back to life again, just to suck up her family’s love. And when I was done, I let her die again.”


He felt for her - he could taste the pain inside her words. David looked at her with sorrowing eyes and then stretched out his hands.

 “Carol…”

 “Carol Inkermann is dead!” Lilith sobbed behind her words. Her face forgave herself nothing. “She drowned in her own fucking vomit at a party in Croydon! 


 “The Carol you fell in love with was nothing but a sham. I am not a woman. I am a puppet of a woman.

 “Meat dancing on a string…”


David had taken enough. He faced her and firmly held out his hand.

 “Stop snivelling. Stop whining like something out of a vampire novel, and come over here and talk to me!”


She whirled, her eyes suddenly angry.

 “What the hell would you know about it, human?”

 “You think I’m ignorant - then teach me. But stop running away.” David strode into the water, and found it to be warm as silk. “I know how to find you now.”

 “Very clever.”


She was bitter. Bitter at herself - at David who had stung her with his childish barbs. She came out of the water, naked and exquisite, and knew how much he adored and desired her. She posed for him, letting her flawless beauty shine before him in her own strange light.

 “Do you love me, David?”

 “Yes.”

 “Good. It’s what I do. I make people love me. You were one of thousands.” Bitterness and failure dripped from every word. “I’m good at it, David. Even as an amnesiac, I still did it to you.”


David took her hands in his own, and felt the dream-touch strong and warm. Lilith stared past him, pale and frozen, and made a little noise like a wounded animal.


He touched her face, and she arched helplessly beneath his touch. Lilith came into David’s arms. He kissed her, and she wept; he adored her, and she cried. Her whole body yearned into his touch as he took her tears into his mouth.

 “I love you.”

 “No. No, you don’t.” The tears fell one by one in a face suddenly as lost and horrified as a broken child. “It’s what I do, David. It’s just… what I do! I made you think you love me.”

 “I do love you.” David’s eyes were serious; he held Lilith in the grip of his gaze. “I fell in love with someone who showed me art is life. I fell in love with someone who tilts their head like a bird when she watches how I smile.”


She gagged as he said the words. Her long fingers curled into claws that shook in self revulsion.

 “I love you, David! I love you!” The words choked her. “I am filth, David. Let me do just one thing right. Let me be noble.

 “Let me go…”

 “No.”


They made love under dream-willows; Lilith lacked the willpower to stop herself. David’s touch was unutterably perfect - moving her through the dream until she reeled with ecstasy. 



And he loved her…


The worst curse of a Succubi was to forever know exactly how others felt. She tasted the love; felt it pure and strong as a storm breeze pushing at her mind. She swayed beneath its power, then lost herself like a speck inside the wind.


Later - much later - she sat with her chin upon her knees watching autumn leaves swirl slowly down the stream. 



David sat beside her. The campfire had somehow moved itself closer, warming his skin. It should have been night - but the place seemed filled with the light of a golden morning. The man looked up at the green leaves above, then at the brown leaves drifting in the water and gave a little frown.

 “This place isn’t logical.”

 “It’s perfectly logical.” Carol/Lilith let him hold her, feeling the burden of her guilt crushing at her soul. “You have a father who remembers this place. He keeps it autumn - you keep it spring. Dreamscapes are the result of committee consensus.

 “As am I.”


David gripped her hand - a reminder to her of her own strength. 


 “You are yourself. Utterly unique.”

 “We are not born so. A succubus fights for existence from the moment they are conceived.”

 “We all do.” David was having none of her self pity. “Death is the same for all of us.”

 “Oh no, David Miller. It most certainly is not…”


She rose - liquid in her movements, with a casual grace learned across aeons of self reliance. She had never moved as a young girl should - had always held a lackadaisical confidence. David saw her now in all her glory, and wondered how he could ever have thought her to be young.


She stood watching him, standing with the eerie forest light making ghosts behind her wings.

 “Per me si vane la cittá dolente, per me si va ne l’etterno dolore. Per me si va la perduta gente.

 “Through me, you enter the city of sorrows. Through me you enter into eternal pain. Through me, you join the lost people.”


The ancient, grieving intellect held out one lean hand towards her love.

 “Come with me, David Miller. Come and I will show you the Wasteland…”


And so they flew…


He had flown in dreams before - but now he felt the experience with peculiar intensity. Holding tightly onto Lilith’s hand, he let her lift him up into a liquid marble sky.


They seemed to turn sideways, letting the lands around them change, rather than travelling physically from place to place. Carol/Lilith brought them closer to a strange little strand of golden light that veered beneath them as it plunged outward into the world of Dreams.

 “It’s a dream strand. A ‘tether’. It means there’s a dreamer in the Hub casting out into a dreamscape. One end connects to their physical body. The other to the land they’re walking now.”

 “Lands?” David looked about himself; he seemed to be in an endless forest of strangely dim, un-detailed trees. “Are there infinite dream worlds?”

 “The human imagination is not infinite. It is a thing in constant evolution. The dreamscapes are finite, but continually evolve.” The succubus flew effortlessly as an eagle; David just sort of clung on and floated like a naked pink blimp. Lilith guided them lazily above the dreamstrand with a cool flip of her wings. “I told you - it’s a consensus universe. We are leaves blown upon winds of your own making.”


They came into a land made of fallen buildings and metal spheres. Rust, chrome and ruin warred with one another. The surface seemed to be made from titanic metal cogs a kilometre or more across, all meshed together, turning the lands atop them slowly round and around. The air had a smell of dry dust and hot metal - a sharp stench that immediately evoked memories of welding classes back at school.


The scent proved powerful; the area about their landing point immediately took on a strange lustre of colour - blue metals and dry, flaking rust - images of car bodies found by creeks or crackling metal drums found in childhood adventures in abandoned junkyards. Lilith watched the terrain intensify, then walked on through a slick of water where oil floated patterns of rose and blood.

 “This is Mechanissima - the image of machines. It turned into this about two hundred years ago; before then, it was all stone monstrosities and faceless buildings.” Lilith stood and regarded the walls of an alien world. “The industrial revolution has much to answer for.”


Now that the terrain had settled, the whole landscape teemed with life. Things like green metal dung beetles rolled balls of rusting metal clumsily through the ruins - heads down and feet clicking as they went about their chores. 



The insects were gigantic - almost the size of a labrador. The seemed to be fashioned out of old TV sets, folded metal, broken glass and trash. Their eyes shone with flickered images stolen from TV. David felt his skin go crisp and cold with fascination; wide-eyed, he bobbed down to watch one creature as it passed.

 “What are they?”

 “Every dreamland has an ecosystem all of its own. Nature abhors a vacuum.” Carol looked at the insects as they scuttled slowly bye. “That’s how we came about - the ones who walk inside The Hub. Where there is a place for existence, then things will exist.

 “We are as real as any other fantasy…”


Crawling down the street came a vaguely lizard-like thing all made from cast off meat and old machinery. It crawled awkwardly, looking for discarded images to flesh out its scrawny bones. David watched the creature pass and wondered where he might have seen the thing before.

 “Is it dangerous here?”

 “Not while you’re alive. Not while you’re with me. It would take a rash creature to dare attack a succubi.”

 “Really?”

 “Really. We are the quintessence of this place, David. We are made from very powerful dreams.

 “Come.”


They walked on into realms of nightmare, where images of machinery crushing flesh and bone soared against polluted skies. Slowly the imagery shifted to a dreamscape of printed circuit boards and electronic parts, where shrieking skeletons crawled slowly along electric pathways. Here and there, grey faced beings sat and conversed with invisible partners, or hunched over keyboards typing away at frantic speed.


Beyond this point, the whole landscape seemed to simply go on and on into a polluted dusk. Lilith looked over the images and watched them with distaste upon her face, then selected a giant blue resistor made of crushed, compacted skulls and sat herself down.

 “You’ll recognise this place. You must have been here a hundred times. It stinks of that place you used to work in.”

 “What the hell is this place?”

 “Oh - Hell.” Lilith gave a quiet shrug. “A consensus of images of helplessness - or of fantasies about all-engulfing technologies. Secretaries come here - programmers, peace workers. This is where you come to have dreams about electronics; bad dreams about electronics. The good sections are closer to The Hub.”


There they ‘sat’; a dream-self David and his bodiless love. She felt the love flowing from him, and wearily closed her eyes.

 “When you wake up, you’ll be tired. Loving me comes at a ferocious cost, David Miller.”

 “Will I remember this?”

 “Maybe.” Lilith could not meet his eyes. “Why should I show you how?”

 “If you don’t, I’ll just find you again.”

 “I know.” She slipped off her perch. “Walk with me.”


They moved on through electronic lands, reaching places where the dreams grew dark and quiet. Lilith seemed to be looking for something, still following old dusty hints of dreamstrands long gone by. She drew a deep breath and gazed about a silent land, watching waves of stinging, icy mist ebb slowly back and forth.

 “We call it the Wheel of Dreams; the universe of life. At the centre, lies ‘reality’; The Hub. Radiating out from there are human fantasies. It makes this - the Wheel. A place where human dreams shape the universe. 


 “The further you go out, the more hellish it becomes - until the images themselves no longer retain any form. They break up - swirl in confusion like an electrical storm.

 “Chaos lies just beyond. A place where the imagination ends. No ideas - no concepts that hold their shape. Just madness - an ever changing storm where ideas are stripped of energy.”


She gazed into the darkness infinitely far ahead - to where the dreams grew thin and images flapped and crawled like broken birds. She stared at it with eyes as lost as winter winds.

 “There; the stormwall. I fell into it before I became Carol Inkermann. I dove into the chaos - and I survived.”

 “How?”

 “By sacrificing all that I had been, to preserve all that I could be.”


She swallowed hard, one hand clenching inside David’s grasp, and let the dream winds stir feathers of her hair.

 “Think of yourself as a bucket.” She gave a blink. “No - perhaps as a well. The personality rides above, and below extends the matrix which holds your memories.

 “The memory matrix requires… energy; like ink and paper make a book. You use a physical brain. We have no such short cuts. We ‘maintain’ through sheer force of will.

 “I was dying, David Miller. I could no longer bear to feed, and so the Pack caught me. I killed a dozen of them - for I am terrifying, David! But it was not enough.

 “And so I fled into the one place all others feared to follow.”


Silence. The dream world echoed to the hiss of mist as it scythed across a landscape made of molten bone. Somewhere in the distance, choir chants echoed in half-forgotten memory.


Lilith spoke as her wide eyes stared into nothingness.

 “I collapsed the matrix, and used the energy to buoy up my personality - preserving my “I am” at the cost of all “I was”.

 “The memories lie at the bottom of the well - a collapsed mass, forever lost. From time to time, one floats to the top - but in essence, they are gone…

 “I peer down into the darkness, half wondering what lies in the ooze. I no longer care to remember myself as I was.”


She lifted eyes to David.

 “Only what I have become, and what I wish I could be.

 “I love you, David. But it’s not enough.”


Miserable and hurting, she walked a few steps away and stared into the soil.

 “A few memories remain - just the feelings, not the details. A language here and there - a moment of elation, or of horror. Times that are such a part of me that I could never let them go.

 “I made a baby once, David. I wanted… wanted to do something. Make something real. It was in a place called Ho-shut Su-Sheppe; I hear they now call it Harapa. It was… perhaps five thousand BC. 


 “I loved that baby, David. While it was inside me, I made sure it would be perfect! I was a God-Empress then, and a city of two thousand people worshiped my every move. I had energy enough and more; young men would dream all year of the holy orgy where they might somehow win a place atop their queen.

 “I had all the energy I could use - and yet when the baby came, I could not help myself. It was mine, and so it loved me…

 “And I sucked it to a husk until it died.”


The horror was too far in her past for weeping. She looked down at hands that had once held a child, and slowly flexed her fingertips.

 “I can’t remember much. Just the feel of it inside my arms - the sensation of something sleeping against me in the night. As it sickened, I gave the thing to another king - begged him to foster the child. But it always loved me in its heart - and so the energy still came.

 “And my baby died.”


She spoke to the rhythm of the drifting wind, feeling her way through broken, fleeting memories.

 “I cannot turn it on or off, David. I will kill you unless I make you stop.”


He slowly stroked her hair, trying to understand a numbing universe of frightening ideas.

 “Is it only love that you… you eat?”

 “No.” She turned tragic eyes upon him, adoring him totally. “Even hate is an emotion - bitterness, betrayal… Your anguish tastes foul inside me.

 “You have to understand the horror of our condition, David. When a human dies, they come here - to the dreamscape. But we? Without energy, we unravel in the wind.”


She looked at him with eyes filled with bitterness.

 “We need belief, David Miller. If you don’t clap your hands, then Tinkerbell will die…”


She drifted in her own misery - mistress of a kingdom made of bones. David Miller relaxed against a cool, pleasingly shaggy outcrop of stone, and closed his eyes in reverie.

 “You were in Harapa?”

 “I built it.” She snorted; her voice held a sniff of pride. “I led the people in from their villages, and we made a wall to keep the bandit tribes away.” Lilith skimmed a fleck of rock across a shallow pool of oily water. “Just mud walls - but we coated them with white plaster and painted them with bulls.”

 “Jesus. What was the world like back then.”

 “I don’t remember. But I think it was empty. Empty and quiet. Beautiful and dangerous. Ideas were not so thick and fast - less people with less time for invention. But the ones we made were good. I was there when the potters first began selling glass they found inside their kilns.”


A memory rose unbidden - a fragment floating from the well. Lilith slowly sank her arms to her sides.

 “They took the first glass, and made a necklace for me. It was blue, like irises.

 “I wonder where that little necklace went…”


David gently tried to coax her on.

 “Were they good days?”

 “Yes… in their way.” Lilith blinked, staring across the void with sightless eyes. “Men had no way to store their dreams - and so we made writing, mathematics, song and poetry.

 “There were real heroes back then. Most of them are still here. I saw them when I was running from you - just glimpses into their private dreams.”

 “So you knew Gilgamesh?”

 “Ha!” The girl skimmed another rock across the pond. “Oh, I knew him! I think we fought once. He tried to beat me up and take the secret of immortality.”


David watched her coming alive, utterly fascinated by what he saw and heard. “Did he get it?”

 “No. There isn’t one.” The girl jerked her chin towards a distant Hubward horizon. “He still has a city here. In the shadowlands. Beautiful. The gods sing for him and the trees are filled with flowers.”


Fascinated, David tucked his feet up under himself, sitting cross-legged upon a rock made of dreams.

 “A city of Sumerians? So do they plot, plan and intrigue? Do they stab each other, have wars and die?”

 “I do not know about the afterlife, David. I do not have one.”


It had been the wrong note; it had put her thoughts back onto the subject of her condition. David gripped onto the excitement she had spun for him before, and drew her back into its spell.

 “But there are moments you can remember.” He kept one hand on her own, the other stroking at her face as he gazed in rapture at her face. “What things were too precious to let go?”


She strained to remember. Eyes closed, Lilith fished for images in the dark.


There were only fragments; a thought, a feel, a word. Lilith swam through the blank currents of her mind.

 “I remember following the herds down mountains just after I was born. The race was so young; we made villages of reeds, reaped the wild grasses - and when I danced, the young men showered me with flowers. Then one day we walked to find a wonder - and for the first time, I beheld the sea…

 “I remember dancing at the court of the Emperor Chou Shao-Shi. His chariot horses were draped in tiger skins, and his men wore boots of leopard hide. A sorcerer had come to trade swords made of iron. I danced in silks of apple green, then gave my dancing fans to a little girl.”


Her face was lost in total rapture - an emotion so profound it transformed her face into a mask of wonderment.

 “And one day, I heard that you had reached the moon.

 “The moon! My god but I was proud…”


David watched her, feeling himself tingle as he touched upon an ancient mind - older than the mountains and forever younger than the dawn. 



She was beautiful - because through all the long and blurry centuries, she had kept her love of wonder alive and pure.

 “Did you know Leonardo? Or Raphael?”

 “I don’t remember. I think so. But Italy was the only place to be during the middle ages! Better clothes, and the cooking was divine.” Lilith let herself smile in memory. “I can’t remember much. But I think that you went further then if you manifested as a smooth skinned little boy…”

 “You were a man?”

 “Lots of times! I prefer being a woman. In my mind, I am always female. I don’t think I do men very well.” Her vision was misty as she fondly gazed across the rippling wilderness of dreams.

 “In the dreamworld, you see me as I see myself. You see me as your Carol.”


She fidgeted; the mood of self hate had gone, to be replaced with something more tenuous and wistful. 



David watched her face with a gentle sense of wonder.

 “You love the world, don’t you.”

 “Yes.” Had she been flesh and blood, she would have cried. “I never want to leave it.”

 “Then tell me. Why would Morgana and the others turn on you?”


David sat like a monkey on a rock, his fingers running across the stubble of his head. Lilith turned to him, her eyes glittering with ancient intelligence.


She looked at him as she always did when he surprised her - with her head tilted slightly to one side.

 “You’ve spoken to her. You’ve spoken to Morgana.”

 “She came looking for me. She told me what you all are.” The man spread his broad spatulate fingers like a fan. “She said you were like a guardian. What do you guard?”

 “Reality.”


Lilith hopped up onto the rock beside him, naked and wonderful. She tucked her heels beneath her chin and let her wings shelter David’s back.

 “Humanity is very precious, David. The dreams it dreams - the things it can do. The human adventure is utterly without price.” A cool wind stirred Lilith’s hair; the space beneath her wings was beautifully warm. 


 “There was a time when men believed in gods - and so we were gods to them. To be stronger, faster - to survive mortal wounds… It was all part of the tapestry. But then men wanted to believe in themselves - and so I made a law.

 “A good parasite does not destroy its host. Humanity is to be nurtured, but never harmed - lived with, not lived upon. The dream peoples are never to interfere in the shaping of your world - for your lives shape your dreams, and your dreams define our universe. For the good of all, no succubus can be allowed to change the nature of The Hub.”

 “Then ask yourself - if they fear you so much, then why risk attacking you?” David span the words out one by one like strands of crystal. “What prize could possibly be worth the risk of absolute oblivion?”


Lilith stiffened. Her pupils widened as she weighed the question in her mind. David turned to look towards her face.

 “Morgana has work in France, remember? She was in Paris for a reason. The music is just an accident.

 “She has a goal - and your destruction was the first part of her plan. And that plan is something that effects reality.”


Lilith rose, ruffled pure white feathers, then turned to fix David in the eye.

 “I’ll come back with you.”

 “Good.”

 “I’ll come back into Carol Inkermann.” The succubus worked her wings in agitation. “Damn. Is the body safe?”

 “It’s in St Pancras’ hospital in London. You’re in a coma.”

 “Shit. It’s going to take every drop of energy I’ve got just to repair the goddamned thing!”


She paced, wings flicking like an agitated hawk. Her strange hairdo stirred and shifted as she paced and turned. David watched her walk back and forth, chewing on his bottom lip as he thought.

 “You need emotional energy? Any emotional energy?”

 “As long as it’s directed straight towards me. Distance effects the yield. Good feelings taste better than bad.”

 “`s cool! We can fuel you!” David hopped nimbly from his perch and gripped the succubus by the hand. “Meet you at Victoria station at eleven AM tomorrow! We’ll get you ‘breakfast’, then see what we can do.”


The man scanned the dreamscapes with a frown.

 “So how do we get out of here?”

 “There.”


An elegant finger pointed to where a strand of golden thread ran off into the wilderness. David frowned in surprise as he recognised it as his own dreamstrand. Where it tethered itself to him was anybody’s guess.

 “So I just…”

 “It’s like elastic. Lose concentration on this place, and you’ll reel backwards.” Lilith let the wind tussle her, and watched David with her head tilted - her face twisted by a wry smile. “You remember dreams better if you wake up with a shock.”

 “A shock? Right.”


They kissed softly - clingingly, then slowly dragged apart. David turned to go, picking his way back along the track of his own dreams. At the rim of the rocks, he hesitated and turned about with a frown.

 “Were you really a man?”

 “If it bothers you - I faked all my orgasms.”

 “Now you sound like Jason.” David gave a wave. “Hey - see you on the other side…”

 “See you tomorrow.” Lilith returned the wave, then arched an eyebrow and sniffed slightly at the air.

 “By the way - your beans are burning.”

 



 



“Jesus!”


David shot bolt upright in bed, trapped like an insect wrapped in spider silk. He thrashed in panic, the world suddenly seemed shockingly bright and red. He tried to free his arms - felt something cutting at his chin - then felt a zipper burst apart and free his tangled limbs.


The stink of burning almost choked him. David crawled out of his sleeping bag, blinking in shock. His campfire had burned down to coals, and a pot of beans sent filthy smoke scorching through the air.


He felt his heart hammering with the fright of his awakening. 



Something felt uncomfortable. David twisted his face in disbelief, gingerly felt inside his tracksuit pants- and made a noise of disgust and surprise.


Making love in the land of dreams had some definite disadvantages.


Lilith.


She’d be waking up as Carol tomorrow morning. David stripped himself free of his sleeping bag, then snatched his pot of burnt beans from the fire and tossed it on the grass.


The dream remained in his mind with perfect clarity. Beside him the stream bubbled through the woods - old castle stones shone like ghosts inside the firelight. David’s painting of Carol as he had seen her on that perfect day stood at his side. The painting begun on the day when they had first fallen in love.


David’s gateway to the woman of his dreams.


Eleven AM tomorrow at Victoria station. That meant catching the seven AM bus from the village. There would be no point in sleeping any more tonight. David reached for a plastic bag of tea - remembered that his one and only pot was caked in a sludge of burnt baked beans, and then subsided back onto the ground with a sigh.


And his one and only tracksuit pants were wet…


Leaning back against a tree bole, David tossed more twigs on the coals and perched excitedly to await the coming dawn.

 



 




She came awake to annoying sensations – sticky-tape across her eyes, a tube in her mouth, and more puncture wounds than Christ upon the cross. Irritated, Lilith drew the revolting pipe out of her throat, peeled open her eyes, and began plucking drips and needles from her arms.


Some sort of alarm went off. Lilith almost jumped out of her borrowed skin; she eyed the nest of machinery around the bed - then hit a monitor with her fist and made the screen turn black.


Pushing back the covers, she squandered energy. Muscle tone needed rebuilding - which meant stripping fat out of an already wasted frame. She needed breakfast; real food to provide protein strands she could turn back into muscle. Then she’d need an energy bleed just to keep herself alive.


Someone had taken her watch. The window was grey - not surprising for London - but whether it was too early or too late, Lilith couldn’t tell. Unsteady on her weakened legs, she tottered up out of bed and stuck her head into the hall.

 “Hey! Anybody got the time?”


A bedpan hit the ground with a crash. Two nurses simply stood and stared. Lilith gave a curse, then dipped back inside her room to find a mirror and a comb.


She looked a total mess. Carol’s hair had been tucked into two pigtails that stuck out on either side of her head like a teenage softball star. A hospital comb began whipping through long golden locks as Carol stared in irritation at her pale, unhealthy skin. 


 “Miss Inkermann?”


A bewildered nurse crept in through the door, gaining courage as she saw her patient fussing with her hair. “Miss Inkermann - how do you feel?”

 “Hungry. Annoyed. And I hate waking up this early in the day.” Rubber bands had to suffice as hair ties. Lilith began to think dire thoughts about Carol Inkermann’s parents. “Did they leave me any clothes?”

 “What?”

 “Clothes? Didn’t anybody leave me any clothes?


Her hospital gown was shorter than a mini skirt, and left a gaping patch of skin showing all the way behind. Not exactly street wear for a modern age. Carol opened up a cupboard, but found only oxygen equipment and a pile of paperwork obviously waiting for her untimely demise.


Great. Fine. No money, no breakfast - and now her bum was getting cold.

 “Where are my damned clothes?”

 “Miss Inkermann - I’ll just fetch a doctor!”

 “Why - is he wearing them?”


The nurse backed away, making placatory motions with her hand to hold Lilith in her place. “Just stay here - I’ll fetch the duty doctor.”


She raced off in search of the doctor, all ready to report Carol Inkermann’s miracle recovery. She left in a rush - leaving Carol alone with lab coats, a half a cup of tea and three quarters of a bacon and egg sandwich.


Lilith helped herself, finding a coat almost long enough to reach to her mid thighs. With the sandwich hanging from her mouth, she walked down the corridor - found an elevator, and disappeared inside.

 “Miss Inkermann?”


A nurses shout came a little bit too late. Lilith crammed the sandwich in her mouth, dusted off the crumbs from her hands, and faced the elevator door, all ready for what promised to be one of her better days.

 






 




Chapter 15:

 



 



 



 “My baby! My baby!” The woman’s voice peaked into a gasp of relief. “Oh my baby!”


Tired, scorched and filthy, Lilith slid down a poplar tree and planted a blanket-wrapped bundle into the hand of an ancient, weeping woman. The bundle squirmed, then jerked as a panicked Burmese cat popped its head out into the open air. The old woman wept and made clucking noises while Lilith shyly shuffled her feet.

 “There she is!”


A camera crew charged for Lilith like a block of Viking raiders bursting through a nunnery door. For a moment she froze in vague memory - and then found herself surrounded by microphones.

 “Miss - when did you first see the fire?”

 “Do you have relatives inside?”

 “Was anyone hurt? Anyone left behind?”


Stunned by their manic eagerness, Lilith could only make vague gestures with her hands. A big arm snaked through the feeding frenzy of reporters, wound about Lilith’s shoulders and steadied her against the energy flow.

 “She just happened to be passing - that was all. Just happened to be passing!”


A microphone tried to reach David’s mouth - ground up against his nose - and then tried jamming itself into his ear.

 “Sir! Sir - have you been inside?”

 “Hell no! But this girl is a hero! You ask the old folks. Carried three of them out of the flames, then went straight back in there and saved a cat!”


Lilith was battered by more reporters, and then suddenly left standing stunned and alone as the reporters swarmed towards a fireman dragging a body from the flaming wreckage of the Putney old age people’s home. Husbands of rescued wives tottered over towards Lilith and murmured words of thanks - their love so profound that Lilith felt it flushing her cheeks her like fine brandy taken in the snow. The rescued pensioners watched her - thanked her, and David smiled, leaning against a tree as he fiddled with an ancient CB radio. 



The TV cameras panned across him again, and he gave a wave. Annoyed, Lilith stomped over to him and dragged him quickly out of view.

 “Didn’t you say Carol’s parents had some sort of writ out against you?”

 “Hell yes!” David seemed mightily pleased by the idea. “They’ll chuck a fit when they see us on TV!”


Lilith could feel the soot and ashes caked in her hair and felt her body screaming for a shower. Filth always soured her good humour.

 “Great. Morgana probably watches the TV news.”

 “Maybe she does.” David seemed blasé about the whole affair; he was having enormous fun with his day. “Can’t hurt for her to know you’re pumping up and getting ready for her!”


Blackened by smoke and with her pony tails singed by a half dozen trips into a burning retirement home, Lilith settled the energy stolen from the gratitude and hero worship of the inmates. She had walked calmly into the flames alone - wrenching fallen roofing aside or punching holes through plasterboard walls to make escape routes for the oldsters caught inside. David had found the blaze by scanning emergency radio bands, and still seemed keen for more.

 “So this is what it’s like being a sidekick! Hey Ca - Hey Lilith, we should get you a costume and a cape!”

 “It was only ordinary muscle power.” Lilith felt surly in the face of her success. “I just happen to know how houses burn. I’ve torched a few of them in my time.”

 “Cool. Show me sometime!” David twiddled knobs, scanning the radio waves. “Hey - there’s a multi-car pileup on the M-25!”

 “Pass!”

 “Yeah - we’d be too late to help.” David looked up in sudden eagerness. “Maybe we could go somewhere and cause accidents of our own!”

 “David!” Lilith pulled his earphones off and propelled him away from the fire scene. “Enough!”

 “We could torch my old workplace!”


The idea was all too attractive; Lilith let the thought hang briefly on her mind, then let it fall. She dragged David off into the bushes - out into a side alley filled with fire department cars, and off into the streets of Putney.


A scorched cloth purse had been jammed down the front of Lilith’s tee shirt. She plucked it out and immediately began counting out the bills. David saw the money and was totally scandalised.

 “Jesus! You stole money from an old lady’s room?”

 “Eh - it would have burned up in five minutes anyway. She’ll get it back from insurance.” Two hundred and five pounds; quite a lot of money for an old lady. “At least I saved all her photo albums.” The energy hit from that one had been sweet. “David - you are so stuffy about money! I want lunch, I want a shower - and I want something to wear other than your tee shirt and spare damned jeans!”

 “Ah.” David had snatched Lilith into his arms at Victoria station - then had orchestrated a master plan for finding her some morally acceptable sources of energy. He seemed oblivious to the fact that Lilith’s worldly possessions consisted of a stolen lab coat, a hospital gown, a borrowed sweaty tee shirt and a dirty pair of his old jeans. The borrowed clothing fitted her like a circus marquee.

 “Hey - do you have any memories of your little knickknack caches at all?” David prodded happily, trying to be helpful. “We could sell some stuff and get a hotel room.”


Lilith merely felt tired, filthy and annoyed.

 “Sure! Back in the Boer war I buried a bunch of one pound notes left over from the siege of Mafeking. All printed by Baden Powell on photo plates. They should be worth a fortune by now!”

 “Shit!” David felt absolutely stunned. “Mafeking siege notes! Where did you bury them?”

 “Mafeking.” Lilith sorted out unfamiliar notes in her hand, and figured she had enough to pay for taxi fare and a motel. “Come on - I need a shower.”


Lilith found a taxi on a street nearby - a black cab crewed by a man who seemed fascinated by the nearby fire. The girl rapped imperious knuckles upon the bonnet, only to have the driver pointedly ignore her and go back to staring at the flames.

 “We need a taxi.”


Lilith’s voice could have scythed the tops of diamonds; the taxi driver favoured her with a brief little glare.

 “I’m on me break!”

 “God but Britain can be tedious.” Lilith wrenched open the taxi doors and clambered down inside. “We’ll be having a shag on your backseat if you need us!”


That one moved him. The man cursed and fought his way into the driver’s seat, starting up the car.

 “The nearest road motel will do.” David let the heavy CB radio sit like lead inside his travel bag. “Hey - this taxi’s insured, right? Ever considered the advantages of being a media star?”

 “David!”


Lilith snapped her voice like a whip, and David hunched irritably into the back seat of the car. Feeling rather miffed, he muttered to himself over lost opportunities all the way to the hotel…

 … where a shared shower served to greatly raise his outlook upon life.

 



 



 “Where do you dream?” Morgana’s eyes, sharp and intense as obsidian blades glittering by a fire, held a strange new magic. “If you had one place where you could lie down and simply dream - where would it be?”


They lay atop a bed of speaker stacks - a rough bed covered with a rude layer of movers’ blankets. With her clothes rumpled and her face still flushed with afterglow, Patricia Ng lay with her black hair spread across the makeshift bed, breathing in the dizzy scent of her lover’s skin.


Morgana - completely naked and utterly magnificent - softly stroked at her lover’s golden skin.

 “Where would you go?”

 “I don’t know.” Patricia’s eyes were still glazed - the pupils wide and black from an endorphin high that had left her drifting in a daze. It was one hour until their next performance - and Patricia Ng was hopelessly in love. “Somewhere old. Dreams always seem to live in places that are old.”

 “Then it will be somewhere very precious. Somewhere you have dreamed about before.” Morgana’s fingers were loving, strong, and fearfully skilled. Each touch of her hand stroked like a cat-fur glove across the soul.

 “Perhaps we should ask Jason?” Morgana fished for a microphone.

 “Jason - where would you like to dream?”


A jerk far across the backstage floor betrayed a hidden presence. Patricia jerked upright, cheeks aflame, cramming a movers’ blanket across her open shirt.

 “Oh shit! He’s here?”

 “He was here.” Morgana drifted inside a strange sea of utter love and perfect calm. “It doesn’t matter. He is part of us. He is part of everything we are.”


Jason had sat quietly in a cubby hole with his earphones on. Morgana’s words woke him from his reverie. He slipped the earphones down around his neck, then turned slowly around to gaze up towards his friends.


In his hands was a computer disk.

 “You left this for me this morning.” His eyes watched Morgana as though she were some incredible wild animal spotted roaming fine and free. “Is it for tonight?”

 “It’s for every night! The ballad of Morgana, Jase and Patti.” Morgana drew on a windcheater, then freed her hair with a smile. “I made it because I feel wonderful! And because suddenly there are beautiful blue skies!”

 “It’s exquisite.” Jason ran the music through speakers; it seemed to be played upon some sort of harp. Not a Celtic harp - but possibly a Greek lyre played with an eerie tenderness and skill.

 “Why this music?”

 “It comes from a hymn to Orpheus. I made it for you. I made it for you both - because I really do love you.”


Morgana said the words - knew that she meant them - and felt an answering surge of fear and relief from both her partners. She turned slowly, letting her dark eyes see them; she looked deep and long, and found them staring strong and sharp in reply.


They had changed; something was different. Morgana sensed it, and yet her excitement left no space for suspicions in her mind.


They would be turning on the speakers soon. The surge of current would be uncomfortable. Morgana happily slid down to the floor, wrestling her skirt back into place.

 “I’m going to sing something else for you tonight. I’m going to sing it in front of an audience of thousands.”


Morgana turned; she gazed upon her creative partners - the other two thirds of her first and only pure joy - and let them see the sorcery in her eyes.

 “The love will never be taken away from me again. I will win the right to create. I will win the right to my own soul!

 “And then I shall be yours forever more…”


The concert began as they all did, with Dark Childe’s pretentious, vapid Gothic imagery. They sang words in German - words torn from operas that they had never truly heard. They quoted the French poet Arthur Rimbaud without ever once letting his images touch their souls. The guitar riffs were there, and they were all that ever gave the performance mood and substance. Morgana watched and knew that Dark Childe was no longer a worthy stepping stone. It was time to let them fall and allow Patti to take her own band’s fate into her hands.


Patti was strong enough now. She had learned - and Morgana had fed her on the savage medicine of her own trust. Love might drain her body, but it had strengthened Patricia’s soul. Morgana felt a real future trembling just within her reach, and watched the crowded auditorium with a dazed, feral smile.


A future…


Dark Childe finished their second set - and the lead singer’s whore spared a dark, vicious glance towards Morgana. Morgana felt a tinge of triumphant anticipation to the other woman’s hate, yet for once was so aflame with her own affairs that she let the warning slide her by.


She strode up onto the stage in a daze, feeling the audience’s energy flame against her skin. They wanted Morgana, Patricia and Jason; the real listeners were out there, sewn like dragon’s teeth in rich, dark soil. Morgana held the hands of her two companions and sank into a bow, using manners a thousand years old - then moved away from the speakers and their coils of electric wiring.


Their music was both an experience and a manifesto; a statement powered by optimism and an ageless love. Jason’s humour, Patti’s love and Morgana’s soaring energy combined into something far more powerful than the parts which made the sum. Morgana heard the magic, and knew that finally she had the chance to create beauty in the world.


She sang like an archangel. Her skills had been honed by centuries of practice, and suddenly brought to life by passion. Patti played on a hollow trilobite - Morgana backed Jason’s synthesiser with a moose-skull xylophone. For one moment in a blur of centuries, Morgana felt utterly alive.


And so, as the concert ended, she took a lyre calmly from the wall. She bid her companions sit, and then turned to face them as she wove a song which took them in a grip of velvet dreams.


She made her music first in the Attic tongue - the language of Pericles; the language she had first awoken to more than twenty five centuries before…

 … and then she sang the words in English, so that they might know, and somehow understand.


When she had finished, the bridge between her past and present finally was done. She gave a bow towards a silent audience - and then walked softly back into the shadows of backstage…

 … where the sudden roar of adoration from the crowd crashed against her like the blade edge of a storm, making her sink softly to her knees. She felt the energy of a crowd’s acclimation - she felt the love flow from Jason and Patricia and let her senses swim. The borrowed body - beloved frame - shivered as its skin took on a chill of purest wonderment.


She knelt inside a puddle. Morgana never registered the damp until it was too late. A shock ripped up through her spine, crashing her against the walls like a broken toy. Morgana pitched forward, muscles jerking as she thrashed and foamed across the ground.


There was a stink of burnt flesh. Unable to scream, Morgana blankly felt energy tearing at her mind. Part of Morgana recognised electric shock, even as she tried to crawl away across the dripping ground.

 “Bitch!”


The voice was familiar; the girl from Dark Childe. She must have hidden beneath the stage. The road crew and the stage were out of view. Morgana could only drag herself painfully across the floor and roll to face her enemy


The girl had a cable in her hand - the end sparking as frayed, cut wires touched. She snarled and stabbed it down onto Morgana’s flesh, and the Succubus gave a silent, jerking scream.


The spasms continued long after the electric shock had gone. Morgana felt her dream self thrash in frenzy as it tried to keep control.

 “Bitch!”


And then there was a sound - a sharp thud - followed by yet more stink of burning flesh. This time the lights outside in the auditorium dimmed as fuses blew. 



Hands pulled at Morgana. She blinked and stared at familiar faces, unable to unscramble images and sort them in her mind.

 “Hold her! Hold her tight!”


Hurting and frightened, Morgana poured energy into damaged nerves and synapses, using force rather than skill to make temporary repairs. Swimming in agony, she closed the wounds, triggering cells to regenerate - making dead flesh split away and fall. Blood vessels re-knit, and the shuddering of Morgana’s hands finally ceased. She let visual images settle - cleared the interference - and then felt them jitter as the lights flickered back on in the packed auditorium.

 “Wait! Keep the power off!” Jason’s voice - frightened but strong. “No power! The cables run under the floor boards here.”


They helped her sit - ambulance men came to check her, but she waved them away. Morgana felt herself being held tight in loving arms and watched, dazed, as a twisted corpse was lifted to a stretcher at her side.


The Dark Childe girl. 



Electrocuted.


There was more healing to be done. Morgana cursed herself for falling into a simple trap - for letting the wiring be run under the thoroughfare. If it had been the work of another Succubus, she would be dead; her dream self ripped bloody while it thrashed in shock outside The Hub.


There was a policeman and policewoman - questions. Morgana shook her head and wiped a hand across her eyes.

 “I didn’t see her. Not until the shock hit.”

 “Guess she must have caught most of it.”

 “I’m alright. I didn’t see her till the shock hit…”


Strong hands picked her up, leading her towards an ambulance, but then veering her away into a crowded carpark. London’s night sky was a foul tobacco brown - a brown shot through with the now malevolent glare of neon signs. Morgana heard a car door open, then found herself sitting on worn red leather seats in a Volkswagen covered with lengths of vacuum hose.

 “Breathe deep and slow.”

 “Is she alright?”

 “She’s coming out of it.” Jason’s voice - and Patti. “There’s water in the squeeze bottle by the door.”


A drink felt good; Morgana needed the hydration to replace the water in burnt cells. She would strip needed building blocks from her own body fat (memo - next time, try storing more body fat instead of being such a beanpole). She’d sacrifice some cleavage for the sake of hasty repairs.


Coherence suddenly came back, and Morgana opened up her eyes.


She sat in Jason’s car, breathing cold night air. Traffic lights gave an eerie glow to the scene. Patti held her - Jason supported them both. He passed Morgana a water bottle and watched carefully as she drank.


She put the bottle down - looked at her two loves, and suddenly felt tired.

 “How long have you known?”


Patti stroked Morgana’s face with intense, white fingered hands.

 “It doesn’t matter.”

 “How long?”


Jason answered as he fished behind the driver’s seat for beer.

 “Two days. David told us on the phone. “

 “Bastard!”

 “I thought he’d really lost it - until I watched the way you move.” Jason had found bottles of beer emblazoned with pictures of Chinese River Dolphins, and passed the treasures around. “Did you know you actually circle around electrical machinery? You’ll use a twelve volt computer, but not a two-forty volt blender.

 “Then I found “Felicity’s” parents. They tell me she couldn’t play a note.”

 “Fuck.”


Morgana felt stupid. Tired and stupid. She rested her face inside her hands.


Patti held her, rocking her inside a faith that never failed.

 “Morgana. What language was that song you sung?”

 “Attic Greek.” Morgana felt defeated. “We spoke it in Athens, back when I was young. Two and a half thousand years before you two were born.”

 “Yes.” Patti kept strong fingers supporting Morgana’s head. “That girl is dead. I killed her. I hit her, and she fell on the power cord.”

 “It’s alright.” Morgana leaned into the caress, feeling weary. “They’ll see it as an accident. Backstage wiring. No one saw us fight.”

 “David said that you could have decapitated the bitch with your bare hands.”

 “David should learn how to shut the fuck up.”


Morgana felt better. She’d had power in plenty, and body repairs for surface burns were easy. Once the shock wore off, she felt herself tingling in a daze.


Patti rose, wiping her palms against her dress.

 “There’ll be TV cameras. I’ll go talk to them. We can get some publicity for free.” Strangely controlled, the girl let her long black hair fall past her face. “Rest here. Then we’ll go somewhere and talk.”


Morgana searched blankly into the minds about her, then looked at her two friends in blank astonishment.

 “You still love me.”

 “Always.”

 “Only because you don’t understand what I am.”

 “No.” Jason cradled Morgana in his arms. “But we know what you want to be.”


Morgana fell back into an unfaltering embrace. Up above her, the London sky spread wide and muddy brown - but to Morgana, it seemed suddenly strewn with stars…

 



 




David stirred - groaned, and then humped up and down like an bull elephant seal crossing a beach. Trapped beneath the blankets, he gave a sad moan as he fought to make his head stubble emerge into the light.


Sitting cross-legged on the dresser with her eyes on her sewing, Lilith gave the man a little smile.

 “Tired?”

 “Oh God…” David made the sounds of a beached and dying whale. “Oh my god…”

 “I told you - you’ll pay for each little taste of honey!”

 “Oh-my-god.” David’s hand feebly groped its way free from the bedcovers. “I can’t believe I’m being screwed to death by a ten thousand year old schoolgirl.”

 “Look on it as a fantasy come true.” Invigorated by stolen energy, Lilith sat naked on the furniture, stitching happily away as she spoke. “You have to get up now. We have to be out of here!”


Blurrily groping for the radio-clock, David’s face was a mirror of weariness and pain.

 “Um - Carol?”

 “Lilith.”

 “Clilith.” David felt too fuddled to worry with distinctions. “It’s… It’s only ten PM. Aren’t we going to sleep?”

 “No. They’ll be here soon.”


She finished sewing her dress - a patchwork of petals cut from the back of the hotel’s expensive leather couches, bright curtains and fittings. Fluffing it out before her own critical eye, Lilith snipped a thread short with her teeth then jumped down onto the floor.

 “They’ll have been following you all along. Not the ones who trashed your house - but the ones who put them up to it.”

 “They?”

 “Succubi.” Lilith fluffed out her new-made dress, and seemed pleased with the results.

 “Morgana was in Paris with Jason - so she didn’t search your house. No - it was someone else. Someone who wanted me destroyed.” Happily buck naked, Lilith tugged homemade leggings up above her knees. “My bet is it’s The Pack - the same flock of little bastards that blew my memory matrix away in the first place.”

 “So you want revenge?”


Lilith looked at him with that strange, lovely head tilt as she turned the question over in her mind. 


 “In retrospect - I prefer to be what I am, than what I was. Life is… different now.”


She dragged on long home made, fingerless gloves.

 “But they want something. Something dangerous. I need to discover what they know.”


David whipped himself out of bed, found jeans and a tee shirt, and began getting dressed.

 “So you think they know we’re here?”

 “They’ll have been following you ever since you revisited your home. They know you’ve seen Morgana. Now they’ll know that you’ve rejoined with me.

 “They’ll have their orders now. They’ll strike once it gets dark.”

 “Oh please.” David laced hiking boots on tight, then checked the Kea gun’s twin hammers with his thumb. “Creatures of the night?”

 “Ooooh, they like the night! They think it makes them more terrifying.” The girl struggled into her new dress, pulling up a zipper filched from one of the hotel couches. “On a practical level, it makes escape and evasion of the police force so much easier. When I get more power, I’ll try and tweak up your night vision.”

 “Really?”

 “Hey - if you were a woman, I’d remove your cellulite. Come on!”


Ready for a jaunt into the city, Lilith stood before David with her face lit by a smile. Her eyes were lit with inner calculations - but the face, the pose, the attitude was everything he had come to adore. Feeling weak at the knees, David tottered forward to take his lover by the hand.

 “This is one hell of a price for honey!”

 “It’s good honey.” Lilith passed a flask of watered wine. “Come on - we’ll go look for trouble.

 “I love you, David Miller.”


She had a hawk’s eyes and an avenging angel’s wings. With her lover at her side, Lilith, oldest of an ancient race, stepped out into the London night to seek her enemies.


They were in the West End, at a classical hotel in the quiet streets around the British Museum. The streets were lined with dark, old trees; genteel Victorian house fronts were masked by spiked iron rails. Here and there a restaurant spread light into the road, while the taxis drifted up and down like fireflies in the breeze. The roar of London traffic made a background noise as soothing as the surf upon a distant shore.


Lilith linked arms with David Miller, feeling soft and warm against his side. With the night breeze in her face, she walked quietly along and spoke into the wind.

 “How do you find the world, David? Does it disillusion you too much?”

 “I still don’t like those bugs.” David hunched against a feather of cold night air. “But I want to see! I want to feel it as it really is!

 “What else is there? What haven’t I yet seen?”

 “Oh - there’s much you won’t have found.” Lilith lifted her chin and let the sky flow past closed eyes. Even with her memory a blank tablet, there were images hiding here and there. “Ghosts walking the streets of shadow cities, and the echoes of old gods. I’ve forgotten so many places. But I remember places in the Wheel - dreamlands I can show you. Places where the statues sing, or where the world shivers to the power of an endless waterfall. Places where the foxes all have butterfly wings, and where songs sigh in the breezes of a silken sea.

 “We’ll find them, you and I. I promise you.”


David looked down at the woman walking by his side, his eyes grey and deep with thought.

 “What about us.”

 “I love you David. But I know you cannot ration love.” The succubus sadly ruffled pure white wings. “As long as you care for me, I will take from you.”


Her eyes stayed fixed blankly on the pavement as she walked.

 “I don’t know what to do.”


David walked slowly and steadily, giving the woman’s arm a squeeze.

 “But first we find Morgana.”

 “Yes. First we find what she intends.”


She walked beside him, and he measured her in his mind; brilliant, eccentric, and warmed by a strange sense of child-like wonder. She felt his look and smiled as they walked slowly along streets lined with Volvos and rental cars.

 “David?”

 “Yes?”

 “Run.”


She shoved him towards a Volvo and then made a spectacular dive and roll just as a car halted in the road. A shotgun blasted from the car window, blowing a thick chunk of bark from the trees. David blinked, numbed by the blast, half aware of a deadly streak of movement at his side.


The car diver stamped on the accelerator - a poor choice of move. Lilith needed but an instant of spinning tyres. She slammed herself low against the car door and tore the shotgun straight from the shooter’s hands.


She blew out the front tyre - pumped the shotgun slide, and coldly shot the gunner’s face away. Someone screamed inside the car - a pistol shot broke the windscreen, and then Lilith severed the driver’s hand with another blast. A pistol, still gripped in a woman’s fist, hit the dashboard as blood spattered bright across the glass.


Lilith struck with the gun butt, snapping the driver’s other arm. She wrenched open the car door, pulled a corpse free from the passenger’s seat, and ripped the mutilated driver from the car.

 “David - go north!”


She held her shrieking victim by the hair, and crushed the woman’s larynx with one axe-blow of her hand. The screams were shockingly cut short; Lilith lifted the mutilated body, left the guns lying in the road, and ran off into the darkness of the streets.


Four blocks of hasty turns lost the battle site behind them. Lilith found an alcove between two yellow dumpsters filled with balls of packing tape and tossed her victim hard against the wall. The mutilated woman thrashed immaterial black bat wings, looking like a bird hit by a car.


Lilith saw the shock and horror on David’s face, and shook her head.

 “She’s a succubus - remember? The body isn’t hers.”

 “Yeah. Right.”


Strips of yellow packing tape bound the other succubus like a sausage in a roll; Lilith was perfectly aware of how much muscle force an enhanced body could apply. She waited while her victim healed shattered blood vessels, sitting on her heels beside the trash.

 “And now, we shall have words together.”


The other succubus had eyes glazed bright with shock. She was blonde - a thin, elegant woman with expensive American fashion wear. She spat blood from her mouth, broken vocal chords bubbling as she tried to form her words.

 “Wh-what… do you want?”

 “Oh, I don’t want anything!” Pale and slim, Lilith looked down upon the other girl and gave a strange, dreamy smile. “I aim to torture your body to death until you leave it - and then hunt you down in the Dream Wheel and kill your worthless soul.”


Her victim made a noise of fear; Lilith reached down to caress the woman’s face, gazing at her with a blank, mad smile.

 “You were with the pack that chased me. I remember you.” Lilith’s eyes were glazed with desire. “Did you really think mere Chaos could damage me?

 “You have all forgotten what I am. High time I taught you the true taste and smell of fear…”


The younger succubus froze, her eyes yawning pits of terror.

 “Please. Please don’t.”


She was too far gone into hopelessness to properly plead for mercy. Her voice sounded as though she were already dead.


Fear of The Firstborn ran deep within her kind. Lilith was a legend; an angel of light.

 “Please.”

 “Who sent you.” Lilith ran fingertips across the other girl. “Who calls the Pack to hunt?”

 “Astarte!”


Lilith heard the single word, stood up in satisfaction, and gladly dusted off her hands. Happy as a clam, she linked arms with David and led him down the street.


He stared in shock back towards the other girl.

 “Are you just going to leave her?”

 “Yep! She’ll chew through those tapes in half an hour or so. We’ll be long gone by then” The girl heaved a great, glad sigh. “We should see a movie! Are there theatres near here?”

 “Yeah. Up on the main road.” David felt horrified, scarcely able to believe his own memory.

 “That girl. I thought you were… were going to…”

 “Kill her?” Lilith sounded utterly offended. “I would do no such thing! I am Lilith, The Firstborn. I have walked the world since the dawn of time. I do not torture beaten enemies.” She wrinkled her brow in thought. “Well - as far as I remember I don’t.” Tall and straight, with her strange haircut a golden shape against the night, Lilith regarded David with haughty eyes.

 “Do I do good threats?”

 “I’ll never shop for them anywhere else.” David still felt dizzy with shock. “Is that it for the night?”

 “Almost. We now know who didn’t put them up to the attack.” Lilith turned a corner, and put herself into David’s arms.

 “Keep walking - and hold me…”


She suddenly turned limp as a corpse. David felt a surge of panic as her weight hung like rags in his arms. He hefted the girl against himself, blinked into the darkness, and then walked on towards the distant lights of Tottenham Court Road.


Masked behind a dreaming stand of trees, Lilith hovered in silence. 



A Gibboleth would have already sent news of the defeat. The controller would send a dream-self to inspect the results; fighting the Firstborn required the most exquisite caution.


Lilith wanted to see her enemy in their own guise. She used the currents of a faulty streetlamp to hide herself, knowing the other succubus would veer instinctively away. 



After long, quiet minutes, it came; a thin shape - neither male nor female, with the face of a kabuki mask. It swirled slowly past, hunting for signs of David’s footsteps, then turned to follow him towards the distant roads.


Chill and serious, Lilith flew above the rooftops, following the scent of David’s love. She plunged back into her beloved, borrowed body - felt herself draw a deep breath as she spurted energy into empty limbs, then opened up her eyes and gave a sigh.


He had been watching her as he walked - worried and puzzled. Lilith reached up one hand to touch him, lovingly caressing the stubble of his skull.

 “You’re not afraid of me.”

 “You scare the shit out of me.” David walked on, plodding like a juggernaut. Around him, London’s busiest streets were a jammed chaos of buses, night shoppers and stalled motor cars. “Where did you go?”

 “To get the answer.” The girl felt perfectly comfortable being carried as she was; there was little enough room to be put down on the pavement anyway.

 “I want a train to take us to a taxi - then we’ll do dinner and a film. Tomorrow we have a lot of calls to make.”

 “Really?”

 “So we’ll need a new hotel” Lilith put her arms about David’s neck, feeling perfectly satisfied.

 “Driver! Drive on!”

 “Yes Ma’am!”


They made their way into the churning mass of Oxford Street’s pedestrian mall. Behind them, a figure lost all sight of them amongst the mob, and sent a curse towards forgotten gods.

 



 






 




Chapter 16:

 



 



 



 “Yes, My name is Morgana Shepworth. I need my telephone bill resent to me, please.

 “Yes - No, I lost my original copy, and I need to pay my bill today.”


Lilith sat cross-legged on the floor of a creaking brass bed with the phone crammed against her neck. She scowled as David waved mime at her from across the shabby room. She couldn’t understand what the hell he thought he was doing.

 “Stop it! I’m on the phone!”

 “Fax! Ask them if they’ll fax it!”


Lilith duly asked, then scowled up at David once again.

 “They won’t fax it. It’s mail only.”


Mail was too slow - and the mail would go to Morgana’s address. David cursed, then ran fingers across his velvet-stubbled skull.

 “OK, tell then you want to come in to their nearest branch and pay for it in person - but you’ll want a print-out of the bill over the counter.”


Lilith growled but complied. Hanging up the heavy, old fashioned black telephone, she irritably shoved the instrument aside.

 “So now we have to go to a phone company?”

 “They’ll have a branch in the local high street.” David pulled back yellowed curtains and inspected the weather - although to be honest, he could hardly tell sunshine from a hurricane. “The bugger is that we’ll have to pay for Morgana’s phone bill once they hand us a copy of the thing!”

 “Oh?” Lilith blinked, and then a serpentine cunning crept into her eyes. “Mmmmmm, I can fix it. Come on then - we’ll go hunting for phone bills!”


She swung soft-booted feet onto the carpet and grabbed a bag of bric-a-brac. With David left to carry his rucksack and its load of spare clothes, shotgun shells and wine gums, she made her way out into a baroquely plastered hall.


There are few bed and breakfast hostels in central London that can be had for less than forty pounds a night - and none of those are decent ones. This one seemed to be run by the maiden aunt of Pharaoh Thutmose the first - a sort of ambulatory mummy who forever swam inside a cloud of bad perfume. She reminded David of a guild Navigator from a half-remembered SF epic. 



When David had been eleven, he had been taken to the Museum of Natural History to see an exhibit on human development. In a room painted in flesh pink and venous purple, a titanic foetus had hung - a monstrous thing over eight feet high. For long years afterwards, David had nightmares in which the ghastly image had flexed its malformed limbs, opened blank, rheumy eyes and spoken words of wisdom to his shrieking mind. The B&B hostess seemed somehow linked with that awful imagery - twisted, large headed and forever hanging in a parlour flooded with pink padded furniture. David gave the creature a nervous grin as they passed her in the hall, praying to god that their hostess would let them pass without opening her mouth.

 “David - come on!”


Lilith hung in the open front doorway, looking cross. David flicked a glance between her and the hostess, then gave a numb squawk as the old woman raised a benedictory hand. He shot out onto the garden path in an instant, furiously wiping the clammy palms of his hands.

 “What’s wrong with you? She’s only being nice!” Lilith posed on the steps, one hand on her hip. “You’ll make trouble.”

 “Trouble?” David eased open the gate, making a noise fit to wake the dead. “Why does she keep looking at your hands?”

 “She’s trying to find my wedding ring.” Lilith squinted as a great red bus roared past, flicking dust and exhaust smoke up into her eyes. “She thinks we’re from Hong Kong and on our honeymoon. So be nice to her, or she’ll figure out we’re living in sin!”


It was a long walk to the nearest High street; a walk through a summer morning made bright by sparrows leaping from fence to fence in the wanderers’ path. With the sun in her hair and her lover on her arm, Lilith felt a dizzy haze of bliss.


Even over millennia of life, she could surely never have felt happier.


On a street strewn with three-wheeled cars and typically English shopping crowds, David found the offices he had been searching for. Two doppelgangers hung about outside the door, nervously shuffling as they tried to plan a day’s empty activities. He dragged Lilith in through the swing doors - past a mother burdened by both an insect passenger and a dozen screaming brats - and on into the queuing line.


At the service window, Lilith gave the female clerk an open, wondrous smile. 


 “Hi! I lost my phone bill, but I want to pay it cash.” She rattled off Morgana’s home address. “Morgana Shepworth.”


A printer hissed, buzzed, and then ground out a printed form. The clerk rotated the bill around so that the bottom line showed towards her customers.

 “Five hundred and eleven pounds, ninety pee.”


David almost choked. Lilith merely looked relieved and drew the form into her hands.

 “We just have to go divide the costs up between us all. Can we come back here to you?”

 “You’ll have to queue again, love.” The clerk seemed totally bored. Perched between her shoulderblades, her insect passenger supped slowly on her sense of anger and futility. “It’s the rules.”

 “OK - we’ll queue.”


Escape into the crowds was a matter of one quick flit through the doors. Out on the noisy street once more, Lilith flourished the bill underneath David’s nose.

 “Tell me I’m brilliant, and you can have me!”

 “You’re brilliant - now give me the bill.” David snatched the print-out and used a red mailbox as his reading desk. “Five hundred bloody pounds! What’s she do - spend all night on the phone to the Pope?”

 “Possibly.” Lilith gave an idle shrug. “Like as not he’s one of Us. Can’t tell until we see him.”

 “Well there’s no calls to Rome here. Calls to the USA.” David traced down the printed sheets one by one. “Fuck - are we going to have to go to the USA?”

 “With Morgana already up to something? I’d rather not.” Lilith looked at the telephone bill; she had only the meat-memory of a sixteen year old to draw from, and her own intelligence knew very little about the layout of modern telecommunications bills. “What’s it show?”

 “Date - length of call, time of call. Country of receiver. Total cost.” David clumsily folded the pages as he roamed his eyes onto another sheet. “USA - lots of them. Germany. Paris. Paris again. Some one-nine-hundreds; must have been feeling lonely that night…”

 “What?”

 “Nothing. You’ll never need them.” David let the papers slide and left himself scowling in frustration at the mailbox’s flaking paint. “Jesus. There’s too many calls to give us any clues.”


Lilith tilted her head to watch the wind blowing at the edges of the bill.

 “Morgana has no friends except for David and Patricia. So look for a long call that isn’t to their phone numbers. Anything over fifteen minutes long.”

 “That cuts out the USA. Gives us about twelve London numbers, and one of the Paris ones.”


Paris.


Lilith took the sheets in hand and found the Paris number. She hunted along the street - found a public telephone conveniently placed where traffic noise would make the most nuisance to anybody making a call, and wrenched open the door.


She came out again some thirty seconds later with fury lighting her eyes. David passed her a phonecard, and the printed plastic chit was rewarded with a venomous glare.

 “Phone booths don’t take coins any more?”

 “Someone thought this was better.”

 “Well they were wrong.” Lilith swiped the card through the reader the wrong way - tried a second time, and then made herself a telephone call.


She talked in French, and as she spoke, her pleasant voice belied a face that grew slowly blank with concentration. When she hung up from the call, Lilith stood with her back against the glass and frowned into the open air.

 “It was a research institute. A psychological research institute.”


A printed card stuck against the phonebooth glass promised daytime discipline and correction from an Indian Schoolgirl. Lilith pulled the card from its blob of putty without paying it the slightest bit of attention.

 “Show me the last page of the bill.”


The section after Morgana’s last call to Paris was a maze of telephone calls.


Three were to the same location. A central London number. Lilith picked up the telephone, quickly dialled the number and waited for the far end of the connection to announce themselves.

 “Great Ormond Street hospital. South wing, Sister Creeley speaking.”

 “Oh!” Leaning on the phone booth walls, Lilith kept her mind on the conversation and her eyes watching the traffic pass her bye. “I’m sorry - I think I have the wrong department. What ward is this?”

 “Ward one. Autistics and Spinal.”

 “I’m sorry. I think I transposed! Bye.”


David was waiting. Lilith folded her arms and felt a chill wind blow through her mind as she let thoughts and concepts settle into patterns one by one.

 “She deals with a psychological research facility. Then she suddenly takes an interest in Autistics and spinal injuries.”

 “So what can she want?”

 “It’s dreams. Remember - the whole universe is dependent upon dreams.” The girl let a sharp mind try to pick clues from shreds of scattered evidence.

 “So she wants to intrude into the world of an autistic child? To what - became a dream companion and bleed them dry? There are simpler ways of getting energy.” Lilith paced like a caged white lioness. “No. Whatever it is - it’s worth spending six months of effort on - it’s worth risking battle with myself. It’s possibly the only reason she manifested here in the first place.”


David watched her. He loved her white wings and her strange, elegant hair. She moved with a draconic grace - utterly wonderful to behold.

 “What’s so special about autistic children. Aren’t they vegetables?”

 “Vegetables?” Lilith scorned him with one eye. “They’re brilliant! They make whole dreamlands on their own. It’s so hypnotic that they never awaken - the Hubworld is too mundane. They stay in a universe of Dreams.”

 “So why is that important for Morgana?”


David was lost with the puzzle. He could only help break down the problem and leave it to the expert mind. Street crowds dropped fish and chip wrappers on the pavement while smells spoke beguilingly of a fast-approaching need for lunch.


Lilith had something almost in her grasp.

 “It’s important because an autistic dream is constant. So she needs a reliable dream - one she knows will be there. So that means the dreamstrand will be strong. Easy to follow - easy to study.” It was a stupid idea. “Why? She’s been hunting since before Alexander the Great was born! She doesn’t need a strong dreamstrand! She can find dreams anywhere!”

 “Unless she needs to watch a dreamstrand closely. You know - to find something?” David spied a fish and chip shop, and weighed coins in his palm. “Can she do that?”

 “She can do that.”


There was something in Lilith’s tone that made David turn.


The girl had gone utterly pale.

 “She’s found something new.”

 “What?”

 “That’s why she’s studying the strands. She’s found a way of controlling dreams. She’s still experimenting - but she wants to shape human imaginings.”


David felt cold sheets dripping down his flesh.

 “Why would she do that?”

 “Control the dreams, David, and you control the universe.

 “Morgana is about to turn herself into God.”


Lilith felt weak. David’s head spun. It all made horrific sense. At David’s side, the girl ran fingers across her face and desperately tried to think.

 “Alright. She tried the hospital - but she hasn’t done what she wants to do. We’d have felt it in the Dream Wheel. So she needs something else. Dreams she can rely upon - easier to find - maybe more powerful…”


Lilith lifted up her head and blinked.

 “Do you think they love her?”

 “What?”

 “That girl - Patti - and Jason! Do you think they love Morgana?”


David felt a chill as he saw the horror in Lilith’s eyes.

 “I think they worship her without thought or reservation. She’s the greatest thing that ever happened to them.”

 “Oh shit. She’s going to use them as her test subjects.”


David jerked towards the telephone. Lilith held up a hand, freezing him in place.

 “She’s not home. She won’t do this where we can find her. She’ll go somewhere she knows - somewhere that she links with images of power. A place fit for a triumph.”

 “So where might she go?” David felt a sudden surge of panic. “Shit! You’re the fucking vampire queen! Where’s Morgana gone!”

 “How should I know?”

 “Well guess! What's the point in being a million smegging years old if you can’t guess?”


Lilith gave the man a nasty look.

 “They burned out my memory, David. I’m soooo sorry.”

 “Fuck. Sorry.” David wearily wiped a hand across his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

 “Remember. She is Morgana the Fey. The real Morgana the Fey. She liked that incarnation so much, she kept the name forever more.” Lilith let concepts filter slowly through her mind. “She was there with Arthur as the Saxons came onto these shores. On the hill of the white horse, she helped lead the Britons to victory. When she wanted her final triumph, she came here - to England!

 “So where would you go if you wanted dreams of King Arthur - dreams of mystery. Tintagel? Glastonbury Tor?”


And quite suddenly, David knew where Morgana had gone.

 “Uffington!”

 “What?”

 “I know where she’s gone! Jason said she’s spoken to him about the damned place!” 



No time to lose. The backpack had tinned beans and sardines enough for a day or two. If Lilith was so fucking hot, then surely she could ambush a rabbit or two. David dragged her by the hand around a corner into a supermarket carpark, and frantically began to search between the rows of cars.

 “There’s no bus down there. It’s country lanes. My dad took me there when we were small. There’s a white horse cut into a hill.”

 “I’ve seen it in your dreams!” Lilith stumbled as she tried to keep up with David’s stride. “What are we doing?”

 “Looking for transport! Can you ride a motor scooter?”

 “No.”

 “Neither can I! So you ride passenger.”


An ancient, creaking blue Vespa motor scooter leaned against a wall. It was old enough not to have a key ignition. Two chipped helmets hung from the handlebars. David crouched on all fours and looked at the worn rubber pedals, trying to figure out the bike’s controls.

 “Left one must be gears. Right one must be brakes.”

 “What?” Lilith clambered onto the torn seat. “Does this thing go fast?”

 “Just hope no police on bicycles come after us!” David sat on the scooter, which settled noticeably under his weight. He kicked the engine into life, wincing as it made a noise like a model aeroplane.

 “Jesus - here we go!”


He found the clutch first time around - stalled the bike, then managed to get it moving down the street. Expecting a scream from an outraged owner any moment, David somehow found second gear, lurched the scooter out into the traffic flow, and headed his nose in the general direction of the M-25.

 




***

 




In the quiet morning hours, the three pilgrims slept in absolute exhaustion. They slept three to a bed; or rather, the two tired humans slept a sleep of utter peace, watched over by the demoness who sat quietly at their head. 



She wore an old black tank top and a pair of panties covered in printed dinosaurs. Sadly trying to preserve the sense of utter tenderness, Morgana softly stroked her hands across the beings that she loved.


Patti liked to sleep close and warm. She lay half out of the covers, pillowed on Morgana’s breasts; glorious sheets of metallic black hair spread across Morgana’s flesh. The scent of Patti’s skin made magic in the air - a drift of warmth that trapped Morgana in a quiet spell of love. She stroked her lover’s face, her neck - her breasts beneath their silken covering. 



Patti stirred. Morgana let her hands maintain the magic, striving to keep the peace alive inside her heart.


Jason slept with his head pillowed upon dinosaurs. With her other hand, Morgana stroked the tangled mop of his locks, smiling as his breath blew warm across her groin. It felt sensual yet innocent - a perfect compliment to the quiet of the room.


The hotel was placed beside one of England’s massive motorways. The countryside remained forever green and untouched, while yards away the frenzied traffic raced across the Surrey hills.


Patricia drew a deeper breath; Jason felt her move, and stirred. The golden dreamstrands reeled back in, their messages to elsewhere already sent and done. Morgana felt a pang as her companions awoke to the realities of another tiring day.


Loving Morgana was a drain on their reserves; she had warned them, and yet they stayed beside her. Morgana took a tighter hold on her companions as they slowly rose into the strange lands of The Hub.


Patti was first - possibly driven by a painfully full bladder. She nuzzled her cheek against the impossible softness of her pillow, slowly realising that the comfort came from flesh rather than Dacron. The smile which crossed her sleepy face warmed Morgana to the very soul.


They lay together for a long, quiet while, listening to distant traffic noise. Morgana finally stroked the fine hairs back from Patti’s golden skin, freeing her eyes from their curtains.

 “You’re happy.”

 “I thought I might have nightmares - about…” About the murdered girl. Patti swallowed. “I don’t think I did.”

 “I took you to somewhere beautiful.” Morgana caressed the other woman’s face with long, fine hands. “There’s no nightmares there.”

 “Do you dream, too?”


Morgana answered Patricia with silence. The smile that came with the soft shake of her head failed to warm Morgana’s eyes.


At her waist, Jason nuzzled, perfectly happy with his silken pillow. One hand slid beneath a band of elastic - stroked a smooth, round shape of bed-warmed skin, and rested happily in place.


A combination of smell, touch and reason clicked into place; Jason opened up his eyes, vaguely recognised Morgana’s thighs, and gave a jerk of embarrassment.


The succubus kept a hand upon the small of his back lest he pull away.

 “It’s alright. Stay there. I want you there.”


He moved in any case - a migration upwards towards Morgana’s waist. She kept him in place against her and quietly guided his arm so that it laid itself quietly across Patricia’s thighs.

 “Stay. Don’t leave me. I don’t ever want you to feel you have to leave me.”


In the quiet of the room, she sang for them - the tune and words taken from the joyous dance track she had given to them only days before. Now she slowed and warmed the melody into a gentle croon - a quiet statement of a timid hope for love.


When she had done, Jason lay with eyes open and intelligent, listening to the pulse beneath her skin.

 “You sound sad.”

 “Just… regrets.” Morgana kept her head leaning back against the headboard of the bed. “When I met you both, I was nothing but a succubus. For a brief while, you turned me into something more… complete.”


The two humans came awake. They shifted up until all three sat beneath the blankets, reluctant to leave the warmth. Jason sat and stared towards his feet.

 “You didn’t sleep.”

 “Not tonight. I used energy to purge the fatigue.” Morgana shrugged; the trick was so simple as to be scarcely worth mentioning. “It’s a thing we do when we want to keep the night alive a little while.”

 “And do you dream?”


Jason made sure that Morgana had no need to meet him face to face. The succubi felt the sadness close in around her soul.

 “No. We are self made, you see. The loneliest creations of all.

 “We do not dream - and so we have no souls. God does not remember us. We have no choice but to remember ourselves.”


They sat, hearing the distant sound of breakfast trays. Soon someone would be delivering tea, pineapple juice, and little boxes of breakfast cereal that would be sawn open with a knife and turned into hand puppets across the breakfast table. The delivery clamped a timetable across all communication; once the knock came on the door, the shared moment beneath the blankets would be gone. Morgana took the offered chance to take her partners tightly by the hands.

 “A human being has an afterlife; so do animals. Anything that dreams can make a place for itself inside the Wheel if it desires. All you need is a sense of glory - a wish to go on to something more.

 “But a Succubus does not. We cannot make dreams - we already are dreams. We are nothing that we have not fashioned for ourselves. So if we lose the grip upon ourselves, we are like mist blown in the wind; we disappear and leave nothing else behind.”


The succubus felt herself ripple with a chill; the excitement of her vision stole icy fingers across her skin.

 “The universe is an evolving entity. I want the same power as any other creature.

 “I want the chance to rise up above what I am…”


Patti sat cradling Morgana, looking straight into her lover’s eyes.

 “And now you think you finally can.”

 “I know I can.”


The succubus turned her gaze inward, sifting through beliefs one by one.

 “Humans have souls because they send their dreams to God. God remembers them forever in his mind.

 “And now, I can forge a pathway to God, and force him to look at me and admit that I am.”


Jason blinked.

 “God.”

 “Oh yes, Jason. Perhaps not with a staff and beard - but something that lies behind the dreams.” The succubus spoke in crystal-pure intensity. “Something’s there, Jason! I know - because you speak with him inside your dreams, and during every moment of your waking life! A constant signal sending thoughts to a place that I have never been.”

 “But you can find it?”

 “Oh yes. With you to show me how. We can go together and demand justice.

 “I can demand the right to love.”


The breakfast trays clinked closer. Morgana felt excitement lying like a tingling blanket on her skin.

 “So we’ll go somewhere that I would dream about, if I could dream. We’ll go the place where a field of blossoms grew - where the light of magic blended with the light of majesty. Where I reigned as spiritual guide to a Lord and his Golden Queen.

 “If you will come.”


A knock came on the door. Patti froze, then sat upright in the bed, still holding Morgana’s pale, perfect hand.

 “We’ll come. And then we’ll make some music.”


Morgana stared at her companions, then reached out to draw them to her breast. One by one she kissed their eyes - gave them The Sight - and then let them slowly draw away.

 “Then see me. See me as I am.”


They saw - and they were not afraid.


Their dark angel had wings of purest black - raven feathers clean as metal, and soft as silken down. They gazed at her, and realised that they had always known.


Patricia dressed in a towelling bathrobe with a smile.

 “Breakfast time.”


Inch by inch Morgana relaxed. The half-expected horror had not come. The door opened - cereal packets arrived, and soon the puppets were jousting back and forth across the table top. Morgana laughed and spread her wings across the room, sheltering her loved ones inside her arms.




 




Chapter 17:

 



 



 




English country lanes made for terrifying driving; in summer, the hedges loomed like gigantic ragged walls, towering overhead to blot out all sight of side lanes and oncoming traffic. Shot through with flowers, the hedges swarmed with tiny birds and fine white butterflies. 



Making a noise like a popcorn machine, the motor scooter trundled through the countryside at almost thirty miles an hour. It was impossible to predict the arrival of oncoming traffic; in a country lane one car-width wide, there was nothing to do but keep hard over near the road edge and pray. David and Lilith had already had one close encounter with a Volvo, and another near miss with a swaying ice-cream van; clearly English tourism was for none but the brave.


On steep hills, the scooter slowed almost to a walking pace. With the engine pop-pop-popping in her ears, Lilith blinked about herself and savoured the incredible sensations of riding so open, cool and free.


It felt utterly marvellous.


Afternoon had mellowed into a golden wash of summer sun. Fields of beans stood row by row, the tall stalks a mass of white and purple flowers. Bees wandered fat as sparrows through the air; at roadside ponds, dragonflies splashed their tails against the water skin as they flew in tandem, two by two. The English summer held all of its eternal grace - a land touched by a hint of drowsy sorcery.

 “There!”


David had to shout to be heard above the engine noise. Pushing back her helmet, Lilith leaned out to follow the direction of his hand, and caught a glimpse of whiteness shining through the trees.

 “Uffington!”


A wooden sign stamped with the square red castle sign of “English Heritage” pointed up along a narrow lane. David gunned the engine hard, dropped to low gear and sent the mighty scooter racing straight up the flinty path. The engine note became an asthmatic wheeze as their speed withered away in the face of the uphill climb.

 “Jesus!”


A camper van crammed with squabbling children roared into view, filling the entire lane from side to side. David swore, then launched the motor scooter off the road and straight into the hedge. The branches cracked and sagged like a giant wall of sponge as the wagonload of screaming brats ripped past a handspan away. 



The scooter had neither the speed nor mass to puncture the hedge; instead, it simply stalled. Lilith and David lurched sideways and fell uncomfortably off the bike, ending up trapped inside a wall of broken twigs and spider webs.

 “Bastard son of a fucking bitch!”


Caught like a bug in a sundew plant, David somehow managed to wrench himself about and scream abuse at the camper van. A heavy stone on the road verge was just out of his reach. He stretched for it - had a branch of hedge whip into his face, and swore venomously as the van jounced and rumbled out of range.

 “Bastard prick never even checked his mirrors!”


A slim, enigmatic figure stepped from the hedge at David’s side. Dressed in her Puckish finery and wearing a cherry-red crash helmet, Lilith looked every part the Elven maid. Hung up inside the hedge, David fought clumsily to free himself and shot a resentful glance towards the girl.

 “What? You used some weird Kung Fu power to avoid the branches?”

 “No - I just used you as a big fat landing pad.” Lilith extended one slim hand and helped to heave David free, showing her usual surprising turn of strength. “How’s the bike?”

 “Rooted.”


The front wheel had twisted itself ninety degrees out of true. David left the beast lying where it had died, then tried wiping his hands across his jumper as a sort of first aid for the minor lacerations on his skin.


If memory served - and David’s memories were those of a little boy gnawing an icy pole in the back of the family car - the parking lot for the White Horse hill couldn’t be far. David groped for Lilith’s hand, and walking side by side they moved up the hill through a fragrant arch of weeds.


A side gate led to a cow pasture; through the open sty, a breathtaking view of countryside shone. The hill looked out over a misty distance of rolling downs - long hills folded one behind the other, fading back into a land made purple with late afternoon. The criss-cross patterns of hedges dwindled off across the hills, broken once or twice by little farm houses basking underneath the sun.


And in the opposite direction, on a hillside up above, a white horse sped forever through a rippling field of grass.


It was a masterpiece - the barest minimum of line needed to convey a sense of speed. Scratched out of the chalk high above the valley, it shone like a beacon amidst a field of cattails and dandelions. The wind washed lines of motion one after another across the hill, until the Uffington White Horse looked like an image racing across the screen in a Japanese cartoon.


To the right, there stood an old earthen hill fort. A path ran past the fort and off towards the horse. Tourists and day-trippers walked about the grass, while further down the hill a father tried to show his son the best way of launching a stunt kite in a gale. Voices were made thin and tiny by the endless sigh of wind. More real than walking tourists was the motion of bumble bees as they moved sleepily across the line of view.


Lilith stared up the hillside with her face turning still with awe.

 “I remember this! I remember… I remember something about flowers. We stood here once when the sun shone low across the horse’s face.

 “This place had a name. An old name - one from the before time, when the old stones were raised…” Lilith’s eyes suddenly blanked as the vague memory disappeared. She swam in distress as her mind turned blank. “I…I can’t remember what it was called.

 “I can’t remember any more.”


Suddenly - awfully - Lilith looked back across the black gulf of her past life, and realised just how much memory had gone.


Lilith stared unseeing off across a field of rippling weeds.

 “Phleobas the Phoenician, twelve months dead, now undergoes a sea change…

 “I don’t need it anymore. By losing it all, I gained the ability to be here with you.”


She seemed strangely calm. David watched her with a bewildered tinge of concern.

 “Lilith?”

 “It’s alright.” Lilith blinked blurred eyes, unable to see the valley that once dwelled in her memory. “It’s just… that evolution can be a little frightening.”


Keeping to the shadows of the hedges, they moved up the quiet lane. The roadway opened out into a small acre of pebbled soil filled with cars and camper vans, all parked in untidy rows. An ice-cream truck made good business in the last heat of the day. David made his way over to the truck’s window and bought lemonade, while Lilith stood quietly studying the cars.


Jason’s Volkswagen sat at the far end of the car park like some hideous mutant hedgehog sprawling in the sun. Lilith scanned the area for signs of her enemy - saw nothing, and then came quietly to David’s side.

 “They’re here.”


David followed her gaze and stood silent for a while in thought. Lilith drank fizzy lemonade and studied a passing butterfly.

 “She’ll be at the hill fort. It’s quiet, protected - and it has the best all round view.”


David sipped his drink in thought.

 “So what do we do?”

 “Come from the far side of the hill once it gets dark. She’ll have Jason and the girl up there. When they sleep, she’ll follow the pathway of their dreams.”


Lilith effortlessly crushed her lemonade can into a compact ball.

 “If she finds a way to dictate dreams, then our whole world is finished. I’ll have to kill Morgana’s body, then go after her out in The Wheel.


Uncomfortable and suddenly reluctant, David turned to look up hill.

 “Kill her?”

 “I can see no other way. Morgana cannot be allowed to set herself up as our god.”

 “Yes.” Intellectually, David knew he agreed. But still, he remembered the intelligence and pain inside Morgana’s eyes. “But can you kill her? She’s bound to have more power.”

 “Then we must find a way to trip the balance.”


Lilith turned to gaze across the peaceful hillside. Sunset lit highlights from the thistles and the dandelions as butterflies drifted out across the winds.

 “I love this world, David Miller. No matter what, I will preserve it for you all.

 “Perhaps this is what was always meant to be. Perhaps I could only fight this fight when I had been unburdened of the evils of my past.”


David said nothing. Instead, he uprooted a metal garden stake, then led the way through fields of cattails towards the far side of the hill.


Behind them, a Gibboleth stirred in its perch, then softly called a summons out into the evening air.

 



 




They sat in the warm summer darkness without the need of a fire. On the hill below, the white shape of the running horse glimmered in the light of a half moon; the stars - never visible in London - shone in a dizzy blanket up above. The adventurers ate cold fried chicken, lukewarm chips and sparkling wine, while idling inside a bed of grass.


Across the hillsides, there was no sound but the swish of cattails moving to the slow hand of the wind. It made a noise like washing surf - slow with the pulse beat of a much beloved world. The ebb and flow masked any hint of insect song, of distant traffic noise or lowing cows. Far away, a set of headlights crawled along a distant road, telling the travellers that they were utterly alone.


Morgana spoke to her two loves. She told them of a land that once had risen from the crumbling shell of Roman Britain - of a King with sad grey eyes who fought the hopeless fight, and of the witch who used her energy to grant him superhuman strength. Morgana the Fey had kept a tiny flame of Roman Britain alive - until finally the Saxon swords became too many to hold back.


And so Arthur had sickened, then finally died. The fragile kingdom split apart, and Britain had become a Saxon land.

 “Not that the Saxons turned out so badly. It’s been a nice place to watch deepen and grow. You’ve turned out to be my favourites.”


Favourites. Jason and Patricia lay back in the grass staring up at the stars. Between them both there glowed the warmth of an ancient entity, sitting cross-legged in the grass as she stroked quiet, brilliant phrases from her lyre.


Patti gazed unseeing at the stars, slowly stroking a hand across Morgana’s thigh.

 “What’s it like, being so old?”

 “There is nothing wrong with simply not being dead. To live is everything. To gaze upon a leaf, or a sunrise - it is all eternally new.” The lyre rang slowly, each note suddenly slow and thoughtful.


Morgana gazed quietly out towards the stars.

 “You watch the changes - the evolution all around you - and you feel it like a tapestry. But it’s a tapestry that you don’t help to weave. The colours are never your own.”


Patti let her cheek rest against Morgana’s thigh.

 “And did you love king Arthur?”

 “Love?” The lyre made a single note. “No. It’s just… what we do. You become a master at creating love, but never experience it inside yourself. To do so is to invite pain - to tempt yourself to self destruction. You fall in love once, maybe thrice… and then you learn to move on before you care. Or before you leave too much destruction in your wake.

 “I take no pride in the damage that I cause. It is a result of what I must do to survive. But it dirties me. I would find a way to win a purer pride.”


Morgana looked down at her companions.

 “I would find a way to give myself to my creation, and my friends.”


Morgana ceased her music and arose. She paced the inside ramparts of the earthen hill fort, her black wings making exquisite shadows on the stars.

 “You have to understand the complexity of my life. There is a community out there - hellhounds and doppelgangers are nothing but the iceberg’s tip. There’s a Wheel Of Dreams in which whole empires rise and fall. The Succubi and Incubi intrigue against each other, jostling for influence and power.

 “Being an emotional vampire is a full blown occupation. There are no off hours - and no listed holidays.”


Thoroughly entertained, Jason lay back with his head pillowed on his clasped hands.

 “Fuckin’ A! We have a sex demon as our lead vocalist.” He rolled onto his elbow. “So what music did you used to do waaaaay back when? Was it different? Was what they were trying to say the same sort of language we even speak, or has mankind changed that much?”


Morgana stood posed against the starlight with the night wind tugging at her hair.

 “I can’t say. I only learned to speak it when I first met the both of you…”


There was a noise. Morgana held up one hand to still her companion’s tongues, and whipped her head about to stare into the dark.

 “Lilith.”


Pale and dangerous, Morgana stared across the moonlit knoll towards her enemy.


Squatting like a faerie brat, all patchwork clothes and glorious white-blonde hair, Lilith watched from the ramparts up above. The moon silvered the grass around her into a strange grey landscape of wash and flow - a moving ocean that surrounded a demon spawn.


White wings spread. Long trails of golden hair drifted in air currents as Lilith tilted her head and regarded her prey.

 “Carol!”


Jason sat up in the grass, utterly amazed. 


 “Carol?”

 “No. It’s Lilith. It was always Lilith.” Morgana kept her pose - her face towards the deadly pixie on the hill. “A succubus. The oldest of us all. She’s the one who wants to destroy all that I can be.”

 “Oh, I know exactly what you want to be.” Lilith’s pose was deceptive. She leaned forward with one hand planted on the grass, balanced like a cheetah ready for an instant kill. “Hubris. Pride that challenges the gods.”

 “Gods.” Morgana moved, walking slightly out of place. “You knew. You knew all along! You taught us that the universe was an artefact without a God. The final secret was for you alone.”


Morgana had moved to place herself between Lilith and the two humans. She stood sideways to her enemy, coldly balanced between the moonlight and the shade. 


 “Where’s your shaven-headed friend, Lilith? Does he still have that parrot gun? Or did you fuck him to death to get enough energy to repair that schoolgirl body you’re so taken by?”

 “David is none of your concern.” Lilith never once shifted position. She could have been a painted Puck upon a painted hill. “Now send your human lackeys away.”

 “You’re weak, Lilith.” Morgana moved again, keeping out of shooting range of the brim of the hill. “I can smell the level of your power. You wasted your energy, while I grew sleek upon the power of applause.”

 “Yes. The pop star ploy. I wondered when you’d try it.” Lilith stabbed a barb towards a staring Patricia Ng. “Sucking audience acclaim is old. Old. I began it as a poet in the hills of Babylon. TV and records make it so much easier these days.

 “She used you as a ticket to a meal.”

 “Cheap.” Morgana looked upon her old teacher - her old lover - with a sickening surge of hate. “They know what we are, Lilith. They know, and yet they love me as I am.”

 “While you use them as a power battery whilst you fight.” Lilith’s mockery stung like acid. “Are you proud to have leaned the trade so well?”


The blonde girl closed her eyes to the whole scene, hunching her body in self hate.

 “I loathe what we do! I loathe it, and I will not allow it to expand. We invade their world: I will not allow us to begin dictating their dreams!”


Lilith moved - so fast it was like a lightning strike. Her bright shape slashed across the grass. Morgana leapt straight into the sky. Ten feet above the ground, she turned a somersault. The grass far beneath her feet jerked as Lilith whipped a steel gardening stake through empty air.


Morgana hit the grass, rolled, and then dodged instantly aside. A split second later, a shotgun blast ripped the earth where she had stood. Lead tore the seeds from dandelion clocks and sent them jostling crazily into the moonlit air.


The seeds drifted past a deadly figure crouching in the grass; Lilith - long legs planted and white wings spread. Her eyes were deadlier then knives. Without pleasure or anger on her face, she waited, metal staff in hand, while Morgana hissed at her a dozen yards away.


The black haired succubus, taller and more muscular, put out her hand. Behind her, Patricia Ng tossed her lover a package - a pair of heavy carving knives - which Morgana snatched and caught.


The instant’s inattention brought a move from Lilith. She streaked sideways, feinting towards the two humans sitting in the grass. Morgana ripped out her twin blades and slid to cover her companions…

 … moving closer to the rim of the hill.


Jason unfroze himself, blinked in panic, and then leapt up and spread his arms, blocking the line between the hillcrest and Morgana’s unprotected back.

 “David! David - no!”

 “Shit!” David rose - heavy and cumbersome as an ogre in the overlong grass. In his hand the clumsy shape of the Kea gun wavered as it tried to find an open target. “Jase - move!”

 “Fuck no!”


Jason stood his ground. David floundered sideways along the crest, jerking his knees high above the grass like a child running through the surf. Jason floundered through the smaller inside arc, keeping between his best friend and a clear line of fire. Both men panted as they surged back and forth in hopeless anger.


Morgana flicked a quick glance towards Jason - knew what the man was doing for her, and gave a triumphant smile. She whipped her eyes back towards Lilith just in time to see a blurring cloud of silver darts whipping outwards from her hands.


Sewing needles!


They whipped through the air like a swarm of silver bees. Morgana dodged, then snarled as she felt a line of fire rip across one shoulder blade…

 … and Lilith struck in a blur.


The Firstborn fought like a demon, hammering home an avalanche of steel. Morgana felt a chill of fear as she watched the other woman fall into her battle rage. The steel stake had been endlessly sharpened in the asphalt road until it had turned into a deadly spear. It whipped in short, vicious strikes, almost too fast to see. Morgana parried with knives held flat against her forearms, frantically falling back to the brutal force of Lilith’s blows.


The hill fort had been old when the Republic of Rome was young. On ground once soaked with blood of Celts and Legionaries, the two demons battled in a deadly silence. Knife and spear rang like bells, spraying sparks through the cattails waving in the breeze.


Morgana had the edge of endurance - Lilith had the advantage of ten thousand years of battle. She dodged knife blows with fantastic twists, turned a somersault beneath a blow and kicked out with enough force to crash Morgana to the ground. The two combatants tumbled apart from one another, then ran towards each other with a sudden chilling scream, leaping high to slash past one another far above the grass.


The spear blasted a hole right through Morgana’s guts.


She screamed with pain - then wantonly burned energy, desperate to repair the wound before she hit the ground. The damage closed - Morgana hit the turf and rolled, then sent a power surge through over heated muscles, dodging wildly aside. A steel stake stabbed into the ground where her head had been…

 … and Morgana’s energy reserves had gone.


Morgana felt a surge of panic as she landed. Lilith had begun fighting a kamikaze’s battle - Morgana could feel it in the other demon’s eyes. The Firstborn was willing to take a knife blow just to trap Morgana’s arm. She would die if it meant denying Morgana victory. Still stunned, Morgana felt the other woman rush - and then saw a shadow looming up out of the grass.


Patricia Ng had grubbed a stone up out of the ground. She now brought it down with all the strength that she could muster, aiming straight for Lilith’s head. Lilith ducked the blow and shoulder rushed the human girl, sending her spinning far aside. Patti landed spreadeagled in the grass - stared in terror at the demon looming over her with wild eyes and bared spear - and froze in disbelief as Lilith sped back towards the fight.


She wouldn’t hurt the humans!


Morgana felt the knowledge like a diamond shining in the dark. She threw her knives at her enemy, using them to slow Lilith down as she took the chance to snatch Patricia from the ground and race to Jason’s side.

 “Jason!”


The musician whipped around in astonishment, and Morgana laid a hand upon his skull.

 “Sleep!”


The man jerked as if he had been shot. Across Morgana’s shoulder, Patti spasmed briefly and dropped unconscious as power surged into her brain. Morgana dropped her lover on the grass, whirled in triumph towards Lilith, and abandoned her own body to sprawl lifeless at her feet.

 “Shit!”


Lilith had her spear half raised for a death blow into Morgana’s heart. She hesitated - eyed the two unconscious humans in utter agony, trying to will herself to bring their lives to an end. She hurtled the metal stake aside, falling back away from Jason’s body with tears standing in her eyes.


David slithered down the grassy ramparts with his gun in hand.

 “What the fuck happened?”

 “She’s abandoned! She’s making her run!” Lilith wiped her palms against her breasts. “She needs Patti and Jason as her guides. They’re dreaming now.”

 “So wake them up!”

 “I can’t. They’re locked like that for hours.” Lilith took David by the hands. “I have to go in after her. You’ll have to guide me in!”

 “How?”


David regretted asking the instant the words left his mouth. Lilith clapped a hand on either side of his skull and jolted him straight into dreamland.


Lilith held him in her arms as he slumped, then let her spirit fly into the winds. On the empty hillside, five human bodies lay tumbled in the still sleep of the dead, while below them the white horse ran in silence across a wilderness of grass.


At the hill crest above, a sixth shape rose thin and insubstantial from the weeds and then faded slowly back into the waiting Wheel of Dreams.




 




Chapter 18:

 



 



 




The Dreamland scene was surreal; a negative of the land that they had only just left behind. The hill fort and the horse were there - the grasses and the weeds. The place seemed bathed in an eerie silver light that left no room for shade.


The horse was made of stark black outlines; the air swam with the remembered sound of birds. Uffington hill sat in the dreamlands as an anagram of its own life - a place where details were changed by human needs.


Already there were presences at work. A father flew a kite with a long dead son; a man sat beside an imaginary lover watching wind ripples spreading through the grass. These were the dreamscapes echoing locations in the Hub - the places people went to rehearse a days events, or wallow in thin imaginings.


The birthplace of many a succubus.


David recognised the landmarks instantly - all of them shrunk or stretched into dream proportions. Since this place had been the last image in his conscious mind, his arrival here in dream seemed fairly logical. Beside him, Lilith stood on tiptoe as she scanned avidly for a sight of their enemies.


David pinched two fingers together, and found that he had full tactile sensation; his dreams were getting more detailed the longer he spent in company with demons.

 “No sign of her?”

 “Dreamtime is contracted compared to hubtime. They’ve had a good lead on us.” Lilith bit her lip as she slowly turned around. “But there’ll be two dreamstrands side by side - Jason and Patricia. They’ll mark wherever they visit - lead us to wherever they go.”


And there they were; two tiny threads lying in the grass. They grew thicker towards the ends - ends that somehow seemed to twist and face back into the lands of reality. David tried to touch one, and found it thrumming with a frightening energy. He let the thread drop in alarm, and then turned about to inspect his own dreamstrand trailing behind.

 “Where does it connect?”

 “You don’t have a real body here, David. This is dream. You are only as you expect yourself to be.” Lilith took him by the hand - her touch seemed warm and absolutely real. “The strand is at the edge of your zone of self awareness. If you were a dragon, it would follow just behind your tail.”

 “I can be a dragon?”

 “If you dream hard enough. Now come on!”


The twin threads looped side by side over the hill. This place was familiar to David - he had dreamed of it before. He sped confidently up the hill through clouds of strangely coloured dandelions, towing Lilith firmly in his wake.


Across the hill crest, there was a blurred area where fantasy merged with memory. Fantastic airy trees were wound through with steams and waterfalls; a castle could be glimpsed glittering like something from some saccharine theme park.


Patricia Ng had decked herself out in a pointed princess’ hat and veil. Jason was still dressed like a refugee from some hellish comicbook convention. Both he and Patti held hands with Morgana, who stood with head thrown back as if listening to tiny sounds that no one else could hear.


She gasped - opened disbelieving eyes - and all three figures suddenly disappeared from view.

 “What?”


Lilith raced to the site and hunted for sign of dreamstrands. There was nothing; the strands simply hovered in mid air as though cut in two.

 “This isn’t right. If they stopped dreaming, then the dreamstrands just recoil. If they go elsewhere, then the strands follow them!” Confused, and without memories to scan for clues, Lilith grasped a frantic hand around the missing dreamstrand trails. “I don’t understand!”


David experimentally gave himself claws, then hid his hand behind his back until it changed to normal once again. 



All of a sudden, he understood the rules.

 “They went elsewhere. That was what you said she wanted to do. Go somewhere the dreams could be controlled.”

 “David! I don’t know where!”

 “But we can go there too.” Running a non-clawed hand across his shaven scalp, David Miller felt ideas run like fire through his mind. “She brought them here because it was her place! She knew what most of their dreams would be - so the bits she didn’t know were the ones she obviously wanted. 


 “So we do the same! We go somewhere we both know as second nature - then you look into my strand and find the parts that you don’t recognise!” David gripped Lilith by the hand, tugging her away towards the trees. “We have to go to the stream! We have to go back to the dragon cave and the old castle!”


Travel was conceptual. Lilith put an arm about him, and lifted David up into the air. They cruised into the forest, and began to work on reaching their secret glade.


The trees had to become darker - the air cool and furry with the smell of rich green moss. 



There should be stones in the ground - each one covered with a spreading star of lichen. The lichen shapes were fascinating - an invitation to a whole new world - but not now. Not now…


A stream.


Fallen walls beside the stream.


And a feel - a sense of excitement and expectation - of peace and privacy. A childlike chill that never faded clean away.


They passed an old blue Morris van - and knew that they had arrived.


They landed on the castle hill, standing amongst old, calm stones. A presence hovered close nearby - a sad faced ghost who waved in nervous welcome. With a blink, David realised that the ghost had always been here; it loved the place too much to let it go.


Perhaps one day they would be companions. David waved, and then followed Lilith down the hill towards the stream.


The place where he had first painted her - the place where they had made love. Naked and beautiful, Lilith found the perfect place - a nest of leaves all dry and soft as velvet down - and slowly drew David down into her arms.

 “A shared image. A time in dreams when we have been utterly in tune.

 “A time when both of us were almost one…”


She made love to him there amongst the leaves, moving softly and then with a delirious, aching intensity. As they moved, she whispered to him of her love, and worshipfully kissed the fingers that stroked against her face. 



Total peace…


The end found them buried tight against each other’s flesh, hearts beating together, minds spinning in the same adoring golden paths…


And Lilith opened up her eyes.

 “I’ve found it.”


She blundered a hand towards David’s dreamstrand. She lay atop her lover, still intertwined - still dazed by the beauty of this feeling, of this man. She touched his dreams and felt puzzlement steal into her eyes.

 “There’s two parts to your baseline.”

 “What?” David stirred groggily, still drowning in afterglow. “Baseline?”

 “It’s what makes us different. You dream and believe in things that mean more to you than real life.

 “I can never do that. I am nothing but a fantasy.”


Lilith weighed David’s dreamstrand in her mind.

 “But humans have a dream current that runs even in waking life. We just called it daydreams. But then why would yours be here, in the dreamlands as well? I can feel it, David! I know which parts of you echo in this place, and inside me.”


The second baseline was a puzzle - and Lilith’s intellect grappled with the concepts as she knelt straddling her lover by the stream.

 “I’m going to cut off the dream, David. Not wake you - you’ll sleep for hours. But if we can snap it hard enough, the recoil might take you near the other end of the strand! I want to hold you tight and follow you back. I want to see where this baseline goes.”


They kissed. She wound him tight - lay herself across him, merging as closely as two lovers ever could. She felt his skin against her breasts - she felt his body still inside her and his tongue drifting in her mouth. With her head swimming giddily with emotions, she sent a power jolt along the dreamline, signalling David’s mind to bring the dreaming to an end.


And then poured all her remaining energy into frenziedly gripping the dreamline and keeping David’s consciousness alive.


The rush hit like a slaughterman’s hammer right between the eyes. Lilith screamed, and felt the entire universe flash and fade.

 



 



 “Oh my god.”


Floating free, her whole being aching to a ferocious power drain, Morgana could only stare in wonderment.


In two and a half thousand years of dreams, she had never beheld anything so awe inspiring. The succubus let grandeur batter at her - suddenly feeling insignificantly small against a universe she could barely understand.


She hung in a blue-shot emptiness, surrounded by an ebbing, flowing golden light. All about her, the universe pulsed, and hummed…

 …and dreamed.


They came from nowhere and everywhere - dreamstrands in their countless millions. Here, at the rim of an titanic space, they were widely spaced apart, drifting in from somewhere far away and converging inwards towards a distant, golden glow.


Countless dreams - the mental life of physical beings - even of ghosts living their lives within the Wheel. They all converged like the strands of a titanic vine, looping and entangling as they reached inwards to the centre of all minds.


Fingers pointing to the house of God.


Patricia and Jason hung in the air beside her. Morgana spread wings through a dream-medium that tingled against her naked skin like champagne, and drifted over to take her two companions by the hands.

 “We’ve found it.”

 “Oh fuck.” Numbed into near silence, Jason stared fixedly towards the golden glow - the merging point of the billions of fibres all around him. “Oh double fuck.”

 “It’s beautiful!”


Patti floated happily, gazing about herself in rapture. Releasing Morgana’s hand, she tried a little flight, and found that she could dive and swerve like an angelfish in a tank. “Jason! Fly! We can fly!”

 “Oh great.” Jason timidly released Morgana’s hand, then nudged himself forward. Slowly he realised he would not fall, and his enthusiasm instantly caught hold. He kicked off from a dreamstrand behind him, and planted one fist at his breast and the other out ahead of him like a Rastafarian superman. 


 “Hey! Alright!” Jason’s dreadlocks bobbed as he looked over his shoulder towards the demon at his back. “Hey Vampirella? Are you OK?”

 “I’m…” Morgana simply stared towards the golden glow, her eyes wide and her face pale. “I’m alright.

 “We should go there. Follow the dreamstrands down and see where they all go.”

 “Okey dokey.”


Jason - forever the clown; he led the way into the thickening forest like a monkey diving up a fantastic golden tree. The dreamstrands grew ever closer, and the air began to hum with pulsing light.

 



 



 “The golden fleece.”

 “What?”

 “It’s the golden fleece!” Lilith stared breathlessly at the countless dreamstrands entangling above her face. “All legend has a basis in fact - usually in dream.” The succubus gazed down between her feet towards the wonder of the world. “Look at it! This is what they saw.”


David and Lilith hovered in open air beside thick strands of golden dream. The dreams looped around them in wide organic arcs, sometimes tangling with each other and then veering far away. They grew closer and closer together as they travelled further down, merging their light together into one strange, hypnotic haze. 



David turned his head this way and that, utterly delighted by the new depths to his world.

 “Yggdrasil; the tree of life!”

 “Yes. The Tree within the Wheel.” Lilith seemed numb, hovering without even beating her wings. “What a fool I’ve been.”

 “Why?”

 “This is where everything joins. All these centuries, and I never even knew. The ‘Hub’ was never the centre of the Wheel! It was always here.”


David turned to see his beloved Lilith watching the dreamstrands with her head tilted to one side.

 “Are you alright?”

 “I’m frightened.” Lilith blinked, her wings stirring to an unseen breeze. “My old life is gone; there’s no memories that can help me, David. I know only that I am a weak instrument. This place deserves a better champion than that.”


David willed himself forward, and discovered that he could move - although his fancy made him drop feet first like a diver rather than head forward like a missile. He swept along beside a dreamstrand, and reached out his hands to feel it hum.

 “Will Morgana go to the centre?”

 “It’s the only landmark here.” The succubus shook herself. “We’d best move quickly. This place is an energy drain. Without you here, I’d already have begun to dissipate.”

 “Can you escape if you have to?”

 “Not if it means leaving all of this to the mercies of Morgana.” Lilith made a strong spread of her feathers, and then swept them powerfully down. She shot ahead into the thickening rivers of imaginings.

 “Hurry.”

 “Lilith - what is at the centre?” David dropped, turning as he flew so that he could scan the scene all around. “What’s at the middle of the dreams?”

 “Perhaps nothing.” Lilith turned to gaze at him with haunted eyes. “Perhaps everything.”


Lilith folded up her wings and dove, speeding down into a vortex of tangled dreams. David fell swiftly in her wake, keeping his eyes staring in amazement as he slid through a universe of life.

 



 




They flew down into a growing maelstrom of light.


Morgana felt the pulse beat first - a music rich and powerful. She gave herself into the rhythm, and felt it ebbing through her like a siren’s call. She gazed towards Patricia - felt the other woman smile, and knew that her beloved ones had finally heard.


As they flew into the light, the world’s dreams began to sing.


Each stream of images made a chorus all of its own - wild and frantic or soft and quiet - innocent or horrible, or brimming rich with love. Together the chaos blended into a single symphony; a music that swam around the pilgrims as they swept towards its heart.

 “If I could make even one note of this live. If I could bring one part of this song to a waking world - then my life would have been worthwhile.”


Perhaps it had been Jason who spoke - or perhaps all three pilgrims had shared the same thought. They slipped and wove through thickening stands of dreams, climbing up into the branches of life.


The first attack came suddenly. Patricia felt something move - rolled sideways - and watched a ball of energy whip through the air in her wake.

 “Morgana!”


Another lightning flash; a red stab of energy lanced out from the cover of dream vines, and Morgana tumbled nimbly aside. The shot dwindled off into the distance, slowly fading away. Morgana sped towards the launching place, flanked by her two companions. They searched, yet found no signs of an enemy.

 “Was it Lilith?”

 “It was a Gibboleth - a creature so stupid it can be programmed to self detonate.” Morgana hovered, creasing her brows in thought. “Lilith might have sent it to delay us. “She must have followed us. She had David with her. They share almost as much together as we.”

 “It’s not her.” Jason clung from a dream strand, hanging upside down like a bat. “The first shot came for Patricia. Space babe would never hurt us.”

 “She might, if she was desperate.”

 “Not Carol. It isn’t in her heart.”


Morgana looked at him.

 “She doesn’t have a heart, Jason. She’s a fuck fantasy with delusions of grandeur.”


Perhaps the tree of life had its own antibodies? Perhaps the house of God had a heavenly host who kept beggars from the door. Morgana grabbed her companions and hurried them on, moving ahead to scan the twisting thickets for some sign of her enemies.

 



 



 “Christ!”


David sucked in his stomach as a surprise shot missed him by an inch. The raging ball of heat hissed off into the emptiness, looking like something launched from a battlecruiser in a science fiction film.


Beside David, Lilith emerged from cover. The thick tangle of dreamstrands she had used as shelter sparked and sizzled to an influx of energy; the attack apparently had no power to break or damage the strands.

 “Did you see her?”

 “Who?”

 “Morgana! She must be up there ahead of us.” Lilith flicked quickly from cover to cover, slithering flat as a lizard. “She knows we’re after her.”

 “Hon - I don’t think that was Morgana. Morgana would have gunned for you.”


He was right. The attack had come straight for David’s heart. He had dodged it through a pure miracle. 



But Lilith had less faith in her enemies than David. Morgana’s enmity was the one memory of hostility that she had.

 “It’s Morgana. She’s just changed her tactics. She knows you’re my power source. Knock you out, and she has me helpless.”


A second attack came. Lilith simply screamed in challenge and charged straight into the oncoming path of the fireball.


She was breathtaking to behold. The succubus rolled like a falcon in flight, let the energy bolt sear mere inches past her breast, then howled in battle rage as she struck home against her foe.


Something moved. Lilith sprang through dreamstrands, ricocheted from branch to branch, then suddenly whirled and lashed out with wicked claws.


David arrived to find her standing on a patch of sizzling ground. The trunk beneath her feet still chased back and forth with energy discharge. Of her enemy, there was neither clue or sign.

 “Nothing.” The succubus flexed her long talons, then withdrew them back inside her perfect hands. “But something was here. I felt my claws strike.”


David moved away towards the site of Lilith’s second barrage. He found a strange shape drifting beside an isolated dreamstrand. A shape that slowly faded as it filtered away into the air.

 “Lilith!”


She came just as the dead entity dissipated. The succubus ran a hand through the rags of mist and gave a thoughtful scowl.

 “Gibboleth.”

 “What?”

 “A servant; its the dreamland equivalent of a landmine.” A creature that wantonly sent itself into oblivion; Lilith repressed a chill of fear. “Expensive to maintain. Someone here has energy to burn.”


They were being deliberately delayed. Lilith reached out to lean on David’s shoulder blade.

 “We’ll go fast. Fast as we can. Dodge if you have to, but keep on going! Someone wants us moving slowly, watching out for ambush!” She gave the man a push. “Now go!”


The succubus folded up her wings and dove, streaking through the dreamstrands like a lightning bolt. David gave a yell and followed hard on her heels - and suddenly the dreams whipped past him in a numbing golden blur. 



A red glow blazed to the left; moving so fast that the merest flick sent him swerving, David dodged aside. A blast behind him showed he had been missed…

 …and the gauntlet had begun.


A raging storm of fire floated up towards them. Lilith and David swerved like sparrows dodging raindrops, and the red glow of energy streaked past their sides. Explosions hammered against the dream trunks, rocking the quiet air.


The hate struck at them in a frenzy. The speed and fury of it numbed the soul. David yelled hard, driving himself forward, swerving like a bomber heading through a storm of flak. He whipped beside ropes of dream strands, finding less and less room to twist and dodge - then suddenly wrenched himself to a halt.


The storm had ended.


There were no more blasts or fireballs. There was also no more room to fly. The strands lay dense as branches in a hedge, weaving one across the other as they drove in towards the heart. Lilith clung like a tree-frog to a branch, her sides heaving, totally shocked by what she had just come through. David felt her expression mirrored on his face.


They became aware of a humming in the air - a breathing of sound that washed back and forth like currents booming in the sea. The glow radiating from the strands made an eerie light - sunshine without shadows that came from every direction all at once. 



Lilith and David fought to push their way through a tangled maze of dreams. They doggedly shoved forward inch by inch, battled to make spaces for each other in the crush…

 …and suddenly found themselves breaking out into an echoing space of peace and empty air. 



Into the cavern of the sun.


A wind blew cool scents of leaves and cinnamon. With eyes wide and her blonde hair streaming, Lilith hung and gazed in rapture at a sight that left her dwindled into minuscule scale.


In a spherical cave the size of worlds, the dreams converged into their centre point.


The dream ropes gathered into golden cables; the cables gathered into titanic trunks, weaving together into organic columns thicker than rivers and more powerful than ocean storms. Light moved down the trunks in pulses, rippling and sparking with a life all of its own. 



The trunks left vast empty spaces between them; the tangled fleece of dreams made a fantastic arched roof overhead, channelling themselves into the mighty pillars.


Pillars that in turn fed themselves into a brilliant golden sun.


It was a cathedral; a living, breathing sphere of worship. A roof vault made of living dreams fed down into a peaceful ball of swirling gold. The light all merged into one giant presence that filled their air with a heat that never burned - a breeze that never chilled. It pulsed and ebbed with the collected hopes of an undying universe, filling the air with the sound of song and a half-remembered scent of cinnamon.


Numbed by the majesty of something they could barely comprehend, Lilith and David held hands and floated at the rim, gazing in rapture at the sight of a living sun.


They loved each other; it seemed a force as clear and as beautiful as the swirling golden light.


A black speck moved nearby. Lilith blinked - forced her eyes to drift away from the golden image at the centre of the universe, and then focused on three figures drifting quietly by the dreamthread wall.

 “Morgana.”


Lilith crouched in mid air, her wings turning rigid; to have the beauty of this place under threat was more obscene than any blasphemy.

 “Morgana!”


She screamed her challenge and then dove, streaking like an angel through a sacred sky. 



Morgana met her wing for wing and claw for claw - pure black against pure white. They tangled and fell apart, their long bodies pure liquid grace. Made beautiful by desperation, they swirled and curled within the vault of dreams, wind whipping through their wings.


David drifted to a halt beside Patricia Ng - met her terrified eyes - and then reached out towards Jason’s hands.


The two succubi had parted. Lilith wove from side to side, hunting for an opening, letting the bright light at her back ensnare Morgana’s eyes.

 “Bitch! Did you really think you could enslave all of this?”

 “Bitch!” Morgana’s naked body gleamed with highlights as she hovered in the sky. “Did you think you could fool us forever with your lies!”

 “You want humanities’ dreams!”

 “And you lied to us! You told us there was no point!” 



The fight stopped.


Both creatures met each other’s eyes. Morgana’s horror and betrayal left both Succubi drained with shock. 



Staring brokenly at Lilith, Morgana suddenly and hopelessly began to cry. 


 “You - you told us there was no meaning to anything!”


Tall and proud - Morgana stared at Lilith with the eyes of an abandoned child.

 “It was here. It was here all along.”


The tears flowed - thin and desolate. Panic for a life so nearly lived in emptiness. Sadness for an image that might never have been seen.

 “I loved you. I loved you, and you told me there was nothing here…”

 “I didn’t know.”


Lilith wept, ripped by the image of Morgana’s horrified eyes. She swallowed, then reached out fumbling hands. 


 “I never knew. I… I could only tell you what I knew.

 “And now I know nothing. Everything has gone.”


They touched and drew together, side by side. Morgana and her sister intertwined, and turned faces up towards the sun. Black hair and hair of whitened gold mingled in the breeze.

 “It’s God, Lilith!” Morgana had the small voice of a child; the light shone blinding bright within her eyes. “Look - everything is one.”

 “It’s their God. Theirs - not ours.” Infinitely sad, Lilith gazed upon her sister with tears in her eyes. “They scribe themselves into the mind of God through their dreams, and it remembers them forever.

 “But a succubus cannot dream.”

 “So we shall make new dreams!”


Morgana and Lilith heard the new voice behind them - a voice that rippled through the crystal air. They turned and let the dreamlight dazzle clear from their eyes, and finally gazed upon their enemy.


Iscariot hovered in all its glory - masked in black and silver, and with long hair drifting in the wind. It spread its arms, and behind it there appeared a collection of other shapes - Pack Leaders and Gibboleths pushing out into the great hall of the sun.


Iscariot’s mask gleamed with a light reflected from passing dreams.

 “We shall finally take the rod and sceptre, and sit upon the throne.”

 






 




Chapter 19:

 



 



 



“How?”


Stunned, Morgana hovered in the air with her arm still around her sister’s naked waist. The two succubi stared towards their enemy - a faceless, masked entity hidden in a cloud of silken malice.


Iscariot drew into the open spaces with a hundred lackeys following behind. The followers were all young succubi - children of the modern age, filled with a love of their own power. They had adopted guises as eccentric and astonishing as their master - animal heads, body patterning, or tails and twisted claws. They were truly demons - entities born from an age that hailed ugliness as king.


Aloof and beautiful, Iscariot drifted towards its enemies.

 “I have prepared so long for this day. Prepared for centuries, while the rest of you fought and squabbled, or abided by Lilith’s worthless rules. While you made empires on the earth, I concerned myself with the governance of heaven.”


The entity opened its arms towards its hellish disciples.

 “My brethren; aaah the energy of the young! They are so refreshingly open to new ideas - so eager to break free from the life rules that you laid down for them!

 “They are my army. They are also my life’s blood. Each of them includes me in their bleeds - holding me up as a dream image, a god figure or a miracle. I take a tithe from all of them - and store the energy away.

 “While you lost yourselves inside the minutiae of The Hub, I built an empire founded upon dreams.”


Iscariot advanced slowly towards the golden sun.

 “And now Armageddon has come. The legions of the damned shall take heaven’s ramparts by storm. Within that light lies the essence of every dream of every thing since time first began.

 “When I know what each person dreams, then I will know what they desire. And through their desire, I shall make them all into my slaves. Flesh shall be ruled by a nobility of demons. A new age of the world shall begin.”


The demons moved forward, then drifted to a halt as their path towards the sun was barred. Morgana and Lilith hovered side by side, wings spread and claws emerging from their hands. 



Iscariot debated a soliloquy; it seemed to be traditional at this point in the proceedings. Instead, he simply flicked out one long, pale hand and made a languid sign.

 “Kill them.”


The Pack surged forward with a howl, and the battle at the gates of heaven finally was joined.


Lilith and Morgana fought like gods from ages past. Lilith screamed and wrenched the head from an enemy, sheathing claws in demon blood. She tore energy from a dying foe and scattered icons to the wind. Morgana battled in a frenzy at her sister’s side, screaming like a banshee as she slaughtered droves of enemies.


Lilith had fought with the warriors before Troy. She had led troops screaming up the Reichstag’s steps amongst a storm of fire. Behind her, Morgana broke a demon’s limbs and hurtled the creature’s corpse into its allies, roaring battle chants that had once hurtled Arthur’s knights into the Saxon hordes.


They slew monsters in their dozens, sending the battle lines reeling back in fear.


The women took wounds; Lilith swore as claws ripped a deep wound in her waist, then reeled back as fire hammered at her skull. The wounds flared and disappeared, while the demons felt their own power reserves dwindling with every blow. 



At the rear of the brawl, Iscariot frowned, then raised a hand towards the three human figures drifting closer to the sun.

 “Kill them! Kill the humans!” The voice brought demon heads jerking obediently around. “The human lovers are generating power! Kill the humans, and the fight is won!”


They would waste no time in chasing human beings with claws; twenty Gibboleths gathered themselves back from the fight, oriented themselves on David Miller, Jason and Patricia Ng, then unleashed a bolt of pure fire.


Morgana saw the shot, and screamed in fear.


David tumbled aside, the blast almost tearing him apart. He slammed into the vault of dreamstrands, tangling in the vines as he thrashed about in a daze of agony. Below him, Jason and Patricia span, injured by feedback that could slaughter their bodies in the Hubworld far away.


Morgana saw a second titanic blast begin to build. Patti lay semi-aware and dazed in Jason’s arms; Jason tried to fight his way towards the vault where he could burrow both of them into safety. Morgana launched out from between two enemies, somehow caught her partners in her arm, then crushed them tight against her chest and steadied their flight with her wings.


A red glow suddenly burst bright into the air, and Morgana looked calmly down into her companions’ eyes.

 “I love you.”


She hurtled them into safety, and blocked the full force of the attack with her own back.


A shockwave crashed the humans hard against the dream wall. Jason and Patricia groped blindly for support; they locked fingers in the dream fibres, and searched dazedly across the air.


Where Morgana had been, there was nothing but a last hint of energy dwindling back into nothingness. 



Patricia gave a scream that chilled Lilith with a mindless horror of loss. The succubus hacked a demon clean in two with the blade edge of her hand, weeping in mourning for a sister she had loved. The Pack fell back, injured entities flopping then howling in terror as she snuffed the laggards one by one. She sucked out their energy to shore up dwindling supplies, knowing that the fight was lost before it ever had begun.


The Pack retreated back. Lilith flipped backwards, snatched David, and rammed him through the fibrous ceiling. She crammed the hysterical Patricia and Jason after him, pulling dreamstrands shut behind.

 “Go.”

 “What?” David snatched a hand through the dreamstuff and locked on Lilith’s shoulder. “No!”

 “David! Go! Retreat back, then awake! Get into Jason’s car, and run.” The succubus turned to face a wall of approaching foes.

 “Someone has to stay in the world to hunt them all down! You three have to be the guardians now!”

 “But the sun!”

 “It will survive.” Lilith seemed unnaturally calm. Shining like a beautiful white spirit, she drifted gently away.

 “I need only get close enough to Iscariot. The other succubi lack the knowledge and the power to harm the tree.”

 “What?” David felt a sick chill clawing at his soul. “Lilith? Lilith! What are you going to do?”

 “I can self immolate.”


She looked at him, her eyes bright with fear - bright with love.

 “Any energy form has a code for release, David. There were some lessons I never taught my children. For a few moments, two suns will glow.”

 “No!” David tried to claw his way back out into the cave. “Lilith!”

 “I love you David Miller. 


 “But in the end, I know how to die.”


She had drawn too far away to reach; the dreamstrands were cloying, nightmarish fibres impossible to part. David tried to reach out to her with his hand.

 “What will happen? What will happen if you die?”

 “Nothing happens to me when I die.” Lilith’s eyes were bright with tears. “That was always the point, David.

 “I can save the world - and at the cost of nothing…”


She turned, spread wide her pure white wings, and stabbed towards the cloud of demons awaiting her below.


She clove through the Pack, letting them surround her. With foes at her back and side, she had no hope of holding the fight. Iscariot let her come, knowing he could hold her off for long enough to let his minions pull her down. Lilith smashed into him, carrying him back with the raw force of the blow. Iscariot let pure energy make shields against her claws, laughing as he revelled in sheer invulnerability.

 “Is that to be your last lesson, teacher?” Iscariot crowed in malice, the gleaming mask glittering with fire. “Is that the final teaching of the Firstborn?”

 “No. One last lesson.” Strangely calm, Lilith locked her arms about Iscariot and he suddenly saw his death inside her eyes. 


 “A lesson that I paid everything to learn.

 “Love is sacrifice.”


The blast stripped through the cavern like an atomic bomb, spreading destruction in an awful wave. The Pack flew apart, disintegrating in a storm of energy. David screamed and felt the blast hammer hard against his skull. He kept an image of Lilith burning bright inside his mind, refusing to believe what she had done.


At the centre of the blast zone, Iscariot shredded slowly apart, and gave vent to a dreadful, tortured howl.


The robes blew away - dream icons scattered as his whole memory matrix came under assault. The demon frantically cast loose memories, scrabbling for resources to re-knit his burning soul. He shrieked in panic, hunching forwards against a storm that blasted him like shards of ice, flensing him slowly to the bone.


As suddenly as it had come, the explosion passed.


Swirling in a chaos of disorganized energy, Iscariot felt his body reshape itself - knew that his power reserves had held - and laughed his triumph up into the skies.


Icons flickered as they sought new paths - power arced and his body image blurred - but Iscariot had survived.


The golden light beckoned. To slip into its centre would be to stand at the focus of all dreams. Iscariot spread his arms like a welcoming Christ and drifted slowly down into the glow.

 “I am the way, the truth and the light.” Now the golden radiance seemed to be warm and utterly alive, shivering to the rhythm of a whole world’s memories. “No man shall come into the Father, except through me…”

 “Wrong, arsehole!”


Iscariot was still smiling as the fist punched through his body from behind. The entity screamed in disbelief as dripping claws ripped through his breast and sent his power streaming out into the sky.


The hand withdrew, and Iscariot staggered. He lurched painfully about, only to stare in shock at Morgana, who sat cross-legged in the empty sky.

 “I saw you die! I watched you go!”

 “The rest of the quote runs; ‘I am the resurrection. Know me, and you shall live forever.’” Morgana slowly stood. “I do so love it when something performs as advertised. Do you ever use computers? Then think of this as a reboot.”


Trailing behind Morgana there was a tiny golden dreamstrand. She gathered it up into her hand and looked at it in wonder.

 “It’s mine. I made it on my own.”


A second blow rocked Iscariot. He arched slowly back and gave a keening scream.


Lilith locked her claws into his heart.

 “Bastard.”


She tore something free, and Iscariot floated brokenly away. Lilith drifted up out of the light with her own dreamstrand making a bright arc from the light behind her.

 “Punch out, Iscariot. Leave or we will kill you.”


Morgana hovered, and regarded the helpless enemy with her head tilted to one side.

 “Should we let him go?”

 “Yes.” 



Lilith moved to slowly circle Iscariot’s anguished form.

 “You came from dream, Iscariot. Through self, you won existence. But until you abandon self, this is all you can ever be.

 “You cannot merge with the centre, Iscariot. It is an alien place until the final lesson has been learned.” Lilith felt a strange new sense of astonishment. “And when the lesson is learned - your ambitions will be empty.”


He left without even trying to understand - and thus condemned himself.


Morgana and Lilith turned to look back at the convergence of a universe’s dreams. The dreams of birds - the dreams of trees and grass. Dreams made by dragonflies, and by water insects swimming beneath beams of drowsy sun.


Morgana felt the warmth flowing from the sun, and quietly flexed her wings.

 “So did the universe dream God, or did God dream the universe?”

 “Perhaps we made it, and then it made us. No one without the other.” Lilith pondered the sphere of light drifting in the void behind. “We made it remember us. The dreams have finally learned to dream.”


They had made their own dreamstrands, fashioning them from sacrifice. The demons had finally found souls.

 “So it takes a loss of everything to gain everything?”

 “Or a loss of nothing.” Lilith joined hands with her sister and rose with her up towards three pale faces watching them above.

 “If we dream, then we can give energy. We can sustain a loop of love.”

 “Then we have gained everything.” Morgana felt a sparkling breeze swirl in her hair.

 “Everything.”


Side by side, the sisters rose up into love, leaving the light forever shining in its nest of dreams.

 






 




Chapter 20:

 



 



 




The new album raised a number of eyebrows. Amongst a certain section of the musically aware, it created total paroxysms of excitement. Music departments at universities received innumerable papers on the leading tracks; music stores were besieged with requests for the limited edition tracks, which came wrapped in the skins of cuddly toys.


A Mongolian Shaman wrote the band a letter of thanks.


A new age church decried the band as agents of Satan.


Best of all - people unable to attend the concerts sometimes remembered hearing the band’s music in their dreams.


Patricia Ng organised another concert tour, spreading gigs from Stonehenge to Fujiyama. They were a band that never, ever made a music video; that fact alone drew the musically minded on in droves.


At a concert held in the old Circus Maximus in Rome, Morgana stood before a staring crowd and held them trapped inside a perfect harmony. Her voice showed an inhuman control; her words spoke of something found in half-remembered dreams. Behind Morgana, her two companions drew images from their minds and turned them into a music born straight from the soul.


Twirling about merrily in a blur of painted fans, a joyous girl with twin blonde ponytails danced before the stage. She gleefully tossed flowers to Morgana as she sang, then laughed as Jason played her a special track all of her own.


At the concert’s end, Morgana strode down from the stage, exhausted and elated. Behind her, Patricia Ng ruffled Jason’s hair. Dressed in her sweat-stained black lace, Morgana met a sister’s eyes - looked again in disbelief, and then quietly extended out her hands.

 “Show me.”


The baby was minuscule - barely two months old. It kicked tiny feet, settling awkwardly into Morgana’s arms. Lilith helped her hold it properly, then peeled back the blankets to show Morgana the baby’s clear blue eyes.

 “We called him Morgan.”

 “Oh my God!”


Morgana’s usual vocabulary had utterly drained away. She held a tiny hand, feeling it close around her fingertip. The little body felt incredibly soft and warm against her heart.

 “Oh my God.” Lilith had made a baby, and the baby had stayed alive! And it was the most beautiful thing Morgana had ever seen. “What was it like? Coming out of you, I mean?”

 “Hurt like hell. But we’ve both had worse.”

 “Oh my God…”


Morgana played with the baby’s hands, blowing through it’s fingers. Happily entranced, the two sisters walked side by side through the litter left behind by the concert goers. Road crew kept lingering fans at bay - although the best, most intelligent had already been invited to crowd the cafes around Trevi fountain. Morgana was forever hungry for new input, new music and new opinions.


The baby stirred in Morgana’s arms. Lilith soothed it with a drift of energy, settling a stomach made uneasy by the change in locale.

 “I found some Pack members yesterday. They were Incubi - all cruising for tourist tail over by the Colosseum.”

 “Hmmm?” Morgana raised one jet-black eyebrow, seeming amused. “And did they listen?”

 “They never do. Not now.” Lilith loved the feel of Rome’s air against her skin. “But then again - it took me ten thousand years.”

 “It only took me two.”

 “The credit lies with the teacher.”


They both snorted as they walked, leaving the subject lie. Morgana looked up towards the stage, saw Patricia wave, and gave a smile.

 “She’s beautiful.”

 “She loves you.”

 “She keeps me sane.” Lost in thought, Morgana walked with big long steps like some absurd species of bird. “I still can’t make the music say everything I mean! Jason gets his own damned ideas, and we end up bickering like fishwives. Patti has a talent for telling me when and how to shut the fuck up.”

 “Lucky girl.”


Dark and delicious, Morgana suddenly let her face twist in a smile.

 “Hey - want to see some photographs?”


She had the snapshots stored in her handbag. Lilith took hold of her tiny son, lifted an elegant hand out to receive Morgana’s offerings - then blinked her eyes in alarm.

 “Sweet Pocahontas on a pogo stick!”

 “Cool, isn’t it!”

 “Keep it away from the child!” Lilith turned the photo upside down and gave a scowl. “Yes - there are some sections of the anatomy that look absurd to any independent viewer.”

 “It’s Adonis. Well - part of him. Well - it was a part of him.” Morgana beamed an aura of pure malice, seeming deliciously and wonderfully alive. “The American tour gave us all sorts of opportunities. I spread some photographs around the media. Astarte and Adonis were always fond of homosexual love.”

 “Ah.”

 “So much for Presidential campaigns.” Morgana snapped her fingers in the air. “He’s abandoned his incarnation. Astarte’s still sticking it out. She was always too pig-headed for her own good.”


Up on the stage high above, a shaven headed troll clambered up into the light. He pushed past road crew and electric cables, then stuck out his hand towards a sweat covered, life-sized rag doll.

 “Jay-Man!”

 “Dee-ster!”


They gripped hands - then embraced, crushing hard. David looked across towards Patti, gave her a grin, and narrowly avoided having his scrotal sack tweaked by Jason.

 “Jay-man - how’s the tour?”


Jason leapt up beside Patti, holding her casually with one arm. Today they both wore Ninja boots painted with little dinosaurs. Patti spread out her hair, letting it fall thick and heavy through her hands.

 “Hey, we broke even! If we sell some CDs, then there’ll be enough money to do another tour.” She nudged David’s knee with one delicate little foot. “So did you bring us a toy? Is the rug rat here?”

 “It’s here and it’s groovin’! It smells funny, but it’s working out just fine.” David’s easy smile made light of the pride and amazement in his eyes. “You just know Lilith’s going to have him speaking Italian and French before he can even say my name.”


Down in the Circus Maximus, Morgana was going all gooey over her sister’s child. Lean, black-clad and gorgeous, she made a very odd picture as she cradled a sleeping child. Patti watched her lover’s face with wise, calm eyes.

 “The baby’s fine? There’s no energy drain?”

 “It’s alright. It’s working. We all swap power. There’s a little bit of leakage, but it all comes out in the wash. And Lilith does things - you know. I don’t get backaches, and she says we don’t have to age. When power gets a little low, Lilith saves another pussycat up a tree.”


The three of them sat on the stage and looked out across the Roman night. The giant arena of Circus Maximus stretched impossibly far to either side, while up above, lights turned the Palace of Augustus into a sparkling fairyland. 



David kept his face watching the sky.

 “That was great fuckin’ music. You guys get better every time.” The artist leaned on the stage with sturdy, ink-stained hands. “So you two are OK?”

 “We’re doing well. We keep Vampirella’s feet on the ground. The music’s got more challenging.” Jason found some beer - the same awful Chinese River Dolphin stuff he had become addicted to back in old London town. “So apart from rug rats - is Lilith hanging in OK?”

 “She has a crusade on! Lilith goes off every few nights to roam the Wheel.” David watched his lover walking with her sister at her side. “If they’ll listen, she can draw the Succubi’s fangs and bring them eternal life.

 “That’s enough work for a while.

 “But I’m teaching her to paint. And you know - she isn’t bad.”


They all drank Baji beer. Patti had never tasted the awful stuff before.

 “Jesus Jason!”

 “Hey - they put real dolphins in that stuff, I swear!”

 “Yeah, right.” Patti came over to ruffle hands across the comfy stubble of David’s skull. “So Q-ball, are we seeing you up at Trevi?”

 “Shit yeah! We got a hotel room at the fountain!” David frowned. “Or maybe it’s in the fountain? That might explain all the hippocampi in the bathroom.”

 “Catch you there then! I have to get this crap back in the van.” Patti swatted Jason’s backside as she passed. “Up, microbe! Help me drag that goddamned Taiko drum!”


With a weary sigh, Jason dragged himself back up to his feet.

 “A woman’s work is never done.”

 “Told you not to have that sex change!”

 “But I look so good in green!” Jason made ‘Bambi’ eyes, then winced as Patricia summoned him to work. “Gonna come on holiday? We can scout Pompeii or something tomorrow?”

 “Sounds keen.”


David slid off the stage and landed in a pile of candy wrappers. Behind him, Jason raised a hand in benediction.

 “Later, slug!”

 “Hey…” David gave the Venusian Boy Scout salute. “See you in my dreams.”


Lilith came quietly from the darkness and linked David in her arm. With their child stirring sleepily in her grasp, she made her way towards the Sacred Way, while high above, the moon shone in a peaceful summer sky.


Tonight, Lilith would lie beside a fountain and dream about the stars. 
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