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SYNOPSI S

Graham Park is in love. But Sara Ffitch is an enigma to him a creature of al nbst perverse
mystery. Steven Grout is paranoid - and with justice. He knows that They are out to get him
They are. Quiss, insecure in his fabulous if ranmshackle castle, is forced to play interm nable

i npossi bl e ganes. The solution to the oldest of all paradoxical riddles will release him But he
must find an answer before he knows the question.

Park, Gout, Quiss - no trio could be further apart. But their separate courses are set for
collision...

"A feast of horrors, variously spiced with incest, conspiracy, and cheerful descriptions of
torture... fine witing' The Tines

"The author's powerful imagination is displayed again here every bit as vividly as in his debut'
Fi nanci al Tines

' Est abl i shes beyond doubt that lain Banks is a novelist of remarkable talents' Daily Tel egraph
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- THEOBALD S ROAD-

He wal ked through the white corridors, past the noticeboards with their offers of small
roonms and old cars, past the coffee bar where people sat at tables, past a hole in the white fl oor
where an ol d chair stood sentry over an opened conduit in which a torch shone and a nan craw ed,
and as he left he | ooked at his watch:

TU 28

pm

3:33

He stood on the steps for a second, smiling at the figures on the face of the watch
Three three three. A good onen. Today was a day things would conme together, a day events would
coal esce

It was bright outside, even after the painted |lightness of the marble-flaked corridor
The air was warm slightly humd but not sultry. The walk woul d be a pleasure today. That was
good too, because he didn't want to arrive at her place hot and flustered; not today, not with her
at the end of the walk, not with that subtle but unequivocal prom se there, waiting, ready.

Graham Park stepped out on to the broad grey pavenent outside the School and during a
break in the traffic jogged across Theobald's Road to its north side. He relaxed to a walk on the
pavenent outside the White Hart pub, his large black portfolio held easily at his side by its
singl e handle. Draw ngs of her

He | ooked up at the sky, above the bl ocks and squat towers of the mediumrise office
bl ocks, and snmiled at its blue, city-grimed segnmentings.

Everything seened fresher, brighter, nore real today, as though all his quite nornal
perfectly standard surroundi ngs had until this point been actors funbling behind sone thin stage
curtain, struggling to get out, but now stood, triunphant expression frozen on face, hands spread,
goi ng Ta-Raah!' on the boards at last. He found this young-love rapture al nost enbarrassing in
its intensity; it was sonmething he was delighted to have, determined to hide, and wary of

examning. It was enough to know it was there, and the very comonness of it was reassuring in a
way. Let others have felt this way, let themfeel it now, it would never be exactly like this,
never be identical. Revel in it, he thought, why not?

A worn and grubby old man stood with his back against the wall of another tall grey-and-
brickred building. He wore a heavy grey-green coat, even in that heat, and one of his shoes was
open at the toe, baring skin inside. He held two huge boxes of mushroons. It was the sort of
sight - the poor, the strange - which usually al arnmed G aham

So many strange people in London. So many of the poor and the decrepit, the stil
spi nni ng shrapnel, wal ki ng wounded of society. Usually they oppressed and threatened him these
people with little threat to offer, and nuch to fear. But not today; today the old man, hot in
his thick coat, blinking fromhis grey face, clammy hands round his two two-pound boxes of
mushroons was mnerely interesting, just a possible subject for a drawing. He passed the Post
O fice, where a young black man, tall and well dressed, stood talking quietly to himself. Again
no fear. He realised that nmaybe he really was after all, just alittle, the country hick he had
tried so hard to avoid being. He had been so determned to be ungullible, city-wi se that perhaps
he had gone too far in the other direction, and so read a threat in everything the big city had to
offer. Only now, with the pronise of the strength she might give him could he afford the |uxury
of thinking so closely about hinmself (you had to have armour in the city, you had to know where
you st ood).

He had opted for the cynical, guarded approach, and now he could see that for all the
safety it had brought him- here he was, in his second year, still solvent, heart intact, unnugged
and even succeeding in his studies, despite all his nother's fears - every defence had its price,
and he had paid in a separating distance, inconprehension. Perhaps the young bl ack nan was not
mad; people did talk to thenselves. Perhaps the old man with the torn shoe was not sonme desperate
down-and-out with fists full of stolen rmushroons; maybe he was just an ordi nary person whose shoes
had split that lunchtime, while shopping. He |ooked at the traffic roaring by, and over it
through railings at the | eafy greenness of Gray's Inn, edging into view on his right. He would
renenber this day, this walk. Even if she did not... even if all his dreans, his hopes did not..
ah, but they would. He could feel it.

"Put that fantasy down. Park, you don't know where it's been.'

He turned quickly to the voice and there was Sl ater, boundi ng down the steps of Hol born
Li brary, wearing a pair of one-and-a-half-legged jeans, with a shiny black shoe on one foot and a
knee-1 ength boot on the other; the jeans were cut to suit, so that one | eg ended normally, in a
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stitched hem over the shoe, while the other leg cane to a frayed stop just above the top of the
boot. Above, Slater sported a well-worn hacking jacket over a black shirt and a black bowtie
whi ch appeared to have lots of small, dull red stones set init. On his head sat a tartan cap
predonmi nantly red. G aham | ooked at his friend and | aughed. Slater responded with a | ook of
pretended chilliness. 'l see nothing to cause such hilarity.

"You look like -' G aham shook his head and waved one hand at Slater's jeans and footwear,
and spared a glance for his cap.

"What | look like,' Slater said, conming forward and taki ng G aham by the el bow to continue
wal ki ng, 'is sonebody who has di scovered an old pair of RAF pilot's boots at a market stall in
Canden. '

"And taken a knife to them' G ahamsaid, |ooking down at Slater's |egs and shrugging his
armfree of the light grip which held it.

Slater smled, put his hands in the pockets of his nutilated jeans. 'There you show your
i gnorance, young man. |f you had | ooked carefully, or if you knew enough, you would appreciate
that these are, in fact, specially designed pilot's boots which, with the aid of a couple of zips,
convert into what was doubtless, in the forties, a pretty neat-looking pair of shoes. The whole
point is that if the intrepid aviator got shot down while blasting Gerry out of the skies above
eneny territory, he could sinply unzip his boot-legs and have a pair of civilian-looking shoes on
his feet, and thus pass for a native and so escape those dreadful SS nen in their tight little
bl ack uniforms. | have nerely adapted -'

"You look silly," G ahaminterrupted

"Why you straight old straight,' Slater said. They were wal king slowy now, Slater never
liked to rush. Grahamwas only a little inpatient, and he knew better than to try to hurry Slater

up. He had left in plenty of tine, there was no hurry. Mre tine to savour. 'I just don't know
_why_you turn nme on at all,' Slater said, then peered closely at the other young man's face and
said pointedly, 'Are you _listening_to ne, Park?

Graham shook his head, grinning slightly, but said, 'Yes, I'mlistening. You don't have
to camp it up with nme.'

"Ch ny God, pardon _nme_,' Slater said nelodramatically, one hand fanned over his upper
chest, 'I'moffending the poor hetero boy. Under twenty-one as well; oh say it ain't so!'

"You're a fraud, Richard,' Gahamsaid, turning to look at his friend. 'l sonetinmes think
you aren't even gay at all. Anyway,' he went on, attenpting to increase their pace a little,
"what have you been up to? | haven't seen you around for a couple of days.

" Ah, the change-of-subject,' Slater |aughed, staring ahead. He grinmaced and scratched his
short, curly black hair where it stuck out fromunder his tartan cap. His thin, pale face
contorted as he said, 'Wll, | shan't go into the seany details... the nore basic facets of life,
but on a cleaner if nore frustrating thenme, | have been trying to seduce that |lovely D ckson boy
over the |ast week. You know. the one with the shoul ders,’

"What,' Graham said contenptuously, annoyed, 'that tall bloke with the bl eached hair in
first year? He's thick,’

"Hm well,' Slater said, bobbing his head in an arc - a gesture sonewhere between a nod
and a shake - '"thick set, certainly, and not awfully bright, but God those shoulders. That wai st,
those hips! | don't care about his head; fromthe neck down he's a geni us,

"ldiot," said Gaham
"Trouble is,' Slater nused, 'he either doesn't realise what |I'"'mup to, or he doesn't care.

And he has this awful friend, called Qaude... | keep telling _him how earthy I think he is, but
he hasn't got it yet. Now he really _is_thick. | asked himwhat he thought of Magritte the

ot her day, and he thought |I was tal king about sone girl in first year. And | _can't_ get himaway
fromRoger. | shall _die_if he's gay. | mean if he got there first. |'msure Roger isn't

really stupid, it's just his friend who's infectious,'

"Ha ha,' Graham said. He always felt slightly unconfortable when Slater tal ked about
bei ng gay, though his friend was rarely specific, and G ahamwas hardly ever directly involved -
he had, for exanple, only ever net one of Slater's (supposedly nany) |overs, at |least as far as he
knew.

"Do you know,' Slater said, suddenly brightening, as they crossed John Street, 'I've had
this really good _idea_ .

Grahamgritted his teeth: '"Well, what is it this tine? Another newreligion, or just a
way of making lots of nobney? O both?

"This is aliterary idea.'

"If it's _The Sands of Love , |'ve already heard it.'

That was a great plot. No, it isn't romantic fiction this tine.' They stopped at the
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corner of Gray's Inn Road, waiting for the lights to change. A couple of punks on the far side,
al so waiting to cross, were pointing at the oblivious Slater and | aughing. G aham]| ooked up at
the skies and si ghed.

"Imagine, if you will,' Slater said dramatically, sweeping his arns out wide, 'a -

"Keep it short,' Grahamtold him

Slater |ooked hurt. '"It's a sort of Byzantine future, a degenerate technocratic enpire
with -

"Ch, not science fiction again.'

"Well, no, it's not really, snart-ass,' Slater said. 'It's a... fable. | could rmake it a
fairy-tale instead, if | wanted to. Anyway. |It's the capital of the enpire; a courtier starts a

Iiaison with one of the princesses; the demands she and the Enperor nake on his tine get to be too
nmuch, so he secretly has an android nade to inpersonate himat the endless court rituals and
boring receptions; nobody notices. Later he has the android' s brain upgraded so it can cope with
hunti ng expeditions and personal neetings, even Cabi net discussions with the Enperor present, all
so that he can spend nore tinme dallying with the princess. But he gets killed in some over-
energetic love-play. The android continues to fulfil all its courtly duties and even becones a
trusted confidant of the Enperor, and the princess discovers it actually nmakes a better |over than
the original. The android can fit in all its commtments because it never has to sleep. But it
devel ops a conscience, and has to tell the Enperor the truth. The Enperor sniles, opens up an

i nspection panel in his chest and says, "Well, by a funny coincidence..." End of story. Pretty
good, eh? Wat do you think?

Graham t ook a deep breath, thought, then said. 'These pilots: so they could disguise
their boots. What about their uniforns?" He frowned seriously.

Sl ater stopped, a |look of horror and confusion on his face. '_Wat_?' he said, aghast.

Suddenly Grahamrealised - with a small, disquieting feeling in his stomach - that they
were standing right outside a place which al ways nmade hi mfeel apprehensive.

It was only a small picture-franm ng shop which sold prints and posters and nore-tasteful -
t han- average | anpshades, but it was the nane whi ch held unpl easant associ ations for G aham
Stocks. That nane chilled him

Stock was his rival, the great threat, the cloud hanging over himand Sara. Stock the
bi ker, the macho bl ack-1eat hered never-properly-seen i mage of Nenesis. (He had | ooked up the nane
in the London tel ephone directory; there were one-and-a-half colums of them enough for quite a
few coi nci dences, even in a city of six-and-a-half mllion people.)

Slater was saying, '- to do with it?

"It just occurred to ne,' G aham said defensively. He w shed now he hadn't decided to
tease Sl ater.

"You haven't listened to a word |'ve said,' Slater gasped. G aham nodded to indicate they
shoul d keep on wal ki ng.

"OF course | have,' he said. They passed Terry's fruitstall next, with its smell of fresh
strawberries, then a chemist's. They were at the junction of O erkenwell Road and Rosebery
Avenue. By the side of Gray's Inn Buildings, which led on up the Avenue, sone tall green wooden
hoardi ngs jutted out over part of the street and pavenent, shielding sone roadworks. G aham and
Sl ater wal ked down the narrow alley fornmed by the seedy, decaying stonework and the pai nted wood;
G aham saw the grinmy glass of cracked wi ndows; fading political posters flapped in a slight
breeze.

"But don't you think it's a laugh?' Slater said, trying to edge round Gahamto peer into
his face. G ahamavoided his friend's eyes. He wondered if Slater intended to wal k the whol e way
with him or whether he was only going as far as the Air Gallery, now only just across the street,
where he sonetinmes went in the afternoons. Gahamdidn't mnd Slater know ng about Sara - he had
i ntroduced themto each other, after all - but he wanted to keep this day private. Besides, he
got enmbarrassed at the stares people gave Slater, even if Slater himself didn't seemto notice.
The | east he could do, G ahamthought, was take off that ridiculous tartan cap

"It's... all right," he conceded as they cane out from between the decayi ng buil di ngs and
the green hoardings, '"but...' he sniled and | ooked at Slater, 'don't give up your day job.'

"And don't you quote ny own |lines back at nme, you young pup!’

'Ckay,' Grahamsaid, looking at Slater again. 'Stick to ceramnics.

"You make ne sound like a glaze.'

"That's your expression.'

'Ch-ho,' Slater said, 'well, touche, or toushe, anyway.' He stopped by the pedestrian
crossing which | ed over Rosebery Avenue to the square, red-brick building of the Air Gallery.
Grahamturned to face him 'But don't you like the |atest scenario?
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"Wll,' Gahamsaid slowy, deciding he had better say sonething nice, 'it's good, but
perhaps it needs a little work.'

"Huh,' Slater said, stepping back and rolling his eyes. He came forward again, eyes
narrowed, pushing his face close to Grahanis so that the younger man shrank back just a little.'
"Alittle work", eh? Well, bang goes your conmission fromthe National Portrait Gallery when |'m
fanous.'

"Are you going over there?" Gahamindicated the far side of the road.

Slater slouched a little and nodded, |ooking over the road to the gallery.

"l suppose so. You're trying to get rid of nme, aren't you?

"No I'"'mnot.'

'"Yes you are. You've been hurrying ne all the way.'

"No, | wasn't,' Graham protested. 'It's just that you wal k sl owy.

"I was talking to you.'

"Well, | can walk and listen at the sane tine.'

"Ch, wow, the Gerry Ford of the Art School. Anyway, not to worry; | bet |I know where
you're off to, hm?'

'Ch?' Grahamsaid, trying to | ook innocent.

"Yes, | can tell,' Slater said. 'Stop trying to | ook so damm nonchal ant.' A sm|e appeared
on his face like oil surfacing on still water. 'You' ve got the hots for our Sara, haven't you?

"Ch, intensely,' Grahamsaid, trying to over-play it; but he could see Slater wasn't taken
in. But it wasn't like that; it wasn't that crude, or even if it was it shouldn't be tal ked of in
such a way; not now, not yet.

They aren't worth it, kid,' Slater said, shaking his head sadly and wisely. 'She'll |et
you down. Later if not now. They always do.'

G aham felt happier with this direct assault; this was just gay m sogyny, not even genuine
at that, but another of Slater's roles. He |aughed and shook his head.

Sl ater shrugged and said, 'Wll, when it does go wong, at |east you know you _can_ come
running to ne.' He patted his right shoulder with his other hand. 'l have very good shoul ders for
crying on.'

"Not,' Graham | aughed, 'while you're wearing that cap, chum' Slater narrowed his eyes and
straightened the tartan cap on his head. 'Wll,' G ahamwent on hurriedly, 'I really have to go
now,' and took a couple of steps backwards.

"Al'l right, then,' Slater sighed wistfully. "Do all the things | wouldn't dream of doing,
but don't forget what your Uncle Richard told you.' He grinned, blew G aham a kiss, waved one

hand, then stepped on to the crossing during a lull in the traffic. G ahamwaved back, then
wal ked away. 'Gahaml' Slater called suddenly fromthe other side of the road. He turned to | ook
si ghi ng.

Sl ater stood outside the gallery, in front of one of its |large windows. He put one hand
in his jacket pocket, and as he did so his bowtie lit up; the small red stones were really
lights. They flicked on and off. Slater started |aughing as Graham shook his head and wal ked
away up Rosebery Avenue. 'A quick flash!' Slater bellowed in the distance.

G aham | aughed to hinself, then had to break his stride as a long-haired biker in dirty
deni ns bunped a | arge Mdto Guzzi across the pavenent in front of himand into the courtyard
entrance of the buildings called Rosebery Square. G aham | ooked darkly at the man pushing the
bi ke, then shook his head, telling himself not to be so stupid. The man | ooked nothing Iike
Stock, the bike was quite different fromthe big black BMV St ock rode, and anyway onens were
nonsense. Stock's tinme was over; he could tell that fromwhat Sara had said over the phone that
nor ni ng.

He breathed deeply and put his shoul ders back, shifted the large black portfolio from one
hand to the other. What a blue sky! \What a great day! He thrilled to everything around him no
matter what; the brightness of the June day, the smell of cheap cooking and exhaust fumes; birds
singing, people talking. Nothing would, nothing _could_go wong today; he ought to find a
betting shop and put sone noney on a horse, he felt so lucky, so good, so in tune.

-MR SM TH

Sacked!
Lips tight, fists clenched, eyes narrow, breath held, back straight, stomach in, chest
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out, shoul ders back, Steven Grout stanped away fromthe depot he had just been fired from away
fromtheir stupid job and those awful people. He came to a car parked by the kerb, stopped, took
a deep breath, then wal ked on. Never mind the nane of the road, he thought; they would only
change it. He watched the cars and buses and vans and trucks pass by him and cal cul ated how far
he had to go to get to the next parked car which would shield himfromthem

The pavement had been nuch repaired, and it was difficult to synchronise his steps so that
the mddl e of each foot fell exactly on the cracks between the paving stones, but with sone
concentration and a few judicious hal f-steps he nanaged it; then he cane to a |long blue-grey line
of asphalt where a pipe had obviously been repaired, and wal ked al ong that instead, free fromthe
worry of the paving stones between the cracks.

He still felt hot and sticky fromthe attack by the Mcrowave Gun. He thought back
again, to the confrontation in M Smth's office.

O course, he had known they would use the Mcrowave Gun on him they always did when he
was up in front of somebody, whenever he was at a di sadvantage anyway and needed all the help he
coul d get, whenever he was going for an interview for a job, or being asked things by the Socia
Security people or even clerks in the Post Ofice. That was when they used it on him

Sonetines they used it on himwhen he was waiting to be served by a barman, or even when
he was just standing waiting to cross a busy street, but nostly it was when he was talking to
sonmebody offici al

He had recogni sed the synptons as he was standing in M Snmith's office.

Hi s pal ms were sweating, his forehead was wet and itching, he felt shivery, his voice was
shaky and his heart was beating fast; they were cooking, himwth the Mcrowave Gun, bathing him
inits evil radiations, heating himup so that he broke out in a |athering sweat and | ooked |ike a
nervous kid.

Bastards! He'd never found the Gun, of course; they were very clever, very clever and
cunni ng i ndeed. He had given up dashing through to adjoining roons, running to | ook downstairs or
above, craning his head out of wi ndows to |ook for hovering helicopters, but he knew they were
there sonewhere all right, he knew what they were up to.

So he had to stand there, in the office of the Roadworking Operatives Supervisor in the
I slington Council Seven Sisters Road H ghways Departnent Depot, sweating |like a pig and wondering
why they didn't just get on with it and sack himas he listened to M Smith and his eyes hurt and
he could snell his own body-odour again.

' were all hoping that this would not be a continuing situation, Steve,' M Snmith said
droning nasally from behind the chip-board desk in his Iowceilinged office on the depot's first
floor, '"and that you would be able to consolidate your position here by formng a positive working
relationship with the renmai nder of the road gang, who, in all fairness, |I'msure you' d be the
first to agree, have done their very best to, well...'

M Smith, a man of about forty with large soft bags under his eyes, |eant over his paper-
strewn desk and | ooked down at the No-Nonsense pen he was fiddling with. Steven watched the pen
mesmneri sed for a second.

"I really do think... ah... Steve - oh, and please don't hesitate to interject if you
feel you have anything you wish to articulate; this isn't a star chanber here. | want you to play
a full and neaningful part in this discussion if you feel that thereby we can ah, resolve...'

What was that? He wasn't sure he'd heard that right. Sonething about a Star Chanber?
What was that? What did it nean? It didn't sound like it fitted in with this period, this
setting, this age or whatever you wanted to call it. Could M Smith be another Warrior, or even
further up the hierarchy of Tormentors than he'd thought?

CGod! Those bastards and that @Qun! He could feel sweat start to gather in the |ines of
his forehead and in his eyebrows. Soon it would roll down his nose, and then what? They m ght
think he was crying! It was unbearable! Wy didn't they just throw himout? He knew it was what
they wanted to do, what they had planned to do, so why didn't they just _do_ it then?

' resol ve this apparent inpasse in sone viable way conducive with the efficient
operation of the departnent. | don't think I"mrunning a particularly tight ship here, Steve;, we
like to think that people will appreciate...'

Steven stood smartly to attention in the mddle of the office, his hard hat held tightly
under his right arm close to his side. Qut of the corner of his eye he could just see Dan
Ashton, the road-gang foreman and union representative. Ashton was |eaning, thick bronzed arms
fol ded, against the edge of the doorway. He was about fifty, but the fittest as well as the
ol dest man in the gang; he stood there grinning unpleasantly, his cap pushed back on his head, a

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks%20-%20Walking%200n%20Glass%20v1.0.txt (6 of 101) [2/4/03 10:22:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/ Banks%20-%20Wal king%200n%20GIl ass%20v1.0.txt

danmp, unlit roll-up hanging fromhis nouth. Gout could detect its soggy odour even over the
snell of M Snith's Aramis_.

Ashton had never liked himeither. None of themdid, even the one or two who didn't
continually make fun of himand tease himand play jokes on him

' over backwards to accommpdate you, but it really does look, I'mafraid, as though
this incident with the canal and the cat has to be just about the last straw... ah... Steve. |
understand from M Ashton here -' Smith nodded at the ol der nan, who pursed his |ips and nodded
back, '- that M ah...'" M Snith | ooked at some of the papers on his desk for a monent,'... ah
yes. M Partridge had to go to hospital for a tetanus injection and stitches after you struck him
with a shovel. Now, we don't think he's going to press charges, but you nust realise that if he
did you would in fact be facing a charge of assault, and coming as this does on top of your other
verbal and witten warnings - all within, I'mafraid to say, Steve," M Snith sat back in his seat

with a sigh and flicked through a few nore of the papers on his desk, shaking his head at them 'a
very short interval of tine considering the length of your enploynment with us, and all regarding
previous | apses in

Partridge! He w shed he'd knocked his head right off. Calling himthose nanes! Bastard,
was he? Mad, was he? Sinple, eh? That fat Cockney with his stupid tattoos and his jocul ar
manner and his dirty jokes; he should have dunped _him_ in the canal

The sweat was gathering in his brows, getting ready to slide down his nose and nake a
dewdrop at the end which would either stay there wobbling about very obviously and maki ng hi m want
to sneeze, or force himto draw attention to it by wiping it away. To w pe his brow would be a
sign of weakness, too, though; he wouldn't_do it! Let themsee his proud contenpt! They
woul dn't break him oh no! He wouldn't give themthe satisfaction

' appreci ated what you have said about not really neaning to offend anybody, | just
can't square this version of accounts with that of your workmates, Steve, who insist, |I'mafraid,
that you seened quite serious about back-filling the canal with the tarmac allocated for |aying on
Col ebrook... ah... Colebrook Row, in fact. As for Ms Mrgan's cat, all we can do is -'

They were tal king about cats, to hinl One of the mghtiest warlords in the history of
exi stence, and they were tal king about bloody cats! ©Ch, how the nmighty were fallen, right enough

The sweat |left his right eyebrow. It didn't roll down his nose; it went straight into his
eye instead. A terrible, furious, inpotent anger filled him naking himwant to strike out, to
shout and scream He couldn't do that, though; he had to keep cool, despite the Mcrowave Gun,
and only answer back, if even that. Discipline; that was inportant.

... but I take it you have nothing else to say? M Smith said, and stopped tal king.
Grout sucked in his breath; was he supposed to say sonething? Wy didn't people make things
clear? Wat was the point, though? Mght as well get the whole thing over with as fast as
possi bl e.

"I was only kidding!' he heard hinself say.

It had just |eaped out! But it was true; it was only a sign of their stupidity - or their

fear? - that they were taking himso seriously. O course he hadn't been going to fill the bl oody
canal in!' It would have taken himall day even if they'd had enough tarmac in the back of the

pi ckup! It was all just a sort of angry joke because the rest of the gang, and Ashton in
particular, wouldn't agree with himabout the best way to fill holes in. But they would see;

those holes they'd patched in Upper Street at the start of the norning shift would soon show who
was right!

O course, he knew speaki ng out would do no good, but he couldn't help it sometinmes. He
had to tell people when they were doing things the wong way.

It was nore than he could bear to see the stupidity around himand just suffer it in
silence. That would drive himto nadness, to the place they nost wanted him the place in which
it would be even nore difficult to find the Key; an institution, a hospital where they filled you
up with all sons of disgusting drugs and deliberately kept you as stupid as the rest. That was
part of their game, of course; |leave himto search for the way to escape, but alone. |If he
started trying to find any others like him other Warriors, they would have an excuse for | ocking
himaway. It was fiendishly clever.

' real |y excuse your actions Steve. Let's be fair, now, | don't expect it nakes much
difference to Ms Mirgan, or her cat,' M Snith said, and a small snmile played over his lips as he
gl anced at Dan Ashton, who grunted and | ooked down at his feet while Smth continued, 'whether you
were joking or in deadly seriousness.

The ot her eyebrow di scharged its sweat, rolling it down into Gout's other eye. He
blinked furiously, alnobst blinded, eyes red and stinging. Intolerable!

' typing your final witten warning now, but really, Steve, wi thout w shing to sound
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patronising in any way or form | really do think you're going to have to nend your ways very
considerably indeed if you're to -'
"Right!' Steven shouted hoarsely, shaking his head, sniffing hard and blinking all at the

same tine. 'My contenpt for all... all of youis just it ! | resign! | won't give you the
satisfaction! | quit; | resign; | throwin the towl! There, |I've said it before you did! Don't
tell me | couldn't; I'mstronger than you know' He could feel his lips trenbling;, he fought to

control them M Smith sighed and | eaned forward over his desk

"Now, Steve -' he began tiredly.

"Don't you "Now Steve" ne!' Gout shouted, standing there and quivering. 'It's " M
Gout_" to you. |I'mresigning;, give nme ny papers! | demand ny papers; where are ny papers? He
stepped forward towards M Smith's desk. Snith sat back, surprised. G out saw hi m exchange | ooks
with Dan Ashton, and thought he could see the ol der man nod, or give sone sort of sign or signa
to M Smith. Certainly the foreman was no | onger |eaning against the door-janb; he was standing
properly now, arns unfol ded. Maybe he thought Steven was going to offer sonme violence to M

Smith; well, let themfear! He' d showthem He wasn't frightened of any of them

"I really do think you're being a little rash inthis - ' M Smth began, but Steven
i nterrupted,

"l believe | asked for ny papers, _please_! | shan't |eave without ny papers. _And_ ny
noney! \ere are they? | know ny rights!'

"Steve, | think you're allow ng your understandable - ' M Snith began, pushing his chair

back fromhis desk slightly. The sunlight glinted on his discreet SDP | apel - badge.

" Enough!' Steven shouted. He took another step forward, and with his right hand nade as
though to hit M Smith's desk. H's hard hat, held in the crook of his right arm fell out from
between his armand his side and hit the floor, rolling briefly. Steven stooped quickly and
retrieved it, banging his head sharply on the front edge of M Snith's desk as he straightened.
He rubbed his head rapidly, feeling his face turning red. Dann that Gun

M Smith was on his feet now Dan Ashton had conme forward, and was | eaning over fromthe
side of Smith's desk, whispering sonething into his boss's ear. Gout glared at them both as he
rubbed his smarting head. Ch, it was easy to see what they were both up to!

"Well," M Smith began, a pained expression on his face as he turned to | ook at G out
again, 'if that's the way you really feel. Steve...'

Dan Ashton had smiled thinly.

So he'd won in the end. He hadn't given themthe satisfaction of firing himthere and
then; he'd shown themthe contenpt he felt for them.. let themsuffer

A strange fierce joy had filled himafter that, and he hadn't really heard anythi ng Ashton
or Smith had said to him They'd given himsone papers, and sonebody had gone to the cashier for
his money (it nmade a nice fat bulge in his hip pocket; he patted it now and agai n as he wal ked,
just to nake sure it was still there) and eventually he'd signed sonme papers. He hadn't wanted to
si gn anything, but they had said they wouldn't give himany noney unless he did, so he'd pretended
to read the papers carefully, and then signed them

Ashton had tried to see himout after that, and even wanted to shake hands with him but
Steven had spat at his feet and nade a rude sign at him

"You bad little fucker,' Ashton had said, which was typical of him Steven had told him
he was a foul -nmout hed i gnoranus, and stuffed his various papers and forns quickly into his trouser
pockets and wal ked off. 'Here!' Ashton had shouted after himas he strode down Seven Sisters Road,
head hel d high, 'Your P45. You dropped it!' At |east that was what Steven thought he had shout ed;
it mght have been a different nunber, but it was sonmething like that. He had gl anced back, to
see Ashton standing at the depot gates, waving a piece of paper at him Gout turned away,
strai ghtened his back and brought his head up, ignoring Ashton pointedly as he wal ked proudly
away.

Ashton had started after him Steven heard his trotting steps behind him so he ran
ignoring the older man's shouts until eventually he outdi stanced him Ashton had shouted one | ast
thing at him but Steven had been too far away, breathing deeply, an expression of triunph on his
face. He'd got away fromthem It was a small escape, a little rehearsal, but it was sonething

So now he wal ked, still angry with them but glad to be away, glad to have sal vaged
sonmet hing fromyet another of their attenpts to grind himdown, nmake himfeel small, drive him
into despair.

They woul dn't succeed that easily! They had surrounded himw th horror and stupidity,
with all the paraphernalia of this so-called-human excess, and they expected it to bring hi mdown,
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to reduce himstill further fromthe once proud state he had fallen from but they would not
succeed. They were trying to wear himdown, but they would fail; he would find the Key, he would
find the WAy Qut and escape fromthis... joke, this awful solitary confinenent for Heroes; lie

woul d | eave themall behind and take his rightful place in the greater reality again.

He had Fallen, but he would R se

There was a war sonewhere. He didn't know where. Not a place you could necessarily get
to by travelling anywhere fromhere, late Twentieth Century London, Earth, but somewhere
sonmetime. It was the ultimate war, the final confrontation between Good and Evil, and he had
pl ayed a major part in the war. But sonething had gone wong, he had been betrayed, |ost a battle
with the forces of chaos and been ejected fromthe real battleground to | anguish here, in this

cesspit they called '"life'

It was part punishnent, part test. He could fail entirely, of course, and be denoted
still further, with no hope of escape. That was what _they_ wanted, the ones who controlled the
whol e seedy show, the Tornentors.

They seenmed to want himto try and call their bluff, to stand up and say: 'Right, | know

what it's all about, you can drop the pretence. Cone out wherever you are and let's get it over
with', but he knew better than that. He had |earned that |esson as a child, when the others had
| aughed at him and they sent himto see the school shrink. He wasn't going to try that again

He wondered how nmany people in all the nmental hospitals in the country - or the world,
come to that - were really fallen Warriors who had either cracked up fromthe strain of trying to
live in this hell-hole, or sinply made the wong choice and thought that the test was just seeing
through the whole thing and then having the courage to stand out and make that chall enge.

Well, he wasn't going to end up |like one of those poor bastards. He would see it through
he would find the Way Qut. And he m ght not even stop at sinply escaping; he might just snmash up
the whol e foul contraption of their testing and inprisonnent apparatus - this 'life' - while he

was about it.
He was starting to feel faint. He had about another ten paces to go to the next parked
car, within the wheel base of which he would be safe fromthe | aser-axles of the passing traffic.

Al the traffic, every single vehicle which passed hi mwas equi pped with lasers inits
axles; they could register a hit on his |legs unless he was above them or shielded by a wall, or
bet ween t he wheels of a parked car, or holding his breath. O course, he knew that the | asers
didn't hurt; you couldn't see themand they did no harm by thensel ves, but he knew that they were
anot her of the ways that they - the Tormentors - took points off him He knew all this from
dreans, and from having worked it out. As a child he had done the sane thing, as a gane;
sonething to nmake |ife nore interesting, give it sone purpose... then he had begun to have dreans
about it, to cone to realise that it was real , that he had had an insight when he started to
play the game. He _had_ to do it now, it felt horrible and unconfortable when he tried to stop
even just to see what it was |ike walking down a street breathing 'normally'. It was |like the
feeling he used to get when he played anot her game from his chil dhood; that of closing his eyes
and wal king for a certain nunber of steps along, say, a wide path in a park. No natter how
certain he mght be imedi ately before he closed his eyes that there was plenty of space in front
of him no nmatter how positive he was as he wal ked with eyes closed that he wasn't veering off to
one side and there was tarmac under his feet rather than grass, he still found it very hard,
al nost i nmpossible, to wal k nore than about twenty paces with his eyes closed. He would be
certain, positive, that he was about to walk into a tree, or a post or sign he hadn't noticed,;
even that sonebody had been watching frombehind a tree and was about to | eap out and punch him
hard on the nose.

Better to keep your eyes open; better to trust your instincts and take deep breaths
bet ween the parked cars. You couldn't be too careful

He got to the car and stopped opposite it, breathing deeply. He took off his hard hat and
wi ped his brow, after checking for scaffolding. The safety hel met was another of his discoveries,
his good ideas. He knew how vul nerabl e peopl e's heads were, and how i nportant his own was. He
knew _they would just love to arrange a little "accident' with some spanner or brick falling from
a building, or, nore plausibly still, fromsone scaffolding. So he had worn that hard hat, since
even before he left the hone. No natter what the job was, or what else he m ght be doing, he wore
the hat when he was outside. They had |aughed at himin the road gang; who did he think he was?
they said. Poncy engineers wore hard hats everywhere, not your |abourers. O was he frightened
of pigeons then? Going a bit thin on top as well as inside, eh? Ha ha. Let themlaugh. They
woul dn't get the hat off him He had two spare hats in his roomjust in case he ever lost his
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usual one, or sonebody stole it. People had done that before now, too.

He started wal ki ng again, treading carefully on the cracks between the paving stones. A
careful, steady stride was very inportant, anyway. Good for the breathing and the heart rate.

Peopl e stared at himsonetines, junping fromone paving stone border to another, then
taking sone nincing little half-steps over others, his face going strange col ours as he ran out of
stored air in his lungs, sweating under a hard hat with no construction sites anywhere in
evi dence, but he didn't care. They'd be sorry, one day.

As he wal ked, he wondered what he would do today with his newfound freedom He had lots
of noney; perhaps he would get drunk... the pubs would be open soon. He supposed he ought to go
and sign on; |let the unenpl oynent people know he was out of a job again. He w shed he could
renenber what you were supposed to do when you wanted to register as unenployed, but he al ways
forgot. Cbviously the whole unenpl oynment, Social Security system had been set up to confuse,
anger and denoralise him He kept nmeaning to take notes, wite down all the separate noves you
were meant to nmake, forns fill out, offices visit, people see, but he always forgot. Anyway, he
always told hinmself that this would be the last tinme; this tine he would find some really good job
in which he would get on really well and his talents would be appreciated and people would Iike
himand he woul d surprise all his Tornmentors, so there would be no reason to go through the whol e
fraught and sappi ng busi ness of signing on again. He wondered vaguely about going back to Ms
Short's boardi ng house and getting a pen and paper

He woul d go back to his room He always felt better there, and he still felt like a good
wash; he needed to get rid of all this sweat and cl anm ness, wash all the dust and the |ead off
his face and hands. He could do that back at Ms Short's. He would gain strength from bei ng back
with his books, his bed and his little bits and pieces. He could have a | ook at the Evidence,
again; that would be good. He could start re-reading a book

He had a | ot of books. Mst of them were Science Fiction or Fantasy. He had | ong ago
realised that if he was going to find any clues to the whereabouts of the Way Qut, the |ocation or
identity of the Key, there was a good chance he mi ght get sone ideas fromthat type of witing.

He knew this fromthe way he felt attracted to it.

It was a contenptuous sop of a clue, sonething they thought they could afford, but it
m ght be useful. Cbviously they thought that by letting this sort of thing out they would have an
excuse for putting himaway if he ever attenmpted to call their bluff. "Ha!' they would be able to
say, 'Crazy; read too nuch SF. Bonkers; let us put himaway and keep hi m under sedation and have
done with him' That was the way their minds worked.

That realisation was supposed to put himoff, but he was too clever for them He bought
all the nost fantastic 'unrealistic' fiction he could find and afford; by the rules they nust have
hidden a clue away in it sonewhere. One day he woul d open up a book - sonme new sword-and-sorcery
trilogy, probably - and something he would read there would trigger what he knew was | ocked away

in his own brain sonewhere. It mght be the name of a character (there was one already he was
sure sounded fanmiliar; it was one of his bits of Evidence), it might be the description of a place
or a sequence of events... all he needed was that Key.

Escapism they called it. ©Ch, they were clever all right!

H's roomwas full of books; thick, dog-eared, broken-spined gaudy-covered paperbacks.
They lay on the floor, stacked on their sides because he didn't have any proper shelves. The
floor of his roomwas |like a maze, with tower-bl ocks of books, whole walls of them set out on the
thin carpet and holed linoleumso that only small corridors for himto walk in renmai ned between
them He could go frombed to wi ndow and table, to cupboard and door and fire and wash-handbasin
but only by certain routes. WMaking the bed was difficult. Pulling the drawers in the cupboard
out properly needed great care. Coming back to the place drunk, especially when he couldn't find
the light switch, was horrendous; he would wake to a sight |ike Manhattan after a severe
eart hquake. | n paperback.

But it was worth it. He needed both those avenues of escape; drink because it felt like
escape, a way out of their fetid reality for a while... and the books because they soothed, they
of fered hope. He nmight |ose hinself in the books sonetines, but he mght find the Key there, too.

A car he was heading for to draw his next breath suddenly drove off. Steven cursed
inwardly and had to step up on to a | ow wall above the height of the |aser-axles to enpty and fil
his lungs again. He got down fromthe wall and wal ked on

He'd show themall, one day. Al the people who had taunted himand hurt himand confused
hi m and denied him Even the ones whose nanes he had forgotten. Wen he found the Key he'd get
them People like M Snmith, Dan Ashton and Partridge. He'd find that Way Qut, but he woul dn't
| eave until he'd found themagain and sorted themout. They'd pay all right.

Coul dn't even take a joke. Throw a shovel ful of tarmac into the canal and they went to
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pieces. It hadn't been his fault he'd tripped over the cat. He knew he shouldn't have hit the
ani mal, but he'd been angry. Then Partridge had tried to westle with him clainmng |later that he
was only trying to 'restrain' him Partridge had got all angry and upset soon too, because as he
was struggling with Steven a nmagazine fell out of his trousers on to the towpath of the canal and
the other nmen had picked it up and it had been a spanki ng magazi ne so all the other nen who
weren't |aughing and shouting already started teasing Partridge; Partridge started trying to
westle Steven to the ground but Steven had got free and clouted the other nman with the shovel,
whi ch was still bloody fromhacking the cat to bits, and after that, with the nagazi ne coning
apart as the other nen grabbed at it and Partridge rolling about dazed on the towpath in the cat's
bl ood and alnost falling into the canal, Dan Ashton had sai d soberly that enough was enough and
they'd better go and see M Smith the supervi sor because they just couldn't go on like this. They
weren't getting the work done.

It was all horribly sordid, but the nore he thought about it, the nore he becane certain
that, far frombeing a disaster, |eaving the H ghways Departrment was in fact a real step forward.

It hadn't been rmuch of a job after all; he had thought at first fromthe sound of it that it m ght
mean travel, but it didn't.
He woul d definitely go to the pub later, he decided. It was a day to celebrate. For two

reasons, he renminded hinself. Not that it neant very nuch, because when you thought about it it
wasn't sonething really to cel ebrate, but today, June 28th, was his birthday.

He stopped, opposite a car, of course, and |looked at his reflection in a shop wi ndow. He
was tall and thin. He had longish, |ank dark hair he didn't wash often enough. It stuck out from
under his red hard hat in scrappy curls. H s trousers were slightly too short, and showed off his
purpl e nylon socks and his tar-stained desert boots. Hi s Paisley pattern shirt didn't go too well
with the greying Marks & Spencer pullover he wore instead of a jacket, and he knew his fingernails
were dirty. But it was a good disguise, he told hinself. Geat Warriors didn't want to attract
too much attention to thensel ves when they were trying to think their way out of their penalty
period in the ultimte war.

A young wonan who was dressing the fermale dunmies in the lingerie departnent w ndow Steven
was | ooking at frowned at himand gave hima suspicious, disapproving | ook which he noticed her
just intine to see. He saw the half-dressed nodels then, and quickly wal ked away, only just
taking a deep breath in tinme as he wal ked out fromthe cover of the parked car

"Many happy returns,' he said to hinself, then suddenly gul ped as he put his hand to his
mout h and | ooked around. What was he _saying_!

- ONE- DI MENSI ONAL CHESS-

Qui ss paused near the topnost window in the winding-stair. Hs old body, for all its
girth, thick size and seeni ng weight of nuscle, was less than fit, and not so warmeither. The
cold air of the castle fumed fromhis nmouth as he rested, gathering breath. It was dark in the

turret stair, the only light conming froma snall open w ndow just round the twist in the rising
steps. The steany clouds of his breath were first caught in the |light from above, then pulled
slowy away in a draught fromthe same source. He wondered if Ajayi had finished the game yet.

Probably not. Prevaricating woman. He sighed and set off up the stairs again, pulling
hinself up by his hands on the thick, frozen rope fixed to the outside of the staircase, the
castle's concession to their earlier request for a handhold on the often ice-slicked steps.

Ajayi was in the ganmes roomstill, hunkered over the small table in her furs, huge as a
bear, perched on a snmall stool all but hidden beneath the furs and cl oths which snothered her old
frane. She didn't look up as Quiss - panting heavily - appeared at the top of the stairs and nade
his way down the length of the dimy lit room She seened to notice himonly as he cane cl oser
up to his chair, facing her across the small, four-legged table with the dully glowi ng red jewel
inits centre. Ajayi smled and nodded, perhaps at the man, perhaps at the thin, wavering |ine of
squares which seenmed to hang in the air over the small circular table.

The thin line of squares - alternately black and white, like tiny isolated tiles of shadow
and mi st - stretched over the table, through the air on either side of it, and di sappeared into
the distant side walls of the broad ganes room over fallen slates and past rusting col umms of
wought iron. The flat string of squares flickered slightly, just sufficiently to showit was a
proj ection, nothing real; but although it was apparent the line of squares itself was nerely an
i mge, on its surface sat seemingly real and solid wooden chess pieces nade fromblack and white
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wood, and set on that strange line like tiny isolated guard towers on a chequered frontier wall
Aj ayi | ooked slowy up at her conpanion, her old lined face gradually contorting into a
smle. Quiss |looked down at her. Maybe there's sonething of the reptile in her, he thought.
Maybe she slows down in the cold. As though | didn't have enough probl ens.
"Well? the old wonman sai d.

"Well what?' Quiss said, still breathing hard fromhis walk up the stairs fromthe
castle's lower levels. Wat was she asking himquestions for? He was the one who shoul d be doing
the asking. Wy hadn't she finished the game yet? Wy was she still just sitting looking at it?

"What did they say?" Ajayi asked patiently, snmiling a little.

"Ch,' Quiss said, shaking his great bearded head quickly as though the whol e subject was
of too little consequence to be worth discussing, 'they said they'd see what they could do. |
told themif we didn't get nore |light and heat up here soon |I'd tear a few nore of them apart, but
after that they only started acting all stupid, and anyway they'll soon forget; they always do.'

"You didn't see the seneschal hinself then? Ajayi said. She sounded disappointed, and a
smal | frown creased her forehead.

"No. He was busy, they said. Just sawthe little bastards.' Quiss sat down heavily on
his snall chair, wapping sone nore furs around hinself to keep warm He stared mournfully at the
bright strip which appeared to float in the cold air over the snmall table. In the centre of the
table's delicately carved surface the jewel, which was the col our of blood, shone |Iike sonething
war m

Aj ayi pointed at one of the wooden chess pieces - a black queen - and said, 'Wll, | think
you're too hard on them That's not the way to get results. By the way, | think that's
checkmate. "'

"You don't know -' Quiss began, then gave a start as the last part of what his adversary
had said sank in. He frowned deeply and peered at the narrow line of black and white spaces
hanging in the air in front of him 'Wat?' he said.

' Checkmate,' Ajayi said, her old voice slightly cracked and uneven. 'l think.
"Where?' Quiss said indignhantly, sitting back with a smle sonewhere between annoyance and
relief. "That's only check; | can get out of it. There.' He |leaned forward quickly and took hold

of a white bishop, placing it one black square further forward, in front of his king. A ayi
smi |l ed and shook her head; she put her hand just to one side of the glittering, projected |ine of
squares and seened to funble with something invisible in the air. A black kni ght appeared, as

t hough out of profound shadow, on the surface of the ultimately narrow board. Quiss took in his
breath to say sonmething, then held it.

"Sorry,' Ajayi said, ' _that's_mate.' She said it quietly, but then wi shed she hadn't
spoken at all. She frowned to herself, but Quiss was too absorbed glaring at the board - | ooking
desperately up and down its length for useful pieces that were not there - to notice what she'd
sai d.

Ajayi sat back in her little stool and stretched. She put her arms out from her sides and
back, arching her spine and wondering vaguely as she did so why it had been thought necessary or
rel evant to give themsuch old bodies. Perhaps to keep the idea of the passing of time, sinple
nmortality, to the forefront of their mnds. |If so, it was a redundant neasure, even in this
strange and singul ar place, even given their odd, frozen state (as the castle was frozen, so were
they; as the castle was slowy crunbling but they stayed in their stasis, so their hopes, their
chances decayed). She got up stiffly fromthe table, with one last | ook at the scowing form of
the man trying to work a way out of his hopel ess situation, then walked slowy, linping alittle,
over the scratched glass floor of the roomto the bright chill of the bal cony.

She | eaned sl ackly agai nst the square pillar in the nmddl e of the row of columms which
divided roomfromterrace, and | ooked into the snow distance.

An unbroken plain of white stretched to the far horizon, only the faintest shadi ngs of
light indicating any variation in the alnmost dead flat land. To the right, Ajayi knew, if she
| eaned out fromthe bal cony (which she did not like to do as she was a little afraid of heights),
she woul d be able to see the quarries, and the start of the thin, also snow covered and treel ess
line of stunted hills. She didn't bother to lean out. She had no particular desire to see either
the hills or the quarries.

"Aaah!' Quiss roared behind her, and she turned in tinme to see himsweep his arm over the
surface of the thin, artificial board in a gesture of fury and frustration. Chess pieces
scattered fromthe board, but blinked out the instant they dropped below the level it was on, as
though falling beneath sone invisible beam All except a couple of knights, which vani shed as
soon as they left the board itself. The board flickered for a second or two, then slowy faded
until it was gone, and Quiss was left sitting |ooking angrily at the small wooden table. The
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faint glow fromthe jewel in the mddle of its filigreed surface di nmed, went out.

Aj ayi raised her eyebrows, waiting for the man to | ook at her, but he did not; he sinply
sat, torso perched forward, one el bow on his knee, hairy chin in one hand. 'Fucking stupid
knights,' he said at last. He scowed at the table.

"Well,' Ajayi said, |leaving the open entrance to the balcony as a |ight w nd picked up and
blew a small flurry of snow around her booted feet, 'at |east the game's over.'

"I thought we had a stalemate.' Quiss seened to be addressing the table, not his opponent.
"W had an agreenent.'

"It was quicker this way.' Ajayi sat down on the small stool on the other side of the
table. Light fromthe ceiling noved uncertainly over the carved wood Quiss was still staring at.
Aj ayi | ooked at her conpanion's face in the dimess. Quiss had a broad, dark grey face, covered
with nmottled black and white hair. Hi s eyes |ooked snall and yellow, set in a tracery of
deepening lines which seened to radiate fromhis eyes like waves in a small still pool. He stil
did not | ook at her, so she shook her head slowy, resignedly, and | ooked about the room

It was long and wide and very dark, with many pillars. Mst of the |ight cane fromthe
openi ngs onto the bal cony. There should have been |ight from above and below, but in fact there
was al nbost none, and it was partly because of that, and because it was al so rather colder than it
had to be, that Quiss had set off sonmething |ike an hour before to find some of the castle's
attendants. He was supposed to have asked politely for nore heat up on their level, but from what
he'd said Ajayi suspected he had been his usual brusque and threatening self. She would have gone
herself, but her leg was stiff and sore again and she wasn't sure she woul d have been able to
manage the stairs.

She | ooked up at the ceiling, where one of the roonis nmany odd colums flared into the
flat, thick, pale green glass. A single sinuous shape, shedding nmilky light, noved in the cold,
nmur Ky wat er over head.

It was one of the castle's many peculiarities that the interior |lighting was produced by
several species of |um nescent fish

"Where's the bell? Quiss said suddenly, sitting upright and | ooki ng about the room He
got up fromhis seat as quickly as his thick furs and ol d nuscles would all ow, kicked sone slates
and books out of his way across the glass floor and started inspecting a pillar a few netres away.
They've noved it again,' he nuttered. He started |ooking at sonme of the nearby pillars and
columms, his boots scraping on the glass slabs of the floor as he noved. 'Ah,' he said, when
al rost out of sight, back in the depths of the room not far fromthe small w nding-stair he had
entered the roomby a few mnutes earlier. Ajayi heard a distant scraping noise as Quiss pulled
on the bell-chain.

Ajayi picked up a snall, thin slate fromthe floor at the base of the pillar behind her
She turned the slate this way and that, trying to understand the curious markings scratched on its
bl ack- green surface, wondering idly which part of the walls the slate had fallen from She rubbed
her back at the sane time; bending to the floor had hurt her.

Qui ss canme back to the table by way of another small, though taller, table over on the far
side of the room where a few dirty cups and cracked gl asses stood in a snall tin basin under a
dripping tap. The tap was joined to a slightly bent |length of pipe which appeared froma wal
seem ngly conposed of tightly conpressed paper. Quiss poured hinself a glass of water, drank it.

Back at the games table he sat down in his straight-backed chair and stared across at
Aj ayi, who put down the slate she was studying. 'O course the damm thing' s probably not working,'
Quiss said gruffly. Ajayi shrugged. She pulled the furs nore closely around her. The w nd
noaned t hrough the bal cony w ndow.

The castle had two names, as befitted its dual ownership. The side Quiss belonged to
called it Castle Doors, Ajayi's side named it the Castle of Bequest. Neither name seened to nean
anything. As far as they could tell, it was the only thing which existed here, wherever 'here
was. Everything el se was snow, the white plain.

They had been there... they did not know how I ong. Quiss had found hinmself there first,
and after a little while, when he realised that there was no night and day, just the one flat,
nmonot one |ight always there beyond the wi ndows, he had started to keep a tally of the nunber of
times he slept. The record was scratched on the floor of a small cell in a corridor off the ganes
room his bedroom There were nearly five hundred scratches on the glass floor now

Ajayi arrived, seemingly deposited on one of the castle's high, flat, rubble-strewn roofs
one ni ght, when Quiss had made ei ghty-three scratches. They had bunped into each ot her that
"day', and were delighted to find each other. Quiss had been lonely with only the castle's shy
and dwarfish attendants for conpany, and A ayi was pleased to find somebody who al ready knew their
way round the cold, forbidding stunp of rock, iron, glass, slate and paper which was the castle.
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It had taken themonly a short tine to realise they were from opposite sides in the
Therapeutic Wars, but it had caused little friction. They had both heard of this place, they both
knew why they were here. They both knew what they had to do, and how hard it was going to be to
escape; they knew t hey needed each ot her

They had been Pronotionaries, on their respective sides of the Wars (which were not, of
course, between Good and Evil at all, as non-conbatants of every species always assuned, but
between Banality and Interest), with great things expected of them once their training and
i ndoctrinati on was conpl eted; but they had each done sonmething silly, something which called into
question their very suitability for exalted rank, and now they were here, in the castle, with a
problemto solve and ganes to play, being given one last chance; a |long shot, an unlikely appea
procedure.

And an unlikely setting.

VWhat strange architect had designed this place? Ajayi found herself wondering every so
often. The castle, rising on a single outcrop of rock fromthe plain, was built very largely of
books. The walls were nostly slate, apparently quite normal, grained rock produced by a perfectly
standard physical process of alluvial deposition. But when you | oosened one of the slate bl ocks
fromthe castle walls - an easy job, as the castle was slowy crunbling away- and split it open
on every surface so exposed a series of cut or engraved figures was reveal ed, arranged in |ines
and col ums, conplete with word and line breaks and what | ooked |ike punctuation. Quiss had
denol i shed a significant part of the castle when he first discovered this, unwilling to believe
that the stones, every one of them all the tens of thousands of cubic nmetres the castle nmust be
conposed of, all those kilotonnes of rock really were saturated, filled full of hidden
i ndeci pherable lettering. The castle's stunted squad of nasons and builders were still working to
repair the danage the old man had done by tearing down walls in his attenpt to prove these hidden
gl yphs were isolated aberrations, not - as they indeed were - ubiquitous. This caused nuch
grunmbl i ng and conpl ai ni ng, as the masons consi dered they were anyway fighting a losing battle
agai nst the castle's accelerating decay without its guests adding to their workl oad.

"You called? a snall, cracked voice said. Ajayi |ooked up at the door to the w nding-
stair expecting to see an attendant, but the voice had cone from behind her, and she coul d see
Qui ss's face starting to turn red, his eyes w dening, the |lines around them spreadi ng out further

"Fuck of f!' he shouted over Ajayi's shoul der towards the bal cony. The wonan turned round
and saw that the red crow was perched on the balustrade, flapping its wings like a man trying to
keep warm and | ooking in at them its head cocked to one side. An eye like a snmall black button
glittered, fastening on them

"G ven up on the game then?' the red crow croaked. 'Could have told you the Silesian
Def ence woul dn't work in One-Di nensional Chess. Were'd you learnto -7

Qui ss stunbl ed out of his seat, alnmost falling, scooped a flat piece of slate fromthe
floor and threw it at the red crow, which screaned and junped out of the way, spreading its w ngs
and dropping away, flying into the cold clear space below the balcony, its final call echoing
briefly, like laughter. The slate Quiss had thrown sailed out through the bal cony doorway after
the bird, a stony imtation of its flight. 'Pest!' Quiss spat, and sat down again.

The rooks and crows which lived in the decaying stunps of the castle's high towers could
tal k; they had been given the voices of Quiss and Ajayi's respective rivals, unfaithful |overs and
hat ed superiors. They would appear fromtine to time and taunt the old couple, rem nding them of
their past lives and the failures or nistakes which had brought themto the castle (though never
detailing them- neither Quiss nor Ajayi knew what the other had done to justify sending them
here. Ajayi had suggested they swap stories, but Quiss denmurred). The red crow was the nost
mal i cious and cutting, and was equally proficient at taunting either of the elderly pair. Quiss
was the nore easily riled, so he tended to suffer nore than his fair share of the bird s abuse.
He shook with fury sonetines, as nmuch as col d.

It was col d because sonething had gone wong down in the castle's boiler room The
heati ng system was breaki ng down, needing repair. Hot water was supposed to circul ate beneath and
above every floor. |In the ganes room supported by slate and iron pillars, a tracery of iron
girders held the low glass ceiling. |Inside the glass was water, about a half-netre or so of
slightly cloudy and salty water the boilers were supposed to keep warm The sane went for the
gl ass underfoot; another half-nmetre of water |ay underneath the transparent slabs which made up
the floor, gurgling under the scratched surface and around the slaty pedestals supporting the
col ums above. Long gel ati nous-1ooki ng bubbles of air noved |i ke pal e anbebae under the false ice
of the gl ass.

Lum nous fish lived in the salt water. They swam|like |ong rubbery strip-lights through
the water's gentle currents, and kept the roons, corridors and towers of the castle bathed in a
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sil ky, pervasive light which someti nes nmade di stances hard to neasure and gave the air a thick
sort of |ook. Wen Ajayi had first arrived the games room had been just right, held at a pleasant
tenperature by the warmfluid circul ati ng above and bel ow, and enjoyably light as well, thanks to
the fish. The odd system had seened to work.

But now t here was sonet hing wong, and nost of the fish had retreated to the castle's
still warmlower levels. The castle's black-cloaked seneschal had scow ed darkly on the previous
occasi ons when Qui ss had tracked hi mdown in the kitchens and asked hi m what was goi ng on and what
he intended to do about it; he made dour excuses and tal ked of the corrosive effects of salt water
and what a ness it nade of his pipes and anyway materials were very hard to conme by these days -
_What days_? Quiss had exploded. There was only one day, wasn't there, or did they have days
here but they were just very long? The seneschal had gone quiet at that and sunk his thin grey
face back into his hooded cape, while the huge human stood glaring at him quivering with inpotent
r age.

Time was another problemin the Castle Doors. It went quicker the closer you were to a
clock. The further away froma tinme-piece you were, the nore it not only seened to but did drag
The clocks in the castle were inmmpvable, and erratic too, going sonetines faster, sonmetines
slower. There was one great clock nmechani smburied deep in the warmer depths of the place, sone
vast assenbl age of gears and creaki ng cogs which powered all the clock faces in the ranshackl e
shell of the castle. Rotating shafts buried in the walls transnmtted the energy fromthe central
machi nery to the faces, and runbled in sone places, squeaked in others, and | eaked oi
ubi qui t ousl y.

The oil mngled with the warmsalty water which | eaked fromplaces in the ceilings, and
that was one of the reasons they had asked for sone sort of banister rail to hold on to in the
narrow wi ndi ng-stair. The snell of oil and brine perneated the castle, making Ajayi think of old
har bours, and shi ps.

Why tine should go faster the closer you were to a clock, they didn't know, and none of
the castle's waiters and attendants had any explanation either. Quiss and Ajayi had carried out
experiments, using identical candles, lit at the sane time, one hard by the face of a clock, the
other in the mddle of the roomwith thenmy the candle by the clock burned nearly twi ce as fast.
They had fornul ated sone vague ideas which would let themuse this effect to shorten the perceived
time it took to play the ganes they had to play, but the castle clocks, or perhaps the castle
itself, seemed unwilling to cooperate. Taken near a clock, the table stopped working; the red
jewel in the mddle stopped glow ng, the projection of the board and the pieces di sappeared.

Added to this was the fact that the clocks thensel ves were so erratic; every so often they sl owed
down, so that tinme went nore slowy the closer you were to them

What ever was affecting the rate time passed at seened to obey the inverse square |aw, the
phenomenon apparently radiating fromeach clock face, while at the sane tine there was a nore
general i sed sort of effect emanating fromthe huge central nechani sm buried sonewhere in the
castle's many | ower |evels, making everything down there happen nore quickly.

The chaotic kitchens, where the seneschal had his office and where vast quantities of food
were continually being prepared in conditions of the utnmobst confusion, noise and heat, seened to
be the worst affected place of all. Ajayi could snmell the cooking odours from Quiss's ragged furs
as they sat, waiting.

"Ah, here you are then,' said a small voice. Ajayi |ooked, Quiss turned, and there at the
head of the wi nding-stair stood an attendant. The attendant was short, about half the height of
either of the two humans. It was dressed in a sort of grubby grey cassock knotted with red string
at the waist. The cassock had a thin hood, held in place over the attendant's head and face by
what | ooked like the brimfroman old and worn red hat; it was squeezed down over the attendant's
head, the top of the hood showi ng through where the hat's crown shoul d have been. The attendant's
face was hidden by a papi er mache nmask, as worn by all the attendants and waiters. The nask was
set in an expression of abject sadness.

"Well, better late than never,' Quiss snarled.
"Dreadful sorry,' the attendant squeaked, shuffling closer. Little red boots, quite
shiny, flickered under the hemof its cassock as it noved. It stopped near the table and bowed,

putting its small gloved hands into the opposing cuffs of its robe. 'You've finished the gane
t hen, oh, good. Wo won?'

"Never mnd who won,' Quiss barked. 'You know why we've sent for you, do you?

"Yes, yes, | think so.' The attendant nodded, its high voice not altogether as certain as
the words. 'You've got an answer, no?' It lifted its shoulders slightly, or dropped its head a
little, as though frightened of being struck if its supposition was w ong.

"W've got an answer, yes,' Quiss said sarcastically. He glanced at Ajayi, who smled
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back and notioned towards the small attendant. Quiss cleared his throat and | eaned forward
towards the small figure, which shrank away without actually stepping back. 'Right,' Quiss said,
"the answer to the question is: You can't have both in the same universe. Got it?

"Yes,' nodded the attendant, 'yes, | think I've got it: "You can't have both in the sane
uni verse." Very good. Very logical. That sounds like it to nme. _|_thought that. That sounds -

"W don't _care_ what you thought,' Quiss interrupted, baring his teeth and | eaning cl oser
towards the small attendant -who shrunk back so much further Ajayi felt sure it was about to
over bal ance and fall backwards- 'Just do whatever you have to do and let's see if we can get out
of this filthy place,’

"As you say, right, yes, will do, will do,' the snmall figure said, backing off, half-

noddi ng, half-bowing as it nade its way back- wards to the winding-stair. |t tripped on a book
and al nrost went flying, but it just succeeded in remaining upright. It turned and hurried away
into the darkness. They heard its steps clattering and fading in the distance.

"Hm ' Ajayi said. 'l wonder what it does, where it goes.'

"Who cares as long as it's the right answer,' Quiss said, shaking his head and then
scratching his chin. He turned to | ook back at where the doorway to the stairs stood in the

gloom 'I| bet the little idiot forgets.'
"Ch, | shouldn't think so,'" Ajayi said.
"Well, | do. Maybe we ought to followit. Find out where it goes. W might be able to

short-circuit this whole ridicul ous process.' He turned and | ooked specul atively at Ajayi, who
frowned at himand said,

"I _don't_ think that would be a good idea.'

"I't"ll probably turn out to be sonething really sinple.

"Wwuld you care to bet on that?' Ajayi said. Quiss opened his nouth to speak, but then
thought the better of it. He cleared his throat instead, and traced some, of the pattern on the
top of the small wooden table between themw th one stubby, yellowgrey finger. Ajayi said,

" Perhaps we could just ask one of them Ask that one when it conmes back; see what it says. It
m ght tell us.'

"W shouldn't need to ask it anything, not if that's the right answer,' Quiss said,
| ooking at the old wonman. "This was your answer, renenber.'

"I remenber,' Ajayi said. 'The next one can be yours, if this one isn't right, but we did
agree to do it this way; it was just luck it's nmy answer first. W agreed to do it this way, do
you renenber?'

' _That _ was your idea, too,' Quiss said, not |ooking at her, but lowering his eyes to
wat ch his finger noving over the table's cut patterns.

"Just don't start any recrinminations, that's all,' Ajayi said.
"I won't.' Quiss widened his eyes, held his hands up and out, his voice suddenly high in
protest, so that he remi nded Ajayi of a very large young child. '"It's going to be a long tine

before we get another chance though, isn't it though?

"That's just the way things have been set up,' Alayi said, '"that isn't ny fault.'

"I didn't say it was your fault, did I?" Quiss said.

Aj ayi sat back, putting her gloves back on. She |ooked doubtfully at the man on the far
side of the table. "All right then,' she said.

It had taken them al nbost two hundred and fifty of Quiss's 'days' to discover what the way
out was. They had to answer a single question. But first they had to play a series of odd ganes,
wor ki ng out the rules for each one in turn, playing each one to a conclusion, w thout cheating or
colluding. At the end of each gane they had one chance and one chance only to answer the riddle
they had been set. This was their first game, their first attenpt to answer the question. One-
Di mensi onal Chess hadn't been all that difficult once they worked out the rules, and now their
first answer was being carried or transnmtted or processed - whatever - by the small attendant
with the little red boots.

The question they had to answer was quite sinple, and they had been told by the seneschal
that he had been told that it was an enpirical question, not a purely theoretical one, though he
had al so said he found this difficult to believe, as even the nysterious powers and forces which
noved the Wars thensel ves could not control such absolutes... The question was: Wat happens
when an unstoppabl e force neets an i nmovabl e obj ect?

Sinple as that. Nothing nore conplicated or obtuse; just that. Ajayi thought it was a
joke, but so far all the castle's inhabitants, all the attendants and waiters, one or two other
subsidiary characters they had discovered, the seneschal hinself, and even the ever-facetious
rooks and crows which infested the decayi ng upper storeys had treated the question with extrene
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seriousness. That really was the riddle, and if they got the answer right they woul d escape from
the castle, be taken fromthis |inmbo and resune their duties and positions in the Therapeutic Wars
agai n, debt paid.

O they could kill thenselves. That was the unspoken alternative (or at |east unspoken by
all except the red crow, who cheerily brought the subject up on every third or fourth visit), that
was the easy way out. It was a long drop fromthe bal cony of the ganes roony the castle

apot hecary carried a line of lethal poisons and draughts; there were ways out of the castle, a
postern or two, and a narrow wi nding path through the fractured rocks and fallen masonry al
tunbl ed round the castle's plinthed base like scree, then a long cold walk into the snowy

sil ence. ..

There were tinmes when Aj ayi considered that way out; not as attractive then and there, but
for when - if - there ever seenmed to be no hope, at some tine in the future. Even so, she found
it hard to imagi ne ever beconi ng so desperate. Time would have to drag on a ot longer than it
had, she would have to get a lot nore fed up and tired with this old, time-frozen body before
sui ci de becane a serious alternative. Besides, if she went, Quiss would be abandoned. The self-
destruction of one partner neant that the ganes could not go on. The other one could not play on
al one or find sonebody else to play, and if the ganes could not be played and ended, the riddle
coul d not be answered.

"Ah... excuse ne...' They both turned to | ook at the w nding-stair door, where the snal
attendant was peeking round the side, nost of its body hidden in the tw sted darkness beyond.

"What ?' Qui ss said.

"Ah... sorry...' the attendant said, in a snall voice.

"Eh?' Quiss shouted, his voice altering in pitch. Ajayi took a deep breath and sat back
on the stool. She'd heard. She thought Quiss had too, but he didn't want to adnit it to hinself.
' Speak up, you wetch!' Quiss roared.

"That wasn't it,' the attendant said, staying in the doorway. |Its voice was still small;
Aj ayi found herself straining to catch its hesitant words; 'that wasn't the right answer. |
really am-'

"Liar!' Quiss rose off his seat, shaking with rage. The attendant yel ped and di sappear ed.
Aj ayi sighed. She |ooked up at Quiss, who stood, fists clenched, glaring at the distant, enpty
doorway. He turned, whirled round to | ook down at her, the scraps of fur around himflying out.
"Your answer, lady,' he shouted at her, ' _your_ answer; remenber that!’

"Quiss -' she began quietly. He shook his head, kicked the small chair he had been
sitting on, and marched off across the squeaking, grating glass floor, heading for his own
apartnments. Before he |eft the ganes roomfor the short corridor which led to his roons, he
stopped by the side wall of the room where nore conventional paper and cardboard books lined the
slate fabric of the castle - the nmasons' |lane attenpt at insulation. Qiss clawed at the wall,
tearing the faded, yellow ng books away fromit, throw ng them behind himlike a dog digging a
hole in the sand, bellow ng i ncoherently and tearing and swiping at the wall, baring the green-
bl ack sl ate beneath as the torn, ripped pages fluttered away behind him falling to the griny
glass floor like sone flat, grubby snow

Qui ss storned off, slamm ng a door sonewhere, and Ajayi was |eft alone. She wal ked over
to where the just-savaged books |lay strewn across the floor, and stirred themw th the toe of her
boot. Some of the | anguages she knew, she thought (it was hard to tell in the uncertain light,
and she was too stiff to be bothered bendi ng down), and some she did not recogni se.

She left the 