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Quantum mechanics. Relativity. Mathematics. Chemistry. Physics. Science. Don’t you see? Not one of them contains any of the letters G, O, D. How can you possibly believe that this has no significance?

Anon

And heaven? If God is not there, then what is?

Response, anon


PART ONE

ACTIVE


ONE

From the vantage point of the discreet Observer’s balcony, with its data-monitors and racks of screens so new they still itched with box static, Auger gazed down over the crowded park beneath Alexandra Palace. He had forgotten to spray his face before setting out, and the atmosphere was starting to scratch at his cheeks and neck. There was a MagNet facility that he could have used to scrub the air on the balcony, but Auger didn’t want the slight focus loss and the sense of distance that went with the Net. If he had to be here, he wasn’t going to be anaesthetised against it.

Monsignor Arden was standing almost directly below him on his spidery pulpit, facing out at the congregation, as Auger was. Auger felt he could almost reach down and touch the top of the priest’s head. He wondered what the hell was going on in that skull, to be doing this. It was insane. Auger leaned back, nauseous at the thought of it. And then leaned forward again, thinking, I’m damned if I’ll flinch for him.

Arden’s mirrorcloak, falling in slack folds to the ground, reflected the earth beneath him, so that to Auger he seemed to be sprouting from it, his neck and head erupting from the ground. His congregation wouldn’t be seeing that, of course. They, before and beneath him, would see his face with its broad, earnest features merging with the sky. He would be part of that, to them. Of the heavens.

Auger ran a palm over the brickwork of the balcony. It came away, sand between his fingers, crumbling at his touch. Everything he touched, everything he looked at, it sometimes seemed, was fraying at the edges.

He let his gaze rove over them, the seemingly unending sweep of people down the slope and beyond it, falling out of sight, Arden’s acolytes stretching away in every direction, every one of them dressed in the same rough, colourless, impregnated shifts. They stood, they coughed, they scratched at themselves in the abrasive air, and they waited with the infinite patience of the knowing. None of them was sprayed against the air, none wore a filter. They looked like shrouded phantoms.

Raising his eyes, Auger stared out towards the city beyond. Cloud shadows swarmed listlessly over the distant pitted landscape. He could imagine London the last deserted battlefield at the end of a lost war. The ash clouds could be the drifting smoke of bombs, the quaked and ruined buildings might have been ravaged by missiles. Auger took the wreckage in, his thoughts low, his mind wandering. Not a war, then, but something irretrievably lost. A lost cause. Even the sun above seemed lost, a tarnished, valueless coin.

As he tried to pull himself away from thoughts of lost causes, a small movement behind him made him turn. There shouldn’t be anyone else. He should be alone up here on the balcony, the Observer. His hand went instinctively for the weapon at his side, and then he relaxed, recognising that flux of blonde hair in the doorway.

‘Jay,’ he said, and squinted for a second as she emerged onto the light-flooded gallery from the shadows of the steps, raising a hand to hood her eyes against the sudden brightness. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I spoke to Wisch. He said it’d be okay. I didn’t think you’d mind.’

She smiled and, despite himself, Auger chuckled. In that moment he could have been alone with her and all might have been well. He could pretend he didn’t have to turn round again and be supervising this.

‘Wisch said that?’

‘I told him we’d had a fight. He didn’t believe me, but he knows how you felt about getting the short straw for today. He said he’d rather it had been someone else. But that’s the way of it.’ She came up and took his hand, Auger feeling comfort in the warmth of her fingers.

She looked out over the balcony, and fell quiet. Then she murmured, ‘So many. I never imagined . . .’

He didn’t know what to answer. ‘Are you sure you want to stay?’ he said, his voice suddenly a rasp. He swallowed, trying to smooth some feeling into it. ‘You don’t have to.’

Her head tilted up towards him and for a brief moment the sun forced through the stained sky and a spasm of light hit the balcony, granting her a halo and making her hair more golden than seemed possible. Then the light was gone and she was human again. She reached up to touch his cheek, and he felt the tightness inside him ease a fraction.

‘Do you want me to go?’ Her voice soft. Perhaps she was his sun, warming him. She could always do that to him.

‘Of course I don’t,’ he told her. ‘But I’m the Observer. I have no choice.’

‘And I’m going to be your wife. I’m not having you hold all this in, Cy. It’ll destroy you. You’re no good at standing back.’

She was right. He wasn’t a watcher. Of the two of them, Jay was that. She knew what was going to happen here, and now she had taken in the scale of it and was okay about it. That was the difference between them. She was the scientist, he was the catalyst. That’s what she had told him that night weeks ago, after they had decided to marry, had made slow love and then had sat up, talking, until the dogs howled and the dawn threw its queasy glow over the street outside.

‘I have a choice,’ she told him, her arm gentle at his waist. She swept a finger over the balcony’s crumbled brick and blew it into the air like a breath of angel powder. ‘I can stay with you, and I can go. I choose to stay, Cy. To be with you.’ A nod of her head took in the sea of people. ‘They have a choice too. Don’t forget that. You’re the only one here without that.’ She paused. ‘But then, you could leave CMS. Wisch can find someone else.’

She left that hanging in the air. For some reason, he took it up this time. Usually he just left it. ‘I’ll be in Active tomorrow. After today, after this—’ he glanced out at Arden’s flock ‘—in future this is going to be a Passive function and I don’t need to have anything more to do with it.’

‘So just be a functionary for once. For one day. Do the job, leave. Start in Active tomorrow. Forget Passive. It’s not your department, won’t ever be. End of story.’

She was right, he knew, but it always surprised him that she could be so objective. They talked about it in wine, at night, the wine smoothing their views, letting them believe there was common ground. She said her attitude was just acceptance of the craziness of humanity. ‘Love the ones you love, Cy, accept the ones you don’t. That’s all. You can change nothing.’

The wine had swirled in his glass, its colour catching the light like the gloss of ripe plums, as he had answered her, shaking his head, ‘But you can help, surely. Look at what you do, Jay. That helps.’

‘Yes,’ she had said evenly. ‘It helps. It doesn’t change things, though.’ She had gestured through the window, at the street, the buckled paving, a dead dog being dragged away through the shadows by a pair of tiny, ragged rats. ‘It’s too late for change.’

With no answer to that, he had just drained his glass, swallowing the bitter lees. And Jay, as always, had looked into his eyes, leaned softly into him and kissed the taste away.

He was aware of a swell of sound beneath the balcony. The prayers were about to start. Auger had seen the text of the service. The catechism before the cataclysm, as the News Holohead had described it. Monsignor Arden called it a service of passage, a rite of joy and homecoming. CMS called it a Leaving. Auger had a name for it too, but he kept his mouth sealed on that.

From the pulpit, Arden raised his arms, spreading his open hands to encompass the congregation, and a wave of motion spread back through the mass of people as if the priest had sown a great wind. The surge carried on down the slope, taking Auger’s gaze with it, and as it vanished like a waterfall out of sight, he saw the backdrop of stricken London again. It was as if they were pointing him towards what they were leaving, telling him why.

No, he thought. Even that’s no reason.

Arden’s voice boomed out. ‘My people, hear me. Hear me now. We are the Long Pilgrims. We are the chosen. We are the seekers of another sky. And today is Our Day.’

He punched his hands into his chest. Auger heard the thump of them, the priest sounding hollow and empty.

‘TODAY IS OUR DAY!’

Beside him, Jay whispered, ‘There’s nothing you can do, Cy.’ She might have been reading his thoughts. Sanctioning this. Licensing it. This was not the job of CMS. Not Leavings. Not to be passive in the face of this.

Arden was still speaking, his voice softer now, pressing silence onto the congregation. He was telling them of God and of destiny.

‘Who are they?’ Jay said, pointing at the groups of men gathering at the peripheries of the crowd. They were far away, beyond the high e-fence that contained the Long Pilgrims, but they stood out with their bright yellow smocks, chatting idly amongst themselves, passing time. The Pilgrims were chanting now, their words and any meaning lost and distorted between the near and far. Many had linked hands. Some parts of the immense throng were swaying, some were standing like statues. Auger rubbed his eyes. Even to stare at them was almost to be mesmerised.

Auger looked down at the priest again. He was throwing his hands out, clutching, striking, pleading, working his sermon. He was preaching a message of destruction in a voice of hope. But he was their guide, and he would lead their way. If he didn’t, Auger could halt the whole thing. It was the only thing there was to cling to. Thinking of that, Auger pulled up Arden’s body function display. The priest was fine and dandy, all his readout spikes marching smoothly along like files of drilled infantry. He was just fine. But then communion was still to come.

‘Cy?’

‘Sorry.’ Auger managed to shake Arden’s voice away. He glanced at the distant teams of yellow-jacketed men. ‘They’re the clearers,’ he said. ‘The Pilgrims paid for them, and for the disposal. Conditions of the licence. There won’t be any government funding for Leavings. The cult pays for their own psych reports and Understands, the hire of the park, they even pay for the licence. Hell, Jay, they’ve paid for me. In future these—’ he let out a breath, controlled his voice ‘—these events will be funding the whole of CMS, both Passive and Active. That’s the idea. Can you believe it?’

Jay didn’t say anything. She let some time pass, listening to the murmur and swell of prayer while Auger checked his screens. The spikes marched on. The sine waves rolled like ruffled water. The priest was fit and well and in control.

‘How many are there?’ Jay asked eventually.

‘Over three thousand. Three thousand, two hundred and forty-eight.’ He indicated a data monitor. ‘I can give you a breakdown by gender, by age, ethnic group, blood group, height, hair colour—’

‘There won’t be any pain,’ she said gently, interrupting him. ‘It’s what they want.’

‘Will it be what they expect?’ He heard the harshness in his voice.

‘Is anything ever what we expect?’

‘These people are going to die, Jay.’

‘We all are. Their deaths will be peaceful, at the side of the people they love. If they don’t go where they think, they won’t know otherwise.’

The swell of noise abruptly halted, and the priest turned round. He glanced up for a moment, and his eyes met Auger’s. Auger noticed a spike miss a beat on one of the screens, at the periphery of his vision. There was a look of tranquillity on Arden’s face that Auger hadn’t expected, and Auger felt an odd pang pass through him and vanish. For that moment he felt unbalanced, and then the priest was out of sight, concealed by the overhang of the balcony. A moment later he was in view again, rolling a heavy, slatted barrel into place beside the pulpit. He swung the barrel upright and steadied it with some effort, and it rattled into stillness. The barrel had been painted bright blue; it was the blue of a perfect summer sky, the blue of hope and memory.

A further rumbling came now, as if of distant thunder, and acolytes dressed in that same blue came into view to either side of Arden, ten of them, each controlling a barrel. The barrels stilled and the thunder ceased. Auger couldn’t help looking up at the sky. Grey and dead. There were no birds, but there were never birds.

With a flourish, Monsignor Arden released the round top of his barrel and let it spin to the ground where it settled in a faint drum roll. Then he reached into the barrel and brought out a tiny flake of something. He held it up between finger and thumb for the crowd to see. It was a wafer, a shining fragment of the same blue again, a flake of perfect sky.

‘This,’ he said, his voice a honeyed whisper, ‘is our Communion.’

The word filled the silence. There was no echo, but it seemed to remain fixed there.

As he said the word, the crowd shifted. Arden lowered his hand, and from the crowd someone came forward and took the flake from him and walked back into the mass of people, brandishing it over his head. The priest brought out another from the barrel and gave it away to the next man.

The acolytes moved now. From their barrels they took trays of Communion and handed them out to the crowd to be distributed among themselves. The Long Pilgrims moved with purpose, passing the trays back, or else queuing for a wafer and a blessing directly from the hand of Arden.

There was no impatience, no hesitation or indecision. The time for that was past. Two hundred and fifty-three who had registered and signed their Understands had either failed to turn up this morning or else turned back at the e-fence. Auger’s data monitors had all their details. It gave him little comfort. Those who remained were going to take their Communion. Auger felt blunted by their certainty.

He watched the congregation become suffused with shreds of glorious sky. It was possible to follow the progress of the trays by the blossoming waves of azure. After a few minutes, unable to continue watching it, Auger began checking the arrangements for after the Leaving.

He had almost forgotten Jay was still with him, and the unexpected touch of her hand jolted him. She had been as silenced by it as him. He looked up to see the congregation almost dizzyingly speckled with blue. The distribution was all but complete.

‘What is it?’ Jay said, making a gesture. ‘Their Communion?’

‘You really want to know?’

Jay nodded.

It had been explained to Auger and the rest of the team by the Medical Director the day before, just after Auger had drawn the Observer’s assignment. In the silence that had followed his speech the man had asked for questions, and Auger had just looked at him and said, ‘You developed this? And you say you’re a medic?’ Wisch had quickly shouldered him out of the room, warning the Director with a stare to keep his mouth shut. Outside, Wisch had said he’d Observe in Auger’s place, but Auger wouldn’t have it. ‘I drew it, I’ll do it. But that’s it, Wisch. Never again.’

Now he recollected it for Jay. ‘It’s a one-bite, two-stage process. Stage one’s a neurotoxin, stage two a muscle relaxant. The whole thing’s in a snap matrix. You bite into it to initiate it. Apparently it tastes like peppermint. After about ten seconds, your saliva releases the neurotoxin as a gas, which induces instant loss of consciousness. Then, only when you’re out, the muscle relaxant kicks in. So you stop breathing, your heart stops beating, you die. Perfect and painless.’

Jay stopped him there. ‘The saliva potentiates the neurotoxin and the muscle relaxant?’

‘No. Just the neurotoxin. It’s the snap matrix that activates the muscle relaxant. That first bite. It’s activated instantly, before the saliva releases the neurotoxin. But the muscle relaxant’s absorbed through the mucosal tissues of the mouth, which takes about a minute, so the neurotoxin kicks in first, knocking you out. That’s the whole point, obviously.’ He shrugged, seeing a faint frown on her face. ‘You don’t even need teeth, Jay. They’ve thought of everything. It’s delicate enough that you can crunch it with bare gums.’

Jay said nothing, just looked at him. Then she said, ‘Cy—’

‘Hold on. This is it.’

The priest had raised the blue wafer in his hand. He held it there for a moment, gazing as if to take in every single member of his flock.

Auger held his breath. Don’t take it. Don’t let him take it. Please, please don’t. He looked out over the crowd, Arden’s flock, seeing individual faces for the first time in the almost painted stillness. An old man, sallow-skinned, a faint tremor in his raised arm. Across to his left a woman of maybe thirty, bald, her face and skull glittering with piercings, her mouth open, ready for the flake in her hand. Behind her a man in his prime, unshaven, his hair wave-dyed red and black, the muscles of his arm sharply defined. Further back a woman with a child on her shoulders, a little boy, both brandishing their wafers. The boy had to be fourteen to have signed his Understand, though he didn’t look it. He was the spit of his mother, holding her free hand with his. Beyond them, another woman, another man, a family, another, another, another.

Don’t take it. Please, don’t let him take it.

Arden lowered his hand with the wafer. His voice needed only to be a whisper. ‘I take Communion.’

The priest opened his mouth and placed the flake on his tongue. And then his mouth closed. Above him Auger could see the small convulsive movement of his jaw.

It was done. Auger felt something heavy in his own gut, as if death had lodged there. He felt himself draw a single breath and felt it depart.

Ten seconds exactly. Auger counted them out in his head. The medics had it right. The priest collapsed like a rag. His mirrorcloak billowed as he fell and followed him down, settling gently over the priest’s body. Auger just stared. The cloak’s reflections were a muddle of sky and earth, and amongst them was a tiny skewed image of Auger’s own face, repeated and repeated.

He pulled back to scan the balcony’s displays. On a screen he watched Arden’s EEG jerk, smooth and ease away, just like it should. He was unconscious. Perfect, painless. In a minute the muscle relaxant would start slowing everything down, a few minutes later Arden would be dead.

It was done. Auger was aware of Jay tugging at his arm, saying something, but he had no time for her now. That was the last of the conditions fulfilled. The priest leading. There was nothing Auger could do now but watch.

The priest’s collapse was a signal to the Long Pilgrims. Now he was awaiting them, and it was their time to go to meet him again. In the congregation, the blue specks jerked and disappeared. Watching, numbed, Auger saw an odd shuffling of feet among them, a meeting of eyes, a touching of hands. He felt a stinging in his eyes and knew it for tears and not the air’s burn. Only the yellow jackets were for the first time silent and still.

Auger felt for Jay’s hand and found it.

Ten seconds later, marked by ten faint amber pulses on the scanner at the periphery of Auger’s vision, the land seemed to shift before him. The ground seemed to drop a few metres and then lock in place once more, to disconnect and catch again. It was like a quake, almost, but happening in absolute silence, and over instantly. There was no dust, no hysteria, nothing. Three thousand people, and silence. Auger felt dizzy with it.

No, he saw that not quite everyone had fallen. A few, scattered here and there, were still standing. Maybe thirty or forty people. Auger watched them, not understanding it. It shouldn’t be. They knew it too, glancing around in clear panic, seeming as uncomprehending as Auger. One of them was the young boy who was kneeling, pushing uselessly at the slack arm of his fallen mother.

Auger looked around, spotting more of them, their uprightness and movement somehow horrifying in that deathly stillness. After a moment one or two of them began aimlessly to stumble over the bodies around them, tripping and rising again, and Auger thought, What the hell’s happening?

They seemed to be moving for ever, those few, as if searching for something, as if in a stagnant dream. Auger fleetingly wondered whether it was a dream of his in which they were caught. He closed his eyes hard and opened them, and it was still there.

They were making noises, some of them, he realised, sounds that weren’t words for Auger to comprehend. And then, suddenly, as if by joint decision, as if a signal had passed between them, they slowed down and fell first to their knees, and then toppled all the way. One or two of them half rose once more for a few moments, but finally all were still. Auger searched for the child again, but couldn’t locate him.

He shivered and let out a breath, calming himself, working it out. They hadn’t taken their communion initially. Something had stopped them, or made them hesitate. Nothing more than that. Their choice, like Jay had said. But they had made it in the end.

The child, though. Auger tried not to think about the child.

On the monitors, the priest’s readouts were fading and flatlining. A long, diminishing Eeep, and then just the background hum of the instruments. Arden was dead now.

Beside Auger, Jay was pale and shaking. It had hit her harder than it had hit him, he realised. He was about to say something to her when she said, urgently, her voice rising, ‘You have to find them, Cy. Those last ones. You have to get to them quickly.’ She looked up at him. ‘Now, Cy.’

‘Why? They’re dead. They made their choice in the end. They’re all dead, Jay. It’s over now. Like you said, end of story.’ Auger felt burnt out.

A second later she sighed once, hard. She looked at him, almost spoke, then looked away again. A long time seemed to pass. The screens nilled themselves, went to grey. Jay’s face was like chalk. Her voice shook. ‘Well, it’s too late now. They’re dead now. We’d never have located them.’

‘What do you mean?’

She hesitated, started to say something, the beginning of a word, then bit her lip and wouldn’t say any more. Auger didn’t push it. It had sounded like she was saying ‘Zero’.

After that, they watched as the clearers moved in, pushing the bodies into the centre of the slope with their foam-faced ’dozers, gathering the dead into a series of pyres and preparing to set light to them. The clearers were bLinkered, and Auger knew what they were seeing, piles of rags and rubbish and no more than that. No flesh, no faces. Auger wished he could be seeing rags too, instead of that desperate child pawing at his mother’s arm.

Beside him Jay activated the MagNet, and Auger made no move to stop her, grateful for the substitution of clean air and a film of defocus for the fumes of the dead. The afternoon turned slowly into night, and with the pyres, the night turned into hell. Jay held his hand as the flames rose, the impregnated shifts of the willing dead creating a brief, pure sheet of flame that lit up the city beyond like the world’s end.

A few hours later, nothing remained. Everything was consumed. The clearers began to rake the smoking earth. In the sky above them, ash added to ash. It made no difference. In the end, it was all pollution.

They left in silence, just before dawn, when there was beginning to be crimson in the sky. Auger was thinking of the few late suicides, troubled by the fact that he hadn’t noticed their blue flakes still held aloft a few seconds after everyone else had swallowed theirs.

Jay hadn’t talked about it for months afterwards. There had been two more Leavings since that first one, but Auger was in Active by then and not involved. The Communion of the Long Pilgrims had not been used again. Another Medical Director had introduced something else.

Auger still thought about it. But whenever he tried to talk to Jay about the Leaving, she changed the subject. It troubled him that she wouldn’t discuss it, because she was the stronger of them. He wondered what she was holding away from him.

And then, one night, full of wine, she had said it. Not any night. She had chosen the night before their wedding.

‘Xerostomia, Cy. Dry mouth.’ She threw back her head and swallowed the wine in two gulps, then took the bottle and refilled her glass. She held it up and stared into it, holding the glass still against the pale glimmer of the overhead light. It looked like blood. ‘The priest was calm, wasn’t he? Most of them were, calm and ready. But not all of them. They were stirred up by it, the adrenalin was flowing. Maybe they were the ones who weren’t quite so sure. So the saliva dried up on them. They took their communion, but they were dry. The neurotoxin wasn’t activated.’

Auger put his glass down carefully. He was half-drunk already, and afraid he was going to snap the crystal stem. In his mind he saw them there again, saw them standing surrounded by the fallen, and panicking. They had taken their sky blue flakes of death, ready for the next world, but maybe not quite ready, and maybe they had thought they were spared or something. Maybe they had even spat out the wafers, but it would have been too late by then. The muscle relaxant kicked in after a minute, and took two more to take full effect. Two minutes. Auger thought about it.

‘Two minutes, that’s it. And only then you start to die. Not a pleasant death, Cy,’ Jay murmured. Her eyes were glazed, her head drooping. Freed by the wine, she went on as if to herself, her voice fading. Auger heard every word, though.

‘You’re fully conscious, but your lungs stop. Every muscle in your body relaxes. You can’t move, can’t even blink. Not blink, can you imagine that? Can’t scream, oh, no. You lie in that great field of death and you can’t yell, Christ, here I am! Help me!’ She took a long, shuddering breath, and then giggled. ‘Can’t do anything but think, but feel. You’re in hell, Cy. You die of slow suffocation.’

Xerostomia. Zero. As she filled her glass again, spilling it down her chin as she swallowed, Auger wondered whether Jay had seen the boy with his mother.

They hadn’t said any more that night. They had finished the bottle and then two more before stumbling to their bed. Jay had rolled on top of him some time during the night and wordlessly urged an erection from him, and cased it in herself until he came. His orgasm felt like a small wave dying on a moonlit beach. She had fallen asleep then in his arms, but sleep wouldn’t come to Auger. In the morning, touching his cheek with her lips, Jay had just whispered, ‘I meant never to tell you that, Cy. I’m sorry. You didn’t need to know it.’

‘No secrets,’ he had answered inadequately. ‘Not between us.’

She took both his hands in hers and bit her lip, looking as if about to say something more. But all she added was, ‘Oh, Cy. How I love you.’

And that afternoon they had been married.

It was strange, he sometimes thought, that despite their wedding day, the dream that woke him screaming, night after night after night, even now, two years and countless Leavings on, was one of paralysed suffocation.

Jay would have explained it. Jay would have helped him through it.

But Jay was out of his reach now, and out of the reach of everyone. No one could help Jay.


TWO

‘Very funny,’ Sweet said. ‘Very, very funny. Jacko, that’s not funny at all. No one’s laughing. Our boy here isn’t laughing.’

Sweet jerked his head away from Jacko. ‘Auger, what do you think? You think he was bitten by a vampire, too?’

Auger looked at the emaciated body with its shock of lank red hair splayed out over the blue and white striped pillow. As if the hair was full of blood. Jacko was looking at Auger for help, but Auger wasn’t going to get involved in Sweet’s games. Not that he could have said anything more helpful anyway. It looked like airlock trauma to Auger, like the universe had drawn breath on the kid, licked out his contents and left him a husk, shock-white and lifeless. Airlock trauma in a warm, safe bedroom on the first floor of an air-conditioned student block at GenMed. Auger said nothing and Sweet turned his malice back to Jacko.

‘Okay,’ Jacko said, shrugging. ‘Maybe he was an albino. How about that?’

‘With hair like that?’

‘Could be dyed.’ As if he’d got one over on Sweet. And that was not a clever thing to do to Sweet, Auger thought.

Sweet said, ‘What do you know about albinos, Jacko? Do you know one thing about albinos? No, I thought not. If you’re an albino you want to look normal. You want to be invisible. You don’t dye your hair red for a start. Give me your hand.’

He took his subordinate’s hand, folding his own thick fist around it and pulling Jacko towards the bedside. He stretched out Jacko’s index finger into a pointer and swirled it above the corpse’s face like he was dowsing with it, circling until Jacko and his hand were relaxed. Jacko was chancing a smirk at Auger just as Sweet jabbed his stiff finger down hard into the corpse’s open eye.

Jacko pulled away, swearing.

‘Now tell me what that told you,’ Sweet said when Jacko had finished wiping his finger on the curtain.

‘Christ, Sweet.’ Jacko shook his head, his face twitching like Sweet had stiffed him into a power point. He was staring at his finger, turning it over and peering under the nail.

‘I’ll tell you what that told you. That told you he wasn’t wearing lenses. He has blue eyes. He’s not an albino. And don’t play with the curtains, Jacko. They could be evidence. Forensic won’t like it at all. Auger won’t like it either.’ He grinned at Auger.

‘Oh, no. You’re not giving this to me, Sweet,’ Auger said. Not here, he thought. Not at GenMed.

Sweet’s grin broadened. ‘This is the second one, Auger. Both the same, a week apart. Both med students here, no evidence of violence in either case. Both apparently exsanguinated. The first one looked like a solo, in the bath, but this time there had to be someone else, lugging the body onto the bed afterwards. Maybe a murderer, but maybe an assistant. You want me to go on?’

The knock on the door gave Auger an excuse not to have to agree with Sweet. He squeezed himself out without letting the waiting woman see past him into the room. Giving up on that, she looked at him sourly and said, ‘I’m a medic. I won’t faint on you.’

She didn’t look like she would either. Cool green eyes flecked with grey, and cropped russet hair that reminded him of the colour of autumn leaves back when there had been autumns and leaves to fall. She looked only a little younger than Auger, but those lines around her eyes were probably no more than exhaustion. For a moment Auger wanted to smile at her and even apologise but, like she’d said, she was a medic.

He raised his eyebrows. ‘I always thought the line was, “I’m a doctor, trust me.”’

She looked at him emptily. He took a moment to realise she was returning him his own look, not backing down.

‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘I’m sure that’s equally reassuring. What is it?’

‘Would you please tell Detective Sweet that the school governor would like to speak to him immediately.’

‘Detective Sweet is no longer in charge of this case,’ Auger said. ‘I’ll be needing to speak to Mr Ferec anyway. You can tell him I’ll be with him shortly.’ He waited for her to leave, but she held her ground.

‘You are Detective . . . ?’ She let it hang there. She had skin so clear Auger could almost see the delicate bones of her cheeks through it, and she was looking at him like he was contagious.

‘I’m not a ’fist. I’m with Consensual Mass Suicide. My name’s Auger. You can tell the governor this is a CMS case as of now.’

He left her standing there and went back inside the room. ‘Okay, Sweet,’ he said, cutting to it. ‘I want all the case notes downstreamed to me, this one and the last. Everything you’ve got, Sweet.’

‘I’ve got Jacko, Auger. You want him too?’

Jacko looked up from his nails and shot a glance at Sweet. Auger said, ‘You’d better keep him, Sweet. He’s the only thing ever makes you look like you can tell the devil from a dustsheet.’

Heading for the governor’s office, Auger made his way down GenMed’s long colonnade with its two-hundred-year-old Doric columns. To his right were the neuro wards, and he couldn’t bring himself to look there, so he looked to the other side where the research wing had been built. It had already been there four years ago, when he had begun to know his way around GenMed, but now it looked unfamiliar. It wasn’t just time playing with his memory, he was sure. He had been here almost daily, visiting Jay when she was working in the wing. And then later, after the wedding, he had still kept visiting her for a while following her transfer across the colonnade. Not any more, though. It was too much for him to bear, the sight of her like that.

He walked on down the long colonnade. The black glass façade of the research wing showed him himself flicking between the columns. In the reflection the columns looked quite different, and it took Auger a moment to realise that he was seeing their unprotected side, nibbled and etched by the malevolent atmosphere. He slowed his pace on the worn flagstones and moved to the colonnade’s edge until he could feel the unsafe air hurling itself at the MagNet’s curtain.

That was it. Of course. The research wing had been raised two storeys. The Dirangesept floors. Everyone knew that. They had just been completed when Jay . . . No. The thought and the memory behind it wouldn’t be acknowledged. He reformulated it. When she had stopped working there.

He looked up. The reflected sky in the high glass was skewed and troubled, dark clouds skipping beats as they shifted across the surface. Auger stopped, staring, thinking he could see a face in the clouds, a small, steady face gazing down at him from behind the expanse of dark glass. He put the palm of his hand against a pillar, surprised briefly to find the stone warm, and squinted up. The face remained there for a moment, then the cloud skidded away and he lost it in the ashen sky. Maybe a Vet in there, he thought. A Far Warrior. Maybe something more, if the stories were true. Jay had never talked about it, brushing the subject away, and he had never pushed her, appreciating that she never pushed him about his work either, if he didn’t want to talk about it. That was how it had worked between them. Maybe he had been her escape, just as she had been his. Not any more, though.

He looked at the dust on his hand and tried to rub it away, but the dust simply distributed itself between the two hands. And now the work that he had been trying to escape from had become the escape.

A movement at ground level distracted him, and a medic came out of the wing, his white coat flapping in the scouring breeze, a filter held tight to his face. He dashed the few metres to the colonnade and jumped through the MagNet on to the flagstones. His coat fell instantly limp. Ahead of Auger he pocketed the filter and resumed a steady walk over to the neuro wards on the other wing. On the neuro side of the colonnade, Auger noted, the Net was extended to cover him. It was as if the research wing was deliberately set apart from the rest of GenMed. Dissuading visitors. Quarantined, maybe.

The medic glanced back at Auger from the entrance to neuro, reacting to Auger’s casual attention, and Auger found his eyes momentarily and uncomfortably held by the man who paused in mid-stride and stared as if he knew Auger. His face seemed mildly disfigured, maybe scarred or burnt. Auger felt himself redden. Perhaps the stare was a challenge to Auger to gaze on or avert his eyes, but then the medic broke the eye contact before Auger could look away or make out what the disfigurement was, and shot through the doorway to disappear into the neuro wards.

Auger walked on towards the governor’s office, his heart pounding. He was sure he’d never seen the man before. He put his filter to his face, as if he’d just breathed some bad air.

There was a glass bell jar on the governor’s desk, and something foetal suspended in the murky, speckled green fluid. Its shrivelled flesh was almost the colour of the liquid. Auger could hardly make it out. He moved his head around, the curve of the glass swelling and stretching what was inside, giving it the illusion of movement. Its splayed toes seemed to be paddling and it appeared to be following Auger with its tiny squinty eyes.

‘Yes, Mr Auger, it is watching you. It is alive. That isn’t formaldehyde. That’s its universe.’ Ferec tapped the jar with his knuckle and the thing inside began slowly to move its head towards the stimulus. ‘It’s the consequence of an experiment that failed. I keep it here as a reminder.’

‘A reminder, Ferec? Christ. A reminder of what?’ Auger looked away from the thing, feeling faintly dizzy.

‘Of my responsibility, Mr Auger. Of the importance of humility.’

Ferec waited for a reaction, smiling neutrally, looking at Auger.

Auger let him wait. Ferec didn’t look much like a medic, but that still didn’t incline Auger to trust him. He’d heard about Ferec. He guessed the man saw GenMed as a platform to power, and that was all. The governor could have been a second-tier politician, already accustomed to corruption and its fruits. The shoulders of his pale blue suit were as square and sharp and creaseless as his features.

‘Humility,’ Auger said. ‘You keep it alive for that? You’re sure it’s not just to scare the natives? Not just an executive pet?’

The governor rested the flat of his palm against the glass and said mildly, ‘We’re getting off on the wrong foot here, aren’t we? I understand the death of Rudd Merchant is now being investigated by CMS. I have to say I’m rather puzzled by that.’ The head in the jar shifted to nuzzle beneath the shadow of Ferec’s hand.

‘Both deaths.’ Auger was conscious that he was in danger of losing control. Ferec was needling him, trying to prod him into an outburst. He said, ‘The death of Neffer Haenson last month will be re-examined.’

Ferec sat back, withdrawing his hand from the jar and leaving a brief fogged print of his palm on the curved glass. Beneath it, the thing’s mouth half opened in a slow swirl of liquid.

‘Haenson simply committed suicide,’ Ferec said slowly and firmly, nodding the statement home with jabs of his head, a hammer sinking a nail. ‘That was never in question. The post-mortem was carried out right here. He slit his wrists in a warm bath.’ The governor mimed it, right hand to left, the indicated cut lengthways down the arm, the neat efficient way a medic would do it. And at the same time showing Auger he knew more about it than Auger did, that this was his territory and not Auger’s. He straightened his perfect cuffs again, taking his time, and smiled at Auger.

‘Maybe so,’ Auger said stiffly. ‘I haven’t examined the notes yet. But I can tell you this much, Ferec. Haenson looked like solo suicide, Merchant could have been assisted suicide. But they both slit their wrists. There’s a connection by modus.’ Auger used the word deliberately, letting Ferec know he could forget the Latin. Auger knew enough about medics. And Ferec was worse than just a medic, as far as Auger was concerned. He was an Administration-appointed medic. ‘If they were both suicides, we may have consent or collusion by the victims. Two may be a rolling snowball, and with a possible ritual element as well we could be seeing the lead-in to a non-registered consensual mass suicide. CMS. My job’s to prevent that, Ferec, not to document it.’

‘Don’t tell me that. You look for cults, Auger. I know how you work at CMS. Do you have any idea how much damage it could do to the hospital if it got out that you were prowling around here?’ He paused, then backtracked, as Auger knew he would. ‘Ritual element? What ritual element?’

Auger stood up and squared his shoulders, trying to ease away his tension. ‘I’ll be in touch, Governor.’

Ferec held up a hand. ‘Wait. Wait, Auger. You’ll need an autopsy on Merchant. I’ll arrange it for you. I’ll do it myself. You’ll have whatever you need. GenMed has nothing to hide. Let’s just get this cleared up as quickly as we can, eh?’

‘Thank you, Governor. But you needn’t worry about the autopsy. It’ll be carried out by an independent pathologist.’ Auger glanced at the thing in the bell jar and turned around, but Ferec called out and stopped as he reached the door. ‘Auger.’

Auger pulled the heavy door open before glancing back at the governor, not letting go of the brass doorknob. ‘Yes?’

‘Auger. Auger. Should I know that name?’ Ferec had meshed his fingers and made a temple of them. He was frowning and staring hard at Auger.

Auger hesitated. Then he said, ‘I don’t know, but maybe you ought to remember it.’ And then he walked out and closed the door solidly behind him.

Walking out of the building, his filter on, Auger turned first towards the colonnade and then away again. Once through there was enough for one day. He left GenMed by one of the back gates, feeling irritated with himself. Ferec was a bastard with stuff to hide, but he had probably been right. This wasn’t a CMS case. Ferec was just worried about collateral damage to GenMed during a CMS investigation, the incidental uncovering of negligent deaths, drug misuse, the exposure of hospital corruption. Ferec wanted the ’fists because the ’fists were, first, case-focused, and, second, incompetent.

Auger trudged through the shadows of the narrow streets with their tall terraces shouldering away the dull sky. He should have stood up to Sweet. Probably would have if it hadn’t been for that woman medic and then the shit of a governor. And that thing in the bottle. Auger shivered to think of it.

Without any conscious intention, he found himself turning in the wrong direction for his office and crossing London Bridge. There was a slight breeze coming off the water, its taint of acid and rot faintly penetrating Auger’s filter. Auger put his head down and carried on, not bothering to glance over the broken and rusted railing that topped the parapet. The river had no beauty, no aura of raw nature. It was simply a matrix for what floated there, the orange blobs of waste visgel, the scraps of plastic and wood, and the small salvage boats that bumped and ground their way through the undulating wreckage, picking the pockets of the floating dead, dredging the silt for what little might be recycled.

On the far side of the Thames, the City was almost completely deserted now, the mostly collapsed financial buildings just an Ozymandian monument to a brazen past. In a world concertinaed by disaster, financial markets had no meaning any more, no existence. The only markets that mattered now were the real markets, the food markets.

The cracked redundant buildings hung over Auger, swallowing the light and making dusk out of the early afternoon. The ash here was thick and Auger adjusted his mask, raising the filter level until he could almost taste the carbon. The ’dozers seldom came to clear these streets any more. No priority. Auger didn’t mind at all. He liked the City like this, with its silence and emptiness. It was where he used to come after visiting Jay at neuro. It had always cleared his mind, the sight of something at peace, even if it was only a graveyard peace.

Walking on into the ash, Auger nilled the alert on his mobile tasker and slid it back into his pocket. He wondered why he hadn’t told Ferec about Jay, especially when the governor had been so close to it. Maybe he hadn’t wanted Ferec’s false sympathy. Or else he’d just wanted that last jab at the man. That hadn’t been necessary, any more than the crap about a ritual element to the murders. It had been a stupid thing to say. But that thing in the jar had really shaken him. Alive, Jesus. And the way it had seemed to be staring at him.

He thought of the bloodless kid dead on the bed. He’d been intending to go back and tell Wisch he didn’t want the case after all, but maybe he would take it. He hadn’t seen Jay for months now, unable to face the changelessness in her, the terrible, haunting memories, but perhaps if he were on a case at GenMed it would be easier to walk across to the neuro wards and start seeing her once more.

Auger sighed, the filter’s resistance turning the exhalation into a sharp snort that gave him a start. And being at GenMed, he thought, would give him an excuse to wander through the City again.

He stopped and rubbed his forehead, easing a finger under the mask’s seal over the bridge of his nose, worrying at the score it had made on his skin. Looking at the ash-blurred Bank of England with its splintered columns and fractured steps, he realised how much those walks had meant to him. He noticed that the ash on the steps was sitting unevenly, as if the building had recently been visited. Squatters, maybe, or would-be looters.

He tried to picture Jay’s face, and found he couldn’t. That gave him pause, and he felt guilt digging at him. He’d left it too long. The woman he had married, and he couldn’t remember her.

He moved on. Maybe it was a good thing, though. Maybe now was the time to finish it, to cut away, start again. He toyed with that thought as he walked, knowing, as he had always known, that he could never do that.

So maybe now was the time to open it again, to deal with who was responsible.

Coming out at last on to the Strand, he eased back his filter level and headed back towards the office.

Auger knew something bad was up by the big grin Roke gave him from the desk as he came into the building.

‘Hey, Auger, you been a bad boy again? Wisch wants to see you.’

‘You’re only mad because no one ever says they want to see you, Roke,’ Auger told him. But something had to be up. Being ignored by Roke was a good sign. Being sworn at was a better one. Roke’s attitude to Auger was the general response that Auger got from the ’fists. Geniality from him was very bad.

And finding Wisch’s office empty and the door open was bad too, doubly bad. Wisch grew anxious beyond the security of his room. It had to be something serious to flush him from it. And Wisch was a closer of doors.

Auger went straight to his own office. Wisch was waiting there, looking no happier than he ever did in the open.

‘What is it that you do, Auger? What exactly do you do? I don’t mean here, I mean . . .’ he sighed, deflated. ‘You know what I mean.’

Auger said nothing. Maybe it was nothing after all. Wisch would cool down. He always did in the end.

‘I’ve been looking through your caseload.’ Wisch’s fingers were fanning over the keys and Auger suddenly couldn’t remember whether he had carried out his shutdown routine before closing down the system last night. Wisch was making to twist the screen so that Auger could read it too, but then he paused and pulled it abruptly back towards himself.

Shit, Auger thought. He craned his neck but his angle on the screen was too acute. All he could see was a faint blur of text laid over the reflection of the door to his office, the double-reversed lettering on the frosted glass that should have read CY AUGER. CMS DEPT. PLEASE CALL AGAIN LATER. He noticed for the first time that everything after his name had been neatly wiped and over-etched SAD FUCK. PLEASE LEAVE ME ALONE. Thank you, Derace Sweet, Auger thought. He wondered how long that had been there. Wisch hadn’t even mentioned it. Months, probably.

‘What’s this?’ Wisch muttered. Auger bent further but still couldn’t make out the screen. He could just read SAD FUCK more clearly. He wasn’t sure if Wisch was talking to himself or to Auger.

‘What? Let me see,’ Auger said warily. He began to reach out to the monitor.

‘No.’ Wisch batted him away. ‘Jesus, Auger, what the hell are you playing at?’ He swung the monitor round and pointed. ‘Records, Auger. Trail of logic. What the hell is this? This is a mess. How the hell do you function?’

‘You know how I function, Wisch. I function in the real world. Paper.’ Auger jabbed at the screen. ‘You know how I am with these things. I don’t understand them. Let me see . . .’ He miskeyed a few times and then pulled up an options readout. He punched the board again and the words came, blue ice letters on a backcloth of ash.

‘Here we are,’ Auger said, sitting back.

The Church of Final Hope.

File status: Active.

Subfiles:

1. preacher

2. theology

3. church location

4. congregation analysis

5. termination risk analysis

After a minute, Auger said, ‘So there it is. Exactly what is it you want to see, Wisch?’

‘That’s fine. It wasn’t that.’ Wisch pushed a key and an untitled file blinked into view. ‘This. I can’t access it.’

Auger frowned and punched it a couple of times. It wouldn’t open. An error message flashed up. ‘Damn,’ Auger muttered. ‘I don’t know what happened there.’

Wisch sighed. ‘Auger.’ He played with the keyboard for a moment and then gave up on it. ‘I don’t suppose you have any idea what file that was.’

Auger shrugged. ‘Something dead. You know all I’ve got. You allocate me, remember? It’ll all be on paper somewhere. You need it now? Is this what you’re here for?’

Wisch glanced around at the piles of paper jammed into every corner of the office. ‘No. I just had a call from the governor of GenMed.’

That was it. Auger began to relax. ‘Ah. Ferec. I’m not surprised. He’s the sensitive kind.’

Wisch rubbed his forehead. The creases didn’t go away. ‘I think this is a record even for you, Auger. Between seeing the corpse and getting back to the shop.’

Auger nilled the monitor, watching the words melt slowly away and night consume the ash. ‘He wants CMS out of GenMed? I wouldn’t blame him for that. I’d want it too.’

‘Maybe he wants that, but that’s not quite how he put it. Sensitive he may be, but delicate he isn’t. Ferec wants you gone first, Auger. Priority Alpha. Immediate.’

‘Me? Why?’

‘Jay. He says her presence at the unit there would distract you.’ Wisch settled in his chair and looked at Auger. His voice dropped a notch, slowed down. ‘How is she? Did you go to see her?’

Auger scratched at his chin. He needed a shave. Ferec hadn’t wasted any time. He’d probably upscreened Auger and found Jay there before the door had even closed behind him. ‘No, I didn’t. I didn’t feel like it. After seeing Ferec I wasn’t in the mood.’ He looked at Wisch’s sagging cheeks and hangdog eyes, and sighed. ‘I don’t know how Jay is. Except that nothing’s changed. It never changes, does it?’ Auger felt helpless. He was angry with Ferec for Wisch asking him the question. ‘Ferec’s wrong. If she’s there and they’ve got a problem, then I’m going to be focused, aren’t I?’

There was a silence. Auger knew he should try to smooth it over but his voice was coming out rough. The silence extended, seeping into the corners of the room, and Auger let it settle, not knowing what else to do.

Eventually Wisch said, ‘She’s been there how long now? Two years?’

‘And three, no, four months. It’s what, February?’

‘It’s April, Auger.’

Auger looked at the wall. ‘Time goes,’ he murmured. It goes, he thought. Not for Jay, but it slides by for me, though. He stared through the open door at the corridor with its curling posters of blank-eyed murderers captioned with their rewards. The same pictures had been there as long as Auger could remember. It was all pointless. No one was going to give those men and women up for money. No one wanted money now. They wanted a future. Certainty. Auger sighed. April, he thought. A line from a poem came fleetingly into his head. It seemed to fit. The dead land.

Wisch stood up. ‘Okay. I want you on another admin course, Auger. I don’t like inaccessible files. And don’t point at that pile of goddamn paper.’

‘You’re not taking me off this case, Wisch.’

Wisch gestured towards the dead screen. ‘You’ve got the Final Church. I shouldn’t even have let you take that. How’s it going? When did you last update me?’

‘Let me have this one too.’

‘Hell, Auger, I thought I was doing you a favour here. According to Sweet, you didn’t want it.’

‘I changed my mind. It looks interesting.’ He shrugged.

Wisch sat down again. ‘I don’t understand you at all, Auger. I’ve looked at Sweet’s notes. I glanced at the other death, the Haenson case. There’s obviously a connection, but at this stage CMS is a stretch.’ He swung the chair in a big circle, slowing to face Auger again. ‘Ferec was bleating about some ritual connection between the deaths that you’d thrown at him. I went through everything Sweet had and there was nothing except this vampire crap of Jacko’s, and if that’s pointing anywhere it’s pointing to murder, not suicide, and that’s a Pacifist matter. Which takes it right back up the corridor to Sweet.’

‘Sweet didn’t think so.’

Wisch made a noise that Auger didn’t recognise for a moment. He’d never heard it from Wisch before, and he took a moment to work it out. Wisch’s lips had stretched and he was actually chuckling. It seemed to have surprised Wisch too.

‘Well, well, that’s a flag, that really is. Cy Auger covering Derace Sweet’s ass.’ Wisch leaned forward and lowered his voice, and said, ‘Sweet’s a lazy bastard, Auger. You’re not the only one to know that. But Ferec’s got a point, from what I’ve seen. I can’t justify a CMS investigation on this. It’s too thin.’

He stood up again, straightening his trousers with the palms of his hands. ‘Look, I’ll tell you what. I can block GenMed for one more day, but you’re going to have to come up with something hard to let me justify CMS involvement. In the meantime I’m going to be as chummy as I can with Ferec and accept his offer of an autopsy at GenMed.’ He glanced at the palms of his hands. ‘I can’t justify taking that away from him. What the hell was that about, Auger? GenMed’s not under suspicion. And we haven’t the funds for an independent pathologist anyway.’ He shook his head at Auger. ‘It’s Ferec, isn’t it? That’s all. If Ferec hadn’t shoved his snout into it, you’d be in my office begging me to pull you off the case. I’ll bet you’d even be telling me you wanted to stay clear of it because of Jay.’

He made for the door, but turned round when he got there. ‘Oh, by the way, Auger, is your tasker working? Have you checked your messages this afternoon?’ He pointed to the monitor. ‘I couldn’t help noticing. Someone’s pretty keen to talk to you.’

Auger let the door close on Wisch and flicked on his mobile tasker. He hadn’t checked it since leaving GenMed. Walking through the City, thinking of Jay.

The screen blued, beeped at him and carried on beeping as a rack of two-liners scrolled down the face. Identical, thirty-four of them timed between two-twelve and five twenty-two. When the scroller hit the rack’s base, the beeping stopped. And then the tasker beeped once more as he watched, and the lime green two-liner replicated itself one more time.

URGENT. FLY.

Shit, Auger thought.
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