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   Foreword to the Second Edition
 
    
 
   One phenomenon of modern publishing is the demise of the publisher’s editor. Now, traditional print publishers often farm the work out to overworked or inexperienced freelances, and if you’re publishing on the internet, you’re on your own of course. 
 
   When we began to write Frankenstein Vigilante Book Two: The Fear, nine months after publishing Book One: The Incorruptibles, we re-read Book One and found a number of literals that we’d missed first time round; and once we started to dig down, whole passages that needed to be cut, re-written or eliminated.  
 
   All this despite the fact that we have edited a great number of books, TV shows and screenplays.  
 
   A lesson here: editing one’s own work often seems to lead to a kind of literary ‘snow blindness’ in which you read what you meant to write rather than what’s actually on the page.
 
   We believe that this newly edited second edition of The Incorruptibles is a substantially better read than the first edition.  But you, of course, will be the judges.
 
    
 
   GPL & CHT June 2014
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



1
 
    
 
   Outside, it was past midnight, but who would know, the way days were in The Smoke; the dirt, the smog, sulphurous vapour eternally swirling, daylight hours often as dark as night.  
 
   That was one of the passions that drove Doctor Pedro Robledo Efrain’s furious efforts to find solutions; not so much the dark of the days but the filth, the mucous acid air that ate away soft membranes and turned eyes red as roosters.  Tonight, he’d been working eighteen straight hours in his laboratory, the electro-acetylene arclights throwing pools so brilliant that individual molecules might almost have popped into view; but only Efrain’s rumbling hungry stomach marked the passage of time.  
 
        Several years ago, he had brought electricidad to life, summoned it from the skies, harnessed it, certain that one day it would render coal and shale extinct, evolve The Smoke to a state of grace beyond steam.  But, summoned, electricidad refused to capitulate, other than on a scale that could power Arielectros and other small two- and three-wheeled vehicles. These were being seen in gradually increasing numbers on The Smoke’s streets, humming along for the short distances they could achieve between battery changes. 
 
        On the grand scale needed to light and power The Smoke, electricidad killed even while it promised a new life. Efrain had succeeded in storing the new force in accumulators; sidecar-sized for the Arielectros, and massive lead and glass structures for heavy duty usage. These batteries would hold their charge for a short while, but the real problem remained: how to transmit electricidad over distances longer than a city block without fatal side-effects.  Efrain’s single-minded determination to solve this conundrum provided all the sustenance he needed to work days and nights at a time.  
 
        With the kind of money they made, the danger pay, the pioneering electricista engineers might have leapfrogged into The Smoke’s affluenzos but for the extreme peril of their work, which had a fifty per cent mortality rate. Efrain had built diffusers to neutralize stray death waves, but so far they didn’t react fast enough to be much use.
 
    
 
   Now he bent over an aluminium chassis on which were mounted a series of ceramic coils, his focus so intense that he didn’t hear the laboratory door open.  Didn’t see the killers who moved silently through the pools of blinding acetylene light.  Didn’t sense the presence of death.
 
        To the assassins, focussed on Efrain’s laboratory-coated back, the man seemed more vigorous than expected.  Leaner.  More youthful.  But it was just a sense.  How could it be more, the Doctor hunched over his coils, his face hidden from the assassins?
 
        They glided across the laboratory in formation, an asymmetrical trident, the smallest and most lethal of the trio leading, blade glittering, held flat, parallel to the floor.  The second assassin carried a spring-loaded cosh, and the third a short-barreled Smallwood shotgun, hammers cocked.  The lead killer drew back for the attack, his plan to angle the blade in below the rib cage and then twist and sweep, so that the razor edge would slice organs, guts and blood vessels – not an immediate death but spectacular, and the Silencios loved spectacle.  It kept the victim pool cowed.
 
        But even as the murderer reached for Efrain, planning to lock one arm around the Doctor’s neck while the other plunged the knife, the Doctor turned and stood tall, his lab coat hanging open to reveal not a middle-aged, frail academic but the young, powerful Cerval Franks, leader of the youthful vigilantes known throughout The Smoke as the Incorruptibles. No one knew their identities, but they were capturing the imagination of The Smoke’s UnderGrunts and, increasingly, its hard-pressed middle class. One thing was certain – they were hated equally by Silencio mobsters and the Commission. In The Smoke’s oligarchy, the Commission was the administration and the executive, the Silencios the executioners. 
 
        The killer hesitated for a second then pressed ahead, knowing he was supported by bludgeon and shotgun; but the delay was enough. Cerval’s hand shot forward, holding the jagged end of a glass pipette. Its hollow tube pierced the assassin’s throat just below his Adam’s apple.  Cerval withdrew the tube and stepped back, watching with an almost curious expression as the assassin’s hands went to the tiny round, red wound.  He tried to speak, but air burst from the hole, diverted from his vocal cords, spraying pink foam. Nothing but a stunned, sibilant hiss – then the killer support crew burst into action, recovered from its moment of shocked paralysis.  
 
        In these desperate fractions of seconds, which stretched out into long and easy moments of contemplation as lethal action slowed time, Cerval wondered what had happened to the journalist.  Where was she? Had he chosen the wrong one, distracted by sexual desire, the gut kick he’d experienced when she’d interviewed him?  Too late now.  She’d miss the sting, a sensational exclusive that would surely have enabled her to break free from the smarmy platitudes of The News Of The Smoke’s society columns.
 
        During these contemplative fractions of time, it seemed that Cerval was a sitting target; for he took no notice of the two follow-up killers, the one raising his cosh and the other the sawn-off Smallwood.  His focus remained on the standing knifeman who, though not yet dead, was immobilized by incomprehension and agonizing pain.
 
        Then – pandemonium.  A giant of a man – young, but well over seven feet tall – erupted from beneath a massive copper and teak workbench, sending it flying as if it were a child’s school desk.  The giant seized the Smallwood, wrenched it from the killer’s grip, reversed it and fired both barrels.  The blast almost cut the gunman in two, throwing him back in a splatter of red and fatty tissue, a stench of gunpowder and shit.
 
        “Thorsten,” said Cerval reprovingly; ideally, his plan called for the assassins to be taken alive and made to reveal their employers. But even as he spoke Evangeline Evionne appeared, as if from nowhere, springing towards the third killer.  Despite the shock of Efrain’s transformation into Cerval and the Smallwood’s deafening blast, his cosh was already raised and swinging down in a short arc which would shatter Evangeline’s skull – except that she was now where the cosh was not, seizing the killer’s arm as it descended. He stumbled forward, and Evangeline whipped him in an almost complete circle, initiating a violent somersault which ended when his head struck the sharp brass corner of another lab bench.  He slid to the floor, leaking blood and brains.
 
    
 
   It had all taken perhaps thirty seconds; and in the silence, shotgun blasts still echoing in their ears, Cerval stepped towards his still-standing assassin and gently shoved him backwards.  The man sat heavily, the grunt coming not from his mouth but from the hole Cerval had opened in his throat.  He tried to say something but only gurgled a bloody spray. From his sitting position he fell slowly sideways, to lie spreadeagled like a broken puppet.
 
        “Can’t speak?” asked Cerval.  “Now you really are a Silencio.”  
 
    
 
   A sudden explosion of sound and action and the three Incorruptibles whirled to see at least half a dozen more Silencio gunmen smashing into the lab.  An ambush!  A betrayal!  The journalist?  Or, Cerval wondered, at the moment he foresaw and accepted his own death, a set-up: the Silencio bosses were ruthless enough to sacrifice the first three assassins if it meant that they could kill or capture the young vigilantes.  
 
                  A gurgle. Cerval looked down and saw a half-smile flicker across the face of the stricken knifeman. In a spasm of fury he slammed his foot down on the man’s punctured throat and heard the hyoid break. The knifeman’s silence was now eternal. Cerval turned to join his partners. They would sell their lives at high cost.
 
         Cerval, Thorsten and Evangeline were hopelessly out-numbered and out-gunned.  Cerval himself had no weapon – he hadn’t thought he would need one for this simple sting operation, designed simply to capture Silencio assassins and expose them. The sting was just part of Cerval’s longer term plan to sever the connection between the Commission and the Silencios, to empower The Smoke’s people to halt the city-state’s decline from democracy to autocracy.
 
                  He had dedicated his young life to this idea, and believed, heart and soul, that the elimination of crime and corruption, the destruction of the Silencios, the Commission’s most effective enforcers, was the first step. That was the story the journalist was supposed to tell on the back of this sting. The plan had backfired. 
 
    
 
   Off to one side, the giant Thorsten had picked up the lab table and, holding it before him like a huge shield, was driving a handful of shooters back.  Some were armed with Smallwoods, latest model, their blasts deep, booming, regularly spaced because every two shots required reloading; some were armed with the new multi-barreled Ximan machine pistol, a weapon whose wild inaccuracy was counteracted by its terrifying fire power.  As the slugs hit the two inch teak of the table top, splinters flew off the reverse side, slicing into Thorsten, but the giant youth continued to move forward, fearless, a force beyond nature.
 
   Evangeline was fighting her own battles, zigzagging with the unpredictable speed and the dance-like moves of karoeira, the martial art she had practised for twelve years.  She hit one gunman so hard that his ribcage imploded and the Ximan flew from his hands.  Evangeline snatched the weapon out of the air and tossed it to Cerval, who turned it on the attackers but was hamstrung by the weapon’s erratic pattern.  In these close quarters, he might as easily kill or wound his friends as his enemies.
 
    
 
   On one level, Cerval fought for his life.  On another, he continued to wonder: if this was a Silencio ambush, how had they known of his plan?  Had he been betrayed by the beautiful journalist? Or by one of the Incorruptibles, unthinkable as that might be?  Was there an unknown informer?
 
   He knew that he would never have the chance to figure it out, for he, Thorsten and Evangeline were going to die in this ambush. Already, Thorsten was weakening, lacerated horribly by the teak splinters and now under attack by two shotgunners who had outflanked him.  Cerval lunged towards them, cranking the Ximan and seeing the heavy slugs stitch a blood-soaked path across one of the Silencio goons. The others were too close to Thorsten for Cerval to get a clean shot, so he dropped the weapon and sprang forward, knife in hand, accepting that he would die in the attempt to save his oldest friend.  
 
   He found Evangeline at his side and couldn’t help himself.
 
   “Sorry,” he said.
 
   “Better sorry than safe,” she replied and the two of them moved to join their staggering, bleeding, dying friend, the mountainous Thorsten Laverack.
 
    
 
   oOo
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   Shelley Mary Ventura, twenty-three years old, was beautiful but, more than that, sex crackled around her like the electricidad which Efrain captured in his giant accumulators.   Her sensual magnetism attracted women as powerfully as it did men.  She was one of those blessed, or perhaps cursed, beings for whom otherwise sane people destroyed their lives, their families, their fortunes. And yet here she was, stuck writing The News Of The Smoke’s society columns.  All of them: Births and Deaths.  Comings and Goings.  Society Events. First Nights.  
 
        Shelley Mary knew the effect she had on men and women and she was happy to exploit it to the full.  She loved sex in all its forms. Almost all its forms. No severe pain. And if ambition and an attractive sexual partner happened to coincide, what bliss! That was the key. He or she had to have a strong attraction for Shelley Mary.  Power alone was not enough. 
 
        Sadly, the Managing Editor of The News Of The Smoke, Rupert Gilchrist Bass, the man whose sausage-like fingers were wrapped around this newspaper’s every journalistic promotion, was, in a word, repulsive.  Curled, dyed but thinning hair wrapped around a constantly sweat-dampened skull.  A mouth that contrived to be both meaty and mean, quivering above an underslung jaw and more jowls than the two-headed mutant turkey with which The Smoke’s people celebrated Dufus Day.
 
        His body was like a white, unctuous tick, all belly and scrawny appendages. He’d once shown Shelley Mary the main appendage, apparently under the impression that one glance would cause her to fall helpless on her back, legs akimbo. He was mistaken;     Shelley Mary was ambitious but, in the absence of a good-looking patron – or patroness –  determined to achieve her ambitions professionally.  She dreamed of being a fearless investigative reporter, a breed she knew had once existed before the Commission had effectively taken control of The Smoke’s media, achieved through the Silencios’ irresistible combination of terror, bribery and blackmail. 
 
   The News Of The Smoke was the one stand-out and Bass’s erratic attempts to maintain the paper’s editorial integrity were his only saving grace.
 
        Shelley Mary knew that the moment she had laughed out loud at R. G. Bass’s unappealing organ, she was condemned to the society columns until either he retired or exploded from over-indulgence. But she was young and, like an increasing number of The Smoke’s younger population, she felt change in the air.  Or the possibility of change.  If she could just manoeuvre herself into a better position at The News, she hoped that one day there might be a reckoning, and that she – Shelley Mary Ventura, fearless investigative journalist – could help to shatter The Smoke’s corrupt power systems.  Until that dawn, she just had to grit her teeth and attend to the comings and goings of the rich, the powerful and the famous-for-being-famous.
 
    
 
   Now she shuffled the pictures and reports that The News Of The Smoke’s stringers had dumped in her in-tray, enough to give anyone a headache at the best of times and this wasn’t the best of times: Shelley Mary had a hangover, way too many cocktails with the ‘real’ journos last night.  In her heart of hearts, she suspected they were hacks but at least they were out there, with their stringers and their informers, acting like journalists despite running scared of any real investigation which might invite a nocturnal visit from the Silencios.
 
   Just give her one shot, one break, and these salaried gofers would see what waves a real journalist could make in The Smoke!  
 
        Despite her judgment of them, Shelley Mary liked liked some of her colleagues.  Was even thinking about taking one of the sports reporters home, the cute redhead with tiny breasts and a hard, athletic ass.  She knew that they had all worked for their positions, needed the income, some of them with spouses and children. So, when they asked Shelley Mary to join them on their hard-drinking outings, she usually went along; and it had been a long time since any one of them had teased her about her celebrity columns.  They knew that she, too, was just getting through the working hours.
 
        She sighed and grabbed another stack of pictures. Three or four in, a black-and-white of Rooseveldt Franklyn Pfarrer; a tiny man – and his image recalled one of those bits of useless information: that the venom of baby snakes was far more deadly than that of their bigger brethren.  Pfarrer, known throughout The Smoke to be the Silencios’ king pin but lauded in Shelley Mary’s columns as ‘philanthropist-investor,’ ‘legendary entrepreneur,’ and ‘mysterious billionaire,’ was accompanied in these pictures by a pneumatic black-haired woman Shelley Mary had not seen before.  
 
        She sat back and gazed at the image intently, wondering where this particular piece of arm-adornment had originated.  And why did Pfarrer choose her – or even bother to be seen with this woman, a foot taller than him, when everyone knew that he was not attracted to women?  Or to any other sex. 
 
        Shelley Mary wondered if the woman might be connected in some way with Pfarrer’s daughter, Keira Specklestone, apparently the fruit of Franklyn Rooseveldt’s only – experimental – night with a woman.  Pfarrer had the mother killed just after the birth but had been unable to kill the child, either pre- or post-partum.  After all, she was his creation, a baby who had grown into a beautiful, spoiled girl and who, despite the best education that money could buy, had failed to pass a single school exam. 
 
   Shelley Mary had a standing order to feature her regularly in her social columns.
 
        Now, she reached for the Arrivals file.  Perhaps the woman had come in on the last Steam Air Ship; in which case, where from?  And why?  Or had Pfarrer simply spotted her and scooped her up, a whim to disconcert those attending the function?
 
        The Automatic Voice Communicator on her desk startled her.  She picked the AvCom up, pulled the ‘speak’ lever that killed the bell and opened the speaking tube.  She grasped the earpiece and brushed her hair back to put it to her ear.
 
        “Ventura!” she said.
 
        “The Incorruptibles,” the voice came down the line.  “How much is the boss worth?”
 
        “What?” she replied, instantly angry with herself for sounding vacant.  What? Fuck, you could have come up with something better than that!
 
        “I can give you name of the boss of the Incorruptibles,” the voice was patient.  “How much is that worth?”
 
        “A good question.  One I can’t really answer.  Not off the cuff.”
 
        “I thought you was a reporter.  Ambitious.”  If Shelley Mary had to testify, she’d say that the ‘was’ was deliberate.  An educated man trying to sound lower class.
 
        “How would you know that? You don't know anything about me,” Shelley Mary said, determined to keep him on the AvCom while she figured out how much money she could lay her hands on, knowing that Bass would not only not fund her but would give the story to one of his cronies.
 
        “I don't have time for this,” the voice said, “and neither do you.  Get over to Efrain’s lab now and see for yourself.”
 
        “Doctor Efrain?”
 
        “You heard.  But be careful.  There’ll be action.  Violence.  Let’s see if you’re good for anything more than sucking up to affluenzos.”  The line died and Shelley Mary tossed the earpiece back onto her desk, where it fell across the image of the tiny, deadly, Rooseveldt Franklyn Pfarrer.
 
        She didn’t move immediately but sat wondering whether this might have been a crank call, someone who knew how frustrated she was with her current job; someone winding her up.  Then again, there was something about the voice despite the AvCom distortion.  A cadence.  And that phony ‘I thought you was a reporter.’  She had a good ear and an excellent memory.  She trusted her instincts, and instinct told her this was someone she knew. Or had met.
 
                 Only one way to find out.  If she rode her Arielectro, narrow enough to run on the sidewalks if necessary, it shouldn’t take her more than ten minutes to get to the lab. And to be able to name the hitherto anonymous leader of the Incorruptibles?  That would be a career-making scoop.
 
                 
 
    
 
   oOo
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   Shelley Mary twisted the Arielectro’s throttle grip convulsively, but it was no good. She could feel the machine dying under her. 
 
   Fuck! I should have switched the sidecar battery last night! 
 
   But when she’d finally zigzagged in to her building’s underground garage after her night out, she was too drunk to bother. Her only chance now was to swap the dead battery-sidecar for a charged unit at one of the swap’n’go electro-stations that were beginning to appear around the city – but where was the nearest one? 
 
         First she had to get out of the traffic before the battery gave up the ghost completely and so, making an imperious hand signal, she cut across the lanes to the lay-by shoulder, causing a chorus of angry horns and shouted curses. She made it just in time. The Arielectro gave a final wheeze and lapsed into silence. Hackneys and jitneys sped past uncaringly.  A tuk-tuk puttered by spewing foul fumes. Their boilers ran on shit: horse, cow, human, whichever the tuk-tuk drivers could lay their hands on. Whichever was cheaper on the day. Holding her gauntleted hand to her nose, Shelley Mary dismounted and gave the sidecar a frustrated kick. 
 
        Then she climbed on top of it so that she was able to see above the traffic. She peered through the swirling smoke and saw the tall sign of an electro-station in the distance – close, yet tantalizingly far. She couldn’t get the Arielectro to it without help. There was only one thing for it. Turning to face the traffic, Shelley Mary peered into the oncoming stream of hackneys and jitneys, looking for the sinister, smoking, black carapace of a cop kart.
 
    
 
   Galvanized by the knowledge that their role as the Commission’s enforcers was gradually being superseded by the Silencios, the city-state’s police force was doubling its efforts to be everywhere, peering into every aspect of the life of The Smoke. The Motor Road Patrol was ubiquitous so Shelley Mary didn’t have long to wait. As soon as the black vehicle came into sight, cruising in the slow lane, Shelley Mary shook her head, so that her auburn hair cascaded around her shoulders. Almost immediately the flow of traffic slowed as rubberneckers twisted to look at this roadside vision. But Shelley Mary took no notice, saving her piece-de-resistance until the cops in the van couldn’t help but see her. Then, as if simply trying to cool down, she unbuckled her leather blouson, revealing a plain white, devastatingly close-fitting silk chemise.
 
        The big wagon pulled in behind the marooned Arielectro, and a young cop got out. He sauntered towards Shelley Mary, nonchalantly swinging an ornately carved mahogany truncheon.
 
        “You in trouble, miss?” he asked.  Shelley Mary sighed expressively. Tough and self-possessed though she was, she found it easy to play the helpless female if she had to.
 
        “Oh officer, I’ve been really silly. I’ve been so worried about my sick grandmother that I completely forgot to charge my battery, and she’s expecting me at the hospital right now… and if I don’t get there before visiting hours end…” Shelley Mary let her green eyes complete her sentence.  
 
        Three minutes later, the cop kart was careering down the outside lane, bell clanging, dense smoke pouring from its twin funnels, forcing other vehicles to change lanes or pull off the road altogether. In the front passenger seat sat Shelley Mary, glancing admiringly at the young cop on the tiller. His jaw jutted purposefully as he drove, keeping the power valves wide open. Behind them, taking up the majority of the space usually reserved for prisoners, sat Shelley Mary’s Arielectro.
 
        Ten minutes later, at the swap’n’go, the cop finished attaching a new battery sidecar to Shelley Mary’s machine. 
 
         “There you go miss. That should take you where you want to go.”  Shelley Mary smiled at him as she tucked her hair up inside her leather helmet and brought her goggles down over her eyes.
 
        “Thank you so much, officer. I don’t what I would have done without you.” When Shelley Mary put on her gorgeous-but-helpless act, she sometimes found it hard not to burst out laughing. Men were so fucking stupid.  Well, most of them anyway.
 
        Watched hungrily by the cop, she slung her leg up over her saddle, leather-on-leather creaking as she sat. She accelerated away from the swap’n’go.
 
    
 
    
 
   Motor softly thrumming, the Arielectro wove in and out of the traffic. Swapping the juicepack had held her up but, as she twisted the throttle to full power, she felt the battery’s heat rising.  Sometimes they combusted spontaneously. She’d just have to take that risk.
 
   She sliced through the traffic, almost all of it steam-powered and belching the black and white fumes of the coal or any other combustible shit – literally, in some cases – that generated the steam. She rode up onto the sidewalk when her way was blocked, scattering pedestrians and bicycles like a rat in a pigeon loft.  
 
        She checked the signs overhanging the freeway. Oil Street… Tannery Road… Carboy Street: that was it!  The lab was at the dead end of Carboy.
 
        Accelerating across three lanes, a riot of horns in her wake, Shelley Mary pulled off the freeway, bounced onto the slip road, almost capsized, and then turned left on Carboy, pushing the Arielectro to its maximum speed, watching the battery capacity needle record the rapidly unspooling charge.  She didn’t care.  Just as long as the three-wheeled contraption got her to the lab.
 
                 She was slowing when she heard the first shots, saw the windows of Efrain’s lab light up with the red flare of shotgun blasts and the brighter yellow of the Ximan shells. 
 
        Without even thinking about it, she turned her machine towards the lab, thanked providence for the wide, ramp-like stairs which led to its big double doors – ramp and doors built to accommodate the heavy, bulky machinery Doctor Efrain so often worked on – and pushed the combo to its absolute limits. The Arielectro’s electric motors took on a deeper ominous, note and the heavy vehicle accelerated up the ramp and smashed straight through the laboratory doors.
 
        Inside the lab, a tableau frozen in place by her dramatic entrance: gunmen had cornered three people, one of them a giant, now failing, on his knees in a pool of blood.  Despite his extreme straits – surely no man could survive wounds that produced this much blood – the giant was holding up a lab bench, using it to shield himself and his two companions against the gunmen’s assault.
 
                 As the gunmen swung away from their victims to face this new threat, Shelley Mary aimed right at them and the massively constructed, lead-batteried Arielectro struck three of them almost simultaneously, crushing them under its solid rubber wheels, skidding in the slimy viscera which burst from their flattened bodies.  
 
        Cerval and Evangeline, both wounded, ripped Thorsten free of his shield.  He fought them, sensing their plan and resisting, determined to die protecting his friends; but he was losing strength and consciousness fast, and Cerval and Evangeline were able to manoeuvre him up onto the Arielectro’s sidecar battery.
 
                 “Get him out of here!” screamed Cerval.  “The parking lot, round the back!  The hackney!”
 
                    Cerval Franks! 
 
   Shelley Mary had interviewed him for The Smoke’s Celebrity of the Month!  The rich society kid!  His was the AvCom voice.  She remembered it.  So he’s the Incorruptibles’ boss?  But even as this realization hit her, she was turning the Arielectro, twisting the throttle, praying for the instant torque of the huge motors.
 
   “Go! Go! Go!” yelled Evangeline, lunging, like Cerval, for the weapons of the flattened, burst, gunmen.  As Shelley Mary headed back towards the big entrance doors, she heard the fearful killing rhythms of the Ximans opening up. She risked a glance over her shoulder and saw Cerval and Evangeline following her, faces to the surviving gunmen, the Ximan rounds obliterating everything they hit, cutting one of the killers clean in half, vertically.
 
                 Out in the lot, Shelley Mary swung her machine round next to the hackney, a beautifully painted custom vehicle she’d seen before.  Careless, she thought. If he wants to remain anonymous why use his own transport?  Then realizing that he no longer wanted to be anonymous.  Hence the tip.  He wanted The Smoke to know his identity and he had chosen her to reveal it.  What a scoop! 
 
   But why? 
 
   Who would care about the name Cerval Franks? How would making it public further the Incorruptibles’ cause?  Shelley Mary had no time to ponder this question because, a moment later, Cerval and Evangeline were there, lifting, lugging, pushing, pulling – shoving the wounded giant into the hackney.
 
    
 
   A Ximan opened up from the edge of the lot and Evangeline whirled to face it as Cerval sprang to the hackney’s controls, opening the steam power valves wide.  A huge, whooshing eruption of steam and smoke melded with the ugly coughing of Evangeline’s Ximan.  Shelley Mary saw the slugs rip into another of the gunman and in the ensuing moment of silence heard Cerval shout:
 
                    “Up here, Evangeline!  Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!”
 
                     And, completely ignoring Shelley Mary, they accelerated hard up Carboy, steel wheels throwing sparks.
 
                   Well, thank you, too, Mr. Franks. My pleasure entirely! muttered Shelley Mary angrily as the hackney sped away from her, but her thoughts were interrupted by twin shotgun blasts, one of which clattered deerslugs into the side of the Arielectro.  
 
   Fuck me!  
 
   She twisted the throttle hard and the combo accelerated in pursuit of Cerval.  A beat later, another Ximan opened up behind her, but the gunman must have been too nervous to stand out in the open and aim.  The bullets sprayed left and right, taking out streetlights, scouring paving stones, shattering windows, but leaving the Arielectro unharmed.
 
        A moment later, Mary Shelley and her combo were swallowed up by the dark of the smog.  She could barely see the lights of Cerval’s hackney up ahead, and even as she squinted through the smoke they died and the shape of the hackney faded.
 
        Fuck!
 
    
 
   oOo
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   “i believe it TO BE the fault of the old men,” Cerval had said to his closest friend Thorsten some years ago. Despite his youth, his speech was already a little formal, a pattern which would carry on into his adult life.
 
   Thorsten Laverack was the son of Cerval’s family’s major domo, Gori.  Cerval was fourteen at the time, Thorsten a couple of days older.  They were holed up in one of their favourite spots, a ledge high in the castle’s battlements.  The castle was built on top of a mountain and Cerval and Thorsten’s spot looked out over the estate that covered the slopes and some of the valley below, and offered spectacular vistas of the surrounding jungle and mountains.
 
        It was all so different from The Smoke, that intriguing, mysterious, opaque, grimy and cruel city in which Cerval had spent his schooldays. Although as a child Thorsten stayed on the Frankenstein estate, his particular educational needs taken care of by his father Gori, he would visit Cerval in The Smoke a couple of times a year, and the two boys would wander the byways of the city-state. Thor accepted its highs and lows of wealth and poverty, the stunning differences between the affluenzos’ leafy Ussher and the degraded ruins of Harlesdon Marshes, but the longer Cerval spent in The Smoke, the more he became convinced that it was corrupt through and through, its foundations based in shifting and corrupt soil.
 
                     “So what do you think, Thor?”
 
                     “Whatever you say, Cervie.”  Thorsten wasn’t stupid, just big.  His forefathers had all been hunchbacks but Thorsten broke the mould.  Heading into his fifteenth year, he stood a shade over seven feet and seemed half that across his shoulders.  His neck was like a concrete pipe and his face was almost flat, featuring a Roman nose and monstrous unibrow, beneath which the slanted eyes were wide-set and apparently blank.  He started to shave at eleven and now it was a twice a day chore.  It was an obsession.  He hated body hair.
 
                    “Change, Thor. It’s a necessity. I don’t know how, but The Smoke has to change. Would you not agree?”
 
                    “Whatever you say, Cervie,” said Thorsten, although he didn’t really mind either way.  He doubted that he would have to, or want to, spend much of his life in the city. He had a good life here on the estate, only seven hundred yoettes from The Smoke but might as well be ten thousand, impassable terrain separating two entirely different worlds.  
 
   
The Frankenstein estate was a community and had been even before Cerval’s great-great-grandfather had determined to create life in his lab in the castle.  He’d had a vision of the world to come, the inferno of The Smoke, the compulsion of cash, the soul-slavery of brain-numbing work-for-hire, the dehumanizing of a potentially noble species.  He thought that this craven new world would demand a new kind of worker-creature, dexterous and blindly obedient, without spiritual or psychological needs. A creature which could not naturally evolve fast enough to meet the needs of this new industrial world but might be created.  The disastrous result of that experiment – Thorsten’s hunchback ancestor, Igor, central to it – almost destroyed the family, half the castle burned out by revengeful locals; but the Baron, chastened, had tried to make amends before he died. His progeny inherited not only his wealth and his unmatched knowledge of human physiology, but a terrible guilt, the knowledge that, somehow, they had to make up for the tragic results of the old man’s hubris.  
 
        The Baron’s son married an estate girl, a plain and unremarkable young woman, the original Igor’s grand-niece.  Their children followed the family’s utopian idyll, continuing the work to create an oasis of community on the mountain.  It had not been a simple or smooth path. How could it be?  Men, women and egos were involved.  But the family gradually discovered that most people craved a kind and peaceful life; only when they were scared, broke, cheated or consistently lied to might they rise up – and that only eventually. So a curious mix of altruism and self-interest created a peaceful, prosperous life for those who lived on the estate; they were, effectively, a tribe willing to accept the family as their chiefs, their first among equals.
 
        Cerval had inherited this privilege and burden at the age of fourteen when his father died.  He was so clearly imbued with altruism, so obviously free of self-interest, that even when a breakaway faction of followers plotted to remove the boy and loot the castle, the majority seized the rebels and packed them off to The Smoke, a damnable transportation. It was believed that their early-model P.A.V. – Personal Air Vehicle – crashed into the jungle en route, leaving them at the mercy of the Manus and Mancits, its cannibalistic inhabitants.
 
        Cerval inherited more than the estate and the family idealism. He was racked by the abiding guilt that coursed through his bloodlines – to an extent so extreme that usually, and always when he was away from the estate, he used the name ‘Franks.’  That way, he would not have to answer the inevitable and predictable questions of strangers.  
 
   He was, too, a Mood Swinger who had to fight to remain in the active phase of that condition and not fall into the darkness of the inactive.
 
   Nevertheless, despite the name change, he discovered quite soon that his guilt could not be outrun. So, how to assuage it?  His community wasn’t the solution.  It was almost perfect.  But The Smoke? Cerval knew The Smoke.  When his father first sent him there to be educated, it seemed to be a relatively calm place, albeit suffocated by the smog of its coal-fired industry. But even in his short life, Cerval saw the Commission and the iron and coal cartel move closer together; the korona-corruption of politics; the decline of the Smoke’s police force and the rise of the criminal Silencios as the city-state’s most effective, brutal, law enforcement, private contractors to the Commission; the shift of power and influence to an increasingly small percentage of affluenzos. Each time he walked the Smoke’s streets, the world seemed more dehumanized. The poorer and more stressed the UnderGrunts, the more they turned on each other, apparently unable to unite to fight for their own interests – or even to agree on those interests. 
 
   The Smoke had become a greedy and crooked world, but this was a stable Cerval believed he could cleanse.
 
         “I shall endeavour to change it, or I shall die trying.  What do you think Thor?  Are you with me?”
 
      “Whatever you say, Cervie.” Thorsten was a boy of very, very few words and it would be easy to think that he was nothing more than an oversized idiot whose only possible contribution in life was physical; but his problem was not one of base intelligence.  It was a disconnect between his eyes and the Broca area of his brain.  Quite simply, Thorsten could not read and even when with painful difficulty he managed, phonetically, to grasp the word on the page, it meant nothing to him.  Yet in every other way, his intelligence scored astronomically high. He was a savant and sometimes clairvoyant.
 
      Then and always, he was Cerval’s best friend. 
 
    
 
   Now, five years later, this giant, Cerval’s first Incorruptible recruit, lay dying in the hackney.
 
        The vehicle was state-of-the art. Cerval had modified it personally, spending many workshop hours taking it to the extreme that steam power could reach.  The newer electric vehicles, the few of them that were starting to be seen on The Smoke’s streets, were faster in short bursts but high speed ate up their battery power and drastically curtailed their anyway short range.  
 
        Cerval’s hackney – all the Incorruptibles’ vehicles – could out-run anything on the road, even cop karts and Silencio limousines, and now Cerval cranked the steam control valves wide open, switched the boiler to forced air and pushed the vehicle perilously to its absolute maximum speed. The speed itself wasn’t the most dangerous problem.  Road holding.  That was the critical factor.  Solid rubber-clad cast-iron wheels and greasy urban streets were a potentially fatal combination.  
 
        Speed and power weren’t this hackney’s only features. When Cerval first planned the Incorruptibles’ campaign, he knew he’d face ruthless opposition; that killing and injury would be inevitable.  Money being no object, he furnished all their vehicles with medical equipment and supplies that went beyond First Aid and encompassed even the black arts of resuscitation. Most of the equipment was designed by Doctor Pedro Robledo Efrain, though he relied heavily on the Frankensteins’ extensive knowledge of human systems.
 
   When Cerval had first revealed himself to Efrain, that genius had described how the invisible and often lethal force of electricidad could actually restore life.  His explanation and its details did not surprise Cerval.  Hadn’t his own ancestor harnessed the power of lightning to animate the body he and Igor had stitched together?  
 
        Cerval had agreed to Efrain’s installation of his prototype Electro-Vida-Suscitator in all Incorruptible vehicles, and at the vigilantes’ anonymous headquarters in The Smoke. The installation was only completed a week ago. Cerval gloomily realized that Thorsten was going to be a part of its proof of concept.  
 
        He risked a look over his shoulder, into the passenger compartment. 
 
        Evangeline was tending the giant, and in no doubt that he was dying despite the heroic strength and resilience of his heart and mind.  She had him attached to saline and plasma drips.  She applied, checked and changed blood-staunching bandages. She dabbed his lips with distilled water. His mighty body was punctured with so many bullet holes that it resembled a join-the-dots puzzle, his face was as grey as weathered wood. He was breathing only in shallow, convulsive gasps. 
 
                    “How’s he doing?” shouted Cerval, swerving from lane to lane while keeping an eye open for traffic police.
 
                    “Not good,” said Evangeline. “I reckon he’s got about five minutes. Ten at the most.”
 
                    “I doubt we’ll make it. Not in this traffic.”
 
                    “We’ve got to, Cerval. We can’t lose Thorsten. It’d be the end of the Incorruptibles.”
 
                     At this point, Cerval didn’t care about the survival of the Incorruptibles.  He just wanted to see his friend smile once more.
 
    
 
   Further back, Shelley Mary sliced through the traffic, peering into the gloom, hoping for a glimpse of Cerval’s distinctive vehicle.  She was forced to slow by an oblivious tuk-tuk that bumbled into her path.  Then the foul-smelling tuk-tuk stalled and Shelley Mary was stopped dead.
 
   She slammed her black-gauntleted hands down onto her machine’s handlebars.
 
   Fuck! 
 
   The nearest driver looked across at her disapprovingly, but quickly looked away when he saw her expression.
 
    
 
   Up ahead, Cerval spotted stationary traffic and the armoured black karts that meant only one thing – police. An accident?  An arrest?   For a brief moment, Cerval thought it might be a roadblock, the traffic police receiving orders from the Silencios: stop Cerval Franks.  But he was fairly certain that the news of their escape from the Silencio ambush couldn’t have been transmitted to the cops that fast, even by Super-Oxygenator runners if they had been on the scene.  And, apart from Shelley Mary, no one knew that he was the Incorruptibles’ leader.
 
        Regardless, traffic jam, accident or roadblock, any delay would be fatal to Thorsten. 
 
        Cerval swung the tiller savagely and the hackney yawed through ninety degrees, two wheels lifting off the road. It almost obliterated an old fellow in a puffing billy bath chair, and then skidded into the Emergency Only Track.  Supposedly dedicated to Fire and Ambulance, the E. O. T. had become the cops’ personal freeway, enabling them to speed from one side of The Smoke to the other to repress civil unrest, to go through the motions of investigation, or ensure they were on time for tea.
 
        The hackney’s violent manoeuvre forced an anguished groan from Thorsten.  
 
        “We’re losing him!” shouted Evangeline. “Cerval!  He’s going!  He’s going!”
 
        “Use the Vida!” Cerval shouted back.
 
       “No!  I can’t!  It’s too risky!  What if it kills him?”  Even as she said it, she answered her own question:  he’s dying anyway.
 
                     “We have nothing to lose!”  
 
                    She had never heard the usually ice-cool Cerval so distraught. Now she reached across Thorsten’s body, fumbled with the catch of a locker and opened it. Within were two mitten-like pads made of a spongy material, connected to long, heavy coiled cables. She slipped a pad onto each hand, flipped the power switch and heard the ominous hum of the system’s capacitator building to maximum discharge.  Blood draining from her face, whole body shaking, Evangeline slammed the pads down onto Thorsten’s bloodied chest.
 
        A blinding flash of red light filled the hackney. An explosion that sounded like a shotgun blast.  A violent sizzling.  The horrible stink of burning hair and flesh.
 
    
 
   Some way back, Shelley Mary saw the flash.  
 
        She thought she recognized the silhouette of the hackney but, if not, at least it was something to aim for.  A drama.  A possible story.  She twisted the Arielectro’s throttle and the combo sped forward, a moment later side-swiping the puffing billy bath chair that Cerval had almost taken out.   The old man piloting it decided that the time had come to turn in his driver’s licence.
 
    
 
   The Vida’s effect on Thorsten was instantaneous, horrific, and miraculous. 
 
        The big man bucked upwards as if yanked by invisible strings, his eyes opening, whites rolling back. He made a noise like a pig in an abattoir, dropped back to the mattress, uttered a deep, rasping breath. Then another.  And another. He was alive. 
 
                 For the moment.
 
        Cerval powered past the site of the accident, barely registering the mangled wreckage of hackneys and jitneys, the flattened tuk-tuk that caused the pile-up, and a spreading pool of blood. 
 
        Barely seconds after he passed the crash site, the sound of a furious steam siren; and a cop kart detached itself from the scrum, accelerated in pursuit of Cerval.  Under most circumstances, Cerval’s hackney would outrun even the most powerful police steamer but he’d been operating valves wide open for a while.  He’d been too focussed on escaping the Carboy area, on Thorsten, on the traffic, on keeping the hackney upright, to reload the furnace. Now steam pressure was dropping fast.
 
    
 
   Shelley Mary began to catch up.  As civilians swung their vehicles away from the screaming-siren police karts chasing Cerval, she steered the Arielectro through the traffic gaps which opened, oblivious to the curses of those she overtook.  She couldn’t get a good look at the hackney the cops were chasing, but was increasingly certain it was Cerval’s and this time she wasn’t going to lose him.
 
        “Get out of the fucking way!” she screamed at a jitney.  Its driver, stoker and all its passengers glared at her. 
 
   Has it become illegal to swear on the highway? she wondered.  Probably. Every day, something new was being policed.
 
        Though she’d managed to follow the hackney up onto the freeway, she was still way behind, reduced to creeping along by the accident-delayed traffic queues. She contemplated using the emergency lane, but a quick glance around revealed yet another cop kart. 
 
                    Shelley Mary pulled off her helmet and goggles, shook her hair free. Out of the corner of her eye she could see the police driver’s mouth open slightly. It was just too easy.
 
    
 
   Beyond the highway accident, back on The Smoke’s crowded urban streets, the police steamer was catching up to Cerval’s hackney.  Where Cerval had to battle his way forward, the cop kart’s shrieking steam whistle caused other traffic to hurriedly pull over, giving it a clear run.
 
        Cerval checked his rear view in the dashboard-mounted seebackroscope.  He saw the cops’ steam kart bearing down on a handful of jitneys that scuttled out of its way like frightened crabs. He was in trouble, no doubt about it. Once they got close enough, the police would open fire, probably with heavy-duty weaponry. Although his hackney was protected back and front, the armour-plating probably wasn’t enough to withstand the latest police firepower. Somehow, he had to stop them before they could stop him.
 
   The traffic was starting to thin, and Cerval realised why. They were approaching Harlesdon Marshes, one of The Smoke’s most deprived neighbourhoods, where owning a hackney or jitney, or a vehicle of any kind, was beyond the reach of most of the UnderGrunt population. 
 
                    An idea started to formulate in Cerval’s mind, and he wrenched the tiller to steer the hackney into the very heart of the Marshes. The News Of The Smoke habitually referred to it as The War Zone.
 
                      Still cradling Thorsten's head, Evangeline glanced out of one of the hackney’s observation slits, the small glass rectangles protected by curlicued wrought-iron bars. She saw a row of soot-blackened terraced dwellings, some of which seemed to have simply given up the struggle and fallen down, so the ruins looked like bad teeth in a rotting jaw. In front of the dwellings were small gaggles of older UnderGrunts. Bent, defeated creatures. Their drab, filthy clothing camouflaged them against the grubby backdrop of the buildings.
 
        These oldsters were long-time victims of The Smoke’s economics, many of them without work for decades. But the younger generation of UnderGrunts hadn’t quite sunk into the same apathy. Now Evangeline could see groups of them, little wolf-packs, eyes shifting back and forth as they looked for new victims.  She shouted to Cerval: 
 
                      “We’re in The War Zone!’
 
                     “I know. Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.’
 
                      Cerval glanced in the seebackroscope and saw that, as his steam pressure dropped even further, the cops were getting dangerously close. Looking ahead again, he saw a particularly large group of youths, their attention held by a game of dice. As they milled about, punching the air, shouting in victory or loss, Cerval wrenched savagely on the tiller and drove straight at them.
 
                    At the last moment, a boy at the back the crowd, too short and scrawny to bag a place at the front of the action, saw the hackney coming. 
 
        “Fuckkkk!” he screamed, with enough urgency to cause the others to look up. They saw a custom-painted hackney looming over them, steam belching from its stacks. With cries and imprecations they leapt out of its way, but one boy was not quick enough. Apparently less worried about his safety than the handful of money on the ground, he hesitated, and tried to scoop it up.
 
                      The hackney did swerve at the last moment but still it struck him a glancing blow that sent him spinning into a group of refuse bins. Rarely collected, they overflowed with stinking detritus, which now cascaded down on the boy. As pain and rage hit him simultaneously, he started to yell, his cries reinforced by an aggressive howling from the crowd which quickly surrounded the hackney. 
 
                      “What the fuck, Cerval? Why did you do that? They’re going to lynch us!”
 
                      “No, they’re not.” 
 
                      Beneath the armour-plating front and rear, Cerval had lined the hackney with an underskin made from the latest flame-retardant composite, AzBestus. Although it couldn’t hold out against cop artillery, the machine would resist attack from any kind of hand weapon, flame thrower or improvised bomb. A mob, however angry, could try to breach it for an hour without success, and it would take more than these malnourished youths to lift it off its wheels and capsize it.  Nonetheless, they flailed and screamed, inflamed by the obvious luxury of the vehicle and the presumed wealth of its occupants. 
 
                    Then they saw the police steamer.  The cry went up.
 
                   “Cochons!”
 
                   The cop kart had followed Cerval into the War Zone, but had pulled up when the two officers within had seen the enraged crowd surrounding his vehicle. Traffic Enforcer Wills and Traffic Enforcer Emms were armed and, provided they were supported by a platoon or two of uniformed and armed colleagues, sufficiently trained to confront UnderGrunts. But now they were alone, overwhelmingly outnumbered, and with no readily available back-up.
 
                     Wills was about to turn the kart round and make for civilization when the ‘cochons!’ cry went up. He saw the crowd, several dozen strong, racing down the pock-marked road towards them.
 
                    “Oh shit!’ said Emms. ‘Get us out of here, for fuck’s sake!”
 
                    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” said Wills, heaving frantically at the tiller, scrambling to get the unwieldy vehicle turned round. The crowd rushed on, their united voices audible now, a savage ululation that the Traffic Enforcers could hear even through the reinforced glass of their cabin.  Panicking, Emms shovelled anthracite into the furnace, screamed at Wills: 
 
                     “Never mind turning, back up, back up!”  Wills slammed the machine into reverse, bore down on the throttle, and the heavy machine started to roll backwards, gathering speed as the furnace hungrily devoured the new batch of fuel.
 
                      The crowd came on but it looked as though they were going to be disappointed again.
 
                      Slowly but surely, the kart pulled away, zigzagging a little as Wills tried to keep it on course while peering into the seebackroscope.  But then it hit a patch of cobbles. Even worse, a patch of cobbles awash with human waste, the result of a two-month old sewage leak. The solid rubber tyres immediately lost purchase, spraying shit around like a garden sprinkler.  Wills continued to wrestle with the controls of the vehicle.  It swerved from side to side, wheels spinning, showering the front-runners.
 
                      A dismayed, disgusted cry went up, followed by a roar of incoherent rage. Wills yanked at the tiller, slammed the throttle, but too late. The crowd was upon them.
 
        The Smoke’s elite law enforcement squads were equipped with armoured vehicles but the Traffic Enforcers’ karts were designed for utility, mainly for keeping cowed prisoners in; they weren’t usually called on to keep a blood-craving mob out. These Marshians had been enraged by the expensive, customized hackney that had side-swiped one of their number. They were frustrated by their inability to penetrate its defences.  They were humiliated by being showered with shit.
 
   An irresistible wave of collective rage galvanized them. A rock smashed through the TE kart’s side window.  A hand snaked inside the cabin, reaching for the door catch. Emms lashed at the hand with his baton, but too late.  The door was open. More hands reached in.  Wills and Emms were dragged out and within seconds stomped to a bloody pulp, the crowd screaming rage and glee.
 
    
 
   Evangeline permitted herself only the quickest glance backwards as Cerval pulled round and accelerated away, back towards the highway. She looked down at Thorsten, who was ashen grey, breathing shallowly, but still alive.
 
                     “Drive!” she whispered urgently as Cerval operated the controls with manic intensity. “Drive like you’ve never driven before.”
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    “Fuckasspisscuntbiscuit!”
 
        Alaina Presley Cullington looked mildly reprovingly at her twin brother Ricardo, not because four of the five words he’d just uttered weren’t used in polite society but because he was allowing himself to spin out into the nervous state that made him utter them. He had been born a Babbler, and when he was Babbling he had no control over either his words or the nervous tics which distorted his face and racked his body.
 
        Alaina sighed, watching as Ricardo paced up and down agitatedly, his fingers entwining convulsively, his mouth twisting into a grimace every few seconds. She was as worried as her brother but the Babbler gene did not affect her as it did her twin. 
 
      Cerval, Evangeline and Thorsten had been gone far longer than planned, which almost certainly meant something had gone wrong, but Alaina remained as outwardly calm and serene as her brother was nervous and twitchy. Besides, born first, moments before Ricardo, Alaina believed it was her job to make sure – as far as she could – that her brother kept out of trouble.
 
        She decided to go up to the roof of the Incorruptibles’ building – from the outside, no different to any other in the row of shabby brownstones in which it was embedded. Sometimes, depending on the wind direction, the air up there was purer. Soothing. Also, from that vantage point, she’d be able to see when Cerval, Evangeline and Thorsten entered the area. She didn’t really want to think about the possibility that they may not be returning. She’d cross that bridge if she came to it.
 
        Alaina nodded to Ricardo as she headed towards the elevator. Like everything else in the building, it was powered by electricidad, channelled from massive banks of batteries in the lead-lined basement. Designed by Doctor Efrain, the battery banks were strictly prototypes. They were bulky and incredibly expensive to produce; out of the reach of anyone without the resources of the Frankensteins. Even before she nodded, Ricardo had turned his gaze towards her, knowing that she was about to leave. Spittle flying from his mouth, he shouted
 
                     “Analfistingshitbadger!” 
 
                      Alaina didn’t have to process the words.  She didn’t attempt to articulate a reply. She and Ricardo communicated by a subtle kind of telepathy supplemented by a system of looks and gestures. No one else was attuned to her like this except, to a lesser extent, the savant giant Thorsten Laverack. 
 
   Once on the roof, Alaina felt better, more alive. She walked across to the cages that contained the karriers, the big pigeon/condor cross-breeds that carried messages all over The Smoke on behalf of those with the resources to breed, house and train them. She ran her finger across the barred cage of Brutus, the largest of the birds, and heard him coo throatily at her. The size of a labrador, with a huge wingspan to match, he was the strongest of all the Incorruptibles’ karriers and could fly the furthest; if necessary, all the way to the Frankenstein estate seven hundred yoettes away.
 
   The birdcages were nothing unusual. Looking across nearby rooftops, Alaina could see similar cages on several of the buildings. As the smog swirled, Alaina could also make out a lot of the surrounding Steamer Quarter, the semi-industrial area in which Cerval had chosen to set up the Incorruptibles’ HQ. Anonymous, run down, known mainly for the number of steamer repair workshops that dotted its narrow streets, it was the last place you’d expect to find a building like the one on whose roof she was standing: a building lit and powered by electricidad, with a state-of-the-art scientific workshop and a medical facility that would have been the envy of any affluenzo.
 
                    Alaina tried to suppress her fears. Where were Cerval, Evangeline and Thorsten? Like all Cerval’s plans, this one had been daring and simple.  Perhaps too simple, remembering that the Silencios were cunning, ruthless and had eyes and ears everywhere. Perhaps the plan had been compromised.  Betrayed?
 
                      She peered over the waist-high parapet that surrounded the roof, looking in the direction from which she knew Cerval should be coming. No sign. Her heart was heavy, her mind numb, but as she turned away from the rail, thinking to go back down and join Ricardo, she stumbled to her knees.  It was as if she’d been clubbed. She staggered upright, put her hand to her brow, steadied herself against the rail. Of course she knew it was nothing physical, simply the prelude to someone tuning in. Was it Ricardo? Had he somehow managed to have an accident in his anxious state? She dashed towards the elevator, then almost fell again as a massive wave of psychic energy invaded her, a wave that spoke of distress and pain, pulsing stronger and weaker; stronger.
 
                 Then weaker, much weaker. 
 
                    Home!  Take me home!
 
                    Alaina shook her head to clear her thoughts, fought to remain upright and prevent the tears flowing, for she knew who it was. She’d never felt him talk to her like this before. He was normally so strong, precise, better able to ‘talk’ to her than he was to those with ordinary communication faculties.
 
                      It was Thorsten. He was on the point of death. And he was nearby.
 
    
 
   Cameron Correia and Stefan Mueller were the only Silencio survivors of the showdown at Doctor Efrain’s laboratory; it was they who fired the Ximan bursts that almost did for Shelley Mary Ventura. Finding themselves surrounded by the bodies of their compadres, the objects of their murderous mission having fled, they rightly thought that their best bet would be to head for the Airship Station and take the first flight out. Didn’t matter where to, just as long as it was as far away as possible from Franklyn Rooseveldt Pfarrer, their boss.
 
                      In their hearts they both knew that they wouldn’t make it, but what other choice was there? 
 
                      In the event, they got as far as the queue waiting to board the airship to Worplesden Key, a one-horse island once a vital Steam Airship fuelling station but redundant now that the ships were bigger and their engines more efficient. 
 
                     At the last minute they were hustled out of the queue by a trio of frock-coated Travel Inspectors, and within the hour found themselves back at Silencio headquarters. 
 
                      Which was where they still were. Naked. Bruised. Bloodied. Chained to an enormous butcher’s block in the underground chamber which was euphemistically referred to as The Interrogation Room, 
 
                      Franklyn Rooseveldt Pfarrer peered down at them. 
 
                      Pfarrer was small of build but sharp of intellect. Reserved in his demeanour but towering in his rage. At a distance he might be taken for a middle-ranking manager, albeit one who could afford the very best in bespoke tailoring. He was now keeping a suitable distance away from the butcher’s block, not wanting any stray spurts of blood to besmirch the butter-soft alpaca blend of his suit. He personally would not be causing such spurts. He left all that to his personal physician and torturer, balding, bespectacled Doctor Horst Van Der Hudspith, who was currently standing by, arms folded, face impassive, in one hand a pair of surgical forceps, in the other a scalpel.
 
                      “So, Cameron, remind me again,” Pfarrer said softly, “whose idea was it to make a break for the Airship Station?”
 
                      Cameron Correia tried to reply, but could only gurgle. He’d not actually lost the power of speech, but his throat was awash with blood, the result of Doctor Hudspith’s painstaking work with the medical instruments. Holding the forceps in one hand he had held Correia’s tongue, while with his other hand he had sliced slivers from it, as if preparing truffles. The slivers were now arranged on a nearby table in an artistic, petal-like pattern. No one could say the doctor didn’t have a creative side.
 
                    Correia gurgled again, struggled feebly against his chains. His eyes betrayed the glazed helplessness of the doomed. But if he had any hopes that Pfarrer might order Hudspith to effect a quick dispatch, he was disappointed. Sighing, Pfarrer turned his attention to Mueller.
 
                      “Your colleague’s not much of a conversationalist,” he said. “Perhaps you’re feeling a little more talkative?”  Stefan Mueller still had the power of speech. So far, Hudspith had only taken a few truffle slivers from his ears. But, overwhelmed by the enormity and the inexorability of an unimaginable fate, he could barely articulate words.
 
                 Gently Pfarrer took the scalpel from Hudspith’s grasp, running his finger along the flat of its blade as he approached Mueller. The man’s eyes widened, and he gasped convulsively. The coppery smell of blood in the room was joined by the acrid tang of urine.
 
                    “P-p-p-lease Mr. Pfarrer,” Mueller sobbed. “P-please don’t kill me. I got a baby at home, a new baby. I’ll do anything you want… anything… but d-d-don’t kill me.”
 
                    “Oh, I’m not going to kill you Mueller.”  Mueller gave a great sob.
 
                    “Thank you, Mr. Pfarrer, thank you! I’ll d-d-do better in the future, I promise you. I’ll do any job you want, anything you want. I’ll g-g-get it right next time, I will, trust me!”
 
   “Ah,” said Pfarrer. “I think you may have misunderstood me. When I said I wasn’t going to kill you, I meant of course that I personally was not about to administer the coup de grace. I will leave that task to my trusted physician Doctor Hudspith.”  Pfarrer handed the scalpel back to Hudspith, who nodded gravely. Mueller sobbed again, as the hope he’d enjoyed for a mere few seconds receded into the blackest abyss of despair. 
 
   Being careful to keep his suit away from the blood that dripped down the side of the butcher’s block, Pfarrer leant over and put his face close to Mueller’s. “One other thing. As you know, since that unfortunate business with the woman, Doctor Hudspith isn’t strictly speaking allowed to practice surgery. His skills are a little rusty.” Pfarrer glanced over at the bloody form of Correia. “Although I must say, Horst, you did a very creditable job on our friend here. Very neat.”  Again, Hudspith nodded gravely. “So he really does need an opportunity to polish up his skills. What do you think Horst? The lips?” 
 
    Doctor Hudspith spoke for the first time.  “Lips are good, Mr. Pfarrer.”
 
                      “Very well then. Practise away.”
 
                     As the scalpel came down, the sound of Correia’s gurgling was overwhelmed by the keening sound of Mueller’s screams.
 
                    “Although… come to think of it, Horst… ”  Hudspith paused, annoyed.  He hated to be interrupted once the first cut had been made, but Pfarrer was well-known for his lightning changes of mind and Hudspith knew his place.  As his torturer-executioner turned to the Silencio boss, Mueller sobbed convulsively, a gout of blood spurting from his mouth.
 
                    “I may have a job for him.  So… a lot of pain, by all means, but do not kill him.”  
 
                    Mueller fainted, his nervous system unable to reconcile the terror of the knowledge of forthcoming agony with the understanding that he would probably live.
 
    
 
   “Is this going to work, Ricardo?” said Cerval, looking down at Thorsten’s body, now almost totally concealed by layers of crushed ice. Despite the up-to-date medical facilities of their HQ, the four unharmed members of the Incorruptibles were forced to improvise in their bid to keep Thorsten alive enough to reach Cerval’s estate, where the real work would begin. They’d gone to every icehouse in the Steamer Quarter to get enough ice to engulf the giant’s body. 
 
        “I think so,” said Ricardo, pouring on another bucketful. “Induced hypothermia can slow the body’s responses down to the point where it seems to be clinically dead, but can be restored at a later date.”
 
                      Ricardo was a prodigy.  Despite his Babbler genes, and the fact that he was only seventeen, he was half way through his medical training.  Even before he was a teenager, he had determined to become a doctor specialising in his own strange affliction.  Cerval himself had read, memorised and analysed every scientific paper his ancestors had written, and had met Ricardo through Doctor Efrain, one of Ricardo’s teachers.  Now, he agreed with Ricardo’s views as to how to prepare Thorsten’s remains for transport to the Frankenstein estate.  There, Cerval knew, he and Thorsten’s father, Gori, might… just might… be able to repair some of the horrible damage Thor had suffered.
 
                      As to Ricardo’s tics and Babbler outbursts, they usually disappeared whenever he was called upon to concentrate or take action.  Like his sister he greatly admired Thorsten, and his desire to keep the giant alive drove his babblings into whatever strange recesses of the brain were not affected by his rogue genes.
 
                      Nevertheless, none of the Incorruptibles was sanguine about Thorsten’s chances. Even if he survived till they got him to the estate, there was no guarantee that Cerval’s plan for him was going to work out. Alaina looked questioningly at Ricardo.  
 
                    “Yes, that’s enough ice,” he replied. “You can dispatch Brutus.” Alaina headed towards the elevator.
 
                     “To the airfield then?” said Evangeline.
 
                     “To the airfield,” replied Cerval.
 
    
 
   On the roof of the Incorruptibles’ headquarters, Alaina opened the cage and cocked her head at Brutus. For a second the big karrier looked back at her unblinkingly, then, with surprising delicacy, stepped along his perch and out onto the roof. He unfurled his wings and stretched, and Alaina once again marvelled at the beauty of the emerald and blue feathers at his neck.
 
                      She watched Brutus as he hopped up onto the parapet at the edge of the roof, extending one scaly leg. From a pocket, Alaina brought out a moleskin pouch wrapped loosely with a velvet ribbon. She held the pouch to Brutus’s leg, and carefully wound the ribbon round pouch and leg, tighter and tighter, until she was satisfied that there was no chance of the pouch coming loose.
 
                    She stood back, nodded almost imperceptibly at the big bird. He cooed once, stretched his great wings, and launched off the parapet and into the void. Alaina watched as he swiftly drew away, for a moment silhouetted against the moon, and then he was gone. She hoped he’d be delivering the message to Gori in Cerval’s estate within twenty hours. Then the old man would be prepared for the task which lay ahead.  She hoped that the news the message would bring, that his son was more dead than alive, would spur him to action rather than paralyze him with grief.
 
    
 
   Battersby Park was one of only a few green, outdoor spaces in The Smoke. The Commission officials who ran the city were intelligent enough to realise that they could keep the population suppressed more easily if they at least had the chance to occasionally enjoy a little sunshine, lie on the grass, walk their dogs or play ball. 
 
                    The park wasn’t well looked after. Piles of dog crap were a perpetual hazard. But it was popular. There was a funfair of sorts, with battered steam-powered rides that occasionally flung fun-seekers into the undergrowth or blasted them with scalding steam. There was a mini-canal, in which youngsters could sail boats or paddle, so long as they could avoid the broken glass and debris that lurked beneath the murky water. And there was The Wall, a long, low wooden structure that overlooked the boating pond. Here people could pin up notices about missing dogs, coming events, even jobs and property to let. It was well-used, and only interfered with when a minion of the city state spotted something that might be interpreted as political or seditious.
 
                      This evening it was a little chilly, and only a few couples trying to escape the confines of their tiny flats were taking the park’s slightly less polluted air. Jamie Papadopolous and Verena Van Der Håsselblåd were among them. Newly engaged, they strolled along the path by the boating pond towards the wall. Unbeknown to Verena, Jamie was planning to add a ‘lovelock’ – a cast-iron padlock engraved with the couple’s initials – to the railing which had been attached to the wall for that purpose. It was a romantic gesture, which should have resulted in Verena embracing Jamie tenderly and whispering words of undying love in his ear. But Jamie was out of luck because as they couple rounded a big oak that hid one end of the wall, in the dying light of the day they saw, hanging, what at first appeared to be a huge starfish.
 
                      Disconcerted, but curious, they took a step closer. It was the more sharp-sighted Verena who first made out what the hanging object was. She gagged, doubled over, threw up the dinner that Jamie had just spent a week’s wages on. Jamie, wide-eyed, took a step closer, squinted at the object and realised it was once human: skinned, castrated, beheaded, hands and feet removed, nailed up and spread out in the form of a star. Like everyone else in The Smoke, he knew what the repellent tableau meant. Whoever this had once been had fallen foul of the Silencios.
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   The Smoke’s imbalance of wealth was astronomical.  The richest one percent owned 90 per cent of everything and the richest half per cent – the Toppers – owned 80 per cent of that 90. Cerval Franks was somewhere in the top percentile. He could have lived a life of ease and luxury, either in The Smoke or on his remote estate.  
 
                    Why then did he take a different tack?
 
                  The answer lay in his dynastic roots.  Long before his ancestor had attempted to create life, the Frankensteins had been human traffickers.  It was that familial conditioning as much as his burning desire for knowledge that permitted the otherwise urbane and sophisticated baron to dig up graves, hack at still-warm bodies, and assemble grotesque parodies of humanity. Ironically, even his disastrous attempts at creation only added to the family wealth – for they increased the Frankensteins’ unique knowledge of human physiology and brain functions, and raised the baron and his son to the apogee of medical science.  The family was sought after by medical institutions and wealthy patients far beyond The Smoke’s boundaries. 
 
                    All the Frankensteins had the magic touch when it came to investments. Generation after generation multiplied the family fortune until Cerval’s father died in a notorious Steam Air Ship disaster.  The White Funnel’s newest and most luxurious air liner, known only as The 401, was on its maiden voyage when it was struck by a falling meteorite shower which punctured its lift systems.  It crashed to earth from a thousand feet.   The resulting explosion caused a crater half a mile in diameter and there were no survivors.
 
                    Cerval had inherited everything.
 
                    At first he thought that giving it all away might assuage the guilt that dominated his days and his dreams, threatening always to Mood Swing him from active to inactive, but decided that in the long run that would achieve little. Instead, drawing on adolescent ideals of justice, liberty and fairness, he had proposed the Incorruptibles to Thorsten Laverack, and when his giant friend smilingly agreed to be his first recruit, Cerval poured finance and energy into the conscience-appeasing operation.
 
                     Despite his guilt, his conscience, his seriousness, Cerval had all the appetites of youth.  Sometimes he longed just to be… a rich kid… with all the toys, the self-indulgence and the immunity that great wealth bought. He sublimated these desires by customizing his vehicles, ostensibly for practical reasons but loving their speed and the fact that they stood out from the crowd even while he himself, and his true purpose, remained secret.
 
                    His most prized toy was The Devil, Doctor Efrain’s most successful twin-engined Rubber Torsion Powered Personal Air Vehicle (R.T.P.P.A.V.) – nicknamed The Devil for seeming to have a forked tail.  Cerval had financed its design and development and it remained only one of a handful of similar aircraft. Many copies of the design developed by others had suffered structural failure, the immense high-torsion rubber bands that powered them ripping through the fuselage, crushing everything inside, including the pilots and passengers.  Efrain, however, understood RTP physics better than his imitators and The Devil was the perfection of the technology, able to fly non-stop from The Smoke to the Frankenstein estate.  
 
                    ‘Non-stop’ was the key for two reasons.  First, there was nowhere to land en route; even if there had been, who knew how the murderous Mancits and Manus might respond to such a diabolical aerial intrusion?  And, second, RTP craft could only fly from Winder Station to Winder Station, the winders being huge, heavy and (like all engines of any torque) steam-powered.  Efrain was working both on electrical winders and synthetic rubber, two further reasons for the threats to his life: the rubber companies and the steam and coal industries knew that if he succeeded their profits would be at risk.
 
                    The only question now was would The Devil have the power and payload to carry  Cerval, Evangeline and Thorsten, in his heavy insulated cryo-casket, from The Smoke to the Frankenstein estate?
 
    
 
   Evangeline Evionne glanced around uneasily as a small steam tractor manoeuvred The Devil into place so that the steam RTP Winder could grip the first of its large paddle-like propellers. It wasn’t just that she hated flying – especially the neck-torquing slingshot effect at take-off – she wasn’t confident that she, Cerval and Thorsten’s cryo-casket had escaped surveillance.  There were very few in The Smoke who could not be bought or frightened by the Silencios on behalf of the Commission.  If a single pair of eyes had seen them make the transfer from headquarters to the hackney, from the hackney to The Devil, there was still time for their escape to be thwarted.
 
                     Evangeline even wondered about the ground crew, despite the fact that Cerval had paid them a massive bribe.  She saw one of the winder techs glance at her as he clamped the winder claws onto the propeller.  Was there anything in that look? Or was it just testosterone?  She knew the effect she had on men and women.  Enjoyed it, in truth, as long as she was the one in control.
 
                    The ground crew commander, a tall, broad-shouldered woman, placed the wheel chocks and tail anchors in place.  Both were pressure-powered, pressure provided by steam – what else in this world?  The scene was soon wreathed in a light white fog.
 
                    In the cockpit, forward of and one step up from the passenger/cargo bay slung between the two fuselages, Cerval was impatient.  He wanted to be away, winging over the wilderness, listening to the slow whoomp-whoomp-whoomp of the paddle-props.  He was as nervous as Evangeline though, like her, he didn’t show it. Who knew how long Thorsten could remain frozen-alive?  And if the Silencios had wind of his plans, now was the time for them to attack. Were box-shaped thugs searching for them even as the RTP Winder spun the starboard prop-paddles?  
 
                 With each turn of the propeller, Cerval could feel tension and torsion building up in the starboard fuselage.  This was the point at which, in inferior designs, the massive kinetic potential stored in the rubber bands might break loose, ripping the prop-paddle from the winder and sending the PAV cartwheeling across the aerodock, fatally concertina-ing the fuselage.
 
                    Finally, the starboard prop was fully wound and the commander gave the signal for the tractor to manoeuvre the second fuselage and prop into place, so that the winder claw could be clamped on.   Knowing there was nothing he could do while the second set of torsion bands were being wound, Cerval left the helm and went back to the passenger/cargo bay.  It was designed for eight passengers but two of the rows of four seats had been taken out and Thorsten’s cryo-casket bolted to their anchor points.  
 
                 Despite the efficiency of the casket’s seals, a wisp of icy vapour escaped, hanging in the air till it dispersed.  Cerval knew this was quite normal, but glanced anxiously at the thermometer dial atop the casket.  It read three points above baseline, perfect for the preservation of blood and tissue.  Two or less points above would separate, freeze and crystallize fluids, expanding them so that they would tear the delicate tissues containing them – including brain and neural paths; five or more points above and bacteria would thrive.  Thorsten would begin to rot. 
 
                    Evangeline appeared in the open fuselage door.
 
                    “How much longer?” she asked.
 
                    “We’re almost ready,” Cerval replied.  “Strap in.”  She chose the seat nearest the one-place cockpit, settled herself and fiddled with the padded safety straps.  She smiled slyly at Cerval.    “How’d you feel about being strapped in?”  
 
                     An image of Evangeline, strapped, corseted, long legs in sheer silk flashed into Cerval’s head, a pleasure-kick; an instant later he imagined himself strapped and her dominant.
 
                    “Something to think about,” he replied, a little huskily. “One of these days.  Assuming we get out of here.” Her expression changed, a sudden sadness.  
 
                    “What?” he asked.  She indicated Thorsten’s cryo-casket. “What’s the matter with me?  How can I even think of anything like that with Thor half dead in there?”
 
                    “They say danger, imminent death, stimulate sexual drive. It’s a rearguard action against mortality.”
 
                    “I wasn’t thinking of any of that,” she said in a small voice.  “Just pleasure.”
 
                    The exchange ended as, through the thin shell of the fuselage – little more than stiffened fabric – they heard the steam winder’s powerful pistons halt and the ground crew commander’s deep voice booming its command:
 
                    “Disengage and prepare to pull.”
 
                    Cerval put a hand on Evangeline’s shoulder – electric! – and moved forward, into the cockpit.  
 
                    The winder claws disengaged and the tractor hooked onto The Devil’s tail skid, swinging the craft around so that it faced the runway.  At the same time, the ground crew adjusted the anchors holding the twin tails down.  Through the windshield, Cerval saw the aerodock swing right to left until he was gazing down the long tar-and-gravel runway. 
 
                    “Chocks away!” the commander boomed and Cerval felt the PAV quiver as the command was obeyed, the huge-diameter wheels freed.  Now all that held the craft were the twin tail anchors, and their release was the maximum moment of danger.  If one let go just a split second after the other, the vehicle would be ripped in two as one side’s power was liberated while the other’s remained constrained.  
 
                     The ground crew commander stepped to one side, looking up at Cerval, ensuring that they were in full eye contact.  She raised her hands high above her shoulders and waited. Cerval rapidly ran through the take-off procedures in his head and then signaled to her – thumb and little finger circled in the universal set-to-go sign.   Slowly, the commander lowered her hands and then aligned herself with the runway so that she was pointed in exactly the same direction as the P.A.V., her perspective exactly what Cerval would see through the windshield if his eyes were not fixed on her.  
 
                    She knelt, a slow, steady movement, her arms at her sides.  Then, never losing the rhythm of her actions, the reliable, utterly calm and predictable rhythm which made her the most sought-after ground crew commander in the aerodock organization, she thrust both hands forward, pointing down the runway.  At that instant, Cerval heaved back on the huge lever which freed both prop-paddles to spin and, a precise beat later, both tail anchors were released.  
 
    
 
   Whooop, whoop, whoop! 
 
    
 
   The huge props clawed at the air, setting up waves which buffeted Cerval from both sides. The props turned in opposite directions, one clockwise and one counter, in order to neutralize the massive torque of the RTP bands. The Devil accelerated into the mild breeze.  With one hand on the helm, maintaining The Devil’s course in the centre of the runway, Cerval switched his attention from the prop brake to the hi-lo lever next to it.  At the operative moment, as he felt the tail lift, he hauled back on that lever and The Devil took flight.
 
                    For all the tension of the take-off and the events that had led up to it, Cerval could not stifle the huge grin which split his face. The sheer exhilaration of flight, the knowledge that he was in control, the ability to soar like a bird, to bank away from the filth-enshrouded city, out over the sea and then back around, climbing above the peninsula and heading out over the dense green jungle began at The Smoke’s city limits.  
 
    
 
   Though a full four hours’ worth of energy was stored in the rubber torsion bands, the mere fact that they had been released seemed to calm The Devil.  It was in its element away from the ground, and Cerval could imagine that, like a living creature, it was happy to be leaving the stink of the The Smoke far behind.  
 
                    Four hours of positive kinetic energy should take the Devil some five hundred yoettes, then, as the paddle-props ran out of power and Cerval switched them to freewheel, another three hours of gliding would take it the final two hundred yoettes to the castle.
 
                    Assuming no headwinds.  Assuming no sudden electrical storms.  Assuming no failures in the flimsy vehicle’s structure.  
 
   Cerval made those assumptions. He had faith in Efrain’s design. And he had faith in his mission.  For the first time since the lethal fiasco at the laboratory, he felt confident.  He now had a plan and he would take his revenge. Thorsten would take his revenge.  Cerval, Thorsten and the Incorruptibles would clean up the city. But, right now, Cerval had a more immediate problem.  The craft had begun to list to one side, not a good thing because if the list continued the aircraft would inevitably turn in that direction, a long and lazy curve which would take them off the bearing to the estate.
 
                    For reasons he could not fathom, the P.A.V. was out of trim.
 
                    He spun the yaw wheel and The Devil evened out but only for a moment – and now seemed to be tail heavy!  Even Evangeline, not a pilot, noticed his efforts and the craft’s behaviour.
 
                    “What’s going on?” she asked.
 
                    “I’m not entirely sure,” he replied over his shoulder, trying to balance yaw and pitch controls.
 
                    “Is it the weight of the cryo-casket?”
 
                    “I don't think so.  We both made the calculations. We can’t both be wrong.” Cerval continued to attempt to balance The Devil’s flight attitude but the machine seemed skittish, unstable where it should by now have settled into level flight.
 
                    “Are you strapped in tight?” Cerval called back to Evangeline.
 
                    “Yes.”
 
                    “Then hold on!
 
                    He made two rapid violent, movements each with yaw wheel and pitch lever and The Devil corkscrewed violently.
 
                    An immediate yell of terror!  
 
                    Cerval looked around, surprised that Evangeline should betray fear so blatantly, but it wasn’t Evangeline who had called out.  She too was looking around, astonished.
 
                    “It came from in there,” she said to Cerval, pointing to the right fuselage.
 
                    “Take a look!  Now!” Cerval commanded, jabbing a thumb at the inspection hatch.  There was one on each side of the passenger/cargo compartment, starboard and port.
 
                    Evangeline cautiously unstrapped and moved gingerly to the starboard hatch.  She twisted the lever and opened it.
 
                    The open hatch showed the massive RTP bands slowly unspooling but, flattened beneath them, hands clamped to her head, was a woman, clearly terrified that she might get caught up in the bands.
 
                    “Come out!  Now!” Evangeline said and the woman started to move – with extreme caution – revealing herself to be the News Of The Smoke’s society reporter, Shelley Mary Ventura.
 
                    “What the hell are you doing?” Evangeline demanded, seizing Shelley Mary by the hair and dragging her out into the cargo/passenger area.  Shelley Mary stifled a gasp of pain and kept low and flat, more scared of the bands than of Evangeline.  Once she was clear, Evangeline shut the hatch, never letting go of her captive.
 
                    Cerval looked back over his shoulder.
 
                    “I suppose you have a reasonable explanation for this?” he said, but could not keep his attention on the journalist. He had his hands full controlling The Devil.  
 
                   “You started this,” Shelley Mary replied defiantly.  “You were the one who called me.”  Evangeline glanced at Cerval, taken aback.  Shelley Mary saw the look.
 
                   “She’s the one I tipped.”
 
                   “A fucking gossip columnist?”  Evangeline was incredulous.
 
                 “Think about it.  It was a story that would make her career.  I wanted someone to take it seriously.”
 
                 “Someone you could fuck, too,” Evangeline smiled and, seeing Cerval’s sheepish look, continued: “I remember her now.  She interviewed you for – what was it? – Celebrity Corner?  I remember what you said about her.”
 
                  “What did he say?” asked Shelley Mary indignantly but Cerval interrupted: “Strap her into the second seat.” He glanced back, saw that Evangeline was strapping with a vengeance, the belt so tight that Shelley Mary gasped.  She didn’t argue or resist, perhaps out of embarrassment.
 
                    “So?” Evangeline demanded grimly, returning to her own seat, slightly ahead and to one side of Shelley Mary’s.
 
                 “I’ll do anything to write this story.” Shelley Mary clung to defiance as a shield against her own apprehension.  She was fairly certain she could handle Cerval but his fierce lieutenant scared her. She wasn’t sure why Evangeline seemed so angry.  
 
                 “Anything?” said Evangeline.” 
 
   Even as the tension of the unspooling RTP bands abated, another kind of tension was building.
 
    
 
   The Devil’s huge propellers carried Cerval, Evangeline, Shelley Mary and the precious, more dead-than-alive cargo that was Thorsten Laverack, up and away from The Smoke, and out over the seven hundred yoettes of vertiginous jungle that separated the city state from the Frankenstein settlement.
 
                     The Smoke sat on the very tip of a massive peninsula.  Where the rest of the landmass rose out of the sea, sheer and brutal, the tip had gentler contours, two estuaries and flatlands in between.  Settlers gained a foothold there a few centuries ago, because those gentler contours gave them direct access to the area from the sea, and they could farm there.  First on foot, then by mule train and finally powered by wood, charcoal, coal and steam, mankind penetrated the fearsome jungle for a distance of roughly fifty yoettes before the impossible terrain stopped them (a yoette being about a mile and a third by the Alternate Measure System).  By the time Cerval founded the Incorruptibles, the total settled area of the Smoke was somewhere around 2,600 raisses (or, by the AMS, about 2500 square yoettes).  
 
   Over and above the terrain, two other factors inhibited The Smoke’s growth.  One was the absence of any kind of fuel other than wood, which was desperately inefficient.  As The Smoke’s coal-and-steam technology advanced, and wood and charcoal became inadequate, all that coal had to be imported, relatively fast and expensively by Steam Air Ship, or slowly and cheaply by Sea Ship (sail at first, and then steam).  The waters were treacherous and one in five fuel ships foundered.  
 
   The second factor was the terrible savagery of the Manus and Mancits, who had colonized the area around The Smoke a hundred years before the first settlers arrived. By dint of superior firepower and numbers, the latter finally managed to drive them from the peninsula and into the jungles, which, after a period of adjustment, proved to be a perfect environment for the pitiless headhunters.  Even now, from time to time, a Manu or Mancit raiding party slipped through the night and into the poorer suburbs of The Smoke, stealing, raping, mutilating and murdering. 
 
                    Sixty yoettes from the airfield from which The Devil had ascended, the peninsula broadened fast, developing into a gigantic and largely unexplored continent. The jungles became even denser and more mountainous.  Impassable, with bloodthirsty Mancit and Manu settlements scattered throughout.  At an earlier time, The Smoke’s senators had planned to send Steam Air Ships loaded with dynamite bombs to clear the jungles of trees, flatten the mountains and destroy the headhunters.  But even the biggest Steam Air Ship’s bomb load proved to be as effective as a child pissing on a wildfire, and this first step in an attempted colonisation was quickly abandoned.
 
    
 
   The Devil soared over the jungles, its serene flight a contrast to the emotions pulsing inside its flimsy fuselage.
 
                    “We should just throw you the fuck out!” said Evangeline angrily.  Her words were more or less convincing, but there was some other message in her eyes, roving over Shelley Mary’s strapped-in body.
 
                    “Not here,” Cerval said.
 
                    “If you didn’t think I was going to pursue the story, why did you give me the tip?” said Shelley Mary.  Only after she’d spoken did she think about Cerval’s ‘not here.’  What did that mean?
 
   Now that The Devil was in a perfect pitch/yaw balance and flying at a constant altitude, Cerval could afford to pay less attention to the right-angled spirit levels that indicated the craft’s flight attitude.  
 
                 “Why?” asked Shelley Mary.  “What was the story you wanted me to write?”
 
                 “The story’s dead now,” said Cerval wryly, “but I had a plan – to expose another Silencio outrage and to come out. To reveal myself to the people I’m trying to help.”
 
                    “Why? Apparently, they don’t give a shit.”
 
                    “Because if we’re ever going to clean up The Smoke we need them. We have to persuade the average Smokie that it’s all going to be worthwhile.”
 
                    “So… just because they know the Incorruptibles are led by some fuzzy-chinned youth named Cerval Franks, they’re going to rise up and, what, kill their masters?”  Evangeline looked as though she was going to say something but then shut her mouth.  This was Cerval’s call and, after a long moment, he spoke:
 
                    “My name isn’t Cerval Franks.  Well, it is Cerval.  But not Franks.”
 
                    “What is it then?”
 
                  “You’ll find out.  And by the way, I am not so young. I suspect you are only a few years older than me.”
 
                    “Perhaps.” Shelley Mary wasn’t about to reveal her age. “But still,” she continued, “no one’s told me why you chose me to tell your secret.” 
 
   “You interviewed me. I liked you,” said Cerval. “And you’re just starting out in your chosen career. I thought you would be motivated.” He faced forward and Shelley Mary stared at the back of his head, then switched to the cryo-casket and its misty vapour.  Did it really contain the living remains of Thorsten Laverack, or was something else in play, something of which she knew nothing?  She returned her attention to Cerval but he was still gazing through the cockpit windshield.  Avoiding further talk?  Or piloting?  She felt Evangeline staring at her intently and, when she turned to face her, tried to hold those intent eyes.  Shelley Mary couldn’t read her expression.  Testing?  Curious?  Jealous? 
 
                  “Why would I be jealous?” Evangeline asked, amused, and Shelley Mary started.  Surely she hadn’t said anything?  Just thought it.  Could this voluptuous, charismatic woman read her mind?  
 
                    “He can fuck you any time he wants.  Makes no difference to me.”  
 
                    “Perhaps we should change the subject,” Cerval interrupted.  “This isn’t the place. We’ve got to get Thor home.”  He was turned around again, and strangely commanding.  There was a reason he was the Incorruptibles’ leader and it wasn’t simply his wealth.
 
                    Shelley Mary couldn’t hold his stare.  And what did he mean by ‘home’? Whose home, out here in the impenetrable wilderness? She turned and gazed out and down. Three or four thousand feet below The Devil – she wasn’t sure at what height they flew – there was a wisp of smoke.  As The Devil moved forward, a clearing opened up in the jungle below.  A long hut with a green thatched roof.  If it hadn’t been for the smoke wisps, the hut might have merged into its surroundings.  Tiny figures appeared.  Were they looking up at The Devil?
 
                    “Mancits?” asked Shelley Mary.  “Manus?”
 
                    “We’ll know in a minute,” Cerval replied.
 
                    “Can we go lower,” Shelley Mary said.  “Take a closer look?”
 
                    “Stupid girl!” said Evangeline, almost under her breath.  If Shelley Mary weren’t so securely strapped in, she might have taken a swing at Evangeline, but a part of her said be happy you’re strapped in; this isn’t someone to mess with.
 
                    Finally Evangeline answered Shelly Mary’s question. “We need every ricro of altitude, because once the RTP bands wind down we have to glide the rest of the way.  Nearly 200 yoettes.”                 
 
   “Two hundred fucking yoettes?  With no power! You’re kidding, right?”  
 
                    “Not known for my sense of humour,” said Evangeline.
 
                    “At last,” said Shelley Mary.  “Something we can agree on.”
 
    
 
   Long after they had overflown the settlement – Cerval had said they were Mancits; he recognized their colours, whatever that meant – The Devil approached a critical moment. Cerval was watching the RTP band rev counters as if their lives depended on them.
 
                    They did.
 
                    The counters gave him two readings.  The first was the revolution speed of the air paddles and the second the total torque time left in the RTP system.  The former was an accurate figure, the latter not so reliable – and the potential problem, disaster, would be caused if one paddle ran out of power before the other.  The Devil would then slew sideways and no amount of rudder would completely correct it.  If the slew continued for any length of time, The Devil would be so far off course that it wouldn’t be able to glide to its destination.  It would crash into the jungle and the best its passengers could hope for would be to die in the wreckage. 
 
                    The paddle rev counters showed that the right side was losing power before the left and Cerval began subtly to compensate.  As it happened, the left hand propeller died instants after the right and The Devil was dead on course for its final glide.  Shelley Mary didn’t realize how nervous she’d been until her jaw muscles relaxed, her molars aching from the pressure.  She glanced at Evangeline, hoping the warrior woman had not noticed her apprehension but, in this, Shelley Mary had sold herself short.  She was a very different personality to Evangeline but, in her own way, just as tough.  She had felt fear but not shown it.
 
    
 
   Just over two hours later – The Devil had been helped along its way by a favourable tail wind – Shelley Mary gaped in astonishment at the view growing in size and detail below her.  An entire mountain, one of the biggest in the area, appeared to have been rescued from the all-enveloping jungle.  Its lower slopes were surrounded by massive walls.  Shelley Mary could not conceive how much labour that alone must have taken.  Within the walls, and stretching up the mountain, were terraced agricultural plots and even from this height it was obvious that a wide variety of foodstuffs was being grown.  Here and there, too, were pastures.  Cattle, sheep, goats, pigs.  Higher still, houses – an entire village, almost a town, ringed the mountain.  But the most imposing sight of all was the colossal castle and fortification which topped the flattened summit.  How in the name of the sacred or the profane could anyone have constructed this place?  Where did they find the labour?  How did they bring in the materials?  Why? 
 
                    No time to figure it out because now The Devil swooped in towards what seemed to Shelley Mary – an involuntary gasp which caused Evangeline’s lip to curl – to be an impossibly small airfield.  A large number of people were gathered there, craning upward as The Devil approached them in a steep dive, levelling out at the last moment. 
 
                    Cerval hauled back on the hi-lo and the P.A.V.’s nose lifted, the entire craft switching from dive to climb – except that all the forward momentum was dying and the wings, like those of a bird air-braking, stopped The Devil almost dead in its tracks.  It hit the airfield gently, solid rubber wheels absorbing the shock, and rolled for just a short distance until it came to rest surrounded by the gathered crowd.
 
                    The moment The Devil halted, Cerval and Evangeline freed the cryo-casket from its restraints and slid it towards the exit hatch, where dozens of hands reached up eagerly to carry it.  
 
                    Shelley Mary might have been invisible for all the notice anyone took of her and she tried to remain an unobtrusive observer, making mental notes of the experience, writing the story in her head but not sure where it was leading.  She was surprised by the affection and respect with which everyone greeted Cerval, even the oldest and most dignified behaving towards him as if he were some kind of clan chieftain, a returning hero.  She noticed, too, that an older man, tough-looking, not so tall but almost as wide as his height, embraced Cerval like a son, holding him tight then reluctantly releasing him o supervise the unloading of the cryo-casket. As he touched the casket, he was unable to control his tears and his efforts to do so were painful to watch.
 
                    Only when the casket was on its way to the castle, in the centre of the crowd, with Cerval and the older, square-bodied man right beside it, did Shelley Mary climb down from the PAV.  She wasn’t happy to see Evangeline break away from the crowd and walk back towards her.
 
                    “Don’t run.  Don’t hide.  Every one of these people will give you up and you’d be lucky to last a day beyond the walls.”
 
                    “I’m not going anywhere,” Shelley Mary replied indignantly.  “I didn’t climb into that wretched contraption to become Jungle Girl.”
 
                    “Just as long as we’re clear.”  Evangeline turned her back on Shelley Mary and then thought again.  Faced her.  “And we’ve got a lot of questions for you.”
 
                    “Yeah?  Well I’ve got one for you.”  Evangeline waited for it.
 
                    “Where are we?” said Shelley Mary.
 
                    “Welcome to the Frankenstein Estate.”
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   WHERE IS DOCTOR EFRAIN?
 
    
 
   Since the recent massacre at his laboratory, nothing has been seen of the famous inventor and innovator.  Was he killed and his body removed? Did he escape and go into hiding? Or is there some other solution to his mysterious disappearance? 
 
   At the time he vanished Doctor Efrain was thought to be working on a new system for producing power from rainwater, an innovation that would revolutionize The Smoke’s energy market. But no more has been heard of him or his inventions, which is why The News Of The Smoke is asking its readers for help in tracking down Doctor Efrain. Contact us right away if you’ve sighted him, or if you know anyone who might have seen him. Any reader providing information which leads to Doctor Efrain’s whereabouts will receive a reward of 10,000 koronas.
 
    
 
   Rupert Gilchrist Bass put down the proof copy of The News Of The Smoke whose lead article he had been reading out loud, and shifted his arse uneasily. He farted nervously, then shifted a bit more to make it appear that the noise was the creak of leather.
 
                    “Will that do?” he said to the two men who stood impassively on the other side of his desk. One was several inches taller than the other, but they were both squarely built, their expensive suits not disguising the fact that they were enforcers of some kind. If you saw them coming down the pavement towards you, you’d step smartly to one side.
 
                    “Is that what Pfarrer wanted?” said the taller of the two.
 
                    “Y-yes, definitely.”
 
                    “Those words?” said the shorter.
 
                    “Well, not exactly those words,” said Bass, bridling despite his apprehension. “We are journalists, you know. Writers. Wordsmiths, you might say.”
 
                    “Yeah. Literary geniuses,” said Taller. “I suppose it’ll do. You get a sniff of Efrain, you talk to us. I left my bird with your assistant, OK? Or AvCom me.”
 
                    “Yes, of course. Bird or AvCom, I swear.  I won’t let you down.”
 
                    “You’re right.  You won’t.”  It was more than agreement.  It was a death warrant. From Bass’s desk, Shorter picked up a heavy brass frame containing a faded silvograph of the editor’s family. None was any better-looking than him. 
 
                     Almost faster than the eye could follow, Shorter slammed the frame down a hairsbreadth away from Bass’s right hand, making him jump, and fart again, unmistakably this time.  Shorter wrinkled his nose in disgust and waved his hand in front of his face. Taller chose to ignore the eruption. He said: “You wouldn’t want those precious writer’s fingers messed up, would you?”
 
                     “No,” said Bass, “no, I wouldn’t.”
 
                     “Good,” said Taller. “We’ll see ourselves out.”  The two enforcers headed towards the door, Taller turning back as they reached it, about to speak.
 
                    “Don’t say it,” said Bass, clenching his sphincter.  “You’ll be the first to know.”
 
                    “The only ones to know,” replied Taller, and then they were gone and Bass relaxed, oblivious to the result. He pulled a silk handkerchief from a desk drawer, mopped his brow. Gathered himself. Followed the thugs out of the door into the newsroom of The News Of The Smoke. He shouted loudly at Caramba Dusseldorp, his personal assistant: 
 
                    “Get me a cup of tea... no, coffee... no, cocoa... no, tea... and make it snappy!”  He scanned the newsroom. “And where’s that bloody Ventura? I didn’t tell her to go anywhere! Tell her to report to my office the minute she gets back!”
 
                    Bass glared at Caramba, who looked back at him impassively. One of the handful among the staff of The News Of The Smoke who was unafraid of him; she knew where the bodies were buried.  She’d make the tea, but in her own time. She was more concerned about the karrier left by the two men. Smaller than Cerval’s faithful Brutus, it was still the size of a small spaniel, perched on her desk and pecking at some crumbs left over from her morning biscuits.
 
                    Bass harrumphed; he felt, after the humiliating episode with the Silencio thugs, that he’d reasserted his authority. He turned back towards his office, and at that moment the karrier cooed softly, and shat copiously over his left foot.  
 
    
 
   “But what if it doesn’t rain?”  The speaker was Doctor Pedro Robledo Efrain’s assistant, Yip Harbottle. Efrain and Yip were looking at a thirty ricro high replica of a building, modelled on one of the brownstones that made up most of The Smoke’s housing stock. The replica, however, featured some additions: a large tank-like structure that covered the entire roof, from which a series of outlets led to thick copper pipes which dropped vertically down the walls of the building, running between the windows
 
                    “There you have it, Yip.’ Doctor Efrain walked slowly around the model, hand to his chin, considering every aspect of the concept which, if he could iron out a few practical glitches, would be another weapon in his battle to liberate The Smoke’s population from the rapacious hands of the energy suppliers. 
 
                    In principle, it was simple. Every building would support a large tank on its roof. Rainwater from this would flow into a series of turbines strategically positioned on or in the buildings, creating enough electricidad for each building to be self-powered. Or at least it would be while there was water in the tank. The shortcoming was exactly what Yip had just pointed out: no rain, no power.  How big and heavy would the rooftop tanks have to be to maintain flow between rainfalls?
 
                    “Long term power storage,” said Doctor Efrain, now pacing around the lab. “That’s the problem.  Solve that – if each house had the room to store the electricidad that’s created by the force of the flowing water… ”
 
                  “If we could only shrink our lightning capacitors to the size of an Arielectro sidecar… “
 
                   “An Arielectro battery would power the average house for about a quarter of an hour, Yip,” said Efrain patiently.  
 
                      “No, no, I know that, sir,” Yip continued hastily.  “I was just thinking out loud.  That’s what we need: much smaller capacitors and batteries with much longer life.  Or – as ever – some means to transmit and conduct electricidad more than a couple of blocks without electrocuting everyone in sight!”
 
                    “That’s what I love about you, Yip – an ability to state and repeat the obvious as if it were a blinding revelation.”
 
                    “Sorry, sir,” muttered Yip, chastened and Efrain, seeing his distress, apologized.
 
                    “I’m sorry, too, Yip.  Take no notice. I’m just frustrated.  It would be easier if we didn’t have to skulk from one clandestine lab to another, hiding out like criminals. In any sane society we’d be heroes, not fugitives.”
 
                     “An awful lot of The Smoke thinks you’re more than a hero.”
 
                    “‘An awful lot’?”  Efrain smiled.  “Not a very scientific measurement, Yip.”
 
                    “But the truth, sir.”
 
                    “Well… thank you.  Now, are you ready?”
 
                    “Yes, sir.”  Doctor Efrain looked around the makeshift lab – saw glass-fronted cupboards bulging with instruments, shelves overflowing with jars, bottles and tubes, wooden tables bending under the weight of scientific equipment. This was the place where he had come up with innumerable concepts for products; some disasters, but most potentially beneficial to the citizens of The Smoke. 
 
                     Devoting his life to developing ideas which would improve living standards, and at the same time reduce reliance on coal and gas, Doctor Efrain was a powerhouse of creativity.   But good idea or bad, they remained – most of them – unproduced or, at best, prototypes. Potential manufacturers tended to receive unscheduled visits from tax officials or sometimes health and safety inspectors. At least one factory had been closed down overnight when it was about to launch an Efrain ecological product. 
 
                    Efrain sighed, shook his head, came back to the present. He stepped forward into a circle on the floor of the lab which was ringed by a raised metal ridge, as did Yip. Efrain checked that all limbs were inboard, before pressing first one raised button on the floor, then another. With a great clanking and whirring, a large cylinder dropped slowly from the ceiling, overhead chains rattling, rivets creaking. Slowing ponderously, it finally settled over the raised ridge on the floor, imprisoning Efrain and Yip inside. There was a swoosh of pressurized air as the chamber was sealed, then the overhead chains clanked again as they became taut. Wheels spun, cogs clicked and clacked and the cylinder rose, finally disappearing into a hole in the riveted ceiling of the lab.
 
    
 
   The River Latta was long and wide, one of two rivers flowing through The Smoke – which was one of the main reasons why the city state came into being in the first place.  The other river, the Siebert, was now so filled with sewage and debris that it barely qualified as a natural phenomenon.
 
                    The Latta’s small riverside complex of docks, warehouses and taverns burgeoned over the years to become the sprawling megalopolis it was today. The river also brought people from far and wide, many of whom stayed to form the multi-coloured, multi-lingual, multi-sexual population that it supported. 
 
                    Although the Siebert made it seem like a mountain spring, the Latta was now, for the most part, filthy, vomit-coloured and turgid. Further inland, however, where it passed through Battersby Park, it was a different proposition. In keeping with their policy of allowing the population some public space where they might promenade and relax, the Commission made sure that here the river bore some resemblance to natural, flowing water. Massive steam dredgers regularly patrolled, scooping up bodies animal and human; and vast quantities of chlorinol were pumped into it to make it look clearer. This meant that sooner or later it would become even more poisonous than it started out, but the Commission wasn’t known for taking far-sighted decisions.
 
                    The riverside walk within the park had become one of the most popular areas with young lovers, who strolled the towpath engrossed in their own little worlds, occasionally stopping to rest on graffiti-strewn benches. But because they tended to be more intent on each other than their surroundings, they wouldn’t have noticed what was happening on the overgrown islet in the middle of the river: Eel Pudding Island. They might have been alerted by a flight of water birds flapping into the air, squawking indignantly, but they wouldn’t have seen what caused the commotion: the sudden flipping open of a cast-iron cover and emergence from the ground of a riveted cylinder, into the centre of a small clearing in the undergrowth.
 
                     Doctor Efrain and Yip emerged from the cylinder, and Efrain pressed a panel on the side. With more clanking and metallic groaning, it slid back down into the soil. Yip pulled the cover back over the resulting hole. A few moments later the two men were in a skiff, each taking an oar to row themselves back to the Battersby Park bank.
 
                    None of the late-night strollers noticed as they stashed the boat in the overhang of a willow tree, nor did they see the two men walk quickly off in different directions, one towards the city centre, the other in the direction of the suburbs.
 
    
 
   Rupert Gilchrist Bass’s AvCom rang loudly, waking him from a dreamy slumber. He slid his feet off his desk and pulled the ‘speak’ lever, at the same time putting the earpiece to his ear.  
 
      “Bass,” he said curtly. The voice of Caramba languidly drawled back at him.  “It’s someone who knows where Efrain is. Or knows someone who knows someone who knows where he is.”  Suddenly Bass was all attention:  “Put him on.”  
 
   A guttural male voice took the place of Caramba’s.  “When do I get the ten thousand?”  Bass sighed. There had already been several bounty-hunters who turned out to be mistaken, deluded or both. 
 
   “Just tell me what you know,” he said.  A few minutes later Bass put the AvCom earpiece back, and unlocked the top drawer of his desk. Inside was another AvCom, a machine which he used only for the most private of conversations. He checked that the blinds were down, and dialled a familiar number.
 
    
 
   When Yip got home that night he was looking forward even more than usual to his daily glass of sloe gin. Drink in hand, he’d generally sit for a while with his wife Fantasy and recount the day’s doings with Doctor Efrain. She was the only one who knew of his connection with the inventor. All his other family members and friends thought he was a clerk in a steam tractor factory.  But as he opened the door of his apartment, he immediately knew something was wrong. Normally his three children would come rushing to meet him, crowding round him until he lifted them up, carrying them into the main room where Fantasy would be waiting with his drink. But tonight, the hallway was strangely silent. He called out: 
 
                    “Armstrong? Siddeley? Sapphire? Are you there?”
 
                    Nothing.
 
                    Throwing his coat to one side, he strode into the lounge and saw Fantasy, sitting in the carver chair from which she usually presided over family dinners, but now roped to it hand and foot. Her mouth was stuffed with a scarf.  She grunted, her eyes opened wide, as if she were trying to signal something to Yip. He intuited that she meant that there was danger behind him and he turned to see two huge men, although one was shorter than the other.  That was all he had time to register, before his world imploded and oblivion enveloped him.
 
    
 
   oOo
 
   8
 
    
 
   Cerval Franks.  Cerval Frankenstein.  
 
                    I’m supposed to be a fucking journalist.  I should have put that one together. I should have realized the moment I saw the estate – a town in its own right, subject of rumor and legend! 
 
                    Now Shelley Mary understood Cerval’s plan. He wanted her to reveal the true identity of the Incorruptibles’ leader because the Frankenstein name was legendary.  One of very, very few the Commission would pay attention to and perhaps the only one its members might fear. A name that might – just might – inspire the people of The Smoke to resist the erosion of all their hard-won political and social rights. To stand up to the Commission and the Silencios. 
 
   Could a Frankenstein go even further and foment a full-bore revolution?
 
   This was the story that would make her, if she got it right: the young scion of one of the richest, oldest families in The Smoke – perhaps the most celebrated of all - prepared to sacrifice everything for the good of the people.  
 
    
 
   The crowd and the casket had moved away fast and were already through the gates into the main castle.  Hurrying after them, Shelley Mary looked up and saw the powerful shape of Brutus the karrier perched on a battlement.  
 
      Brutus had flown the seven hundred odd yoettes from The Smoke to the estate in just over twelve hours, an astonishing average speed over such a long period of time.  It was as if he knew he was on a mission of life or death; and the information he had brought with him had enabled Gori, Thorsten’s father, to prepare the Frankenstein laboratory, where the original baron and his faithful aide Igor had created life, for the restoration of life to Igor’s descendant.   
 
                     Shelley Mary knew none of this and no one was about to let her into the lab.
 
    
 
   It was a huge room with a vaulted ceiling about thirty ricros high.  In the centre of that ceiling was the ancient contraption that the original baron had used to bring the lightning down to animate his creature. Now, however, the stone walls were clad in polished copper and all the laboratory’s equipment was sleek and futuristic.
 
      In the centre, beneath the lightning conductor, was a burnished copper table to which Thorsten’s mutilated body had been strapped.  The room’s temperature had been drastically reduced, but not to the three points above baseline necessary for the prolonged preservation of blood and tissue.  Therefore, the team had to work fast.  
 
   It was led by Gori and by Cerval himself.  Gori, directly descended from the ill-fated hunchback Igor, had a comprehensive grasp of the Frankensteins’ traditional science, the massive body of biological and medical information the family had amassed over two centuries.  Originally the family had aided the Frankensteins as they experimented but, for the last three generations at least, it had offered not so much service as partnership and Cerval regarded Gori with great respect. Gori, in turn, knew that Cerval was a prodigy who had studied medicine under The Smoke’s best instructors from the age of twelve, adding to the Frankenstein’s traditional knowledge base; Cerval had absorbed every scrap of physiological and neurological data available.
 
                    If the two of them could not save Thorsten, then no one could.
 
                    They worked hard and fast, firstly to stabilize the giant; to repair the punctured blood vessels, the perforated intestines, the compromised organs, so that as Thorsten’s temperature rose and his heart began to pump faster, his blood would not drain away through the wounds.  Gori had gathered all his family members together, tested their blood and collected three cubic ricros-worth, which he hoped could be transfused if necessary; but transfusion was a dark art, at best.  Blood types were not entirely understood and both Gori and Cerval preferred to avoid the process if possible.
 
                    While they worked on him, they kept Thorsten sedated with ether; but it wasn’t ideal. Ethered patients had been known to die before they regained consciousness.  It seemed to be a question of how deeply they were under – but too light an anaesthetic and Thorsten would simply die from the shock of the procedures he was undergoing.  Therefore, in conjunction with the ether, Gori and Cerval used an auto-hubble to transfuse Thorsten’s heart-lung and oxygen dissemination systems with another miracle drug, daggativa, which reduced pain and induced a healing euphoria.  
 
      Three hours into the operation, they cautiously allowed the laboratory’s temperature to rise.  With it, rose the cadence of Thorsten’s breathing, Gori, Cerval and their helpers gently pumping air into his lungs with a simple bellows. 
 
   Slowly, surely, Cerval and Gori began to realize that they had at least saved Thorsten from death.  When they finally looked across their patient and agreed that the first crisis was over, it was a powerful and emotional moment.  Gori was Thorsten’s father and had acted like Cerval’s since he was a young boy.  Thorsten was Cerval’s oldest and closest friend, and Cerval couldn’t help thinking if he hadn’t embarked on his mission to clean up The Smoke, and taken his friend along for the ride, Thorsten would not be in this dire strait.  It had added yet another layer to Cerval’s almost psychotic guilt.  
 
    
 
   Shelley Mary was sitting on the huge bed in the room she had been assigned when the door opened without warning and Evangeline appeared.
 
                    “Thanks for knocking,” Shelley Mary said.  She was prepared to dislike this woman, deeply, and the visceral effect Evangeline had on her irritated her even more.  
 
                    “I’ll knock when you earn it,” replied Evangeline and continued seamlessly, so that Shelley Mary couldn’t interject her indignation.  “You’re lucky.”
 
                    “Lucky?”
 
                    “Thorsten’s survived.  At least, so far.”  Without seeming to, Evangeline had drifted closer to Shelley Mary and now stood looking down at her.  Shelley Mary wanted to move, to put space between them, but a move would be a sign of weakness.  Submission.
 
                    “I’m glad – but I’m not sure why that makes me lucky.” Evangeline reached out and ran a finger down the side of Shelley Mary’s face. Fire where it touched.
 
                    “We’re wondering about you, Cereal and I.  Wondering.”  She sat down on the bed, next to Shelley Mary, leaning back, her hands flat on the bed, arms supporting her weight, her posture emphasizing her figure.  Shelley Mary felt her blood rising, hoped she wasn’t blushing.  She wondered how such a petite, slim woman could appear voluptuous.  Then, a spasm of anger with herself – why was she thinking about the woman’s body when, clearly, Evangeline had some hostile intent?
 
                    “Tell me what you’re wondering.”
 
                    “The Silencios knew about the sting at Efrain’s laboratory.  Someone betrayed us.” Furious, Shelley Mary sprang up from the bed. “Are you accusing me?  For fuck’s sake – you… Cerval… you told me to be there!  You were the ones who set it up!  Why would I betray you?  I’m a fucking journalist.” Her words fell over each other in her anger but Evangeline was unmoved.
 
                    “Barely,” she said.
 
                    “Barely?  Barely what?”  Shelley Mary was shaking with indignation.
 
                    “Barely a journalist.  The Circular.  Comings and Goings.  You’re a gossip monger.”
 
                    Without thinking, Shelley Mary swung her hand at Evangeline, a roundhouse slap which, if it had connected, would have knocked Evangeline clear across the room.  But, without seeming to inconvenience herself, just sitting a little straighter, Evangeline caught Shelley Mary’s wrist and stood up abruptly, at the same time whipping Shelley Mary’s wrist in a circular motion.  If she didn’t want her arm twisted out of its socket, Shelley Mary had no choice but to make her own half-somersault, and landed on her back, on the bed.
 
                    Evangeline had not let go of her wrist and now, with astonishing speed, she straddled Shelley Mary and grasped her other wrist, looking down at her, the ends of her hair brushing Shelley Mary’s face.  Shelley Mary was bigger and heavier than Evangeline but she felt the smaller woman’s power and knew, instinctively, that it would be a waste of effort to resist.
 
      “A gossip-monger. And The News Of The Smoke’s turning into the Commission’s house magazine. Perhaps a betrayal would earn you a favour.  Promotion.”
 
      “You’re full of shit.  I don’t think you believe what you’re saying.  It doesn’t make any sense.  If I’d wanted to betray you I didn’t even have to show up.” 
 
   “My, you’re quite lovely when you’re angry,” said Evangeline sardonically, and leaned down, licked Shelley Mary’s neck from collar bone to ear lobe.
 
                    An instant later she was gone, the door shut behind her.
 
                    Then CLICK!
 
                    Shelley Mary sprang up from the bed, lunged at the door.  Locked!  She was outraged.  Yelled her exasperation.  Put her hand to her neck.  Ice where Evangeline’s tongue had traced its path.
 
    
 
   The door remained locked until the light beyond the narrow leaded window faded to darkness.  Then the door lock clicked again and swung open to reveal Evangeline and Cerval.
 
                    “What am I – a fucking prisoner?”  Shelley Mary demanded before either of them had even entered the room.  They exchanged a glance and Evangeline stepped forward.
 
                    “Your bodice is too tight, my dear,” she said, smiling.  “Ease up.”  Cerval entered behind her.
 
                    “I’m sorry,” he said.  “We needed to confer before we spoke to you again.  We didn’t want you to run out on us.”
 
                    “There’s nowhere to run out!”
 
                    “True – but that wouldn’t necessarily stop someone who’s fearful.”
 
                    “I’m not… fearful… I’m just fucking furious!”  Cerval nodded in acknowledgement. “But you can see why we thought about it.”
 
                    “No, actually, I can’t!  Why would I have stowed aboard that stupid bloody P.A.V. if I’m who you think I am?”  She calmed herself.  They might be crazy and paranoid – but there was still a great story to be had.  “Look, I work for one of the biggest arseholes in The Smoke, one of the most disgusting human beings imaginable.  I work on the most humiliating material in a newspaper that – she’s right,” acknowledging Evangeline, “is basically a Commission house rag.  But it’s one of very few writing games in town and all I’ve ever wanted to be was a journalist.  Now… somehow… this story has fallen into my lap.  It’s even bigger than I realized.  Cerval Frankenstein!  Do you have any idea what a huge story that will be?”
 
                    “You can’t write it,” said Cerval quietly.
 
                    “Like hell I can’t!”
 
                    “Unless you swear to… how do you… journalists… say it?”  In Evangeline’s mouth, ‘journalists’ was a slur. “Embargo it.  Unless you embargo it, you’ll never leave this castle.”
 
                    “You’re gonna kill me?  Here?”
 
                    “No, of course not, Shelley Mary,” Cerval said quietly and despite all the tension and the danger, Shelley Mary responded to his voice. Double-teamed by two of the most… she had to admit it… attractive people she’d met. “You just wouldn’t be allowed to leave.”
 
                    “Not a bad life,” Evangeline added with a sly smile.  “The estate’s getting a little in-bred.  Same few families intermarrying, You’d introduce a whole new genetic line.”  Shelley Mary looked at her impassively.  Was she joking?  Did she even have a sense of humour?
 
                    “Look,” said Cerval.  “We do need someone to tell our story.  The Incorruptibles’ story.  Somehow, we have to do more than cut the crime and eliminate the corruption.”
 
                    “We have to murder the murderers.”  Cerval shot Evangeline a look and, again, Shelley Mary saw his command as Evangeline went no further. He continued: “We have to capture the UnderGrunts’ imagination. Get them on our side by showing that there’s someone in The Smoke who cares about justice and fairness.  Who’ll fight for and with them. A first step towards building the kind of outrage that might encourage them to take direct action.” Shelley Mary looked from one to the other.  It was simplistic and naïve. Would The Smoke’s citizens, beaten down through the generations, even care?  Nonetheless, an excitement grew within her.
 
                    “And you want me to be the one to tell the story?”
 
                    “Perhaps,” said Cerval.
 
                    “Once we know we can trust you,” said Evangeline.
 
    
 
   They had dinner in one of the castle’s formal dining rooms: Cerval, Evangeline, Gori and Shelley Mary. Some sort of ceviché featuring fish raised in the estate ponds.  A salad the like of which Shelley Mary had never experienced.  Citrus fruits, jicama, radishes and other ingredients which Shelley Mary could not have named.  A lamb so tender and succulent that she ate far too much of it.  And sorbets of five different colours and flavours.  Each course served with its own appropriate wine – all of them made on the estate.
 
                    But everyone was tired and a dark shadow hovered, too dark for even a meal like this to overcome: what was going to happen to Thorsten, alive but desperately mangled and certain to lose at least one arm and probably a leg?
 
                    There wasn’t much conversation.
 
      Perhaps that’s why everyone drank substantially more than usual.
 
      And that might have accounted for Shelley Mary’s dreams, filled with powerful and erotic images in which she shared herself with Cerval and Evangeline, each competing to bring her the most pleasure, drive her to the wildest extremes. When Shelley Mary woke, the silk sheets were violently displaced and she felt breathless.
 
    
 
   The next morning, Shelley Mary was surprised at her hunger. Dinner the night before had been late and she had eaten hugely. How could she now wake up ravenous?  As she navigated the castle’s endless corridors and halls, searching for breakfast, she hoped she wouldn’t encounter Evangeline or Cerval.  She needed time to think, to resolve her emotional confusion.  She thought of herself as clear-minded, the kind of woman who saw what she wanted and went for it. She had loved men and she had loved women but not simultaneously. Feeling drawn to Cerval and Evangeline both was exciting and baffling.  Perhaps she should stay here to figure it out, rather than return to The Smoke and pursue her career and the extraordinary opportunity Cerval might offer her if she earned their trust.  Perhaps she could earn that trust here in this beautiful, safe backwater?  She liked Gori – old, weird but kind of cute – and she wanted with all her heart for the team to be able to piece together the giant Thorsten.  But she knew, deep down, that the only way she could really earn their trust was to return to The Smoke, prove her loyalty by keeping their secrets until they were ready for her to begin to tell their story.
 
                    How, on the other hand, would they know what she was doing in The Smoke – which might as well be on another planet, so remote was the Frankenstein estate.  Then, looking through one of the panoramic windows, she saw a karrier swooping in, and she realised that Cerval’s people in The Smoke were keeping him up to date almost on a daily basis.
 
    
 
    Nobody took any notice of Shelley Mary that day, and she used it well, exploring and making notes for her future stories. She knew she was the only journalist who had ever visited the estate, one reason that Smokies knew so little about it.
 
                    The next morning, after a deep and dreamless sleep (sadly dreamless, she had to admit) sitting down to breakfast, she looked up as a door opened and Cerval and Evangeline entered.  They were close.  Shelley Mary sensed their bond and she felt excluded.  Was she jealous, she wondered and, if so, of which one?  
 
   After some noncommittal exchanges, Cerval asked her: “So, are you ready to go back?”
 
                    “To The Smoke?”
 
                    “Yes, to The Smoke.”
 
                    “But you’re staying?”
 
                    “Of course. Thorsten… ” He left it hanging.   
 
                    “Does this mean you’ve decided to trust me after all?” Shelley Mary asked.
 
                    “Evangeline made the decision.  The night before last, actually.”  That night!  “She likes you.”   Shelley Mary was strangely elated.  “And I trust her judgment.”
 
                    Shelley Mary glanced at Evangeline, who remained silent through the exchanges but smiled briefly at her.
 
                    “You’ll be happy you made this decision, I swear it.”  Shelley Mary felt like a child about to cut her finger and mingle her blood with theirs: Best Friends Forever. She’d investigate the fuck out of the Commission and the Silencios. She’d find out the truth behind the lab massacre. Never mind all that society stuff, she’d become the investigative reporter of the century! Rupert Gilchrist Bass could forget it if he thought she was going to attend one more vapid society ball, one more mind-numbing musical.  And then, when they were ready to lift their embargo, she’d begin to tell the story of  Cerval Frankenstein and his Incorruptibles. 
 
                    “When do I leave?” she asked.
 
                    “Today.  Now, actually.”
 
                     Half an hour later, she met Cerval and Evangeline in the main hall but instead of heading to the castle’s aerodock, Cerval led Shelley Mary upwards, first via a riveted cast iron elevator powered by water-filled counter balances, and then via a narrow staircase which eventually gave them access to a huge flat area right at the top of the castle.
 
                    There, Shelley Mary’s heart dropped… freefall… as she saw a Personal Air Vehicle, this one tiny, arrow-like, with a single paddle-prop.  Projecting out from below it was a long box girder, and at the end of that girder a weight so heavy that it bowed it.  Ropes and pulleys everywhere.
 
   In the background, a small paddle-prop winder – too small to handle The Devil but quite enough for this toy-like craft.
 
                    “I can’t fly that thing!” Shelley Mary gasped.
 
                    “You won’t have to,” Evangeline laughed, and then whistled sharply.
 
                    A small head appeared in the P.A.V.’s cockpit, poking up over the sill.  A child?  Shelley Mary was about to object when the child stepped from the cockpit and revealed herself as a very small, wiry woman.
 
                    “Say ‘hello’ to Josephine Douglas Bader,” said Evangeline. 
 
                    “Best pilot in The Smoke,” added Cerval.  “You’ll be safe with her.”
 
                    “With her, maybe, but not in that thing.  It’s a toy!”
 
                    “Fastest P.A.V. there is,” said Bader curtly.
 
                    “We trust you, you trust us.”  Evangeline was suddenly not so friendly.  This seemed to be a challenge and Shelley Mary had to admit it was working.  Right now, she wanted to be accepted by Evangeline more than anything else in life.
 
                    “All right,” she said, knowing her future and her life were in the balance.  “I trust you.”
 
                    “Are you sure?” asked Cerval. He looked at Shelley Mary penetratingly. 
 
   I wish he wouldn’t do that. It feels as if he can see right through me. 
 
                    A few moments later Shelley Mary was installed in the narrow cockpit, right behind Josephine.  The P.A.V. was even tinier inside than it had seemed outside.  Shelley Mary’s legs were stretched out in front of her, parallel to the ground, and beneath her she could see the mighty twelve-ply RTP bands, now torqued to their maximum.
 
                    Her seat was different, too, from those of Cerval’s much larger twin-paddle Devil.  It was ominously padded with several layers of deep-sea sponges.  Shelley Mary strapped in tight and Evangeline leaned over her to check the buckles, so close that their cheeks touched.  Evangeline turned and kissed Shelley Mary briefly, tongue flicking into her mouth.  She had the most sensuous, the softest lips Shelley Mary had ever kissed in life – but perhaps no softer than those she had kissed in recent dreams.
 
                    “Ascent mode,” Josephine Bader snapped.  The moment was over.
 
    
 
   Shelley Mary wasn’t prepared for what happened next.  It was nothing like the ordered launch of The Devil.  
 
                    Cerval and Evangeline stepped back from the P.A.V. and laid hands on a huge lever which Shelley Mary had not noticed before.  When Josephine nodded at them once, sharply – she seemed to do everything sharply – Cerval and Evangeline heaved the lever back.  There was a frighteningly loud twangggg! and the front end of the long girder sticking out from under the craft dropped away, plunging earthwards as gravity acted on the weight hanging from its end.  It was a lever, a catapult that rocketed the P.A.V. forward and up.  Shelley Mary screamed as she was thrust back into the thick padding of her seat. 
 
                    The P.A.V. climbed at a steep angle, and only when it began to flatten out, the castle dropping away behind them, did the diminutive pilot free up the paddle brake. 
 
                     The paddle prop began to spin. The RTP bands beneath Shelley Mary’s legs began to unspool as the PAV made a long, curving turn.  Josephine twisted around to face Shelley Mary.
 
                    “That’s always the worst part.”  She was suddenly a different person, relaxed and easy. Clearly she hadn’t been snappish earlier, just tense.  “It’s a new technique.  In case we don’t have access to the aerodock.”  A wry smile.  “It doesn’t always work.”
 
                    “I wish I’d known.”
 
                    “No, you don’t,” replied Josephine.  “You’d never have climbed aboard.  Now, sit back and enjoy the ride. We’ll be there in maybe six hours.”
 
                    Shelley Mary looked down at the castle, now far below. She could just make out the two figures on the roof, staring up at the departing P.A.V. When would she see them again? She felt her stomach lurch, but it wasn’t from the G-forces she’d just experienced.
 
                 
 
   Though neither mentioned her, Cerval and Evangeline were relieved that Shelley Mary had left the castle. The tension that had built up so fast within the trio was a distraction, one that Evangeline dealt with far more effectively than Cerval. He did however, admit that Shelley Mary’s unexpected effect on them had a positive effect: the suppressed desires that had flashed between he and Evangeline from the moment they met were now out in the open.               
 
   Right now, however, Thorsten was the priority.
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   The first decision that Cerval and Gori and their assistants had to make was how to repair Thorsten’s terrible skull wounds.  Astonishingly there was no brain damage, but whole chunks of bone had been shaved down to the membrane and other areas shattered.  
 
                    The next decision would be where to cut.  More specifically, what to amputate.  Cerval was sure that the right arm would have to go, just below the shoulder; and, perhaps, the right leg, just below the knee.  The other leg was still at risk but could probably be saved, and the left arm would be functional, though never as strong as it had been.
 
                    Cerval did not want to be the one to make the critical decisions and he deferred to Gori, Thorsten’s father.  They began with the skull.
 
                    “We’ll have to remove and replace a lot of bone,” Gori concluded, pointing to the fearsome head wounds.  Cerval breathed out, relieved that Thorsten’s father seemd prepared to go beyond a ‘safety first’ approach.  Replacing large sections of skull would be dangerous, radical, but he was confident that the bronze and silver sections they’d screw into the healthy surrounding bone would be a far less risky solution than hoping for the ruined material to heal.  And those metals, Cerval smiled to himself, were stronger than bone.  The boy’s head would be a formidable weapon!
 
                    Now Gori turned to the mangled limbs.  Surprisingly, he proposed more radical surgery than Cerval, and Cerval had to persuade him that it was worth trying to save his son’s legs.  There was time to see how – if – they healed.
 
                 Meanwhile, they waited for Efrain’s blueprints to come through.  Via karriers they knew that the Silencios were upping the pressure on the Doctor.  His longtime assistant, Yip Harbottle, had disappeared.  Fantasy Harbottle had put out a story that he had run off with a younger woman, but Cerval’s people didn’t believe it.  The Doctor’s blueprints might be delayed, but Cerval was confident that, even in hiding, Efrain would respond to his request.  The question was, when?
 
                    
 
   Efrain lived under constant threat.  He had survived more than one attempt on his life, the destruction of several of his fixed laboratories (which is why he now commuted between hidden bases – another advantage of being funded by Cerval Frankenstein) and now Yip had vanished. He took that loss hard.  It forced him to realize that although Yip was to science as a child’s scooter to an Arielectro, he had been invaluable in his support and his straightforward commonsense.  Efrain hoped against hope that Yip would show up one day, unharmed. 
 
     Now, as he bent over a drawing board located in the back of an Oriental restaurant whose owners owed the Incorruptibles their lives, he put Yip out of his mind, concentrating intently on the half-finished blueprints.
 
   Miniaturization, thought Efrain.  That’s the key. Prosthetics and controls small and light enough that a man could feel they were part of his own body. His advantage, here, was that the man in question was a giant.  If he retained a reasonable fraction of his original strength, he ought to be able to tolerate the system Efrain had in mind.
 
   But the details?  If the control medium were electricidad, the conduits and cables would have to be massive.  Likewise the switch gear and the valves and capacitors.  Even if Thorsten were big and strong enough to carry such a system, not even he could drag a quarter-ton battery pack behind him.  
 
                 So we’re back to steam, Efrain sighed.                
 
                 Conventionally, steam power required huge quantities of fuel to generate the pressure to drive turbines and pistons but, in this case, the various motors could be made small, engineered by a blacksmith/watchmaker, and Efrain knew such a man lived on the Frankenstein estate. 
 
                 The pressure hoses that delivered the power to the motors/pumps: the system would need one coming.  One going.  And one to facilitate a reverse motion.  Hydraulics were a miracle, particularly after the switch from water to high pressure steam and plant oils, only facilitated by his development of the densest artificial rubber; and that rubber meant that the pressure hoses might be kept down to a ricro in diameter. More weight savings. If Efrain could keep the overall weight below two hundred anchores – just over fifty kilos AMS – it should be manageable by someone as powerful as Thorsten.  A hundred anchores would be better.
 
                 The terminal – the ‘hand’ – could be interchangeable.  Or adaptable. A hammer!  Spin it around and it would be a spike. Spin it again – a claw!
 
                    He continued sketching the system.  
 
                 The hydraulic tank didn't need to hold much.  There’d be minimal leakage even at the pressures Efrain anticipated. Nor would the steam boiler be required to hold much water for short bursts of action.  And the used steam would be condensed, fed back into the boiler, to be superheated and returned to miniature turbines which drove the pressure pumps which circulated the hydraulic oils.  
 
                    The furnace.  Another problem to be solved.  It could be primed with pressurized super-heated water, so that the furnace would simply have to maintain temperature rather than bring the water to operating heat from its ambient level. A saving in size and weight.  But how to insulate the furnace and the tank from the body?  And how to fasten the entire system to him without restricting his movement?
 
                    Was there some way that superheated steam could maintain its temperature so that the boiler only required the smallest possible furnace?  Could that furnace be powered not by coal or anthracite but by the strange will-o-the-wisp gases that rotting jungle vegetation sometimes produced?  How could those gases be collected and stored?  Compressed?  Liquefied?  If only he had more time to experiment.
 
                    Efrain set aside these questions and turned to the simpler problem.  Artificial legs were a snap.  Especially if they were to be attached below the knee.  He hoped they wouldn’t be necessary.
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   OVER THE COURSE OF SEVENTEEN YEARS, Dam Superintendent P. G. Maguire had come to hate the River Latta.  Overseeing the river and the Rowland Dam had taken up the best years of his life, and he’d had enough. Not only did he hate his job, but he hated his colleagues (half-witted grovellers and backstabbers) and, even more, his superiors (expenses-fiddling, animal-molesting perverts who couldn’t organise a shag in a bordello). Still and all, he maintained a perverse pride in his expertise. No one but he knew how to run a river that, polluted though it was, was still a commercial lifeline for The Smoke, and still – in parts – a leisure resource for its exhausted and worn-down citizens.
 
                    Personally, P. G. Maguire dealt with being exhausted and worn-down by knocking back prodigious amounts of Doctor Garratt Baulcombe’s Medicinal Compound. Recommended for all ailments including influenza and haemorrhoids in humans, colic in dogs, fleas in cat and worms in dogs, it contained a high percentage of cocanana, a plant product much favoured by the Manus, who were prepared to die – and frequently did – to keep it out of the hands of the Mancits.  
 
                    Now P. G. got out his brown bottle of Doctor Baulcombe’s and took a good swig. He was in the machine room two-thirds of the way up the Rowland Dam, that bisected the Latta to the north of the city. Although, if Doctor Efrain was to be believed, the dam could have provided a fair amount of the city’s energy needs, in actuality it didn’t. P. G. didn’t know why it didn’t or why the Commission had not embraced Efrain’s radical proposals.  To tell the truth, he no longer cared.
 
                    His job was simply to make sure the dam regulated the tides; without it there would have been frequent floods. The machine room – the one aspect of his job that P. G. still enjoyed – overlooked the river on both sides, and was a symphony of brass, copper and cast-iron, a sonata of rivets, cables and cylinders. P. G. knew every inch of his system, knew exactly how to cajole it to raise or lower levels to a fraction of a ricro. So it offended him to execute as crude an adjustment as he was now being asked to make. 
 
   Not asked.  Told. 
 
   By the stupid bastards on the top floor.  
 
   P. G. took another swig, emptied the bottle, flung it into the rubbish bin. He made his way, swaying slightly, to the main control panel, a kaleidoscope of blinking bulbs, valves, switches and handles. He was pretty sure he was the only one who understood how to work it; he was certainly the only one who could fix it when it malfunctioned.  He sighed, flexed his fingers. He could play the machinery as an expert musician might coax a melody from wood and catgut. He pulled a long knife-switch, pushed two thirty ricro diameter buttons, and then his fingers started to dance over the control panel. Maguire’s eyes were half-closed and his fingers might have had a life of their own. 
 
                    Beneath his feet, P. G. felt a tremor as the huge gates that regulated the water slid back further into their casings, allowing free rein to a crashing, foaming cascade.
 
    
 
   Dalton Trager Rhineheart looked nothing like most of the Chavaliers who revered him as their leader.  Where they tended to be small and stunted, he was tall, gaunt and lean, projecting an aristocratic hauteur.  The symmetry of his features should have been marred by his broken nose, but in fact this one blemish only made him handsomer and more commanding. People confided in Dalton, because he inspired in them a need to be liked by him.  They ached for his approval.  This meant that he had more intelligence about underground activities in The Smoke than even the best-informed Silencio, and certainly more than the police. 
 
                     Dalton Rhineheart and Cerval Franks might have been allies, since both were determined to transform The Smoke.  But Rhineheart confined his fervour to the practical task of changing conditions in Harlesdon Marshes, and specifically for his Chavalier followers, whereas Cerval had a grander vision: to change the entire Smoke.  And where Dalton had specific, practical ideas, Cerval’s were more abstract. Dalton was a pragmatist, Cerval an idealist.  Moreover, at this point in their histories, Dalton could not bring himself to trust someone who originated in The Smoke’s privileged classes; and Cerval did not care to place the safety – the survival – of his small band of warriors in the hands of a Chavalier interested only in the advancement of his people.
 
                     Dalton owed his leadership of the Chavaliers, and an increasingly single-minded following, to his role in the development of the revolutionary alloy, ReForTin (Resin Reinforced Tin).  It was lighter, stronger and more versatile than iron and copper and their alloys, but it was a difficult technology.  The required resin came from the dangerous deep forests, the home of Manus and Mancits, and the tin mines had been more or less exhausted.  Only a few seams remained accessible, and Dalton and his followers, descendants of the original tin miners, guarded this resource with their lives.  Their relationship with tin – and therefore with ReForTin – was as spiritual as it was practical.  It had created their society, with all its quirks and customs.  It was at the base of Chavalier culture and all the more significant because Dalton and his people believed that ReForTin could be their ticket to a better life. 
 
                    ReForTin’s threat extended beyond the iron industry to the coal and steam cartel because, where heavyweight machinery and vehicles required the pounding horsepower of steam engines, and the massive quantities of coal which steam power demanded, lighter ReForTin vehicles and equipment would run efficiently on far less energy.  Worse, from the point of view of the industrial and economic status quo, ReForTin was perfect for the coming of electricidad which, as yet, did not have the brute power or stamina required to drive heavy machinery and transport.
 
   Iron, coal and steam interests pressed the Commission to act on ReForTin and since their contribution afforded the Commission power and the commissioners comfortable lifestyles, the Commission agreed. The commissioners were anyway growing wary of Dalton Trager Rhineheart.  He, like Cerval Frankenstein, was one of the few prominent Smokies who might pose a credible threat to the status quo.
 
   Dalton Trager Rhineheart’s prominence in the Marshes, his growing power and the hope it generated, brought him many courtiers from the various Harlesdon groups.  It was therefore no surprise when a renegade dynamista informed him of the plot to blow up the Senate. The dynamista had not had a change of political or religious heart.  He had simply wanted to live a longer life, always a tough ambition for a suicide bomber.
 
                    The suicidal dynamistas were terror for hire.  Their leader, the Reverend Bonnot Robertson Falwell, had a remarkable hold over these anarcho-nihilists, hiring out his followers in exchange for huge payments to his church, a percentage of which he promised to his self-destroyed followers’ surviving relatives.  Bonnot provided his fanatical congregation with the reassurance that suicide for their causes (and he defined the causes) would lead to a life of ease and sensual gratification on another plane. 
 
   He wasn’t just the dynamistas’ priest, he was their organizer and manager. It occurred to very few of Falwell’s disciples that ‘organization’ and ‘anarchist’ or ‘nihilist’ were mutually exclusive concepts.  One who did see that contradiction was Samwell McFee, the bomber chosen for the Senate mission.  Even before he came to the conclusion that life, however miserable, was preferable to death by dynamite, he was beginning to question his faith in Bonnot. He therefore sought out Dalton and coughed up everything he knew, including his suspicion that it wasn’t Bonnot who wanted the Senate exploded.  It was the Commission (presumably when no commissioners were in session).  The sabotage, the violence and ensuing death would be pinned on Chavaliers, Incorruptibles, criminal gangs, foreign agitators – all the usual suspects.  The more the Commission could inspire fear, the firmer its grip on society. 
 
   More specifically, if Dalton was fingered for the sabotage, he would lose credibility and, of course, give the Commission all the excuses they needed to have him arrested and executed. His control of ReForTin would be reassigned to iron, coal and steam interests who would know better than he how to exploit the technology. 
 
   Or bury it.
 
                 Dalton persuaded Samwell to proceed as if he were actually going to carry out the murderous raid, and made his own plans to foil it.
 
    
 
   Rupert Gilchrist Bass stomped around the newsroom of The News Of The Smoke, his ample paunch bouncing with each step. As he passed by them, his reporters hunched over their cast-iron typewriters with intense concentration. They hated working under Bass’s direction, and much preferred organizing their own leads and stories. If Bass commissioned a story, it was always going to be a pain in the neck. They were all used to their copy coming back striped with thick blue lines, comments like WE KNOW THIS! and SIMPLIFY, SIMPLIFY! scrawled in the margins – sometimes with such force that the paper was ripped.
 
                    Bass approached Carly Matsudaira, his Chief Sub Editor. Though he could not afford to show it, he was intimidated by Carly, partly because she was built like a masaki wrestler, partly because she always fixed him with an unblinking, malevolent stare.  Carly was smashing away at her typewriter with such force that her solid mahogany desk swayed and creaked.
 
                    “Carly, I’ve got a job for you.”  She gave him her trademark basilisk stare: “I’ve got to finish this, Rupert.”
 
                    “Er... you can finish it later.”
 
                    “No. It’s urgent, got to be done by the end of the day or all hell will break loose. That’s what I was told.”
 
                   “By whom?”
 
                    “By you.”
 
                    “Oh... right. Well... carry on.”   Carly renewed her attack on her typewriter, with such force that the ‘A’ key actually flew off and pinged Bass’s nose. He flinched, looked as though he was about to explode, thought better of it. He picked the offending key and handed it back to Carly in silence. She smiled a shark-like ‘thank you’ and jammed it back in place.  
 
                    Running his fingers through his sparse hair, Bass shuffled up to Ignacio Pullinger, the Night Editor, who was just finishing his shift. 
 
                    “Ignacio, I’ve got a job for you.”
 
                    “No can do, boss” said Ignacio, pulling on his coat. “Got a doctor’s appointment.”
 
                    “Well cancel it.”
 
                    “If only,” said Ignacio. “Trouble is, I’ve got a virus.”
 
                    “I don’t give a fuck, I’ve got a story that needs covering.”  Ignacio glanced down at his flies. “And it’s contagious, you see. Really contagious.”
 
                    “Oh for fuck’s sake,” said Bass, taking several steps back. Ignacio took the opportunity to make a break for it, reaching the door of the newsroom just as it opened to reveal Shelley Mary Ventura. 
 
                    She stood to one side to let Ignacio pass, and entered.
 
                    “Where the bloody hell have you been?” shouted Bass, making sure his voice could be heard in every corner of the newsroom. 
 
                    “On a story.” said Shelley Mary quietly.
 
                    “For three fucking days?” screamed Bass. “Your AvCom disconnected?  Bill not paid?  You could have sent a fucking karrier! A journalist’s first responsibility is to keep in touch with her editor.  The newsroom.  Someone on the fucking paper.”  Her calm infuriated him.  “Anyway, what sort of society do goes on for three days? Or were you shagging one of those posh boys you hang out with? Gallivanting around on his bloody yacht?”
 
                    “I don’t hang out with posh boys. And I only report on the society do’s because that’s all you’ll give me.”
 
                    “That’s all you’re any bloody good for!” But, suddenly, Bass saw an opportunity.  Lowering his volume and pitch, he continued: “As it happens, though, I may have something for you.  A tip off.  A very big story.”  Shelley Mary tried to disguise her suspicion.  She was near cast-iron-certain she knew what he wanted from her. “Why me?” she asked. “Why not one of your stars?”
 
                    “You always file your copy on time.  Your grammar’s correct.”  Great, thought Shelley Mary.  A ringing endorsement of her journalism: punctuality and correct grammar. “So,” continued the odious editor, “I’ll give you a chance and you can show me what you can do.”
 
                    “What’s the assignment?” Shelley Mary asked, excited despite herself.
 
                    “Come back in half an hour and I’ll brief you.”
 
                    “But… ”
 
                    “Half an hour!” and he hustled her from his office, locking the door behind him.
 
                    Alone and privacy guaranteed, Rupert Gilchrist Bass took a bottle of VitaBeena from his private drinks cabinet.  A powerful energy drink.  Most people sipped one when faced with a particularly tiring task, and Bass was hoping that his next encounter with Shelley Mary would be exhausting.  He was, in fact, addicted to VitaBeena and could barely keep his eyes open without consuming at least two fluikins – four litres AMS – a day.  The carbonation was the cause of his chronic flatulence, but he thought it better to be alert and farting than comatose. He lunged for the double-locked and private drawer in the most secure of his filing cabinets.  He needed as much energy as he could get.
 
    
 
   Three, maybe four ricros high, the wave rolled along the River Latta. Due to P. G. Maguire’s delicate calibrations, it didn’t leave behind it mass devastation of the kind that had occurred fifteen years earlier. On that occasion, a mysterious malfunction at the Rowland Dam had caused a city-wide inundation, drowning several hundred people and sweeping away the shanty towns that had sprung up along the river banks. By coincidence, there had been several days of unrest in and around the shanties, which came to an abrupt halt when the river washed them away homes, along with the families who lived in them.
 
                    This time the tidal wave just took out a few houseboat colonies and sank a few of the low-lying barges that transported coal and timber to The Smoke’s factories. As it flowed downstream, the banks of the Latta burst, but the flood waters extended only a few ahms – each ahm just over a yard AMS –  inland.
 
                    There weren’t many islands in the river, but the few that did exist, mostly to the North, were inundated, totally covered as the wall of water surged downstream. There was one island south of the city, however: Eel Pudding Island, just off Battersby Park.
 
                     The wall of water surged over it, obliterating the undergrowth, taking with it squirrels, moles, badgers, nesting river birds. As it reached the centre of the island, it flooded the open shaft that led down to Doctor Efrain’s secret laboratory.
 
                    In the lab, Yip Harbottle strained against his bonds, his breath coming in short, muffled bursts behind the greasy rag that had been used to gag him. He was chained to a lab table, eyes bulging, as the water poured in. Already, it was several feet deep, the surface littered with floating jars, tubes and blueprints. 
 
                    Watching Yip were two men, both big and bulky but one shorter than the other, dressed head to foot in diving outfits, oiled canvas attached to heavy iron boots and copper helmets. In the fully-equipped dungeon in which he had been held, the men had forced – tortured – Yip to reveal the whereabouts of Doctor Efrain’s riverbed lab, and now they had brought him here. They were under instruction to make a statement, create  a little spectacle. 
 
   The water was already up to Shorter’s crotch, but he was unconcerned. He held a black box with a large lens at the front, a button at the back, its surface covered with a thick rubbery substance. It was an underwater silvographa. Ironically, Doctor Efrain had invented the unit’s waterproof cover.
 
   Shorter held the silvographa out in front of him, aimed the lens at the struggling Yip Harbottle, the water now up to his waist. He pressed the button on the back once, the solid click indicating that an image had been captured. Taller nudged him, pointing to the rising water level and the lift shaft, through which water continued to pour; but Shorter shook his head, pointed at Taller and then at Harbottle. Taller got the idea, waded over to Harbottle, stood beside him and made rabbit ears behind his head with the fingers of his glove. Shorter took another ’graph, made a thumbs up sign. This was a real piece of theatre; Pfarrer would love it. Circulated through The Smoke it would surely discourage anyone else from harbouring or working with Doctor Efrain.
 
                    Taller waded back to Shorter, and the pair headed towards the lift shaft. Although the lift capsule itself was in pieces, just visible beneath the rising water, the rings of the emergency ladder provided a way out. Taller first, the pair ascended the shaft, soon disappearing into the downrushing water.
 
                    Yip Harbottle strained against his bonds, but he had been savagely beaten over the past few days and had little strength.  He had endured as best he could, and although he eventually told his tormentors the location of the lab, he had not given up Efrain’s location.  The truth was that he didn’t know exactly where the Doctor was hiding out, and the constancy of his answers persuaded Shorter and Taller that they might have the wrong man.  On the other hand, who cared who he was? He would still be a fine example of what might happen to anyone associated with Efrain.  
 
                    Weak as he was, Yip’s heart would not accept his fatalism and began to beat wildly, as if to escape his body and find its own freedom.  With a massive mental effort, Yip slowed that heartbeat, calmed himself, composed himself for death.  His final mental images began with the model of the brownstone with the hydro-electric water system that he and Doctor Efrain had been working on the last time they were in the lab.  Somehow, he knew, electricidad would save The Smoke.
 
      Then those images gave way to visions of his children and his wife.  Despite his self-control, his acceptance of his fate, tears gathered in his eyes, ran down his cheeks, mingled with the rising waters of the River Latta.
 
                    And so Yip Harbottle died.
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   Donald Nathan Pitts was anxious about his interview with Cerval.  Like almost everyone on the Frankenstein estate, his family had been there for nearly three hundred years, specializing in one particular skill: blacksmithing.  But Donald Nathan, who was the same age as Cerval and Thorsten and had often joined them on youthful adventures, was a rebel and his father was threatening to expel him from the family business because the boy refused to forge iron and alloys the traditional way. Instead, he was experimenting with an ore extracted from a cluster of fallen meteorites, having left the estate, regardless of lurking Manus or Mancits, to recover what he had seen falling from the skies.
 
      It had taken Donald Nathan more than a year to figure out how to forge this new ore.  His father had been angered by the time ‘stolen’ from the family forge but Donald Nathan had resisted that anger and as his techniques reached perfection, the material was proving phenomenally strong and light.  Experimental ploughshares fabricated from it sliced through stone as if through mud slurry; and horseshoes fashioned from it appeared not to wear at all.  That durability in itself was one of Donald Nathan’s father’s concerns.  If horseshoes didn't wear out, if ploughshares didn’t break, what work was left for a smith?
 
      “Donald Nathan,” said Cerval, hurrying into the room where Donald Nathan was waiting for him, “I’m tardy – and so sorry to keep you.”  They shook hands, formal as ever, and Cerval winced.  Years of hammering iron gave his friend a grip that could crush oak.  “Thorsten just came round from his latest surgery.”
 
   “How’s he doing?”
 
                    “He’ll be fine.” Cerval forced his optimism.  In truth, who could know how Thor would respond to the massive skull surgery required? “Especially once we receive Doctor Efrain’s designs and your family can construct the necessary components.”               
 
   “That’s what I want to talk to you about.  Dad’s already working on the skull.”  Cerval picked up on his friend’s hesitancy. “But?”
 
                    “He’s using a bronze alloy.”
 
                    “And?”
 
                    “And I think we should use the new material I’ve been working with.”
 
                   “I don’t know, Donald. You said it.  It’s new.  What if it’s not what you think?  It’s Thorsten’s skull at risk.  His life.”
 
                    “Trust me, Cervie.”  He used the diminutive by which everyone knew Cerval before he inherited.  “This is a miracle metal.  If it even is a metal.”  He reached into the canvas bag at his feet and brought out a dome not unlike a skull.  Passed it to Cerval.
 
                    “It’s light!”
 
                    “Yeah, it’s light!  An eighth of the weight of bronze – and look, this is less than a quarter the thickness of a human skull.”
 
                     “Very impressive, Donald.”
 
                      “That’s not all. See these little marks?”  Cerval looked, noticed five tiny dents, closely spaced. “So?”
 
                    “I set this up and fired a Ximan at it from five ahms.”
 
                    “Five ahms!  And that’s all that happened?”
 
   “That’s all.  The bullets just disintegrated when they hit.”  Cerval looked at the dome more closely.  It was like onyx in colour and texture.  Ominous, in a way.  He turned his attention to the young smith.
 
                    “You know we’ve got to fabricate a whole new forehead for him. The left side of his skull, and there’s a hole the size of a chicken egg at the back.”
 
                    “Yeah, I know.”  Then off Cerval’s surprise, apologetically:  “I’ve been talking to Gori.”
 
                    “You told him about this?
 
                    “Thor’s my friend, too, Cervie, and I’ve known his dad since you and I and Thor were babies.  I know this is right for him!  Much better than any other material we have available.  My dad’s a genius – but, in this case, he’s wrong.  Dead wrong!”
 
                    “What does Gori say?”
 
                    “He thinks we should go for it – but he and dad go back, too, and he’s worried that if he sides with me he’ll humiliate the old man.”
 
                 “Dismiss feelings!  Right now all that matters is Thor. He is the imperative.”   Cerval gazed at his friend then spun and paced.  He’d been making critical decisions ever since his father died but that didn’t make the process easier, or alleviate the guilt of bad judgment. Thor’s future, his survival, depended on his assessment of Donald Nathan’s belief in this new alloy.  When he came to his decision, he was comforted by the fact that he knew his friend cared as much about Thorsten as he did.
 
                    “I’ll talk to your father,” he said, then saw the unhappiness in Donald Nathan’s face.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll make it seem like it was his idea.”
 
                    “How are you going to do that?”
 
                    “We Frankensteins didn’t get to run this estate for nearly three hundred years without knowing how to manipulate people’s minds.”               
 
   “Not to mention the rest of their bodies,” laughed Donald Nathan.
 
   “Well, it’s not something I’m proud of but in this case it’s an advantage. Give me a couple of hours. I’ll meet you at the armoury.”  Donald Nathan hesitated and Cerval knew he had something more to say. “Yes?” he asked warily.
 
                    “Well, I’m thinking, as long as we’re replacing maybe forty percent of his skull, why don’t we just make the whole thing out of this stuff?  We can do it in three pieces.  Cover the entire skull area.”
 
    
 
   Later that day, Brutus flew in.  He’d been gone nearly sixty hours, and he was carrying the prosthetic blueprints which Doctor Efrain had been working on.  As Cerval looked over them, he marvelled at Pedro Robledo’s solutions to what he had feared might be an impossible design brief.
 
                    Sharing the blueprints with D’Arcy Lord Pitts – Donald Nathan’s spikey father – helped maintain the old man’s dignity.  Nor was it an artificial move on Cerval’s part.  Donald Nathan was breaking new ground in metallurgy, thanks to the rocks from the skies, but his father had been a working smith for forty years.  He didn’t confine himself to big items like ploughs and horseshoes and broken tractors.  He worked with the armourers to fabricate and repair weapons.  People brought their timepieces to him for precision work. His skill, praised by Cerval, had lifted any design constraints Efrain might have had and now Efrain’s blueprints demanded his most delicate touch.   
 
                    So, as Thorsten Laverack recovered from the wounds and the survival-surgery which would have killed a lesser man, the various specialists on the Frankenstein estate went to work, building the components that would restore him to his fearsome pre-eminence among the Incorruptibles.
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   Rupert GILCHRIST Bass THROBBED. He felt as if his body – his entire being – was a single consuming erection.
 
                    Earlier, when Shelley Mary had first appeared back at The News Of The Smoke’s offices, when he’d arranged for her to come back after hours, he’d unlocked his secret desk drawer – the one in which he kept his undercover AvCom – and pulled out a small round leather pillbox. Inside were a dozen bright red tablets that he’d bought from a low-level Silencio drug dealer.  The dealer had assured him that the tablets, street name Viper Agua, would guarantee prolonged potency. Rupert wasn’t sure though. Relations with Madame Bass had ceased years ago, and, dates with his fist aside, it had been a long time since he’d enjoyed any kind of sexual encounter. Now he was planning such an encounter with an actual human being. Not just any human being either; a stunningly attractive young woman who, finally, was going to fall into his clammy grasp.  
 
                  Shelley Mary Ventura had rejected him humiliatingly once before and had had the nerve to refer to Bass Minor as a potted shrimp. But that was when she’d only just started at The News Of The Smoke, confident that her flair and journalistic competence would see her rise to the top. Ha! More fool her! She was lucky he’d kept her on at all, and her continual moaning about having to file simpering copy about celebrity nitwits was music to his ears.  It confirmed his power over her, vengeance for the potted shrimp slander. Now was the time of reckoning, and he was ready to wield both carrot and stick. Metaphorically of course. Although come to think of it…
 
                    Rupert pulled out his silver pocket watch. Almost time. He pulled back the blind on the window that opened out on to the office, looked out and saw that it was empty. Though he felt on fire, he shivered and, looking down, was simultaneously proud and embarrassed by the chemically induced tentpole he saw. He shoved it down but it would not remain parallel to his leg; he pulled it up, but it would not remain hidden beneath his gut.  It was determined to protrude.
 
                    He was ready. Where was she?
 
                  Then he heard the clanking and whirring of the lift, louder as the cast-iron water-driven car approached the newsroom floor. As most of the gaslamps had been extinguished for the night, Bass had to strain to see across the newsroom floor.
 
                    Yes! 
 
   Shelley Mary looked as if she had primped herself for him. Bass saw that she had replaced her usual plain working outfit with something more suited to a special occasion: a tight black sleeveless bustier, pearls at the throat, and some kind of full skirt, the ensemble set off by long grey satin gloves. The skirt, although it reached to the floor, had a transparent, gauzy panel at thigh level. It showed off Shelley Mary’s lean thighs to perfection.
 
                    Bass felt faint, swallowed hard, and his cock almost burst through the thick Stratton tweed fabric of his trousers. Shelley Mary’s eyes swept him up and down, and she struck a coquettish pose:    
 
                    “Why Mr. Bass, I do believe that for once you’re pleased to see me.”   
 
    
 
   Carly Matsudaira hurried along the last few yards of corridor that led to her third floor flat, a small but comfortable two-bedder in a block in one of The Smoke’s dormitory suburbs. She was looking forward to spending the evening at home. First she’d take a shower, then she’d make herself a simple supper, maybe mull over the late edition of The News that she’d brought home with her. Finally she’d get ready for the evening’s main event, the arrival of her lover, the delicately featured Gerard Manley Upsdell; for, contrary to received opinion, Carly was fiercely heterosexual. She was handsome and, belying her masaki wrestler strength, well-proportioned.  Unfortunately, her size and heft did intimidate most men. She was consoled by the fact that the ones who did like her, really liked her. Something to do with the ease with which she could flip them into exotic positions? Or the steam-press force that she could bring to bear with her pelvic walls? 
 
                    Gerard was one who really, really liked her. Slim, slightly built, he was a saxodion player with Antonio Duma and the Javelins, one of The Smoke’s leading kwaylenco bands. Playing at a wedding, he had watched fascinated as Carly pulverised the dance floor in front of him, eyes flashing, becoming more and more frenzied as the kwaylenco reached its heel-and-toe-slamming climax, actually splintering one of the floorboards when the last chord of the song reverberated through the room. He introduced himself in the interval, and they sealed the deal almost immediately, she leaning back against one of the kitchen bins at the back of the venue, grasping his thighs and holding him on to her as if he were no heavier than a Pekinoodle lap dog.
 
                    Arriving at her front door, Carly fished in her bag for her keys. And fished again, delving down into the jumble of cosmetics, small change, pens and pencils that she customarily carried with her. Nothing. 
 
                    Shit! 
 
                    Carly smacked her brow with the flat of her hand. Ignacio had wanted to get into the stationery cupboard at The News, and she hadn’t detached the relevant key from her ring, simply given him the entire set. She remembered now, he’d brought the keys back to her and left them on her desk. Carly did a quick calculation. If she hurried, she could get a hackney back to work, pick up the keys and still be home in time for Gerard. Might have to skip the shower, but he wouldn’t mind. Might like it.
 
    
 
   “Ah yes, well, the thing is,” Rupert Gilchrist Bass was blustering. The combination of VitaBeena and Viper Agua was doing astonishing things to his metabolism, blood rushing around his body at hyperspeed and pooling in his genital area. His mind was racing out of control, throwing up questions he simply didn’t want to answer. Why had Shelley Mary appeared in his office so seductively attired?  Was she on her way to meet one of the many good-looking young men who no doubt were lining up to escort her? Or was this just how she dressed when off duty?  Or had she actually guessed that he was about to offer her some advantage, and was preparing to offer him something in return?
 
                    Concentrate. Stick to the plan.  Be suave. An experienced older man.
 
                    But a racing mind is an independent animal and Bass was suddenly uncomfortably conscious of his over-excitement. He tiptoed carefully round his desk, and lowered himself into his studded leather chair. To his surprise, Shelley Mary swished across the room and half-sat, half-leaned on his desk, bringing one leg up so that, through the transparent panel, he had a clear view of her thigh.
 
                    “The thing is,” Bass’s throat constricted. He cleared it.  “I think it's time you moved up. Got into news. You’ve done enough of this social stuff.”  Shelley Mary leaned towards him. Although her bustier was high cut, up to her throat, it was as tight as a coat of paint, rippling as she drew a deep, sonorous breath.
 
                    “Oh, Mr. Bass, you can’t know how long I’ve waited for this moment.”
 
                    “You have?”  He knew she was ambitious but this degree of throaty enthusiasm surprised him. He felt confused, started to perspire. He dabbed at his forehead with a grubby handkerchief.
 
                    “Oh yes! I’ve dreamed of it. Ever since I’ve been at The News, I’ve wanted to be a reporter and now my dream is coming true.”  Shelley Mary leaned even closer across the desk. “What is it you want me to do?”   Bass uttered a strangled croak. 
 
                    “I want you to... I want you to... I want you take my...” Shelley Mary tilted her head in anticipation, raised one eyebrow.  Bass’s mouth opened... closed... and then suddenly, convulsively, he pushed himself back, the chair’s castors scraping against the scuffed parquet floor.
 
                    He leapt to his feet. 
 
                    “I want to fuck you!” he screamed. “I want to slam you over my desk and fuck your brains out! Do you understand? If you want the news job, that’s what you’ve got to do!”
 
                    Shelley Mary leant back, slowly slid off the desk, put a hand to her throat in a delicate, fluttering motion that was more provocative than a thousand burlesque moves. She moved around the desk towards Bass.
 
                    “Of course you do. And I want to fuck you too. I’ve always wanted to, from the moment I first saw you.”  Despite his propensity for self-delusion, Bass was nonplussed.  
 
                    “Really? You didn’t say that when I tried it on last time.” Shelley Mary moved closer, the bombazine of her skirt rustling against the desk. “Ah, but that was because I didn’t dare. I didn’t feel worthy. I was just an apprentice, starting out. How could I have hoped to provide a worthy partner for the legendary editor Rupert Gilchrist Bass?” Shelley Mary dropped into Rupert’s vacated chair, crossed her legs so that the transparent panel provided an even more delicious view.  “And besides, you weren’t going to promote me then. You weren’t my... how can I put it? My benefactor. My mentor. The man about to give me the kind of assignment I’ve always wanted.”
 
                    “Yes... exactly... benefactor... mentor... assignment,” Bass muttered, grimacing with the pain of his erection.  Could pent-up blood pressure actually burst a penis?
 
                    “And what is the assignment, exactly?” said Shelley Mary.
 
                     “Ah, yes, well, the assignment. Very important. Got to get it done. Assignment. Yes.”  Shelley softly but firmly interrupted him: “But Rupert, what is it?”
 
                    “An erection!”  Had he said that?  “I mean – explosion!  An explosion!  Yes. The Senate! Dynamistas.  Anarcho-nihilist terrorists. A bomb. A big bomb.”
 
                    “I see. Well, in that case I’d better get down there.”  She saw his confusion.  “The scene of the crime and all that?”
 
                    “No!” he gasped.  “Hasn’t happened yet. Going to happen. Tomorrow. Or maybe tonight. Or maybe tomorrow!”
 
                    “How intriguing. The news before it happens. You really are a legend, aren’t you, Mr. Bass?”
 
                    “Contacts,” said Bass hoarsely. “Connections.  Got my contacts. Sources!”
 
                    Another wave of Viper Agua surged through him and Bass was galvanized, as if he had stuck his finger into an electricandle fitting. His eyes bulging, his hands clawing vaguely at the air, his tentpole extending in front of him, he advanced on Shelley Mary.
 
                    “Now! On the desk!  Got to have it!  Right now!” He gabbled incoherently as he ripped at his trouser front.  The buttons ricocheted like Ximan bullets. His member sprang out, a horrific pink parody of Mr. Punch desperate to bludgeon Judy.
 
                    If Shelley Mary’s flattering responses had not been enough to warn him, Bass might have wondered why she was so unflustered, seeming to regard the advancing phallus as if it were nothing more threatening than a butter-lathered asparagus stalk. 
 
                    “Sources.  Of course. But…” she added seductively, smoothly rising from the chair and moving sideways, “… perhaps first we should have a little foreplay?”
 
                    “Foreplay?”  It might have been a foreign language. “What the fuck is foreplay?”
 
                    “Just leave everything to me.”
 
                    “But I must…”
 
                    “Relax, Rupert.”  Relax?  He felt as if he were about to implode in some kind of cataclysmic sexual meltdown. But now Shelley Mary was guiding him to the desk, deftly turning him round, sitting him down, and he was too befuddled to resist.
 
                    “Let’s just get these trousers off.”
 
                    “Trousers off, yes!”  At last an idea that he understood. Bass feverishly wriggled his buttocks from side to side as he shrugged himself out of the woolly Stratton tweed. 
 
                    “Now, close your eyes,” whispered Shelley Mary in a voice so husky with promise that no red-blooded man could have resisted her entreaty.  Rupert closed his eyes. It was going to happen! Thank you, Dufus! Silently, Shelley Mary opened the central drawer of the desk, just below Bass’s crotch. Then, gently, she took his aching testicles in one exquisitely gloved hand, allowed them to drop over the top edge of the desk. She stood back. 
 
                    “Are you ready now, Rupert?”  Bass could barely speak. His nose twitched. His entire body shook with unrequited lust. “I’m ready, I’m ready!” he cried.
 
                 Shelley Mary slammed the desk drawer on his balls. 
 
   Below in the street passers-by looked up as they heard a high-pitched banshee wail, but they soon moved on. Strange sounds were often heard in the streets of The Smoke, and it didn’t pay to be too curious.
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, Carly Matsudaira hurried past the desk of Spalding MacAtamney, The News building’s ancient concierge. He had heard the scream, but knew that a blind eye and a deaf ear were more conducive to job security that an inquisitive nose.
 
                    “Evening, Miss Matsudaira. Working late?”
 
                    “No. Forgot my keys. Left them on my desk.” She raised her eyebrows in a mock ‘silly me’ expression.  Spalding grinned indulgently.  
 
                    “No problem, go ahead. I haven’t locked up yet.”
 
                    She took the lift, and a few moments later was pushing open the doors of The News Of The Smoke’s office. It was shadowy, but not too dark, the glow of streetlamps coming in through the big sash windows providing sufficient light. In any event, as a longtime News veteran, she knew the layout of the office by heart, so she didn’t bother to turn on the lights – although, if she had done, she might have more easily seen the ravaged, pain-racked figure of Rupert Gilchrist Bass as he shuffled towards her.  In his left hand he cupped his balls, red, purple, blue and massively swollen. In the other he held his penis, which had seemingly been unaffected by the drawer-slam. If anything, it was larger and more engorged.
 
                    Carly heard a sudden sound – somewhere between a croak, a growl and a whimper. Keys in hand, she whirled round. Bass was almost on her, his face ashen, his cock waving around only a ricro away. Shocked, reacting instinctively, Carly slashed at it with her keys. Bass uttered an agonised grunt, and bent over double. Carly, quick to adapt to the situation, outraged at the assault by her boss, grabbed him by the hair. Bass grunted again. The muscles on her big arms rippling, Carly swung him round as if she were hurling a porky discus, finally letting go so that he careened across the office, wailing as he went, crashing against the cast-iron side of the reduplo – a recent innovation that copied documents and pictures – collapsing to the ground.
 
                    The crash landing brought Bass back to some kind of reality. As Carly stomped towards him, he curled into the foetal position and started to whimper: 
 
                    “No, no, Carly. I didn’t mean anything. I’m not myself. I’m ill. I’m on medication.”  Any one of the explanations might have assuaged Carly but then he added:  “I can explain!”  And that claim, stretching back to the dawn of sexual misbehaviour, simply raised Carly’s blood pressure to Full Combat level.  
 
                   She grabbed the editor by his collar, pulled him into a sitting position and thrust her face inches from his.
 
                    “The explanation is – you’re a disgusting old pervert,” she said. 
 
                    “Yes, but I’m sick.”
 
                    “Sick barely covers it.  You’re a horrible dirty old man, and you’re going to get the kind of treatment that all dirty old men deserve.”  Somewhere deep in his addled brain, Bass took this to mean that Carly was going to initiate some kind of sexual action. He looked up at her hopefully: 
 
                    “Really?”
 
                    “Absofuckinglutely.”  
 
                    So saying, she heaved him up by his shirt, pulled open the lid of the reduplo and slammed him down on it stomach first, so that his monstrous, curved erection was pressed flat against the copying plate. He started to scream, but his wailing was brought to a sharp, premature halt when Carly administered an open-handed slap to his head that burst an eardrum and knocked out two fillings.
 
                    The reduplo spewed out a copy.  Then another. Then another.
 
                    Bass was too defeated to move and, besides, the warm copying plate was oddly comforting.
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   Cerval watched his giant friend stoop, his one remaining hand reaching for the barbell at his feet.  Watched as the big, thick fingers curled around the rod between the weighted ends.  Watched as Thorsten gritted his teeth and brought up his forearm. Cerval knew that the bulging jaw muscles weren’t caused by the barbell’s weight but by the agony which drilled through the giant’s head each time he moved.  Eighty per cent of the bone in his skull had been replaced by Donald Nathan’s alien alloy, and Cerval was beginning to think that the surgery had been far too ambitious. What was the point of having a bulletproof head, a skull harder than a blacksmith’s anvil, if it was subject to such severe headaches and neural paroxysms? 
 
   Sweat streamed from Thorsten’s face, ran down his arm, drenched his clothes, as he pumped the barbell in a complex series of movements that he had devised for his own recovery.  The howl of pain had long been internalised, escaping occasionally as guttural grunts, but Cerval knew that the agony remained.
 
   “I feel like my head’s in a vice, Cervie,” Thorsten had explained. “Like my skull’s too small for my brain.”  Cerval was certain that wasn’t the physical fact, but wondered whether human bone was somehow more forgiving, more pliant, than the alloy that had replaced it. Perhaps Thor’s brain, a soft tissue after all, was somehow pressured by the unrelenting material containing it. There was nothing he could do to adjust the hand-built skull, no turning back. Somehow, they had to find a solution to the torment.
 
    
 
   When Thorsten had woken from the surgery, howling, a screech more animal than human, Cerval knew he had made a mistake; that he had destroyed his friend’s life.  He berated himself for having fallen into the same hubristic trap that had tempted his ancestor to create life.  His rescue of Thor felt more like life-creation than life-saving. Had he inherited the Frankenstein compulsion, a genetic imperative to create life? Why had he believed that he could transform his terribly wounded friend into a superhuman creature?  Why had he not simply given up their dream of an incorruptible force to cleanse The Smoke, made the best repairs he could, and persuaded Thor to accept a life of ease and quiet on the estate?  Here, surrounded by friends who would help and support him, he could live in peace and comfort.
 
   Cerval knew exactly why.  
 
   The Incorruptibles were his idea.  The mission was his driving force. But neither would survive without his fearless friend and sidekick.  He needed Thor. 
 
   Cerval’s inherent guilt was a constant in his life, but this self-flagellation for causing his oldest friend so much pain was thankfully short-lived. He should have had more faith in his own surgical skills, and understood that in any radical procedure the period of recuperation would be unpredictable.  More than that, he should have known that Thorsten was more or less superhuman.  He would prevail.
 
    
 
   oOo
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   “Dufus!” Jerry Mason swore to Shelley Mary.  “If I have to take one more fucking picture of this place, I think I’ll switch to driving a jitney.”  Jerry was one of the most talented and versatile silvographers in The Smoke and had a long-term contract with The News.  As soon as she’d assured herself that Rupert Bass’s story of a dynamista bombing was real, Shelley Mary contacted him, hoping that she would be able to persuade him to accompany her to the scene of the imminent crime.  He hadn’t really believed her story but he had always had an eye for a beautiful woman and Shelley Mary was more than beautiful. In his appreciation of women, Jerry wasn’t a run-of-the-mill-lecher.  He simply liked their company, and the liking resulted in wonderful pictures, from darkly enigmatic to powerfully sensual.  If mutual attraction lead to anything more, that was wonderful, too, the operative word for Jerry being ‘mutual.’ He had shrugged and replied to her request: “Why not?”  
 
   Now they were standing in the secure grounds of The Smoke’s Senate, a drab array of buildings which had been designed and constructed in a more modest age. There had been a moment when the politicos demanded a grander palace, surroundings that matched their self-regard. Plans were drawn up, but then The Smoke’s economy hit a wall, and grandiose architecture became less of a priority. More years passed and the old Senate buildings took on a historic significance. They somehow retained the aura and mystique of fairer and more honest times, and the Commission and its allies now quite successfully used that aura, the echo of an idealized past, to refract the citizens’ anger at their venality.
 
   En route to the Senate buildings in Mason’s customized hackney, a lightweight two-seater with a laminated wood frame, fabric body and an engine from a written-off cop kart, Shelley Mary began to ask herself the questions she should have thought of when Bass first proposed the assignment.  Since Jerry was right there with her, she posed the questions to him.
 
   “Jerry, this could be the biggest story of the decade. A dynamista attack on our government.  Why would Bass put me up for it?”  But Jerry simply laughed.  “No – I know that,” she continued, “but what I mean is, why just me?  Shouldn’t he have the entire staff, anyone who can even spell their own name, out here?”
 
   “My guess it’s bullshit.  He wanted to get into your knickers and even after you slammed the drawer on his cobblers he couldn’t admit that’s all there was to it.”
 
   “Actually, I didn’t give him time to admit it.  When I left his office he was still screaming and drooling.”  
 
   There was a long pause as Jerry overtook a line of jitneys, barely regaining his own side of the highway in the face on an oncoming camion lourd whose steam-horn seemed powerful enough to blast the light speedster clear off the road. 
 
   “Maybe it’s just vanity or wishful thinking on my part,” Shelley Mary continued, hoping there was no tremor in her voice.  Did he always drive like this?  “But I think it’s a real tip.”
 
   “Then here’s a question - never mind his hacks, why didn’t he tell the cops?”
 
   “The cops,” she laughed, “what good would they be?  This is a dynamista bombing, not some tramp bothering a Topper outside Rrods and Phortnum.”
 
   “That’s not the point,” Jerry replied. “Imagine the shit that would come down on him if the tip’s genuine and the bombing happens – and he hadn’t reported it.”  True enough, Shelley Mary thought.  So maybe this was all just bullshit. “So shall we just call it a day?” she asked the silvographer.
 
   “Fuck no!” he replied, “you dragged me out here.  There’s bound to be some kind of story involved. We might as well poke around.”
 
    
 
   But as they poked around, nothing seemed out of place.  Within the security fencing, and having passed through some desultory checks, was a straggling cross-section of the almost extinct middle class who retained a strange respect for the symbols of government even as that government raped them.
 
   “Look,” Jerry said quietly. “No!  Don't make it obvious.  Your two o’clock.”
 
   Shelley Mary stopped, as if to search for something she might have dropped, then glanced in the direction Jerry had indicated.  Nothing much.  Just a group of four large men dressed similarly – smart but casual.
 
   “Your five-thirty.”  Again, Shelley Mary turned as subtly as she could, and saw a similar group, but five men this time.  Now that they had been pointed out, she saw more and more of these groups. Twos, threes, fours and the one of five. Civilian but uniformed nonetheless.  
 
   “Who are they?” she asked Jerry.
 
   “Cops,” he replied.  “Or Silencio wide boys. Who can tell the difference, these days?”  Fuck! she thought, and I’m supposed to be the journalist.
 
   “Don’t beat yourself up,” Jerry said.  It was as if he had read her mind.  First Cerval and Evangeline and now Jerry.  Am I that easy to read?  “I’ve been in this game a very long time,” he continued.  “You’ll get there.”
 
    
 
   Now that they’d spotted the barely concealed enforcers, Shelley Mary felt the latent danger in the air.  She began to turn phrases over in her mind.  It was a day like any other.  Smoke citizens polishing up on their civics lessons as they toured the Senate compound in the afternoon sun.  A day like any other but for the…
 
   “Shit!” she said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I know that face! At least I think I do.”  The face grew nearer.  Flat, square and horribly, freshly, scarred around the mouth.  The body that owned the face had a firm grip on a skinny young man in a long overcoat, too heavy and too hot for the weather. The face seemed to feel her eyes and looked directly at her.  No visible sign of recognition but he and his skinny companion instantly turned to head in a different direction.  Were it not for the skinny man’s surprise at the face’s directing hand, the movement might have passed as natural.
 
   Fuck! thought the face.  That bitch.  
 
   He hadn’t recognized her immediately. The last time he saw her, she’d damn nearly ridden him down on her Arielectro.  If it weren’t for this mission – this mission to which he owed his life – he’d fix her right now.
 
    
 
   For a brief moment, Samwell McFee felt Mueller’s grip on his arm relax and he thought about running. An instant later, the opportunity had passed and Samwell knew that before he’d taken a step Mueller would have eviscerated him with the boning knife beneath his jacket.  
 
   Samwell was hot and terrified, both conditions caused by the sweating dynamite strapped to his bony frame and the overcoat that hid it.  He had tried desperately to escape from this mission, but Bonnot Falwell seemed to know exactly what he was thinking and had made certain that Samwell was never alone.  Then Dalton Trager Rhineheart had got word to him.  Just go through with the plan.  We’ll be there.  We’ll save you.  Samwell doubted that he would have believed that coming from anyone else in The Smoke, but with Dalton? Maybe, just maybe.
 
   In any event, this horribly disfigured Silencio thug had been beside him night and day ever since he had returned to the Bonnot’s dynamista temple after meeting with Dalton, so he really only had two choices: immediate death by sharp blade or later death by massive explosion.  He sensibly concluded that the longer he stayed alive, the longer he might stay alive.  
 
   As he and Mueller approached one of the arched main entrances to the Senate galleries, he was sure they’d be stopped by Security; that the dynamite would be discovered and that he might go home via several years in jail.  But the security guards exchanged quick, knowing glances with Mueller and they were through, unfrisked.
 
   Shelley Mary and Jerry, hanging back, saw a tall and imposing figure hurry forward, followed by several nervous characters who did not look comfortable in their new clothes.
 
   “Isn’t that…”
 
   “Dalton Rhineheart,” Jerry finished the thought for her.  “There’s something going on here.  C’mon!”  They pushed forward, flashed their press passes at security and hurried into the building.
 
   They were just in time to see Dalton and his colleagues overtake Mueller, grab him and yell to Samwell:  “Get to the East Gate!  Now!”  Samwell turned and took off exactly as Jerry Mason stepped up and fired the silvographa’s magnesium flash.  The brilliant light froze the action – and froze the actors into momentary inaction.
 
   Mueller recovered first, stepped up to Jerry and slashed his neck wide open.  Before Shelley Mary could even comprehend that image, Mueller drew a Wills-Tucker seven-shot revolver and fired at Samwell, who had begun to run.  The first two shots missed and Samwell was almost around a corner and safe – but the third hit Samwell squarely in the back. It blasted him off his feet and he fell, now beyond that safe corner and out of Shelley Mary’s line of sight.
 
   The third bullet also triggered the dynamite strapped to his body.
 
   Shelley Mary had dropped to Jerry’s dying side – nothing she could do to help him – when the blast hit, slightly deflected by the corridor’s layout.  Even so, had she been standing, it would have knocked her flat.  As it was, she was sprayed with blood and tissue, deafened by the sound, disorientated by the massive shockwave.  The explosion, a kind of rolling thunder, one stick of dynamite setting off another, also flattened both Mueller and Dalton Rhineheart.  Rhineheart recovered first and Shelley Mary saw him kick the Silencio thug in the temple, his steel-toed boot smashing Mueller’s skull.  As if that weren’t enough, Rhineheart then stomped on his neck and Shelley Mary heard – or felt, for she was too deaf to hear – the fatal crushing of cartilage, the destruction of Mueller’s windpipe.
 
   Dalton turned to her, grabbed her arm and issued a command which barely penetrated her ringing ears.  As he dragged her away, she had the presence of mind to grab Jerry’s silvographa, surprised at its solidity and heft. Propelled by Dalton, she pushed against the incoming tide of security and the suited men she and Jerry had noticed.  When one of them stopped Dalton and another stepped up to her, she swung the heavy device at his head, scored a direct hit.  To Shelley’s surprise, the man went down like sawn pine. He lay unmoving, his eyes open. 
 
   While she was trying to comprehend the fact that she’d killed a man, Dalton grabbed her and, in the chaos, they made their escape.
 
   Only now, as her ears began to clear, did she hear the screams, the sirens, the shouts and the wails.
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   One evening, three weeks into his recovery programme, Thorsten dropped the barbell and straightened up sharply – almost lost his balance, for he was still not entirely used to life with only one arm, and his more severely wounded leg would never be as strong as its pair. To Cerval’s intense surprise and pleasure, the giant grinned, stepped up to him, wrapped his one massive arm around his friend and lifted him high off the ground.
 
   “I feel great!” He said.  “I’m a new man, Cervie!”  And then, acknowledging his friend’s astonishment.  “No pain!  Nothing!”  Whether his recovery was due to intensive exercise, mind over matter or simple will power, it wasn’t clear. Nor did it matter. The point was, Thorsten Lavarack was back. Now he banged his head – a blow that would have caved in anyone else’s skull.  “You’re a genius!” he said. “Now, let’s see what you’ve got.”
 
   What Cerval had was the steam-powered prosthetic arm. 
 
   The team constructing Thor’s Hammer, as it inevitably became known, was led by D’Arcy Lord Pitts, Donald Nathan’s father.  The old man might concede metallurgy to his son, but he remained the most exquisite smith, a man whose huge, scarred hands could repair, rebuild or replace even a timepiece’s finest components. 
 
   Despite the team’s skills, there were many times the Pitts and their helpers wished that Doctor Efrain, the genius who had designed the unit, was at the estate to help and advise.
 
   However complex its workings, and its drawings, the prosthetic’s functional layout was simple: an arm articulated exactly like a human arm; designed to be strapped to shoulder and back; operated by a control panel manipulated by Thorsten’s healthy hand; high-pressure steam generated in a small boiler slung between Thorsten’s shoulder blades drove the miniature turbines and pumps which pressurized the plant-oil-filled hydraulic lines and pistons.
 
   That power-plant had been more problematic than the arm or the interchangeable ‘hands’ which ranged from a fearsome club hammer, through the traditional split hook to a fully articulated claw.  Pitts was working on a circular saw attachment.  To be effective, the arm required instant power, which was not a characteristic of any steam-driven device unless that power were stored in a pressurised system, an accumulator.  
 
   Donald Nathan’s alien alloy had given the manufacturing team a huge advantage.  An accumulator/boiler/steam generation system constructed of iron or bronze, and capable of withstanding the massive pressures Efrain had specified, would be so heavy that even a man as big and powerful as Thorsten would find it hard to move with any degree of agility. The alien alloy brought lightness and relative compactness; and it could withstand the necessary pressure. But how to release that pressure – and keep it under control? That was another problem to be solved, and one that could only be proofed under operational conditions. 
 
    
 
   The massive arm sat on a workbench, each handmade rivet, nut and bolt burnished; cylinders, pistons, ball joints, couplings, hoses and flash-boiler turned to the finest tolerances.  Wisps of steam escaped from pressure relief valves and, wreathing ‘Thor’s Hammer,’ gave it an other-worldly appearance.  It hissed quietly, not the gentle sound of a kettle but an altogether more purposeful note. It seemed alive, with a will of its own.
 
   Donald Nathan and his father attached the prosthetic to Thorsten’s back and shoulder, watched anxiously by Cerval and Thor’s father, Gori Laverack. Only Thorsten seemed relaxed.
 
   The infernal contraption steamed gently as the final straps were fastened.
 
   Thorsten turned this way and that, accustoming himself to the prosthetic arm’s weight and bulk.   He walked the length of the room twice; and only one who knew him very well would see that one side of his body was substantially weaker than the other and that movement in the damaged leg was brutally painful.  Cerval wondered whether Thor’s father had been right and that they should have amputated.  Thor would have awakened to the loss. Accepted it.  How much more devastating to believe that the cutting and sawing was over and then return to surgery.
 
   Thor faced him with a smile.
 
   “Stand back, Cervie!”  And Cerval did step back a pace or two, beyond the reach of the alloy arm, just in case, in this test run, Thorsten did not have full control.  The others in the room stepped back, too.  
 
   With his uninjured arm, Thorsten reached for the prosthetic’s control panel, which hung around his neck. In the centre of the panel was a universally jointed lever which could move in all directions, an all-ways controller that was Efrain’s latest pride and joy. 
 
   “Extend,” Thor muttered to himself, flipped a switch and turned a dial.
 
   Pressurized steam hissed and the arm extended slowly.
 
   “Retract.”  Another switch and another dial and the arm folded itself back into a neutral position.
 
   “We need to combine those two controls,” said Cerval.  “Otherwise you’ll just be too slow.”
 
   “Though I was only on low power.  You know that?”
 
   “Of course,” said Cerval, doubting that increased pressure would speed the selection from extend to retract.  He watched as Thor repeated the extension then, with the arm fully extended, reached for the all-ways controller. He pushed the lever one way and the arm followed.  The other way, and the arm followed.  Drew it back and the arm bent at the elbow, folding back towards him until the hammer attached to its wrist rested against its alloy bicep.
 
   “How about a straight jab?” Thorsten smiled, Cerval thinking that if this thing was only half as powerful as Thor’s real arm had been, with that hammer fixed to its end it would be lethal.  He nodded.  Go ahead. Thor worked the controls and the arm extended quite slowly, a perfect replication of a boxer’s jab.  He stepped forward till the fist/hammer touched the back wall of the room, a wall constructed of large stone blocks, finely chiselled and tightly mortared.  He withdrew the fist/hammer to its resting position against his bicep and took a short step forward.  Turning to Cerval:
 
   “Full power?’
 
   Cerval bit his lip. He was alert to the risk, but unwilling to curb his friend’s boyish enthusiasm. Thorsten grinned.   “First time for everything, Cervie, and like you said, we don’t have forever.”  So Cerval nodded yes.
 
   This time, Thorsten dialed up the pressure before he hit the controller.
 
   The arm shot forward, smashed into the stone wall with such force that it split its target.  The recoil sent Thorsten staggering back and the flying stone chips had everyone diving for cover.  
 
   An instant later, the entire power plant exploded.  Superheated steam and fragments of hose everywhere.  Involuntary shouts of surprise and confusion and one yell of pain as the steam jet hit the older Pitts, burned through his leather jacket and peeled his shoulder almost to the bone.
 
   Only Thorsten remained silent.  He shrugged the unit off his back and let it drop behind him.   “How does that saying go, Cervie?”  he said. “Back to the drawing board?”
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   The tHREE armoured horses sped along the Harlesdon Marshes road, nimbly side-stepping ruts and potholes. Squat, muscular, they carried their armour as if it were barely heavier than papier maché – which it was, being made of Chavalier ReForTin. As Rhineheart’s chariot was also made of the same super-light alloy, the horses drew it along like a racing trap. 
 
   Its lightness had its disadvantages.  Despite its advanced construction, the interior of the chariot was not a comfortable place to be. Its leaf suspension was no match for the poorly maintained roads, which got worse the closer they were to Harlesdon Marshesl and the lightweight vehicle bounced violently. The interior vibrated and rattled and the only light came through two narrow slots at the front, the higher for vision, the lower for the horses’ reins. 
 
   Dalton Trager Rhineheart wielded the reins expertly, flexing to remain upright as he navigated around the deepest of the potholes, hands steady so that the horses knew exactly what was expected of them. 
 
   Shelley Mary was left to fend for herself, sprawled on the floor among Dalton’s weapons and body armour. Bruised and bloodied. 
 
   Fuck! She’d killed a cop!  Or a Silencio. 
 
   Not that she’d meant to.  Who knew that a good whack with a camera would do it? Mind you, Jerry always did use heavy-duty equipment.  Shelley Mary felt her eyes moisten as she thought of her friend, but her mind quickly returned to her own plight. She was no longer a journalist – if she’d ever been one – but an outlaw.  A marked woman. She’d be hunted down like a rabid dog, to be shot or beaten to death on sight.  Perhaps she should have settled for reporting on the doings of rich nonentities and famous idiots. At least you didn’t end up caving in skulls with silvographas, or getting blown up, or being dragged off by wild-looking men driving chariots.
 
   Despite the self-pity and introspection, Shelley Mary did not fail to notice that Dalton’s calves filled his gaiters nicely, as did his chest his leather blouson. An image flashed across her mind, in which Dalton’s chest was pressed against hers, no blouson between, but she quickly dismissed it. 
 
   What’s the matter with me?  How come every time I’m in the shit, I think of sex? 
 
   And where was he taking her?
 
   She didn’t have to wait long to find out. Metallic clangs and whining ricochets announced that the chariot was under fire. She heard incoherent, threatening cries and shouts. Dalton reached down, opened a cabinet, pulled out a handful of small metal flasks. Without reining in the horses, he flung a few out of the lower slot. The threatening cries turned to shouts of elation. 
 
                    
 
   The horses and the chariot thundered on while, through a gap in the armour, Shelley Mary watched a knot of unshaven, skinny men and women fight over the double-shot flasks of mushka that Dalton had thrown among them. A strong psilocybin-based liquor, it would allow them to escape their squalid lives for a few hours.
 
   Shelley Mary guessed they were on the outskirts of Harlesdon Marshes, an area she had never explored and would not have dared to without a heavily armed posse of bodyguards. She knew it was where the unemployed, the homeless, the penniless, the losers, the addicts, the mentally ill – that huge, amorphous class termed the UnderGrunts – lived their miserable, and usually short, lives.  The Chavaliers were the only residents who didn’t fall into the category of abject, and that was only through Dalton’s leadership and their monopoly of ReForTin.
 
   In general, Marshians were dangerous, uncontrollable and, most of all, poor. Smokies with any social or financial aspirations agreed that the Marshian UnderGrunts deserved whatever they got. In this belief, they were encouraged by the Commission’s drumbeat – that these degenerates, through their aberrant behaviour, their deliberate choices, had excluded themselves from the wealth that the Commission and its allies assured all Smokies was trickling down from the beneficent few at the top.   
 
   Contrary to Commission propaganda, the Marshie UnderGrunts were not a homogenous criminal, anti-social mass. Over the years, a great variety of subspecies had evolved and some had indeed made the deliberate choice to exclude themselves from The Smoke.  
 
   Daubers were artists who couldn’t or wouldn’t produce the mainstream art that the affluenzos and Toppers bought, preferring to work in real, close-to-the-earth media such as rotten wood, mud and stone.  Hurst Pierpoint, now the wealthiest artist in the history of The Smoke, had begun as a Dauber and specialized in shit. He was glib and espoused a philosophy of art that no one would admit they didn’t understand.  Somehow, Hurst Pierpoint’s shit caught on; affluenzos bought it and so he produced ever more shit.
 
   Steamers were fanatical aficionados of old technology, who held electricidad to be the work of Sufud the anti-Dufus. Fuelled by ethylopium, a potent, highly addictive drug, the Steamers endlessly recycled and customised obsolete machinery in chaotic, crumbling workshops.  No ReForTin for them, only heavy metal.  They rarely finished projects they started.
 
   Revoltistas made occasional forays into The Smoke to commit random violence in the name of a social revolution whose aims they couldn’t quite define. The Commission liked them because they could be blamed for every bad thing that happened in The Smoke. 
 
   Then there were Dynamistas, recruited by Bonnot Robertson Falwell from the more fanatical elements of the Revoltistas. Brain dead on ethylopium and Falwell’s preaching, a far more dangerous drug, they really came to the fore once they realised that if they didn’t come back from their explosive raids – if they actually planned not to come back – their stock would rise sky high. What’s more, with the almost guaranteed results that a suicide Dynamista could offer, Bonnot Robertson Falwell could ask a high price for the hire of his disciples. The Commission loved them because they could, via Bonnot, be hired covertly to carry out any suicidal mission and, at the same time, like the Revoltistas, carry blame. In the weirdly stratified and segregated outlaw society of Harlesdon Marshes, the Dynamistas became heroes despite the Marshians’ deep suspicion of Bonnot himself.
 
   But the most secretive and hidden of the Marshes’ subcultures was the one of which Dalton Trager Rhineheart was the de facto leader: the dark-skinned but blue-eyed Chavaliers. They were the original inhabitants of the Marshes, when the area was a sparsely inhabited bog, its only asset huge underground seams of tin. The Chavaliers built the mines, trained the pit ponies, installed the heavy machinery, and extracted the metal by dint of backbreaking work and a willingness to bear a swingeing level of fatalities.
 
   A ramshackle boomtown grew up around the mines, and outsiders moved in – shopkeepers, prostitutes, doctors, veterinarians - all offering their services to the cash-rich tin miners. The Chavaliers themselves took to brick-built houses instead of the yurts that had been their traditional abodes. But they never lost their love of and expertise with horses and, over the years, they bred a hardy race of animals that could cope equally with pit work, pulling a chariot, or racing. 
 
   In the end, most of the tin ran out. The grand houses and expensive stores that had been built in the wake of the tin boom became empty and eventually derelict.
 
   The little ore that remained was deep-mined at great danger and only by the most skilled, the bravest of the Chavaliers. Some of the few miners who had saved their earnings chose not to work these often lethal seams. They moved out of the Marshes and tried to meld with The Smoke’s general population.  Others who had not saved had no choice but to remain in the Marshes, increasingly powerless as their homes and way of life crumbled. There was no longer any pride in being a Chavalier and they dispersed among the other Harlesdon subspecies.  However, the hardcore that stayed on, that worked the dangerous depths, determined to maintain their identity and isolated themselves from the other Marshan factions. They moved their living quarters underground, extending terraces of single-storey dwellings in the disused tunnels, along the exhausted seams. Their strength came from the little remaining accessible ore and, when Dalton and his inner circle discovered how to blend that now rare and precious tin with the resin riskily obtained in the wilderness, ReForTin promised these hardcore Chavaliers a new lease of life.
 
   It also earned the furious enmity of the Commission and the iron, coal and steam cartel, as threatened by this new technology as they were by electricidad.
 
    
 
   The horses drawing Dalton’s chariot were lathered up, having galloped full pelt all the way from the Senate to the Marshes. But they knew they weren’t far from home, and although Dalton had reined them in to a steady canter, they strained forward, snuffling noisily.  Straggling a few yards behind were another couple of chariots, driven by Noemi Galindo and Tilden St. Vincent, Dalton’s two most trusted lieutenants. When they’d driven out that morning there had been a fourth, driven by Paulina Ellamova, scion of a long-established Chavalier family and a fearsome warrior. But she’d last been seen going down under a scrum of baton-wielding cops, who had carted her off before Dalton and his group could get to her.  Had she been anyone other than Paulina, all the witnesses to her capture would have given her up for dead, but she had an extraordinary ability to resurrect herself.
 
   The trio of chariots now passed houses and businesses that hadn’t been occupied for decades, and as the horses thundered by it seemed that the vibration might finally bring them down. At the last of the wrecked houses, Dalton’s chariot approached what looked like a massive scrapyard-cum-garbage dump. Wrecked steamers, parts of steamers, old ironware, smashed furniture, all were strewn around in chaotic disarray. 
 
   Dalton reined in the horses and brought the chariot to a halt. Shelley Mary watched as he rooted about among his weapons and finally came up with a wicked-looking short-stock crossbow with a mahogany pistol grip. The satin sheen of the bow and the bolts proclaimed them to be made of ReForTin, though the bolts were iron-tipped.  Dalton cocked the weapon, and Shelley Mary found her voice:  “What are you planning to do with that?”  Dalton grinned.  He had white, even teeth and that alone would have set him apart from the majority of UnderGrunts.  “Relax, I didn’t bring you all this way to shoot you.”  Shelley Mary started to answer, but Dalton had already turned his attention from her. He poked the crossbow through the chariot’s vista viewer and steadied it, squinting along the stubby shaft of the bolt. He squeezed the trigger slowly and steadily, and finally fired.
 
   Anyone standing outside would have barely been able to register the sequence of events – the flight of the bolt was almost as fast and invisible as that of a bullet – but they might have heard the report as the bolt hit the knock-off hubcap on one of the front wheels of an ancient, rusty steamer, jammed halfway up the mountain of detritus. 
 
   A moment later, a carefully balanced series of weights and counterweights ground into action, and what appeared to be nothing but a pile of tangled, rusty junk reshaped and realigned itself, with an asthmatic creaking and grinding, into the form of a wide gateway.  It seemed to lead directly down into the darkest bowels of the earth.
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   the rebuilt prosthetic sat on an iron workbench. 
 
   Cerval, Evangeline, Thor’s father, Pitts father and son and everyone else who had helped build the device watched it balefully, warily, as if it were a wild animal that had attacked them once and was now just waiting for another opportunity.  Thorsten himself was the only one present who remained equable, but that may simply have been a result of his bizarre Broca malfunction, his unpredictable disconnect.  
 
   Cerval glanced at his childhood friend and wondered what he was really thinking, whether he had any regrets about their friendship and the Incorruptible quest that had been responsible for his terrible mangling.  But Thor’s blank expression gave nothing away.  It rarely did. The only remarkable thing about his face was the series of shaving cuts around one knob of his massive jaw.  Thorsten hated body hair of any kind, shaved twice a day, often slicing through surface layers of skin.  In such a monumental man, the shaving cuts were strangely endearing.
 
   The prosthetic sighed quietly as the relief valves responded to the ever-increasing steam pressure.  In every steam machine Cerval had known to date, the steam would not sigh but hiss as it escaped into the atmosphere; but in his fanatic quest to keep the bulk of the boiler and its ignition and heating mechanisms as small as possible, Efrain had designed a system that recaptured and recycled the steam released by the relief valves.  There was, therefore, only the faintest wisp hovering over the prosthetic, which made the whole system seem organic.  Even animal. 
 
   The alien metals from which Donald Nathan had constructed the prosthetic reacted oddly to the heat generated within the boiler and the steam and hydraulic lines, glowing, so that the exterior pulsed from a rich onyx to a paler, opalescent shade.  This phenomenon had at first concerned the Pitts.  Did it indicate a weakness at high temperatures?  In the end, however, they realized that just as iron could glow red- and then white-hot, so this material – for which they had not yet coined a name – changed colour according to temperature.  But, until it actually melted, at a much higher temperature than the melting point of a basic iron ore, the alien material retained all its strength.  
 
   Producing a temperature which would melt it had been one of the problems the Pitts had had to solve.  The flame wasn’t the question.  Both Donald Nathan and D’Arcy Lord had learned to work with the mysterious marsh gases which could be captured in tanks and flagons (though deep in the heart of Mancit and Manu territory and therefore at considerable risk).   These they pressurized and mixed with pure oxygen extracted from the air by another technology the Frankensteins had developed in their early search to create life.  In the correct combination and under the right pressure, a temperature of over 4000 dinoz – 3000 C° in AMS – could be developed, where iron melted at around 2000.  The crucibles were fashioned from a readily available mineral of almost identical composition to diamond.  Widely available but lacking the inner fire of diamond, it had little value except to smiths like the Pitts and scientists like Doctor Efrain.
 
    
 
   “Well, standing around gawping ain’t gonna buy the baby a new bonnet,” said Thor quietly.  Cerval had never heard him use street slang before, and took it as a sign that Thor was perhaps more nervous than he appeared.
 
   “Yes, let’s get on with it,” said Evangeline, then was instantly embarrassed that she had said anything.  This was not her operation.  Both Cerval and Thor smiled at her reassuringly.  Everyone here was entitled to nerves, and they all understood that the sooner Thor was fighting fit the sooner they might return to The Smoke and take revenge on the Silencios.
 
   Thor looked at Cerval, who nodded; then at the Pitts’s, who nodded.  He stepped up to the bench, turned around and lowered his one sound shoulder so that the Pitts’s could position and adjust the straps that held the device to his back.  It seemed to Cerval and Evangeline that the father and son team took much longer than one might expect to make those adjustments, as if they feared the next step – the second test of Efrain’s design and their workmanship.  It was Thor who lost patience, another sign that he was not as sanguine as he seemed.
 
   “That’s fine,” he said and stepped beyond their reach, shrugging his huge shoulders and reacting to the weight as if the prosthetic were no heavier than a winter overcoat. As before, the people in the room stepped aside, attempting discretion but staying out of reach of that fearsome arm which again featured a heavy club hammer as its fist.  
 
   As he had earlier, Thorsten reached for the prosthetic’s control panel with his uninjured arm.  It had been modified since the first test and now featured only Efrain’s much-admired all-ways controller and a single dial.  The controller directed the arm’s movements and the dial its power.
 
   “Same routine,” Thor said, not so much a question as a statement.
 
   “Same routine,” Cerval confirmed. “Extend!” said Thor as he manipulated the controller.  The muffled sound of pressurized steam forced through the narrow lines and complex valves.  
 
   The arm extended slowly.
 
   “Retract!” said Thorsten, reversing the direction of the controller.  The device hissed, its stifled voice indicating monstrous but contained power. 
 
   The arm retracted slowly.
 
                    “Let’s try that at a higher power setting,” said Thorsten, dialling it up.
 
                    “Extend!”  The arm shot out.
 
                    “Retract!” The arm retracted with such force that Thor had to step back to retain his balance.  “So far so good,” he smiled at Cerval.
 
                    “So far so good,” agreed Cerval gravely.
 
                    “Up.”  The arm reached up and straightened to its full reach.
 
                    “Down.”  It came down, overshooting its ‘parked’ position until Thor made the necessary adjustment.
 
                    “To the right.”  The arm swept right.  
 
                    “To the left.”  It swept left.
 
                    “Circle.”  It circled.  “Small circles.”  The circles diminished. “Big circles.”  The circles grew until the arm was windmilling, its power forcing Thor to plant his feet wider apart to stabilise himself.  There wasn’t another man on the estate, in The Smoke, or in the surrounding wilderness sufficiently big and strong to control this power, and Thor began to revel in it.  Cerval, Evangeline and the Pitts’s could only watch, not knowing the next manoeuvre, but smiling with increasing confidence and pride.
 
    
 
                 Thor parked the arm, turned to his friends triumphantly and at exactly that moment the prosthetic bit back, like the wild animal it had so oddly seemed to be before the test.  
 
                 It flew out with a terrible power and had not the younger Pitts shoved his father violently to one side, the hammer would have caved in his skull.  Its momentum all but threw Thor off his feet and no sooner had he regained his balance than the arm began to thrash violently, wild haymakers left and right, forcing everyone to dive to the floor.
 
                    Thor’s functioning hand worked the controls frantically but nothing would bring the prosthetic under control.  Had the giant Incorruptible been able to remain in one place the chaos might not have been so dangerous, but the random swings had a terrible momentum which dragged Thor back and forth, from side to side, almost as though this artificial addition to his body was rejecting its host and trying to destroy those who had forced the marriage of bio to mechanical.
 
                    Neither Cerval, Evangeline, Thor’s father nor the Pitts’s was going to stand by and watch their creation beat the young man to death – and all piled on, trying to grab and quiet the arm, attempting to undo the straps which held it to its victim; but the arm possessed not just an apparent will of its own but the power of a shunting engine.  No human or combination of humans could subdue it and they were flung aside – only to return to the fray, bloodied and bruised.
 
                    Violent death was in the air.
 
                    That no one did in fact die was thanks to Donald Nathan Pitts’ quick thinking.  He seized a wrench from the workbench and fastened on to one of the steam pressure lines, like a terrier on a giant rat, ignoring the battering until he loosened a fitting sufficient for the supercharged steam to escape.
 
                    With that escape, another risk.  Scalding. A heat so fierce it would rip skin and tissue to the very bone – and then pierce the bone.  But Cerval and Evangeline saw what the younger Pitts was trying to do and, rather than subdue the entire thrashing hybrid monster, they clung simply to the joint on which Pitts was working, miraculously avoiding the superheated jet until the arm lost pressure and therefore all its strength.  It didn’t take long, for one of the brilliant elements of Efrain’s design was the miniaturization of the boiler.  The question was not quantity of steam but quality – pressure – and as long as the system could be self-contained there was no great need for volume.  But, that self-contained, circulating system breached, the boiler drained fast.
 
                    The arm died and the combatants sprawled, exhausted and shocked.
 
                    Thor himself was the first to stand, a tribute to his superhuman physiology.  He looked down at his family and friends and smiled sardonically.
 
                    “As I was saying – back to the fucking drawing board.”  Thor swore even less than he used slang, so that was an indication of how shocking the incident had been.
 
    
 
   The ‘fucking drawing board’ was of course Doctor Pedro Robledo Efrain’s, and that genius was somewhere in The Smoke, ducking and diving from one secret location to another to avoid Silencio assassins.  At this point, Cerval did not realize how dire Efrain’s circumstances were, but even if he had he still would have done the only thing he could: send Brutus to The Smoke with a report of the tests to date and an urgent request for Efrain to review and correct the prosthetic’s design, in particular its control system.  At the very least, it required a kill switch, so that if it went berserk again Thor could immobilise it.
 
    
 
   Brutus flew high above the forest and mountain wildernesses that stretched from the Frankenstein estate to the outskirts of The Smoke, an almost unexplored landmass populated only by Manu and Mancit villages. The tribes’ murderous intent towards strangers was only exceeded by their ritual savagery towards each other, manifested in their traditional sport, headball. Following a battle, the winning tribe would decapitate the loser’s leader. Then the remaining warriors would range through the jungle, kicking the decapitated head, until one team or the other managed to get it through the doorway of the opposing tribal chief’s lodge. In recent times, one legendary Manu warrior, Baldibobi, had grown tired of the fact that the kicked-about skull often disintegrated long before it could be rammed through its goal.  So that warrior simply picked up the head and ran with it, charging through the forest until he was clubbed unconscious by the opposing team.  A long and violent debate followed but, finally, all agreed that there was no reason not to pick up the skull and run.  
 
   Brutus, the smartest, strongest and most experienced of all karriers, made full use of his understanding of the dangerous terrain below his flight path, soaring on thermals then diving for maximum speed as necessary. When he finally arrived at the Incorruptibles’ headquarters in The Smoke, Alaina rushed to embrace him.  She saw that the message pod strapped to one leg was marked with the traditional yellow and black lightning bolt that indicated maximum urgency; but she ensured that Brutus was fed and watered, and comfortable in his large coop, before she shared the message with her Babbler twin.
 
   He reacted to the strain in her expression with a string of stress-induced Babbler obscenities. Alaina let the stream of revolting words wash over her, waiting for calm to descend on her brother. When it did, “How are we supposed to find Efrain?” he asked. “The man’s completely disappeared.”
 
   “We have contacts Ricardo. I have contacts. I’ll put them on full alert.”
 
   “What if the Silencios realize they’re not the only people trying to find him?  What then?”
 
   “We’ll just have to be discreet.”  And Alaina smiled at the thought of her explosively profane, obscenity spouting Babbler twin being discreet.  Ricardo knew what she was thinking and laughed out loud.
 
    
 
   oOo
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   Although the room was windowless, it wasn’t oppressive. The opposite, in fact, for it was lit by the glow of a dozen candles, and cooled by an air shaft let into the ceiling. The walls, hollowed from rock, were rough-hewn but had been coated with a rich metallic paint, which gave them a glinting, reflective quality. Here and there were artworks, some representing the daily life of the tin miners whose descendants Shelley Mary had fallen among. One picture she recognised as an early Pierpoint, the brown tones and oaty texture a sure giveaway. She reckoned any of The Smoke’s affluenzos would have given a million koronas for it.
 
    Once underground, the man with the muscular calves had driven through a maze of tunnels until they came to an underground village, dwellings lining each side of a main ‘road’ with businesses dotted among them. Dalton had removed a panel from the side of the chariot so that she could see out, and she’d spotted a blacksmith, a chariot repair place of some kind, and even some food vendors. 
 
   When they’d arrived at his dwelling, Dalton, so far a man of few words, had simply led Shelley Mary to the room where she was now luxuriating in a huge bath, a rock-lined pool filled with warm, bubbling water. She noted with approval that the water immersing her remained totally clear. A thermal spring, she guessed.
 
                    Shelley Mary gingerly washed her face with a sponge, passing carefully over the cuts and scrapes that she’d received in the riot at the Senate. She wiggled her toes in the bubbles emanating from the other end of the pool. If it weren’t for the fact that she'd recently killed a man and would be a marked woman the rest of her life, she’d be enjoying this. 
 
                    She leant back, closed her eyes, and would have fallen asleep had she not heard someone discreetly clearing his throat on the other side of the hessian curtain that separated the bathing chamber from the rest of the dwelling. Quickly she slid lower in the and called out: 
 
                    “Who is it?”
 
                    “Dalton.”
 
                    “Dalton?”
 
                    “Dalton Trager Rhineheart. The man who stopped you being dragged off by Silencios. The man who brought you here.”              
 
   “Dalton. Nice name.”
 
                    “I’ve brought you some towels. I’ll leave them on the bed.” Shelley Mary heard Dalton move across the room, and made a quick decision. She leapt out of the bath, wincing slightly as her sore muscles were forced into action again, and positioned herself by the curtain. Wrapping it around herself like a toga, she peeked out, and saw Dalton laying the towels on the large bed. Dalton turned, saw Shelley, her outline soft in the candlelight, her face no less lovely for the scratches and bruises that crisscrossed it. 
 
                     “The thing is,” Shelley Mary said, embarrassing herself but unable to stop, “I need one of those towels now. Could you…?” Dalton looked at her, his face serious, the hint of a smile dancing around his eyes.
 
                     “I could.”  He picked up the largest of the towels he’d just placed on the bed, and strode across to Shelley Mary. He proffered her the towel. Still holding the curtain with one hand, with the other she took it. For a moment it looked as though Dalton was going to turn away, but he was held by Shelley Mary’s eyes, their pupils dilating.
 
                    Then Shelley Mary let go of the curtain. It fell away, revealing the smooth flesh, the combination of soft curves and firm muscle that both men and women loved. Dalton’s breath was taken away and he almost stumbled. But he caught himself, and then caught Shelley Mary, one arm under her shoulder blades, the other under her thighs. She leaned into him as he lifted her up and took her back across the short space to the bed, gently laying her on the fur coverlet.
 
                    Somewhere at the back of her mind, Shelley Mary just had time to wonder how this charismatic caveman had access to fluffy towels and fur bedclothes before Dalton was on her, hands rough, tongue smooth, pulling off clothes, pressing himself against her as if willing every inch of his body to blend into every inch of hers. Shelley arched her back, responding in kind, working his clothes until he too was naked, his dark skin a stark contrast to her soft, pale curves. 
 
                    When he entered her it was easy and welcome. She gasped and within seconds achieved climax, the first of many. It was good, so good, but in the tension and release of the moment, she was amazed to find herself thinking of Cerval... then Evangeline... then Dalton... then Evangeline... then Dalton... then Evangeline again.
 
   A healthy libido’s one thing, she thought, but am I out of control?  It wasn’t a question of morality.  The Smoke was sexually open. What was beginning to concern her was her self-control.  On the other hand, she consoled herself, near-death experiences stimulate sexual desire, the need to continue the species in the face of danger… These desires were perfectly natural.  And very welcome.
 
    
 
   Shelley Mary gingerly tasted the amber-coloured liquid. It was dry, with a musty aftertaste. She took a swallow and in a few seconds felt a warm glow pervade her body. 
 
                   “It’s good. What is it?”
 
                    “Mushka. We make it here. From mushrooms among other things.” Dalton took a sip from his own goblet.
 
                    Shelley Mary and Dalton sat opposite each other, each in a chair made from what appeared to be railway sleepers. Dalton wore his breeches, Shelley a towel knotted above her breasts. The rest of Dalton’s clothes were strewn around the floor. Shelley had noticed that the torn and bloodstained clothes in which she’d arrived had been taken away, and that there was a neat little pile of freshly pressed clothes on the ottoman at the end of the bed. How did these cave-dwellers achieve that?
 
                    Shelley tilted her goblet to look at the contents. 
 
                   “Mushka? So it does still exist.” In The Smoke, the hallucinogenic drink had been banned for years. “I’ve always heard that you could get it if you knew the right people.”  Dalton grinned.  “Well, the right people would be me. If I wanted to sell it, that is. But I don’t. We don’t. It’s part of our culture, a part that they haven’t taken away from us. Yet.” Shelley Mary drank again, more deeply this time.
 
                     “So what culture is that?”
 
   “Chavalier culture.”
 
   “Chavaliers. A Marshian UnderGrunt subclass.”  Shelley Mary recited the words as if reading from a social commentary.  Dalton barely inclined his head.  He seemed amused and Shelley Mary felt patronized. She continued. “Chavaliers, Steamers, Daubers, they’re just names. Meaningless to most Smokies because most Smokies think all Marshians are trash, whatever they’re called.”
 
                 “And what do you think?”
 
   “My mother used to say to me ‘work hard at school, or you’ll end up in Harlesdon Marshes.’” Dalton grinned again.   “And yet you have.”
 
                    “Looks like it.”  Shelley Mary forced herself to think like the newspaperwoman she aspired to be. “Which brings me to my next question – why me? I mean, there were dozens of people in trouble at that demo, and you could have rescued any of them. And yet you took me.”   Dalton leaned forward, a hank of his long hair failing over his cheek. Shelley Mary felt her heart lurch. She was pretty sure it wasn’t just the mushka, though that was having a palpable effect.
 
                    “I didn’t just pick you out at random. I recognised you.”
 
                    “You’re kidding.”
 
                    “Your picture. Your column in The News Of The Smoke.”
 
                    “You read the social column of The News?” said Shelley Mary incredulously. “You live in a cave, you ride in a horse-drawn chariot, yet you follow the doings of a bunch of timewasters who just happen to have money?”  Dalton grimaced. 
 
                    “Not only money. Power. They’ve carved everything up between them. And they’ve convinced Smokies that if we rock the boat, it will get a lot worse.” 
 
                    Shelley blinked and focussed.  She agreed with Dalton but the mushka glow was distracting, spreading to every part of her body. She said: “You sound like Cerval and Evangeline.” 
 
                    “Who are Cerval and Evangeline?” And before she could stop herself, Shelley Mary betrayed them: “Incorruptibles.”  Dalton gave a short, sharp bark of laughter.
 
                    “Those dilettantes!”
 
                    “You have no idea what you’re talking about!” Shelley Mary retorted, hot. “Dilettantes?  So fucking dilettante that they took on the Silencios head on, and Thorsten Laverack’s more dead than alive.”  She cut herself short as she understood the enormity of her betrayal.  She had made a promise to Cerval and Evangeline to protect their anonymity, and she had so easily broken it.  Now Dalton held their lives in his hands.  
 
                    Fuck this mushka!
 
                    “Thorsten Laverack?”  
 
                    “I should have kept my mouth shut.”
 
                    “No, no, go on.  I’m intrigued.”
 
                    “You patronizing arsehole.  How dare you judge the Incorruptibles!  What the fuck do you know about them?”
 
                    “I know they’re idealists.”
 
                    “And that’s a bad thing?” 
 
                    “You tell me. Seriously.  If I’ve misjudged them, I’ll admit it.”  Shelley Mary calmed herself, tried to think through the mushka haze.
 
                    “They were founded by an affluenzo – a Topper, in fact – who’d seen though the life he was born to, and dedicated himself to cleaning up crime and corruption in The Smoke.  He believes that’s the first step to re-ordering society.”
 
                    “And that’s not a hopeless ideal?”
 
                    “I said it before.  You’re a patronizing arsehole, Dalton.  What fucking good are you doing? And Evangeline… and Thorsten… they’re as different from affluenzos as you.”
 
   “I have a simpler, less grandiose agenda.  A Chavalier agenda. To get what’s rightfully ours.  Somewhere decent and safe to live. A chance to make a living. A future for our children.”
 
                    “Then you and the Incorruptibles are on the shame... same… side.”
 
                    “Maybe. But we live in an abandoned tin mine. Where do they live?”
 
                    Touché, thought Shelley Mary but she was damned if she’d betray the estate. She looked around at the room. The flickering candlelight, soft shadows dancing on the walls, the inviting fur-covered bed. She knew she was entering a mushka-fuelled dream state. Her limbs felt fuzzy down to their extremities, and the contours of the room rippled as though she was under water.
 
                    Dalton leaned forward again, concerned. Had she misjudged him? Shelley Mary noticed how white his teeth were.  They too rippled, like the walls.
 
                    “Are you feeling all right?” he asked.
 
                    “I feel... I feel...” Shelley Mary stood up, swaying slightly. The towel fall to the ground. Dalton sprang to his feet and caught her as she was following the towel. He
 
    led her gently to the bed and was arranging the fur cover around her when she grasped his hand, pulled him down to her. 
 
                    It all started again, and this time Shelley Mary saw only Dalton’s face before her.
 
    
 
   oOo
 
   


 
   
  
 



19
 
    
 
   “So the Silencios were responsible for the bombing? It was the work of an agent provocateur?”
 
                    It had been twenty four hours since Dalton brought Shelley Mary to his underground hideout, and since then they had made love many times. Now they both felt the need to talk. To eat and drink. They sat at a massive table, like the chairs constructed from railway sleepers that took up a corner of the cavern-room. On it were spread a variety of Chavalier specialities: a horsemeat roast – the Chavaliers weren’t sentimental about what they ate and when a pit pony passed its useful working life it took on another use, just as vital; mushroom tortillas and vol-au-vents, herb-flavoured fungus dumplings and a bowl of the wild raspberries that thrived in the dirt of the dump above the underground headquarters.
 
                    Shelley Mary picked a shred of meat from between her teeth. She’d said she was hungry enough to eat a horse, and had wondered why Dalton grinned. She had to admit it was good. 
 
                    “My boss knew it was going to happen in advance and the Silencios were there. Or one of them, anyway. He was one of the assassins that ambushed the Incorruptibles at Efrain’s lab. But what I need to know is, why? What was the point of the bombing?”
 
   “They’re ruthless, the Commission,” Dalton replied.  He sounded admiring. “Random street violence, bombings, crime – they keep fear alive and fear is the Commission’s franchise.”
 
   “There has to be more to it than that,” Shelley Mary said then, as the details of the explosion came back to her: “Poor Jerry. I wish I hadn’t asked him along ”
 
                    “It was his job,” replied Dalton unsympathetically.  “And, anyway, it’s not all bad.”  She gave him a hard look and was going to object but he continued quickly: “It shows the kind of bastards we’re up against. And if we can get that across to everyone in The Smoke, maybe we can wake them up.”  Shelley Mary shook her head. 
 
   “Is that what you want? To wake up The Smoke? To change the status quo? Because if it is, you should be working with Cerval.” Shr gave his a chance to reply but he remained silent, so she continued: “But I don’t believe that. I think you’re Chavalier first and foremost and the Smokies can go hang.”
 
   “Friends and family first,” Dalton shrugged, not rising to the bait. “Anyway, if you feel so strongly about it, you don’t need Cerval Frankenstein and you don’t need me. Do something about it yourself.” 
 
   “On my own?”
 
   “Maybe you have to start on your own. We all do.”
 
   “Sounds like you have it all worked out.”
 
   “What I know is this: the Commission – probably every politician in The Smoke – they all work on the assumption that the general population is stupid and perhaps en masse, it is. Certainly acts that way. But, if you’re a hopeful type, you might think that’s only because Smokies are ill-informed.  For a long time, they’ve been peddled a con – the Affluenzo Dream: you can make it if you really try. Luckily for the Commission, one in a million of the dreamers flukes it and suddenly everyone believes he or she can be that one.  The truth is, it’s a lie!  Every day the rich are getting richer. Not just richer – nothing wrong with that – but obscenely richer and at the cost of everyone else. It’s not enough for them to have a major share. They want everything and for the rest to have nothing. That’s the truth the Commission hides – but you’re a writer. You can work to expose the lie. You can write a call to arms. A manifesto. Instead of trading barbs with me, do something! Write something that illuminates the truth, that will inspire hope and a belief that The Smoke can be changed!”
 
                    Shelley Mary looked down at her feet.  How similar his idea was to Cerval’s belief that she could write the story of the Incorruptibles, reveal his true identity, his burning desire for justice – and that story might begin to inspire change.  
 
   So far, she’d failed miserably at everything except her own sexual pleasure.
 
                    “Right,” she said gloomily. “I’m a gossip columnist without a column, I’m on the run for murder. I can’t ever go home. I’ve betrayed Cerval and his Incorruptibles.  Even if I could write your manifesto, I can’t get it out there.  It’ll be words fired into a void.”
 
                    “No!  I know exactly how you can get it out there.” 
 
   She saw the fire in his eyes, heard the fervor in his voice and her heart lifted.  If she could be a motive force in the revolution which these two very different men hoped for, she would die happy.
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   Dalton and Shelley Mary strolled hand in hand along what was once the main street of Harlesdon Marshes.  Shelley noticed that they weren’t being bothered even by the most desperate-looking derelicts. Clearly Dalton was known around these parts, and anyone accompanying him was accorded safe passage.
 
                    As they walked, they passed through various different streetscapes; what appeared to be a totally derelict block would suddenly lead into an area where dwellings, however decrepit, were occupied and businesses were operating. They rounded one corner and had to move to one side to avoid dozens of decades-old steamers, in various stages of decomposition, their rusty hulks spread out across the road. Several shop fronts were festooned with oily steamer parts, and here and there men and women worked on the machines, themselves covered in so much filth and grease that at a distance they seemed to be wearing war paint.  Dalton saw Shelley Mary looking askance. 
 
                    “They’re Steamers,” he explained.
 
                    “I can see that,” replied Shelley Mary. “But they’re all old crates. I haven’t seen any like them on the road for years.”
 
                    “No, I meant the people working on them. They call themselves Steamers too. They’ve got a mission.  They reckon electricidad is the work of the devil, and they want to keep old steam vehicles going as long as they can. They’re just traditionalists I suppose.”
 
                    “What happens when they run out of parts?”
 
                    “They make them.”
 
                    One of the Steamers, a grizzled older man, his hands ingrained with the dirt of years, brought his head up out of the engine bay in which he’d been immersed: 
 
                    “Hey, Dalton!”  He indicated the machine he’d been working on. “Wanna buy it? It’ll be ready in a couple of days.”  Dalton grinned. 
 
                    “I don’t think so, Carlo. You know us Chavaliers – we’re even more backward-looking than you.”  Carlo took notice of Shelley Mary for the first time. Although she was wearing the Chavalier clothes that Dalton had provided for her, Carlo seemed to sense that she wasn’t a Harlesdon Marshes resident. 
 
                    “Decided to slum it for a bit, have you? See how the other half live?” Shelley Mary bristled.  “I’m not here because I want to be!”
 
                    “No,” said Dalton mildly, “She’s a murderer. Killed a cop. Or a Silencio. She’s hiding out with us for a while.”  Carlo looked at her with new respect. “You’ve burnt your bridges then. No going back to the Higher Ground for you.”
 
                    “I’m not from the Higher Ground,” said Shelley Mary stiffly. “I’m from Brickheath.”  Instantly the steamer broke out into a grin that lit his whole face. 
 
      “A Brickie, eh? That’s different. We Brickies have to stick together!”  He clapped Shelley Mary on the shoulder with a force that rocked her sideways. “Anything you need in the steamer line, you let me know!”  As the old man took up his work again, Dalton and Shelley Mary walked on.
 
    
 
   “It’s quite different from its reputation – the Marshes. Most Smokies think all the Marshians are criminals, bums or druggies.”
 
                    “And whose fault is that then?” Shelley Mary recognized the accusation in his voice.
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” she retorted hotly.
 
   “You journalists.  If you did your job, the truth would out.  Take Carlo, He had a good business. But he was paying so much protection to the Silencios – taxes, they called it - that when his wife fell sick he couldn’t afford the hospital or the drugs.  She died.  The business failed. He drifted down here. An extreme example, you might think, but you’d surprised how many Marshians have similar stories.”  
 
                    Shelley Mary had no answer to that and they walked on.  A few more blocks of decay and dereliction, and they found themselves in another quarter. Here almost every surface was decorated. Some designs were figurative. Shelley Mary noticed scurrilously accurate caricatures of several of the society personalities that she used to write about. But most were abstract, creating a brain-frazzling explosion of colour that was in stark contrast to the browns and greys of the rest of the Marshes.  This was the artists’ quarter, home of the Daubers. Some were born and bred in the Marshes, but many had immigrated from The Smoke, attracted by the empty buildings and the free-thinking way of life.  As with the Steamers, the Daubers seemed to know Dalton.  
 
   Dalton and Shelley Mary approached a slightly-built woman who was moulding an abstract statue in the middle of the street. Dalton shook hands with the artist.   “How’s it going Talia? Going to be another Pierpoint?”  Talia growled, her deep voice in contrast to her slim, compact body. 
 
                    “Don’t talk to me about that sell-out.  Artist?  Con artist, more like.”
 
                    “Because he went back to The Smoke and became a star?”
 
                    “Among other things.” She nodded towards Shelley Mary. “Who’s your friend?’
 
                    “Killer,” Dalton explained airily. “Staying with me till things cool down.”
 
                    “Does Paulina know?” For the first time since she’d met him, Shelley Mary thought Dalton seemed flustered.    
 
                    “Oh, she’ll be fine,” he said, a little too forcefully. “Anyway, I haven’t seen her since the rumpus at the Senate.”  Talia laughed:
 
                    “Give her a couple of days.  She’ll come back.  She always does.” 
 
                    “No doubt.” Dalton smiled weakly and Shelley Mary asked herself why, if this Paulina was important to him, was Dalton not trying to find her? But she kept her thoughts to herself.
 
    
 
   They walked on. Then with no warning, the side of a building flew apart in an explosive blast of light and sound, hurling two men several ahms into the road.  Shelley Mary sprang back, but pulled herself together as she saw that Dalton merely waited patiently until the men picked themselves up. They were a little unsteady on their feet, but apparently not seriously harmed. One of them spotted Dalton: 
 
                    “Hey, Rhineheart, how’re you doing?” he shouted, deafened by the explosion he had instigated.
 
                    “Still keeping the faith, I see,” replied Dalton.  The man shrugged, dusting himself down.  As he came towards them, Shelley Mary saw that his eyes were dilated and he jittered as he walked.
 
                    “Developing some new stuff,” he explained loudly.  “Fill a matchbox with it, you got enough to bring down a three-storey building. It’s a little unstable though.”  Dalton and Shelley Mary regarded the rubble that had been the side of the building.
 
                     “Seems so,” said Dalton and the man walked off trying to disguise a limp.  Shelley Mary turned to Dalton. “They blow themselves up?” she asked, astonished.
 
                    “Well, not deliberately.  They’re the Dynamistas, the ones who do it deliberately. The  same ones did the Senate.” He gave her a cool look.  “What?” she asked. “For someone who’s supposed to be a journalist,” he said, “there’s a lot you don’t seem to know.” Shelley Mary bit off the defensive retort she was about to make.  He was right.
 
   “There’s a lot the general Smokie public doesn’t know,” she said quietly.  “And – you said it earlier – that’s our failure.  Journalists.”
 
   “Don’t be too hard on yourself.  As they say… ‘What happens in the Marshes stays in the Marshes.’”  
 
   They moved on and Dalton continued his explanation of the strange life in Harlesdon Marshes. “The Dynamista we just spoke to? Well, the Dynamistas are a faction of the Revoltistas. You know what their motto is? ‘Progress through explosives.’  Except they’re always too stoned to get on to the progress part, so the motto doesn’t mean much.”  
 
                   “Bonnot Falwell Robertson’s disciples – and what I don’t understand is why the Commission hasn’t shut him down.”
 
                    “Think about it.”
 
                    “You mean… Falwell works with the Commission?”  Dalton shrugged.  “Useful to have a bunch of lunatics on hand who think they’ll blow themselves straight up into heaven.”
 
    
 
   Dalton had a specific destination in mind – a large building that had once been a busy department store. The remains of the store’s sign still hung crookedly over the entrance, its faded letters proclaiming that it once traded as Derby & Thoms. Outside, Dalton stopped for a moment, looked up at the store’s frontage, still imposing despite decades of weather, arson and neglect. Shelley Mary couldn’t fathom what they were doing there.
 
                    “It’s an old department store, right? Derby & Thoms.  I’ve seen pictures of it from the old days.  In the archives.  It looks as though it’s been completely stripped out.”
 
                    “Yeah, it’s a wreck. Nothing but a home for pigeons and rats. But there’s one little bit left that’s going to help us. Come on.”
 
                    A few minutes later Dalton and Shelley Mary were in a basement room. Its main purpose was clearly some kind of technology, for a large part of it was taken up by a massive piston assembly, from which led a tangled mass of pipes and tubes. Attending the machinery was a Chavalier woman, dark but blue-eyed like Dalton, seated in a wickerwork wheelchair. She had no legs below the knee.
 
                    As Dalton and Shelley Mary approached, she turned to face them, operated controls that sent the chair scooting across the floor towards them, silently except for a pffftt of compressed air.
 
                    “Dalton! To what do I owe this pleasure? And who’s your friend?”
 
                    “Just came to see how you’re getting on, Florenza, and introduce you to Shelley Mary.” Shelley Mary was uncomfortable under Florenza’s scrutiny. Everyone she had met with Dalton had regarded her quizzically. 
 
                    “She’s going to write our manifesto.”  Shelley Mary contained her surprise. It was such a clear-cut statement of something that had only been an idea, she thought. A suggestion.  She saw Florenza’s attitude change instantly. 
 
                     “Ah, the famous manifesto,” and Shelley Mary realized that Dalton’s urging her to do something on her own, to use her skills, wasn’t a spontaneous suggestion; that he had been thinking about, talking about, a manifesto with his sympathizers. Perhaps for some time.  Should she be flattered that he had chosen her to put the words together?
 
   Dalton explained the system which would distribute the manifesto: “You know when you go into a store in The Smoke, you buy something, the clerk takes your money, puts it into that little cylinder and fires it off to the accounts department?  Your change comes back in the same cylinder?”
 
                    “The pneumo? Sure.  Runs on compressed air, right?”               
 
   “Exactly,” said Florenza. 
 
                    “Well,” continued Dalton, “imagine if along with your change and the receipt you got a copy of the manifesto.  Headline? Something like STOP CONSUMING, START THINKING!  I don’t know.  You’ll think of the right words. Something that would shock you. Open your eyes. Make you read on.”
 
                  “Except that I’d’ve already consumed,” Shelley Mary observed wryly.
 
                   “But I’d bet you would read on.  You’d find a call to arms. The Smoke dream exposed. The illusion of trickle down. Here are the facts. Wealth and privilege are self-perpetuating. A closed club.  There is no equality of opportunity.  Citizens of The Smoke, rise up, throw off your shackles.  You have nothing to lose and everything to gain.”
 
                    “That’s it?” asked Shelley Mary dubiously. “I don’t think that’s going to stir anyone’s blood.”
 
                    “That’s why we need a writer, someone who can make ideas come alive! Write it your way!  Make it different!  Make it credible! Every revolution in history begins with words. Theory. Debate. Information. Inflammation! Put the words together!”  
 
   Despite herself, Shelley Mary was excited.  This was exactly the kind of challenge she had hoped she might face at The News Of The Smoke. Dalton slapped the big cylinder again. 
 
                   “This was the heart of the original pneumo. Invented by H.W. Derby.   Derby & Thoms was the first store to use it. Of course, all the other big stores wanted it too and the system spread throughout The Smoke. Then they all connected to one another. Smoke-wide communications that didn’t get caught up in traffic, didn’t need runners. It’s one of the few Smoke systems that actually works, even if the SuperOxygenators are lobbying to have it shut down. Anyway, as Harlesdon Marches declined, Derby & Thoms went belly up, but while all the other stores go on using the compressed-air tube, the heart of the system, the original, here in this building, still exists. And all the original tubes are still in place.  It hasn’t been used for years but it’s still connected to every store in The Smoke.”  He turned to the woman in the wheelchair.  “Florenza’s our resident genius.  She’s been renovating and adapting the pneumo system.  Thanks to her, anything we upload here can end up in every single retail outlet in The Smoke.  How’s that for distribution?”
 
                    Shelley Mary was impressed. “That’s quite something.”  Florenza smiled. “Compared to developing a compressed-air system to power wheelchairs, it was a piece of cake.”
 
    
 
   oOo
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   Rupert Gilchrist Bass’s bowels were in a turmoil, partly the result of a questionable mutton stew that his wife had served up the night before. She wasn’t a great cook at the best of times, and for a while Rupert had suspected that she was trying to poison him meal by meal. But he couldn’t prove it and meanwhile he was trying to work out how he could get to the lavatory without passing Carly Matsudaira’s desk. 
 
                    Ever since what he had now come to think of as ‘the incident,’ he’d been avoiding her, coming in to the office before her and leaving after her. She’d left a single copy of his penis imprint on his desk, but as far as he knew she hadn’t distributed any others. Of course, if she did, he’d deny the image had anything to do with him, but he really didn’t want to get into a prolonged feud with Carly. 
 
                    Christ, she was strong! 
 
   Although he had only hazy memories of the night in question, he knew that she’d flung him across the room as if he’d been a scrunched-up piece of paper rather than a large and heavy man. As he thought about it, Rupert found himself becoming aroused, which was bad news because his entire scrotal region was still deeply bruised and swollen. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, tried distracting himself, but still felt his member stirring. Inevitably he then started to think about Shelley Mary. 
 
   That bitch! 
 
   Coming up to his office in that sexy outfit and leading him on! Not to mention crushing his balls in the very desk at which he was now sitting. And now she’d gone and killed someone. An undercover cop, they said, though Bass doubted that. More likely a Silencio contract thug.
 
                    A vision of Shelley Mary wielding a silvographa as a murder weapon came into Rupert’s mind, segueing into a vision of her in the dress with the gauzy transparent panel. Then he found himself filled with alternating visions of Shelley Mary’s silken thighs and Carly’s massive biceps, and the remaining Viper Agua in his system started to live up to its super-strength claims. 
 
   R. G. began to panic. Not only was he desperate to empty his bowels, he was now going to have to relieve the other pressure as well.  All right, a plan, that’s what he needed, a plan. He was going to have to face Carly at some point, and he was her boss, for fuck’s sake. He’d just march past her, look the other way. After all, what could she do? 
 
                    No sooner had Rupert made his decision than his bowels erupted in a coruscating, multi-toned fart. Frowning, Caramba Dusseldorp glanced in through the glass panel that separated his office from her desk. Rupert busied himself shuffling some papers. He’d got to go or he’d bust.
 
                    Carefully – still erect – Rupert got up; and at that moment his secret AvCom rang. 
 
   Not now for fuck’s sake! 
 
   Rupert hesitated, wondering whether he should ignore the machine’s muted trilling. But this was his hotline. Any call on this AvCom was going to be important.  Using his considerable girth to conceal his actions from Caramba, he unlocked the private drawer, pulled out the instrument and muttered into it: 
 
                    “Yes?”
 
                    The voice on the line was low, guttural.  “You know who I am.” 
 
                    “Yes. Is everything all right?” Rupert asked nervously.  He’d done everything they asked.
 
                     “No. Everything’s fucking wrong. The girl you sent to cover the bombing killed one of ours.’”
 
                    “Well, yes, she did, but that’s not my fault. I didn’t know she was going to do that. And besides,” Rupert cupped his hand around the AvCom’s mouthpiece and lowered his voice, “do I have to remind you that the whole point of the bomb was to create outrage?”
 
                    “Shut it, lardgut.  All you arsewipe papers, you were supposed to report this like a bunch of terrorists was responsible.”
 
                    “I did!  We did! Didn’t you see the ‘ANARCHIST BOMBERS MURDER INNOCENTS’ headline?”
 
                    “Yeah, but no one’s talking about that. They’re talking about the girl from your rag. Making out she’s a hero. So my bosses, they’re thinking maybe The News isn't a reliable paper. Maybe it’s not for us.”
 
                    “But we are for you!  One hundred percent!  And I can’t help what – ”
 
                    “Where’s the girl?”
 
                    “The girl?”
 
                    “The reporter, fuckwit.”
 
                    “How’m I supposed to know?”
 
                    “You’re the editor. She works for you.”
 
                    “But some guy on a horse got her out of there.”
 
                    “Then find the guy on a horse.”
 
                    “How?  How?  How’m I supposed…”
 
                    “You’re an investigative reporter, aren’t you?”
 
                    “No, no, no!  Was!  I was an investigative reporter but now I’m just a… managing editor.”
 
                    “Then you better manage your arse all around this town till you find the bitch. Otherwise they’re going to find another starfish on The Wall in Battersby Park. A great big fuckin’ fat starfish.”
 
                    The line went dead, and Rupert shuddered. On the word ‘starfish’ his erection had instantly shrunk to peanut size. Pale, sweating, he groped for another dose of VitaBeena.
 
    
 
   “So who the fuck is this?”
 
                 The speaker was a tall, rangy female. She wore brown suede buckled boots and buckskin breeches, silver threads stitching the seams. A brown suede bodice made the most of her breasts and emphasized a narrow waist.  A short, blood-stained sword hung from a studded belt.  She carried a Ximan in one hand and two bandoliers of ammunition hung criss-crossed from her shoulders.  One was half-empty.  Her entire outfit was blood- and mud-smeared and her face was cut, the blood barely cleaned.  Strangely, her thick, dirty-blonde hair was immaculate. 
 
                    She glared at Shelley Mary so disdainfully that Shelley Mary lost her cool.
 
                    “Who the fuck am I?  Who the fuck are you?”  The bloodied warrior woman let one hand drop to her sword but Dalton stepped between them.
 
                    “Shelley Mary Ventura, meet Paulina Ellamova.”  The women glared at each other like jungle creatures competing for the same territory.  Dalton turned to Shelley Mary.  “Paulina is our best woman warrior.” Pause. Deadpan. “Actually, our best warrior. Full stop.”   
 
                    He turned to Paulina.  “Shelley Mary’s writing the manifesto.”  He pointed to the table, the pile of papers on which they’d been working. A half-empty bottle of mushka testified to the hours that they had put in.
 
                    “Oh, the famous Chavalier manifesto,” Paulina laughed. “Of course. That’s why you’ve brought her here.” Shelley Mary looked from one to the other.  If this was Dalton’s woman, first she didn’t want to go up against her and, second, she was angry.  She’d been starting to think that she and Dalton might have something special.   “I… I didn’t know… ”  
 
                    Paulina laughed again: “Nothing to know. We look out for each other and that’s it.”
 
                    “But you’re a Chavalier, right?”
 
                    “I’m a woman.  No other label, thanks.”  She poured herself a glass of mushka and drank deeply.
 
                    “How many did you kill to get out?” said Dalton.
 
                    “Who’s counting?”
 
                    “So what kept you?”
 
                    “Steamer crash on the West Circular.”  There was always a steamer crash on the West Circular, The Smoke’s most notorious road, so Paulina’s answer was meaningless. Shelley Mary addressed Dalton:
 
                    “You knew they had her?  And you didn’t do anything to help her?”
 
                    “If I had,” answered Dalton grimly, “I’d have been on the kill list.  Paulina doesn’t care to be ‘helped.’”
 
   Paulina put down the empty mushka glass and casually riffled through the papers. Clearly she wasn’t prepared to be impressed. 
 
                    “So, what kind of revolutionary are you?” she asked finally. Shelley Mary bristled.
 
                    “I’m a journalist actually.”  She sounded precious, and not at all tough, even to herself. “Or was. On The News Of The Smoke.”
 
                    “That rag? How do you sleep at night?”
 
                    “I’m a writer.  That’s how I make my living.”
 
                    “What?  Grovelling to the Silencios?  Pandering to the affluenzos?”
 
                    “No!  I just did the social stuff,” Shelley Mary replied hotly – and knew she had made a mistake before the words were out of her mouth.
 
                    “Even worse – a celebrities’ bitch!”  What could Shelley Mary say?  It was true.
 
                    “Give her a break, Paulina,” said Dalton. “She did the Silencio who killed her photographer.”
 
                    “That was you?” said Paulina, surprised.
 
                    “That was me,” said Shelley Mary, glad to have something positive to say.
 
                    “That’s how you got here?”
 
                    “I brought her here,” said Dalton. “We’ve been looking for someone to write the manifesto and here she is.”
 
                    “A star-fucker,” said Paulina disgustedly. “Some way to inspire a revolution.”
 
    
 
   Keira Specklestone Pfarrer’s day had started badly when her chauffeur had arrived late with some story about his mother having died. That old excuse! Keira would have sacked him on the spot but that would have meant having to roust out one of her other chauffeurs, and by the time she’d done that she would have been late for her appointment. 
 
                    So she simply made a mental note to sack him later, and commanded him to drive her to Bonne Gamage as fast as possible. Although Rrods & Phortnum was recognized as The Smoke’s top department store, Bonne Gamage was currently fashionable among the younger set; the younger set of affluenzos and Toppers, of course – the average citizen of The Smoke couldn’t even afford to tip the doorman.
 
                    Everyone recognised the personal identity plate – PFA 2 – on her custom hackney, and her doomed driver was thus able to speed down the emergency lane without interference from the cops or anyone else, so she was only a few moments late for her appointment at Beau Treisse, Bonne Gamage’s beauty salon.  Now she was ensconced in one of the its state-of-the-art cast-iron, sponge-padded, fur-lined reclining chairs, while head beautician Bernice fussed around her. 
 
                    Actually a slim, androgynous woman, Bernice found it advantageous in her profession to sound and act like a particularly camp man, and she made small talk in a high, keening voice, with an emphasis on the sibilants. 
 
                    “So, are we going anywhere nice on our holidays this year?” Keira gazed at her with a jaundiced eye. Bernice knew who she was – why was she asking her such a silly question? Of course she was going somewhere nice on holiday. She always went somewhere nice on holiday, ten or eleven times a year. She was about to make a caustic remark when Bernice interrupted her: 
 
                    “Oh, of course you are. Mr. Pfarrer’s Steam Airship at your command. All those young men in gold-braided uniforms. You can go where you like, when you like. Wonderful!”
 
                    Was there a note of sarcasm there?  Keira decided against having her sacked – she was the best manicurist in The Smoke. But Keira did wish she wouldn’t prattle on so, because she liked to use her beauty sessions to think about her favourite subject: herself. 
 
                    As Bernice’s hands fluttered around her fingertips, Keira’s mind wandered. She was seeing her boyfriend later. Should she have sex with him? He didn’t seem to mind whether they did or didn’t and Keira wondered whether he might be an officer in the opposing army. After all, any red-blooded male would want to bend her to his will as soon as look at her, and yet he seemed diffident. Still, he was tall, dark and handsome, and as he was the son of one of The Smoke’s leading senators Daddy approved of him. It didn’t matter that he was as thick as lentil soup. It was an advantage in fact, as he could make even Keira seem clever by comparison.
 
                    While Bernice fluttered, Keira considered whether her wardrobe was large enough. Of the Pfarrer residence’s hundred and forty-eight rooms, seven were dedicated to storing her dresses, bodices, skirts, bustiers, blousons and breeches, with another four rooms solely for hats and fascinators. Undergarments – leather, lace, silk and satin – merited three rooms of their own, and a final two rooms were dedicated to her boots and shoes. All were kept at a constant cool temperature by air filtered up from the ice chambers in the basement of Cranbury Court, the Pfarrer mansion.  Nevertheless, Keira was starting to feel that she wouldn’t be able to justify her number one position on The News Of The Smoke’s Best-Dressed List unless she jettisoned every garment and started all over again. At that art exhibition at The Senate, she’d almost been upstaged by that bitch with the crocheted jodhpurs and the hat in the shape of an airship! 
 
                    For a moment, she toyed with the idea of giving everything away. Poor people were so grateful when you gave them things. You almost started to feel sorry for them before you remembered that they preferred to live the way they did and, anyway, it was their fault.  Keira’s reverie was interrupted when she realised that Bernice was prattling away again. She was about to shut her up when what she was saying penetrated her brain: 
 
                    “The Young Designers department is having a sale, twenty per cent off everything apparently and the thing is it’s a secret it’s like a surprise they’re just going to suddenly do it and it’ll be any minute now I’m going to go down there in my lunch break I mean I might be able to find something even on my wages a scarf maybe or some knickers.”  She paused breathlessly.
 
                    It’s a sign, Keira said to herself. Just at the moment Keira was thinking about updating her wardrobe, there was a sale on in Bonne Gamage’s Young Designers department! Not that she needed the discount. Daddy gave her a monthly allowance that was about fifty times what the average Smoke worker earned but she liked a bargain as much as the next spoilt nineteen-year-old. And she’d score points with him for having an eye to economy, too.  For someone with more money than Dufus, he could be surprisingly parsniponerous… parsononimous… parsi… mean.
 
                    Keira sat up abruptly, almost knocking to the floor the palette of moisturisers, colourisers and volumisers that was attached to the chair’s arm. Bernice started, managing to catch the tools of her trade before they fell. 
 
                    “Oh, Miss Pfarrer, you startled me! Is something wrong?”   
 
   Keira swung round, put her feet to the ground.  “No Bernice, nothing’s wrong. I just realised that while I’m lying here, I could be doing something more positive… more exciting… more dynamic!”  
 
                    Bernice looked puzzled.  “You could?”  
 
                    Eyes shining, Keira replied, “Yes! I could be spending money!”
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   Perhaps it was the impossibility of a young man with a violent speech defect going unnoticed as he tried to find a figure known to be wanted by the Silencios that caused Ricardo Cullington to fall into Rooseveldt Franklyn Pfarrer’s hands. And perhaps it was Ricardo’s good  fortune that Pfarrer had decided not to put he search for  the young Babbler into the hands of the usual Silencio goons, who might well kill him before his valuable information could be extracted, but into the hands of a different kind of henchman.
 
                    Rod-Carlo Gerriman was interesting and despicable: a man of talent and charisma whose spinelessness overrode any other qualities he might possess.  He had been an elite athlete in an age of amateurism and had struggled financially.  Still young, he turned to coaching the new sport, triathlon, and persuaded affluenzos to sponsor his followers. They over-developed their heart-lung systems training hard in the filthy atmosphere of The Smoke, which is how they came to be known as the SuperOxygenators.  Determined to cement his position and his financial security, Rod-Carlo created a Smoke-wide messenger service manned by SuperOxygenators.  Running or biking, they were faster than any similar service and soon came to the Silencios’ attention.  At this stage, they weren’t inherently corrupt or criminal; more like a cult – and, certainly, Rod-Carlo thought of himself as a religious leader.
 
                 Just as Bonnot Falwell developed intimate ties with the Commission, Rod-Carlo grew closer and closer to the Silencios.  Franklyn Rooseveldt Pfarrer valued him for his slavish attention, a personality too weak to oppose any task Pfarrer set him or his SuperOxygenator followers.  The SuperOxygenators themselves – most of them – were only too happy to be paid to train for their demanding sport.  They thought of themselves simply as messengers.  The morality of the messages, the senders or the receivers, was of no concern to them.  That was Rod-Carlo’s responsibility and he had an infinitely flexible view of right and wrong.  And if Pfarrer demanded that Rod-Carlo’s followers act as spies and informers, that was an acceptable variation on messengering.
 
   Pfarrer taxed Rod-Carlo with finding Ricardo and bringing him in.  Rod-Carlo knew that meant death and/or torture for the young man but that wasn’t Rod-Carlo’s problem. Pfarrer was much more important to Rod-Carlo’s future than the Babbler, and Rod-Carlo Gerriman’s future was everything.
 
    
 
   As he made his enquiries, Ricardo Cullington was very careful of his back.  He did spot Rod-Carlo himself following him on one occasion; too many appearances on his path to be accounted for by coincidence.  But Rod-Carlo realised he’d been made and passed the job on to his acolytes and from that moment on Ricardo’s tails changed every couple of hours.  In their all-black body-hugging suits, Rod-Carlo’s SuperOxygenators were hard to spot in the smog, and particularly at night when Ricardo was most actively investigating.
 
                    The reports came in to Pfarrer, confirmation that the strange young man who could not control his speech was searching for Doctor Pedro Robledo Efrain, himself known to be working with the Incorruptibles.  The connections and conclusions weren’t hard to make and it wasn’t long before Pfarrer discovered Ricardo’s base, the brownstone.  Pfarrer’s only remaining questions were:  was Ricardo himself an Incorruptible?  If so, could he lead the Silencios to the Incorruptible leader?  Pfarrer could have answered these questions by continuing surveillance; but instead he had Ricardo Cullington abducted, to be placed under the tender care of Doctor Horst Van Der Hudspith.  The doctor would undoubtedly extract the answers Pfarrer demanded.
 
                 
 
   The moment Ricardo was picked up, Alaina sensed it, realised she had only hours to abandon the brownstone if she herself was to remain free.  She went immediately to the roof and attached a short note to each karrier’s leg:
 
    
 
   Ricardo abducted.  Possibly compromised. Abandoning HQ.
 
   Will communicate when I know more.
 
    
 
   Because she knew she would have to find out more and inform Cerval of what she had discovered, she held Brutus back.  They watched the lesser karriers speed away from The Smoke, and then Alaina turned to Brutus.
 
                    “Where are we going to hide, Brutus?” she asked but he, of course, being a bird, could only coo back at her, a deep, resonant and reassuring sound. She decided that she could risk one night in a hotel, despite the fact that all guests had to be identified and registered, details sent daily to the police.  Brutus glided above her and, when he knew that this was her home for the night, he landed on the roof certain she would come to him and feed him.
 
                    But when Alaina went to the roof an hour later, Brutus had disappeared.
 
    
 
   Keira Specklestone Pfarrer approached the ornately decorated bronze cash till, the centrepiece of the long dark-stained counter typical of Bonne Gamage. Despite the department being designated ‘Young Designers’, the area looked much like all the other departments in the store: dark woods, brass and etched glass.
 
                    Behind Keira, a covey of assistants was boxing up the dozens of dresses, skirts, breeches and bodices she’d bought. Now it only remained for her to pay. Keira rummaged in her bag and came up with handfuls of thousand-korona notes. Flashing a rictus smile at the young heiress, the assistant took the money and the totalled invoice, inserted them into a brass cylinder, then slammed the cylinder into a copper pipe – part of the store’s compressed-air cash-handling system, the pneumo.  With a soft hiss it was whisked away to who knew where.
 
                    Keira took out her engraved silver powder compact and primped her make-up. She was feeling really good, experiencing the high that always came with spending a huge sum of money. Somewhere in the back of her brain she knew that a low would surely follow, but for now it didn’t matter. She had a dozen shiny bags to take home with her. She heard the pffft of her change and receipts arriving, and even managed a smile at the assistant as she handed over the brass cylinder.
 
                    Keira opened the little door in the cylinder, scooped up her change, then saw a folded scrap of paper. Expecting a promotional leaflet of some sort, she unfolded the paper. She was confronted with just four words:
 
    
 
   YOU CONSUME!
 
   WE STARVE!
 
    
 
   Shelley Mary’s manifesto was brief, clear and hard-hitting.  It laid out the truths of The Smoke’s social and economic rot.  It named names: the leading lights of the Commission; the corporate tsars whose money ran the government; the cabal of criminal oligarchs (Pfarrer and his Silencios topped the list) acting as their muscle. It spoke of the deep corruption of the police, an armed private army who worked hand in glove with organized crime to protect the status quo.  
 
                    But its real genius was in the deconstruction of The Dream: that anyone who sincerely wished it, and worked hard, could be an affluenzo; that anyone who denied this truth was a subversive, and that the growing underclass – the UnderGrunts – had only themselves to blame. It was a call to awaken from that counterfeit dream and face reality. 
 
    
 
   Of course, the manifesto should have been no more than a pinprick to the Commission.  It was, after all, mere words. But inevitably, The Smoke’s powerful over-reacted.  The Commission demanded that its enforcers hunt down and destroy everyone behind this call to revolution.  The two enforcer chiefs, Franklyn Rooseveldt Pfarrer and The Smoke’s Police Commissioner Rolf-Adolph Thriel, arranged to meet to discuss a coordinated strategy.  Pfarrer had no idea whether the Incorruptibles were behind the manifesto, but if Ricardo was one of their members, he’d soon find out. He hoped to bring that information to the table.
 
                    No sooner had his AvCom with the Commissioner ended than his beloved daughter burst into the room and sobbed on his shoulder.
 
                    “‘You Consume!  We Starve!’”  she wailed. “What are they saying?  What does it mean?  It was such a shock, daddy! There I was, feeling all happy, and looking forward to coming home and trying on all my lovely new clothes, when this… this… this nonsense… and all the other words… I don’t understand them but they’re horrible!  I mean, how can they talk to us like this?  Every korona we spend benefits those vile people!  Without us, they’d be… they’d be… they’d be… poor!”  
 
                    “There, there,” said Pfarrer comfortingly, stroking the small of her back.  The Silencio minions who witnessed this encounter turned aside in embarrassment and fought to hide their true feelings.  How could this cruellest, most ruthless criminal genius tolerate such a nitwit, even if she was his daughter?  
 
                    Keira snuffled.  “It’s… it’s… terrorism.”  She wasn’t sure what terrorism was. “Isn’t it?” 
 
   Pfarrer tightened his grip on his beloved offspring – his own creation. “Don’t worry darling, it’s all being taken care of.’”
 
                    “Really, daddy?” Pfarrer’s solicitous, fatherly voice was belied by the ice in his eyes. “It will all be over tomorrow.”  He released her.  “So, nothing to worry about.  Why don’t you go and spend some more money?  You’ll feel much better.”  
 
                    Keira sniffed.  Dried her eyes.  “I love you, daddy.” 
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Paulina Ellamova was thinking about Shelley Mary.  Paulina was neither homosexual nor heterosexual.  She didn’t think of herself as bisexual. She did not like to be defined and she never defined herself. She didn’t think of herself as a Chavalier, despite her family origins.  She didn’t identify with any other UnderGrunt subclass.  She certainly wasn’t an affluenzo, although she was never short of money – and she didn’t claim to be a Marshian.  She wouldn’t even embrace individualism, although that’s what drove her.  It was what made her, above anything else, a fighter.  She would kill – and often did – to protect that individuality and, having lived this way for so long, she had come to love fighting.
 
                    Now she made another appearance in Dalton’s world – Shelley Mary’s new world.   Shelley Mary had not seen her since the day they met but the warrior woman’s presence loomed over her relationship with Dalton. Several times, she tried to question him about Paulina but he was noncommittal.  All he would say was that her family and his went way back, being two of the original tin-mining Chavalier families.  They’d grown up together, running around the Marshes, learning horsemanship, annoying any grown-ups they came across. Shelley Mary asked if part of growing up had been experimenting together sexually but she didn’t get a straight answer. 
 
   “There’s nothing like that between us,” said Dalton.  But there had been once, hadn’t there? Shelley could feel the remaining connection between them. 
 
                    “So you’re the Chavalier leader and she’s…”
 
                    “Not a Chavalier,” Dalton interrupted, irritated. “ She rebelled when we were barely teenagers.  Didn’t want to be labelled.”
 
                    “Then what is she?”
 
                    “Does she have to be anything?”
 
                    “No – but everyone around here seems to be in some weird gang. Steamers, Daubers, Revoltistas, Dynamistas.”
 
                    “She’s a warrior.  And she’s got her own followers.” 
 
                    “No name for them?”
 
                    “No name.”  Dalton paused.  Looked directly at her.  No expression.  “All women. Mostly like her.  They all go their own ways until she needs them to fight.”   
 
   Dalton was surprised by how fond he’d become of Shelley Mary but soon realised that, no matter how much they enjoyed being together, however passionate their sex life, Shelley Mary missed her own life. For the moment, therefore, he tried to keep her from thinking of that old life, showing her all the strange aspects of Harlesdon Marshes, and taking her to the many parties that the various UnderGrunt sects threw, moments of joy and abandon which defied their miserable conditions.
 
                    Tonight’s party was to be thrown by the Daubers, and its theme was sex in all its varieties.  Shelley Mary had assembled her costume carefully: a white blouse with sleeves down to her wrists and a collar up to her chin, as modest as could be except that from her waist to her breasts it was cinched in by a black overcorset, buttoned down the front, cut away around her breasts and reaching up over her shoulders. Crisscross leather straps on her lower arms led down to fingerless lace gloves. At her waist, Shelley wore a wide black belt that drooped diagonally to one thigh, to support a silver and black scabbard. The rest of the costume consisted of a flared skirt made of what looked like black ostrich feathers, set off by lace-up high-heeled boots.  
 
                    While she was putting herself together, Dalton was meeting with his two lieutenants, Noemi Galindo and Tilden St. Vincent; something to do with a roof collapse back in the further reaches of the tunnels.
 
                    Shelley Mary checked the mirror. She looked breathtaking. Although her outfit had been hand-crafted by Marshian tailors and hosiers, it would have caused a stir at any Topper ball.
 
                    She gasped – barely controlled a cry of fear – as a figure materialised in the mirror behind her. She spun to face it and Paulina Ellamova stepped forward.
 
                    “If you’re looking for Dalton…”
 
                    “I’m not.”
 
                    Paulina had been thinking about Shelley Mary.  Beautiful and clever and apparently not lacking courage, even though there’s something hapless about her. As though she’s never quite in control of her own destiny. All in all, it made for an irresistible package.
 
                    “You’ve been on my mind.”  
 
   Shelley Mary took a step back, almost toppling on her high heels, and tried not to show her surprise of betray her own growing excitement. 
 
                    “I’d have preferred it if you’d worn something sexy,” said Paulina drily.  She looked around. The floor was strewn with bodices and breeches, boots and shoes, the bed piled with blouses and blousons, in a riot of texture and colour.  “Dalton must be smitten.  He’s not spoiling you for choice.”  
 
                    Yet again, Shelley Mary felt undermined.  No matter how hard she tried, she seemed to always be on the wrong foot, now seeming to be no more than a kept woman, some kind of play thing.
 
                    Paulina picked up what at first looked like a scrap of lace, but turned out to be a dress. She held it against herself. Very different from the leather, belts, bandoliers and boots she was wearing but Shelley Mary had a sudden vision of Paulina in that scrap of lace and she felt blood rushing.  
 
                    “Would you like a drink?” she asked, an attempt to distract herself.
 
                    “Mushka.”
 
                    Shelley Mary headed for the cellar and wondered which of the many varieties and strengths she should choose.  In the end, she selected an elderberry flavour at 50% proof, a compromise between the modest 35% blend and the devastatingly disorienting 70%  proof premium.  She picked up two shot glasses and returned to the bedroom.  
 
                    There, she found a very different Paulina from the woman she’d only met twice to date. This Paulina’s leathers were strewn on the floor, replaced by the lace scrap. Shelley Mary busied herself pouring the drinks, hands shaking and heart hammering but from the corner of her eye she saw that while the rear of the skirt dropped almost to the ankles, the front was cut away up to the crotch, revealing Paulina’s long, straight legs. She still wore her own military-style thigh boots.  In the short time that Shelley Mary had been gone, Paulina had not just changed her clothes but had put her hair up and coloured her lips in a vermilion slash which only emphasized the whiteness and regularity of her teeth.
 
                    “You like?” Paulina said almost coquettishly and then, to Shelley’s immense surprise, executed an expert little twirl, like a model in one of Bonne Gamage’s fashion shows.
 
                    “Yes, it… uh… suits you,” said Shelley Mary. “I had assumed you were a leathers kind of girl – woman.”
 
                    “Needs must,” said Paulina. “You have to dress down when you’re banging heads together. I could hardly pick a fight in this could I?” A flash at the back of Shelley Mary’s mind: how long would it be before Dalton got back from his meeting?
 
                    “Perhaps I could have that mushka now?’ said Paulina, extending a strong, well-manicured hand. Not for the first time Shelley wondered how these underground-people had access to things like manicures and good dentistry. 
 
                    “Yes, of course,” she said and proffered one of the shot glasses. But instead of taking it, Paulina rested her hand on Shelley’s fingerless gloves. “I love your gloves. So elegant.”
 
                    A warrior woman who loves fingerless glove? 
 
                    Shelley Mary’s throat seemed to dry as Paulina’s hand slowly opened, her fingers gently gripping Shelley Mary’s wrist, then sliding up her arm. “You’re a very beautiful woman.”  She pulled Shelley Mary firmly towards her. Shelley Mary felt the warmth of Paulina’s legs pressing against her and the two women sank towards the fur-covered bed.
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   A succession of karriers landed at the castle, each carrying a message from Alaina. Cerval had no idea how many karriers she had dispatched and how many had survived the journey, but Evangeline was certain that Brutus should have been among them. She could not control the single tear which rolled down her cheek as she realised that loyal, brave creature might be dead. 
 
                    “Why would I care about a bird?” she asked Cerval.
 
                    “Because he’s not just a bird,” Cerval replied.  “He’s Brutus.  He’s a member of the Frankenstein family.” That comment surprised Evangeline because Cerval wasn’t noted for sentimentality. “Besides,” he continued, “he’s not dead.”
 
                    “What?  How do you know that?  Are you a bird psychic?”  She was angry at her own emotional response.
 
                    “Let’s think it through logically.” Evangeline smiled to herself. The way he spoke, grave and older than his real years. “Alaina is still at liberty. Otherwise, she could not have sent the other karriers. If, indeed, she remains free, she will be investigating – ergo, when she completes her investigations, she will need her most reliable karrier to communicate with us.  Which is Brutus – and that’s why she has kept him back.”
 
                    “Makes sense.”  Thor’s voice came from behind her and Evangeline turned.  She had not heard him approach.  Like many big men, he was light on his feet.
 
                    “Are you spying on us?” Evangeline asked, then instantly apologised as she saw the hurt in Thor’s face.  “Oh, Thor, I’m so sorry!”  She flung herself at him and he wrapped his one arm around her.
 
                    “It’s all right,” he said, “we’re all under a lot of pressure.”               
 
   “I can’t take much more,” Evangeline said.  “I’ve got to get back to The Smoke!  I can’t just stay here sitting on my hands.”
 
                    “No,” said Cerval.  “We’re not going back until we know what we’ll be getting into.  We have to know whether we remain anonymous, unidentified, or whether the Commission, the Silencios and their allies know who we are.  We have to trust Alaina and wait till she contacts us. She will give us an accurate analysis.”
 
                    “And if she doesn’t?  If we hear nothing?”
 
                    “Then we’ll know the Silencios have got her. We’ll also know that they know who and where we are.”     
 
                    “You mean they’ll give us up?” Evangeline asked indignantly. “No!  Ricardo and Alaina would never give us up.”
 
                    “Anyone would give us up eventually – you, me, even Thor, if Pfarrer got hold of us.”
 
                    “Hudspith? The sadist?”
 
                    “Exactly.”
 
                    “Then we have to go back!  Find them!”
 
                    “No.  They’ll hold out for a few days.  We need that time.”
 
                    “Sometimes you can be a cold-hearted bastard!”  Disgusted with his response, Evangeline turned to go, then exploded.  “Bastard!” and she slapped Cerval so hard that he would have fallen had Thor not grabbed him with his one good hand.  
 
                    Evangeline stormed off and Thor looked down into his friend’s troubled eyes.
 
                    “Is it true Thor? Am I a cold-hearted bastard?”
 
                    “Yes,” said Thor, “but someone has to be.”
 
    
 
   Ever since the Silencio thugs had told him to find Shelley Mary Ventura, Rupert Gilchrist Bass had been paralyzed by anxiety; to combat it he resorted to ever-greater doses of VitaBeena and Viper Agua, with a few shots of bootleg mushka thrown in. The stimulants did little to kill the anxiety but they did enable him to function, more or less. Not surprisingly, they also heightened his awareness of everything around him.  In this state, when he read the YOU CONSUME! WE STARVE! manifesto, he knew, instantly, that Shelley Mary had written it.  Whatever he was now, he had once been a journalist, a writer and an editor.  He recognized her style and his newspaperman heart filled with pride.  She might be a ball-crushing little bitch but she was his ball-crushing little bitch. Then his heart lurched, and he was a little bit sick in his mouth.  If he recognized her style, the Silencios might too – and unable to find her they would surely turn to him.
 
                    Spalding MacAtamney was polishing the News Of The Smoke’s brass doors when he heard footsteps.  He turned but could see no sign of anyone.
 
                    “Pssssttt!”  Spalding, whose hearing wasn’t the best, could not figure out whether the sound was human or a steam heating misfunction, but eventually he saw R. G. Bass’s reflection in the elevator doors and realized the man was beckoning to him.  Spalding placed his polishing materials in his cleaning case and approached Bass. R. G. gave him a fat envelope which Spalding took tentatively.  He was known to be illiterate and was never trusted with written materials.
 
                    “Look inside!” Bass commanded and Spalding did, puzzled.  He saw that the envelope was tightly packed with currency, and when he sampled a note he found it was a 100 korona denomination.  
 
                    “They’re all the same,” Bass told the startled concierge.  “And they’re all yours.”
 
                    “What do I have to do?” asked Spaulding suspiciously.  Whenever Bass gave him cash, procurement was usually involved.  Or pay-off.  The last time he had acted for the Managing Editor, he’d handed over a similarly stuffed envelope to a pair of sisters who had convinced themselves that Rupert Gilchrist Bass intended to make their careers. Once they discovered he only intended to make them, Spalding had been severely beaten by their brothers, who assumed he was the perpetrator and not just the messenger.  He had only been saved by the girls’ intervention, and swore never to pimp for Bass again.
 
                    “Just warn me if anyone you don’t know asks to see me. “
 
                    “That’s all?”
 
                    “That’s all.  Just pick up the AvCom and tell me.”
 
                    Spalding pocketed the cash.
 
    
 
   Doctor Horst Van Der Hudspith was, to use his own odd phrase, as mad as a meat axe.  A specialist in pain, he did not enjoy suffering it himself, particularly the horrible discomfort of piles. That his were playing up was a result, he believed, of his earlier frustration at having Stefan Mueller taken away just as the slicing and dicing was getting interesting.  
 
                    Horst lived to hear screams of agony, to feel the orgasmic power of knife and needle.  A pristine scalpel, its edge honed to perfection by Horst’s blind assistant, Two-Face Puttick, was an instrument of genius in Hudspith’s hands.  He wasn’t a run-of-the-mill sadist, he was a virtuoso of creative cruelty.  Awake, he wrote treatises on his techniques and his patients’ reactions; asleep, he dreamed of grotesquely perverted variations.  For Stefan Mueller, he had planned some radical and untried resections, starting with a winnowing of facial musculature, and he and Puttick had laid out an elaborate series of bets on Mueller’s possible reactions.  Time to first scream.  Length of first scream.  Time between first and second screams.  Time to first loss of consciousness.  Time to brain death. 
 
   Pfarrer’s decision to reprieve Mueller and save him for the senate bombing had deprived Horst of these pleasures.  
 
                    Like any homicidal psychopath, he had found that he needed his cruelty fixes more and more frequently.  Without them he became nervous, irritated and impotent, and so a great joy welled up in his heart when he heard that there was a new prisoner in the Silencio headquarters.  
 
   A suspected Incorruptible.  
 
   A breakthrough capture which would lead to the identification of the hitherto secret members of this new organization which Hudspith’s masters believed to pose a real threat to The Smoke’s status quo. The organization had achieved nothing much to date but the theory was to cut it off at the knees before it was up and running.  Now Van Der Hudspith watched through a two-way mirror (and Two-Face listened, deeply frustrated by his ability only to hear and not see pain) as Pfarrer questioned the young man.
 
                    Naked, Ricardo Cullington was rawhide-roped to a stout iron chair, water poured onto the rawhide to tighten it, so that the binding drew blood from Ricardo’s lean body.  When Pfarrer nodded to Rod-Carlo, Gerriman took the hood from Ricardo’s head to reveal the young Babbler’s unmarked and handsome face.  Ricardo looked around, as far as the bindings would allow him, with what seemed to Hudspith to be mere curiosity, before fixing his eyes on Pfarrer, his gaze profound and apparently fearless.
 
                    “Say nothing for the moment, young man.  Just listen,” said Pfarrer to his captive.  “You certainly realize who I am and that you are entirely at Silencio mercy.  No one knows where you are and no one will come to your rescue. It will, therefore, be futile to refuse to answer my questions and pointless to lie to me.  If you tell me the truth and do not waste my time, I will ensure that you enjoy a quick and painless death.  If you refuse to speak, or you lie to me, I will put you under the care of Doctor Horst Van Der Hudspith, a man so psychotic, so cruel, that he makes even my skin crawl.”
 
                    Behind the mirror, Hudspith pondered. Was that an insult or a compliment? Either way, Pfarrer was a reliable provider of the patients without whom Horst had begun to realize he might himself die of ennui.
 
                    “Your death will then be unimaginably agonising.  It will stretch out over days. And, in the end, you will tell me what I want to know and all that torment will have been in vain.  And so, young man, I will ask you just two questions which you may answer in any order.  First, are you or are you not an Incorruptible?  And, second, what is the name of your leader?”
 
   It seemed to everyone, whichever side of the mirror, that Ricardo was struggling to control a newfound fear.  His face twitched and his throat spasmed but, finally, he spoke:
 
                    “Fuckshitpissbollockdcuntanusarsewankatoastrack!”
 
    
 
   Alaina had only two objectives.  To stay free and to find her brother.  If she could achieve them, she would be able to send Brutus to Cerval’s estate, provide him with the knowledge he needed to make his next move.  Brutus?  Ah, a third objective – where is he?
 
                    One step at a time.  For the moment, she had no sense that Ricardo was in immediate peril but that was hardly a consolation. If he was in a Babbler trance, even she couldn’t penetrate that genetic miswiring. 
 
   Before they had even reached adolescence, Alaina and Ricardo had been thrown out by their family, social climbers who couldn’t tolerate Ricardo’s compulsive and obscene outbursts.  Life on the streets had been tough, too, the detritus of The Smoke as uncomprehending of the Babbler gene as any affluenzo.  Had Cerval not picked them up years ago and taken them to the estate, they probably would not have survived; and when he told them about the Incorruptible crusade, it was natural for them to sign on without hesitation.  Once back in The Smoke, Alaina soon demonstrated her remarkable affinity with karriers – indeed with any of the animal kingdom – and Ricardo began to study under Doctor Efrain, on track to become the youngest doctor in The Smoke.  Alaina knew it most likely that Ricardo’s search for Efrain had betrayed him and that he had been abducted by Silencios. She needed to confirm that fear before she told Cerval. She knew she had no chance of doing that through any direct contact with the Silencios but she also knew that the Silencios had an unofficial headquarters where liquor and good food loosened lips.
 
    
 
   Spasso was the Silencios’ restaurant of choice, their neutral meeting ground.  Anson and Hayden Cloudesley, Spasso’s owners and chefs, would have preferred not to be in the grip of these men, but the arrangement had some advantages.  The Silencios had negotiated a monthly fee based on 90% occupancy, six days a week, regardless of whether they ate there or not.  In the restaurant business, guaranteed occupancy was found treasure, in this case a vast trove.  Nor would they ever have to deal with low-level protection artists, food supply scams, garbage blackmail or the oblivious diners who didn’t show up for their own reservations.  The Silencios allowed the proprietors to serve outsiders, as long as they could be hustled summarily away if their table was required.
 
                    Alaina had been to Spasso several times, on spying missions for Cerval, and she thought a visit worth any risk.  Ricardo and his babbling caused comment, and if he was in Silencio hands, even the most discreet thug would find it hard not to talk about this particular prisoner. What she would do if she confirmed that the Silencios had Ricardo, Alaina had no idea.
 
    
 
   “Fuckshitpissbollockdcuntanusarsewankastrack!”
 
                    Pfarrer gazed at Ricardo, astonished.  Behind the mirror, Horst Van Der Hudspith and Two-Face Puttick held their breath.  No one had ever spoken to the Silencio boss like this in living memory and it was Rod-Carlo Gerriman who reacted first, lunging at the boy and smashing his fist into Ricardo’s face.  He was a dab hand at abusing people who couldn’t fight back.
 
                    “No!”  It was Pfarrer’s voice, commanding and apparently furious.  “Touch that boy again and you’ll have an appointment with Doctor Hudspith.”  Rod-Carlo could not have been more shocked and, behind the mirror, Hudspith and Puttick were equally astounded.  They watched as Pfarrer approached Ricardo and looked at him intently.
 
                    “You’re a Babbler, aren’t you?”  Ricardo nodded calmly.  Curiosity outweighed stress in this moment.  Even so, he thought it better to keep his mouth shut.  Who knew what revolting combination of words would erupt if he opened it?
 
                    “What’s a Babbler?” Hudspith whispered to Two-Face.
 
                    “Beats me,” his assistant replied.  “You’re the doctor.”
 
                    Pfarrer laughed out loud. “My older brother was a Babbler,” he said.  “I loved him very much.  He was the sun, moon and stars in my world, but he mouthed off to the wrong person and was beaten to death. They didn’t know he couldn’t help it, but I cured them of their ignorance.  They died knowing.”  He laughed again.  “They were the first people I killed.  I was thirteen.”
 
                    No one who heard this confession could believe that Pfarrer was opening up to this youth, one of a gang determined to destroy the Silencios. Routinely, Pfarrer spoke few words – most of them violent or obscene – but what no one realized was that Ricardo had stirred other, deeper emotions in Pfarrer’s dark heart.
 
    
 
   Rooseveldt Franklyn Pfarrer had been more or less sexless all his life, any nascent drives sublimated in violence.  He and his brother had been brought up in a strict fundamentalist family, his father interpreting his faith as giving him the right to berate, beat and sexually abuse his sons.  His mother looked the other way, too weak or frightened to protect them.  Secretly, she probably welcomed the diversion of her husband’s desires, for she didn’t enjoy sex at the best of times. When Rooseveldt Franklyn’s brother grew big enough to resist his father, that sick man concentrated all his energies on the tiny, younger boy. But he underestimated Rooseveldt’s determined fury, his desire for revenge, and it was the younger brother who organized the father’s killing.  A painful, prolonged death.
 
                    Now, looking into Ricardo’s soft and apparently fearless eyes, Pfarrer felt the stirrings of emotions he had never experienced before, feelings quite different to those about his daughter or his dead brother.  His brother was a fading memory and Keira was simply something he had made, an extension of his being and therefore to be admired just as he admired himself.  But as he gazed at Ricardo, a tenderness welled up in him; a tenderness entwined with an unfamiliar form of desire. Outright desire was not a problem. Pfarrer took whatever he wanted – that was how Keira Specklestone came about.  But tenderness?  A terrible conflict, a strange and disturbing sensation, unknown and oddly exhilarating.  How would the boy respond?
 
                    “Untie him,” he commanded Rod-Carlo, who almost fell over himself in his desire to atone for the punch.
 
                    “Have you ever been to Spasso?”  Pfarrer asked Ricardo.
 
                    “No, I have not,” Ricardo replied, lying, and hoping neither Hayden nor Anson would recognize him.
 
                    “They do a pork shoulder braised in milk.  Delicious. Restorative.”  He turned to Rod-Carlo.  “Take him to the guest quarters.  The red suite.  And find some clothes that fit.”  He turned back to Ricardo.  “I’ll pick you up in an hour.”  Then to Rod-Carlo: “A single mark, one word of complaint… ” He had no need to continue.  Rod-Carlo was pale enough.
 
   Behind the window, Doctor Horst Van Der Hudspith was almost fainting with surprise and thwarted sadism.
 
      “Relax, Doc.,” said Two-Face.  “I reckon you’ll be working on Rod-Carlo before the month’s out.”
 
    
 
   Bass’s AvCom trilled.  When Bass answered it, Spalding told him quietly that four men were on their way up to see him.  He had tried to stop them but they had simply brushed past him.  One was tall, one was short and the other two were box-shaped.
 
                    The four men blazed through the building ripping doors open and dragging out every employee they found, savagely beating them as they demanded to know Bass’s whereabouts.  Only when they confronted Carly Matsudaira were they forced to pause, briefly backed down by this powerful and fearless woman.
 
                    “If you’re looking for Bass,” she said scornfully, “why don’t you just go to his office?”  From their expressions, she realized that meant nothing to them and she sighed.  “He’s the Managing Editor.  He’ll be in the Managing Editor’s office. That way.”  She pointed. “It says Managing Editor on the door.” After a brief hesitation, the four enforcers headed in that direction.  “Would you like me to spell that? Managing Editor?” Carly called after them. One, the boxiest, turned back.
 
                    “If he’s not there,” he warned, “we’ll be back.”
 
                    “He is there,” she replied.  “And if you come back, I’ll be waiting.”  Boxiest considered about going up against her but on second glance thought better of it, particularly as his three companions were already some way down the corridor.
 
                    They burst into the office whose door surely was lettered ‘Managing Editor.  Rupert Gilchrist Bass’ and they looked around.  The room smelled as it had recently been occupied by a zoo animal, but there was no sign of one.
 
                    “Baa-a-sss!” boomed Tall.  “Where are you?”  There was no answer and Boxiest turned back.
 
                    “That bitch lied to us. Let’s do her over!”  But just then, one of the metal filing cabinets let go the longest, wettest, foulest flatus blast that any of them had heard.  A beat later, they realized that it cannot have been the cabinet itself and they ripped the door open to find the cowering Managing Editor, excrement pooling around his ankles.  Filling the air with every obscenity, every profanity they knew, they dragged him out from his hiding place.
 
                    “Oh,” said Short.  “Doctor Hudspith’s going to enjoy working on you.”
 
                    Whatever foul matter remained in Bass’s lower colon ejected itself with such force that it almost blasted him free of the thugs’ grasp. 
 
    
 
   Alaina had slipped into Bonne Gamage just before it closed for the night, flashing a fistful of koronas.   Half an hour later she, who generally favoured practical pinafore dresses, emerged dressed to the nines: black knee-length spat boots in the softest leather, six inch spike heels and discreet silver buckles; silk ruched skirt over pale pink translucent silk underskirts; soft black leather sleeveless blouse over a tight lace bodice; a broad leather belt around her narrow waist; scarlet choker – a slash of colour around her neck – and to complete the look a little ‘top hat’ fascinator with raven’s wings and a fine veil.  She enjoyed the style of the costume although its purpose was to remove her as far as possible from her regular look, to disguise her from Spasso’s staff and any Silencio who had a silvograph by which to identify her.
 
                    When she entered the restaurant, she thought she might have gone too far.  Everyone, from the hostess to the waiting staff, looked twice at this striking, fashionable young woman, and when she asked for a quiet table – she pointed to one that had a clear view of the restaurant floor – they fell over themselves to oblige.  Anson Cloudesley himself brought her a menu.
 
                    “I’m waiting for a friend,” Alaina breathed.  “I do hope she comes.”
 
                    “Oh, so do I, ma’mselle – particularly if she’s as beautiful as you.” He couldn’t help himself and when he returned with a pink prosecco he had a red mark on one cheek.  
 
                    Alaina was sipping her drink and pretending to flip through the menu when she felt an almost overwhelming surge of energy, a force that made her lower her head and breathe deeply.  When she looked up, she saw Franklyn Pfarrer, his hand on the arm of her much taller twin brother, both surrounded by a phalanx of Silencios.  
 
                    She knew that Ricardo felt her presence in the restaurant, even though his back was to her.  
 
                    Anson greeted Pfarrer unctuously, his wife as coldly as she dared, and if they recognized Ricardo they gave no indication. They might have sensed something odd in the way that Pfarrer kept a grip on the youth, something they had never seen before, but it didn’t pay to volunteer anything in the Silencio boss’s presence. 
 
                    Alaina watched discreetly from behind her veil as Pfarrer was seated at his usual table.  The Cloudesleys removed all but one of the remaining chairs and the bodyguards were relegated to inferior tables dotted around the room.  Ricardo’s chair was placed so that his back would remain to Alaina, but as he sat he turned around and looked directly at her.  In that instant, she knew that while he was safe for the moment, somehow they would have to get him out of Pfarrer’s grasp quickly; but she had no time to think further because another guest was being shown to Pfarrer’s table:  Rolf-Adolph Thriel, The Smoke’s notorious Police Commissioner.  
 
                    Thriel had been brought up in a Silencio family before he allegedly had an epiphany and joined the city-state’s police force.  He rose rocket-like through the ranks, becoming phenomenally wealthy along the way.  Under his command, The Smoke’s law enforcers made a mockery of their title, equalling the Silencios for venality, brutality and outright murder.  They would have become a serious rival gang but for the fact that Rolf-Adolf owed everything to the Silencio hierarchy.  He knew where his best interest lay.  
 
                    But, wondered Alaina, what is he doing here?
 
                    She ordered rolled shoulder of lamb, served pink, with braised lettuce and fresh peas in cream. Despite the fear hollowing out her stomach, she was starving. She knew, too, that to remain unnoticed she must eat.
 
                    “And your friend?” asked Hayden a touch snidely.  She had forbidden Anson to attend to this mysterious and stunning young diner, but didn’t assign a regular waiter to the table because she wanted to satisfy her own curiosity.
 
                    “I’m afraid I’ve been stood up,” said Alaina, keeping her head down.
 
                    “Perhaps,” smiled Hayden, thinking not bloody likely – by man or woman.
 
                     Waiting for the lamb, Alaina watched Pfarrer’s table.  He and the Police Commissioner were in intense discussions.  When Anson brought Rolf-Adolf a menu, Pfarrer waved it away emphatically. The Chief was apparently not going to be allowed to eat and Alaina felt his humiliation.  The conversation continued and now Alaina began to receive waves of increasingly urgent thoughts:
 
                    Tell Cerval!  Tell Cerval!  Tell Cerval!
 
                    But tell him what?  That Pfarrer had Ricardo?  That Pfarrer was discussing something with Chief Thriel that was agitating her Babbler twin?  What?
 
                    In the end, Pfarrer himself would answer her questions but leave her with another: would she be able to warn Cerval? 
 
   Where was Brutus?
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   When H. W. Derby invented the pneumo, it rapidly spread beyond The Smoke’s retail outlets, linking many institutional buildings and businesses.  Along with karriers, for many years it was The Smoke’s primary means of communication.               But as The Smoke’s ruling cabal became increasingly powerful, it became more secretive and the pneumo’s privacy relied on its users’ discretion and honesty, the honorable decision not to read or interfere with any communication other than those personally addressed to a user.  Unlike the pneumo, Silencio messenger services were private. And they were physically protected.  Moreover, Silencio goons leaned on Smoke businesses to use their services. When the AvCom system was perfected, it, too, undermined the pneumo which eventually returned to its beginnings: internal retail transactions.  But the pneumo’s city-wide hardware, its tubes, valves, gates and switch points largely remained intact, despite its official lack of use, because it was kept in working condition by UnderGrunt store clerks who, as well using it to retrieve change and receipts, swapped personal messages, jokes and news snippets. Pictures of cats were particularly popular. Dalton Trager Rhineheart and his wheelchair-bound pneumatic engineer, Florenza, easily persuaded these disgruntled shop workers to work the pneumo system on their behalf, to distribute their seditious propaganda citywide. 
 
                 However, in seeking to utilize the pneumo system for their own political ends, initially the distribution of Shelley Mary’s pamphlet ‘You Consume, We Starve!’ Dalton and Florenza had made a fatal mistake: to ignore the fact that even in the most downtrodden group there will be those ready to betray the group’s best interests for money. 
 
                    Both Thriel and Pfarrer suspected that the manifesto itself must have originated in Harlesdon Marshes, for they had the rest of The Smoke under the tightest surveillance; but they weren’t sure how the manifesto had been introduced into the system. Their first move was to send investigative squads to every store and business which used the pneumo.   These investigators asked brief and to the point questions and if they didn’t get brief and to the point replies they turned instantly violent.  Word spread fast, and every pneumo user in The Smoke had all his or her records out and in full view when the investigators came calling; alibis, excuses and explanations.  When it was confirmed that the point of origin wasn’t in The Smoke, there was a moment of doubt and puzzlement and a series of more savage interrogations began until one veteran of the pneumo system reminded them that it had all begun with Derby & Thoms in its heyday, when the Marshes was still a fashionable suburb. 
 
                    The investigators pored over silvographs of known subversives and enemies of the Commission.  The gallery included pictures from the Senate bombing.  It had been a set-up, of course, but it had gone wrong and so the images might be useful. Some showed a striking woman, always seen in military thigh-boots, but no one could put a name to her.  Some showed Dalton Trager Rhineheart, whose name and reputation were just beginning to be known to Thriel and his agencies, and there were two pictures of Dalton apparently rescuing a dishevelled young woman at the scene of the bombing.
 
                    On a hunch, Thriel asked Pfarrer to show the quivering Rupert Gilchrist Bass a selection of these images.  The News Of The Smoke’s editor had already disappointed Hudspith by admitting, without a single scalpel cut, that the manifesto was written by the missing Shelley Mary Ventura.  Now he instantly identified her as the woman Dalton had rescued during the Senate bombing.  
 
                    Pfarrer, Thriel and the Commission were surprised at Dalton’s involvement.  What little they knew about him indicated that, up to this point, his only interest had been the development of ReForTin and the protection of the Chavalier way of life. 
 
   Pfarrer and Thriel both felt that they had somehow missed some vital intelligence, and that made their subsequent response to the manifesto all the more savage.  They prepared and briefed their attack squads, ordering them to move into the Marshes just before dawn, that time when the human body is at its least responsive.  Derby & Thoms was to be smashed, and Rhineheart and the journalist brought in alive for interrogation.  
 
    
 
   Thriel’s cops and Pfarrer’s Silencios were uniformed identically: black duster coats and black work boots.  Full face cotton masks.  They were going to brutalize, maim and kill and even though the weight of the law – written and practical – was behind them, they would be unidentifiable.
 
                     They were driven to edge of Harlesdon Marshes in a procession of unlit hackneys but from then on they proceeded on foot, silent and purposeful. As they approached the Front Line, a handful of street people came out to peer at them. No one usually entered the Marshes on foot. They’d be stripped in a matter of moments, left for dead if they resisted. But the Marshians saw the uniforms, the masks and the Ximans and understood these visitors were not to be fucked with.               
 
   The only Marshians who offered any resistance was a group of Revoltistas.  This particular unit had been thinking about joining the suicidal Dynamistas and so when a squad of black-clad invaders broke into their living quarters they were happy to fight back, igniting percussion and splinter bombs in the confined space.  Both bombers and invaders were reduced to bloody pulp.  
 
                    At about the same time, another squad broke into the building where Noemi Galindo and Vincent St. Tilden lived, on the floor above the stables where they kept their ponies and chariot horses.   Had either been more alert or had had some inkling that a raid on the Marshes was imminent, they might have wondered why the horses seemed so restless.  As it was, Noemi and Vincent were taken entirely by surprise when a masked squad burst into their home and seized them.  The leader of the squad took two silvographs from a pocket and compared the images on paper to the realities of Noemi and Vincent.
 
                    “Nah,” he said.  “This ain’t them.”  The squad beat them to death and then Ximanned the horses below.
 
    
 
   Shelley Mary and Paulina Ellamova were still in the fur-covered bed.  Unknown to them, Dalton had returned home earlier, found them asleep, and backed away smiling.  He had known it would only be a matter of time before Paulina made her move but he hadn’t expected her to act quite so fast.  He decided to visit Florenza, to make sure that the system was still running smoothly and that the manifesto was pumping through The Smoke.  He had always liked Florenza, admired her independence, and tried to get her out of her basement world beneath the wrecked Derby & Thoms.  But she always turned his efforts aside, kindly, and explained that she was quite happy with her own company;  that she hated people to gawp at her wheelchair; and, anyway, had more than enough work with her various compressed air inventions to fill her days.  As Dalton entered her workspace, she spun in her chair to face him, eyes sparkling.
 
                    “I can’t believe it! It really is working – or at least causing a stir.” Her voice quivered with excitement as she spread out pieces of paper on the big table in the bowels of the old store, the main Pneumo Sender in the background providing an ambient noise of hisses and snorts.  
 
                    Each piece of paper bore a scribble of writing, mostly in the kind of spidery handwriting that suggested it was executed in haste and clandestinely. Dalton picked up one of the scraps of paper, read the scrawl: Affluenzo got the message! Went white as a pillow case!  Dalton laughed and pointed to the mass of similar scraps.   
 
                    “They’re all like that?”
 
                    “Every one of them. You know we’ve got UnderGrunts and sympathizers working in stores all over The Smoke, and they’re all telling us the same thing. When you stick a message like this under people’s noses, they react.”
 
                    “Not always positively, I’m guessing.”
 
                    “No, course not. Some of them don’t understand what they’re reading.  And there was an affluenzo in Bonne Gamage who just burst into tears. So, come to think of it, I don’t know how much we’re really achieving.”
 
                    “If it’s waking them up, that’s good enough.  It’s a start.  A first step.”
 
                    “So what’s the next step?”
 
                    “Maybe over time we can persuade enough people at the top that change is inevitable, that it’s in their own long term interests.”
 
   “I’m proud of you, Dalton,” Florenza said and then when he seemed puzzled, continued: “We all thought you were only interested in ReForTin and the Chavalier way of life – but here you are working for a greater cause!”
 
   “Well, thank you – but it’s commonsense, really, isn’t it?  If I want to sell ReForTin, people have to be able to afford it. That means they have to be paid more than  subsistence wages – and that there have to be jobs.”
 
   “So it’s just self-interest.”
 
   “Just self-interest.”
 
   “And if this doesn’t work, doesn’t get Smokies off their arses and onto the streets?”
 
   Dalton shrugged.  “Old-fashioned violence, I suppose.”
 
                 “Better to die on your wheels,” Florenza laughed, flipping her wheels expertly, “than live on your knees.”  
 
   It was the last thing she did in her mortal life.  
 
   The chair was still twirling when her upper body disappeared in a storm of blood, viscera and cartilage. Her destroyed torso slowly turned circles in the wheel chair. 
 
                    The Smallwood blast that vaporized Florenza came from the weapon of a huge black-clad man who headed up a similarly uniformed squad, each man Ximan- or Smallwood-armed. Dalton sprang away from them, drawing a serrated-edge blade from his boot. The leader shouted at him:   
 
                    “Don’t do it, Rhineheart. It won’t get you anywhere.” Dalton made as if to hurl the knife but realized its futility.  What point in killing one man out of twenty, and a voice in his head whispered:   You’d be dead if they wanted to kill you. Live to fight another day.
 
                    “We’ll kill you if we have to,”  the leader shrugged.  “But they want you alive.”
 
                    “So if you want me, why did you kill her?” he asked.  The leader shrugged again.
 
                    “Collateral damage. Who cares?”
 
                    “I care,” Dalton replied quietly, knowing that Florenza’s death was entirely his fault.
 
                    “Why? She’s a fucking cripple!”  Dalton sprang at the man but his henchmen clubbed him to the ground.  He was semi-conscious when they slipped the manushackles over his wrists.
 
                 A moment later, the Pneumo Sender, the old-fashioned, outmoded, grumbling compressed air machine that had distributed a message of dissent to the citizens of The Smoke, imploded in a sustained burst of Ximan and Smallwood fire.  Even as he held the trigger down, the leader of the snatch squad momentarily wondered if the UnderGrunts and their manifesto might have a point. But he quickly put the thought out of his mind.
 
    
 
   Shelley Mary woke, startled, unsure where she was for a moment.  When she remembered, a glow spreading through her entire being, she turned towards Paulina, whose dark body was barely visible in the gloom.  Her open eyes, however, shone brightly.
 
                    “You’re awake,” said Shelley Mary.  “What are you doing?”
 
                    “Watching you.  You’re worth watching.”
 
                    “I’m not sure what you see,” said Shelley Mary uneasily.  “I’m sure you’ve had plenty of women more beautiful than me.”
 
                    “And men,” said Paulina.
 
                    “Oh… you go… ”
 
                    “Both ways?” Paulina laughed.  “To a point, and never both ways at once.  At least, not so far. Perhaps you should try it.”
 
                    “Shelley Mary laughed. Surprised herself.  “I might, if I found the right man.”
 
                    “You’re too transparent,” said Paulina.  “You’re thinking of Dalton.  He’s close, but he’s not it.” 
 
                    “Why?”
 
                    “Because he’s like every other man, or most of them, with their ridiculous little hydraulic daggers and wrinkly sacks.  Got to be among the most laughable – not to say ugly – pieces of anatomy.  Unreliable, too.  Deep down, they know it and they’re always wondering if it’s going to work.  What we’ll think if it doesn’t.  Whether it works as well as the previous or not as impressively as the next.  That’s why most of them lead with it, like a spear, as if they were organizing an invasion.  The more action, the less they have to think.  Well, no thanks.  Not invading my body, not until you come about it a different way.  I’m after something gentler, more mutual.”
 
                    “Wow,” said Shelley Mary, taken aback by the vehemence and surprised to hear ‘gentle’ or ‘mutual’ coming from this fierce woman’s lips.
 
                    “And another thing, how many of them actually understand how we work?  What’s going on with us?  That's why I like women – the brighter ones, anyway.  At least they know how all the parts operate.”  She reached up to Shelley Mary and drew her down to kiss her.  “If you find a man like that, let me know.”
 
                    “Have you ever?” asked Shelley Mary.
 
                    “A couple. But then they wanted to do the possession thing and that doesn’t work for me either.”
 
                    “What does?  Work for you?”
 
                    “This… ” And Shelley Mary had to admit that Paulina really did know how all the parts operated.
 
    
 
   Later, both sated, Shelley Mary made the difficult decision to tell Paulina more or less everything she knew about Cerval, Thorsten and the Incorruptibles.  She did it because she’d come to the conclusion that Dalton, his Chavaliers and their manifesto needed all the revolutionary help they could get. Equally, how much could Cerval and his Incorruptibles achieve alone? Perhaps if she could engineer an alliance between the working-class UnderGrunt hero and the wealthy justice-seeker who was prepared to risk both his life and his fortune for the greater good, she would be more than a supporting actress, the ingénue, in the drama that had to play out in The Smoke if the city-state’s slide into a dictatorial kleptocracy was to be halted.
 
                  Paulina let Shelley Mary talk on, contenting herself with stroking the girl’s beautiful back somewhat absently.  Then she sat up.
 
                    “Where are they?”  Paulina Ellamova asked Shelley Mary.
 
                    “The Incorruptibles? You know I’m not going to tell you that.”
 
                    “I could make you.”
 
                    “Torture me? Inflict pain?”
 
                    “Or pleasure,” Paulina laughed. Then suddenly serious:  “Do you think they’re real?”
 
                    “The Incorruptibles?  As real as Dalton’s Chavaliers but quite different.” 
 
    
 
   With no warning, the massive railway-sleeper door crashed into the room, hinges shattered, wood splintered.  Three men in black coveralls burst in, firing into the air.  The sound was shattering, paralysing Shelley Mary, but Paulina was already in action, naked except for her boots, diving to the floor and grabbing something from the folds of the fighting uniform she had abandoned for the lace dress.  
 
                    One of the men seized Shelley Mary. She screamed, writhed to escape him, but he smashed her against the wall, holding his Ximan to her throat, crushing her windpipe. She gagged, grabbed the gun and tried to force her way free, but the man was strong.  Immovable and practised.
 
                    The other two rushed Paulina and, agonised and shocked though she was, Shelley Mary realized that they could not have known who Paulina was, otherwise, surely, there would have been more of them? 
 
   Paulina danced away, swinging an arm around, a scimitar-like sword in her hand.
 
   Where had that been hidden?  
 
   Her movements were fluid, almost too fast to follow, and she caught the first man low in the leg, cutting deep to the bone.  When he doubled up, the sword flashed again, severing his carotid.  An eruption of blood sprayed all over Shelley Mary and her captor.
 
                    “Fuck’s sake!” he yelled, disgusted, and for an instant released his grip on her.  Shelley Mary twisted away in time to see Paulina spring onto the bed, snarling like a feral beast, followed by the second pursuer.
 
                    “Run!” screamed Paulina but Shelley Mary’s captor had seized her again and now jammed the Ximan hard into her throat.  Shelley Mary felt the bile rise and heard the man scream:  “Throw down the sword or I’ll kill her right now!”  
 
                    Paulina, however, ignored him – either because she was deafened by the heat of the murderous fight or because she was seized by a killing rage.  She dived at her second attacker, blade leading.  He parried the thrust with the barrel of his gun, but as he moved the gun horizontally he left himself open, and Paulina kicked him in the eye, her heel smashing through the bone surrounding the eyeball.  The eyeball itself squelched from its socket and was left dangling from its optic nerve, squashed against his cheek.  The man staggered back, screaming, and dropped his weapon.
 
                    In one graceful movement, Paulina slammed the sword into his gaping eye socket and grabbed the Ximan, but the third attacker had turned Shelley round and now had her in a headlock, the barrel of a small but wicked-looking Wills-Tucker pistol pressed into her ear. She was a shield, between her captor and Paulina.
 
                    “It’s over,” he said.  “Drop the gun. There’s no way you can fire a Ximan without killing her as well.”
 
                    Shelley Mary looked at Paulina, the suspicion of tears in her eyes, but holding it together. The man screwed the pistol further into Shelley’s ear. A full five seconds passed. Then Paulina seemed to droop, as if the fight had suddenly gone out of her. She threw the gun onto the bed. 
 
                    “You win.  This thing’s too heavy duty for up-close stuff.”  The man seemed to relax for a moment but Pauline continued: “On the other hand…”  She stamped the heel of her right boot on the floor. A spring-loaded bolt flew from its toe-cap and slammed into the man’s forehead. He dropped the pistol, mouth gaping. He brought his hand up to the spot where the bolt protruded and seemed to caress it. Then he fell, soundlessly.  In that briefest of moments, Shelley Mary was almost outraged.  She had kissed that same boot, licked her way from toe to heel to the lean flesh of Paulina’s inner thigh just half an hour ago. 
 
                    Paulina seized her.  “Come on.” She grabbed the Ximan off the bed and led Shelley Mary out into the underground street. There seemed to be no one around. 
 
                    “Where are we going?” asked Shelley Mary. 
 
                    “The stables.  We need transport!”  Paulina in the lead, the two women ran down the street towards the stables. Shelley struggled to keep up with the booted Paulina, her feet crunching on the flinty surface of the tunnel. They got precisely five ahms before a commanding voice rang out behind them: 
 
                    “Stop! Or die!”  Paulina and Shelley Mary came to a halt.  Turned.  A phalanx of black-clad men seemed to have come from nowhere. Each was armed with a Ximan. The one who’d issued the order stepped forward:  “Drop the weapon. You can’t escape. The whole area is flooded with our men.”
 
                    Paulina still held the Ximan, its barrel pointed downwards. From the corner of her mouth she whispered to Shelley Mary:  “Find Cerval.  If he’s half the man you say, now’s his chance.”  And before Shelley Mary could respond or react, Paulina swung the Ximan up and pulled the trigger.  
 
                    The leader of the platoon went down in a mist of red and Shelley Mary took off.  Behind her, a fusillade of fire. Turning a corner, she risked a look back.  There were the black clad men, some bloody, regrouping, but no sign of Paulina.
 
                    Shelley Mary ran for her life, ran like a greyhound. Her feet were cut to bloody ribbons by the stony street but she didn’t register the pain. She saw a side tunnel just ahead, plunged towards it, expecting any second to be cut down. A few ahms to go! She swerved round a corner.
 
                    Then the breath went out of her with a guttural gasp, as she slammed full pelt into the chest of a man, box-shaped and the size of an ice cabinet.
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   Even to Dalton Trager Rhineheart, who had known her from childhood, Paulina Ellamova was a mystery. It seemed that the older she became the more she was unknowable.  Hers was a contradictory character.  Brought up in the tight-knit and self-protective Chavalier society, she had rejected it and every other clique in her early teens.  Fiercely sexual, she had always slept with anyone she pleased, men or women. Not an  inordinate number of either. Wild as she was, she was discriminating too.
 
   Independent to the point of obsession, she preferred death to subjugation – that meant anything that infringed on her privacy or her individuality.  
 
                    Now she was leader of a small band of women who did not seek to simply be men in skirts, and revelled in both their female-ness and their femininity.  They were feared by the opposite sex who, in the safety of numbers, derided and attempted to continue to subjugate them.  They crossed all class and wealth barriers, which was what gave Paulina almost unlimited access to both underground and overground life in The Smoke.  In this she differed from many Marshians, who were generally ill at ease in The Smoke, fearing that oppressive, class-structured and heavily policed place.
 
                    Dalton was no different.  He was the undisputed leader of the Chavaliers but, deep in his heart and despite his courage and intelligence, he remained an UnderGrunt, intimidated by The Smoke’s higher society.  So, unlike Paulina he did not move comfortably in those weathier and more powerful circles.
 
                    Now, darting nimbly through the smoking dawn shadows of the Marshes, clad in paint-stained overalls grabbed from a Dauber’s washing line, Paulina knew that, for the moment at least, it was a broken place; that the government of The Smoke had reached out and crushed an incipient rebellion.  
 
                    She reviewed her options.  She could tap into her circle of like-minded women for moral support and for information but she didn’t feel she could call any of them to action other than to give her shelter for the meantime. They were not an army, and even if she could mobilise them she knew they would be slaughtered by the Commission’s heavily-armed enforcers. She supposed she could trawl them for information but not much more.
 
                    That left Cerval Franks and his Incorruptibles, whoever and wherever they were.  If Shelley Mary had been right in her assessment of this unknown quantity it was the one force that might help her rescue Dalton and Shelley Mary herself.  The girl (and though she was older than Paulina, that’s how she thought of Shelley Mary) was bright and perceptive but she was also naïve, too easily led. 
 
                 What other choices did Paulina have? And, if she was going to contact the Incorruptibles, how to go about it?
 
                    According to Shelley Mary, Cerval and his main force were beyond The Smoke, but a strange set of twins had remained behind.  The girl adept with karriers and animals of all kinds.  The boy a Babbler.  That was an unusual combination.  If she could get the word out, perhaps this odd couple had been spotted.  And if she could contact them, they could surely contact Cerval.
 
    
 
   Paulina visited several of her circle.  She chose those who weren’t only concerned with the gender revolution but with the wider need for change.  She didn’t broach that subject but simply asked them to help her find the odd twins, one an animal whisperer and the other a Babbler.  If they asked why she wanted to know, she subtly dropped the subject and relied only on those who would help unquestioningly, unconditionally.
 
                    What Paulina didn’t know was that Hayden Cloudesley was a member of the loose circle of women into which she was tapped.  Hayden was one of those rare people who had a genuine vocation, in her case to cook and to watch her guests enjoying her food. Yet, now that the Silencios used her beloved restaurant as a canteen, she did not stand or fall by her own talents and efforts but on their whim.  Her dissatisfaction drove her to drink a little too much, and on occasion the drink loosened her lips.
 
                    On one such occasion she told a confidante about the extraordinary young man, the Babbler, whom Franklyn Pfarrer had picked up and was seducing – a remarkable, almost unknown event in itself; and she also mentioned the solitary young woman who had taken to dining every night at Spasso. Hayden didn’t realize that the young woman was the Babbler’s twin because the woman always wore a veil, even to eat, but that in itself was remarkable; and when Paulina heard the full story she put all the pieces together and went to the restaurant herself.
 
                    The night she visited, there was no sign of Pfarrer or of his youthful target, but the mysterious woman in the veil was there, as usual dining alone.
 
                    Risking everything, Paulina waylaid Alaina and, once she’d convinced her that she was real, asked how she could contact Cerval and the Incorruptibles.  Paulina’s intervention created a wave of relief which all but overwhelmed Alaina and tears rolled down her cheeks from beneath the veil.  She knew her brother was in mortal danger and that, following the manifesto raids, The Smoke was clamped down even more tightly than ever.  She knew she had to get the information to Cerval but she had no karriers to work with, and Brutus was still missing.
 
                    “Where is he?” Paulina asked urgently.  “This Cerval?  Where can I find him?”  Despite her relief at having an ally, Alaina couldn’t bring herself to betray the estate and, anyway, even though she had been there, that meant nothing. Its coordinates, bearing and distance were all secret. And even if could give them to Paulina, how would Paulina make the journey?
 
   The existence of the Frankenstein Estate was not a secret, of course, but it was so remote and inaccessible that it might as well have been a distant country; and, because Shelley Mary had not revealed Cerval’s real identity – at least not to Smokies at large – Paulina could not know that the estate and the Incorruptibles were inextricably connected. But it was simple enough to deduce from the fact that Alaina had admitted she couldn’t communicate with Cerval because she had no karriers, that Cerval’s base must be a considerable distance from the centre of The Smoke.
 
                    “Is he on the outskirts?” she asked.  “Of The Smoke?”
 
                    “Much further,” Alaina admitted uneasily.  
 
                    “You have to fly there?”
 
                    Alaina hesitated, but eventually said in small voice: “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Now Paulina’s circle came to the rescue once more, for Josephine D. Bader was an inner member, one well-known to Paulina.  With Alaina, she sought out that slight and wiry pilot. Perhaps, thought Paulina, she might in her travels have seen some clue as to where Cerval and the Incorruptibles might be found.
 
                    Josephine D. Bader was a tougher subject than Alaina to interview.  Like everyone else who harboured seditious views, she was careful about what she said and to whom.  She had never met Alaina and did not know even know her name; but she had, in the end, to acknowledge that only someone known to the Incorruptibles could know as much as Alaina did. But she also knew that the devastating crackdown in the Marshes would inevitably be followed by more violence. More deaths.  Joesphine did not want that on her conscience and eventually told Paulina that she could take her to Cerval.  Deliver her personally.
 
                    “But I’m working with Cerval’s smallest PAV.  I can only take you.” Paulina had a moment of suspicion. What guarantee was there that the tiny pilot would take her to Cerval rather than deliver her to the Commission, the Silencios or Rolf-Adolf Thriel?
 
                   In the end, the urgency of the situation and the fear for their own futures – added to Alaina’s desperate plea for their help to free Ricardo – over-rode the risks. At the last moment, however, Paulina Ellamova changed the plan.
 
                    “She’ll go,” she said to Josephine, indicating Alaina. Alaina gave her a sharp look.  Like all Cerval’s recruits, she was tough and independent and did not appreciate the command that “she’ll go” implied.  Paulina picked up on the look and continued smoothly.  “You’re an Incorruptible.  I’m not.  He might suspect me, and every moment lost is dangerous, for your brother and for Dalton.  Besides,” she smiled, “you’re tiny.  The lighter the load the faster the flight, right?’
 
                    “Right,” said Josephine and, jerking her head at Alaina, “let’s go.”
 
                    “What will you do?” Alaina asked Paulina.
 
                    “I’ll think of something.”  
 
                    Josephine steered Alaina away, hustling her quickly towards the aerodock. Alaina turned back once, to see Paulina moving away fast. She was soon out of sight.  
 
    
 
   oOo
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



26
 
    
 
   Forewarned, the aerodock’s launch commander had Josephine’s tiny P.A.V. hooked up to the steam RTP winder when Josephine and Alaina arrived.  Alaina took one look at the dart-like, flimsy machine – so light that it seemed the winder would overturn it despite the anchor lines and chocks – and turned to Josephine, suddenly pale.
 
                    “I can’t fly in that!” she whispered.  Josephine gave her an unfathomable look, which Alaina interpreted as a touch scornful.  “I mean,” she continued, “I’ve never been up before.  I… I… I’ve seen The Devil, of course, but that’s gigantic compared to this thing.”
 
                    “Size doesn’t count,” said Josephine dryly.  “If you’ve got a message for Cerval, this is your only shot.”  Alaina approached the little P.A.V. and reached out to touch its flimsy fabric skin, as she would gentle a wild animal. Josephine continued:  “Or do you expect me to deliver for you?”
 
                    “No. No. I should be the one.”
 
                    “Then let’s do it.”  Josephine lifted the canopy and indicated the padded passenger seat.  “Strap in.”  She nodded to the ground crew commander.  “Ready?”
 
                    “Nearly there,” said the commander, checking the RTP tension and slowing the winder right down so that the P.A.V.’s paddle-prop was barely turning.
 
                    Josephine walked around the aircraft, checking the fabric and the control surfaces, conducting her formal pre-flight checks.  Then, as the commander turned to her launch crew and prepared to terminate the winding process, she climbed into the cockpit and pulled the safety straps tight.  The steam winder’s powerful pistons halted and the commander’s voice boomed its command:
 
       “Disengage and prepare to pull.”  The winder claws disengaged and the crew manoeuvred the P.A.V. into launch position.  Through the windshield and over Josephine Bader’s shoulder, Alaina saw the aerodock swing right to left, until she was gazing down the long tar-and-gravel runway.   
 
                  “Chocks away!” the commander barked, and Alaina felt the P.A.V. quiver as she freed the oversize bouncy wheels.  Now all that held the craft in place was the ground crew.  The moment the commander gave them the word, they’d release their hold and the craft would accelerate, lift off and soar away over the city.
 
                    Everyone was so focussed on the critical procedure that they did not look up into the thick skies above The Smoke, where a tiny silver glint intermittently penetrated the filthy gloom.
 
                    The ground crew commander stepped to one side, looking directly at Josephine, ensuring that they were in full eye contact.  She raised her hands high above her shoulders and waited. Josephine ran rapidly ran through the take-off procedures in her head and then signalled that she was set to go.   Slowly, the commander lowered her hands and then aligned herself with the runway so that she was pointed in exactly the same direction as the P.A.V., her perspective exactly what Josephine would see through the windshield if her eyes were not fixed on the commander.  
 
                    The commander knelt, a slow, steady movement, her arms at her sides.  Then, never losing the rhythm of her actions, a calm and predictable rhythm, she thrust both hands forward, pointing down the runway.  At that instant, Josephine began to heave back on prop-paddle release.
 
                    A beat later, the ground crew should have released the aircraft.
 
                    Instead, a squad of black cop karts burst onto the scene, cops bristling with Ximans.
 
                    “Down on the fucking ground!” came the screamed order, but the crew was so attuned to the launch commander that it hesitated to obey.
 
                    “Get out of my fucking aerodock!” she bellowed at the intruders – but they simply opened up, taking out two of the crew immediately.  The commander yelled at Josephine:
 
                    “Go! Go! Go!” and sprang to the P.A.V.’s tail.   Josephine heaved the paddle-release lever right back and the big paddle began to turn, just as the commander grabbed the lightweight aircraft’s tail and stabilised it.
 
                    “On the fucking ground!” screamed the intruders but they in turn were so fixed on their target that they didn’t see what the commander could: a handful of albino pit ponies, plaited leather reins and ReForTin saddles, pink-tinted blinkers shielding their eyes from the unaccustomed light.  On each, a silent, determined woman armed with a stubby ReForTin crossbow.  Led, of course, by Paulina Ellamova.
 
                    On her order the crossbows fired, their short polished metal bolts flashing through the air, each one bringing down a Ximan gunner.
 
                     The intervention allowed the commander to hold the aircraft back while the paddle-prop built its momentum.  The moment she felt the power surging, she released the little PAV but one dying Ximan gunner, writhing on the ground, crossbow bolt protruding from his throat, tried to riddle the PAV and hit the commander instead.  She fell to the ground, shredded flesh and blood.
 
                    Josephine knew that she didn’t have optimum airspeed but understood that if she didn’t get the PAV off the ground right now, it might never fly.  She hauled back on the hi-lo and felt the lightweight craft lift off.
 
                    Thank Dufus we’re both tiny! she thought to herself even as a slug holed  the fabric, passing just above her legs.
 
                    Alaina screamed as a second slug tore a furrow through the flesh of her upper arm. “I’m all right, I’m all right!”  Alaina shouted, staunching the blood with her other hand, twisted around to see that Paulina’s cavalry had prevailed, and that Paulina herself was holding her crossbow high in the air, a farewell salute to the steeply climbing little PAV.
 
                    The Smoke dropped away as the ascent continued.
 
                    But seconds later, another set of Ximans opened up – their lethal chattering far too close to be ground-based, their slugs punching more holes in Josephine Bader’s flimsy P.A.V. But before they hit anything vital Josephine pulled back on the hi-lo once more. and the little aircraft almost stood on its tail, paddle-prop beating the air.
 
                    A large, ungainly P.A.V. passed beneath them.  Josephine had not seen it before (and she thought she knew every P.A.V. in The Smoke).  Tri-paddle-propped, it was piloted from an open cockpit located right aft, just in front of the twin-ruddered tailplane while, up front, there were two more open cockpits now manned by Ximan gunners who were straining to twist and direct their fire up at her fragile craft.
 
   Whooop, whoop, whoop!  Paddle-props beat the air as the PAVs began a lethal dance.
 
    
 
   Josephine knew that if she spent too much time twisting and turning, looping and rolling, she would quickly run out of RTP power; the big bands would unwind prematurely and she would not be able to complete the glide to Cerval’s estate.  She assumed that the police tri-motor crew had no such concerns about range, and would simply turn back to The Smoke once they had destroyed Josephine’s PAV or if their bands ran down.   
 
                     She made a quick decision, a compromise.  She would head out over the impenetrable jungles and mountains between The Smoke and the estate, with minimal twists and turns – just enough to avoid being gunned down – in the hope that the tri-motor’s crew, not wanting to crash in Mancit or Manu territory, would chicken out and return home.
 
                    Not a bad plan but one that immediately went wrong when she straightened out.  The Ximans found her range almost immediately and shot great chunks out of the tailplane.  Josephine swore and wrenched the little aircraft into a tight loop, the tri-motor overshooting.
 
    
 
   High above, a black speck against the sun, a creature even more at home in the air than either of the P.A.V.s, was struck by a barrage of intuition as the supernormal connection between Alaina and Brutus the karrier kicked in.  However intelligent and however loyal, Brutus was only a bird.  Bird-brained.  A few days ago, he had been distracted by a female karrier he had never encountered before.  They had spent delicious hours soaring, roosting and mating but, eventually, Brutus’ training had kicked in and he was now en route to The Smoke, to seek out the woman who had been his keeper and mistress since he was a chick.  In this moment, he felt her terror.  He could not know it wasn’t so much a fear for her own life as for her critical mission.
 
                    Brutus, who had been riding a particularly delightful thermal, drew his wings in, streamlined, and swooped down towards the two human-made flying machines that were desperately jockeying for supremacy. To Brutus, the P.A.V.s were like two birds, one a raptor and one its potential victim and, even without recognizing Josephine’s unique P.A.V., he knew which was the victim and what he had to do to save Alaina’s life.
 
                    He spread his wings wide to gain several hundred feet of altitude then, focussing on the tri-motor, he tucked his wings close to his side and aimed directly for the big P.A.V.  As he dived, he rivalled the speed of a peregrine falcon – and, to date, there was nothing faster in the air.
 
                    Alaina intuited exactly what was happening, even though she couldn’t see clearly.  She twisted around to keep the action in view and cried out: “Brutus!  No!”  But if the karrier sensed her plea, he ignored it and pressed home his attack.
 
                    At the last moment, one of the Ximan gunners saw this diving bird, which weighed as much as a large dog, aiming directly at the P.A.V.  He screamed and swung his Ximan around, loosed off a burst which, at first, was way off target.  But as Brutus closed, sheer desperation drove the gunner to aim straighter and, just before Brutus smashed into the pilot’s cockpit, the slugs shredded the powerful karrier.
 
                    Too late!
 
   The massive carcass slammed through the windshield.  Blood, flesh, guts, shit and feathers filled the cockpit.  Brutus’ dead body decapitated the pilot, and buried itself in the central motor’s power unit.  The impact snapped one of the RTP bands and, as it retracted violently to its anchor point, it took out several of the main fuselage bulkheads.  At the same time, the nose dropped and the aircraft went into a steep dive, which put an ever-increasing strain on the wings, a compressive force the weakened fuselage couldn’t tolerate.  The wings folded and the aircraft went into a death dive.
 
   Alaina buried her face in her hands and wept for the brave bird she’d known all its life; but Josephine concentrated on her flight plan, straightened the P.A.V.’s direction, and, hoping the vehicle would hold together for the next few hours, aimed for the estate.
 
   The tri-motor crashed into the jungle, disintegrating as it passed through the treetop canopy and on towards the ground, its wreckage finally trapped by branches three or four ahms from the surface.  Its mangled, bloodied crew were impaled and suspended like Dufus tree ornaments.
 
                    Within moments, the area was filled with eager Mancits.  They had seen the aerial combat and, the moment they knew one of the P.A.V.s was going to crash to earth, had hurried to the crash site.  Who knew what treasures might result?
 
                    The more agile Mancits, first to the crash, scrambled into the branches and ripped the bodies free, hacking at them and dropping the meat to their friends below.  Enough food here for a massive feast, and plenty of leftovers to sustain the village for at least a week.  Hunting had been poor recently and the hungrier Mancits tore chunks of raw flesh from the bodies, chewing delightedly, grunting their appreciation.  Then one of the bodies groaned and the Mancits went into paroxysms of joy.  They had no means to preserve meat and here was a live human! One that could be kept alive and fattened!  And, while alive, an arm here or a leg there could be carved up for snacks!  
 
                    Carrying their bounty and dragging the shattered, agonized crew member behind them, the Mancit war party headed to their settlement, singing (in their own sing-song language) one of their strange tribal chants:
 
    
 
   “Mancits, mancits, always play to win!
Mancits, mancits, we never give in. 
 I'm Mancit till I die
I'm Mancit till I die
I know I am, I'm sure I am
I'm Mancit till I die!” 
 
    
 
   Encountering no further opposition, Josephine D. Bader flew the PAV arrow-straight to Cerval’s estate to deliver its life and death message.
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   A WEEK LATER, Cerval and his Incorruptibles held their war conference with Paulina Ellamova in the basement ruins of what remained of Derby & Thoms.  The Commission’s thugs, Silencios and cops, had blown up the old department store building once they’d murdered Florenza and captured Dalton.  Cerval and Paulina reckoned that they’d done with the Marshes for the moment, and particularly with Derby & Thoms, so this was as safe a site as any.  
 
                    Cerval brought with him Evangeline, Alaina and Thorsten. The latter’s new steam prosthetic was undoubtedly phenomenally powerful, but its control systems were still unreliable. There was no sign of Doctor Pedro Robledo Efrain, apparently the only person who could trouble-shoot the device. 
 
                 With his bullet-proof, battering ram head, his steam-driven prosthetic and his largely restored abnormal strength, Thorsten had become the ultimate warrior – but one whose devastating effect might be as dangerous to himself and his own allies as to his enemies.
 
                    The Pitts’s, father and son, had also come to The Smoke, as had Thor’s father, Gori, and several other of Cerval’s more formidable retainers.  The limiting factor had been the available P.A.V.s’ payloads.  The Devil could take a number of passengers, but Josephine D. Bader’s pencil-like craft could carry only her and Alaina.  Which left a couple of older and not so well-maintained aircraft to transport the balance of his force.  But luck was with them. They had all arrived without mishap, and landed in the Marshes, on a long-forgotten sports field which Paulina’s volunteers had cleared.
 
    
 
   When she’d arrived at the estate a week earlier to see Cerval, Alaina pressed the urgency of the situation, that The Smoke was in lockdown, the Commission, the Silencios and the cops having reacted to the manifesto with iron fists.  Had they understood that the forces behind it were wildly fragmented, they could have more or less ignored it, and the threat to the smooth-running of the city-state would soon have faded.  As it was, the predictable authoritarian knee-jerk overreaction ensured that a number of aggrieved Smoke citizens moved beyond grumbling and actively sought out people of similar views.  No one opposing the Commission was sure what to do and everyone remained fearful of the Silencios, but there were demonstrations, and in some of the poorer suburbs, riots. Cerval and the Incorruptibles all agreed that it was a giant step from rumbling discontent to revolution but they were encouraged. If they could free Ricardo, Dalton and Shelley-Mary, perhaps they could move to the next step. 
 
    
 
   Now they were all in The Smoke, plotting. In addition to Cerval’s small but formidable force, Paulina had proposed three platoons.  The first comprised hardcore Chavaliers who were unquestioningly loyal to Dalton and determined to free him or find him dead.  They were led, nominally, by a compelling transgender mercenary known only as O.M. Just seventeen, h/she apparently selected her gender-of-the-moment by whim and was currently female.
 
                 She possessed a shockingly fearsome temper which was barely reined in by her sharp intellect.  She had a soft spot for Dalton and was enraged by his capture, but remained calm enough to work with Paulina to hand-pick Chavaliers for the mission.  
 
                    The second support team was chosen by Cerval and Paulina from the Revoltistas, some of whom seemed never quite able to follow their mission statement “Progress through Explosives” and were as liable to blow themselves up as anyone they bombed.  They had come to think of explosives as an end in themselves, and had to be reminded that they were supposed to be the shock troops of the revolution. Paulina and Cerval had worked hard to winnow the dilettante chaff from the hardcore, usually older, Revoltistas who had managed to keep their eyes on the prize.
 
                      Finally, there were Paulina’s crack troops, the same handful of warrior women who had arrived on horseback at the aerodock, facilitating Josephine and Alaina’s escape.  They were glamorous and romantic and unafraid of death.  Only in the company of their own sisterhood did they ever let their guard down or allow their emotions to show, and they were always ready when Paulina needed them.  Every one was a crossbow markswoman and a black belt karoeirista.  
 
                    The plan was simple.  Cerval and his group would focus on the Silencio headquarters and free Ricardo. O.M. and her Chavaliers would invade The Smoke’s Police Headquarters, where Dalton and Shelley Mary were still being held.  Paulina and her cavalry would be the wild card, ready to reinforce either of the two main attacks.  And the operation would be prefaced by a series of Revoltista bombings designed to draw Silencios and cops out of their headquarters and onto the street.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Franklyn Rooseveldt Pfarrer was getting impatient, and his impatience only amplified the unfamiliar desire consuming him.  When he had first encountered Ricardo and understood he was a Babbler, his emotions were tender, or as close to tender as this tiny, scorpion-like human might achieve.  There had been a warmth, a feeling that this wide-eyed and innocent youth needed his protection.  Pfarrer had never experienced tenderness, protectiveness, before and it changed him momentarily.  His men were astounded at the change but saw that it didn’t last long, replaced as it was by burning desire.  At first, they assumed Pfarrer’s desire was just another manifestation of his overriding lust – for possession, for control, for cruelty and death.  When they saw that it was a driving passion for the Babbler, they were unsure how to react. They weren’t embarrassed by its homosexual nature. In The Smoke, the only equal opportunity was sexual. But they didn’t understand why he didn’t simply take the youth by force.  Be done with it.  What was the psychopath looking for?  Love?
 
                     Pfarrer was indeed looking for love – though he didn’t know it, had never experienced it – and its absence made him increasingly angry until, finally, he threw that want aside to focus simply on physical gratification.   He summoned four of his most trusted men, told them to strip Ricardo and bring him to his bedroom.
 
   Ricardo knew this moment would come and he had prepared himself, retreated deep into his Babbler mind, so deep that he went beyond the random outbursts, beyond speech of any kind.  He determined to endure whatever was inflicted on him and, when the opportunity arose, which he was sure it would, to kill his tormentor-rapist. Even if it meant that he died himself.
 
    
 
   Dalton Trager Rhineheart was chained to the wall of his cell like a mediaeval prisoner.  His clothes were in tatters and his body was streaked with blood and filth.  When he was first captured, Pfarrer had wanted to set Hudspith and Two-Face Puttick to work on him, but police chief Rolf-Adolph Thriel had demurred.  He knew how much Hudspith loved his work, and feared that Dalton would die before he gave up the valuable formula for forging ReForTin. Pfarrer believed that the fastest way to learning that secret was to let Hudspith do what he did best, but he made a political decision.  Let Thriel have his moment of glory.  It would only make their working relationship easier.
 
                    Thriel had therefore relied on more orthodox interrogations, without force or brutality at first.  Dalton, however, had not only proved his mental toughness, he had showered his interrogators with a stream of vitriolic, articulate scorn which finally exhausted their patience.  They beat the living daylights out of their prisoner and re-chained him to the cell wall while they planned their next move.  
 
    
 
   Shelley Mary presented a quite different problem to her captors.  At first, she had denied that she had written the manifesto, fearful that the admission would lead to her immediate execution.  But then she had thought fuck it, why not?  She was proud of what she had written and if she had to die for it, so be it.  Just as she had come to this decision, her cell door clanged open, she looked up and to her horror saw Rupert Gilchrist Bass thrown into the cell with her.  The man was filthy, stinking even more than usual.  As he tottered across the stone floor and collided with the far wall, there was a loud report, and the smell worsened.  Shelley Mary stared, wide-eyed, hand over her nose. R. G. slid down the wall and took up a sitting position. He looked blearily at Shelley Mary. Then the one-time editor spoke:
 
                    “Make it easy on yourself.”  His voice was a croak.  “Admit you wrote it.  I already told them it was you.”
 
                    “So did I,” she replied, breathing as shallowly as possible.  
 
                    “Oh.”  He seemed thoughtful.  Looked up at her after a few moments.  “It was pretty good,” he said. “What you wrote.”  Despite herself, Shelley Mary felt a surge of pride – but then suspicion kicked in.
 
                    “What do you want?” she asked, knowing the answer to the question.  She wasn’t particularly afraid.  She knew she could handle him physically but to her surprise he looked puzzled.
 
                    “What do I want?” he repeated.  “Good question. I’ve been able to think about it since I came off the VitaBeena. And the Viper Agua.” Shelley Mary looked askance. “They don’t supply you with drugs in here you know. It was rough to begin with, but after a while I found I could think straight.”
 
                    “And?” 
 
                     “Truthfully?  I suppose I’d like to be like you.  Starting out.  With hope and ambition.  Stories to write.  A belief I could change the world.”  
 
                    “What happened?”
 
                    “Life,” he replied.  “Life in The Smoke. I saw the reality.  The inevitability of it all.  That I was just one puny reporter.  How could I overturn the Commission, expose the cops or indict the Silencios? So I looked the other way and pretty soon I was part of it. Then there was the VitaBeena. And the Viper Agua. And, well, you know…”
 
                    Shelley Mary looked away. He was such a disgusting creature that she didn’t want to feel sympathy for him. But even so, she felt a little.
 
                    “What will they do with us?” she asked, more to change the subject than for any other reason.
 
                    “A show trial?” he shrugged.  “Make us an example?”  Shelley Mary shivered.  She was proud of what she had written but she wasn’t sure that she could stand up to years in jail.  Particularly if she had to share any of them with this wreck.  She looked for hope.  Dalton was jailed – maybe dead – but perhaps Paulina was alive?  Even here, in this stinking cell, she felt Paulina’s hands, her lips.  Remembered that she had said to her I want everything!  Everywhere!  All at once!  Recalled the rolling explosions of pleasure.  And the almost immediately returning hunger.  Would Paulina save her?  
 
                    And where was Cerval?
 
    
 
   Colette Garcia Cognizo was The Smoke’s wealthiest and most powerful woman; when she spoke people listened.  Now she stood on one of the many balconies of her walled mansion, Pura Vida, and looked out over the city-state that was her fiefdom.  Descended from one of the original iron, coal and steam families, she had the resources to have built gigantic air purifiers into her estate, fans and filters integrated into the stone around the perimeter of her property.  Pura Vida was, therefore, one of the few relatively clean air oases in The Smoke. From it, the views were crystal clear for about a mile, blending into light smog, and, finally, the impenetrable filth of the further distances.  
 
                    “Darling?” said a tentative voice, belonging to one of the most beautiful men The Smoke had ever seen.
 
                    “Oh do fuck off,” replied Colette tiredly, and Cotton Franco disappeared fast.  He knew his own best interests.  Colette sighed.  Cotton was less than half her age and tireless between her legs but as stupid as bok choy and just as bland.  She sighed again and turned, bringing a row of three identical cottages into view.  They were situated on the boundary of her property and housed her three previous husbands. She thought of “Ya Blue,” her first, once almost as beautiful as Cotton, now possessed of chicken legs and turkey neck.  But at least he had been able to make her laugh, and as the years passed she was beginning to realize that was as important as sex.  
 
                    She sighed again, the sigh turning into a incredulous gasp as four massive explosions took out the corner turrets of her estate walls, bringing down the huge air purifiers and fans.  The air was instantly filled with debris, smoke and choking fumes. 
 
                    The shock waves threw her down and she struck her head on a marble planter.  As she passed out, her last emotion was indignation.  
 
   Who the fuck would dare bomb me?
 
    
 
    At almost exactly the same time as the Pura Vida bombings, more bombs went off through The Smoke: at the Senate buildings, the High Court, several outlying police stations and at the headquarters of three of the city’s most powerful corporations.
 
                    Routine aerial surveillance was yet to come in The Smoke, but had there been an eye in the sky analyzing the bombings, it might have shown that each bomb site was some distance from both the main jail and the Silencios’ headquarters – a jagged circle surrounding them, but not closely. 
 
                    Ever since the Commission had ordered the post-manifesto lockdown, security had been tightened at all key locations, squads of cops and Silencios alternating and each squad including at least one SuperOxygenator for high speed messaging.  And so every one of the Revoltistas’ diversionary bombings was witnessed by cops or Silencios – and news of the bombings was spread by SuperOxygenators running through the increasingly panicked Smoke streets.
 
                    Now a second wave of Revoltista bombs exploded at key street junctions and known traffic bottlenecks.  
 
   When the cop karts tried to manoeuvre to the bomb sites, the streets locked solid and the SuperOxygenators proved their value. Their over-developed lungs and smog-filtering masks enabled them to maintain their pace indefinitely, and, unlike even the nimblest vehicles or horses, they could navigate the back alleys and side streets; dart in and out of buildings, bringing news of the latest outrages to Franklyn Rooseveldt Pfarrer and to Rolf-Adolf Thriel.  
 
                    Pfarrer was distracted – consumed – by his fantasies of Ricardo and didn’t take the time to analyze the reports. In fact he dismissed them. How would a few random bombings affect the daily functioning of The Smoke? What difference would they make to the Silencios?  
 
    
 
   Thriel was en route to Dalton’s cell, surprising himself at the glee with which he was looking forward to the next round of his interrogation. ReForTin! There was a secret worth uncovering! Briefly, Rolf-Adolph fantasized about the riches it would bring him, the desires and ambitions he could fulfill, and he was in this frame of mind when he received the reports of multiple bombings.  He issued commands briskly:
 
                    “Bring in every off-duty man you can find.  Overtime authorized.  Take every cop who can walk more than three steps without falling over his own truncheon.  Send them out into the streets.  Find the bombers. Arrest them. Kill them.  I don’t fucking care.  Make it stop.”
 
    
 
   Thriel landed the first kidney punches on the suspended Dalton.  “I admire your courage, Rhineheart, but give it up. The ReForTin formula – that’s your key to freedom.  No one has to know.  Give it up, and there’ll be no more pain.”  
 
                    He had to pause in his punishment.  They were hard, hard punches and Thriel was a sedentary man.  He was out of breath.  As he gathered himself, Dalton looked at him scornfully.
 
                    “I hate to deliver a cliché, chief, but you’ll have to kill me first.”  He spat – a glob that flew unerringly through the air and hit Thriel right in the mouth just as he was looking up and taking a deep breath.  Involuntarily, he swallowed his victim’s phlegm and it drove him to new heights of brutality.
 
    
 
   As Thriel resumed his assault on Dalton, the Chavalier army slammed through the main and back entrances to Headquarters.
 
                    “’Ere!” gasped the outraged desk sergeant at the main entrance, fatally under-estimating O.M., “whatchoo fink you’re doin’, you fuckin’ fairy… ”
 
                    He got no further because O.M. slashed across the desk at him with her favoured close-fighting weapon, a leather sjambok embedded with tiny steel barbs.  The whip coiled around the sergeant’s neck, the barbs bit, and O.M. – strong despite her slight frame – heaved him right over the desk and onto the floor.  As he struggled, terrible, fearful, incoherent words choking in his throat, the next-up Chavalier warrior, who had lost three family members to police raids on the Marshes, put a captive bolt humane killer to the sergeant’s head and pulled the trigger.  It caused instant death, but the sergeant’s legs trembled for fifteen seconds after the bolt penetrated his brain.
 
    
 
   Shelley Mary and Rupert Gilchrist Bass had come to a strange accommodation.  She was surprisingly moved by his praise of her writing and remembered that when she was a young schoolgirl, determined to be a writer, she had admired Bass’s own reports.  In those days, he came as close to rebelling against The News Of The Smoke’s editors and owners as any journalist.  He had learned exactly where the line between outrage and instant dismissal (or a dark alley beating) was drawn and had gathered a considerable following, not least for his weekly column ‘Bass Voice,’ which highlighted legal cases in which justice clearly had not prevailed.  
 
                    Unknown to innocent schoolgirl Shelley Mary, the Commission tolerated Bass’s tightrope act because it added to the impression that The Smoke boasted a free press. But after a couple of more blatant transgressions, they swung into action.  They knew Bass was newly married and that he was very short of money.  So they bought him and, in time, made him editor.  It was his knowledge, the shame that he had sold out, that turned him from a talented member of the human race into a perverted caricature of a gutter journalist. Here, sharing a cell with the object of his most extreme fantasies, and one who had humiliated him more than once, he had become almost human.
 
                    “It was a little too didactic for me,” he said, referring to the manifesto, “and the final section perhaps a shade discursive.”  He quoted entire passages in support of his criticism and Shelley Mary was surprised at his memory.  She also had to admit that his criticisms were quite apposite.  
 
                    “If I were writing it,” Bass continued – only to be interrupted as the cell door smashed open and three grim-faced cops burst in, weapons drawn.  They slammed past Bass, hurling him to the floor, and grabbed Shelley Mary, dragging her towards the door. Instinctively, she resisted, sure there was nothing official about their actions.
 
                    “Let me go!” she shouted.
 
                    “Shut the fuck up,” one of the cops snarled, slapping her hard, while his colleague wrapped a fist in her hair and dragged. “You’re our ticket out of here!”
 
                    “No!” screamed Bass.  He grabbed one set of ankles and sank his teeth deeply into another.  The bitten cop screamed and turned on Bass, beating him over the head with his gun but the one time editor of The News Of The Smoke would not let go, suddenly more pit-bull than poodle.
 
                    Shelley Mary took advantage of the chaos and tried to break free, but the cop who had her by the hair wasn’t going to give up his prize.
 
                    “No chance, bitch, you’re coming with me!”  Now Shelley Mary could hear approaching footsteps, shouts and orders, and she redoubled her efforts to escape.
 
                    Bass, beaten semi-conscious, still maintained the bite.  In fact, sank his teeth even further into the cop’s meaty leg; and this was the chaotic scene that greeted O.M. and her Chavaliers as she burst into the cell.  She took it all in and instantly lashed out with the barbed sjambok.  The cop who had Shelley Mary’s hair in his grasp immediately let her go and reached with both hands for the terrible whip that had fastened itself around his neck.  O.M. pulled him towards her and eviscerated him with the short knife she held in her other hand.
 
                    The other cops backed into a corner, terrified (Bass, bloodied and hallucinating, still fastened to one of their four ankles).  O.M. left Shelley Mary to the care of her troops and faced the trembling policemen, sjambok in one hand, short knife in the other.
 
                    “Where's Rhineheart?” she asked quietly.  The cops exchanged glances.  She gave them no more time but flicked the sjambok at the nearest.  As it sliced through his cheek, she asked again:
 
                    “Dalton Trager Rhineheart.  Name ring a bell, fuckwit?  Where is he?”  She turned to one of her followers.  “And get that idiot off his ankle.”
 
                    “He’s not an idiot,” Shelley Mary was surprised to hear herself saying.  “He was trying to save me.”  O.M. ignored her, still focussed on finding Dalton’s cell.  She flicked the sjambok again, but before its barbs made contact, the cop whose ankle was still firmly anchored in Bass’s mouth fell to his knees blubbering.
 
                    “I’ll show you!  I’ll take you!”  He repeated the words three times before subsiding into sobs and only then did Bass release him, spitting fabric, blood and flesh as he did so.
 
    
 
   Rolf-Adolph Thriel was almost blind with rage, the taste of Dalton’s saliva remaining in his mouth as he beat and kicked the chained prisoner to the point of his own exhaustion.  He barely paused in his assault when one of his men erupted into the cell shouting:
 
                    “Boss!  Boss!  We gotta get out of here!  Now!”  The man’s fear penetrated Thriel’s fury and he turned to the intruder.
 
                    “UnderGrunts!” he shouted. “Chavaliers!  A fucking rebellion!  An invasion!  They’re here!  We gotta get out.”  
 
                    But the warning was too late.  O.M. and her cohorts crowded the door, and the sjambok reached out and dragged the shouting cop backwards.  Thriel, however, had not risen to Police Chief through slow thinking, and before O.M. and her Chavaliers could seize him, he spun around behind his prisoner, putting Dalton between himself and his attackers. At the same time, he drew a four-shot Blom pocket pistol and jammed it into the side of Dalton’s swollen and bloodied face.
 
                    “One more step and he dies!” Thriel said to O.M. who stopped in her tracks, knowing that, for the moment, she was stalemated.  
 
    
 
   Paulina Ellamova and her cavalry were stationed in an alley opposite the Police Headquarters, ready to deploy as a secondary invasion.  She didn’t like missing out on the first wave action but she knew that to stay loose, available to deal with any unexpected developments, was the right thing to do.  She and her riders watched as frightened cops and administrators fled the building, putting as much ground between themselves and the avenging Chavaliers as they could.  
 
   The albino pit ponies shifted nervously, restless, seeming to want to get to work.
 
                    Paulina sat straighter in the saddle as she saw a small squad of Chavaliers exit the building with a quivering fat man and Shelley Mary.  Shelley Mary was bloodied and bruised, her clothing torn and filthy but she was unmistakable.  Paulina spurred her pony forward.
 
                    “Where's Dalton?” she asked.  Shelley Mary could only shake her head. “I don't know.”
 
                    “Is he still alive?”
 
                    “I think so.  That person, whoever he is…  or she is… ”
 
                    “O.M.?  What about her?”
 
                    “She forced them to take her to Dalton’s cell.”
 
                 Pauline turned to her riders.
 
                    “Stay here.  I’m going in.”
 
    
 
   In Dalton’s cell, impasse. 
 
                    “You can’t get out of here,” O.M. snarled at Thriel.  “Not alive.”
 
                    “Then he’ll die, too.  Is that what you want?”  O.M. said nothing and Thriel continued: “But if you let me go, give me free passage to somewhere safe, I swear I’ll release him.”
 
                    O.M. laughed.  “And I’d believe that – why?”
 
                    “Because you’ve got no choice.”
 
                    “There’s always a choice,” said a voice behind O.M. and Paulina Ellamova stepped into the scene, instantly assessing the stalemate.
 
                    “Then make it,” said Thriel, “whoever you are.  Tell this this freak to let me…”
 
                    “Freak?” said O.M. quietly, moving closer to Thriel, who screwed the pistol so tightly into Dalton’s cheek that the Chavalier leader could not suppress a gasp of pain. 
 
                    “Yeah, freak!  Man?  Woman?  Whatever the fuck you are!”
 
                    “Doesn’t matter what she is or who we are,” said Paulina, putting herself between O.M. and Dalton, Thriel still shielded by the Chavalier leader.  “What matters is a deal.”  She dropped her head, shoulders slumped, and all the fight seemed to go out of her.  “We want him safe and free,” she continued, looking up briefly, indicating Dalton with her eyes.  “We don't have a choice.  We just have to trust you.”
 
                     Thriel couldn’t conceal the smirk.  Women just weren’t equipped for this kind of life-and-death stuff.  He knew he was going to make this work, and would slaughter Dalton the moment he could.  Dalton felt him relax and prepared his own next move.  Paulina looked up, her face sad and defeated, her eyes locked on Thriel.  
 
                    “It’s just not right,” she said petulantly and stamped her foot.
 
                    At that instant, Dalton ducked as far as his chains would let him, exposing Thriel’s head and upper chest.
 
                    The killer bolt exploded from the toe of Paulina’s boot and slammed into Thriel’s shoulder, throwing him back, the pistol flying from his grasp.  O.M. caught it, and Paulina and the Chavaliers surrounded Dalton. “What took you so long?” he asked her.  
 
                    “I thought you’d want to do it on your own,” she replied.  “Didn’t want you to lose credibility.”
 
                    O.M. put one knee on Thriel’s chest, holding him down.  His eyes were wide with fright and shock and he was losing blood fast from the shoulder wound.
 
                    “Freak?” she said quietly.  “Man?  Woman?” She produced her short knife.  He could not take his eyes off the blade.  “None of the above,” she continued.  “Human being.”  
 
   She cut his throat.
 
    
 
   The Revoltistas’ bombs were still blowing up their diversionary targets, causing a massive traffic jam, when Cerval, Thorsten, Evangeline and the rest of his party drove up to the Silencios’ headquarters in one of Cerval’s most elaborate and expensively customized hackneys.  Cerval had lost patience with anonymity.  This was do or die, and one way or another The Smoke would know his name.
 
                    The Silencios were headquartered in an old tenement building into which Pfarrer had poured millions of koronas, to make it one of the most luxurious dwellings in The Smoke and probably the most impregnable.  It was constructed around a central courtyard, and the only way in was through an arched gateway barred by a massive iron gate with a guardhouse to one side.
 
                    The hackney stopped by the gatehouse.  Cerval and Thorsten climbed down, Thorsten wearing a long duster coat which hid the prosthetic and the power pack strapped to his back. He looked like a gigantic hunchback, an irony that his misshapen forebears would have appreciated.
 
                    They approached the guardhouse’s slit window.
 
                    “Whatchoowant?” came a voice from the slit.
 
                    “I’m Cerval Frankenstein and this is Thorsten Laverack.”
 
                    “Congratulations. I’ll ask you again: whatchoofuckin’want?””  
 
                     Thorsten stepped forward, surprising Cerval.
 
                    “Message for Mr. Pfarrer,” he said in his monosyllabic way.
 
                    “Yeah?  What message?”  
 
                 Thorsten had dialed up the prosthetic to full power and now let it rip, a thundering straight jab that thrust the hammer right through the slit, shattering stone as it went, and obliterating the guard’s face.  Cerval sighed.  “I know how you feel, Thor, I respect your emotions profoundly, but that doesn’t really help us get through the gate, does it?”  
 
                    Thorsten looked at him with something like pity, drew the prosthetic back and slammed the hammer against the stone work once more, shattering it and, after two more blows, making a hole large enough to climb half into the guardhouse.  There he reached for the gate control lever, and a moment later the gate rattled back.  Withdrawing from the hole, Thor struck the open gate twice, huge blows that warped the iron and the rails on which the gate ran.  It would not close again without major repairs. “We’re through now,” he said drily.
 
                    Cerval ran the hackney into the courtyard, and a moment later the remainder of his estate retainers, who had been hidden in the shadows, flooded into the Silencio stronghold and gathered around their leader.
 
                    “You know the plan,” he said, “search every room until you find him.  And if you have to kill anyone, so be it.  Everyone in this building is a murderer, either in fact or by proxy.”  
 
                    The shadowy figures dispersed in groups of three.  Cerval nodded to Thor and Evangeline, and they too faded into the building.
 
                 Cerval, Thorsten and Evangeline were deep in the Silencios’ headquarters when a shadowy figure materialized in front of them. Evangeline was about to shatter its windpipe with a karoeira kick when she recognized the shadow as Alaina.
 
                    “I know where he is. I can feel it.”  She turned to Cerval. “And I want you to be the one to save him.”  Cerval understood and did not argue.  
 
                    “Show us,” he said. Alaina sped down a corridor and the others followed.
 
    
 
   Franklyn Rooseveldt Pfarrer looked down on Ricardo.  The youth was naked, held spread-eagled by the hideously mutilated Stefan Mueller, Taller, Shorter and a fourth thug whom Pfarrer did not recognize.  Ricardo’s eyes were luminous with acceptance but Pfarrer saw something else there that came close frightening him – an emotion he had not felt for many years.  This is not going to go the way you think it will, the eyes assured him.  Is it important enough to die for?
 
                    It was as if the youth had spoken and the words enraged Pfarrer.  He gripped Ricardo’s face, shoved thumb and forefinger into his cheeks, pressing them between Ricardo’s teeth so that if the youth bit down he would bite through his own flesh, then lowered his face to Ricardo’s and kissed him.  The four Silencios looked away.  Rape – homosexual or heterosexual – wasn’t a problem for them, but their boss’s weakness made them uneasy.
 
                    To Pfarrer’s surprise, Ricardo did not resist the kiss and when Pfarrer stood straight, he read something different in his victim’s eyes.  Anticipation? Invitation?
 
                    Overwhelmed with need and lust, he ripped himself naked and lunged at the figure pinioned on the bed.
 
                    At that moment, the door to Pfarrer’s chambers smashed open, the heavy timbers pulverized by a titanic mechanical hand which thrashed left and right, up and down, reducing the door to toothpicks.
 
                    Naked, Pfarrer dived for his discarded jacket, fumbling for the bespoke Stehling handguns he kept in both pockets. Each had five small-bore revolving barrels. Massive and accurate hitting power at short range.  He screamed at his thugs:
 
                     “Kill them!  Kill them!  Kill them all!”  The four thugs, overcoming their shock, were already in motion but were seconds too late.  Thor’s monstrous arm swept right and left.  Right crushed the anonymous thug’s skull, splattering bone and brain.  Left hit Taller in the side of the chest, disintegrating the upper arm and caving the rib cage.  Agonised, Taller fell to his knees.  Evangeline catapulted herself at Shorter, both heels striking him just below the sternum and doubling him up.  Cerval, following her, kicked the thug in the face, a foot uppercut which straightened him so that Evangeline’s follow-up collapsed his throat and he fell, both hands clawing at his windpipe, slowly suffocating.
 
                    Pfarrer could not believe what happened next.  Sure he would reach at least one of his handguns, he was shocked to feel a different hand in his jacket pocket – a hand already curled around a gun and withdrawing it from that pocket.  He turned and saw that it was Ricardo who had beaten him to the draw and was now jamming the multi-barreled Stehling deep into Pfarrer’s mouth.
 
                    “Or would you prefer it in your arse?” the boy hissed.  Pfarrer twisted, reaching for the second weapon, but Thor’s monstrous alloy claw fastened itself around his neck and lifted him up into the air. The tiny, naked gang boss jigged and flailed impotently while Thor’s prosthetic hissed quietly, leaking high pressure steam from its relief valves.  Pfarrer saw that all eyes were on him and simply could not comprehend what had happened to him, how the moment, his sexual triumph and relief, could have turned into this moment of ultimate humiliation.
 
                    “Look out!  Ximan!”   Alaina screamed and a moment later Stefan Mueller’s Ximan opened up, its gunfire deafening in the room.
 
                    Thor hurled Pfarrer into the stream of fire and the Silencio boss’s body was ripped apart, falling to the floor in three pieces.
 
                    At the same time, Cerval threw himself at Mueller, flattening the thug’s nose with his forehead, stunning the Silencio.  Cerval stood and slammed the side of his foot down on Mueller’s throat, destroying the hyoid just as he had Mueller’s colleague’s all those weeks ago in Efrain’s laboratory.  He watched, pitilessly, as Mueller’s life faded.
 
                    “Cervie,” Thor whispered and Cerval turned to see Evangeline in Thor’s arms, her legs shattered by the Ximan, blood pouring from the wounds. He felt his own blood drain from his face and could not move. Nor could he speak, although a silent scream filled his head.
 
   Not again.
 
   First he mutilated his oldest friend. Then the love of his life.
 
   Sacrificed to his ego. Hubris.  Who the fuck was Cerval Frankenstein to think he could change society?
 
   Alaina and Ricardo were already at work with tourniquets and bandages and Cerval came to life. He stroked her cheek and Evangeline opened her eyes. She was obviously in agony but clamped her jaws and refused to let even the faintest whimper escape.
 
                 “We’ll get you home,” Cerval said. He wanted to add that everything would be alright but he knew it wouldn’t. Her wounds were too severe and she had lost a huge amount of blood.
 
   And where’s home? Cerval wondered, as he cast a last look around the room. A slaughterhouse. 
 
   The Incorruptibles had won the battle but it did not feel not like a victory.
 
    
 
   oOo
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



28
 
    
 
   They were gathered around a conference table in the Incorruptibles’ headquarters.  Now that The Smoke knew its location and its occupants’ roles in the violence that had brought a strange hiatus to the city-state, the building was protected by a coalition of UnderGrunt security guards organized by the implacable O.M.
 
                 At the table, Cerval, Thorsten, Ricardo, Alaina, Shelley Mary, Dalton, Paulina and key members of the Commission which had apparently recognized The Smoke’s new real politik and was prepared to negotiate.  Law Enforcement was represented by an older ex-captain known as ‘Bar One.’ He had once stood against Thriel and suffered greatly for his temerity.
 
                 Rupert Gilchrist Bass, too, was present.  Shelley Mary believed that, given a second chance, Bass might revert to his earlier, crusading better nature.  However, newly humbled, he was uneasy and every now and then, when his rotten innards were about to betray him, retired to the room next door.
 
                 Doctor Pedro Robledo Efrain, too, had reluctantly accepted an invitation to attend the meeting.  He was still mourning Yip and anyway thought of himself as a backroom operator not a conference table contributor.
 
    
 
   This first meeting, an initial attempt to plan a way forward, should have had a triumphant and hopeful feel to it but it was sabotaged by the emotional undercurrents flowing between the participants.
 
                 First, there was Cerval’s mood.  His almost psychotic guilt had kicked in.  Not only had he reduced his oldest friend to a one-armed freak, Evangeline was going to lose both legs despite Efrain and his surgical team’s skill and attention.  All this because Cerval was arrogant enough to believe he could cleanse The Smoke and change human nature.
 
                 Then there was the obvious and immediate antipathy that filled the air between Cerval and Dalton.  It was so clear that even Shelley Mary, the least instinctive person at the table, recognized it.  She simply did not understand it.  These two men should not just be allies but friends.  Look what they had achieved!  And now a better future for The Smoke was in their hands.  
 
   What’s their fucking problem?
 
                 Paulina knew exactly what the problem was: Dalton’s unease.  Though he was the Chavaliers’ respected leader and a hero of this brief revolution, Dalton remained an UnderGrunt at heart and was not comfortable in the presence of wealth and privilege.  No matter how altruistically Cerval had acted, he remained a super-affluenzo, a Topper, in Dalton’s eyes, highly educated and unshakably confident.  Had anyone told Dalton how riddled with guilt and introspection Cerval was, Dalton would not have believed it because like many men of his upbringing Cerval could hide any deeper fear or emotion.
 
                 Paulina knew, too, that she was contributing to the disconcerting electricity in the room.  Cerval intrigued her.  She believed he might be one of those rare men who could match her demands and she wasn’t a woman to hide her beliefs to spare anyone’s feelings.  Shelley Mary recognized those feelings and was hurt and indignant.  Dalton was plain jealous, which surprised Paulina because they had only briefly been lovers and that a long time ago.  Since then, they had been the closest and most trusted of friends – or so she had believed until now.
 
                 Cerval, dark and introspected, had no clue as to Shelley Mary’s or Dalton’s jealousies.  He did not know of Paulina’s speculations about him.              
 
                 The tensions were obvious to Thorsten, Alaina and Ricardo and the three Incorruptibles were concerned about Cerval, their friend and leader.
 
                 The Commission delegates were quiet and cautious, assessing the strength of this new axis of power in The Smoke. Could it be vitiated? Suborned? Destroyed? They paid lip service to the reconstruction of The Smoke but their demeanour betrayed their insincerity, their pure self-interest – and that did nothing to help the mood in the room.
 
                 The putative Police Chief, Bar One, was equally quiet, overawed by the enormity of his task.  He knew how few honest officers he had and how hard it would be to control those who had made small fortunes in the recent heydays.  How long would it take him to recruit and train a new and clean force?
 
                 In the absence of a strong and focussed leader, the meeting became its own entity and, without really attempting to address any of the questions the rebellion had raised, was headed to adjournment, decisions postponed to another, easier day.
 
                 Then the door crashed open and Colette Garcia Cognizo strode in.  
 
                 “No one invited me but I’m…”
 
                 “We know who you are,” said Cereal forcefully. “What are you doing here?  We already have Commission representatives at the table.”
 
                 “I want to make a deal.”
 
                 “Not the time or place,” replied Cerval.
 
                 “I think it is.  I read the manifesto.”  She turned to Shelley Mary. “A somewhat hectoring homily, perhaps, but you make your points.”  Shelley Mary nodded, was about to speak, but Colette continued.  “You want to spread The Smoke’s wealth?  I can help you.” It was an unlikely claim, coming from one of The Smoke’s richest and most backroom-influential Toppers, descended from a long line of raiders, hoarders and carpetbaggers. She turned to Dalton Trager Rhineheart before anyone could speak.
 
                 “ReForTin.”
 
                 “What about it?” replied Dalton, as discomfitted by her as he was by Cerval.
 
                 “It’s the future.”
 
                 “Of course,” said Efrain, about to expatiate, but Colette cut him short.
 
                 “I’m addressing Mr. Rhineheart,” she said curtly and the others at the table were so surprised at her rudeness that she was able to continue seamlessly: “I want the technology,” she said to Dalton.  “And I have the resources to develop and exploit it.  You do not.”  The others looked to Cerval, who certainly could amass those resources, but he had a curious expression on his face and was watching Dalton.
 
                 “I can make you very, very wealthy,” said Colette to Dalton. “You and your entire Chavalier following.  Wealthy beyond an UnderGrunt imagination.  As wealthy as the richest Topper here.” She turned to Cerval as she said those words. “So,” she continued, “that would be a redistribution, would it not?  Of wealth and the power that goes with it.  What’s your answer, Mr. Rhineheart?”
 
   All eyes were on Dalton.  There was no doubt that everyone in the room expected him to reject the proposal, perhaps violently.  Everyone except Cerval, who knew the power of money. Every affluenzo in The Smoke wanted more, even if that meant taking everything from everyone else. How he had escaped that gluttony, he had no idea.
 
                 Dalton was lost.  He didn’t know how to respond.  And in that moment, his innermost thoughts were exposed.  His idealism, his courage, his spirit all dematerialized as the fierce light of untold riches shone on them.  By the time he reined in that understandable and human greed, he had lost the room.
 
                 First Cerval stood.  Then Paulina, Thorsten, Alaina, Ricardo, Shelley Mary and Efrain.  As one, they turned and headed for the big double doors through which Colette had entered.
 
                 “Wait!” said Dalton, desperation in his voice.  Cerval stopped at the door and turned back to face him:
 
                 “Do what you think is right, Dalton.  I’m not your conscience. None of us are.”  As they left the room, Colette turned back to Dalton.
 
                 “Well,” she said.  “Do we have a deal?”
 
   Outside the room, Cerval hurried down the corridor.  
 
                 “Do me a favour,” he said to Alaina and Ricardo, “have the Devil pre-flighted.  And all our other P.A.V.s.  We’re going back to the estate.”
 
                 “Consider it done,” said Alaina. 
 
   “We’re taking Evangeline home. She’s more important than The Smoke or anyone in it.”
 
    
 
   oooOooo
 
    
 
    
 
   The Fear
 
    
 
   Book Two of Frankenstein Vigilante, The Steampunk Series
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   it was difficult to pinpoint the moment when the smouldering fire of revolution in The Smoke finally sputtered and died.  When the Incorruptibles retreated to the Frankenstein estate to nurse their wounds? When Dalton Trager Rhineheart sold out to Colette Garcia Cognito? In any event, it seemed only moments before the Commission regained its stranglehold on the city-state, and its allies in the coal, iron and steam cartels took heart. Colette would lead the way and life would be good.
 
    
 
   At one minute past midnight, Battersby Power Station exploded. 
 
    
 
   The hulking, stone-built structure, more castle than industrial building, was blown to fragments, everyone in it vaporized. The explosion also blasted a massive crater in the accumulator caverns beneath the station, creating a basin as wide and long as Battersby Park itself. In the five minutes following midnight, every sub-accumulator in The Smoke blew up, in a catastrophic chain reaction that spread darkness, death and panic throughout The Smoke.
 
   No one would ever be able to assess the real effect of the disaster, partly because many who died were reduced to dust, partly because The Smoke wasn’t the kind of place that could accurately account for its population. But the death roll was in the tens of thousands. Houses, offices, warehouses and factories were reduced to brick-sized pieces of rubble. Bridges collapsed, roads were cratered, vehicles tossed into the air like handfuls of nuts and bolts.
 
   And then the disturbances began, what eventually became known as the Electricidad Riots. Since the downfall of the Silencios and the coming of electricidad, the citizens of The Smoke had lived in an uneasy limbo, hoping for things to get better, shrugging resignedly when they didn’t. It was as if the explosions had blown the lid off their frustration. Looting started within minutes of the blast. Individually and in marauding bands, Smokies stole whatever they could find, whatever had any value; and if anyone tried to stop them, that was an invitation to a brutal beating, a violent death.
 
   Murder was a by-product of the looting.  But it wasn’t long before it became an end in itself, street predators raping, assaulting, killing with a violence that might have shocked a Manu cannibal.  
 
   A couple of hours before the explosions, roiling black clouds had signalled a coming thunderstorm, and Battersby Power Station technicians had begun their routine preparations to capture the coming lightning to convert it into usable power. The father of electricidad, Doctor Pedro Robledo Efrain, and his young assistant Siddeley Yip-Harbottle, were in his lab working on a project for the Incorruptibles, trialling the latest version of Evangeline Evionne’s prosthetic legs. As the thunder rolled and the lightning flashed above his house in suburban Ussher, Efrain glanced up nervously, although Siddeley seemed barely aware of the threatening weather. 
 
   In the early days of electricidad, Efrain had supervised the power station during the critical lightning-collection moments. Then, he had been acutely aware that the success of the Electricidad Consortium that he had founded was dependent on the safe capture and conversion of lightning and, though he was a modest man, he had felt that his genius was vital to the process.  By the time of the disaster, however, he was learning to trust his well-trained staff.  Besides, tonight’s storm came in so fast, the rain pounding down so furiously, that he knew he could not get to the power station in time to oversee the operation. 
 
   He focussed on the work in hand.
 
   “Don’t worry Doc,” said his young assistant, “they’ve done this loads of times.  Nothing’s going to go wrong.”  Smiling wryly at her self-possession, Efrain consoled himself with the thought that she was right. His staff had collected and stored the power of lightning many times before – why should tonight be any different?
 
    But that night was different. Very different. 
 
   As the rain pelted down and the thunder rolled, the power station’s people worked the gigantic knife switches, turned the massive potentiometer dials and monitored the huge brass meters even as, with a powerful, humming energy, the control motors thrust Battersby’s cast-iron antennae up into the night sky, probing, searching for that lightning strike, to suck electricidad out of the heavens, transform it into controllable, functional energy.
 
    Moments before midnight, the first lightning bolt struck the antennae, appeared to consume them as it travelled down through the above ground transformers – and at one minute past midnight, the imprisoned lightning began to detonate with unimaginable force.  
 
    
 
   The next day, as dawn rose bright and clear – clear as it could be in this filthy coal-smoky world – with no trace of the previous night’s extreme weather, the full extent of the damage to the city became clear. Most of the affluent suburbs, built on higher ground, had survived more or less unscathed – including, ironically, Doctor Efrain’s home base in Ussher. The serious damage was mostly in the areas where the sub-accums were situated: the poorer quarters and industrial zones like Burrowham. 
 
   More shocking than the physical damage, however, was the almost instant disintegration of The Smoke’s already rotting social fabric.  
 
   Police Chief Bar One mobilized his force but their free passage was hampered by huge piles of rubble, tangled metal wrecks which had once been steamers, jitneys and hackneys, as well as  bodies, both human and animal.  
 
   Hampered, too, by the pitiless barbarity of looters, rioters and opportunistic thieves. Who were they, these people who seemed to appear from nowhere, pillaging shops and dwellings, barricading streets and setting fire to steamers? No one quite knew; although it was a fact that many in The Smoke had been un- or under-employed for decades, bitterly resentful of the concentration of wealth in the Commission’s and the affluenzos' hands. The brief period following the death of Silencio supremo Franklin Rooseveldt Pfarrer at the hands of the Incorruptibles, when it seemed there might be some hope for the future, had not been long enough for these hatreds to fade. Now the explosions and the chaos which followed provided an opportunity for sweet revenge.
 
    
 
   Keira Specklestone Pfarrer, only daughter of the dead Silencio chief, had been woken by the detonations, which were close enough to shatter a couple of the bullet-proof windows of the mansion she had once shared with her father. Designed to look old, but actually built only a few years ago, Cranbury Court offered dozens of bedrooms, as well as dining and living rooms of cavernous proportions. Franklyn Rooseveldt had a preference for the baronial style, and those rooms were decorated with invented coats of arms and the heads of big game animals bought in bulk. Now Keira Specklestone lived in the huge house alone, apart from numerous maids, butlers, cooks, handymen, drivers and the handful of freelance Silencios who, like ronin, had attached themselves to her household as bodyguards. She had assumed that her staff would attend to whatever had caused the sudden noises, and went back to sleep. 
 
   The next morning, arising at the crack of eleven, Keira decided that she wanted to visit Rrods & Phortnum, despite distant sounds of riot and mayhem. But if Keira Specklestone was unaware of the smell of burning and death, the rumours of murder and rape, the maid who brought her morning tea wasn’t. She had family in town, and one of them had only narrowly escaped a marauding mob. 
 
   “Miss,” she began fearfully, “maybe you shouldn’t…” but it was if Keira were deaf. “Tell… tell… ” Keira couldn’t remember any of her drivers’ names.  “Tell them to get my steamer ready. The one with the zebra-skin seats. And run my shower.”  The maid saw that Keira wasn’t going to listen to sense, went to the bathroom and ran the shower, then fled to the servants’ quarters and passed on the message.  None of the chauffeurs wanted to drive the steamer out into the unknown dangers of The Smoke, but the Silencio newcomers were not so fearful. Violent by nature and training, they were also courageous in their own way, not ones to shrink from conflict. Besides, this might be an opportunity to further ingratiate themselves with Keira and rise up the ladder of her household.
 
   Because Cranbury Court was situated on high ground on the outskirts of The Smoke, the fearful damage of the previous night was not obvious for the first few miles; though groups of UnderGrunts were assembled here and there, restless, like carnivores scenting blood but unsure which way the wind was blowing. The Silencios – a driver and three bodyguards – recognized the threat these groups represented, yet weren’t afraid. They were professionals; the street people were amateurs. They stoked the custom steamer’s boilers, deftly operated the speed levers and gripped their Ximans more tightly.
 
   Keira was oblivious as she gazed through the armoured windows at the passing scene, which gradually became less leafy as they passed out of Cranbury into the city centre.  The people didn’t register, not simply because they were UnderGrunts but because she didn’t recognize anyone as human unless they were either friends or celebrities. There was little animosity in her attitude, simply indifference.  As to the damage to roads and buildings, the steamer bouncing uncomfortably through potholes and swerving violently around wreckage, she just wondered why, at the level of taxes Daddy paid, the Commission didn’t at least repair the roads.
 
   Daddy.  For a moment tears filled her eyes but truth to tell he was already fading fast into the past. Keira lived only in the present, her sole purpose the indulgence of every current whim, at least until it quickly passed.
 
   The Silencios grew grimmer – silent – as the steamer closed on The Smoke’s centre. The worst of the rioting and looting had been concentrated here, where the pickings were the richest.  The destruction was far more obvious than at the start of the shopping expedition.  Even Rrods itself was severely damaged, its elegant window mannequins lying sprawled and headless, walls cracked and blackened from fire, iron and glass doors hanging.  The Smoke’s most exclusive store had a beleaguered air to it, emphasized by a volatile mob of wannabe looters, gathering in dangerous numbers, but held at bay for the moment by Ximan-toting guards wearing Rrods’s plum-coloured livery. 
 
   The Silencios read the UnderGrunts’ hungry gazes and knew that sheer numbers – and the prizes within the store – would soon overcome the mob’s fear of the guards. 
 
   The driver made a decision. “Miss,” he said, turning to Keira and speaking through the vehicle’s internal AvCom.  “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.”
 
   “What isn’t a good idea?” asked Keira blandly.
 
   “A shopping expedition?  At this time?  I mean, with the explosions and riots and all that.” 
 
   “Explosions? Riots? What are you talking about?” she asked. She was intent on the purchasing orgy to come and had already forgotten the blasts of the night before.  The Silencio driver turned to the bodyguards and rolled his eyes. Could any human be this unaware? Nevertheless, he persisted: “I don’t like the look of some of the folk out there.”  He was astonished to be interrupted by a high-pitched giggle. “Heeheeeheeee!  No one likes the look of them.  They’re UnderGrunts! Now, come on, slowpoke, park this baby and let’s buy!”
 
   The driver and one bodyguard stayed to guard the vehicle from any UnderGrunts wanting to try their luck, and the two others accompanied Keira into the embattled store.
 
   A few moments later Keira found herself in her favourite department, Bustiers, Blousons and Breeches. It seemed unscathed, thick carpets unruffled, mahogany counters extending into the distance, haughty-looking mannequins displaying the department’s eponymous clothing. However, it seemed that Keira was the only customer. Her Silencio bodyguards looked round, sharp eyes flickering, keeping their Ximans hidden but ready for instant use. They weren’t taking any chances. 
 
   “Good morning, Miss Pfarrer,” Petrina Butler Sheldrake greeted her. She was the assistant who usually served Keira when she was in the mood for a new bustier or blouson. She had recognized the heiress, but Keira did not recognize her.  “Mmm,” she mumbled, barely noticing Petrina, eye already caught by some hand-embroidered purple breeches. 
 
   Petrina lived in the heart of The Smoke, in the crowded tenements that were home to much of the city’s population. Waking to the explosions and looking out at the mayhem the dawn revealed, she had thought about staying home but knew that if she didn’t go in she’d be sacked; and she was the only family member earning. She was a brave girl, and set out on her usual morning journey, horribly aware of the frisson of violence that filled the air. Now she was at work, she could barely stop herself bolting from what she suspected would become a lethal trap if looters broke in. She hoped fervently that Keira might be on one of her famous shopping binges.  That would at least make the journey worthwhile, augmenting her wage with a little commission and, perhaps, a tip.  
 
   “Are you looking for anything in particular, Miss Pfarrer?” she asked brightly.
 
   “Oh, everything and nothing,” replied Keira, “as if it’s any of your business.” 
 
   If it’s not my business, then whose is it? thought Petrina.  I’m the shop assistant! The fucking retail adviser!  But she said nothing and smiled sweetly.  “Well, let me know.”
 
   “Oh, I will,” said Keira. “Just follow me around.”  She dug her hands into a display of silk bustiers, tossing them to the floor as she searched for the one that might spark her desire. Petrina scrambled to pick them up.  The store deducted damage from her pay.
 
   Suddenly bursts of gunfire echoed from the street, screams of agony, roars of fury, and Petrina glanced toward the sounds, terrified.  
 
   The two Silencio bodyguards looked at each other. One went to investigate, one stayed to keep an eye on Keira. It was a bad mistake on the part of the first Silencio. Several departments over, in Lawns and Gardens, he was waylaid, and although he got off a burst of Ximan fire, he was quickly overwhelmed by sheer numbers and beaten to death with a giant terra cotta planter. 
 
   Keira was oblivious to everything around her, including Petrina’s agitation. She held up a black and scarlet bustier against her torso, gazing at herself in the mirror.  If there was only one thing that she was aware of, it was that she was good-looking, tall and willowy, angles softened voluptuously where they needed to be. 
 
   Her reflection pleased her. 
 
   Her eyes remained fixed on her own image even as a visceral roaring came from Lawns and Gardens and built in volume, overlaid with the sound of smashing glass, more gunfire.
 
   Running feet.  
 
   Approaching.  
 
   The furious sounds of the mob came closer and even as Petrina Butler Sheldrake’s nerve failed and she retreated towards the darker recesses of the changing rooms, a gang of UnderGrunts broke into Bustiers, Blousons and Breeches.  They were armed with sharp-edged and sharp-pointed gardening tools. Finally it percolated through to Keira that something was wrong, and she turned blankly toward the wild-eyed men. 
 
   Peeking out from behind a changing room curtain, Petrina gasped as she saw that one of the invaders was carrying a severed Silencio arm, blood dripping on Rrods’ luxurious carpet.  That’ll never come out, she thought, despite her fear. They’ll dock my pay! 
 
   A moment later the man dropped the bloody arm, looked straight at her as a hungry lion might look at a wildebeest, and leapt towards her. She screamed, shrank back into the changing room; but he grabbed her and dragged her out, ripping her dress from neck to waist and hurling her onto the floor.  
 
   Others seized Keira.  They were shouting, growling, drooling, but Keira could not make out the words.  Only when she felt the pain of their grip, of an open-handed slap in the face, a punch in the gut, did it dawn on her that she was in deep trouble.  That and the sound of the assistant’s scream, the rasp of tearing bombazine. She whirled towards the source of the scream and glimpsed Petrina’s semi-naked body, a brute unbuckling his trousers while others held the girl down.  Violent hands pulled her away from the sight, and her glance panned across scores of men racing through the store with armfuls of luxury goods – top hats, silk waistcoats, Malacca canes. Now women appeared in Bustiers, Blousons and Breeches, ignoring the rampant men and ransacking the shelves, stuffing satin and silk garments into Rrod’s famous plum-coloured bags.  
 
   Why do UnderGrunts need lingerie? Keira asked herself before she was thrown to the blood-stained carpet and pinned down. Eager hands tore her clothes from her. It wasn’t courage that prevented her from screaming, it was sheer incomprehension, an unwillingness to believe that these animals had the temerity to touch her.  
 
   To hurt her.
 
   Only now did she see the man looming over her, his rigid cock in one hand - and only now did she scream.  His only response was to grin: “C’mon, darlin’, get this up yer.  Or down yer, for all I care.”  He laughed. She screamed again. He knelt and tried to enter her – “Hold her still, willya, for fuck’s sake!” – while others held their hands over her mouth.  
 
   Then, the sound of galloping hooves!
 
   Horses?  In Rrods & Phortnum?  Keira, almost catatonic, could barely process what was happening.  All she knew was that she was hurting and in terrible danger.
 
   A dozen albino pit ponies, their eyes covered by pink-tinted blinders, burst into Bustiers, Blousons and Breeches, each ridden by an imposing warrior woman armed with a ReForTin crossbow.  Up front was the imposing figure of Paulina Ellamova, brandishing a still-smoking Ximan.  Paulina took in the two women on the point of rape and instantly chose Petrina, leaning down from her pony to slam her Ximan into the back of the rapist’s head. The rapist turned at the last moment and so took the blow in the face.  It smashed his nose and caved in his upper jaw, but worse was to come. Paulina’s cavalry sprang from their short-legged ponies and, needing no commands from their leader, grabbed the man and slammed him back against a pillar – so hard that he fell to his knees, an agonised scream gurgling in his blood-filled throat.
 
   Paulina, meanwhile, turned her attention to Keira’s assailant.  He was a big man, now on his feet, turning to his friends for support but wide-eyed in shock and fear as he saw that each of them had been transfixed by short polished metal crossbow bolts protruding from their crotches.  A couple stared at their ruined manhood in disbelief, others howled in despair and pain.
 
   “No, no, no!” the big man yelled as Paulina advanced on him, staggering backwards, breeches round his ankles, his now flaccid cock flapping ridiculously. Paulina’s Ximan, a custom sawn-off, hung loosely from one hand and in the other she carried a stubby sjambok, a leather whip studded with tiny steel barbs. Paulina had seen O.M. put this weapon to effective close-quarter use, and the gender-neutral mercenary had taught her how to wield it with precision.  Now, Paulina flicked the sjambok at the rapist and it snaked out, wrapping itself around his genitals.  He screamed a surprisingly girlish scream, reached for it, tried to uncoil it, but that only amplified the pain of the embedded barbs.  Seeing the look in the advancing Paulina’s eyes, the man tried to rip the sjambok free, but only succeeded in tearing flesh from his scrotum. He screamed even more loudly, but his cries were cut short when Paulina slammed the Ximan into his skull.  
 
   He fell to his knees, unconscious.
 
   Paulina turned to Keira, now on her feet and pathetically holding the tattered remains of her dress together.
 
   “Who… who are you?” Keira croaked.
 
   “No, really, it was nothing,” Paulina replied with heavy irony, but it was lost on the girl. She started to blubber. “How could they do this to me?” she wailed, “don’t they know who I am?”
 
   “They didn’t do it to you,” said Paulina, “and, no, they don’t know who you are.”  Keira could hardly believe that.  She featured several times a day in The Smoke’s celebrity rags. “But I do,” Paulina continued and Keira, despite her pain and shock, smiled.  There was nothing more gratifying than being recognized.  “You’re that spoiled, useless slut that Franklyn Pfarrer spawned.”  
 
   Keira gasped, recoiled as if slapped.  
 
   Paulina spun away from her contemptuously and turned her attention to her cavalry, now exacting revenge on the rest of the would-be rapists, ignoring the women looters who had scurried away with everything they could carry.  
 
   “String them up,” Paulina ordered her troops.  “Maybe it will be a deterrent.”
 
   “Not likely,” replied one of her riders.  “Nothing stops those fuckers when the blood’s in their dicks.”
 
   “One can only hope,” said Paulina, but knew the woman was right. 
 
   She turned to the sales assistant, Petrina, who had had the wit to clothe herself in the nearest garments to hand, a thousand-korona blouson and breeches ensemble by Jonn Hardy, The Smoke’s most fashionable couturier.  
 
   “Come with us,” she said as her cavalry re-mounted the albino ponies and thundered out of the devastated department. Petrina thought quickly. She’d escaped death or humiliation here, but she still had to get home to her family. Well, she’d got to work in the first place… somehow she’d get back again. She shook her head at Paulina, who nodded, acknowledging her resolve
 
   Paulina pulled her pony round, ready to follow her warriors, only to hear a plaintive cry from behind her.
 
   “What about me?” wailed Keira.  “You can’t leave me here!”
 
   “I can,” said Paulina, but Petrina cut in.  “No… no… you can’t,” she said to Paulina urgently.  “They’ll be back.”  Paulina glanced at the array of pinned, bleeding looters and smiled darkly.  “No, they won’t,” she said.
 
   “Not them – but others.  There are plenty of others out there.”
 
   “And you care? About this pimple on the face of society? This oxygen thief?”
 
   “No… I mean, yes… well, I can look after myself, but she's useless. She won’t last five minutes on the streets.” Keira flinched.  “But she’s still human.” Paulina made a show of peering at the tattered heiress. “I suppose,” she conceded.
 
   “A woman,” the assistant continued, and that clinched the decision.  In one movement Paulina pulled the still snivelling Keira up on the saddle behind her, and gee’d her pony to follow the others.
 
   As the animal galloped towards the front of the store, Keira had to throw her arms around Paulina’s waist to avoid being thrown off. Normally she felt very little, but now her body flooded with a terrible charge of shock, fear and humiliation.
 
   At last, she was beginning to comprehend the reality of her predicament.
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