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Awake you know that dreams exist. Inside a
dream you think the dream is redlity. Inside
a dream you have no knowledge of the wak-
ing world. It is the same with Vurt. In the real
world we know that Vurt exists. Inside the
Vurt we think that Vurt is reality.

Vurt is a feather—a drug, a dimension, a
dream state, a virtual reality. It comes
in many colors: legal Blues for lullaby
dreams. Blacks, filled with tenderness
and pain, just beyond the law. Pink
Pornovurts, doorways to bliss. Silver
feathers for techies who know how to
remix colors and open new dimensions.
And Yellows—the feathers from which
there is no escape.

The beautiful young Desdemona is
trapped in Curious Yellow, the ultimate
Metavurt, a feather few have ever seen
and fewer still have dared ingest. Her
brother Scribble will risk everything to
rescue his beloved sister. Helped by his
gang, the Stash Riders, hindered by shad-
owcops, robos, rock and roll dogmen,
and his own dread, Scribble searches
along the edges of civilization for a
feather that, if it exists at all, must be
bought with the one thing no sane per-
son would willingly give.

Already awarded the prestigious
Arthur C. Clarke Award, Vurt is sui generis
in form but filled with the shadows of
classics—from the Orpheus and Faust
myths to A Clockwork Orange and Blade
Runner.With relentless pacing, exuberant







:I..i-

"l|[|

t
IEIII ll‘.'l I' = s
Wi g has mn 0y !
N ‘
2 Lfl'l 1 b
I ™ Y
I_q!T] 1" ”‘[H
' g & !
“RELAE T '
- - i ] |'I JI\'.
_r.n'. h 1
) B! N _
A V. | |k b
b4 1= L] i |
e k- - |
H‘[:i"' ot I -
4 nd - L
B _ s’ W
IH1I | I i
=
| > -
: :
ey ‘
J_lh'll . HII pg mel iy
¥ ll'_l Jal
ALt : K it
1 ||\ VHI--'_I
: 1
o
1l = v
rl-a 1
T g =
| il LS
P ST el
L ] tl'.' el
o i
ILIIII'._”_HHII
= I
- 0 [
.l By 'I
|‘l Ll i aa
e 0 e n )
e A5
Lo - k)
1 [H s
Pt o |Ill
[l'll_[ '
) o "." ' luH
oy . : Lol
- SRk

- Il vl
.I
0 el n"'.f.

I x_., :'

."'i.'r ""”"Fiﬂ-

_ll\

“ll








































S T A S H R I D E R S

Mandy came out of the all-night Vurt-U-Want, clutching a bag of
goodies.

Close by was a genuine dog, flesh and blood mix; the kind you
don’tsee much any more. A real collector’sitem. It was tethered to
the post of a street sign. The sign read NO GO. Slumped under the
sign was a robo-crusty. He had a thick headful of droidlocks and a
dirty handwritten card—‘hungry n homeless. please help.” Mandy,
all twitching steps and head-jerks, scurried past him. The crusty
raised his sad little message ever so slightly and the thin pet dog
whined.

Through the van’s window | saw Mandy mouth something at
them; ‘Fuck off, crusties. Get a life.” Something like that.

| was watching all this in the halo of the night lights. We stuck
to the dark hours in those days. The Thing was on board and that
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was a major crime; possession of live drugs, a five year stretch
guaranteed.

We were waiting in the van for the new girl. Beetle was up
front, ladies’ leather gloves pulled tight onto his fingers, smeared
with Vaz. He likes to feel a little bit greased when he rides. | was
in the back, perched on the left side wheel housing, Bridget on
the other, sleeping. Some thin wisps of smoke were rising from
her skin. The Thing-from-Outer-Space lay between us, writhing
on the tartan rug. He was leaking oil and wax all over the place,
lying in a pool of his own juices.

| caught a movement in the air above the parking space.

Oh shit!

Shadowcop! Broadcasting from the store wall, working his
mechanisms; flickering lights in smoke. And then the flash of
orange; an inpho beam shining out from the shadowcop’s eyes.
It caught Mandy in its flare-path, gathering knowledge. She
ducked down from the beam, banging, hard-core, on the van
doors.

The dog was howling at the cop, scared by the lights.

| opened the doors a thin-girl measure. Mandy slipped
through.

The dog went for the cop’s legs, twin fangs closing on nothing
but mist. That dog was confused!

Mandy handed me the bag.

“You got it?’ | asked, dragging her inside.

A tangerine flare from outside, a burning light.

‘Got some Beauties,” her answer, as she stepped over the
Thing, into the van.

‘You got the one?

Mandy just looked at me.

Something was howling outside. | glanced back and saw the
poor dog on fire, the shadowcop moving towards us, reloading.
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He let loose a tight inpho, beaming onto our number-plate, which
was just a series of random numbers anyway. You won't find that
in your banks.

The Vurt-U-Want doors crashed open and a young man came
stumbling through, looking scared.

‘It's Seb,” whispered Mandy.

Two cops followed him out of the doors. Real-life versions.
Fleshcops. They chased Seb over towards the wire fence that
skimmed one edge of the car park. | turned around to the Beetle.
‘It’s a bust!’ | shouted. ‘Let’s go, Bee! Out of here!

And we were. Reversing first, away from the bollards. ‘Watch
it This from Mandy, nervous as fuck, as the van jerked back-
wards. She was thrown to the floor, landing on the Thing-from-
Outer-Space. | was clinging to the straps. Brid was rudely pitched
from sleep, pupils in shock from the sudden awakening. The Thing
had six tentacles wrapped around Mandy. The girl was screaming.

The van leapt up onto a pavement. | thought the Beetle was
trying to dodge the beams, maybe he was, but ail we felt was the
sickening thud and a yowling scream as the left back wheel put
the collector’s item out of its misery.

The crusty was crying over his dog and pushing his fists through
the shadowcop’s smoke as we scorched the forecourt. The van
made a wild circle, and | saw the whole thing sliding by—the
shadowcop, the crusty, the dead dog, until Beetle got it under
control. Mandy was struggling with the Thing-from-Outer-Space,
calling it all the names. Over the Beetle’s shoulder | could see the
wire fence coming up close. Seb was dropping down on the other
side, down to the tramlines. The two fleshcops were struggling
with the fence. Beetle turned on the headlights, catching them
full-beam. He gunned the Stashmobile towards them, total, shout-
ing out, ‘Awoohhh!!! Kill the cops! Kill the cops!” The cops
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fell off the fence. Their faces in the headlights were a joy to be-
hold; fleshcops, scared to fuck. They were running now, away
from the van’s bulk, but Beetle had it; he swung the wheel around
like a true star, last moment, taking the Stashmobile all around
the parking space, heading for the gateway. The debris of a thou-
sand trips was banging and clattering all over the floor as we took
a vicious U-turn onto Albany Road and then left onto Wilbraham
Road. One last glimpse over the Vurt-U-Want wall and | could
see the shadowcop beaming messages into the air. The robo-
crusty was a pile of fused plastic and flesh. A cop siren wailed
through the darkness.

‘They’re onto us, Bee!’ | cried. ‘Hit the jam!

Beetle took the brow at speed. Oh boy, were we flying! Stash
Riders! Riding the feathers back to the pad. The point of impact
squelched Mandy deeper into the Thing’s embrace.

Mandy screaming at the Thing, ‘Get the fuck off me!’

Keeping firm hold of the strap, | dropped the goody bag, and
reached down with the free hand, jabbing at the Thing’s belly
flesh, tickling him. The one weak spot. How he loved that! His
laughter was dredged up from deep inside, from thousands of
miles. He was writhing around and Mandy was able to slide free.
‘Fuck that! Jesus!” She was shaking from the fight.

Through the back windows | saw a cop car’s lights flashing. Its
siren was loud, piercing. The Beetle took the corner onto Alex-
andra Road without slowing. Brid was clinging to the straps,
desperate for sleep, her skin full of shadows. The Thing-from-
Outer-Space was crying out for a fix. Mandy had a tight hold of
herself, and | had the goody bag back in my free hand. The Beetle
had the wheel.

Everybody has to grab hold of something.

Alexandra Park was a dark jungle shimmering the right side win-
dows. We were skirting Bottletown by now and no doubt the park
was full of demons; pimps, pros, and dealers—real, Vurt, or robo.
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‘Cop car’s closing, Beetle!” | shouted.

‘Hang on, folks,” he replied, cool as ever, twisting the van into
a tight right, onto Claremont Road.

‘They’re still with us,’ | told him, watching the cop lights fol-
lowing.

Beetle burned all the way down, over the Princess Road, into
the Rusholme maze. Cops were following, but they were up
against three killer factors: Beetle had lover’s knowledge of these
streets, all moving engine parts were greased with Vaz, Beetle
was hooked on speed. We hung on tight as he took a vicious
series of lefts and rights. It was a tough job, hanging on, but we
didn’t mind. ‘Do it, Bee!’ cried Mandy, loving the adventure. Old-
style terraces passed by, each side of us. On one of the walls
someone had scrawled the words—Das Uberdog. And under-
neath that—pure is poor. Even | didn’t know where we were.
That’s the Beetle for you. Total knowledge, fuelled by Jam and
Vaz. Now he was driving us down a back alley, scraping paint off
both sides of the Stashmobile. That’s okay. The van could live
with that. A quick glance through the back windows; there go the
cops, speeding on by, towards some dumbfuck nowhere. Bye,
bye, suckers! We came out of the alley, and there we were, the
Moss Lane East. Beetle took another right, heading us back home.

‘Slow down some, Bee,’ | said.

‘Fuck slowness!’” he replied, burning the world with his wheels.

‘We're like eggs back here, Beetle,’ said Mandy. And the guy
slowed us down, some. Well there you go; some things will slow
the Beetle down; the chance of a new woman, for instance.
Bridget must have had the same feeling; she was looking daggers
at the new girl, smoke rising from her skin, as she tried her best
to tune into the Beetle’s head. | guess she wasn’t getting too far.

No matter.

We were in some kind of easy travelling by now, so | picked
up the goody bag, emptying the contents out on to the tartan
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rug. Five blue Vurt feathers floated down. | caught a few as they
drifted, reading the printed labels.

‘Thermo Fish!’ | said. ‘Done it.’

‘How was | to know?’ said Mandy.

| read another. ‘Honey Suckers! Oh my shit! Where is it!?’

‘Next time, Scribble,” Mandy said, ‘you go shopping.’

‘Where’s English Voodoo? You promised me. | thought you
had contacts?

‘That’s what he had.’

| read the other three. ‘Done it. Done it. Not done it, but it
sounds boring anyway.” I'd let the feathers go in disgust. Now
they were floating around inside the van.

Mandy’s eyes were darting from feather to feather, as she
spoke; ‘These are very beautiful.’

‘And the rest. ..’ | said.

‘What'’s that mean?’

‘No messing. The whole bit. English Voodoo. Deliver.’

A blue feather had landed on the stomach of the Thing-from-
Outer-Space. One of his tentacles reached out for it. His spiky
fingers took a hold, and a hole opened up in his flesh, a greasy
orifice. He turned the feather in his feelers and then stroked it
in, direct, to the hole. He started to change. | wasn’t sure which
feather he’d loaded, but from the way he was moving his feelers
| guess he was swimming with the Thermo Fish.

| sure know that wave.

The Beetle glanced back at the noise of the waves, shouting;
‘He’s going in alone! No one goes in alone!’

The Beetle had this obsession about doing Vurt alone. That
you’d need help in there, friends in there. What he really meant
was—you need me in there.

‘Cool it, Bee,’ | said. ‘Just drive.’ Just to spite me he put on a
sudden spurt but | was holding tight to the straps. No problems.

| turned back to Mandy; ‘Give!’
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‘You want?’ said Mandy.

‘l want. You found the Voodoo?

We turned right onto the Wilmslow Road, as Mandy pulled a
stash from the inner reaches of her denim jacket. It was a black
feather. Totally illegal. ‘No. But | found this. ..

‘What is it?’

‘Seb called it Skull Shit. You think he got away?’

‘Who gives a fuck! This is all you got?’

‘Said it was red-hot. You don'’t like?’

‘Sure. | like. It’s just not what | want.’

‘So make do’

‘Mandy!’ | was losing it. ‘I don’t think you realise ...

Her red hair was catching fire from each passing streetlamp; |
had to pull myself away from the flames.

That new girl was getting to me.

Behind the back of Vurt-U-Want, when the time was right, so
Mandy said, you could buy a bootleg remix. The mainman was
Seb. The supplier, so Mandy said. He worked the legit counter,
with a nice little side-sweep in black market dreams. So Mandy
said. So we’d sent the new girl after English Voodoo. Girl had
come back with five cheap Blues and a vicious Black. Added all
together—a thousand miles away from the Voodoo. Girl had
failed.

The van took a sudden swerve and we were all thrown to the
wall. The black feather slipped from Mandy’s grip. The Thing made
a swipe for it, but he was so wave-deep, pressed against the van
side, his feelers were numb and he missed out.

| scooped the outlaw flight up into my palms. The van took
another swing, no doubt dodging some dumbfuck pedheads. The
Beetle was shouting through his window; ‘Fucking walkers! Get
a car!’ He was driving like an insect; not thinking, just reacting.
The guy was high. Cortex Jammers. You know how a fly flies? At
the top speed always, and yet dodging obstacles instantaneously?



12 DAY |

That was how the Beetle drove. They say don’t jam and drive,
but we had total belief in the master. He was jammed right out
of fear, and that was beautiful.

| twisted the black feather around to read the label. It was
handwritten, which always meant a good time.

‘Skull Shit. ..’

‘It's good?” asked Mandy.

‘Is it good!? Oh come on!’

‘You don’t want?’ she said.

‘’ve done it already.’

‘No good?”

‘Sure. It’s fine. It’s dandy.’

‘Seb told me it was sweet.’

‘Sure it’s sweet,’ | said. ‘It’s just not the Voodoo.’

The Beetle jam-reacted to the title. ‘Did she get it, Scribble?

‘She did fuck.’

‘Well bully! spat Mandy.

‘Yeah. Well fucking bully! | told her.

‘Hey, you two. Keep it quiet,’ Bridget said, in that smoky voice
of hers, the shadowgirl. ‘Some of us are trying to get some sleep.’
Bridget was Beetle’s lover, and | guess she was just putting the
new girl in her place.

‘Sleep is for the dead,” replied Mandy. One of her slogans.

‘Almost home,” announced the Beetle.

We were riding through Rusholme, straight down the curry
chute. Mandy hand-cranked a window. She managed a half-inch
gap before the mechanism failed, clogged up with rust. But
through the tiny gap a rich complex of powder smells was making
my tongue wet; coriander, cumin, cinnamon, cardamom—each
of them genetically fine-tuned to perfection.

‘Christ!” Mandy told the gang, ‘I could kill a curry! When did
we last eat?
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The Beetle answered; ‘Thursday.’

‘What day is it now? slurred Bridget, from the half-lit world
of Shadow.

‘It’s the weekend, sometime,’ | said. ‘At least | think it is.’

The Thing-from-Outer-Space was by now a blur of feelers and
| could almost see the Thermo Fish swimming his veins. It was
making me envious.

‘Can anyone tell me why we’re carrying this alien shit around?
asked Mandy. ‘Why don’t we just sell him? Or eat him? The van
went silent. ‘| mean, why are we chasing around after feathers?
We've got the Thing right here. We don’t need feathers!

‘The Thing comes with us,’ | told her. ‘Nobody touches him!’

‘You just want to make the swap,” Mandy replied.

‘You got a problem with that, Mandy?’ | asked.

‘Let’s just get home.” Her voice defiant. ‘Let’s take some stuff.’

‘We will do.’ | felt for her all of a sudden. She was new to us,
two days old in the gang and full of the will to please.

It’s just that she had a hard act to follow.

‘I know | did bad in the Vurt-U-Want. | didn’t know what to
look for.’

‘| told you, didn’t I? Precisely?’

‘Let’s stay up all night playing Vurts,’ she said. ‘Let’s make a
meal from scraps in the fridge. Let’s not go to bed.’

‘We'll do all that,’ | told her. Anything to hold back the pain.

We took a hard right turn into Platt Lane, and then another
into the garage space behind the flat. The van scalded to a sudden
halt. ‘We’re home,” announced the Beetle. Didn’t we know it?
Only the Thing was coping, his body full of wave-knowledge, Vurt-
knowledge. He just sort of flowed into the doors and then away,
loving it.

And then the voice. ..

‘Scribble . .. Scribble . .. Scribble . .’
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Words floating upwards, from nowhere, calling my name.

‘Scribble ..

Desdemona’s voice.. . .

| looked around to see who was playing the fool.

Oh shit. Nobody should use that voice. And | got a sudden flash
then, of Desdemona falling away from me, through into a yellow
blaze...

‘Who said that?” | demanded.

‘Said what, Scribble? asked Mandy.

‘My name! Who the fuck said it?’

A silence fell over the van.

‘lt was in ... it was in Desdemona’s voice ...’

‘Do we have to keep thinking about her?’ asked Mandy.

‘Yes.’

Yes we do. Keep thinking about Desdemona. Don’t ever let her go.
Not until | find her again. And then keep her forever.

| listened to the van settling its rust deposits.

The Riders were looking at me. Even the Beetle was twisted
around, his eyes full of jam; ‘Nobody said anything, Scribb.” But
then | got it again, that voice.

‘Scribble .. . Scribble .. .’

And | got where it was coming from; the Thing. A gash had
opened in his flesh, a set of black gums peeled back from crum-
bling teeth, and a tongue of lard moving there, between them.

‘Scribble . .

But only | could hear. Why was it only me, and why was he
using that voice? That beautiful voice....

Beetle broke the mood; ‘Let’s do it! Inside!

| heard an owl calling, from the Platt Fields. Real, Vurt, or
robo—who can tell the difference any more?

No matter.

It had a longing to it.



G A ME C AT

This week’s safe selection, my kittlings. Status: blue and
legal.

THERMO FISH. You went swimming in the Seas of Pitch.
But now you’re back on Earth and you're feeling slightly
queasy. It can only get worse. Because the Thermo Fish of
Pitch have invaded your system. Your blood stream is a
river home for them. They love those passages. You're feel-
ing the heat inside, the biting heat. One thing to do; buy
yourself some nano-hooks, some pitchworm bait, go fishing
for a week. You know the Game Cat doesn’t lie.

HONEY SUCKERS are out to get you. They want you
for supper. Six legs, four wings, two antennae and a demon
sting. They’ll cover your body with bites and turn you into
a swarm. Only quork juice will save you. It turns the Honies
to pulp. You better find some, and soon, because those bugs
are coming. Trouble is, quorks live on the planet Jangle. The
Cat says squirt those suckers!




F L ESH
T ECHNI QU E S

We had to drag the Thing-from-Outer-Space out of the van, his
fat sack of a body clinging to the tartan rug, glued by the juices.

Beetle opened the van’s doors. ‘Come on, lazy fucks,’ he
shouted, reaching into the back to gather the dropped feathers
from the van floor. One of them, the black, he slipped into his
baccy box. ‘| feel like tripping out somewhere.” He was walking
fast towards the house.

The pad was on the top floor of the Rusholme Gardens. Sure,
it was in Rusholme but no trace of a garden. Just an old-style
block of flats on the corner of Wilmslow and Platt.

The doorcam reacted to Beetle’s image in a loving way, opening
its gates in a slow, seductive swing. Brid was back in shadow
mode, sleep-walking to the step-light, so that left me and Mandy
holding the can. The can was the Thing and he was like Vaz be-
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tween our fingers. Oh boy, Thing was hot; totally adventurous.
Respect to that.

‘Let’s move it, Big Thing,’ | said.

The Desdemona calls had stopped. Now he was rambling in
his own language. Xa Xa Xa! Xhasy Xhasy! Stuff like that. Maybe
he was travelling the Vurt-waves, looking for a new home. Maybe
I’m some kind of romantic fool, especially when the Manchester
rain starts to fall in memory and I’'m scribbling this down, chasing
the moments. Bridget used to say that the rain around there was
special, that something had gone wrong with the city’s climate.
That you always thought it was just about to start raining, but it
always was, anyway. All | know is that looking back | swear | can
feel it falling on me, on my skin. That rain means everything to
me, all of the past, all that has been lost. | can see big spots of
rain on the gravel. Over the road the black trees of Platt Fields
Park are whispering and swaying, receiving the gift of water grate-
fully. The moon is a thin knife, a curved blade. Miles from there,
and years and years later, | can still feel that slow struggle towards
the flat door.

Thing-from-Outer-Space wasn’t really from Outer Space.
Mandy just called him that, and we’d all latched onto it. Well then,
what would you call a shapeless blob that didn’t speak any known
language and that had come into your world by a bad accident?
Tough one, huh?

‘Stop dropping him!" hissed Mandy, her voice heavy from the
exertion. The rain had plastered her red hair flat to her brow.

‘Does it look like I'm dropping him?’

‘His head’s on the floor!

‘Is that his head? | thought it was his tail.’

Mandy was getting angry at me, as though | should enjoy car-
rying aliens over wet gravel, in the dark, in the rain. As though |
should know all the various techniques of carrying aliens.
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‘Keep a hold of him!” she screamed.

‘Keep a hold of what? He’s all slippery.’

Just then a shadowcop flickered into life, broadcasting from the
Platt Fields’ aerial. He moved like a fog, the starry lights of his
mechanisms going on and off, on and off, as he drifted through
the trees. | told Mandy to get a move on.

‘Look who's talking about speed,’ she replied.

We had to bend the Thing into a strange shape to get him
through the house doors, a kind of Mobius knot variant. The
Thing didn’t mind; his body was super-fluid anyway, from the
embrace of Vurt. A quick glance over the shoulder told me that
the shadowcop was out of the park and heading towards the flats.
I slammed the door on the sight. Silence. Pause. A catch of breath.
The look of despair in Mandy’s eyes, naked eyes under the hall
lights, her arms straining to hold the weight of alien meat. ‘Shit!’
| said. ‘We forgot the rug.’ The Thing was naked in our hands.

‘How did we get here? Mandy asked.

‘What?’

‘Why is it always like this?’

‘Never mind that. Keep going’

Above us, on the next landing, Brid was drifting with the shad-
ows, trailing smoke. ‘Follow her,’ | said.

It was like carrying a bad dream up a flight of greasy collapsing
stairs. ‘

Sometimes it feels like the whole world is smeared with Vaz.

‘Are you after the Beetle?’ | asked, halfway up the first flight.

‘Beetle? Don’t be daft.’

‘Oh good. Because Bridget would kill you.’

‘Seb told me something.’

‘Oh yeah? | managed, between panting breaths.

‘There’s a new delivery, tomorrow.’

‘Of what?”’

‘New stuff. Good stuff, he said. Bootlegs. Well black.’
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‘Voodoo’s not black. | told you that.’

‘Yes, English Voodoo. Seb—’

‘He’s got it!? Mandy!

‘Not yet. Coming in tomorrow—’

‘Mandy! This is—’

‘Watch out! The Thing! He'’s ...’

| was dropping the alien. My hands were too sweaty. | was
losing the world. A feather was floating in my mind. A beautiful
multicoloured specimen. | almost had it! Just reach out!

‘Scribble!” Mandy’s voice calling me back down. ‘What’s wrong
with you?’

‘I need it, Mandy! No messing. We've got to find Seb again.’

‘Not him. He gave me the contact name. Said that Icarus was
getting a new delivery.’

‘Icarus?

‘lcarus Wing. That’s his source. Seb’s supplier. You know him?’

I’d never heard of him. ‘Mandy, why didn’t you say this before?’

‘Would have done. Just the cops . .. and all that. . . the shadow-
cop ... the dog. Scribble, | got confused. I... m sorry...’

| looked at her then, her greasy scarlet hair a mess from the
rain, a last smudge of paint on her bottom lip. Oh sure, no great
beauty under the harsh light of a stairwell, face creased from the
carrying of that lump of alien flesh, but my heart was calling out
a song, a kind of love song, | guess. Christ knows, it had been a
long time without singing.

‘Do you think Seb will be alright?’ she asked.

‘Find him, Mandy. Ask him about English Voodoo—’

‘l don’t think he’ll be working that Vurt-U-Want counter any
more.’

‘Don’t you know where he lives?’

‘No. He’s very secretive...Scribb!” Mandy’s eyes in shock
mode.

‘What? What is it?
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‘Over there! The corner—’

We’d reached the first landing by now. There was a store
cupboard set into the wall. It was marked NO GO. In the dark
space between it and the wall lay a coil of rope, a violet and green
rope. It moved. Sudden like.

‘It's a snake!” screamed Mandy. Oh fuck! Just then the lights
went out.

Bastard landlord had them on a strict timer and the next switch
was some two feet away, down the landing. Two feet’s a long
way to go when you’re carrying an alien and it’s dark and there’s
a dreamsnake on the loose.

‘Don’t panic!’ | said to her, in the dark.

‘Turn on the fucking light!’

‘Don’t move!’

Mandy dropped the Thing. | still had my hands under one end,
and | felt the weight jerk as the bulk hit the floor. Mandy was
running to the next switch. Snakes can see in the dark, but we
can’t. So hit that switch, new girl! | was sweating with the fear and
the Thing was starting to slip from my fingers. The lights came
back on but it wasn’t Mandy who’d hit the switch. The woman
from 210 had come out to see the noise and she’d got to the
switch first. This is what she saw: Mandy, frozen, two inches from
the control, me holding on for dear life to a pulsating mess of
feelers and grease, a whip-fast coil of violet and green slithering
to the nearest shadow.

| felt a nagging pain in my left leg, just where I'd been bitten.
But that was over four years ago. So why the pain? Memory can
be a right bitch sometimes.

The woman just stared at us for two seconds and then started

and loud. The noise shot down the corridors, threatening a mass
stepping-out.
Mandy hit the woman.
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I'd never seen her violence until then. Only thought about it.

The woman was knocked into silence. | could imagine all of the
occupants quaking in their beds from the scream, and then its
sudden termination. Hopefully they would stay scared.

‘What is it?” the woman said at last.

Mandy looked at me. | looked at Mandy, then at the Thing in
my weakening hands, then at the woman.

‘It's a prop,’ | said.

She looked at me.

‘We're part of an avant garde theatre company. We're called
Drip Feed Theatre. Say what! We’re doing a new piece entitled
English Voodoo ...’

‘That’s right,” said Mandy, coming out of shock.

‘We're very experimental and wild. We've had this...uh...
this ... thing ... made for us by a mad artist. He made it out of
old tyres and a ton of animal fat. We’re just taking delivery.

‘Do you like it? chipped in Mandy.

The woman just kept on looking, maybe building up to another
screaming session.

‘We live in 315, | said. ‘Say, do you want to come up? We'’re
having some friends round. We’re going to rehearse the play.
Fancy it?

‘Oh my God, how gross!’ the woman said, before slipping back
inside of her flat, slamming the door.

Mandy and | smiled.

We smiled. And something passed between us.

Don’t ask what.

‘Has the snake gone?” Mandy asked.

Dreamsnakes came out of a bad feather called Takshaka. Any
time something small and worthless was lost to the Vurt, one of
these snakes crept through in exchange. Those snakes were tak-
ing over, | swear. You couldn’t move for them.

‘It’s gone. Hit the switch one more time. Let’s finish this.’
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So we climbed the stairs together. Two humans, one alien strung
heavy between them, and we managed to get to the second land-
ing before the lights went out again. We clattered down the cor-
ridor, Mandy going for the switch with one hand, the other
desperately trying to hold onto the slippery flesh. No luck. There’s
never any luck! The Thing hit the floor like a sack of meat pulp.
The darkness was thick, and full of breathings.

‘Do the lights, new girl.’

‘l can’'t—’

‘Do it’

‘l can’t find it

‘Get out of the way—’

Just then her fingers found the switch.

The light came on for an instant, then was gone, with a flat pop
of burn-out. Bulb gone. In the brief flare we both saw the rapid
flicking of violet and green.

‘Snake!’ | was screaming. ‘Move it! Move it!"

We hauled the Thing up and dragged him along, as best we
could, which wasn’t that good, and more or less manhandled that
meat towards the haven of flat 315. | smashed into the door,
expecting hard response, but the way was open, well open, as
we fell through, all three of us; male, female, alien. Mandy kicked
the door shut with a neat back-heel and we collapsed into one
shivering heap on the hall carpet.

The snake’s head was trapped in the door and the Beetle
walked through from the kitchen, carrying a breadknife.

He cut that fucker off.
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This week’s black selection:

SKULL SHIT is one heavy fuck. Don’t try it alone, kit-
tlings. This Vurt is going to blast you. You’ll be travelling the
paths of your own mind, and that’s some maze in there.
There’s a beast at the centre and it’s angry. Only the chosen
know what the beast looks like, because only the chosen
get that far.

The Cat’s been there, of course, and lived to write the
review, but | wouldn’t wish the sight on my children (if | had
any). Unless they’re ultra-brats, in which case . . . feed them
this. Skull Shit aka The Synapse Murders, Head Fuck, Tem-
ple Vomit, Id Slayer. Call it what you like, do what you like;
remember the rule: Be careful. Be very, very careful. Not
for the weak.

Note: possession of this beauty can land you a two year
stretch. That’s a load of game-time to be missing, so stay
cool. Keep it close. This Cat has warned you.
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Brid was slumped on the settee, slow-gazing at a two-week-old
copy of the Game Cat. Beetle was standing by the window, leafing
through the feather stash. He had the snake head pinned to his
jacket lapel. | had the right side of my face laid out on the dining
table, my left eye fixed on a small lump of apple jam. | was getting
my gear back together. That was a hard ride. The Thing-from-
Outer-Space was lying on the floor, waving for a fix, his grease
dripping onto Bridget’s Turkish rug. Mandy was in the kitchen,
eating bread and honey.

Yeah, sure! And the King was in his counting house, counting
out his money. No doubt. Except that we’d just trashed a week’s
dripfeed on five lousy Blues and a single done-it-already Black.
Sure, the Beetle could sell some low-level Vurt to a robo-crusty.
Or maybe | could persuade Brid to sing some smoky songs in
one of the locals, me on keyboards and decks, but the shadow-
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cops were everywhere. Most pubs had one, broadcasting from
above the Vurtbox, shining inpho all over undesirables. Those
inphobeams could match a face up to the Cop Banks in half a
nanosec.

Everybody was afraid of the shadowcops. There was this ru-
mour going around that they could beam right into your brains,
reading your thoughts there, just like a shadowgirl could do. Not
true. They were just roboshads; taking in only what their beams
could see, which was only the everyday surfaces. Don’t believe
the hype; shadowcops ain’t got soul.

DEAR SIR, WE HAVE REASON TO BELIEVE THAT YOU ARE
CURRENTLY RECEIVING BASIC NEEDS ALLOWANCE. Who
the fuck doesn’t take dripfeed these days? WE HOPE YOU ARE
NOT RECEIVING PAYMENT FOR TONIGHT’S PERFOR-
MANCE. | would look over to the bar, seeking assistance from
the landlady. She would be hiding her face in a jar of Fetish. THIS
WOULD BE IN DIRECT VIOLATION OF DECREE 729. PLEASE
DISCLOSE.

Of course, officer. Straight away. | think not.

That apple jam sure looked tasty. Boy, we were hungry!

Mandy came back out of the kitchen, clutching a doorstopper
sandwich. She plumped herself down on a scatter cushion. We
were all there, all five of us, the Stash Riders, in some form of
life or other. The Beetle turned to face us, the five blue feathers
clutched in one hand. He took each Blue into his other hand,
saying their names out loud, each in turn, and then let them fall
to the carpet. ‘Thermo Fish. Crack Flowers. Venus Dust. Thun-
derwings. Honey Suckers...” We watched the feathers drift.
Beetle turned directly to Mandy; ‘Cheap Blues,’ he said. ‘We don’t
do cheap Blues—’

‘l had to buy something,” cried Mandy. “You can’t just go in the
shop, ask for black feathers! Seb would’ve laughed—’

“You got the hots for this shop guy?’ Beetle asked. Mandy just
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turned away. The Beetle opened his baccy box, took out the black
feather. He moved towards us, waving that Vurt like a dream
ticket. ‘So. For tonight’s entertainment. .. Skull Shit.” His lips
were smiling. It was a wicked smile.

Mandy turned back to face him; ‘Christ, if I'd known it was
going to be like this—’

‘You want this, don’t you, Scribble?” The Beetle asked, totally
cutting her out.

‘It's not the Yoodoo, Bee,’ | said.

‘l don’t believe you guys!” Mandy butting in.

‘No, it’s not the Voodoo,’ the Beetle drawled. ‘But it’s all we’ve
got. And the Beetle needs succour. Let’s take some feather!’

Mandy opened her mouth immediately, like she had something
to prove. The Beetle pushed the feather into her mouth, until he
could stroke it against the back of her throat. New girl took it all
the way, like a Pornovurt star, and her eyes started to glaze. ‘See
how she takes it?’ said the Beetle. ‘Smooth and easy. That’s my
baby.’ Beetle pulled the feather out, and then turned to Bridget.

Brid was lying on the couch, face covered by the copy of Game
Cat. ‘Can | miss this one? she asked, in that smoky voice. ‘I'm
not up to it, Bee. I'd like to just settle down with Co-operation
Street’

Co-op Street was a real low-level blue Soapvurt. You bought
it every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. It took you to a small
Northern terrace, gave you a house to live in, gave you a home
and a husband or a wife, and you got to interact with all the
famous characters as their epic stories unfolded. Seemed like the
whole world was hooked up to it. Except for the Dodos of
course; those few poor flightless birds, who could take feathers
down to the stomach, and still not feel a flutter. Officially they
were known as the Vurtually Immune, but the kids called them
Dodos, and it stuck. | had met one years ago and the look of
despair in his eyes would never leave me.
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‘Nobody misses nothing,’ Beetle said, scrunching the paper
from Brid’s face, and then forcing the feather into her mouth.
Shit! That was face rape! But | was too weak to do anything. Next
he turned to the Thing, feeding the feather into the nearest ori-
fice. The Thing was rolling all over the carpet; | swear | could
almost hear him cheering. Then he turned to me.

‘Scribble ...’ The Beetle’s voice calling to me, over the years.

‘m not into it, Bee,’ | said. ‘| just want to find Voodoo—’

‘Nobody misses out,” he replied.

‘Desdemona....’

‘We'll find her’

‘There’s some Voodoo coming in, tomorrow ... Mandy told
me. Let’s wait—"’

‘Fuck waiting! Take it"

He forced my mouth wide open; the fingers of one hand
squeezing my cheeks, the other hand pushing the feather home,
deep, to the back of the throat. | could feel it there, tickling,
making me want to gag. And then the Vurt kicked in. And then |
was gone. | felt the opening advurts roll, and then the credits.
The pad went morphic and my last thoughts were; Why are we
doing this? Skull Shit? It’s so low-level, it’s even got advurts in it. We
should be going higher, searching for lost love. Instead we were just
playing, just playing at—

Screaming down tunnels of brain flesh, putting thoughts together,
building words and cries, cries from the heart. Electric impulses,
leading me on, the room wallpapered in reds and pinks, blood all
flowing down from the ceiling. Brid hiding behind the settee. The
Beetle taking Mandy from behind on the Turkish rug. A Thing-
from-Outer-Space floating in the air, gently landing on the dining
table. Me walking through a swamp of flesh towards the kitchen
door, in search of breakfast cereal. Stepping over Beetle and
Mandy, finding the kitchen door locked and barred, looking just
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like a wall of beef. Blood pulsing from the keyhole. Brid coming
out from behind the settee, clutching a breadknife. The Thing
finding a lump of jam on the table top. Licking at it. | wanted that
jam for myself. Jam turning into spunk, apple spunk. Thing licking
at it. Me turning to the lovemakers. Brid taking slices out of the
Thing’s backside, trying to feed them to me. Me turning my face
away from the pink flesh. Didn’t know why. Flower clock reading
twenty petals to eleven. Beetle shooting apple cum. It splattered
over my poster of Interactive Madonna at Woodstock Seven.
Mandy coming with him. Brid turning the blade into Beetle’s neck.
Blood flowing from Beetle’s neck. Me licking up the blood. Tasted
like apple jam. Tasted like Vurt. Just like a dream. Tasted like a
dream. That means . . . oh shit!

Sudden scream.

Shit! | was getting Haunted! That means . . . that means we’re in the
Vurt!

Now it was the alien making love to Mandy. And the Beetle
was on the table covered, head to toe, in that apple jam. Acid
jam. Jam was burning him. He was shrieking. | was just watching.
Brid was turning the blade inside her wrist. And it was getting to
me. Like this is all too much. It can’t be real. Those kind of feelings.
The Haunting! There’s another life somewhere. This isn’t the only
one!

‘This isn’t real, Bee!” | think | was shouting. The Beetle just
looking at me, his lips covered with apple jam, that smirk on his
face—

‘Beetle! Listen to me! We'’re in the Vurt! I'm getting the
Haunting!

The Haunting was the feeling you got sometimes, in the Vurt;
the real world calling you home. There’s more to life than this. This
is just a game.

The Beetle just kept on tasting the jam, rolling it on his tongue.
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He reached out to stroke Mandy’s arm, as she plunged the knife
into her veins. The blood was spraying over Interactive Madonna,
mixing with the spunk already plastered there.

| guess that dead star was really interacting now.

And then Mandy had Desdemona’s face, and it was Desdemona
doing the screaming. The blood pouring out of her beautiful
mouth. It was too much for me. | had to get out of there.

Sudden jerk! Backwards!

Ghost grabbing me, under the armpits, jerking me into reality
and then the real world breaking open. A locked door being axed
open. Me screaming backwards, into the clock-face. Two fingers
of time grabbing me, the hour and the minute hands...

The chair receiving my body like a corpse. Blood seeping back
into the closing wounds on the wall. The room a scream of pain.
A glass vase, containing flowers picked by Brid, in shatters, broken
by the jerk. A voice calling from the mirror on the wall . ..

‘Who the fuck!

Beetle’s voice.

‘Who the fuck? Who the fuck jerked out?

No answers.

Beetle was wide-screening us all, his eyes still covered with
layers of flesh, of game-flesh. He had a raging full-on and he was
waving it like a flag.

‘Who the fuck! Any answers?’

Nothing.

Brid on the settee, Game Cat torn into shreds. Mandy on the
floor, beside the scatter cushion. Two vicious gashes had torn it
apart. Feathers floating.

‘l was having a good time in there!’ the Beetle said.

| was trapped in the chair. Through a haze of feathers and flesh,
the desperate shapes of Vurt still clinging on to life, | could just
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about make out the Thing-from-Outer-Space. He was screaming
and shaking, watching the cushion feathers fall, waving his feelers
in a mad dance, thinking them Vurt feathers. He stuffed a dozen
or so into various holes that had opened up in his flesh. Then
spat them all out. Man, he was suffering, and | could see the holes
in his flesh where the knife had cut. The Thing was always affected
badly by Vurt. But the wounds were healing over, regenerating.
This was the Thing’s special skill; total flesh replacement. But still
he was suffering. Everything goes wrong. Eventually, everything goes
wrong. | still couldn’t move, just listening to his keening. The Thing
just wanted to be home and peaceful. What the fuck were we
going to do with him?

‘Who the fuck pulled out?

‘Not me, Bee,” | managed. Lying. Scared.

‘| was having a good fucking time! Nobody takes me out like
that! Nobody!’

Silence then. Each of us looking at him. The last glaze of Vurt
falling from him, from all of us and the room was suddenly cold,
cold and lonely, and full of aftershock.

Pulling out was bad. Real bad. It was a built in-option with low-
level theatres but nobody liked doing it. It was like admitting de-
feat. Like you weren’t strong, not up to it. Who dared admit that?
Even worse, you pulled all the other players out with you. And
that was painful. That was like being skinned.

‘It was me.” Brid’s lonely voice. ‘| was scared, Bee.’

‘The fuck you were!

‘Bee!’

‘That’s the point. Tell me. Isn’t that the point?’

‘That’s the point, Beetle,’ answered Mandy.

‘Scribble?

‘That’s the point, Bee. That’s the point of Skull Shit. It gets you
scared.’
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| was ashamed. ..

Beetle hit Brid right across the lips.

She was crying in the corner now and if | could’ve just got out
of that chair, well then, maybe | would have done some good
deed for a change. Maybe | would have killed the bastard.

... ashamed at my weakness.

Maybe everything. End up with nothing.

The Beetle gathered up every Vurt feather he could find and
rammed the whole bunch down the Thing’s throat.

At least one of us would have a good night.

Beetle left us then, slamming his bedroom door behind him.
Me, the shadow, the new girl, the alien. And everything going
wrong and the far off call of the owl.

If they can remix Madonna after she’s dead, why can’t they
remix the night?

Who can answer that one?
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Awake, you know that dreams exist. Inside a dream you
think the dream is reality. Inside a dream you have no
knowledge of the waking world.

It is the same with Vurt. In the real world we know that
Vurt exists. Inside the Vurt we think that Vurt is reality. You
have no knowledge of the real world.

THE HAUNTING. This is the bitch incarnate. Once that
ghost has got hold of you, you just gotta go with her. Back
to life, back to the boredom. That’s how you feel, right?
Except that the Haunting isn’t a bad thing. What? What's
that the Cat’s saying? Haunting isn’t bad? Man, the Cat’s
losing it! Listen up, kittlings.

Only a chosen few get the Haunting. They are the edge
riders. Those strange people who can’t make their minds
up; just what am I? This is their question. Vurt or real? The
Haunted are of both worlds; they flicker between the two,
like fire flies. What are they? Insect or flame? Both! Believe
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| was. | was sleepless. Locked in my room, writing all this up in
the ledger of those days. Living up to my name. Scribbling. Trying
to make sense of it all, and trying hard to find a way out.

And now I’'m looking back and thinking. And the thinking makes
me weary. It’s the loss of things that kills us. And of the four
humans in that pad that night, only two of us are still living and
that’s a bad dream come true. That shouldn’t happen any more.
Vurt should have taken all of our bad dreams and turned them
into theatre, brilliant theatre.

| was scribbling late into the ledger, listening with half a mind
to the creaking bed through the wall. Beetle making love to Brid,
to the sleeping Brid. Despite the arguments, | knew this would
happen, knowing the score.

And then a soft knock on my bedroom door. | opened it a
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crack and there was Brid, anyway, standing there, and the noises
of love still coming from the next room.

‘Scribble?” she said, her eyes heavy lidded, voice clogged by
smoke.

‘’m working, Brid,” was all | could manage, still listening to the
noises.

‘Beetle’s with Mandy,’ she said.

‘Sounds like it.’ | was trying my best to be uncaring, it’s just
that the shadows in her eyes made me melt.

‘Can | come in?’ she asked and | let her walk past me into the
room. She dropped onto the bed and then started to curl up like
a flower’s petals when the sun has gone. | went back to my table
to carry on with the writing.

Brid was breathing sweetly now, lost in sleep.

| was putting it all down in words, a small desklamp hiding me
in a shadow. The glow of my ledger burning softly as | banked up
the words, the stories.

‘What are you writing, Scribb?’ | thought she was asleep and
when | looked at her she was comatose and happy, eyes shut,
curled up in her own shape. | couldn’t see her lips move and then
| realised, Brid was dream-talking, putting thoughts into my mind,
which is the gift of the Shadows.

Shadows are the thought-readers. They are born with the
powers of telepathy and their mind can by-pass the vocal cords,
putting words into your brain, and stealing the secrets that you
thought were yours alone. Shadowcops are the same, but mixed
up with robo, rather than flesh, so they’re not as strong; they
can’t go deep down, into the soul. Still pretty scary though, es-
pecially when you’re out on a spree. The human Shadow works
best when asleep, so that’s how you find them, usually, dreaming
their dreams of knowledge.

‘Don’t let it worry you, Scribble,” Bridget thought.
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‘'m not.’

‘I was just wondering...you're always writing. What'’s it all
about?’

‘Everything,’ | answered, out loud.

‘You don’t have to talk,” she said, except that the words just
formed themselves into my mind. | looked at her again, her sleep-
ing face, and | knew what she meant.

‘This is weird,” | thought. Just thought!

‘What do you mean, everything?’

‘Everything that happens.’

‘Between us?’

‘Sure. The Stash Riders.’

The Beetle called us this, and it stuck. He was making life into
a kind of adventure, | guess. Just like a kid, but what’s so wrong
with that? That’s the score with Cortex Jammers; they just want
to be kids again.

‘It’s our story,” | thought.

‘That’s nice,” she answered.

And then a deep silence. Just the sound of her breathing in my
head and the soft petals falling off my alarm clock as it shed the
minutes away until morning.

I was back to writing but nothing came out, nothing good, so
| stopped, took a cigarette, a Napalm filter, and watched the
smoke drift for a while. And petals falling from the clock. Stuff
like that. All quiet now from the next room.

Brid’s voice coming into my mind again; ‘Is it all right if | sleep
here, Scribb?’

‘You've got a bed of your own.’

‘Not tonight, Scribb. Not tonight.’

| took another few hard drags whilst forming the words in my
mind.

‘That’s all right, Scribb. It’s a pleasure.’

Shit! Some real dirty thoughts about Brid had flickered across
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my mind. When the shadowgirl was this deep, | had no secrets
left.

‘That’s right, Scribb. No secrets.’

‘Give me a chance, Brid!" | said. Out loud, not thinking.

Brid’s voice in my head again; ‘It just comes in pictures. Pictures
and shapes.’

‘d rather just talk.’

‘Sure. You don’t mind me sleeping here?’

Why should I? She looked real beautiful in sleep, and the world
was waiting for me to climb right on in there, curling up, losing
myself in all that drifting smoke.

‘Thank you,” she thought.

Like | said; no secrets.

‘| just wanted to thank you,’ | told her sleeping face. ‘For
taking the rap for me. You know, with the Beetle, in the Skull
Shit.’

‘We all jerk out sometimes.’

‘You took the blame, Brid.’

‘| guess | like you.’

‘More than Beetle?

‘Don’t ask. You'll get hurt.’

‘I saw Desdemona in there. In the Vurt.

‘| guessed that.’

‘She was in such pain. | couldn’t stop pulling out. But | couldn’t
admit it, not to the Bee.’

“You like that man too much, Scribble.’

‘So do you.’

‘You’re thinking about her again’ She meant Desdemona.
Bridget’s words floating into my mind, like a mist over the pale
shape of Desdemona; ‘Can’t you forget her, Scribble?’

‘We've got to find her, Brid!’

‘We will, Scribble,” said Brid’s voice. ‘You want to sleep next
to me?’
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It wasn’t a question. Because she knew the answer anyway.
And the mist closing it all up, in drifts of blue, and me falling
through it into the land of Bridget, which is called the land of
Shadows, the land of sleep.

| woke up early, my arms around the shadowgirl; an innocent
gesture, for an innocent night. The ledger was still glowing, throw-
ing a blue shade over our shapes. | turned it off and went into
the living room.

The Thing-from-Outer-Space was asleep on the rug, with his
mouthful of feathers and a grin on his peaceful face. ‘How you
doing, Big Thing? | asked.

‘Xhasy! Xha xha. Xhasy. Xha!’

Looking for a way home. Something like that, | guess.

‘You got anything else from Des, Big Thing?

‘Xhasy. Xhasy. Xha!’

No.

| watched him for a while, imagining the dreams he was on, and
then walked into the kitchen for breakfast. The house was mine
at this hour and | made good use of it, spreading apple jam on
toast and watching the day begin.

| ate the sweet stuff at the scarred table, all the time keeping
a close watch on the door to Beetle’s room. They were making
noises again and | couldn’t stop my mind wandering, right on in
there, seeing all that pleasure being given and taken, all those jars
of Boudoir Vaz being used. Protector, lubricator, contraceptive,
inflamer; all in the same jar. The noises were getting to me. It
brought back Desdemona, her beautiful body all over mine. Her
hands and her lips. The dragon tattoo. Her face coming close to
mine, the feel of her skin, the shine in her eyes.

But that was just a memory. And memory was not enough. |
wanted her back, for real. In my arms.
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| looked over at the Thing again.

Something bad was coming into my mind.

| got up out of the chair and walked over to his sleeping
form. Boy, that Thing was ugly! | reached down to tickle his
stomach. He sighed contentedly, from the depths of Vurt
sleep. There was a loose flap of skin, still not yet fully re-
formed from the battles of Skull Shit. It broke off easily in my
fingers. The Thing didn’t even stir. | brought the greasy lump
up to my lips.

Eating Vurt flesh was the direct route to the theatre. It was a
potent cocktail of meat and dreams. Highly dangerous. Highly
desirable. The Game Cat had talked about it once, in the maga-
zine. | was looking down at more than a King’s ransom of live
drugs, street value. We could sell the Thing, and get ourselves
right out of here, somewhere good. All except for Desdemona;
without the Thing she was lost for ever. But maybe this would
lead back to her. Maybe | could take some flesh, just a little bit,
see where it lead? The Cat had said that it just took you back to
where the Vurt creature came from. | didn’t know where the
Thing came from. But maybe from there | could find a door
through to Desdemona. Maybe. Game Cat had warned against it,
saying it was a sucker’s trip, that it led to wild, uncontrollable
games, mutant theatre.

The Cat had said no. That was good enough for me. And the
Beetle would be real mad if he found me going in alone. He would
beat me. The Cat and the Beetle said no, and that was good enough
for me.

Anyway maybe the Thing came from a yellow feather. They
are the highest feathers; you can’t jerk out of them, you can only
win the game. Or die. | really didn’t want to chance that.

| licked at the Vurt flesh, and then took a small bite. . .

* k%
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I’m being smothered by flesh. | can’t breathe any more. There is
no space in the world, only flesh. It has a sweet aroma, as it
presses up against my face. | can’t do anything, | can’t even strug-
gle, the flesh is that powerful. The sweet smell stirs a memory in
me. There is no way out now. this is my life; to be slowly smoth-
ered by thick sweet-smelling lard! | can’t even scream. When |
try to, the flesh just comes into my mouth, filling me with its
aroma. My world is clogged. | know that smell from somewhere.
I am drowning in the flesh. These are my last seconds alive. The
sweet stench is overpowering me. | know that smell! | have smelt
it all my life. This is my life. No! Before then. | have smelt that
stench before now. In some other...

Christ!

I’'m getting the Haunting!

The flesh enveloping me. All of my openings filled with the
meat. I'm being killed by Vurt flesh.

Vurt! 'm in a Vurt. Which one? Let me do a jerkout!

The flesh of the Thing wrapping me in fat. I've got no breath left.
These are my last seconds. ..

The Thing! Christ! Hope it’s not a Yellow.

Jerkout!

I’m lying across the Thing, right in front of the fire. The Thing has
got its tentacles around me, squeezing. | can hardly breathe. Let
me tell you; hardly is enough. At least it’s stale, unhealthy Stash
Rider pad air that I'm breathing. That is enough. That is beautiful.
| slide out of the Thing’s sleepy embraces, falling onto the pad
floor.

The carpet is most welcome, a real haven of bliss.

Above me the ceiling dances with pictures. Desdemona had
painted them there; images of dragons and snakes, all writhing
around a sharpened blade. That was her mind. And | was part of it.
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Let us concentrate on the days to come, all the good things to
come. Stash Riders finding English Voodoo, for instance. Riders
getting the Thing back to his home planet. Swapping him over,
for Desdemona. Riders getting out of this junk palace, getting a
good life. Bridget finding a better love than the Beetle. The Beetle
finding something, something to cling to.

All the things that we had to get done.

And the petals falling from the clock.

Just then the telephone rang. It sounded harsh and ill against
the murmurings of love, and | could tell it had bad news to give,
because that phone had been cut off, unpaid, some six months
ago. No way could it be ringing! | jumped up from the floor, and
reached it on what seemed like the last ring—

‘Scribble!’

The voice.

‘Desdemona!’

‘Scribble ..’

‘Is that you, Desdemona?’

‘Scribble. Help me.’

Oh Jesus, Desdemona.. ..

‘Help me, Scribble.’

‘Where are you?

‘Find me! It hurts. The razor ...’

‘Where are you, Des?

‘A curious . .." Her voice was drifting off, into the Vurt spaces.

‘Curious?! Curious what? Des?’

No answer. Just the waves of static coming through, wave
against wave, yellow on yellow; | could hear the colours!

‘Talk to me, Des! For fuck’s sake!’

‘Find a door ... a curious house. ..’

‘What?’

The voice just a whisper. ‘Find a door ...






G A ME C AT

It has been calculated, by the calculators, that one night can
hold SIX DREAMS only. There is a colour for each, a feather
for each. BLUE is the colour of safe desires, legal dreaming.
BLACK is the colour of bootleg Vurt, feathers of tenderness
and pain, one sliver beyond the law. PINK is the colour of
Pornovurts, doorways to bliss. CREAM is the colour of a
used-up feather, one that has been drained of dreams. Only
blue, black, and pink feathers go cream. The makers build
this property in to the flights, just to make sure you come
back for more. You only get one trip per journey. SILVER
is the colour of the operators; those who work the feath-
ers—making them, filming them, doing the remixes, open-
ing doors. They are the toolkit feathers, and the Game Cat
has a collection worth dying for. YELLOW is the colour of
death, and should be avoided at all costs. They are not for
the weak. Yellows have no jerkout facilities. Be careful. Be
very, very careful. If you die in a yellow dream, you die in
real life. The only way out is to finish the game.
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W E AR I NG
D ANGER O U S
S M1 L E S

| was watching the world through tears.

Mandy and the Beetle had emerged, two o’clock in the after-
noon, from a damp bed, and were now taking late breakfast at
the table. Mandy’s cheeks were glowing like an ad. You know the
kind of thing—SEX IS GOOD FOR YOU—DO IT EVERY DAY.
THIS HAS BEEN A GOVERNMENT INFORMATION MESSAGE.
Beetle was his usual self; hair gelled slick-back with Vaz, his Peter
England shirt hot-pressed to the limit. He was shaved to the edge,
and the tangy aroma of Showbiz arose from his skin like the smell
of celebrities at a first night party. Both of them looked fruity
from the afterglow of sex, and | just couldn’t take it, couldn’t take
the fresh love. The Beetle was cleaning his gun at the table, smear-
ing Vaz into the chambers. | guess he was doing it to impress the
new girl. It worked.
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‘Is that real, Bee? she asked. ‘Neat!

Oh like, wow.

The Beetle’s gun was a joke really. He’d bought it off some old
acquaintance, a real bargain, he’d said, and that—what with the
city turning the way it was—you could never be too careful. Of
course he’d never fired it, never had need to, and after two weeks
of carrying it everywhere, he’d slipped it into some hideaway, and
that was that. Now it was out again, getting the full Vaz treatment,
all for the sake of some tough new street girl.

I wouldn’t mind, but Mandy was my discovery. I'd found her
hanging around the Bloodvurt stalls in the underground market,
her eyes full of buzz and spark as she stroked the feathers, trying
some on, just to the lips, falling under spells of violence and pain.
And me falling under the spell of her. So I'd asked her to join,
become a Stash Rider. She made fun of the name, but still, | could
see the need in her eyes. Maybe | was just trying to replace Des
the easy way. Maybe. Maybe we all get a little desperate at times.
Maybe there are no easy ways.

‘You heard about Icarus, Bee?’ | said, keeping it cool.

He didn’t even bother replying, too busy drawing in lungfuls of
first-thing Haze. Its pungent odour was giving me half-glimpses of
the dream and the things that | saw there made me shiver. ‘lcarus
Wing? Didn’t Mandy tell you about him?’ | glanced over at Mandy.
She was shovelling spoonfuls of JFK flakes into the gap between
her smeared lips, her eyes dead to my need. ‘She told me that
Icarus Wing was bringing in some Voodoo today.” Still no re-
sponse from the Beetle. ‘You know this Icarus guy, Bee?

‘No.” His voice coming slow and easy, from the Haze.

‘No?

‘Never heard of him.’

‘You know everybody, Bee! Everybody!

‘What are you saying?’ His voice growing sharper.
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‘You’re holding out on me? |—’

‘Fuck you, Scribble!

‘Bee—’

‘You don’t know who’s helping you? Is that your problem? Is
it?

His eyes were cold and steely, through the smoke of
his joint.

‘You two have a good night?” Don’t know why | said it. Just
came out. They looked at each other. They smiled at each other.
‘You think Bridget’s going to like that?’ | asked, knowing full well
that Brid would take a nail file to Mandy’s eyes. God knows what
she’d do to Beetle. Maybe she’d pour all her smoke into his head,
working his brain up, into a frenzy. They called it a Shadow-fuck.
It was like doing Skull Shit, with the lights on.

‘Bridget will have to live with it,” The Beetle said.

‘Where is the shadowgirl, anyway?’ Mandy asked. She made
the word shadow sound like some kind of bad disease.

‘She slept in my room’

‘Whoo, whoo, whoo!’ shouted Mandy, full of rude life.

‘Nice one, Stephen!’

‘It’s not like that, Bee.’

‘Stephen? Is that Scribble’s real name?’ laughed Mandy. ‘Aw,
how cute!

‘That’s the way with Stevie baby, Mandy,’ the Beetle said, know-
ing full well he was getting to me. ‘It’s never like that. Not with
women.’

‘Piss off, Bee.” My best reply. ‘And the name’s Scribble.’

‘He’s very sensitive this morning,” Mandy said.

‘Maybe we should sell some bits off the Thing,’ the Beetle said.
This was just to get me going even more. | wasn’t having it.

‘No way, Beetle. No fucking way!’

‘Just bits off him. The Stash Rider wallet is empty. | can’t wait
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till the next dripfeed. Come on, Scribble! Just an arm, or a leg. A
chunk off that fat stomach.’

‘We need him! All of him!" | had hold of Beetle’s arm. My voice
was straining; ‘You know why, Bee! Desdemona. .. she..

‘Big Thing’ll grow them back, anyway. What'’s the Ioss”

‘'m getting desperate, Bee...|...| think Des is reaching out.
She..’

‘What is it, Scribble?’ asked Mandy, around a last mouthful of
flakes.

| looked from her, and then back to Beetle. How much could
| tell them? Should | tell them about the telephone? Christ! Beetle
thought | was crazy anyway; he was certain that Desdemona was
dead by now. The phone call would just finish off the tale of
Scribble’s madness. Shit! Maybe | was mad! Maybe Desdemona was
just living on, inside of me? No, no. Don’t even think that!

‘She’s alive, Beetle.” | did my best to keep the voice calm. ‘I
know it.’

A warm light came to the Beetle’s eyes. ‘Sure thing, Scribb.
She’s alive. We'll find her. Right, Mandy?’

‘You bet’

They were just being good to me. | could live with that.

‘Shall we go see Tristan? Would that suit you, Scribble?’ asked
the Beetle.

“Tristan?’

‘An old friend of mine. He’s a spot-on guy. Sold me this gun.
Knows all the stuff I've forgotten. And then some.’

‘He’ll have English Voodoo?

‘He doesn’t do Vurt any more. He might know where to find
some.’

‘He might know about |carus Wing?’ | was getting some kind
of hope back. At least we were moving. | just wanted to keep
moving, keep the faith going. ‘You reckon, Bee?
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‘We could try,” the Beetle smiled. That old Beetle smile. ‘And
we can check out this Seb friend of Mandy’s first. Does that plan
grab you, Scribb?’

I was falling for him again; the Beetle was in command and the
world was looking rosier.

Something always has to spoil the day.

That bad something was somebody knocking on the door. Not
the bell, ringing from far away, from the ground floor. No . . . this
was a close-up attack. And the noise was powder to the Beetle’s
trigger. There was something human out there. No one did that
any more. The flat was rigged up to the in-house system, and only
bona fide inhabitants could find a way past the doorcam. By-
passing that system was a beauty, and only a cop could have man-
aged it. A way-up cop.

Beetle activated into Jam mode, moving like a land speed rec-
ord. First thing he did was slip the gun into his pocket, then
turning to us, he whispered; ‘Get that fucker out of here!

That fucker was the Thing-from-Outer-Space, who was still
deep in feather-dreams next to the fire. Mandy and | took each
end of him, like veterans, and bundled him into the store cup-
board. | got back to hear the Beetle talking to some presence
through a one-inch gap in the door. ‘Certainly, Officer,” he was
saying. ‘No problem. Please come in. Feel free.’

The Beetle sounded super-confident, and no doubt had
cleaned the floor of all incriminating evidence, but how did they
find us? Maybe the Vurt-U-Want cop had flashed a better than
usual message. Maybe the Platt Fields’ cop had seen the alien in
our arms.

A real life cop walked into the living room. Not the shadow
kind. This cop was flesh and blood; collector’s item. She had a
curly perm. Yeah, that collectable.

‘What’s happening?’ she asked.
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There was a moment of silence. Over by the door stood the
shecop’s partner, some mealy mouthed fleshcop from hell.

‘Nothing much,’” replied the Beetle.

The two cops were wearing dangerous smiles.

‘Nice pad,’ said the boss. ‘I'd like to look around.’

‘Any time. You got a warrant?’

‘Do | need one? Mr... 7

‘Beetle. And | have this thing about privacy.’

‘We have reason to believe that you are harbouring an alien
presence.’

‘A what?

‘A Vurt being. A live drug.

‘Really?

‘You know that’s totally illicit?’

‘Is it?” Beetle was playing it cool.

‘Just checking,’ said the cop woman, eyes all over the unused
Blues and the played-out Creams that littered the floor.

‘Nothing but the best,” the Beetle told her. ‘Strictly legal.’

‘Of course,” she said. ‘Nothing but.’

‘What’s your name?’ asked Mandy, from nowhere.

The cop woman looked directly into Mandy’s eyes. ‘| don’t
need to tell you that.’

Mandy gave her the bad eye, the best Bloodvurt kind. I'd seen
that look before; it made you fearful. The cop took it like a feath-
er’s glance. No sweat. Cop was cool.

‘Well, it has been pleasant,’ said Beetle.

The shecop was locking all around the room, searching for
clues. ‘I'm just warning you. Don’t go upsetting the neighbours.’

There you go. Nosey bitch from the next floor down.

‘We'll do our best,’” the Beetle told the cop.

‘Listen good, kid. I'm not easily satisfied.’

‘Well | can see that.’
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‘You got a job?

‘Not as such.’

‘| have this thing about dripfeeders; they really get on my case.’

‘We can’t all be in sugar.’

There were some intense moments passing by, as Beetle tried
his best sex charms on the woman. She was having none of it.
She just stared right back, her eyes full up of hard metal. Beetle
meets his match!

It was the dumbo partner that broke the spell; ‘Let’s split, Mur-
doch. Just a bunch of wasted kids.’

Murdoch didn’t look back at him. She just jabbed a long finger
at Beetle, like a weapon. ‘I’'m coming back for you. You got that?

‘ve got it,” replied the Bee, cool as fuck.

The door went shuck behind them, closing with a comfort fix.
Beetle was out of the cool in an instant; he popped two Jammers
and went straight for me and Mandy.

‘What'’s this about the neighbour shit?” he demanded. His face
was full up of anger. One long streak of hair had escaped from
the grip of Vaz, and was swinging around against his powdered
face like a black plant creeper. ‘Well what the fuck’s going on?’
he shouted, and Mandy and | couldn’t even look at each other
any more.

‘It was my fault, Mandy said.

‘Tell me about it,” said Beetle.

‘We got caught on the landing, carrying the Thing,” | added.

‘Oh, brilliant.

‘Some woman on the second floor,” said Mandy.

‘Didn’t you cover it?

Mandy looked nervous. Her eyes turned to mine.

‘You know that we didn’t, Bee,’ | offered, praying to the God
of Vurt to take me right out of that room and up to the theatre
of heaven, where the angels play.






] AM M O DE

We were in Jam mode, screaming down the back roads, all rat-
tling around in the van. Me, the Thing, Brid and Mandy. Beetle at
the wheel, ammed up to the nines. The scenes of south Man-
chester sped past the black windows like a bad foreign movie.
The Beetle had popped so many Jammers, fear was just a bad
memory. The man was on a demon trip, and he was taking us
with him.

Brid was wide awake for once. It had been my job to wake her.
Which was like waking up a stone, some dead lump of inanimate
matter. Man, she had screamed at me, and then, whilst the half-
dead world came rushing back, she had called for Beetle’s blood,
promising slow tortures.

I'd had to slap her.

She slapped me back.
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Which hurt.

Which hurt the both of us.

Then I'd half-kicked her down the stairs, into the van. And then
back for the Thing-from-Outer-Space. He was just coming round
from the night of feathers. I'd give him about an hour or so, and
then he’d be screaming out for more memories of the homeland.
Christ! Who’d want to live there? It was Mandy and |, of course,
left with the task of carrying the Thing. This time we covered him
in a blanket, and the journey down the stairs went like a dream,
until Twinkle showed up.

‘Is that you, Mister Scribble?’ her tinkling voice asked.

‘Get lost, kid"” was my response.

‘Mister Scribble, that’s not fair,” she answered back.

Twinkle was a blue-eyed sweet kid of ten, with a patchwork
bob of hair, as blonde as the day was doomed. | loved her dearly
except that she was a total pain, and a bit of a nutflake.

‘What'’s under the blanket, Mister Scribble?’

‘Kid, fuck off,” said Mandy.

But the kid was hot: ‘It’s that alien from space, isn’t it?’ she
asked.

Twinkle lived on the first floor, the child of a three parent
family; man, woman, hermaphrodite.

‘It’s just Bridget under here,’ | offered. ‘We can’t wake her up.’

‘No way. | saw you kicking Brid down just before. You’ve got
an illegal alien.’

‘No we haven’t,’ said Mandy.

‘I've seen him before. I've seen you carrying him around. The
whole place knows.’

‘Listen, Twinkle ...

‘Leave her, Scribb,’ said Mandy. ‘Let’s get it loaded up.’

‘I wouldn’t mind an alien of my own,” Twinkle continued. And
then, the dreaded question; ‘Can | be in your gang!? Can |, Mister
Scribble? Can | be a junior Stash Rider?
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She was always after this. ‘No you bloody can’t!” | answered.
‘Now get out of here!’

Twinkle looked at me for a couple of seconds, and then took
a slow, toe-scuffing walk back down the corridor, towards the
door of her flat.

First off the Beetle drove us over to Chorlton, where we checked
out the Vurt-U-Want for signs of Seb. The manager, a paper-thin
young wisp of a girl, told us that Sebastian hadn’t turned up for
work that morning, and that, as of now, he was off the payroll
anyway, for bringing the cops down on them, and that Vurt-U-
Want was a peace-loving company, and that kind of employee
just didn’t fit in with their current business vision. She gave us his
address from the employee file, and we drove the van out there,
West Didsbury, only to find that Seb wasn’t in, and that he hadn’t
be home since last night. The pale and spotted youth that an-
swered the door told us that he didn’t have a clue where Seb
was.

Now we were heading down the Princess Road, towards Bot-
tletown and Tristan, away from the bad dream of Murdoch and
the cops. It wasn’t that bad, maybe, not to my mind; just a dumb
cop out on a limb, looking for the easy pickings. Beetle thought
otherwise. “That Murdoch bitch will be back, no kidding,” he called
from the front seat. ‘She’s got that look, that hunger. Believe me.
You ever been down the Bottle, Mandy?’

‘No.’

‘You'll love it. It’s real scary—’

‘Beetle, you're a twat,” Bridget announced.

‘That’s life,” he answered.

‘l heard you last night.’

‘And here’s me trying to keep it quiet. It would have been
worse, otherwise.’

Brid threw Mandy a bullet stare.



58 DAY 2

‘That girl can sing. Real good,’ said Beetle.

| thought Brid was going to tear Mandy’s eyes out then, except
that the van was snaking like a rocket in a bad patch of space, and
the Bee was driving like a maniac. He made a deliberate swerve
towards some old pedhead with a walking frame. That old woman
screamed. Beetle missed her by a Jammy whisker and then made
an ultra-left onto Princess Road.

‘Jesus Christ, Bee! snarled Brid, from the floor.

We all got back in place and Mandy hid her face behind the
latest copy of Game Cat. She was on some kind of crash course
in home study, no doubt trying to get within loving distance of
Beetle. No chance, baby. He’s a closed up shop. Find that out, and
soon. Some things you just can’t say in the back of a crowded-up
box of rust on wheels, speeding down towards Bottletown.

‘’m looking at you,” said Brid, her dark eyes brooding on
Mandy.

Mandy ignored her, face hid behind the mag. “We going down
the Bottle, Bee? she asked.

‘That’s right, babes. Straight down the Bottle.’

‘We’re going to visit Tristan?

‘We are’

‘After English Voodoo? Mandy was playing on all the infor-
mation she had over Bridget.

‘That’s right, babes.’

‘| found out about Icarus Wing,” said Mandy, proud as a pimp.

‘This is my van, bitch.” The Brid spat, once, and then carried
on; ‘Get the fuck out?’

‘Pardon me,” replied Mandy, lowering the Game Cat, ‘but the
vehicle is moving at quite a pace.’

‘I know what you’re thinking.’

Mandy looked nervous, just for a moment. Her eyes flicked
over to the Beetle, and back to Brid. Brid had her best smoky
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stare on. ‘It’'s good you know, then,’ said Mandy, braving the stare.
‘Beetle feels the same.’ The Beetle said nothing. New girl had every-
thing to learn about the man. ‘Maybe now you’ll leave us alone.” A
groove of pain appeared across Mandy’s brow. That’s how it
started. Beads of sweat running down her face. Her mouth tight-
ened. ‘Beetle! Her voice was feeling it too. Christ! Brid was doing
the shadow-fuck! Mandy was holding her hands to her head, her
face creased up with the pain. ‘Beetle!!! What’s she doing?! Help
me!!!Y’

‘Brid"’ | shouted. ‘Leave her alone!” Did no good.

‘Beetle!!!”” Beetle didn’t even look round to see the action.
Maybe he knew just how far Bridget would go, before deciding
that the message was home. Maybe.

‘Get the fuck off! Fucking shadowbitch!!’’

Bridget was smiling. “You know what they say, new girl. Pure
is poor—’

Mandy went for her, claws out, tripping over the Thing, who
was still too feather-drunk to care. The two women ended up in
a mess on the floor, and the Thing was joining in anyway, tentacles
waving; no doubt adding it to the whatever Vurt dream he was
still revelling in.

And | was just watching the mess, thinking, why is life like this?
Why the fuck is life like this?

Beetle poured the van into the Moss Lane East.

Brid and Mandy rolled off the Thing, and into a corner clinch.
| couldn’t say a thing, but the Beetle was on hand; ‘Quit the fuck-
ing. We're here.’

Indeed we were. Beetle swung the van into a parking space
marked NO GO. Jammer didn’t care any more. The van jolted
to a vicious halt, sending Mandy and Brid back into the embraces
of the Thing. The six tentacles wrapped themselves around
Bridget. It was a loving embrace. Mandy scrambled away from the
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mess, breathing hard. ‘Fuck that! Fuck it! | just don’t need that!
Okay?

The Beetle turned back to look at the women. ‘My bed is warm
and wide,” he said, ‘and life is short. Is that clear?’

‘Clear,” said Mandy.

Brid said nothing. Her eyes were closing to the pain. She was
moving deeper into the Thing’s enveloping body, gathering com-
fort from the deep shadows there.

Beetle twisted further round, to look me sideways in the eye.
‘Let’s go, Scribble.” Then he saw something in my eyes. ‘You
scared?

‘No.’
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