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I should have been a pair of ragged claws
Scuttling across the floors of silent seas.
T.S. Eliot - The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock

At the end of time all directions are given in relation to the
body of God. His head lies to the north, and his feet point
south.

AT THE EDGE of the new universe a door rose through
swirls of gas and collapsing dust. The sides of the portal
sliced through the fabric of the cosmos, scissor cuts in
quantum tissue - a narrow gap rising up for half a light
year. Young star systems studded its outer surface. It
opened inwards onto darkness. On the other side lay
nothing but an infinity of emptiness.
Near the bottom a hand extended into the new universe. It wasn’t human - two square thumbs flanked
three stubby fingers and the skin had the texture of
cracked plastic. Something was stepping through the
door, groping blindly. Light filtering back through the
portal fell across a shoulder covered in barbs thousands
of miles long and a wedge of solid bone that was the
head. With its body still encased in the icy darkness of
the old universe the being sensed the warmth of fresh
suns on its finger tips.
In its other hand it held a carved box sixty-five thousand miles deep. Lights speckled its surface - the citadels
and fortresses of an entire species stored in planet-wide
layers and compartments within the intricate carpentry.
In a few millennia, when the being had stepped over the
threshold between the old reality and the new, it would
open the case and scatter its worshippers across the
plains and valleys of countless worlds.
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Behind it walked a second god, this one a mass of
scales and tendons, bearing its people in a necklace of
fused glass, each bead the size of one of the long-dead
planets of the ancient cosmos. After that came another
and another, each god different, each carrying worshippers - in sacks, on trays, cupped in alien hands or suspended in clouds of energy. Most, like the roiling fountain of darkness that was the deity of the Black Roses,
resembled the creatures they carried towards the God
Door. Others bore no similarity to their acolytes. Humanoids worshipped titanic clusters of crystal and filaments, squat beings slithering on multiple limbs prayed
to vast gold-skinned hominids swathed in gauzy fabrics
that billowed in their wake for thousands of miles.
The line of gods stretched into the old universe. Far
beyond, in the darkness, a mannequin half a million
miles from head to toe lay on a singularity five light
years square. Using materials plundered from wormholes driven back to a time when lights filled the universe the last remnants of humanity struggled to fashion
their own god in the hope that one day he too would
carry them through the God Door. Deep in the Heart
and Skull the Machine Men wove the energies needed to
give him life. On and around the Body humans fashioned the titan out of metal, wood, glass, cloth - from the
heaviest alloys to the most delicate ceramics. Across the
singularity, covered in the soil of ground-up worlds, and
within the dark interstices of this colossal puppet, empires rose and fell over the long aeons. Many forgot why
they built, retreated into the shadowed caverns of the
Body and changed. Others found the immediacy of
power and conquest more to their taste than fanciful
promises made for distant descendants. As the Great
Task reached its conclusion only a few remembered the
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God Door and the purpose of this immense figure they’d
constructed out of the bricolage of the past.
No creature can make thoughts greater than its own
so the Machine Men divided the Mind of God into eight
spirits, gave them the bodies of giants and sent them out
into the world of men to study the beings God would
one day save. In the forgotten town of Metacarpi, in the
shadow of the Thumb, treachery slew one of the titans
and left the city a ruin. Six months later, deep within the
Forearm of God, a survivor of that battle walked
through more dark streets, hunting for a clue to show
him how to repair the shattered mind of the colossus.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE INSTANT MAX Ocel heard the girl scream he
sprinted down the alleyway. After five steps caution
kicked in. He ignored it, he understood the difference
between an ordinary cry and a desperate call for help.
The pitch changed, rising higher and higher, no longer
human. He clattered to a halt, a chill settling on his heart
as the noise shifted beyond the animal to an alien note of
such ferocity he grimaced in pain and almost clapped
his palms over his ears. His hand went for his gun.
Damn it, he’d left it at home, not wanting to frighten the
sage he’d been hunting for weeks. He was unarmed, and
in this pit of a town. The shrieking stopped. Somewhere
a creature howled in reply. It’s still screaming, it’s gone
ultrasonic. What in God’s name is ahead of me?
He forced himself to calm down, pacing along the
passage as he glanced upwards. The locals used the giant faces painted on the ceiling far above to work out
where they were, but the buildings leaned so close that
after dark the sky was nothing more than a line flanked
by jagged eaves. To Max it appeared as if someone had
hacked at the air with a bread knife. He could be anywhere. He dared to shut his eyes and listen. It felt as if
the cry silenced the whole city. His own heart argued
back as he tried to soothe it into a more manageable
rhythm. The sounds of scuffling erupted from the dark-
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ness - breaking glass, a body thumping into a ramshackle door, nailed boots on stone.
Max counted four attackers and two victims as he
entered the courtyard. A man knelt on the ground, his
arm raised in defence. A robed figure lay behind,
slumped at the bottom of a crooked tower. The assailants hunched over them, cruel silhouettes in trench
coats. Max spotted a curved sabre in one fist, an automatic pistol in another. He targeted the gun owner,
ignored the whimpering coward in his head and padded
across the square. He kicked the man in the side of the
knee. A sound like splintering wood echoed off the
walls. The attacker screamed and fell, the firearm rattling over the stones. As the next one turned, blade lifted
to strike, Max ducked and drove his elbow up into the
woman’s jaw - a trick Abby taught him long ago - but
his feet caught on the edge of her coat as she collapsed
and he stumbled. A foot slammed into his side and he
flipped over onto his back. Through the flaring pain he
struggled to grasp what was happening. Was he that out
of practice? God, if only Abby were here, but she’d
stayed at home playing with that damn toy, tapping out
plays to impress her new friends. A sword flashed
across his field of vision. He pulled his knees up ready
to kick out, hoping to deflect the blow. A white flash detonated to his right and the enemy staggered away,
clutching her stomach. The scimitar rattled on the
cobbles as she crumpled in a heap, blood pooling
around her legs. The two uninjured thugs retreated, supporting the crippled survivor between them.
Max got to his knees. God almighty, I’m winded
already. The fight had lasted barely a minute. The man
who’d fired stared at him in horror, both hands clasping
the gun’s grip. Max guessed he was in his late twenties.
Black curly hair framed a sharp face that bore a goatee
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and waxed moustache. The barrel shook, clearly he’d
never shot someone. Not wanting to be next Max stood
up and wrenched the weapon out of his fingers. The
man looked relieved to be rid of it. He turned and
peered under his companion’s hood. Max saw his
shoulders slump in relief.
“She’s OK, just shaken.”
A woman then, maybe the man’s wife or lover. Max
guessed the robbers jumped the pair, thinking them an
easy target. Neither were fighters. Even under that voluminous cloak Max sensed a child-like delicacy in the
man’s partner. Why the hell were they abroad at night?
Anyone with any sense stayed behind locked doors, or
even better, fled this wretched hole forever.
Shouting filtered between the houses. The man
coaxed his companion to her feet.
“Pell.” The hood moved and Max caught a glimpse
of blonde curls and a pink cheek.
“Pell, they’re coming, we have to go.”
Max knew the passage was the only route out and if
they went that way they’d run into the reinforcements
thundering towards them. He fought the urge to panic
and looked at the tower. Once, frustrated with the endless maze of the city, he’d climbed onto the roofs, picking his way home across the jumbled wilderness of slate
and wood. With the faces in the sky above to guide him
he’d found it much easier than trying to understand the
streets below. The only problems came from people objecting to a stranger clambering over their houses. He’d
been shot at three times, once with a machine gun, and
caught in a vicious dagger fight in a forest of washing.
This time he saw no other choice. The tower rose up
among the buildings, bending back and forth like an arthritic finger. No lights shone in its windows. Max threw
his shoulder against the door. The other man joined him
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and on the fourth lunge it burst inwards in a cloud of
splinters.
As he thought, no-one had entered the tower for
years, perhaps decades. Dust coated the floor of the corridor, stacks of crates lined the walls. Most had collapsed and shattered remnants blocked the passage to
their right. Max smelled the odour of rust mingled with
rotten wood and camphor. The man and his companion
ran round the curve to the left, their feet echoing on
stairs. Idiots. They’d no clue what might be up there and
they’d left the entrance wide open. He tried to push the
door back into its frame. They’d smashed the latch so he
piled the sturdier boxes against the broken planks. A
shout echoed from the other side of the courtyard,
muzzle flashes sparked from the shadows and bullets
thumped into the lintel above his head. He began to realise what he’d done. His father’s old curse, stone-headed
duty, had dragged him into this. He had one gun and
two helpless victims against a gang of armed footpads.
Cursing his own stupidity he fired a few rounds at the
mouth of the alleyway, hoping to buy enough time to
climb to the level of the adjacent rooftops. He hurried
after the couple, finding them huddled on the first
landing.
“Don’t stop,” he hissed, pushing them up the steps.
He paused to tip a pile of barrels down the stairwell,
watching with satisfaction as several punched holes
through the wood. That should slow the bastards. The
pair climbed on ahead. As Max followed he glimpsed an
empty room the width of the tower. Pale light from the
cityscape fell across oak paneling. It reminded him of his
father’s room at the top of the Carceral Archipelago cold, shadowed and inhuman.
They’d gained the fourth floor when the sound of
splintering wood told him their pursuers had
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summoned the courage to break into the building. He
toyed with the idea of firing down the stairs but didn’t
want to reveal their position. With any luck their attackers would waste minutes searching the lower floors.
Max reckoned they’d reached the same height as the
neighbouring roofs and wanted to find a way of crossing
the gap between the tower and the next house. They ascended one more flight for good measure and found
themselves in a bedroom with a decaying four poster
bed. Beyond it he could see glass doors opening onto a
balcony. The man started to walk towards it. Max
grabbed his arm and pulled him back. The fool hadn’t
seen the loose boards, another step and he’d fall into the
room below.
“Follow me round the edge, stay in the shadows,”
he whispered.
“Berthold,” said the man with a brief smile. He stuck
out his hand. Max stared at him thunderstruck, what
was he doing? This isn’t a bloody cocktail party! Ignoring
the others he crept along the wall towards the window.
Relief washed over him as he spotted a building just
yards away.
“Pell?” a voice called out from the floor below. Max
froze. He hadn’t heard the enemy on the stairs, they
were nimbler than he thought. He cursed under his
breath.
“Pell? Are you there my dear?” came the sing-song
chant of an owner summoning a pet cat.
“Return to us, sweet Pell. That fuck-wit Berthold has
nothing to offer you, nor that foolish man with the gun.
Sarracinte is kind. He understands and he will forgive.”
Sarracinte. It nudged at Max’s memory - a name to
whisper, a man to avoid, maybe a local pimp or crime
lord. There were so many in this stinking city. Max
hadn’t paid much attention. He and Abby originally
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planned on staying here for a few days at most so he’d
never bothered to study the town and its hidden ways.
He had bigger things to occupy his thoughts. Three
weeks later, with gunmen stalking him through a ruined
tower, he wished he’d taken more notice of the local
gossip.
“Come down Pell, and we’ll let Berthold and the
stranger live. If we have to come up there it’ll be blood
and screaming and death.”
Max glanced at the girl. She’d stepped back into the
shadows and all he saw was darkness on darkness. In
shock or deliberately silent, she didn’t speak or move.
Berthold watched him with an expression of panic. Max
missed Abby so much. She’d be jogging on the spot with
excitement by now, desperate for a fight or a mad leap
through those windows into the night.
Lamplight flared through the gaps in the floor.
Damn. Max wanted to explain his plan to his companions so they could co-ordinate their escape but the
slightest noise risked alerting the hunters. He leaned forwards, peering through the spaces. Sarracinte’s thugs
were as stupid as they were overconfident. The lantern
showed them pacing back and forth, rummaging
through the clutter below. The remainder must still be
on the first few levels. He held up four fingers for Berthold who just looked confused. He mouthed on the
count of four. The man shrugged. For God’s sake. He’d
have to cause a diversion and make a run for it, praying
the others would follow. He counted in his head and
fired through the cracks.
Howls of pain erupted from below. Max pulled the
trigger again. Silence for a second. The planks in the
centre of the room burst apart in a hail of bullets. God’s
cock, they had a machine gun.
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“Stop firing you morons,” screamed one of the attackers. ”She’s not to be harmed, no. NO!”
“Two seconds,” said a woman’s voice.
Something that looked like a tennis ball flew up
through the smoking hole, landed on the boards
between Max and his companions and rolled a few
inches, hissing. He leapt over it and yanked Berthold
and Pell towards the windows. It wasn’t until they were
on the balcony, surrounded by shattered glass and about
to leap, that his terrified mind caught up with his
instincts.
Grenade, they’ve thrown a grenade.
It felt as if the city itself hit him in the small of the
back with a flame-wreathed fist. He yelled in fear as the
shock wave carried him over the gap, hurling him ten
yards across the neighbouring roof. Fragments of wood
showered onto the tiles. Max hadn’t a clue where the
others were or if they’d had time to jump before the explosion took out their hiding place. He bumped against
the ridge and managed to hook an arm around a rusting
chimney. He saw a churning mass of soot and dust
envelop the tower. Orange flashes punctuated the
smoke. The cretins had set it on fire and now he heard
shouting and screaming. He guessed the blast had
wrecked the stairs, trapping the men in the upper
stories.
His companions lay a few feet away. The girl stirred,
propping herself up on her arms. Max still couldn’t see
her features and when he called down she didn’t answer. He nudged Berthold with his toe. The man
coughed and swore. That was good enough for Max. He
grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and hauled him
out of sight. Pell crawled after them.
Max looked up. The city sat on the floor of a cavern
a hundred miles wide. In the last stages of syphilitic
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madness the original ruler had painted the distant ceiling with immense faces, a gallery of vast grotesques leering down on the citizens. Over the centuries each ward
came to identify itself with the expression in the sky
above, descending into a fierce tribalism divided by the
competing emotions twisting the features of the imaginary gods. Narrowed eyes stared into his. They were beneath the face called Searching. Max laughed in relief.
The house he and Abby rented stood a mere two heads
further on.
As Max had hoped the next one crumpled in tears
and the one after that roared with silent mirth. Laughter,
that was their ward, on the edge of the main canal running through Interosseous. If they were quick and clever
they’d be home in less than an hour. With any luck Sarracinte’s idiot thugs would think they’d perished in the
destruction.
He got Berthold and Pell to their feet and led them
over the rooftops. All around rose twisted eaves, skyscrapers, clusters of crooked chimneys and sloping walls
that seemed to have no purpose. The skyline of Interosseous was the scribble of a mad child. Crazy angled
windows shone with red and yellow lights. Once in a
while Max noticed movement behind ragged curtains.
When that happened he increased his pace.
Interosseous spooked him. Darkness and strange
shapes filled the metropolis. The bustling sounds of day
to day business always came from another street or just
around the corner, never the narrow, empty passageways Max walked. It was a villainous pit without laws,
rules or controls, built from a shifting patchwork of
deals, fixes, stings and alliances. Max wondered if the
anarchy spilled out into the very fabric of the reality that
held the town together. How else could he explain the
peculiar shifts in perspective or the visions he glimpsed
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in the corner of his eye when he walked between the
crooked buildings?
They were supposed to be making their way north
through the Arm but a string of bad luck had brought
them to this thousand-mile-long dead end and now they
were lost. Max knew they’d lingered too long, not wanting to retrace their steps back to the Wrist. They hoped
instead to find a route through the littered confusion of
shadows and shattered chambers that filled the Forearm.
After weeks of hunting Max had learned of a sage living
in the city who knew the path. It was the first piece of
good news they’d had in ages and he’d been hurrying
back to tell Abby when he’d heard the scream.
As he picked his way across broken slates and
cracked gutters he mulled over the events of the night,
recalling the cry that brought him to Berthold and Pell’s
aid. Had the girl uttered that alien howl? To begin with
it sounded like a woman screaming for help but it
changed into something monstrous and skittered beyond his hearing. He tried to catch a glimpse of Pell’s face
but she kept her head covered. The brief vision of yellow
hair and smooth skin told him she was human. How did
she make that god-awful noise?
They crested the roof of an abandoned factory. Max
saw a mile-wide stretch of concrete stained with pools of
oil and water, leading to the canal. To his left decaying
houses clustered beside a line of jetties - watermen’s offices converted into homes as the barge trade died and
the warehouses emptied. At the end of a causeway he
spotted a light in the first floor of a ramshackle threestory cottage. He grinned despite himself. She was up,
no doubt hammering at that stupid typewriter - Abby
the Time Scavenger turned playwright, just about the
strangest image he could conjure out of this insane uni21
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verse. She’d even befriended a troupe of actors lost like
them in this treacherous realm.
Max fought against the urge to run across the open
space and checked the surrounding cityscape. After a
quarter of an hour he took a gamble. The gang in the
tower hadn’t followed them and he was sure they’d
made the trek back undetected. For all his initial helplessness Berthold padded with a soundless grace
through the shadows. Pell never appeared to move but
each time Max checked behind him she’d switched position. He nodded, they climbed onto the concrete and
slipped between the hills of scrap and debris littering the
wharf.
Abby’s new typewriter sounded like a machine gun.
In her mind it was a wonderful treasure she’d unearthed
at the back of a junk shop at the end of their first week in
Interosseous. It drove Max insane. She jabbed at the keys
as if trying to drill holes in a metal plate with her fingers,
and the constant rat-tat-tat made him feel trapped in the
middle of a never ending firefight. It was all he could do
not to flinch at imaginary bullets. The problem was she
looked so happy when she typed that he hadn’t the
heart to tell her to stop, though he fought the urge to
hurl the bloody thing into the canal. Once, after she’d
hammered her way through a three day epic non-stop,
he’d suggested she put it on a high shelf and do something else for a while. She’d been so lost and miserable
for the next two hours that he’d had to relent. Now, as
they approached the cottage, the incessant rattling filled
him with relief. He’d survived a battle in the foul streets
of Interosseous. He just wanted to go home to Abby,
even with a couple of refugees in tow. He suspected he
was putting himself and his partner in danger but saw
no other choice.
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She sat cross-legged on a stool in one of his baggy
shirts and a pair of knickers. She’d attempted to tame
her wild red hair into a pony tail to stop it falling over
her eyes and into the space between the type bars and
the ribbon. The effect was alarming, as though she’d attached the rear end of a startled hen to her head. She
typed with her tongue stuck out, still hunting for the
keys despite two weeks of constant practice and hitting
them as hard as she could when she found them.
Abby Fabrice turned. Her green eyes went wide at
the bruises and soot on Max and wider when she spotted Berthold and Pell in the doorway. She snatched a revolver out of the desk drawer, killed the lights and
pressed herself up against the window, scanning the terrain between the jetties and the town. Max was impressed. She hadn’t forgotten the old routines. In fact
she looked more on form than he’d been in the fight beneath the tower.
“How many?” she asked.
“They didn’t follow us.”
Max pulled Berthold and Pell into the room and
locked the door.
“Sure?” Max bristled at the insinuation. She thinks
I’ve gone soft. He hefted the gun he’d taken from Berthold and took position by another window, if only to
prove to her that he hadn’t lost his edge. Beyond the
concrete plain the houses of Interosseous cut broken
shapes out of the air. At this distance they looked like
theatre scenery, punctuated by those odd-angled windows. Nothing moved.
They waited. Max counted out the minutes. He
checked behind him a couple of times. Berthold hovered
by the table, looking scared. Not an inhabitant of this
city, then, no-one that frightened lasted long in this
place. Max’s knowledge of the geography of God’s fore23
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arm was hazy at best. He’d heard of isolated kingdoms
scattered throughout but knew nothing of their people.
He couldn’t see Pell. The bathroom door was shut. She
must have locked herself inside. That made sense if Sarracinte’s thugs were after her. He got the impression she
was hardly more than a terrified girl. He and Abby exchanged glances. Her eyes glowed jade in the darkness.
She nodded and backed into the room. Max stayed, giving the landscape a last sweep.
“I think we’re good,” he said.
Silence.
“Abby?”
The light came on. Max froze, fury welling up inside
him. Berthold’s arm circled Abby’s neck. His other hand
held a vicious knife at her throat. He watched Max, his
eyes two shards of calculating hatred. Abby whimpered
in terror. Berthold tightened his grip and she dropped
her gun, her hands flailing.
“I saved your life, you bastard,” said Max.
“For which I’m eternally grateful,” replied Berthold
with an easy smile. The frightened victim had left his
face, replaced by arrogant confidence. In the light Max
saw elegant clothes and a couple of expensive rings. A
cravat spilled over the collar of his soft leather jacket.
“Please, please don’t let him hurt me,” begged
Abby. She started crying, her legs trembling as fear took
over. Berthold chuckled and a bead of blood appeared at
the point of his dagger. Max looked into Abby’s eyes.
He’d make the smug bastard suffer for this.
“Bring your money and your weapons and place
them on this table,” said Berthold.
“What are you planning?” asked Max as he started
to go through his own pockets. Abby was on the verge
of fainting, her body slumped in Berthold’s grip. He
struggled to keep hold of her.
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“You’re going to get us out of this city or I’ll gut
your woman.”
Max burst out laughing. He couldn’t help himself.
Abby straightened her legs and smacked the back of her
head against Berthold’s nose. She twisted and slammed
his face into the typewriter. He fell to the floor. She
kicked him hard. Out of the corner of his eye Max spotted the knife quivering in the far wall, the point an inch
deep in the wood. Abby picked up her new toy and
peered at it, swearing to herself.
“The fucker’s bent the W,” she said, giving Berthold
another outraged kick. She hefted the machine in her
hands, clearly tempted to drop it on his head. Thinking
better of it she put the typewriter back on the desk and
pointed the gun at him. She cocked the hammer. Max
understood it was all for show but Berthold squealed
and covered his face with his hands.
“If you kill him who will take me home?”
Max turned and felt his mouth open in stupefied astonishment. An alabaster statue of a naked woman stood
in the bathroom doorway. Blank eyes without iris or pupil watched him. Clearly she wasn’t blind for that gaze
held a fierce intelligence that burned like a long-dead
sun. When she spoke the hairs on the back of his neck
rose up - her teeth, tongue and palate were as white as
the rest of her. She was bald, although it looked as if
someone had glued a handful of shredded paper
between her legs. Struggling to master his shock he
looked beyond her. On the tiles a yellow wig and mask
lay next to a crumpled robe.
“A Philosopher,” whispered Abby. “You’ve found a
real Philosopher.”
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