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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


   


   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.


   




‘He cast upon them the fierceness of his anger, wrath and indignation, and trouble, by sending evil angels among them.’


Psalm 78. Verse 49.


‘The gathering darkness makes it useless to be a troubadour. Songs are for joy, not sadness. I have come into the world too late.’


Guirut Riquier, ‘Last of the Troubadours’. 1230–94.




PROLOGUE


Thomas Blades, a seventeenth-century curate, discovers a magical door to another world – or rather to an alternative Earth. But here, humanity is not the top of the food chain, as Blades finds when the poor, burrow-dwelling humans he stumbles over are hunted and eaten by the Null – mighty, ravening beasts whose intelligence and killing ability make them top predator.


Returning to our own world for weapons, Blades fulfils his vow to become humanity’s saviour on this new Earth and, over the years, builds an empire of which he becomes the first god-king. Power shifts between humanity and Null but, as the humans grow in sophistication, so come treachery, jealousy and murder – and god-king Blades changes much from the timid cleric who first happened upon ‘New-Wessex’.


Decades later, new enemies appear, worse and less natural than the Null, and merciless ‘angels’ usurp the realm. With confidence in his creation already shaken, Blades goes into chastened exile back on Earth, seeking solace in poverty and repentance.


However, life goes on and in New-Wessex the god-king is sorely missed. To his abandoned and oppressed children, even after the lapse of four centuries, the return of Blades ‘Null-Bane’ remains their only hope …


Blade’s distant descendant, Guy, hereditary ‘Ambassador’, is commissioned to cross the void to find and fetch the living God back from Old Earth. After braving many dangers together with Nicolo, his brother, and devout devotee, Hunter, he discovers Blades in the sybarite isle of Capri, reduced to broken beggary, seeking pardon for his sins. Guy piously concludes that the people’s faith is once again being put to the test.


Brought back at gun-point, the siren temptations of god-kingship slowly weaken Blades’s resolve. Guy, together with his strange and sorcerous, but dearly beloved, young wife, Bathesheba (or ‘Bathie’) of the Fruntierfolke tribe, rouses Blades from his slumber and sets him against the angels and evolved-Null. Null-Paris dies in flames, the yoke of slavery is thrown off, and yet avenging angels prove unable to harm Blades – or Guy …


At the cost of brother, father, friend and home, Guy reinstates Blades in New-Wessex to set the world aright. Great matters, beyond his understanding, are afoot and only Bathie and his faith sustain Guy through savage loss and tribulation.


Now, under curious protection, god-king Blades and Guy Ambassador oversee a new beginning for mankind …


The Downs-Lord Triptych offers three connected scenes from a baroque Empire in the making, dovetailing to create a portrait of eventful centuries. Here is an exotic saga of transformation and a hymn to the exuberance of unfettered life.
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‘Dead men tell no tales,’ stated Guy Ambassador, a dry voice echoing in the emptiness. Despite all the stress, his stutter lay dormant. Just like the figure before him.


The man on the quay wouldn’t confirm or deny the saying. In fact he said nothing – but at the same time said a great deal. Normal towns don’t have corpses for doormen, nor leave cadavers to greet guests.


However, Yarmouth had never been a ‘normal’ town at the best of times, which was why they now approached it with such caution. The day was crystal clear and promising, the Isle of Wight’s beauty never more enticing. Nevertheless, the Lady Bridget stood offshore for ages, gun ports and rigging aquiver, ready to fire or flee at the slightest sign of wizardry.


Then, when even the liveliest imagination failed to discern life, the longboat had made for land as if they never expected to arrive. The oars cut the waves with the strength of resignation, their wielders not the usual American slaves but Wessex freemen with lives to lose, capable of grasping their dreadful project.


Judging a book by its cover, an outsider would never guess that ‘King’ Guy (to give him his proper, hand-me-down, title) was in his rightful place. The old-fashioned wig and mere militia colonel’s scarlet coat and cocked hat were a snare to the unwary. Snow on the roof, other than wig powder, needn’t imply the fire had gone out. That this man of the world had gained around the equator signified nothing. He retained that world’s measure and inner light still glittered from deceptively mild eyes. Guy was where he should be, at the boat’s prow and leading the way, foremost in breeding and danger.


His companions begrudged him neither distinction, each knowing they wouldn’t be there but for him – in more senses than one. Even hardened veterans of the seaways and Sicily gunpowder run deferred to a man who’d fought with angels – and prevailed; the same man who’d razed Null-Paris to the ground! Likewise, a score of years might have passed since, but the return of Blades the Great remained daily acclaimed. The god-king’s guide home fully merited the gift of kingship and pre-eminence in any vessel.


Therefore he had the privilege of meeting and greeting the quay’s sole inhabitant. It was for him to assess and pass judgement. Guy’s gratitude knew no start.


It wasn’t a long-standing carcass. From a kindly distance you might even expect him to rise again. The eye-sockets were still occupied and the face he’d finally turned to the sun was tanned but not blackened. Hair on the head which lolled over the quay’s edge played at the wind’s behest, although its master no longer could.


The whim of the tide took them right past his unseeing gaze, giving every mariner the chance to wonder what sights he now saw and when they might share the same view. Every sensible calculation suggested quite soon.


‘Make fast.’


Guy’s words snapped them out of their spell and they pondered that mere singleton death no more. Given that Wight equalled wizardry, there were better things to worry about.


Bosun expertly got them into position and encircled the mooring. After a second’s deference to the choppy sea, it was possible for Guy to disembark with dignity.


He could see properly now. A long seax knife, up and under the rib-cage had parted their friend from the world. An expert job, putting his starry gown only a few stitches short of perfect repair. Guy leaned down to close two sightless eyes – whilst simultaneously making sure. His pistol hovered ready to finish the job.


It proved completed hours or even days before. Those eyelids stubbornly resisted his compassion. Their tale was told; they saw no more. Which was a relief.


Then, for all – or maybe because – they’d served as life-windows for a wizard, Guy commended the late owner to God’s mercy. He’d probably well need it.


But after that there was no escaping progression. Guy was free to look around and people were expecting him to. The opportunity was there and wide open to him, but for a space he stayed staring down, modest as a maiden.


Of course, it couldn’t go on. Therefore he had to. Guy forced himself and surveyed the scene.


The place was so steeped in legend, he hardly expected the quay to be plain tar and timber just like any other. It bore his weight, then that of his team. It did just what any old quay would do and no more – bar cradle a dead man. At the very least Guy anticipated effigies and tendrils and a baroque slipway into wonder. Here though was simple sunshine and the slap of the tide against wood. Looking right up revealed just standard sky. If you stunned the imaginative faculties it could almost be normality.


Life doesn’t like self-deception – Guy knew from experience. It disapproved of heads in the clouds. The stiff-necked stumbled and fell to their ruin. Wisely, he lowered his vision and beheld.


The fortifications could almost pass for normal: squat stone creations adapted to the cannon age and bristling with fine examples of same. They’d given the Imperial fleet a bloody nose and hulls awash with gore during the one and only reincorporation attempt. In conjunction with the horrible fate of the marines put ashore, it had been a purchase price and more to buy the centuries of solitude the Wizards of Wight apparently craved.


All the same, in its simple utility, Yarmouth castle might well have been something made by normal men – except, that is, for the layers upon layers of paint. Thick coats splashed or poured on, in vivid purple and yellow and blue and anything else that came to hand, saved the day for the cause of the uncanny.


The quay penetrated between twin bastions. Guy waved men towards the gap but led the way himself.


He walked alone, which felt highly novel. His generally inseparable ‘huscarl’ bodyguards, the two ‘P’s, so christened for their names and alikeness, were today separate and sullen back aboard the Lady Bridget. Guy hadn’t seen any sense in using them up in a foregone conclusion when his other body, no less precious than the one he lived in, required guarding. Lady Bathesheba Fruntierfolke-Ambassador was flesh of his flesh, as well as wife. Living on, she would still require protection. Her welfare justified the present strangeness of solitude.


Planks protested underfoot, as though they’d had a long holiday from boots. Other than that and a few spectator gulls, all was silence below the eternal breath of the wind. On Guy strode, expecting a cannonball or lightning-bolt any second.


You didn’t need to be an antiquarian. First the functional: forts and quay and port, and then the earliest portions of four centuries ago. With an overly indulgent eye they could almost be conventional. Guy recognised places that were obviously houses: constructed in the New-Wessex rustic-baroque vernacular. However, after that it was anyone’s guess. Given its head, Yarmouth stretched back and went wild: a mad architect’s green and gold (his favourites apparently) daymare, plunging deep into the island’s own greenery or brown mud of the Yar estuary.


There were gaps: whether paths or orifices Guy didn’t care to say. For the moment he was just happy to be alive, without vain hopes of making sense of anything. Here was hardly the place for that.


Behind the quay and boat berths and harbour barrier was St James’s Square, a sane survivor from the little space of years before the wizards turned in on themselves. It was expansive compared to the creations which hung over it and might have beckoned you in elsewhere. Here though was different.


Even Guy hesitated and lost half a pace, a blemish in his elegant, albeit gangly, gait. If he hadn’t got a grip the sailors might have borrowed the tone and bottle-necked behind him: a prickly ganglion of rifle-armed suspicion. Undignified.


Sooner death than that. Guy told his legs to recall their status and follow instructions. He boldly walked into the naked light of Yarmouth town square.


The revolver was an affectation. He recognised that and let it hang upon its lanyard. Thinking last thoughts, he crossed to the very centre, alone.


First a graceful bow, then recovery and finally arms spread wide, to reveal a merely gold-brocade-waistcoat-protected breast. It was the traditional ambassadorial gesture of presentation. He was here and harmless, at their service, even to the extent of them killing him – if that was what they really wanted.


The windows like eyes and mouths and other less mentionables made no comment. There was a quality to the silence that made Guy suspect he actually was all alone, save for his drag-along company of nervy mariners.


Mad Yarmouth, home to magecraft and dark researches, self-isolated hermitage of mystery for centuries, looked back at the Ambassador and was speechless.


Guy had to suppress the little fountain of joy that sponsored. He was not here to talk to himself. On the other hand, if that was the only option … For the very first time, a vision of himself sailing back out of Wight, home to wife and home and years beyond, gained a sliver of credibility.


‘Helloooooooooooo!’


There, he’d said it, out loud, causing the sailors to cringe against the walls, trying to merge with bricks and mortar.


The words played around the square, finding cosy corners in which to fade and die. The wizards’ city swallowed them up. It had no reply, save for the gargoyles’ echoes. The weirdness-in-stone was self-sufficient, hearing all but saying nothing. It had grown wise during the days of seclusion, learning many things. Apparently, now was the time to silently ponder them.


But to an Ambassador discourse was the very stuff of being: its circulating, driven-under-pressure, lifeblood. Guy couldn’t be doing with taciturn opponents.


‘I am here! Where are you?’


They wouldn’t say. Assertion and question followed his other brave words into oblivion.


Beyond the few homely streets, eccentricity soon blossomed into raving madness. One aperture, whether pathway or entrance, looked as good as another.


Guy took up his pistol again. He’d have them speak to him, even if it were only to moan.


Once! Twice! Thrice! Gunpowder expressed his wishes into the sky. Anywhere else it would have prompted a show of birds but here, beyond the carpet-edge of civilisation, the fusillade was lonely. In time, Guy even heard the distant clink of a returning cartridge against a tiled roof.


Now was the moment of greatest danger for an Ambassador: that of appearing ridiculous. He had to recover lost ground.


‘They are scared of us!’ he announced to deeply unconvinced colleagues. ‘Therefore, we shall have to flush them out …’


Feeling as conspicuous as a pea on a drum and 10 feet tall besides – without the accompanying assurance – Guy headed for the nearest promising avenue. For a while he was all alone in the dark there, but in due course arriving company shed light on the matter with tinderbox and tar-torch.


It was a chamber of sorts, irregular but just about functional, set as if for a gathering that had turned violent. If you so chose, you could read a certain story into the upset chairs and wall gouges.


Again, to an Ambassador such loutishness was anathema. The very antithesis to diplomacy. Guy accordingly regarded it with disdain for the minimum possible period. A far door offered exit from the nonsense and Guy took it, his armed and wary friends trailing behind him like ducklings.


At the beginning they had a semblance of military order: a rearguard and Guy-vanguard, moving forward by sections, clinging on to the option of ‘covering fire’. However, it soon became apparent that this was neither the time nor place. Amidst the sepulchral twists and turns, even a conventionally armed enemy could have taken them any time, let alone masters of the dimensions-beyond. So the group bunched together for mutual support and comfort and Guy did not have the cold heart to rebuke them. What would be would be, and there was little dignity in striking martial postures before an invincible foe. Nonchalance was the proper response to here and now, and Guy deepened his supercilious expression, even if there was no one to see it.


The door led to stairs which travelled up for ages, and then plunged straight back down, for no apparent reason and without arriving anywhere meaningful meanwhile. They took its route like a centipede: travelling but without sense or purpose. The landing midway was thick with dust, virgin before their trampling boots came violating through.


By rights they should have reappeared where they started, according to Guy’s reckoning, but the stairs inexplicably descended to an entirely different place: a corridor seemingly snaking on for ever.


Guy wasn’t having it. He’d left hide-and-seek behind long ago, in the brief space allotted him to serve as childhood. He called a halt, intending to say something pithy, but both inspiration and the moment were marred by those foremost bashing into him. His black hat was dislodged and wig pigtails jostled.


‘Do not,’ he instructed, once they disengaged, ‘for one moment, think that we are lost or chase in vain. No indeed. We are conquerors, annexing what no – normal – man dared tread before.’


He didn’t even believe it himself, but clever tutors had decades back dug out any danger of insincerity. An Ambassador could state that black was white and make it sound like his deepest belief. Usually that sufficed, but right now it required more than honey tones to convince some wide-eyed sacrificial lambs. They were in the dark and mislaid and yet supposedly conquering heroes. Each looked within to double check and received an instant negative.


Still, Guy had said it and God would have heard. If they should all die immediately, then at least his last words would be honourable and manly. The merciful Deity surely didn’t insist that you mean them.


The only alternatives were forward or back. The former was at least progress or novelty and that swung it. Guy strode on and everyone followed.


All along the walls, to either side, were portraits – or possibly landscapes, for it was hard to tell. They started off readily graspable, in rich detail and colour, but rapidly succumbed to a minimalist trend. Only a minute or two of marching sufficed to take the invaders past puzzled-looking wizards of yesteryear and the beauties of Wight nature, to opulent frames surrounding almost nothing. Finally, sketchy lines gave way to blank canvas and they were absolved from looking. Only meticulous Guy remained on duty to notice that even the white voids were proudly signed.


Far too long later, the stone lane terminated in a vault. Its sole – but more than sufficient – furnishing was a huge sculpture, rich in writhing life stilled into one bronze second. From its erotic depths a heroic figure tore free from the tangled orgy to study the heavens. The abstainer, with hips that could be either sex, was struggling from beseeching hands and offered parts to glimpse something beyond. One hand shaded its gaze to better see the heart’s desire. It was well done but disturbing on a wealth of levels.


According to their varying tastes, Guy and the sailors studied different aspects of the work: the heaving loins or desperate escapee. Some simply admired the skill displayed, for all it seemed more a triumph of casting, poured from molten, rather than laborious carving.


Then Guy drew close and saw that the flow had been uneven. He observed a patch in which white flesh and bone peeked through.


He drew back before any other could follow his example.


‘On!’ Guy kept it level, so as not to alarm. They were jittery enough without learning what wizards considered ‘art’.


There was a choice of routes, until choice became tedious and instinct led the way. They progressed up and down rampways, high over echoing halls and refectories, or squeezed through claustrophobic dorms and womb-like laboratories. The ways ranged from obstacle courses dripping with excess plaster like rainbow stalactites to passages royal-visit clean and bare. Others were distressingly intestinal-shaped and scented, plus hock-high in waste. One memorable corridor was a maze of spikes, thrusting out of every surface, requiring threading through like a giant shark’s mouth. Every second they expected the walls to close and clench and then digest them. Rhyme or reason had never alighted there.


Guy was powerfully reminded of the termites’ nest confines of Null-Paris, to the disruption of his innards and freezing of his spine. They also met no one, which, in one sense, was the worst of outcomes. In time, an enemy unseen is more formidable than a tangible foe at your throat. Any army can be defeated by its own imagination, before the firing of a single shot.


Then, without warning, they were back in the square, and even that watery sunlight was like a long-lost love. They tumbled into the open air like drunkards and drank it in.


Fortunately, Yarmouth’s heart was empty. A platoon of determined toddlers might have routed them at that moment.


Guy scolded himself for his lack of direction. That he’d fully expected to be blasted away in short order was no excuse. A real Ambassador was always an arrow, a single-shot, not buckshot spread promiscuously. If the Grim Reaper failed to show then Guy should have a plan. The present lack was scandalous. What would his father have said? Perhaps it was just as well an angel had toasted Sir Tusker Ambassador to a crisp twenty years before.


St James’s Church presented itself at the square’s northwest corner, a survivor from Yarmouth’s earliest days, prior to the falling of the curtain and birth of mystery. It still looked like a church, with proper spire and crown: a fit place to fall on your knees and thank the Almighty – even for sending you to God-forsaken places.


Guy suddenly longed for it like relief from long pain. Allegedly, there lurked in such places the one fine fact above all others. Granted, there was also the likelihood of Blades icons galore, but averted eyes and focused mind could maybe overlook those in the quest for refreshment. Certainly, at that moment, desire was easily up to marching over little difficulties like risk, fear and discretion. By comparison, false gods ought to be easy meat.


Dispensing with unwelcome prominence in the square, Guy led them on and in.


In the event, he need not have feared distraction. There was none of it to combat. The interior of St James’s had been rendered utterly void and pitch black. Not a speck of furnishing or holy accoutrements remained. The overlapping layers of actual pitch on every surface swallowed any stray ray of light that might intrude. This was interstellar dark, a void: easy to fall into and be lost in eternal night.


Guy charitably wondered if that was the intention. Rather than a frenzy of desecration, it was possible the house of God had been cleared for pondering on the very deepest matters.


A brace of sailors were first to enter, pushing wide the already open doors, but neither felt inclined to linger. They could see nothing worth taking, nor pierce the dark corners where sitting tenants might skulk. Consequently, to their wisdom it held no appeal.


Guy, however, strode straight in and past his minions, intrigued by those self-same features – and to set an example. Cocked hat resolutely undoffed, he surveyed in awesome wonder.


Perversely enough, after the initial shock, he found the vacuum to be well stocked: packed with interest and strange attraction. With the total absence of anything to dwell upon, there came opportunity to contemplate everything, in the round, without cease. The hard world beneath his feet seemed less … undeniable. In time it might even leave you alone and slowly fade away …


As a pious man, Guy ought to have deplored the expulsion of all that was holy, but there in the dark and silence he again sensed the possibility of fine intentions behind the ransacking. This was, in its way, still a sacred place, undiminished – or perhaps even enhanced – by its lack of brazen Blades and other fripperies of god-king worship. Like the still inkier darkness of the spire and bell tower he now stared up at, there might be such a thing, he supposed, as a search for higher truths.


For a second, the notion winked at him, luscious as a houri, and he had to draw back. This was not for him, at least not right now.


His unsophisticated friends proved less easily seduced. From behind he heard them curse the place and wish it ill – and by implication, his overlong stay there also. For the moment he could not totally depart from the majority view: a distressing dilemma for a New-Wessex aristocrat. He had perforce to go along with the mob and pretend to value its opinions.


‘Disgusting!’ he said, emerging from St James’s. ‘Blasphemy of blasphemies!’


They moved on, a rifle-hedgehog of prickly disapproval, into the rest of a lengthy day.


Those they had so feared and yet now almost hoped for had not been gone long. In hours of exploration into Yarmouth’s crazed depths, time and again they came upon the remnants of recent meals – and other, less wholesome, indulgences. Dried blood and dinners were frequent hallmarks of having just missed their quarry. Yet, save for the lone token on the quay, people, alive or dead, remained elusive, even if their spoor grew strong enough for the toughest stomach. A field of crucifixes proved thankfully unoccupied, though plainly veterans of hard use. In one snug parlour it looked as though an entire daisy-chain of people had slit each other’s throats – and then strolled elsewhere, leaving only lifeblood. In another, scarlet, hall, a sizeable gathering seemed to have gorged themselves to death on sweet pastries and then, alone among the consequences, tidied their own bodies away. The landing party looked and learned but were not detained.


If they’d been unnerved before it was as nothing to their trepidation now. They jumped at every shadow even though (or because) they were in amazing abundance. They trembled at the Solent wind’s caressing of the rooftops. The garish colour schemes contrived to set nerve-endings and vision atingle. The wizards had lived amongst starbursts of the most vivid orange and within walls of shocking pink, so that every glance left an afterglow burning in the eyes. There was no comfort to be seen and Guy knew he could not restrain his rabble much longer. Very soon one man-miming slice of shade would earn itself a bullet, provoking a suicidal firefight in a confined place.


He could hardly blame them or think the less of these normally valiant men. They had imbibed the fear along with their mother’s milk. Centuries of legend had left their mark even on his refined sensibilities. Every New-Wessex child heard of the wizards who no longer talked to men and who’d taken their own island out of the busy, silly, world. They were co-opted as an ever present threat to keep infants in bed and urge them to sleep. To naughty children the wizards were always ‘coming to get you’.


Adults were not immune either. The fate of the fleet that once sought to gatecrash Wight’s reveries was well known. It was the prime material for winter fireside tales, better and more chilling than any ghost story. After that festival of drowning and horror, only madmen would dare to try and elbow in on the sorcerers’ solitude. It was thus no great mystery if the sailors accordingly behaved as men mad. They were simply acting in role. Guy had to sympathise – even if only in invisible, undetectable form.


Finally, at midday, a noon only the wild optimists amongst them had expected to see, they found the stairway to the highest minaret in Yarmouth. From each successive landing window they beheld ever better views of the Solent and the Lady Bridget at anchor, far, far, below.


Further across the water, the decayed little port of New-Lymington beckoned like the best of places, more tempting at that moment than hearth or home or marital bed. There was New-Wessex, albeit its perilous edge. Here was beyond the pale. A few miles made a world of difference. As they filed past the windows every man lusted after Lymington, no matter what his previous opinion.


Nearer to, the island’s green Downs rose up to meet the chalk cliffs and set of needle-like pinnacles which terminated them. Everything looked sunlit and innocent enough but reputation stole away all charm. Over such beauty, word had it, the wizards hunted their sacrificial victims, chasing men like foxes or hares to the place of holocaust at Mottistone. For the informed spectator, given the choice, the cruel sea was the unlikely sweeter prospect.


Bosun suggested showing the ‘Long Man’ banner from the uppermost window when they arrived, to inform the Lady Bridget they were still alive. Guy nodded approval, seeing little harm in it and the off-chance of eternal fame. Someone had to be the man who raised the New-Wessex flag over reconquered Yarmouth. It might as well be Guy Ambassador – even if he delegated the actual wagging.


It was not to be. A whiff of death, that discernible sweet meatiness of the air, alerted them they were drawing to some or other conclusion. And so it proved. What they sought was waiting for them at the top.


The last wizard of Yarmouth reclined on a lush divan, surrounded by rotting meals and bodies. Pale as bone, but starry-silk clad and still superior, he surveyed them as they emerged from the stairs.


It seemed both futile and pedestrian to raise weapon or voice. He was what they were after and here he was. The rest was up to him.


Sheepishly, the group coagulated in the sky-high chamber. They were divided whether to honestly gag on the stench or suppress their heaves for fear of giving offence. Maybe mage nostrils were more robust than mortals’, or perhaps this one had been around long enough to acclimatise. His whey-face supplied no clues to assist them.


Similarly, the wizard wasn’t minded – or possibly strong enough – to converse and the pregnant pause grew way overdue. Guy presumed to perform a caesarean and queried the mess.


Apparently it was a presumption. The wizard matched Guy’s raised eyebrow with one of his own. It carried infinitely greater weight.


All the same, the man deigned to oblige.


‘Diversions,’ he said of the piled-high plates and man-middens: assorted tattooed slaves interwoven in death. ‘Diversions and companions. They wore out.’


Guy looked and nodded, as if he entirely understood. He did not. They were many but by no means an island’s worth. Nor wizards. The larger mystery still remained.


‘You were laggard,’ the emaciated face continued. ‘Timid, cautious, insects! So careful of what is not worth keeping! You have tried my patience. I was willing to wait but not for ever. Not at the price of boredom!’


He waved a skeletal hand at the offensive array.


‘As even you may perceive, supplies have gotten low and I am too weak to gather more. The servants are gone, my brothers and sisters are gone. One way or another. I am left all alone. Except perhaps for Harbourmaster-mage? He said he might linger to guide you in …’


Guy made a bold guess and recalled the quay’s custodian.


‘Also gone. Self-removed I suspect.’


The wizard appeared to have expected little less.


‘But still in situ?’


Guy confirmed and his interrogator smiled.


‘He said he wouldn’t wander – not in body, anyway. Even when the rest … went their own ways. He loved this place. Now he will always remain.’


To Guy’s mind there was little merit in that. The man had deprived himself of all choice in the matter. Even so, the Ambassador was just glad he’d not given in to first thoughts and heaved the body overboard. It was the notion of a splash amongst the silence that had deterred him, rather than delicacy – but any old motive served so long as it did the trick. At least he hadn’t compounded their desecration in coming here at all.


‘His presence steeled you to land, didn’t it?’ It was more accusation than question, a last spittle-flecked flare of the embers. ‘Otherwise you’d still be out there, peering and trembling, wouldn’t you, you … dreary mundanes?’


Wise men never lightly dispute wizard opinion. Guy confirmed the falsehood with one of his stock of wry ‘you’ve-got-me-there’ expressions.


‘Thought so. Therefore you should have kissed his feet as you passed. Even that spurned shell rendered great service by emboldening you. Though I pity enough to linger I should not have awaited you for ever. As it is, you are barely in time …’


He indicated his readily countable ribs.


Guy bowed thanks for the favour, if such it was, for something seemed expected.


The wizard’s hair was waist-long-wild, his nails grown into milky twisted talons. One set of them flapped feebly, dismissively, at the sign of human gratitude.


‘Do not thank me yet,’ said the wizard. ‘Not before you know.’


‘Know what?’ interrupted Bosun, in his eagerness, out of turn, in breach of all etiquette – thereby doubly earning a snub.


Even wizards know the proper way. The skeleton looked expectantly at Guy.


‘Know w-what?’ asked Guy, politely, as though he’d spoken first and the offence had never been.


The wizard gathered his remaining strength.


‘Listen well!’


They were all agog.


‘The dream,’ he told them, his face suddenly rapt, ‘is over!’


The mere humans looked from one to another, seeking enlightenment where there was none.


‘The dream …’ the wizard repeated, more to himself than them, for his own sweet pleasure, ‘… is over!’


He liberated a great breath, a long overdue exhalation. Then he plunged a slim dagger deep into his own heart. Then he vanished.




 


Vital! Read First – as you value your soul and salvation!
MANDATORY INSTRUCTIONS FOR PERUSAL OR HEARING


Strip naked and bathe in the sweetest and most pure rain or stream water that may be procured. Then pray a space, or, if literate, dwell upon an apposite passage from the latter portions of the Holy Blades-Bible. Repent of your sins, yea even the crafty, secret ones – for the All-Seeing eye sees all …


Then, having donned your finest raiment, fall upon one knee to give good ear and learn. The voice of the Universe is graciously pleased to address you.


To the greater glory of G*d.


‘A thought descends from the pinnacle of the Most High, and out of lovingkindness to my creation I shall recount it. Therefore attend! For I say unto you this day, and most solemnly so, the angel wars are not yet won! Nor are they at an end! Only an angel-friend speaks thus and such belly-crawling, verminous lickspittles may be dealt with by the pious as they – angrily – see fit, without fear of sanction or reproof. Their lives here shall be short and degrading. Their eternal fate is torment whilst sealed in boiling pits of their own filth! Like so-called “Blades XXIII”, my negligent regent whilst I was away. He had to abdicate. His head still stars atop a spike over Traitor’s Gate, I believe. Indeed.


‘Whilst I think of it, I today decree that the blood-money for murder or manslaughter for such as are proved to be backsliders and milky-livered carbuncles upon mankind shall be reduced to payment of one half of a demi-Tom in respect of the full-grown and free, or a bucket of grain for infants and slaves. And the families of such disgraces should count themselves lucky to get that. I should say so!


‘Where was I? Oh, yes. The long subjection may be gloriously overthrown, the capricious and humiliating tortures abated, but that is not an end of it. Oh no. Some may say the malice of our diabolic enemies has fizzled out in sulking and petulance. When they dare to lift their heads they find humanity’s twin – or father and son – champions, there to smite them hip and brow, with many a grievous blow! The rich-in-faith say that when I am with you (and my dearly beloved King Guy obediently beside me) then what shall they fear from mere angels?


‘Well, verily I answer you, look for the once fair city of New-Staleybridge. But look in vain! It is at one with Sodom and Gomorrah (concerning which you may have recounted to you from the Holy Blades-Bible). It is at one with the dead and gone. Equally, it is at one and flush with the ground, being razed and flattened. Horrible sight! The angels, in their mad rage, poured on fire and brimstone and even less pleasant things until poor Staleybridge was no more!


‘Next, go, I urge you; go behold the beauty of Snowdonia! Drink in the greeny delights of the Isle of Anglesey! Go feast your eyes on snowy mountains and wild wonder, which are a foretaste and ghost of the glories that await the righteous in oneness with G*d!


‘Then cease your preparations, unpack your pack, for your Lord countermands. He shall save you the trouble and vain journey. Our enemy did behead the high mountain and blast the valleys black. Anglesey is beneath the waves. Its church spires peek forth as remembrance and reproach: sad tokens of congregations drowned! The angels again! Such is the nature of their nature. Such is the limitless fiery wrathfulness of their wrath!


‘True, they have suffered under our lashes for these iniquities. I summoned their captains and kings to answer for those and other atrocities and they could not refuse me. I called them and they came, shrinking, and – I most solemnly assure you – they took long indeed to die under the sword of my obedient lieutenant, King Guy. Their flayed skins whiten the broad doors of my Cathedral. They carpet the Holy of Holies! Am I speaking petty revenge? My oath, I am not!


‘Lo, angels now harken to the words of man, like a hound who knows he has done wrong. Their tails are down (metaphorically). They give good ear to my meditations! Yea, sweet indeed is the shriek of an angel!


‘They have learned now, learned bitter lessons, as did we under their long tutelage. They withhold their cruel hand and swallow again their bile that they would fain spew over us. Which is good news.


‘Yet, dear children, I would have you ever remember what stands between then and now; that which interposes ’tween you and them. But for my strong right arm, this world would be cinders. Ponder that in your heart and in the stillnesses of the night and grow wise!


‘Hear, oh Wessex and all the world, I am the Lord your G*d and the Lord your G*d is I!


‘Visible to your privileged eyes, I, Blades the Great, returner and redemptor, am one with Him beyond and we are indivisible and eternal. Certainly.


‘Therefore, whilst I may graciously devolve a portion of power and favour to my dearly beloved subordinate, King Guy Ambassador, I am displeased to hear of churches and shrines being raised to him. This practice will cease forthwith.


‘Amen.’


Being a promulgation and emanation from his Divine-Holiness, Emperor Blades the Great, Downs-Lord and Lord of All.


Given at New-Godalming, Wessex, England, Humandom. As exactly recounted from the fountainhead, this eighth-day of August, in the season of Fall, in the 480th year After Blades (Praise be).


Printed under licence by the Resurgam Press, by permission of his serene reverence, David Morris-Carnivore, Cardinal of the Promulgation and Propagation Engines. Unauthorised reproduction forbidden under pain of death plus everlasting damnation.




‘The day thou gavest, Lord, is ended …’


Sentiments sung in myriad current evensongs, from cathedral to church to chapel, right down to humble household shrine, were speedily coming true. Outside, leathery ‘parliaments’ called it a day too and wheeled home to their rank, bone-stiffened nests. Dusk advanced from the east, threatening the scintillating starburst-centre of civilisation with obscurity. Night loomed – and also beckoned – in the fortress-metropolis of New-Godalming.


Therefore, all over the city lights were being born, the products of candle or oil or, in wealthy quarters, the gas system purloined from fallen ‘America’. Darkness reeled back from their counter-spell to the point of defeat. Nowadays, people set their own schedule. Night was more than just a chance to quit the burrow without being eaten. That Null-dictated regime was mere shameful legend, increasingly mythical. The boot was on the other foot and purple monsters now fitted in with the meat’s hours, taking long overdue turn at a spot of shyness and skulking. This was the modern world, no longer obligated by either Null or Nature’s timetables. So, though the day might well be ended, mankind had no reason to be blind or kow-tow. The bustle barely slowed. Even ‘Blades XXIII’ in his long vigil atop Traitor’s Gate could have seen, had he not been twenty years dead, beheaded and pickled. Had birds not long since had his eyes. A glow reached out into the countryside and clawed for the sky.


Beyond that aura’s furthest reach (for the moment) a lesser beacon was born – and straight away received homage out of all proportion. One minor scintillation in the rural murk suddenly outranked all the urban glare. The tireless watchers found it no mystery. They knew who spoke and who was spoken to. Hascombe Hill, one of the nearby green hills not yet incorporated within Godalming’s wider still and wider walls, was crowned with a signal-tower. More scrutinised than a plotter’s palace, the humble pile of plank and bargate enjoyed eagle-eye attention both night and day.


Its flickering mirror-relayed message pierced humandom’s heart and found warm welcome there. Clerks of high renown abandoned all to decipher the on/off blinking. A steady drizzle of holy water rained on them as they toiled, courtesy of an acolyte’s libations, to inspire them in the sacred task. It matched and mixed with their perspiration – for it is no small thing to interpret for a god.


From hand to hand and form to form the message soared, in ever ascending precedence. Along the length of a corridor it leaped from clerk to bishop to cardinal of the ‘Onefaith’. Progressively transcribed from mere paper to parchment to vellum, and ultimately as characters hammered into sheet-gold, it was conveyed (as fast as piety permitted) finally in fit state to carry mere men’s words before their creator.


The Cardinal of Converse entered into the throne room on his belly, ready to crawl all the way to the Infinite. However, since it was both a large room and lengthy trip, a rope-hauled moving trackway of marble slats had long ago been provided for everyone’s convenience.


Powered by slaves bred to brawn and nothing but, the Cardinal sped face down towards the Almighty. Through subtle raisings of the intervening ninety-nine silk curtains he went, past envious petitioners and the most highly favoured come to worship. In his ears, above the rumbling of the track, arrived the eternal adoration of the Immortals, a thousand-strong corps of choristers, so-called since they sang in never-ending relay. Like the humbler faithful beyond the Cathedral-Palace walls, their efforts were funnelled from outside along sinuous voice-tubes and cunning amplification chambers. As a consequence, praise and pleas came from everywhere and nowhere. Rather like the recipient of all their reverence, they were ubiquitous.


At the far end of what seemed a very long (and yet not long enough) way, the housing grew so tall and broad as to command its own weather system. Vapour hung in the higher reaches, combining to form embryonic clouds. The roof was lost to sight and gloom, and glowing angels, either carved or real, commanded the heights. The uninitiated could be excused for feeling that somehow, some way back, they had crossed the great abyss into whatever lay beyond.


The Cardinal knew what lay beyond – at least this far, he did. The job that had put years on him and greyed his hair required that he often tread – or ride – this route. Nevertheless, familiarity bred neither comfort nor contempt. The poor man’s butterflies were just as lively as on his first visit.


Then the obeisance-conveyance slowed to a practised halt and the Cardinal had to raise his head to face facts.


A world-egg, taller than a dozen men and enamelled into cobalt perfection, soared above him. Around its solid silver mount stood the golden huscarls: shoulder to shoulder, an unbroken shieldwall of blue-eyed hostility, the bodyguard of the divine seething in an absolute fury of devotion. They had no small-talk, any more than they had mercy or imagination. Free from family or fancy, their every motion and notion was solely in the service of their Lord. Chosen at birth, lucky creatures, in lieu of wages they’d been led to an enviably single-minded outlook on life: something better than sordid mammon. All it cost was the little matter of childhood – a small price, surely, for seeing clearly. To a man they were duly grateful.


One of the lighter treated, an almost suave example by their standards, came forward at the Cardinal’s urgent importuning. He took the sheaves of gold and read and judged. Then the Cardinal collapsed in relief when that judgement accorded with his own.


It never got any easier, never became any less of a strain. Upon his shoulders lay responsibility for disturbing a god-king’s dreaming. And on his shoulders would fall the price – delivered via a huscarl’s axe – for one too many false alarms.


There must have been some pre-agreed signal or device hidden to the Cardinal’s eyes, for never yet had he seen initiation of the terrible next stage. Nevertheless, because of something said or done, the egg began to crack, dividing down the long axis. Perfection parted to reveal a candle-blaze within.


Like life, it seemed a painfully slow business – but similarly a process to be meekly endured in fear and longing. Sounds like sheet-metal tearing and the lamentations of an oil-parched ratchet accompanied the gradual widening of the gap. Light fell from within – and that was not all. Surplus meals and concubines and other less identifiable stuff tumbled out and to the ground below. In its own sweet time, all was revealed.


The tenth decade of life saw Blades the Great (‘Curate Thomas Blades’, as was) desiccated down to shrunken minimum. Two eyes staring out from deep pits declared an anger their body could no longer express, nor cataracts allow to shine forth cleanly.


Through the swiftest of sidelong glances and facts gleaned from chance reflections, the Cardinal added to his meagre store of detail. The interior of the egg was a mural serpent swallowing its own tail; 360 degrees of facsimile green Downs below blue sky of Downs-country day. Therein, sunk into a rose-quartz throne cushioned to womb-like comfort, Blades spent his days and years in the little copy of the world he’d weaved, upholding the Universe from second to second.


The Cardinal’s sense of privilege was long since gone and now he merely wished to be away. He writhed under the suspicion that the god-king’s glare never left him for a second.


Again, by inscrutable arrangement, the courtier-huscarl reappeared at Blades’s side. He read from the sheets of gold into the motionless ear and the Cardinal prayed – to the self-same object of terror – that the apparent tightening of withered claws upon the throne was mere illusion: a bowel-churning fantasy written by the hazing of the moisty air.


The god-king’s lips were generally above the angle of the Cardinal’s lowered vision and so he was not privy to the whispering which ensued. His next material involvement was to hear the slap, slap, slap of slippers upon marble and find the huscarl’s feet beside his pounding head.


He had to raise himself a smidgen to receive the intended reply. His face dared lift to perceive his prize. The Cardinal’s breath faltered.


It was not in the god-king’s own hand, naturally, but that twist of paper and the scrawl it bore had been privy to the presence. The Cardinal accepted it with reverence and special tweezers of gold, secreting the treasure in a venerable pouch of Null skin: antique heirloom-hide peeled from one of the first monsters to fall to Blade’s miraculous ‘muskets’.


Then there was nothing more to do or say. Emperor and god-king, Blades I and last, Downs-Lord Paramount, Emperor of New-Wessex and its Dependencies, Protector of Assyria-in-Sussex, Despot of New Godalming and the Holy of Holies, Sultan of Mercia and the Marches, General of Hosts, Firer of Cannon, Musket-Master, Keeper of the Citadel Keys, Redemptor and Defender of the Faith and Bane of the Null, etc. etc. … had spoken.


A sonorous blow on a gong signalled to the distant slaves that the audience was done and their passenger was leaving. Slowly, amidst rumbling and much gladness, the Cardinal trundled feet-first away from the Almighty.


Distracted, the nonagenarian god-king failed to notice. His chesty cough was playing up again.




‘Fire!’


Guy said the word and did the deed, just as he was asked.


Nothing happened. Silence continued like cacophony. The captain looked shamefaced.


‘Perhaps this one as well, my lord …’ he suggested, indicating an adjacent red circle. ‘We’re still learning, you see, and …’


Guy made nothing of it. He happily pushed that button too.


Though forewarned as a firework party, everyone jumped when the gun turret spoke. The whole ship shook and its iron deck cringed beneath them. Bright, beautiful day was briefly suspended.
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People pretended not to be getting back into their skins whilst downing draughts of agitated air. Even Polly’s and Prudence’s white faces went whiter still as their long black locks rose to dance in the storm.


Guy graciously let himself be led outside, clear of the powder fug. He was just in time to see his creation arc high above the Isle of Wight, set fair to cross right over and into the beyond. Its vapour trail was the mightiest work of human hands he’d ever seen. And Guy had seen New-Godalming Cathedral!


The second mightiest was presently under his feet, awesomely afloat in New-Southampton harbour. Though still largely a carnival of rust and neglect on its upper decks, the Blades’s Wessex Ship Saucy Sailor, a salvaged and rechristened American dreadnought, was the new pride of the Wessex fleet there assembled. It put all the other wood and sail and steam ships to shame. Desire for reassurance tempted people to keep checking she flew the friendly ‘Long Man’ pennant.


Birds fled and swooping parliaments cawed disapproval: Nature’s lonely adverse review. Everyone else raved. Guy Ambassador could take no credit for either ship or show, but he politely accepted a round of applause from the invited audience. With such a great prize to report, rescued from rotting in what Wessex explorers believed was once Boston harbour, piety and etiquette dictated a spark from the Bladian bonfire should preside over playing with its solitary restored gun.


Ingenious New-Wessex artisans, a burgeoning social class on the up, had already ‘back-engineered’ the essential principles and risked life and limb experimenting on the trip over. In the discreet obscurity of the wide Atlantic, they’d had endless fun, shooting blameless clouds or pounding the capacious ocean, hopeful of raising a wyrm to practise on. Now, with the steel monster’s secrets mostly theirs and a stock of shells cobbled together from scavenging, they felt free to show off their power and cleverness. Unfortunately, form decreed an aristocrat should proxy do it for them.


Somewhere beyond Wight, out in the English Channel, a distant boom heralded the dawn of a new age of warfare. All over the ship and throughout the fleet, gathered mariners cheered, though deeper thought might have rendered them less jubilant. These ‘six-inch shells’ would penetrate a ship – any ship – to explore and test its contents of flesh far better than ‘modern’ – but now instantly old-fashioned – cannonballs.


With equally small justification, the ‘boys ashore’ – the merchants and garrison and their families of Southampton-reborn – added distant acclamation. ‘Long Man’ flags were waved to greet the exciting spectacle. Only a few foreigners abstained from joy and a pair of Leveller galleys were suddenly all urgent to depart; a disturbed ants’ nest of corsairs and awakening oars, desperate to be away and break the news back home.


Looking to the far end of the estuary, Guy saw the little black sweeper boats, prickly with swivel-guns, about their constant to and fro. Aside from keeping the anti-penile-wyrm nets in good repair, they also held the key to New-Wessex’s newest port – for a further free gift from the Saucy Sailor had been the innovation of mines. Having laid them, only Wessex-men knew the way through and safe exit was by their kind indulgence. The Levellers would have to ask nicely to leave. A point would be doubly made.


Meanwhile, back in the midst of things, the dying down of cordite and clamour found the captain still labouring at excuses.


‘… Not yet totally conversant,’ he explained, a voice emerging from smoke and glimpses of gold braid, only occasionally prevailing over more raucous sounds. ‘Not in every aspect of the operat—’


Guy’s ears were still ringing and required no further workload. He politely signalled ‘enough’.


In truth, it would take a sour disposition indeed to cavil at mere details of the marvel patched up and hauled back over perilous oceans. Novelty, if not charity, led everyone to overlook patchwork plating and inelegant repairs. They were details: mere weeds along the way. The fact was that she loomed yards and centuries over any other ship in the harbour. Compared to the dreadnought’s towering sides, the rest looked like anachronisms: vessels from another age. Their pretty flags and pennants and dragon-faced gunports might be easier on the eye, but things had just moved on apace. Looks were no longer an issue and gave way to a greyer imperative. Blithely unaware, the Lady Bridget docked beside her own nemesis.


The same could be said of all Southampton port. An on-its-way tomorrow laughed at mere wooden stockades and Null-nets. Elegant minarets and baroque style had just become indulgences. The natives might well cheer today but in the bright new future they’d be seeing a lot less sunshine. Vital places would need to get underneath some serious concrete and Southampton-by-the-sea put on a heavy hat and veil, disguising every charm. Likewise, her hinterland of neat fields and hamlets no longer looked so immune or blessed.


However, all that belonged to futurity, weakest of all forces operating on the human mind. The present – ‘Queen Here-and-now’ – shouted louder and had you within clawing reach. Her shrieking recommenced, jostling everybody on.


Guy’s ever-questing antenna instantly perceived he had become a nuisance. Once the wondrous shell had gone to kill fishes far away, once the desired impression was made, his hosts had other things to do: a million and one duties not made any easier by quasi-divine scrutiny. He was still welcome, but …


Despite all, Guy retained a kind heart. He obliged it and them by feigning an urgent appointment elsewhere. The Lady Bridget apparently beckoned – as she so often did when excuses were sought.


In truth he had nothing special to do nor any particular place to go – unless one counted home, which currently seemed an extravagant demand. He both had and hadn’t solved the mystery of Yarmouth. He’d also selfishly failed to die in the doing. That left him in limbo whilst the Imperium learned and cursed and devised another suicide mission for him. He could just as well obediently await news of it anchored off Hampshire as anywhere. Guy was getting used to the ‘welcome, but …’ phenomenon: nowadays it met him every place he went. He didn’t take offence.


Sailors of the Wessex fleet, peacocks by comparison, gawked at the novelty of Guy’s bone-pale bodyguards before recalling themselves to pipe him off the grey metal colossus. A sandwich to Guy’s filling, the brace of lady huscarls topped and tailed his progress down the rope and then sat, impassive to either side, in the rowboat. As ever, they noted all but revealed nothing, all the way back to their floating home. Guy felt safe and free to think.


He certainly deserved a space of mooching and nothing-much indulgence. In the busyness of that meat-grinding termed the Angel Wars, there’d been no time to ponder the luxury of implications. Between wake and sleep – and all too often during oblivion as well – life had felt like running screaming down a corridor. With no end in sight, no doors or windows presenting themselves as escape routes, the sole sure thing had been that return was not an option. Just the notion of trudging all the way back up the years was unendurable. So, set-faced, stiff-lipped, he’d gone on and events went with him. And then arrived a lull, as now. It was … nice – positively longed for once upon a time – but still unsettling, almost a betrayal. It brought the fresh worry of just what conclusions you might come to.


Recollection of those years had been an extra sprinkle of unease atop the Yarmouth holiday. Wizard architecture precisely matched in stone memory of days when it would have been sweeter not to wake. War, war, war, and not a moment for racing or love; that he could have faced – or be stiffened to it by Mrs Ambassador. But when struggle was subverted by the pain of disillusion, then every daybreak was unwelcome news. Whole years had slipped through his fingers that way and the waste didn’t bear thinking about. Guy glimpsed unpleasant deductions grinning at him from mental journey’s end and it was easier just to turn aside or dally. Trailing fingertips in the waves and admiring Polly’s perfect moon-face were immensely preferable.


Despite residual guilt (that nerve being not quite burned out), Guy decided to be kind with himself. For if he wouldn’t, who would? No one, he answered his own question, that’s who.


Reason repeated (in its usual feeble voice) that Guy had no grounds for reproach. He and Blades had done their best, but they couldn’t be everywhere at once. Well, maybe Blades could, being a god, but in his infinite wisdom he’d decided against ubiquity – as was his right. Together they’d held the line – more or less, with lapses. Blame had to be fairly pinned upon the aggressor, not the victim’s imperfections.


So, sadly, humanity lost a city here, a treasured vista there. It became dangerous to form attachments to either place or person. As swift and equal thank you, the god-king or his vice-regent had mangled many an angelic invader. Eventually, Guy’s revolverful into the rainbow general-angel of Windover Hill registered a defining blow; some unguessable savage bereavement to them. Thereafter the unpleasantness scaled down to sullen silence and covert vendetta. Wisdom or restraint or constraint prevented the angels from expressing their frank opinion of rough treatment.


That was a mercy and for most it sufficed. The present was incomparable improvement on what had gone before. They were no longer the playthings of higher beings or vermin trod underfoot. Lack of understanding only enhanced general gratitude to the two men (or more than men), paladins of humanity standing between Humandom and Armageddon. New temples to the god-king sprang up like exuberant fungi and old ones were refurbished to fresh glory. But for Blades’s prohibition, there’d have been statues and shrines to Guy too. However, His Wonderfulness thought that adulation would be bad for a mere Ambassador, albeit one raised to subkingship, and Guy wisely, loyally, agreed. It also helped that he had no wish to be worshipped. All that fending off prayers and omnipotence. Too tiring, too twenty-four-hours-a-day. A man of simple tastes, Guy didn’t fancy it.


What Guy fancied was well represented by the buxom figurehead of the Lady Bridget. A day at the races would have been nice as well. It wasn’t much to ask for – except apparently it was. Alas, opportunity and, probably, ability alike were missing, the old pleasure-centres numbed or dead. Still, he could dream …


Desire for lost joys and lightness of being, rather than lofty thoughts, cheerfully occupied the brief passage. Prudence had to nudge him back to grim reality.


Arrival coincided with the return of the longboat from Yarmouth. Together they drew along the Bridget’s larboard flank.


‘So soon?’ queried Guy.


‘Sooner, lord,’ growled Bosun, ‘if I’d had my way …’


It was surely every sailor’s fantasy to have a whole town to ravish: doubly so if unopposed. Yet Yarmouth held no booty or women to take – only well-springs of fear and suspicious shadows. Bowel-churning and sterile stuff in short. So, for all that the town was their oyster they’d turned their noses up at it. The conquerors were returned jaw-droppingly early, clutching only a souvenir or two apiece.


Concern for dignity led Guy to prefer that the landing party tackle the rope ladder first. But iron-etiquette couldn’t care less about mere men’s little wishes. It rode roughshod over moments of weakness. An aristocrat of New-Wessex – and scion, however distant, of the Holy blood – was required to show omnicompetence in every field and facet of life. Even a man’s huscarls – companions earned by force of will and fame – were not meant to help. Polly and Prudence were scanning elsewhere for other threats.


Luckily, limbs not really designed for the job passably conquered the air to maintain the deception. Then, when Guy was standing on comparatively solid wood, and his huscarls also aloft, the companions of the previous day had complete freedom to follow on as they pleased. Looking back, and not for the first time, the king-by-permission ruefully reflected that liberty was joined at the hip with lack of ambition.


‘No rest for the wicked, my lord …’


Guy suppressed his sigh and turned.


‘Oh … hello, Thirteen. Hello again …’


No rest indeed; no escape from the treadmill for Guy. Awaiting him was Viscount Sea-captain XIII, hereditary custodian of the Lady Bridget and venerated direct descendant of her very first captain (who’d come over with Blades from Paradise!). Not a figure to be lightly ignored.


The same was true in spades of the two letters he brandished. Glorified by plate-sized seals, they needed no other introduction.


The ‘Hermes’ mirror-relay system might flick news about, hitching on the speed of light, but discretion reserved a role for hoof and foot. Horse couriers wore ruts between fleet and capital carrying the personal stuff, spreading wealth as well as mud and dust. Teams stood by all the way, all day, ready to join the relay race – and meanwhile wanted bed and board. Blacksmiths, ostlers and innkeepers blessed each message, whether it thundered past or paused for fast food and reshoeing. If one went by the next might not.
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