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    AUTHOR’S NOTE




    There are a few odd formats used throughout this odd book.




    Whole chapters are occasionally written in italics, and these take place in the past. Anything written in the present tense can be assumed to be a dream, or taking place in a dreamlike state.


  




  

    EPIGRAPH




    ‘You must go back before Caesar’s legions, to the days when the bones of giant animals and men lay on the ground … to the New Troy, the New Jerusalem, and the sins and crimes of the kings who rode under the tattered banners of Arthur and who married women who came out of the sea or hatched out of eggs, women with scales and fins and feathers …’




    Hilary Mantel


    Wolf Hall




    ‘All the day long her sail was stretched as she sped over the sea; and the sun set and all the ways grew dark. She came to deep-flowing Oceanus, that bounds the Earth, where is the land and city of the Cimmerians, wrapped in mist and cloud.’




    Homer


    The Odyssey




    There is a glossary at the back on p. 457


  




  

    INTRODUCTION




    The Weight of the World is the second volume of the Amaranthine Spectrum.




    The first, The Promise of the Child, began in the year AD 14,647.




    Earth, now known as the Old World, has changed beyond recognition and become the forgotten haunt of talking beasts and the twisted, giant-like remnants of humankind known as the Melius. The lifeless, apparently sterile local stars – discovered, much to everyone’s surprise, to have been visited and subsequently abandoned seventy-nine million years earlier by an intelligent species of dinosaur – are now in the possession of the Amaranthine, a branch of immortal humans left over from a golden age.




    Their empire, known as the Firmament, extends outwards from the Old World for twenty-three solar systems to the edges of the Prism Investiture, a ring of grindingly poor planets and moons occupied by the Prism, a cluster of dwarfish, primate descendants of humanity.




    In the Vaulted Lands of the Amaranthine Firmament, the Perennial Parliaments are jostling for power, with one sect challenging the Emperor himself for the Firmamental Throne. Their nominated ruler is Aaron the Long-Life, a recently discovered man of incredible age who they hope has the power to heal the Firmament and push back the ever-encroaching Prism.




    On the Old World, in a remote estate near the former Mediterranean Sea, lives Lycaste, a shy giant Melius man and legendary beauty. Pining for a girl who does not love him in return, Lycaste’s life changes when a census-taker arrives from the distant ruling Provinces. Lycaste and the man find themselves immediately at odds, and one night, when the dispute becomes physical, Lycaste mistakenly believes that he has committed murder. Terrified, he flees his homeland for the first time in his life, making his way through the war-torn Old World Provinces. The Melius eventually falls into the hands of Sotiris, an Amaranthine mourning the death of his sister, who realises that Lycaste is far more important to the fate of the Firmament than ever could have been anticipated.




    Sotiris has been tempted by the mysterious Aaron the Long-Life with the possibility of seeing his sister again. He eventually accepts the devil’s bargain, agreeing to rule the Firmament on Aaron’s behalf, but not before turning Lycaste over to his old friend, Hugo Maneker, a one-time confidant of Aaron’s who he knows will keep him safe.




    In the lawless worlds of the Prism Investiture, Ghaldezuel, a Lacaille Knight of the Stars, is contracted to steal a miraculous invention: the Shell, a device apparently capable of capturing and preserving one’s soul. He delivers it to the Old World and its new owner, Aaron the Long-Life, along with the mummified remains of one of the star-faring dinosaurs. Aaron is revealed to be the spirit of a dead Artificial Intelligence created by the creatures in the distant past. He has lain dormant in projected form for seventy-nine million years, whispering into the ears of the powerful until he could be reunited with a body. Aaron uses the Shell to conjoin his soul with the dinosaur’s corpse and takes physical form. He tells Ghaldezuel that together they must travel to Gliese, the capital of the Firmament, before his ancient plan can be fulfilled.




    On a lonely, windswept planet, the true Emperor of the Firmament speaks to the voices in his head. Although everyone thinks him half-mad, the voices are in fact real: they are the souls of other long-dead AI substrates, relatives of Aaron the Long-Life, bound to the world where they died just as he once was. Panicked, they tell the Emperor that Aaron has freed himself and embarked upon a course of revenge, pursuing those who wronged him so long ago. The Emperor tells them not to worry, for many thousands of years ago the Firmament also created an artificial soul called Perception. Somewhere Perception’s spirit still resides, and it might just be able to help them.


  




  

    PROLOGUE




    Twenty thousand days imprisoned.




    I built my cities of dust brick by brick.




    




    Their foundations, before I became proficient in the layering and gluing of motes, were at first just ramshackle, piled strata, like the rocks of a fortress’s base. I learned fast, weaving symmetry into the silk-strengthened blocks and sticking them just so, until up rose the curtain walls, straighter and stronger as I honed my craft, to be crowned with battlements and ramparts of my own design.




    Soon I’d made gatehouses and keeps, layering structures atop one another in wholly unrealistic ways; towers as high as my chamber crowned with horizontal spires and steeples. After fifteen days of tireless work, I slunk back to look at what I’d made, and then I let them in.




    I’d kept the old females and their concubines separate until the accession, allowing them to spin until one corner of my chamber was milky with the silk I needed for cement. When all was finished, I opened the portcullis to their new home, looking on proudly as they scuttled in.




    Of course, I had no idea what species of Spinner they were, guessing only from their feeding habits that they were quite fantastically venomous. Their aggression I had already seen, and with a cruel delight I knew I would be in for a show as I released a second, then a third female into the labyrinthine palace to contend for the throne. Above, suspended in the rafters of the great keep in the manner of a trophy head, a Twitchwing trembled in a hammock of silk. The new queen’s reward, and the nutrition that would breed me my princelings.




    Stumpellina the Amputated came first across the castle drawbridge, she that had lost a leg to some accident outside my lair, followed quickly by a scampering flurry of smaller, darker males. Five were her own progeny, breathless at the chance of straddling their own mother. I did not find that unpleasant at the time, having barely considered the possibilities of interbreeding. If I’d known, perhaps I’d have upped the number: let the mutated have a chance at ruling, should it be their pleasure.




    It soon dawned on me that my Spinners wouldn’t solve my maze without help – I’d overestimated in my observation of their artistic webs their ability to problem-solve – so I carried a strand of silk across from their old home, laying it like a line of rope up into the antechambers of the throne room itself. They would first have to cross perilous ravines with sheer walls traversed by dainty bridges, a gauntlet to weed out the weak and the stupid, perhaps bottlenecking the most vicious of them to allow a wilier individual to scuttle past. Another I routed to the postern, wishing the escapee the chance of becoming a future contender – I was planning dynasties here, after all, great histories that would play out before me over the years I’d have to endure. These creatures in their mighty halls would be my children, my enjoyment, my sacrificial beasts. I thought ahead as my Spinners scrabbled for their prize, thinking of the generations I could breed. Thousands, millions. Indulging in flights of fancy, I imagined how they might look at the end of it all, when even I had ceased to exist.




    Would they ever chance to glance up, I wondered, perhaps ruminating on who had given them this palace? I glowered over the scene, a crumpled, silken cloud of attenuated thought, watching them all, urging them on, wondering also whether greater things looked down on me. I’d seen inside their little chemical brains, watched the ebb and flow of blood through their accordion lungs, and knew that they could feel, in a sense. They might just revere me, one day, when I had force-bred imagination into them. They might just be capable of setting me free.




    At last, almost simultaneously, two would-be queens achieved the throne room, scuttling in from alternate doorways and facing each other wearily as they contemplated the trapped Twitchwing. Stumpellina studied her nemesis, Fangmilla: she with the broken injector. Toxin gathered upon the good fang’s tip in an oily drop. I lowered over the battlements like an arriving storm, peering through the arrow slits and into the great keep, ignoring the struggles of the others.




    They circled. I watched in a slowed-down time of my own devising, seeing their muscled forelimbs grind the dust, hearing their ragged breathing booming through the chambers of the palace. Their markings shimmered in a rainbow, the hair covering their abdomens swaying like a field of wheat. Stumpellina reared and pounced, a quick, unexpectedly clever feint enabling her to hook a leg beneath Fangmilla’s soft, exposed underbelly and tip her. Could they poison one another? Suddenly afraid, I contemplated driving them apart with a breath of wind, but by then Fangmilla had been pierced, thrashing for a moment until the life ebbed from her movements and she curled into a ball. Stumpellina wasted no time, knowing now that she was in possession of two prizes, and began to devour her old rival, suckling the juices. I watched until she was done, pushing away the husk and climbing for the Twitchwing. It had witnessed everything but lost the energy to fight. I almost considered letting it go.




    While Stumpellina fed for a second time, I silently began work on the tomb of the fallen female, spinning a dust sarcophagus that would encapsulate her where she lay. Across its surface, I sculpted a frieze of exquisite ornamentation, finishing with a representation of her broken-toothed face. Naturally mummified by the removal of her fluids, she would remain desiccated and preserved for many thousands of years at the heart of the dry castle, a monument to the victorious line begun that day. All that remained now was to await the prince that would begin it. I lowered my glance to the battlements.




    Across the castle courtyards, the battle raged. Brothers from the same hatching fought and devoured one another, a seething tangle of furious black legs. The males did not possess the same extraordinary poison as the females, though I dare say if I were a man I wouldn’t have let one near me. With time, I might breed more potency from them, hoping someday to wield my Spinners against the Amaranthine like a blunt, flailing force, something they’d never expect until they came again to my door. It was curious: something in me feared these creatures still, some inherited, long-defunct alley of my mind formed by the process of revulsion. I can only assume it was my father’s fear. Well, he needn’t have worried; it wasn’t my Spinners that got him, in the end.


  




  

    FAIRY TALE: 1645




    He ambled through the litter-strewn camp, the summer day all but gone, nodding occasionally to men he knew: drummers with their backs to a sawn log; an ensign holding his boot and hopping barefoot to the fire. The farty tang of uncorked beer reminded him of other times; the fermentation of dry grass ready for pasture aromatic around them; the squeal of a green branch hefted onto the cookfire. Tin spoons scraped; men coughed.




    Daniell looked at the faces of the people he passed, the ready grin set in his jaw tiring as he reached the hill. He recognised these men because he was paid to know them, to spend time with them. He was no soldier.




    ‘How is’t, Bulstrode?’ asked the sentry at the rise, his matchlock propped like a walking stick, barrel up. ‘You’re needed.’




    He took the diagonal route, hobbling where the field had been trampled into dry divots by his Lordship’s cavalry the day before, and reached the crest in time to see the last of the pink fade from the few clouds. Only a deep, sooty orange lined the far hills of Burrowbridge, staining to blue above.




    His Lordship’s tent was dark, empty as always. It comforted Daniell to think that a charlatan would have objects: talismans, jars of animal parts, perhaps a fat Grimoire of spells sitting ostentatiously on a shelf. But his Lordship didn’t appear to own a thing that he didn’t carry on his person – not a candlestick, chair or chamber pot. Daniell, in his unspecified role of retainer, had gradually risen over the few years of his service to handle nearly all of his master’s needs – from writing letters and saddling horses all the way down to far dirtier work, work that his Lordship assigned only to him. After those sorts of jobs were done, he was invariably given a holiday, perhaps a few days’ leave for a man, a week at an inn for a family; the precise rates of exchange for a life seemingly already weighed and worked out. Only just this once had someone got away, by nothing but a hair. But his Lordship needn’t concern himself with that – Daniell had the matter in hand.




    As he came upon the hill camp, he saw that the huge fire-pit among the tents was piled with kindling and rolled pamphlets from town. He paused, looking into it, trying to make out what some of them said in the fading light.




    The devil appeared to Joan Hodgkin in the form of a dog, he read, without needing to mouth the words. Daniell crouched and pulled out the paper to read more by the light of the faded sky. She sold her soul and was possessed. He scanned the text, examining the crude drawing of the old wife and understanding before he’d come to the bottom of the pamphlet that she’d already paid for her crimes. The West Country was a superstitious hollow, a place where mists still clung to the land long after dawn. Another written piece caught his eye, tiny among the cluttered drawings of parliamentarians in their broad hats.




    Henry Purcell of the Privy Council has today laid grievous charges at the door of the king’s lieutenant general of the horse, Lord Aaron Goring, accusing his Lordship of sending villeins to his lodgings in the most lewd and violent of manners.




    Daniell felt the sweat on his brow chill as he read the words, the sky darkening around him. At least his Lordship wasn’t here.




    But he was here, of course he was. Daniell straightened and looked into the black silhouettes of the trees around the tent.




    ‘Shall I light the fire?’ he asked, bustling to the accompanying tent to find his things.




    The trees appeared to draw breath. They said nothing for a handful of moments, then from the wood the delicate voice spoke.




    ‘Where were you?’




    He stopped in the darkness. ‘Game of cribbage and all-fours, Lordship.’ His hand found the tinder-pistol in the sack by the entrance and he brought it out, returning to sit by the pit. The fragrant grass beneath him had been cropped almost to stubble by horses now moved. As he looked for his master in the dark, the fire sprang abruptly to life, billowing sideways in a breath of heat. Every piece of kindling and paper burned equally, as if the flames had not started in any one place. His Lord materialised from the depths, his kind, fatherly face set in blankness, and stepped into the light to sit. Daniell realised he was still clutching the pamphlet. He tossed it into the fire.




    Aaron, Lord Goring, did not look at his servant, his eyes only interested in the fire. He lit it in this way sometimes, when they found themselves rushed. The magic, though wearing thin on Daniell, hadn’t quite lost its novelty. Where his Lordship glanced, the flames sank back like a dog afraid, blowing hard with a grumble against the base of the pit when they could flee no further. Daniell looked for shapes again, his gaze darting about the spaces between the flames, but could see nothing this time. At length, he spoke.




    ‘You had all but two of the culverin cannon removed this evening, I heard.’




    Goring finished his fire-play, rolling his eyes up to the evening sky and the first blush of stars. ‘Then so would every able spy for five miles. Two cannon for appearances, or the king would send relief.’




    Daniell looked at him, impressed for the hundredth time by his master’s methods. All was ready, then. Their army waited for its own annihilation.




    The Lord Goring gazed back, eyebrows raised playfully. Those bland, somehow colourless eyes had sent the Earl of Monmouth mad with a glance, and yet increasingly they looked on Daniell with something like love. He felt a swell of pride and warmth at the sight, a real smile forming at last. He’d known some who’d chosen their allegiance in this war by consulting astrologers; this was how Daniell had chosen his.




    ‘I have our horses ready beneath the hanging chapel, top of Bow Street,’ Daniell said. ‘You know the one.’




    ‘I know all the chapels,’ the Lord said, stretching out his hands above the spitting fire. Their shadows slunk over the flames, wholly impossible, like pieces of cut black cloth.




    Daniell looked up, waiting for more, but his master’s thoughts on the subject appeared to be at an end. ‘The wood,’ Goring said, withdrawing his hands and looking off to the darkness of the crowded fields.




    Daniell placed the first few logs in the flames and sat down to cover himself with his jackets. Goring, as usual, wore the colours of King Charles, the faded red coat of the travelling cavalier topped by an oddly useless iron gorget around his collar. Without full armour there was no need for it, especially deep into the western edge of the camp. Daniell supposed it displayed the Lord’s bunched medallions in a pleasing way, reflecting after a moment that there wasn’t any point protecting what no man could harm.




    He was not, and had never been, a man of God. A sturdy disbelief in the consequences of sin had long suited Daniell Bulstrode in every line of work he chose, especially under his current Lordship, with whom he had journeyed the past three years. Despite everything his plain mind told him, however, Daniell knew perfectly well that the being sitting before him was nothing like a man, however impeccably it dressed itself.




    Unspoken, the understanding between them persisted. Only Daniell knew of his Lord’s true nature, and only he would benefit from it. He might have wondered in his bed some nights whether he could indeed be consorting with the fallen angel himself, but with daylight such fears felt childish, absurd. Like a boyhood memory of trying to identify creatures half-glimpsed in a rock pool, Daniell knew he couldn’t possibly have come to the correct conclusion – and so it shouldn’t matter. Names meant nothing now. Perhaps his Lordship had never even been given one, back in the great where and when of his birth. He was an Oracle, nonetheless, destined to supplant the stuttering, nincompoop king who had led them all to war. One day, when the man-shape at the fire and he were as brothers, Daniell would ask his questions. But, until then, he saved up for other favours.




    ‘How does the town hate me?’ Goring asked abruptly, raising his eyes again as the stars clarified. ‘As passionately as Leicester?’




    Daniell snorted. ‘More, much more.’




    His Lordship allowed his army to do as they pleased wherever they marched. The west had become a place of fear, ripe to rebel even as the losing side cheered their lieutenant general for his apparently blind eye, running riot wherever they found themselves garrisoned. No soldier Bulstrode knew had turned down what looting there was to be had. Not even Daniell, who fancied an early retirement once he could afford to take his ease.




    ‘Fine,’ Goring breathed, still studying the stars. ‘We raze the town tomorrow as we retreat. Burn it from east to west.’




    Daniell took a moment to think on the order, working out who to wake in the early hours and who to let sleep. His master had so far rarely destroyed utterly, preferring to sow the seeds in more subtle ways. But it was late, Naseby was lost and the king’s army already crippled. The west could be squandered efficiently with one final act of sabotage, and this small bend in the river might just be it.




    ‘And the prisoners? I’ll turn them out again? I could send them off Somerton way this time.’




    The Lord gave the impression of thought, though Daniell had never seen him think long on anything. ‘Not this time. Take them into town at dawn and chain them in the market square.’




    Daniell sucked his lips. ‘As you say.’




    Minutes passed in silence as they stared into the fire. Just as Daniell was wondering whether he should take his leave and find some supper in the field, he began to see the shapes again, wriggling forms between the tongues of flame.




    ‘I told you once the tale of the spy,’ Goring said abruptly, studying the rings on his fingers: fat signet seals for pressing into wax, never once used, as far as Daniell knew.




    ‘Yes, Lordship,’ he replied, remembering the pagan story. ‘The Emperor betrayed by a prince, his brother.’ He recalled the town, one of many on a long road, and the manor they had sat the night in, waiting for a courier.




    ‘Remind me – what was the name of the person who took these lands from him?’ his Lordship asked, feigning forgetfulness.




    Daniell thought for a moment. It had been a tale not fit for anyone older than a certain age, and yet by its simplicity alone had contained a certain allure. He’d been tired as he listened that night, only the light of a fire two rooms away colouring his Lordship’s face as he told it, and Daniell suddenly found himself afraid that he might have fallen asleep – that this was a test, a punishment. But he did remember. He remembered the whole thing.




    ‘Sarsappus.’




    A story of when the world was held suspended in a glass bubble, its lands divided into two halves. A story of three great kings and three vast, star-shaped realms, their borders and names lost to antiquity, the stones of cities sunk lower into the earth than the foundations of Camelot.




    ‘So you were listening.’




    ‘I wouldn’t be much use to you if I didn’t, Lordship,’ Daniell said, his confidence returning, picturing the ancient king as he had then, while the tale was being told: a frail old horror, the wiry hair of his beard picked out in the myriad colours of stained glass. Where God had been during the spinning of this tale, he had no idea.




    ‘And would you listen if I told you more?’




    Daniell hesitated, suddenly tired beyond belief.




    His Lordship held up a hand, its shadow staining the flames. ‘Rest. Perhaps I’ll tell it while you sleep.’




    




    Daniell had slept, propped against a log like a summer labourer on a country road. Stirring, he found the fire had grown, smearing one side of him with a sheen of sweat and parching the hot skin of his face. His beer mug had rolled on the grass, spilling what little was left. He shuffled upright, his mouth dry, needing desperately to piss.




    His master caressed the fire, apparently oblivious as Daniell stirred. It comforted and alarmed him in equal measure to know he’d slept beneath that benevolent gaze, at the mercy of this being, this maker of light.




    He buttoned his jacket, creeping a way down the hill. The fires of the encamped army were strung like a necklace of candles across the hill and down to the river, its dark waters invisible. Shapes of men passed before them, scintillating the distant firelight like stars watched on a hot night. Daniell stood, thinking, his eyes drawn back to the flames of his Lordship’s own fire.




    The spindly, warped outline of a man who was not quite a man shone through, standing now. Daniell held himself in the darkness, understanding clearly that Goring remained on the far side, that the shadow bled through the flames whichever way you looked.




    Those shadows. They’d never been quite right.




    The black skeleton raised its arm, thin as a winter twig. The chill returned.




    Daniell raised a hand tentatively and waved back.


  




  

    ATHOLCUALAN:




    Winter 14,646




    Seven months before the battle of Nilmuth, and the attempted theft of the Shell




    Spiderwebs of mist draped the city of Atholcualan, hanging milkily in the stillness between the patchwork of domed favelas and tenements that rose up the mountainside. Ghaldezuel took deep, slow breaths as the wind whipped at his grey clothes, his eyes narrowing to follow the line cut into the mountainside. The rambling city before him had been built high in these mountains to serve the old industrial frontier; for centuries, Lacaille folk down on their luck or on the run had come here, climbing through sickening altitude to find what scraps of work there were to be had. The frontier was long gone now, the city visited these days by a single train, the Atholcualan Star, a ramshackle locomotive that wound its leisurely way through the Cractitule Range from Zuo every thirty-two hours: what amounted to daily here on the Lacaille-owned moon of Pruth-Zalnir.




    Ghaldezuel took another laboured breath, his skull aching. He’d been awoken in the night by the screams of a botched robbery below his chamber window. A stabbing, he’d surmised blearily, listening to the pitch alter, growing more hysterical until he wondered if it might burst the thin glass, only to fall suddenly silent. He’d turned over and rucked the blanket over his head, knowing the sound of death, welcoming sleep.




    Below him, at the bottom of a flight of crumbled bonestone steps, the stationmaster had exited his tower. Ghaldezuel had considered leaving word with the master rather than wait – the Atholcualan Star was a notoriously unreliable piece of machinery, frequently derailing on a pass not far from the city – but something about the message had forced him to reconsider. He stood and watched the distant hills, a little sun breaking through the cloud at last and bathing his flat white face.




    There – a shimmer of movement. The hills baked, for all their altitude, and he had to squint now at the swaying mirage. Bells and horns began to clamour with the hour throughout the shambolic, almost vertical city. Perfectly on time. Ghaldezuel wondered again whether such precision might have been laid on specially, for today the Star carried a peculiar and esteemed passenger. He looked down at the waiting Prism, mostly Ringum half-breeds or travellers, noticing that the huddling crowd hadn’t yet spotted the arriving train. Perhaps ninety per cent of the city’s inhabitants had never taken this train or ever would, not even into the next township; they simply couldn’t afford to. Those who arrived after each long day here were invariably wealthier merchants or slaved Oxel machinists, come to work the mines beneath Praztatl, the range’s highest peak. There would be some well-off Vulgar on that train, as usual, mostly travelling under protective documents issued under the new Peace Treaty of Silp. Nearly all would be robbed during their stay, perhaps a dozen murdered – as was the case each season – but with little chance of retribution. The Vulgar kingdoms had no influence here on Pruth-Zalnir. They might reprint their passports with an extra page of warnings, but that would be all. Peace was too fragile for a scant few lives to interrupt.




    Ghaldezuel lifted a hand to shade his eyes, conspicuously aware of the paler bands on his fingers where once there had been rings. The train grew larger on the mountainside, its fortified iron turrets streaked with scarlet rust and white smears of guano. Hired mercenaries, posted in the crow’s nests to keep watch for thieves, were climbing down now as the train approached, specks working their way across the sun-bright metal. A relatively recent fixture, their numbers had swelled in response to last year’s attack on the train by the Investiture-renowned Cunctites, who’d failed at the last minute when a Voidjet had come swooping in to chase them off.




    Carriages swayed behind the engine and Ghaldezuel was finally able to spot the little white faces poking from the windows, their hair blown back. He noticed the last compartment, its windows dark, the shutters pulled tight, and made his way down the steps and along the platform, sliding past the waiting Prism and strolling to the very end of the riveted steel slab where pale weeds and flowers took hold among the pitted metal.




    He kicked his boots, scuffing at the weeds while the train pulled alongside. Doors opened before the engine had fully come to a halt, the tiny occupants hopping out excitedly and gabbling in Vulgar on the platform as they were passed cases, crates and sacks. A few staggered and swayed as the altitude caught up with them, holding gloved hands to their mouths. Ghaldezuel felt no sympathy for them. He watched a Vulgar child, tiny and squealing, being handed from an open window to its long-eared mother. The lady’s vibrant blue gown billowed suddenly in the mountain breeze as she took the toddler, her round jade eyes meeting Ghaldezuel’s along the platform. He studied her briefly before turning away, noting her perfume as it carried on the otherwise foul wind.




    The stationmaster eyed Ghaldezuel’s shabby clothes as he strutted past to wait at the carriage door. Ghaldezuel returned the master’s stare before handing him a thick white-gold crescent coin stamped with an almost impossibly intricate pattern. The stationmaster straightened, his expression momentarily dubious, taking the Firmamental Half-Ducat with some reverence and slipping it into his top pocket. He nodded to Ghaldezuel and made his way back to the master’s tower, hurrying the milling visitors as they squabbled over their bags.




    The door of the last compartment opened, locks within turning. The carriage rocked as something huge transferred its weight to the inside step and Ghaldezuel retreated a little, making room on the platform.




    The gigantic Firmamental Melius shouldered its way into the sunlight, glancing up to take in the vibrant city. Assorted jewels and charms dangled from the sagging, sweat-shiny skin of its neck, held high above any curious Lacaille hands. Ghaldezuel watched for signs that the beast’s vast lungs – the size of industrial bellows – might be suffering in the thin air, but was disappointed. The Melius looked down at the Lacaille as the churning colours of its skin settled to a deep crimson, planting a bare foot onto the platform and rising to its full height.




    ‘Ghaldezuel Es-Mejor?’ the giant enquired with remarkably acceptable Lacaille pronunciation. Ghaldezuel could feel the glottal rumble of the Melius’s voice through his bones as the creature spoke.




    ‘Pauncefoot,’ he said, taking a full Firmamental Ducat from his purse and handing it over.




    The Melius took the Ducat without looking at it, the coin disappearing into his massive clenched palm. ‘Shall we?’




    They walked together from the platform, the remaining passengers stopping to gasp and stare. The Melius, more than nine feet tall, paid them no heed, his elephantine head instead upturned again to study the layers of carved tenements. The sun had broken through the mists almost entirely now, circling the hazed curve of Pruth-Zalnir’s mottled parent planet – a kingless partition world now owned by the Pifoon in all but name – with a dimly beautiful rainbow.




    ‘You are living here, for the moment?’ Pauncefoot asked, sweeping his tasselled turquoise cape over one shoulder.




    Ghaldezuel hesitated. The Melius, delivering commands from the Firmament, would surely know everything pertinent. ‘I was posted here to relieve the knight Fiernel, as I’m sure you know.’




    Pauncefoot ignored some scrawny Ringum children who had begun running behind, trying to jump and catch his colossal shadow. ‘Ah, yes, recently knighted. My congratulations.’




    Ghaldezuel dipped his head in thanks, glancing ahead along the narrow street. More children sat or lay indolently in doorways, watching with large blue and green eyes the passing of the Melius. Over their heads, damp coloured cloth hung swaying, dripping to darken the cobbles and rusted iron sheeting that made up the thoroughfare. From a side alley came a lunatic laugh. Pauncefoot glanced at the source of the sound as they passed: a mad and naked Lacaille woman shackled to a rusted pole, the sweetish stink of her excrement wafting out at them.




    As if in response to the smell, the Melius took a pipe from a pocket beneath his cloak, sliding its silver lid and thumbing the striker. It caught, and he blew a breath of bluish smoke like fog into the street. Ghaldezuel waved it carefully from his face. The children running behind burst into fits of giggles, jumping and sprinting through the blue cloud.




    ‘We are nearby?’ Pauncefoot asked, his jagged teeth clamped around the pipe stem.




    ‘Just up here.’ Ghaldezuel pointed to another street leading off at a right angle further ahead. Here the cobbles were less crumbled and worn, the mortar between them still bright. Some towers and cupolas rose from the buildings, their cracks plastered over in places, and balconies with wrought-iron railings leaned into the dark streets. The Firmamental Melius nodded, registering his appreciation of the finer surroundings and cleaner smells as Ghaldezuel directed him to the raised doorway.




    




    ‘You have Bult in your employ.’ It was not a question.




    Ghaldezuel glanced through the bolted window at the distorted view of the street beyond, the sunlight slanting in thick bars across the balconies. The Bult were devils here on Pruth-Zalnir, their names never to be mentioned for fear that they might come calling. ‘Some.’




    Pauncefoot was sitting heavily on the bed, his legs drawn up in a pall of pipe smoke. He gestured impatiently. ‘Contactable at short notice?’




    ‘Well.’ Ghaldezuel pulled his gaze from the street, where catcalling children still waited for a glimpse of the monster on the second floor. ‘They’re Bult, not Pifoon. They come when it pleases them.’




    ‘But they’d come for you.’




    Ghaldezuel toyed with his bare fingers. ‘It’s dangerous for them this close to the Firmament edge, now the Vulgar have them in their sights and are harrying them out into the Whoop. The rewards must be greater.’




    The Melius rummaged through an inner pocket and slapped a thick, sealed envelope on the table. Ghaldezuel knew from the look of it that there would be Lacaille exchange cheques and foreign currency inside. Knights received all orders like this. He reached and took it but did not break the embossed plastic seal.




    ‘This peace with the Vulgar cannot continue,’ Pauncefoot said, indicating the envelope in Ghaldezuel’s hand. ‘We know you want this, too. You and your Bult will see to it for us.’




    Ghaldezuel placed the envelope back on the table thoughtfully, looking into his visitor’s eyes. They were great bloodshot balls, their tropical colour muted through the film of smoke.




    ‘The Light-Trap,’ he said. ‘Andolp’s Light-Trap. That’s what you want, isn’t it?’




    Pauncefoot appeared genuinely surprised, as if word of the miraculous machine hadn’t spread beyond Vulgar borders.




    Ghaldezuel shook his head. ‘I knew some fool would try, sooner or later. Those fortresses on Drolgins are impregnable. What makes you think my Bult could succeed?’




    ‘So you have heard the rumours,’ the Melius said, tamping spices into the bowl of his pipe from a tiny jewelled pot that hung among the charms. ‘That is good. Our agents inside Nilmuth are doing their jobs.’




    ‘Rumours, yes. But only rumours. A way to capture and preserve one’s soul, they say.’ Ghaldezuel waved away some more smoke from the relit pipe. ‘But it’s nothing. A trick, some toy that Andolp charges the naive to see.’ He stared at the Melius, head cocked. ‘Surely the Firmament is not taken in by this?’




    Pauncefoot reached and tapped the envelope, his nail clacking on the seal. ‘There are handsome rewards for the fool that tries. You have this day to think on it.’




    Ghaldezuel exhaled, putting a fist to his mouth and turning back to the window. Outside, perched on one of the ledge spikes, a scrawny carrion bird peered listlessly for mice in the square. The twinkling of a distant Voidship, high in the pale blue, caught its attention as it did Ghaldezuel’s. He watched the shape travel slowly across the sky until it disappeared behind the sunbathed dome of a building set higher up the mountainside, a thin trail of brown exhaust like a skid mark the only evidence of its passage.




    He turned his gaze back to the hulking Melius. ‘To gain entry into Nilmuth I would need a particular type of antique Voidship. But I suppose you know this already.’




    Pauncefoot smiled, exposing the rows of stained cleaver-teeth that had been clenched around his pipe. ‘ A Jurlumticular lance-hull.’




    Ghaldezuel stared at the teeth. ‘The very same. It does not trouble you that the Prism who manufactured these are extinct?’




    The giant took another drag of the spice, his eyes closing. ‘Not in the slightest.’




    ‘And my new employer?’




    ‘Just another reprisal mission, as per usual. Lacaille naval command takes a seventy per cent share in all bounty wrested from the enemy.’




    Ghaldezuel dropped his shoulders wearily, not bothering to swipe at the smoke any more. ‘And the Amaranthine? They oversee this?’




    Pauncefoot grinned and tapped the pipe stem against his great teeth, clattering it back and forth like a stick against railings, but did not speak.




    




    Ghaldezuel watched from the window as the Melius made his way back to the station through the narrow streets. Gawkers and beggars followed the massive creature at a respectful distance, tailing out like the wake of a ship behind Pauncefoot’s sweeping turquoise robes, the followers themselves attracting an even stranger ecosystem of pets and smaller animals, come to nibble and skitter among the many feet pattering along the street. The Atholcualan Star would not depart for another hour, Pauncefoot having stated his intention of taking advantage of the train’s famous dining car rather than eating in the city. Ghaldezuel thought that just as well, even though Melius were reputed never to sicken. Of more concern to the stationmaster would be the creature’s prodigious appetite; the giants devoured ten or more courses in one sitting, and they might run out of food before they reached Zuo.




    Ghaldezuel toyed with the envelope as he stared through the warped glass, the lingering sweet smoke still hanging in the room. The Firmamental Melius, he understood, did not consider themselves Prism at all, but rather some subspecies of Amaranthine favoured by the Firmament above all others. Ghaldezuel knew they were the same filthy stock as all the rest, simply grown huge in body and self-importance. He hated their weakness, their susceptibility, vowing to himself that he wouldn’t end up like Pauncefoot, seduced by gilded pipes and fine clothes. He slid his knife through the plastic seal, turning to the table as he upended the envelope.




    Three more Firmamental Ducats slipped free, ringing cleanly as they hit the wooden surface and rolled. He swept them aside, glancing once more at the window, and pulled out the wad of linen papers within, beginning at the first page.




    So. A Lacaille Nomad, no less, the Pride of the Sprittno. To be collected from Port Halstrom, where they bled from their mouths. His eyes moved down the leading paragraph, widening slightly. A number, in Lacaille Truppins: more than generous – excessive, wasteful. He turned the page, absently pulling out a chair and sitting. Three Colossus battleships, the Zlanort, the Yustafan and the Grand-Tile, would be at his command once he left this place, along with the combined might of eleven vacuum legions. Ghaldezuel shuffled through the remaining documents and spread them on the table. All were earmarked with a Lacaille naval stamp and another unknown signature. He squinted at it, trying to make it out, realising the letters were scrawled in Unified, the speech of the Amaranthine.




    Ink drawings – vague and crude – littered the early pages. He studied them carefully as his skull ached, beginning to grow exasperated. They showed a machine, but built as if poured or moulded – a cast of some kind. His faith in the cold pragmatism of the Immortals ebbed further as he flicked through to the end. They really did want this ridiculous object in Nilmuth – would stop at little to have it, apparently. He gave up, sliding the papers across the table and pressing his fingers to his eyes.




    The room fell silent but for the warble of fanwings outside. Even the city’s thousands of bells sounded muted. He stirred, listening, finally collecting his cloak from the back of the chair and throwing it over his shoulders.




    At the doorway, Ghaldezuel surveyed the bare chamber, taking in the chipped plaster walls, once painted a jolly blue and now faded almost to nothing. He returned to the table, gathering the Ducats and locking them in the strongbox, stuffing the naval documents and envelope into the pouch of his buttoned breeches. His eyes settled on the bed in the corner, where Pauncefoot had squatted. The iron frame had bowed in the middle, the single blanket rumpled into the impression of the Melius’s ample rear. Almost as an afterthought, he went to the window, propped it open a crack to let out the smoke and left by the front stair.




    At the corner, he stopped beneath the shade of a ratty, denuded lemon tree to observe the market stalls through the midday crowd. Under bright awnings, Ringum ladies prepared skewers of roasting meat, flinging them to the highest bidder in a seething mass of raised white hands. One pasty, clawed fist held a linen note, three fingers raised, and was expertly tossed three skewers while the crowd looked on and yelled. The ignorance of tourists. That one would be followed home. Ghaldezuel disliked haggling at the meat auctions, understanding – though hardly caring – that there wasn’t enough for everyone to buy. Behind the stalls, a corpulent yellow birthing sow suckled her young, grumbling and snorting as she tried to sleep. The mottled piglets travelled barely two feet from vulva to griddle in their short, uncomplicated lives, a chastity of existence that Ghaldezuel found he could almost envy. Returning to their mother’s belly in the form of thrown slops lent yet more elegance to the process, he thought, generations birthed from – and returning to – the same stock of rations.




    He walked a little distance to the stew pots, pushing through some Vulgar travellers who had stopped to count their money in a tight huddle. Ghaldezuel looked behind to watch an emaciated pickpocket worm his arm into their stuffed bags while they conferred and then slip away, hobbling back past the paper-clad ticket sellers and into a shaded street overhung with coloured cloth. Other travellers were taking deepslides, their expensive optilockets secured by chains to the linings of their waistcoats. He looked at their wide-eyed, ugly faces, sweating and baking in the sun that now blazed down into the street, thinking again of the woman he had seen in her blue dress while he waited on the platform. The thieves of Atholcualan grew fractious and aroused in such heat; she wouldn’t last long without protection.




    Ghaldezuel went and bought a lidded cup of stew, waving away the chance to bargain with a hundredth of a tin Truppin, and walked back along the crowded street to the square. He checked his clock, taking the long route around to his door, and let himself in.




    They were efficient creatures, fast in their work. He leaned against the busted lock in the inner doorway to watch them trying to wrench open the strongbox. Two bandy-legged crossbreeds and a Lacaille – the ringmaster – with another three keeping watch (or so the raiders thought) from the balconies. One Ringum was engaged in upturning Ghaldezuel’s chest of drawers, its thin, bluish hands rummaging through the heaps of fine clothes that spilled out. The other looked on, eating what appeared to be a baked tart, while their Lacaille companion worked at the box.




    This particular band had shown an interest in him not long after his arrival in the city, taking note of Ghaldezuel’s various comings and goings during his three weeks as knight-resident. He hadn’t made it difficult for them; all knights new to Atholcualan were met by the Sigour himself and given a mounted tour of the districts, with a banquet at the fortress and a delivery of fruits from Zuo arriving on the Star. Some thieves acted only as spotters, following wealthy individuals for weeks at a time to learn their most intimate movements and then passing the information on for a fee. The robbers ransacking his room now had paid for the privilege but hadn’t thought to check with their competitors. As such, Ghaldezuel knew the names, abilities and even transient residences of all those working his chamber, as well as all those he could trust to burgle them in turn. But now he was leaving, and it was time to settle.




    Taking the long way home across the rooftops, he’d snapped two of the spotters’ necks, shooting the third at a distance with a suppressed pistol. Now he strode swiftly forward, tripping the tart-eater and twisting its head on its shoulders. The Ringum fell without a word, glazed eyes staring at the ceiling, the thump of its body striking the wooden floor disguised by the clanging of the Lacaille still trying to gain entry to the safe. Ghaldezuel dumped his pistol on the table – any holes in the walls would lose him his room deposit – and grabbed the back of the leader’s hair, slamming the Lacaille’s forehead down onto the corner edge of the safe and bloodying the metal in a violent spurt, releasing the latch at last. The strongbox’s door swung open.




    He turned to observe the final Ringum (a tattooed, one-eyed half-Zelio that the spies called Magwitch) rise. Its good eye flicked to the remains of its leader, now crumpled beside the open safe, and back to Ghaldezuel. It had come too far to leave with nothing, that much was clear from its hesitation; Atholcualan gangs never took in lowly Ringum who had lost their masters.




    Magwitch moved forward and grasped the back of the chair nearest the bed, hurling and smashing it to pieces against the wall. Ghaldezuel watched it scrabble in the debris and lift the sharpest piece to brandish with a hiss, optimism lighting its hideous features. In turn, he reached calmly beneath the bowed bed frame, shaking his head, and pulled free a sabre longer than his arm. He unsheathed it, smiling at the dismayed look on the Ringum’s long-nosed face, and twirled the blade tiredly, pointing it arm outstretched in the Op-Zlan starter pose. He was rusty, he supposed; the Ringum might offer some sport.




    Magwitch hissed again, feeling behind for the wall. Ghaldezuel advanced, flicking the blade lazily back and forth. The Ringum snarled, noticing the partially open window. It tossed the wooden plank at Ghaldezuel and hurled itself through, ripping the latch from the frame and scattering shards of thin glass.




    Ghaldezuel threw the blade onto the bed with a huff of disappointment, going to the remains of the window and gazing down into the street. Magwitch had survived the drop and was already hobbling away down the alley, one leg twisted. He thought of taking aim from the window, knowing he could drop the Ringum before it got too far, but turned instead and went to sit on the bed. He counted from his purse, pouring out ten Truppins; the thieves might have used the window as he’d hoped, sparing the doorframe.




    At his feet, the clothes – tainted now from enquiring, dirty fingers – lay stirred and creased. He shovelled them into his arms and went to his cupboard, pulling down a dark leather travel case and stuffing the clothing into it, followed by the remaining contents of the strongbox. He slid the sheathed sabre carefully into the case’s padded side, securing it with brass clasps. As he packed, his mind turned back to the Vulgar lady at the station for the briefest of moments, meeting her eye from along the station platform. He sighed again, running a hand through his hair and remembering the rings, taking them from the safe and checking that it was now completely empty before sliding them one by one onto his fingers. Crescents of blood had caked beneath the nails of his right hand. He picked mindlessly at the stains and looked about the room, realising with some resignation that he’d need to hire a cleaner after all.




    




    An hour later he was on the road. The path to Praztatl was in places nearly vertical, a rock slope chiselled between the shards of the mountain and studded with rusting iron handrails. Where it became flatter, the surface had once been laid with crumbling brown brick, the remaining chunks now serving only to hobble and trip all those who used the passage up to the Mines of Mendellion.




    Ghaldezuel swore, gripping the iron hoop before him as a clammy foot ground its sole into his knuckles. The climbers here were three abreast, a chattering network of travellers amid silent mine slaves, rock-breakers and furnace crews. Where the road became totally impassable – a sheer wall of polished stone five hundred feet above – Ghaldezuel could see a rope line. Visitors bottlenecked while they waited at the bottom, snatching drinks from flasks that they sometimes accidentally dropped to clatter and smash among the climbers below. People fell regularly, it was said, tumbling to dash upon the lower slopes and cupolas of Atholcualan beneath. So far, Ghaldezuel hadn’t witnessed any accidents, though he wished the Ringum who was treading on his hand with each step – something partly Wulm, by the look of it – a quick and ugly demise. The Ringum looked down at him dispassionately as it gripped the next handhold, its long white ears blown flat in the mountain wind.




    At the plateaued lip of the brick road, beggars from the Praztatl township waited in a camp of strewn rubbish. Ghaldezuel had scarcely hauled his bag over the edge before they came for him, pleading, gabbling. He growled, sending all but the bravest scampering. The remainder tittered and skipped before returning, asking again in glottal creole dialects for anything he might have to spare. Some of the naked Ringum here had tails, he saw; long bony whips with tufted, beaded ends.




    ‘Op-Zlan,’ the closest said, apparently still convinced of Ghaldezuel’s inner generosity, ‘lend us something.’




    ‘Lend?’ Ghaldezuel spat, noticing as the creature reached into its hair and vigorously scratched free a shower of dandruff.




    ‘It shall be returned!’ the beggar yelped, delight crossing its face as it scratched. ‘Upon my word! Mine for but a moment!’




    ‘Let me through,’ Ghaldezuel grumbled, shoving past and brushing at his bag where some of the Ringum’s dandruff had settled on the leather. Ahead, the pits of the tin mines swarmed with workers, their lanterns kindling as evening fell. He watched them trundling their barrows across the slanted grey-white slab-sides of the mountain and down cut steps, the wind picking up, then glanced along the vertical road to the lights of Atholcualan twinkling in the grey twilight.




    He turned back to the beggar. ‘I could lend you something, for a service.’




    The beggar stopped scratching and eyed him hungrily, its huge black pupils dilating.




    ‘Take a message to the pit-master,’ Ghaldezuel said. ‘Tell Suartho the Vulgar that Ghaldezuel is here, at the causeway.’




    ‘Galdessuel,’ the beggar repeated uncertainly, coiling its tail around its nakedness in the growing cold. ‘A Truppin to tell.’




    He nodded, dropping the coin into the Ringum’s hand. ‘Ghaldezuel. Remember the name.’




    The beggar rubbed the coin between its fingers, lifting it to its flat, wide-nostrilled nose and sniffing the metal. This trade was clearly for keeps. ‘Galdessuel – the Vulgar will know you are here.’




    




    The corsair waited, brooding, at the bottom of a steep ravine of shorn rock, illuminating the blackness like a gnarled, glowing jewel. Stretching into the darkness above, the cloistered ceilings of the mine glittered, their precious seams catching and twisting that distant light. The ship, though bulky for a Lacaille vessel and prodigiously armed, was barely superluminal. Only a tenth of its bulbous white body housed motors, the rest given up to seventeen long-gun battery chambers and a shell of dense plating more than fifteen feet thick. Nestled at its core was a private cell, a stateroom; for this corsair Ghaldezuel knew well – it belonged to King Eoziel XI himself, ruler of every Lacaille moon for six trillion miles, arch-enemy of the four Vulgar kings and their allies. It was purportedly escorted at all times by a battleship – the Grand-Tile – which Ghaldezuel assumed was now waiting in high orbit for the corsair’s return, the services of which had been promised him by the Melius, Pauncefoot.




    He turned to Suartho, the Vulgar pit-master, ready to go down.




    The old foreigner grinned, exposing a graveyard of wet, brown teeth as he surveyed the view. ‘A powerful beast, for sure. You’ll be safe aboard that, wherever you’re going.’ When Ghaldezuel didn’t comment, he pointed towards the glowing furnaces at the far end of the monstrous chasm, so distant that they looked more like campfires. ‘And replated with my tin, from my refineries. It is only the underplating that comes from Zuo – they have a foundry there. I offered to supply the rubber – I used to make the best in Zalnir – but they didn’t want it.’ He gave Ghaldezuel an appraising look. ‘Check to see if it’s perished when you go inside, would you? Nothing gets past Suartho. Nothing.’




    Ghaldezuel wasn’t listening. His eye followed the Oxel crews as they worked on the corsair’s hull, their equipment roaring distantly as tiny sparks flew. ‘What are they doing?’




    ‘Refits,’ the Vulgar said vaguely, as if he didn’t really know either, the spoiled musk of his breath accompanying each word. ‘You are early, Ghaldezuel.’




    ‘I know,’ he replied coldly. ‘The climb isn’t so hard, not with clean lungs and a healthy heart.’




    ‘Your heart is healthy?’ Suartho chuckled. ‘That’s not what I heard.’




    




    The slope of shale and crumbling soot was steeper than Ghaldezuel had imagined. It had taken an hour of picking his way down the black rock face among wraith-like waste sifters to arrive in the lit bowl of the corsair’s makeshift hangar.




    He stood and looked up at it, totally absorbed, the bag dropped at his side. The magisterial Voidship’s name was the Ignioz, after a hero of the Investiture Wars. The enormous whitewashed vessel was helmed with a figurehead of tarnished silver plate, a statue of the titular admiral himself leaping from the prow between the falconet cannons, one muscular leg outstretched. In his glove, he flourished a lumen pistol of relatively modern design – directly after the war, the Firmament had forced the smelting of all Lacaille weaponry, apparently foiling the sculptor’s wish for accuracy – his other hand thrust forward, thick index finger pointing, in the throes of a battle charge. Ignioz was said to have slain Amaranthine in the wild Threen moons; Ghaldezuel could believe it. Perennials, when they came to discussing those messy, expensive campaigns, reportedly refused to mention Ignioz’s name in the hope that the hero might one day fade from Firmamental history altogether. He took in the glittering, romantically sculpted prow once more, glad to see first-hand such a fitting monument to the Immortals’ failure.




    And yet, he thought, hoisting his bag again to his shoulder, here he was now, in thrall to the Amaranthine Firmament just as Pauncefoot had smugly predicted.




    Ghaldezuel shaded his eyes from the glare of the portholes, spotting the gaping entranceway to the service hold of the Ignioz further along its lumpen hull. Oxel crawled over the pitted blisters of the broadside turrets, whistling to one another in their absurd outer-Investiture speech. Barely the length of his forearm, they were chosen for their nimble fingers and enthusiasm for jobs no other species would willingly accept. Sociability kept them in line – imprison one alone and it swiftly died or went insane, but with fellows around them they flourished. Huge populations of Oxel travelled the Prism Investiture in mysterious migrations, with generations – for an individual lived scarcely twenty years – sometimes surviving in secret colonies aboard battleships and tankers before being discovered and put to work or sold to the markets.




    Now as he came upon the Oxel, he was reminded of how scrawny and bat-like they looked, their naked bodies glistening with sweat in the dimness, many hanging upside down with their long, moist fingers gripping the rivets of the fuselage. As Ghaldezuel approached, he saw that one had a white tattoo inked into the grime of its little forehead. He stopped to read it as the Oxel looked down at him.




    ‘Op-Zlan, Knight of the Stars! My congratulations!’




    He turned to his addressor, the Oxel whistling and halting their work at the new arrival.




    His contact, a two-hundred-year-old Lacaille male with bent ear-tips and a fine yellowed beard, hobbled out from the shadows of the hull. He brushed crumbs from his rubber Voidsuit into the darkness at his feet. ‘I honestly did not think I would see you. Here.’ He fished in his pockets and handed Ghaldezuel a package of already opened messages. Ghaldezuel held them to the light to see one of the postmarks: Woenmouth, in the outer Investiture. A place known on some charts as the Whoop, being so very far away from anything else.




    ‘The team are restless,’ the old Lacaille said, his crinkled, baggy eyes hidden in shadow. ‘They’ve developed a taste for these reprisal missions.’




    ‘I know, Vibor,’ Ghaldezuel replied, listening to the Oxel as they began to sing, their work resumed. He tucked the parcel of letters away. The Bult did not write, not even to sign a name, but they could dictate. ‘They’ll enjoy this one especially, I think.’




    Vibor moved further into the light. ‘The timing is right?’




    ‘The timing is more than right.’ He shrugged, looking up at the ship’s hull. ‘There has never been a more perfect moment. Something is happening.’




    The old Lacaille winked at him. ‘People feel it. Someone, some Immortal, wants us to advance and the Vulgar to fall, even if it is to the detriment of the Firmament itself.’




    Ghaldezuel shook his head, picking up his bags. ‘But this thing they want, Andolp’s Light-Trap – it won’t help them.’




    ‘Not our fault. Not our business. Help them in any way you can, I say – help them spend their money and they’ll grant your conditions.’




    Ghaldezuel cleared his throat by way of assent. He pointed up to the vessel’s vast flank, rusted chains dripping down and securing it to bollards embedded in the rock. ‘Why does that Oxel have the word “sorry” written on its forehead?’




    Vibor turned and blinked into the darkness, though the Oxel in question was gone. ‘That one grew ill with a fever of violence. When it knew what would become of it, that it would lose its mind, it thought to apologise in advance to all it might harm.’




    




    At the cabin door, Ghaldezuel felt the corsair’s engine compartments grumbling, stirring from their sleep. He was shown inside by a vacuum-suited Lacaille soldier with a face deformed by hundreds of tiny shrapnel scars. Ex-royal escort, most likely, battle-hardened and xenophobic. The soldier would not speak Vulgar or Pifoon, or any of the more sophisticated languages of power. Taking off his cloak and hanging it above the simple bed, Ghaldezuel moved to the porthole to look out, waiting for the soldier to leave. Through the thick, warped plastic he could make out the glowing furnaces in the distance, their thumping operations muted now within his sealed fortress. He cupped his hands against the light of the cabin but could see little else, eventually pulling down the metal shutter and sliding the bolt, locking it in place. He had messages to write, but the climb from Atholcualan’s thin air into even higher lands had tired him out. In a day, the Ignioz would dock at the Grand-Tile, fastening inside the colossal battleship’s hangar for its onward journey to Port Halstrom, in the Inner Investiture, a passage that would take more than a week. There would be ample time to draft messages, some of which would never reach their intended recipients anyway as they passed through kingdoms, country borders and small wars, thieves’ pockets and cargo holds.




    He pulled off his underclothes, the musk of the day’s exercise reaching his nostrils, and draped them over the bottom of the plastic fold-out bed. He turned off the light, bolted the door and slid between the rough sheets into a pocket of utter blackness.




    Ghaldezuel listened to the throb of the blood in his ears, smelling the vague odour of rancid butter from the ship’s inner lining. He fancied he could hear something else, something possibly emanating from outside. Finally he sat up, the darkness thick and heavy, and pulled up the shutter again. Pressing his nose against the plastic, he could see the great bowl of the mine’s chamber once more, its chiselled rock walls twinkling in the sparse light of the forges and what glow still filtered from the Ignioz’s open hangar below. He watched an Oxel crawl four-legged to a tiny trolley on the ground, select a piece of equipment and scamper back to the corsair, its shadow long and grotesque.




    As he looked out, Ghaldezuel realised he could see reflective eyes shining in the gloaming beyond the cloisters of rock. Slaves at rest, perhaps. Or possibly the mammalian inhabitants of the mine. Suartho had warned him that there were creatures here, things that had climbed in centuries ago and never left, things that dined on workers when they strayed from their details. Nonsense, of course, stories designed to keep work crews together and discourage flight. He pressed his face against the window, trying to see, feeling exposed and yet deliciously safe at the same time, a little boy hiding beneath blankets. The eyes stared, unblinking, then extinguished, pair by pair. Once again the mines were dark but for the glow of the furnaces, the only sounds, other than the distant rumble of the ship, coming from Ghaldezuel’s own body. He glanced back into the blackness of his cabin, afraid for a moment, and lay down again. As his eyelids slipped closed, he thought of the woman from the station, her light dress billowing in the breeze, their eyes meeting, and pushed her at last from his mind.


  




  

    PART I


  




  

    PROXIMO




    The air thickened, the cold boiling away and drying Lycaste’s fluttering hair as he fell. His guts heaved under a new weightlessness, the slung dot of sun twirling as the world rolled. He scrunched his eyes closed, the last few breaths of cold Vilnius air squeezed from his lungs, unable to scream.




    Abruptly, his feet met a surface. He was inside a dark, dust-coated space illuminated only by the streaming light of a small window. Lycaste swayed and trembled, wrapping his arms around himself.




    Then he was standing in open meadow, the sun beating down across his back, staring at his long shadow through the flowers. A tawny black castle with enormous blue and gold flags drooping from its towers lay some distance off, hazed by distance. A glinting wasp settled on his hand and jabbed at him, breaking the spell. He flinched and grabbed it.




    And he was up to his knees in still, warm water, wrapped in the heady scents of moss and damp.




    Lycaste didn’t want to move. He shuddered in the water, hearing an echo of Sotiris’s words.




    Stay with him. Do as he says. It’ll be all right.




    Darkness enveloped him.




    




    Pins and needles shivered through him in pulses, finishing at his fingertips and leaping from each of them with the crackle of static. Lycaste cradled himself, grimacing, until the fear drifted away to form something new. He pushed a hand out into the dark, towards a crack of colour just beyond his reach. The smell was that of age and neglect, wood and cloth almost petrified beneath a fat, grey layer of dust. Lycaste coughed. He was in a cupboard. Another damn cupboard. He levered himself onto his knees in the dark, pushing through a rustling forest of hanging things. Garments, perhaps.




    It’ll be all right.




    The light grew closer. He pressed an eye to it, pushing the door gently ajar.




    He’d left things to grow mouldy in the back of his larder sometimes, always too frightened and revolted to go near them, and as he gazed out of the cupboard his skin crawled. It was as if the room he’d found himself within had been left to rot.




    Dust so thick that it had sprouted wiry, branching hairs grew from every surface, its textures stippled with colours. What must once have been heavy curtains lined the walls, pulled closed so that only string-thin rays of sharply delineated sun slanted through the various holes in the fabric. The bright little beams of light were solid with still motes, only beginning to churn as the first of his breaths reached them. He made out a few items of ornate, dark furniture in the distance, his ears attuned to the falling rhythm of his slowing heart. He looked up into the grimy, mirrored ceiling, noticing how he could see into parts of other, darkened rooms. His head swam, and he felt for a moment as if he’d fallen into a dim, neglected kaleidoscope.




    Lycaste stared along the ceiling at an opulent, inverted landscape of jumbled furniture until he convulsed suddenly with hacking coughs. His nose was filled with dust, caught in the thick, wiry hairs inside his nostrils. He wiped it with the back of his dusty hand, realising as he did so that he was still clutching something. Scrunched up in his fist: a clinking silver thing like a little stone. The wasp. It had been wearing a jewelled suit.




    He staggered to his feet and went to the nearest curtain, dragging it open to a blaze of flying dust and squeezing his eyes shut against the glare.




    The suggestion of a courtyard filled with fat palms down below. Lycaste recognised the flags flying from the rooftops: beautifully intricate golden stars stitched onto deep-blue silk.




    He looked up then, all memory of his arrival melting away.




    ‘Oh,’ he said.




    He had died. He must have. His spirit had fallen through the world and out of the other side.




    Every colour Lycaste had ever seen poured across the skies like wax, dripping and hardening to the curve of the land below. Seas glimmered like damask where the light burned twinkling across them; lands shone dully in claret veins lined with gold and green, the colours of their mountain peaks scraped away to white blades that pointed dagger-like to the centre, where a silently boiling disc of light glowed upon four huge stone buttresses rising from each compass point. He leaned out of the window a little, clutching the rotten frame. Dry brown meadows stippled with electric-blue flowers marched off into the distance, the tops of luscious palms swaying in the breeze. Lycaste felt the hot wind of the unspeakable place buffet him, drumming his ears, then craned his neck around to look directly up, past the sun, wondering if – were his eyesight good enough to see that many hundreds upon hundreds of miles – he would spot himself staring back.




    Death was a mirror, it appeared, curved and unending.




    A thunderous howl of rage brought him out of his reverie with a sweat. There was someone else here.




    He moved away from the window, scooping dust with his feet, listening. Motes swirled as something thumped around the upper floors. Lycaste swallowed a tickle in his chest and tiptoed to the doorway, his heart racing.




    Stillness. The tickle grew more insistent. Lycaste fought it down, feeling as well as hearing the padding of something huge walking away up above. He remembered: the Jalan they’d fallen with.




    The rasping cough exploded out of him, raising dust. He staggered, swallowing.




    The footsteps faltered and swung around, drumming in great vibrating thumps to where Lycaste could see the beginnings of an enormous flight of marble stairs. He turned and ran, raising a sweeping tide of dust.




    The whole room rattled as the Jalan came for him, still unseen but for flashes of motion gaining on him in the dark reflections up above. Lycaste’s heart thundered in his chest, as if it, too, were shaking and raising dust. He sprinted for the doorway of an adjoining chamber, his feet slipping. Another flight of marble stairs greeted him and he pounded up them, grabbing at golden railings to haul himself along, feet slapping the stone. The giant had arrived at his cupboard, great breaths reverberating up the stairway, and Lycaste knew he didn’t have much longer. He followed the stairs around to the next level, everything rattling with the thump of his pursuer. As he passed a window, Lycaste caught sight of the little Vulgar soldier making his way across one of the ramparts, his armour twinkling, but didn’t stop. At the edge of his vision, a dark claw reached out and he ducked, feeling its breeze as it passed. Lycaste whimpered and leapt the last few steps up to the next floor, swinging the door at the top shut behind him only for it to be slammed back open. The huge silhouette, black against the light of the grand stairway, shouldered its way in.




    Lycaste kept very still, crouched in the shadows behind the arm of an ornate chair. The Jalan remained in the doorway, bent-backed and slobbering, his ears pricked like a hound’s. Lycaste could see the whites of his great eyes as he peered into the room, gaze alighting every so often and moving on. Those eyes reached the chair Lycaste hid behind and halted, uncertain.




    Lycaste let out his breath in tiny increments, his heart squirming, his skin darkening to black.




    One thumping footstep, then another two. The Jalan walked towards the far curtains and flung them open, turning in the mist of dust.




    Lycaste jumped from his hiding place and slid, diving beneath a vast claw-legged table and scrabbling as far as he could into its shadows. A huge hand darted after him, catching his toe. Its claws dug in, wrenching the toe out of its socket. Lycaste pawed the dust, choking, and was slowly dragged back from beneath the table and into the paler gloom of the open room, a polished trail following him through the grey. He trembled but kept still, as if somehow playing dead would help.




    The gnarled face of the Jalan peered down at him, his great nose and brow casting huge shadows. Lycaste’s toe throbbed.




    ‘You’re no Firstling,’ the giant rumbled while he tapped a finger against his battered cuirass, a carapace of angular metal as large as Lycaste’s old boat. He considered the dim chamber for a moment, and, yanking Lycaste by the leg and dragging him to the window, hauled open another set of curtains. Warm light flashed into the chamber, illuminating a dozen Amaranthine seated at the table Lycaste had just crawled under. All were missing their heads.




    The Jalan paid little heed to the death in the chamber. He was looking, rapt, out into the sky beyond the grand window, a ribbon of drool trembling from his lips as the wind sighed in.




    ‘You!’ he cried suddenly, dropping Lycaste and leaning out. He swung back, slavering and breathing hard, thumping around to the edge of the table and hurling it to one side. The bodies tumbled from their chairs. Lycaste covered his head, fully expecting to be next, but the giant was already storming out of the room and back to the stairs.




    Lycaste waited until he heard the Jalan making his way through the halls above, then inspected his toe and hobbled to the window.




    The Amaranthine, Hugo Maneker, was out there, dangling from a distant rampart by the tips of his fingers.




    ‘Meddling turd!’ the great voice bellowed. The giant had made it to Maneker’s ledge, his tongue lolling, the shadow of his fourteen-foot-tall frame looming as he knelt to take the Amaranthine’s fingers. ‘I ought to cast you to your death,’ the giant sneered in First, that strange, slightly-too-high-pitched voice stilled to a grumble. ‘It’s finished, all of it. Everything.’ He bent, and slowly prised one of the Amaranthine’s fingers away from the ledge, looking into Maneker’s eyes, daring him to respond. ‘It’s not so hard at all, really, is it? To kill one of you.’




    ‘Just get it over with,’ Maneker said, his voice clear and composed as he dangled. He raised his voice. ‘Do it, Elatine!’




    ‘You think I won’t?’ Elatine cried, gripping another of the Amaranthine’s tiny fingers in his claws and bending it back with a snap. Lycaste watched Maneker’s face, noting how nothing appeared to alter in his disgusted expression. He wondered why the man didn’t use his abilities to try and free himself.




    ‘Do it!’ the Immortal raged, a sudden thermal whipping at his clothes. Elatine’s lank hair stirred and stood on end, parting where sweat had stuck it into clumps. He lifted Maneker upwards like a stringed puppet, peeling back his lips to reveal his huge mouth of jagged teeth.




    ‘Stop that!’ a familiar voice cried in a helium-squeak almost too thin to be heard.




    Lycaste glanced to the end of the ledge, remembering the Vulgar, Huerepo. The little person heaved himself over the edge and stood watching Elatine cautiously.




    ‘Look what you’re doing!’ Huerepo continued in First, his tiny body squaring up against Elatine’s brooding shadow. ‘To an Amaranthine!’




    Elatine glowered at the bite-size Vulgar and flattened his ears, his predatory eyes set deep in caves of shadow. Butterflies flooded Lycaste’s stomach at the sight, but the Jalan stood where he was, apparently about to say something, finally choosing to remain silent. He dropped Maneker back onto the ledge, regarding Huerepo solemnly.




    ‘It’s over, anyway,’ Elatine said, turning to address the landscape. He flicked his eyes to the sun, noticing perhaps for the first time how it stood supported by four stone columns many miles thick. At length, he looked down at Maneker as if considering whether to help the man after all.




    ‘Write to me when you’re mad, Amaranthine. It would cheer me no end.’




    He strode off, a limp forcibly and self-consciously corrected, picking his way across the roof.




    Huerepo watched him leave, scuttling to the Amaranthine’s aid when he was sure Elatine had gone. Lycaste wondered how the little man was planning to haul someone twice his weight over the edge.




    The Vulgar glanced across to Lycaste’s window and waved his rifle. ‘Hello! I need a hand here.’




    Lycaste stared for a moment then nodded, making his way to the stairs while trying not to look at any of the fallen corpses in the room. Conscious that Elatine was still at large somewhere in the place, he kept his footfalls light.




    This is not death, he realised, passing slanting bars of light churning with motes. It was something else, something his little mind just couldn’t comprehend.




    He arrived at a tall, broken window that offered a better view of the lands outside, observing how a sinuous tree grew from the stones of the black walls down below. The meadows stretched unbroken beyond where Lycaste thought the natural horizon should have been, the umber plain only breaking up into islands when it met the pale body of a circular sea.




    Continuing on, he found a way out onto the peaked roofs and negotiated a careful exit through another smashed window – this one conceivably the victim of Elatine’s rampage – watching his footing and trying to ignore the huge drop into the palm-lined courtyard below. He picked his way to the Vulgar’s side and together they looked down at the Amaranthine. Maneker glared sullenly at the dark stone in front of him.




    ‘Does that finger hurt?’ Lycaste asked tentatively in First, crouching. Elatine’s nails had cut into the flesh like blunt, wide-edged knives.




    ‘No,’ Maneker replied in Tenth.




    ‘Well …’ He glanced at Huerepo and back to the Amaranthine, finally extending a hand. ‘Here.’




    At first, it didn’t look as if the Immortal was going to accept. Finally, he glanced up at Lycaste’s hand and grabbed it, allowing himself to be hoisted quickly and easily onto the parapet ledge. He brushed at his rags, examining the finger for a second before stuffing his hand into a pocket.




    ‘Will he come back, do you think?’ the Vulgar asked.




    ‘Not if he knows what’s good for him,’ Maneker snapped, glaring at the lines of ornate windows. At length, he turned away, nostrils flaring. Lycaste glanced between them; the Vulgar Huerepo had sat down against the inner wall, not appearing to notice a milky, pale pink gemstone the size of an egg lodged in the dark marble beside him. Dozens more had been planted by some haphazard design everywhere Lycaste looked. The Vulgar smoothed his hair down, his helmet having apparently fallen off in the fall, and wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of a hand.




    Lycaste took in the soldier’s long, white ears with their dangling lobes, the foreign elongation of his skull. The man’s small nose was curiously feminine, pointed daintily at the end much like the tips of his ears, and endowed with two rather prominent nostrils. A wiry sprouting of moustache hairs decorated the corners of his lips, ginger where the sun caught them, and Lycaste couldn’t help but think of the golden Monkmen he’d seen begging at garden walls or wandering the shores of Kipris Isle, bashing away inquisitively at shells and digging for worms as the tide fell back. Huerepo’s fur-lined pinstripe tunic, wrinkled and darkened with sweat, poked from the neck of his tarnished armour – what Lycaste remembered from his schooling might have been called a plackart – a size or two too big for him as if it were nothing but a family hand-me-down. Someone, perhaps his father, had described to him how the furred Monkmen fitted into the lineage to which Lycaste himself also somehow belonged, and to which, by some vague extension, these Vulgar people must also belong. They were all of them related: fourth and fifth cousins once, twice, thrice removed. Their eyes met briefly as Lycaste studied him, unable to look away despite the vastness of the world around them. Huerepo stared back, as if noticing the difference between the two of them for the first time himself, then pulled his simple pistol from its holster to inspect it, tipping a handful of bullets into his palm. Lycaste had seen Old World bullets – Impatiens had kept a store of them in his home for shooting bottles – but they were mostly spherical, not particularly dangerous unless you caught one in the eye. He got the impression that the sharp things Huerepo was counting would have stopped Elatine without much trouble, feeling a little safer at the thought.




    He glanced at Maneker, who stood with his back to them, gazing out at the view. The Amaranthine’s corpse-borrowed clothes were stained with watermarks of yellowed grime, ripped here and there by the fall to reveal patches of tanned skin beneath. Lycaste went to the wall’s edge, keeping his distance from the Immortal. After a while, Maneker glanced at him askance, his rage apparently abated at last.




    ‘And what do they call you? Something floral, I suppose?’




    Lycaste looked down at him, almost afraid to reply. ‘Lycaste Cruenta.’




    Maneker nodded, taking in Lycaste’s nine-foot height. ‘A red Tenthling Melius. And a friend of Sotiris Gianakos, no less. You have come up in the world, haven’t you?’




    Lycaste coloured self-consciously, glancing around at Huerepo, who had stopped fiddling with his gun to watch them. ‘I did as he asked – I found you.’




    ‘You did. And now here we are.’




    Lycaste followed his gaze. ‘Where …?’ he began carefully, hearing the stupidity in his own voice.




    ‘Proximo Carolus,’ the Vulgar said from behind them. ‘The Second Solar Satrapy.’




    Lycaste took a breath, realising how terrified he’d been that his first fears – that they were all of them dead and turned to spirits – might be confirmed. Maneker turned, surprised.




    ‘I recognise the land bridge from maps, Amaranthine.’




    The Immortal nodded approvingly. ‘Then you know we haven’t come far. Four light-years or so. Your name?’




    ‘Huerepo, Sire,’ the Vulgar said, performing an extravagant little bow.




    ‘How,’ Lycaste began, unable for a moment to phrase his question, ‘how did we get … inside?’




    Maneker gestured to Huerepo for the answer. ‘Vulgar?’




    Huerepo glanced at Lycaste sheepishly. ‘Bilocation. Amaranthine can telegraph themselves, disappear and reappear at will. The iron particles in their blood align into patterns over time. It is a magnetic effect.’




    Lycaste nodded slowly as if he understood, a technique he’d perfected over the years to avoid follow-up questions. Maneker looked shrewdly at him, then at Huerepo.




    ‘You speak well for a Prism, Vulgar.’




    ‘Thank you, Sire,’ Huerepo said courteously, dipping his head. ‘And you saved our lives.’




    Lycaste grunted in agreement. His head still spun at each glimpse of the view from the parapet. Four light-years, Maneker had said. The words meant nothing, of course, but carried with them the suggestion of enormity. It was clear, he thought, as he placed a hand on the smooth, warm marble of the wall, that any dangers he had faced before were long gone now, dissolved as they’d fallen into the night.




    The Vulgar got to his feet and Lycaste watched with mild alarm as the little man hoisted himself over the steep pitch of the roof and disappeared. The Amaranthine, having gone through the pockets of his stolen rags and placed an assortment of trinkets on the wall, now appeared to be thinking, and Lycaste wasn’t inclined to disturb him. The breeze moaned around them, hot and flower-scented, the plaintive cries of an altogether foreign bird lilting on the air, making him feel even further from home. Far beyond, rivers poured like slippery silver into green deltas, hazed by gargantuan distance. He felt himself retch, swallowing, but nothing came up. It felt like a long time since he’d last eaten.




    A wild commotion drew Lycaste’s attention abruptly back to the roof, the hair rising on his arms. Huerepo stumbled into view, tripping, cursing and waving his pistol. Two creatures followed, both brandishing black metal staves like pokers. At the sight of them, Lycaste stood, squaring his shoulders instinctively. They were smaller and even uglier than the Vulgar, both dressed in fine, shimmering waistcoats of red fabric. Lycaste realised with a start that the material was silk.




    The two Prism noticed him and paused, their tirade of abuse halted for a moment, before thrusting the staves in Huerepo’s direction again. Both the Vulgar and the other creatures raged at each other in a language Lycaste had never heard before, though he found it relatively easy to detect the percussive expletives, repeated over and over again by both sides. Huerepo stamped his little foot and aimed his weapon theatrically at the nearest one, screaming at the top of his voice, but the creature appeared undeterred.




    Maneker watched the altercation with a cool eye. He stepped past the three quarrelling Prism, apparently unconcerned as Huerepo pulled the trigger in his attacker’s face. The pistol misfired with a puff of white smoke, a golden shell pinging away across the roof.




    ‘Bilocation ruins weaponry,’ Maneker said tersely, stepping between the Prism and forcing them apart. ‘Away,’ he cursed, slapping at one of the angry creatures. It howled and dropped its poker with a clang, scuttling behind its fellow. Huerepo turned the pistol over in his hands, confused.




    Lycaste sat down warily, listening to the way Maneker spoke to the creatures in that same, clipped language and covertly examining Huerepo’s pistol. It looked fairly simple, even to him: a coil of rusted spring encased in a soldered stock, slid back and forth by a bolt. Some slight artistry had been engraved into the weapon’s golden barrel, which Lycaste guessed had originally come from another firearm.




    After what felt like a very long time, in which Huerepo managed to completely dismantle the gun and put it back together again, the Amaranthine turned back to them, snapping his fingers.




    ‘These Pifoon say the port of Astirion-Salay – a few days from here – still operates, but they won’t take me there. Bands of disloyal acolytes are roaming the Satrapy lands, on the lookout for Amaranthine. Maneker assessed them with his shrewd gaze, ‘I can’t have anyone slowing me down.’ He licked his lips, glancing out into the expanse. ‘I have places to be, as I’m sure you both understand.’




    Lycaste cradled his elbows, dismayed. ‘But … what—’




    Maneker shot him a glare. ‘Do as you wish, sir. Stay here or walk to the far pole, I really don’t care – but if I find you on my trail it won’t be pleasant.’ He took a longer look at Huerepo, then drew his rags about him and marched away across the roof, the two jowly Pifoon shooting them malevolent glances before following. After a few feet the Amaranthine hesitated, turning back. ‘But be warned. This place is not safe – not for any of us. Tread lightly, wherever you go.’ He considered them, the wind tousling his hair. ‘I wish you both luck.’




    When Maneker had gone, Lycaste crept to Huerepo’s side and the safety of the pistol, which the soldier was hastily reloading. ‘That’s it?’ he asked, feeling the first stirrings of panic. ‘He’s leaving us here?’




    ‘Evidently.’




    ‘I thought this was an Amaranthine land? It isn’t safe?’




    Huerepo slid the last bullet into its chamber and wound the mechanism closed, pulling back an oiled spring and cocking a latch at the side. ‘He was imprisoned by them,’ the Vulgar said, ‘an enemy of the Firmamental Throne.’ He glanced at Lycaste, shrugging. ‘As, I suppose, are we, as accomplices.’




    ‘Nonsense,’ Lycaste said, shaking his head. ‘I know an Amaranthine – Sotiris. He’s a kind man.’




    Huerepo snorted. ‘Kind men are not welcome these days.’ He stood with a groan, holstering the pistol. ‘Come on.’




    ‘But he told us not to follow him,’ Lycaste said.




    The Vulgar stared at him. ‘You’re a simple soul, aren’t you?’




    




    There was no further sign of Elatine in the castle’s dust-choked interiors. A wide spiral stairway led down into the tower, each surface carved from smooth marble. Larger jewels embedded in the pinkish stone shone dully as they passed, perhaps polished smooth by the inquisitive touch of thousands of years’ worth of guests. Lycaste stopped and listened, peering down the steps to the next floor where a jumbled pile of broken porcelain lay at the centre of a swirling white floor mosaic.




    Huerepo checked his rifle as he went, perhaps refusing to believe that it had also been damaged by the Bilocation. Lycaste paused at the pile of smashed crockery, watching the Vulgar fiddling with the weapon.




    ‘What do you think? Will it work?’




    ‘I can’t tell,’ the Vulgar said. He sighted it on an unbroken marble urn the size of a bathtub and pulled the trigger as Lycaste covered his ears. It clicked, the spring snapping forward like an animal trap, but didn’t fire. They looked at each other.




    Huerepo cursed, hurling down the weapon and kicking it across the floor. Bullets emptied as it spun, mostly spilling down the next stairwell. Huerepo paused, breathing heavily, both of them listening to the clicking roll of the ordnance as it made its way to the levels below, the echoes of the Vulgar’s rage reverberating down through the chambers of the building.




    Lycaste picked up a broken shard of porcelain the length of a dagger, finding a smaller piece among the rubble and handing it to Huerepo. He followed the sound of the rolling bullets, making his way carefully down the small steps, built for daintier feet than his own. ‘Who do you expect to meet out here, anyway? More of your sort? Those vicious-looking things that were killing Secondlings?’




    ‘These Vaulted Lands are open now, to anyone and anything with an interest in treasure,’ Huerepo said. ‘This will be a hellish place in no time, what with the treaty over and the Amaranthine strung up.’ He looked at Lycaste. ‘The Vulgar, the Lacaille, the Pifoon – they’ll all be fighting tooth and claw for whatever they can get.’




    ‘But don’t the Amaranthine employ you? You would steal from them?’




    Huerepo shrugged, frowning as he looked down the darkened stair. ‘Hounds eat their master when he dies.’




    They continued on, passing dark, empty ballrooms and great magenta-veined doors double Elatine’s height, emerging after a while into the antechamber of the marble edifice, the fields of flowers sighing at the end of the pale hall.




    




    ‘Did you see all the headless people?’ Lycaste whispered as they made their faltering way under dappled palm shadows, at the mercy of twinkling, zipping insects.




    ‘Yes,’ Huerepo said. ‘This is a place of arrival, I think. They must have been left here as a warning.’




    Gradually the forest swallowed them, hiding the views of the meadows beyond. Lycaste’s guts felt hollow from hunger. Drool ran from the corners of his mouth. He considered the shiny insects, wondering whether the bees were like that – all bejewelled and fancy – simply because they fed on the glittering landscape. He had a sudden image of himself stumbling home one day barnacled with sapphires from head to toe, nothing but skin and bone beneath.




    Unseen creatures hooting in the palm canopies brought his attention back to the forest around them. They were following a trodden trail in the moss, glistening where boots had trampled not long before.




    ‘Should we be going this way …?’ Lycaste muttered, his words dying off.




    A person stood among the trees, glaring sidelong at them. Huerepo wandered on obliviously, still muttering, his pockets clinking with bullets and jewelled insect shells.




    More men came, slipping in and out of shade. Huerepo noticed at last and froze, his fingers flying to his holster and remaining there.




    They wore patched red and blue velvet, Lycaste saw, rubbed and threadbare around the elbows and knees, with high boots that fitted close around their shins like those he had seen some of the Amaranthine wearing. Thick chains dangling assorted pendants, rings and talismans hung from their necks. Scabbarded swords weighted with gems adorned the belts of many, threatening to drag down their pantaloons. Their bushy, expectant faces studied him, impolitely uncoloured.




    More men sitting deeper in the woods saw him and stood, their ears flattening curiously. They were dressed in shining plates of beautiful yet ancient-looking armour. Great dyed beards hung from the chins of the eldest, clearly combed and coiffed with great care. Their mounts, tied in the shade of the palms beyond, were leopard-spotted, stunted relatives of the zeltabras from home.




    They were Melius, like him, but of a race he’d never seen before.




    ‘Alsu, son Elt Worlter,’ said a sitting man in some gibberish speak. Then: ‘Lycaste?’




    A cold sweat rippled over him.




    The Melius looked questioningly at him.




    He noticed how the men at the back had long rifles aimed at Huerepo rather than him. ‘Yes?’




    ‘Lycaste!’ two other men exclaimed together. ‘Lycaste del Elt Worlter!’




    Lycaste smiled nervously as they laughed. He shrugged, his embarrassment growing, and they roared with approval. Even Huerepo had begun to smirk, though weapons were still trained on him. Everyone quietened abruptly as Maneker shouldered his way through the company and glared at Lycaste.




    ‘I gave simple instructions,’ he said. ‘Simple instructions. But here you are.’ The Amaranthine climbed into the stirrup of the smallest beast and sat astride, waiting. ‘Get a ferdie.’




    Lycaste gaped at him.




    ‘Get a mount, imbecile.’




    The only spare was tethered to a palm deeper in the woods. Lycaste checked its bags and gave it a pat. Huerepo followed him, stopping short and pointing.




    ‘What’s that about, then?’




    He looked, spotting a body lying crumpled on the forest floor, its feet tied to the saddle of the nearby animal. He appeared to be a bandit, perhaps the sort Maneker had mentioned. He’d been dragged behind the mount and was bloodied from head to foot, his clothes peeled almost completely away. A beautifully iridescent weapon lay in the moss beside him. Lycaste bent, not wanting to touch the body, studying the gun more closely.




    ‘Amaranthine weapon,’ Huerepo said, standing back and eyeing the corpse uneasily.




    Lycaste moved to retrieve it, holding his breath to avoid the stench of decomposition. He’d thought he might get used to death, having seen and smelled so much of it in such a short space of time, but he found himself quivering once more, his old bravado nothing but a spell that had touched him briefly and left. He picked up the weapon: a pistol, by the looks of it.




    It was, fittingly, an item of Amaranthine perfection, carved from what appeared to be a single piece of polished crystal or pearl. Some distant, detached part of his mind found the weapon exceptionally beautiful and wished to collect it, the way he’d once collected wooden people for his palace back home. He gripped the stock, smooth against his palm.




    The dead man muttered and flung out a hand, grasping him by the ankle. Lycaste yelped, involuntarily kicking him, and jumped back. The bandit smiled a gap-toothed smile.




    ‘Take it,’ he wheezed in First. ‘Use it.’




    Lycaste held it away from the man.




    The bandit smirked, his head lolling back. ‘Use it on them, while they are a-sleeping.’




    Lycaste met Huerepo’s eye and stowed the pistol hurriedly in a bandolier dangling from the ferdie’s saddlebags.




    ‘Farewell,’ the man said, breathing quickly as if he’d just run a race. ‘Lycaste, of the Old World.’




    




    They made camp in the seemingly endless meadows that evening, tethering their ferdies to another grove of low, thick-trunked palms. Lycaste saw to his own, having been given it for the remainder of the journey on the provision that he kept up with the convoy as it cantered through the grass, the riders sitting high on their animals’ rumps.




    Something had been following them through the mossy forest as they’d left its borders: a shadow peeping between the trees. It could only have been Elatine, jealously watching them go. Lycaste kept trembling watch, understanding that his guides, though they kept their own counsel, had noticed the shadow, too.




    He looked at the ferdie’s calm, dark eyes as he tied it, patting its spotty flank. He wouldn’t give it a name, and yet the part of him that was most afraid wanted to, just so he might have a friend.




    Over the half-day’s ride from the castle, they’d lost that feeling of pursuit, seeing little but flowers and grass, their ferdies stoically navigating the paths in the meadows, ears flicking at the curiosity of jewelled insects and tiny velvety hummingbirds that hovered to inspect them. Lycaste had tried to talk to the birds, sensing as he did so Huerepo’s amusement behind him, but they only stared beadily for a moment more before flitting to the next rider. The Vulgar, who had chosen to sit atop Lycaste’s shoulders rather than be carried in a Loyalist’s saddlebags, had spent the day antagonising the bees into stinging him while steadily passing down a number of gold and silver barbs. Lycaste kept them for him in a pouch, wondering incredulously what the little man wouldn’t do for treasure.
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