
















[image: ]


[image: ]









Contents




	Cover Page


	Title Page


	Copyright Page


	Also by Tom Fletcher


	Dedication


	Map


	Prologue


	PART ONE


	1 Getting It Wrong


	2 Discard Nights


	3 In the Halls of the Mushroom Queen


	4 Tanglepipe Junction


	5 Pyramid Slope


	6 Big Old Lash


	7 Eyes Disappointed


	8 Spider Kurt


	9 The House of a Thousand Hollows


	10 Arbitration


	11 Blood Drunk


	12 Exile


	13 Bloody Nora


	PART TWO


	14 The Cup and Skull


	15 The Clawbaby


	16 Bridge


	17 Daunt’s Berserkers


	18 The Oversight


	19 Going Down


	20 Swamp Life


	21 Swamp Madness


	22 Mushroom Gatherers


	23 The Bottom of the World


	PART THREE


	24 The Giving Beast


	25 Idle Hands


	26 Green’s Benediction


	27 A Speedy Getaway


	28 The Exchange


	29 Who do you hate?


	30 Resolution


	Acknowledgements












Guide




	Cover


	Title Page


	Table of Contents















Page List




	i


	ii


	iii


	iv


	v


	1


	2


	3


	4


	5


	7


	8


	9


	10


	11


	12


	13


	14


	15


	16


	17


	18


	19


	20


	21


	22


	23


	24


	25


	26


	27


	28


	29


	30


	32


	33


	34


	35


	36


	37


	38


	39


	40


	41


	42


	43


	45


	46


	47


	48


	49


	50


	51


	52


	53


	54


	55


	56


	57


	58


	59


	60


	61


	62


	63


	64


	65


	66


	67


	68


	69


	70


	71


	72


	73


	74


	75


	76


	77


	78


	79


	80


	81


	82


	83


	84


	85


	86


	87


	88


	89


	90


	91


	92


	93


	94


	95


	96


	97


	98


	99


	100


	101


	102


	103


	104


	105


	106


	107


	108


	109


	110


	111


	112


	113


	114


	115


	116


	117


	118


	119


	120


	121


	122


	123


	124


	125


	126


	127


	128


	129


	130


	131


	132


	133


	134


	135


	136


	137


	138


	139


	140


	141


	142


	143


	144


	145


	146


	147


	148


	149


	150


	151


	152


	153


	154


	155


	156


	157


	158


	159


	160


	161


	162


	163


	164


	165


	166


	167


	168


	169


	170


	171


	173


	174


	175


	176


	177


	178


	179


	180


	181


	182


	183


	184


	185


	186


	187


	188


	189


	190


	191


	192


	193


	194


	195


	196


	197


	198


	199


	200


	201


	202


	203


	204


	205


	206


	207


	208


	209


	210


	211


	212


	213


	214


	215


	216


	217


	218


	219


	220


	221


	222


	223


	224


	225


	226


	227


	228


	229


	230


	231


	232


	233


	234


	235


	236


	237


	238


	239


	240


	241


	242


	243


	244


	245


	246


	247


	248


	249


	250


	251


	252


	253


	254


	255


	256


	257


	258


	259


	260


	261


	262


	263


	264


	265


	266


	267


	268


	269


	270


	271


	272


	273


	274


	275


	276


	277


	278


	279


	280


	281


	282


	283


	284


	285


	286


	287


	288


	289


	290


	291


	292


	293


	294


	295


	296


	297


	298


	299


	300


	301


	302


	303


	304


	305


	306


	307


	309


	310


	311


	312


	313


	314


	315


	316


	317


	318


	319


	320


	321


	322


	323


	324


	325


	326


	327


	328


	329


	330


	331


	332


	333


	334


	335


	336


	337


	338


	339


	340


	341


	342


	343


	344


	345


	346


	347


	348


	349


	350


	351


	352


	353


	354


	355


	356


	357


	358


	359


	360


	361


	362


	363


	364


	365


	366


	367


	368


	369


	370


	371


	372


	373


	374


	375


	376


	377


	378


	379


	380


	381


	382


	383


	384


	385


	386


	387


	388


	389


	390


	391


	392















First published in Great Britain in 2014 by Jo Fletcher Books


This edition published in 2015 by 
Jo Fletcher Books 
an imprint of Quercus Editions Ltd
55 Baker Street
7th Floor, South Block
London
W1U 8EW


Copyright © 2014 Tom Fletcher 
Map copyright © 2015 Beth Ward


The moral right of Tom Fletcher to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 978 1 84866 254 4 
Print ISBN 978 1 84866 255 1


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk and
www.jofletcherbooks.com









GLEAM


‘There’s true passion in every written word . . . With a storyline that promises more, Gleam is definitely not one to discard’


SCIFINOW


‘Hugely entertaining’


SFX


‘Partly inspired by Mervyn Peake’s Gormenghast . . . Fletcher manages to do justice to this fantasy legend’


AVID FANTASY REVIEWS


‘Alan’s sidekicks are beautifully grotesque and Fletcher isn’t too precious about keeping all of them alive, which I find quite refreshing in this sort of book’


THE HORROR HOUTHOUSE


‘Gleam is a strong start to a very interesting world. Anyone looking for a science fiction tale of grim darkness should definitely pick this one up’


STARBURST


‘A very accomplished novel. It’ll be a long wait for the sequel!’


UPCOMING4.ME


‘Beyond fascinating . . . I quickly fell in love with this book’


BIBLIOSANCTUM


‘Absolutely one of my favourite books of the year’


LIZ LOVES BOOKS


‘I, for one, look forward to finding out more’


TOR.COM









Also by Tom Fletcher


The Leaping


The Thing on the Shore


The Ravenglass Eye









To and for Beth and Jake









[image: mapimg]










Prologue


Nobody in living memory ever saw it from outside – that was part of its strangeness – but if you were to see it from outside, you’d see what looked like a great curved circular wall, like a great skull emerging from the verdant, swampy landscape: a skull with its crown knocked in. On closer inspection the wall would reveal itself not to be a wall but instead a mass of architecture, a confusion of stone buildings all pressed up against each other, so squashed and interconnected as to be all one structure. Close up they are a riot of different colours, but there are so many of them that from a distance their colours run to a muddy grey. They all prop each other up like drunks. They have arms around each other: gantries and bridges. Closer still, and you can see that some appear to have given birth to others: what at first looked like a chimney is in fact a fat tower; what looked like an ornate balcony is some kind of mansion house that’s erupted like a boil. The structures branch and intertwine. Now you can see that they are thick with old rusted pipes and scattered irregularly with odd-shaped windows, some with glass and some without. As intimated, there is something organic about the architecture, but at this near distance now you can see that there is plenty of real, actual flora involved too, spreading across the various surfaces. Moss and lichens on a gigantic scale. Forests of trees growing on the vertical plane, all bending upwards. Flocks of white birds twist and wheel in the air around it. The skull, that is: the edifice. They nest in its sheer sides. They call to each other with cold voices.


Inside that exterior ring, the buildings are not so tall, which is why the place looks like a bashed-in skull, or like it’s got a wall. But they are just as densely packed, and just as disparate and strange. The scale is beginning to disorientate you. You feel as if you have a handle on it, but then details betray just how wrong you are. That’s not a shrub: it’s a vast and ancient oak tree. That’s not an old bowl left out after some rooftop picnic, but some kind of swimming pool or water tank. And swimming in it … that’s not a beetle. What is it? You’re not sure. What looks like a row of terraces is actually a towering red-brick mill of some sort, and even that is nothing to the building on top of which it has been constructed. It is a bright, clear day, and the sunlight is bringing out the blue of the slates, and setting the red bricks on fire. There is an abundance of both.


Shacks and shanties of wood and metal encrust stretches of the roofscape like colonies of small molluscs. Herds of sheep and goats graze on the side of a tower that’s leaning crazily. These living things seem impossibly small. Despite the bright colours and the signs of life, there is something nightmarish about this, about the size of it. A fast-flowing river springs from the gigantic, jagged mouth of a marble pipe, and then, later, somewhere else, plunges as a waterfall over the edge of the roof of a huge and ruined castle. A human and a donkey both stand on that rooftop, further back, and drink from the river. There are lakes with a rainbow sheen that no living creatures touch. There are complex metal things that look like they used to move once upon a time, but are now rusted fast. Machines. Old, broken machines, some as big as the buildings. Like the buildings, their functions are unclear.


Your eye is drawn now, as all eyes here are, to the centre. From the centre rises the one structure that is not tarnished with extraneous growth, or overwhelmed with moss, or just rounded and worn by erosion. It’s a vast, black, six-sided pyramid, separated from the rest of the chaos by a ring of ashen wasteland. The wasteland is the top of a hill, which slopes down into a darkness from which all the rest of the chaos emerges. This is the only visible ground in the whole place, and it’s grey and dusty and somehow creepy. The pyramid itself, though, looks clean and new, and its edges are all sharp. Its stone has depth and shine. Every block of it has been carved into a relief of intricate symbols. The slopes of the pyramid are full of openings – windows, balconies, galleries – that are all difficult to see, because the interiors of these surface details are also black. Around the top of the pyramid – a thin and vicious point – hangs an elaborate metal framework, which supports a whole battery of objects made out of glass and bronze. Telescopes and mirrors, magnifying lenses and orreries, measuring devices. Like an explosion of glass and bronze just frozen in that instant, and all glinting in the bright sunlight. The sun is going down now and the glints are reddish. It is from this range of artefacts, possibly, that the name of this whole hulking edifice derives its name: Gleam. That’s what most of its inhabitants think, and as we don’t know any better we will proceed under the same assumption. The truth is that nobody living knows for sure. Nobody living knows much of anything about Gleam; they’re all kept busy just trying to get by.


For now.










PART ONE











1

Getting It Wrong


The Pyramid was full of light. The huge and complex array of crystals, mirrors and lenses at the structure’s tip harvested the shine from the sun, moons, stars and planets, and focused it inwards, where it was reflected and bounced from one storey to another, refracted though great glass panes and stored up in frosted globes that would release it slowly throughout the night.


Alan lay on his back in the pool, gazing up at the enormous white globe that hung above him. The water was treated with minerals that made it dense, enabling Pyramid workers to float in it without having to swim or kick. As a consequence – Alan had always assumed unintended, but perhaps not – the water was milky-blue and opaque.


The globe was beginning to glow a soft yellow colour, which meant that outside the sun was setting, which meant that it was nearly time.


Alan rolled over in the water, swam towards the side of the pool, and, once he was in shallower waters, stood up. The pool-room occupied one entire high-level Pyramid storey. Like the Pyramid, it was hexagonal, as was the pool itself. Alan was one of perhaps two hundred bathers, yet the pool was not crowded. Nobody spoke. Speaking in here was forbidden. The only sound was that of the milky-blue water cascading into the pool from channels carved into the marble floor at each of the six corners. Each of the six walls had a long window that ran the length of it. The sunset was livid over Gleam: a liquid sky full of thin pink and orange streaks, the ancient ruins that surrounded the Pyramid stark and black against it. A Third-Tier Assistant Alchemical Co-ordinator stood by one of the windows, waiting for him. He didn’t know her, but she was recognisable by the combination of a perfectly shaved head, red drawstrings on the hood of her thick brown cloak and the eyebrow notches.


Bloodletting appointments were assigned to Pyramid workers according to the day, hour and minute of their birth, but as Alan hadn’t been born in the Pyramid, he had been allocated the nightfall slot, along with all those other bastards and freaks who’d come in from outside – from those black, stark ruins known collectively as the Discard.


Alan walked naked from the pool. The Co-ordinator handed him a towel. He felt eyes on him as he dressed; his heritage as a Discard baby was obvious in the red-brown tone of his skin, and Pyramid natives were not ashamed to stare. They were all painfully pale; so pale as to be luminescent. Almost translucent. Because he was from the Discard, they called him Wild. Wild Alan.


Stupid fucking Pyramidders. Except he was one himself now. There could be no us-and-them, not any more. That was what Marion kept telling him. ‘For Billy’s sake,’ she’d said, now that they had a son, ‘drop the aggro. Let the chip heal from your shoulder.’


He’d agreed.


The Co-ordinator turned back to the window as Alan stepped into his trousers, shrugged on his shift, and fastened his own cloak around his waist. The cloaks were far too thick, given the perpetual heat, but like everything else their purpose was symbolic, their cuts and colours and details laden with so many various meanings that Alan hadn’t bothered to try to decode his own, let alone anybody else’s. Once he was dressed, she led him to the Bleeding Atriums.


The stairwells and corridors of the Pyramid were wide and clean and airy. They passed terraces with intricate topiary and off-shift Pyramidders sipping cool drinks from long glasses, courtyards full of glass statues and tinkling fountains, vast spaces occupied by polished brass machine sculptures that spun noiselessly in mid-air. All of the walls were white marble, veined pale blue, whereas the exterior of the Pyramid was black. Alan remembered it from his childhood: a shining black monolith, looming over all.


The Bleeding Atriums were small hexagonal chambers with six black leather chairs, equally spaced, each facing one of the six walls. Orange light came in through small, high windows. The chairs were elaborate constructions – large brass cogs and wheels allowed them to recline, and from their metal armrests extended tubes and wires that intertwined and spun off into spidery machines that sat over each chair like the spun-sugar domes that desserts came served with in the Refectory.


The Co-ordinator gestured to one of the chairs. Alan sat down, despite the bile rising in him. He rolled up his sleeves. The Co-ordinator moved to stand behind the chair and turned the machine on. It came to life with a hum and a buzz. Alan could feel it vibrating around him. The chair slowly tipped him back. Alan watched the Co-ordinator as she screwed two new needles into the apparatus. Once she was done, she looked at him. He leaned back and closed his eyes.


He felt the needles slide beneath the skin on the undersides of his forearms. A moment later came the pain. He gritted his teeth. He felt as if two small ugly creatures were crouched at either side, sucking him dry via proboscises. He could almost hear them slurping and gulping. The pain increased as the letting went on; the needles were thick, their appetites large.


But this was just the price to pay, not merely for their safety and security, but for Billy’s. For their homes within the Pyramid. Two pints a week: not a lot to give. Not really.


Enough to leave you weak, though. Enough to leave you tired. Enough to leave even Alan pale and eye-bagged and capable of nothing but sleep.


He could do it. He could give it, for Marion and for Billy. To keep the peace. Everybody else did it; why shouldn’t he?


He gritted his teeth and screwed up his eyes. He wanted to squirm in the seat, but couldn’t risk dislodging the needles and the inevitable re-insertion.


As the volume taken increased, the buzzing of the machine grew louder, and the chair began to vibrate. Alan’s skull felt as if it were coming apart. This was when the headache began. This was when the headache always began, and it would last until almost the following week’s letting.


Then, abruptly, the vibrating stopped and the sound ceased completely. Alan gingerly opened his eyes, wincing as they let the little light in. The Co-ordinator was smiling as she withdrew the needles, unscrewed them, and posted them into a small hole in the marble wall. ‘There we go,’ she said. ‘That wasn’t too bad, was it?’


Alan stared at her, squeezing his head between his palms. ‘You get let too, right?’ he asked.


‘Of course.’


‘Then you know exactly how bad it is.’


The Co-ordinator’s smile vanished. ‘Blaspheme again and—’


‘All right, all right.’ Alan stood up, still massaging his temples. ‘So I suppose you’re as unlikely as the rest to tell me what the blood’s used for?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘By Green’s teeth.’ Alan laughed to himself. ‘Hey. It’s like trying to get blood from – from a—’


‘Stop it.’ The Assistant Alchemical Co-ordinator’s tone was sharp. ‘It’s a ritual.’


‘Aye, right.’ Everything in Alan’s field of vision was white-edged and pulsing. He closed his eyes again and sat back down.


‘I’m going to need you to leave right now,’ the Co-ordinator said, ‘or I’ll summon the Arbitrators.’


‘Okay,’ Alan said, rising slowly to his feet once more. ‘Okay. I’m going, see? I’m going.’


He walked unsteadily from the room.


The bloodletting was the hardest aspect of Pyramid life to swallow. And how long had he been a Pyramidder now? Since he was eight. Twelve years … Though fuck, no. He’d never been a Pyramidder and he never would be. He still dreamed about Modest Mills; being able to run around outside. And not in some courtyard or garden, but the real outside – the Discard. The ruins and the rivers and the great, knotted trees. He missed the birds. Sometimes you could see birds from Pyramid windows, but there were special squadrons of Arbitrators assigned the sole task of shooting them down. And he remembered people making things and selling things and saying what they wanted and sleeping where they wanted and being in control of their own lives and not having to endure that awful, Green-damned bloodletting. He remembered bright colours and market stalls. He remembered animals. Not the horrible things they had in glass boxes in the Pyramid classrooms, but sheep, cats, rats.


He remembered the fire and the screaming and the blood on his parents’ faces as …


Of course, Marion’s life had been different. She didn’t know what it was really like outside. She’d been raised on fear and lies. And she hadn’t witnessed what he’d witnessed: the Arbitrators marching in, their knives flashing in the firelight, the …


It wasn’t that he simply didn’t want to endure the bloodletting, or the Daily Stationing. It wasn’t that he was so selfish he couldn’t tolerate it for her sake, for Billy’s sake. It wasn’t selfishness. It wasn’t pig-headedness. It was just that he wanted to know what it was all for. And, given his experience, he couldn’t imagine that it was all for anything good. Marion put that down to paranoia.


Their quarters were on the South-East Straits. He realised that he was on their corridor, not having taken in any of his surroundings, when he heard Billy screaming. This wasn’t the usual hungry-or-tired tantrum-style crying, though; it was louder, more desperate. It plucked at something inside Alan’s throat and made him cold. He started to run.


The entrances to Fifth-Tier Workers’ apartments were smooth archways with polished bronze doors that were weighted to slide inside the walls once unlocked. The door to their apartment was locked, but scratched and dented. Alan quickly unlocked it; it rolled sideways.


Marion stood in the middle of the room, holding Billy to her. He was rigid and screaming, his little head bright red beneath his blond curls. Marion was red-eyed and wet-faced, tears still coming. Her blonde hair was plastered across her face. Blood ran from her nose and a burst lip, shockingly bright against her alabaster skin. All of their furniture had been overturned, their clothes ripped, Billy’s toys smashed. Food was splattered across the marble walls and smeared over the Tracker Tablet, on which Alan and Marion had to keep track of all of their Utmost Vitals – hours Stationed, productivity, hours slept, food consumed, days chaste, dates of attempts at conception, and more, and yet more – the list was endless. Even Billy had Utmost Vitals, though Pyramidders under sixteen had a slightly shorter list than the adults. Alan rushed in and went to put his arms around Marion and Billy.


Marion pushed him away. ‘What did you do?’ she yelled. ‘What the fuck did you do? What the fuck is wrong with you?’


Alan shook his head. ‘What? Marion, what’s happened here? I didn’t do anything. What … Tell me what happened.’ He stepped forward again.


Marion backhanded him across the face, hard. ‘Of course you did something! You’re always doing something!’ Her voice was raw. ‘The fucking Arbitrators, Alan! They did this! They came here, they did this, they’ – she pointed to her face – ‘they did this. They made Billy watch. And they did it because of you. Because of something you’d done.’ She sat down on the floor and laid Billy down across her lap. Alan wanted to lift him up, enfold him. He kicked and shrieked. The noise was deafening. Marion pointed at him, at Alan. ‘You told me – you told me – that you’d stopped.’


Alan’s face burned. He didn’t say anything.


‘You told me.’ She crumpled as fresh sobs rose up.


‘Marion, I’m sorry. I have stopped. I’ve stopped now. But—’


She glanced up.


Seeing the look in her eyes, Alan’s words momentarily failed him. ‘Marion, it’s important,’ he said. He’d believed the words true until he spoke them.


‘What’s important?’ Her words were lizard bones.


‘That people know.’ Why did he continue trying to justify himself? His reasoning was hollow in the face of the hurt wrought on Marion.


‘So you have done something.’


‘Should I just have let this go?’ Alan pointed to his nose, all bent out of shape. ‘The imprisonment?’ He didn’t want to argue with her, but she had to know that he’d had reasons for doing what he’d done, and that he hadn’t anticipated this.


‘You provoke them! Alan, you fucking idiot, you’ve got a son now! Stop kicking the dog!’


‘My mum and dad?’ Alan realised that he too was shouting, and his own cheeks were wet. ‘My mum and dad? All those people? I provoked that, did I?’


‘Of course you didn’t. But you told me you’d stopped. You promised.’


Alan stepped over shards of glass and bent down to pick Billy up. ‘Hey, son,’ he said quietly. ‘Hey.’ But Billy kept on crying, and tried to wriggle free. ‘Talk to me,’ Alan said. ‘You’re a big boy now. You can use words.’ But Billy didn’t.


‘He’s upset,’ Marion said, taking the boy back.


‘I can see that.’


‘Alan, I’m sorry. You have to leave. You’ve put Billy and me at risk, and you living here is a danger to us both.’


Alan stared. But as sick as the notion made him, he knew she was right. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I mean, I understand. I don’t want to, though. I love you. I love him. I love you both. I’ve stopped, I’ve stopped. I won’t do it any more.’


‘You’ve promised that before,’ Marion said. ‘Can’t you see? Billy comes first, Alan! Not you! Not your principles, not what you saw, not your grievances! Billy! Our son!’


‘It’s for him I do it all.’


‘So you do. You’re still at it.’


‘All I’ve done is meet with Eyes a couple of times on the terraces and—’


‘Stop.’ Marion rose up. ‘Alan, you lied to me. I know you have your reasons. I understand your reasons, too. But look at me. Look at us. Look what they’ve done to us, because of you.’


Alan took in the bruises on Marion’s face, Billy’s hysteria, the destruction that had been visited upon their home: the enormity of his mistakes made explicit for him. True guilt blossomed within him and it was a physical sickness. His head was pounding. He felt as if his flesh were fizzing. ‘Yes,’ he said, quietly. ‘To go is the last thing I want, but I know I must.’


‘It will be past curfew now, so you’ll have to head straight for the Discard. You can pack a bag.’


‘The Discard.’


‘Yes.’


‘Marion …’ Alan’s heart had wrenched itself free inside him and was sinking. He hurt all over. ‘I love you. I love Billy. I can’t lose you. I can’t.’


‘We love you too. But you staying here will hurt us. Even if you never put a foot wrong again, you are marked. We will be held in suspicion.’


Alan didn’t say anything.


‘For Billy,’ Marion said.


Alan knelt down and took his son in his arms again. His little body was hot. The boy’s crying had subsided, and he looked up at his father with big blue eyes. His flushed cheeks were covered with snot. His small mouth was closed and serious. ‘You’re thinking hard, hey?’ Alan said. He didn’t know why he said that. He brought Billy up to his chest and squeezed him. Billy put his arms around Alan’s neck and his chin on Alan’s shoulder.


‘Let me put him to bed,’ Alan said.


Marion nodded. ‘Okay.’


But Billy wouldn’t settle. He kept standing up in his cot. He thought everything was okay again, and wanted to play. ‘Good morn-ning!’ he kept saying, with a big grin. Alan sat on top of his Billy’s wooden toy-box and tried to conquer the trembling of his lips in order to smile back. When he was able, he’d whisper, ‘Lie down, son,’ or ‘Close your eyes.’ And he’d pick the child up and lay him back down. Billy would pretend to sleep for a moment – loud, whistling snores – and then ‘wake up’ once more, standing up with another grin and ‘Good morn-ning!’


Marion pushed aside the drapes that hung from the archway into Billy’s room, and came in holding a soft leather satchel. ‘Here,’ she said.


‘Where Daddy going?’ Billy asked.


‘Daddy’s got to go out,’ Marion replied.


‘Daddy going to tation,’ Billy said, which was what he said on those mornings when Alan had the Daily Stationing day shift.


‘Not this time,’ Alan said. He stroked Billy’s hair.


Billy looked up at Alan and Marion for a little while. ‘I’m tired now,’ he said. ‘I want a bobble, plee.’


‘I’ll get you a bottle,’ Marion said, leaving. ‘Say night-night to Daddy.’


‘Night-night, Daddy.’


‘Night, Billy,’ Alan said. He picked up his bag, took hold of Billy’s hand, smiled briefly, then pushed through the drapes.


Marion was standing by the shining bronze door. Alan walked over and she opened her arms to him. ‘Don’t let him forget that I love him,’ Alan said. ‘And don’t forget that I love you, too.’


‘I won’t,’ Marion said. She kissed him deeply. ‘I love you, Alan. Take care of yourself.’


‘I will see you again,’ Alan said. ‘I’ll find a way back.’


Marion gazed into his eyes. ‘But not if it hurts him. Not if it hurts him. Not at that cost.’


‘Not at that cost,’ Alan repeated.


‘Now go.’


Alan went to the door, then stopped. He moved over to the corner of the room and picked up his guitar: something Eyes had chanced upon out there in the Discard, and brought to Alan years ago, when he was still a child. A ten-bug piece of shit, but even so, these things were difficult to come by. Its name was Snapper. The meetings with Eyes had grown infrequent over the years; Eyes was less and less able, and the Arbitrators were less and less willing to turn their backs on such behaviour. So was Marion.


He put the guitar on his back and left, head down, not entirely friendless.


*


Curfew meant that if anybody saw him out, he’d be frogmarched to one of the Chutes and dumped. Discarded. But that didn’t matter; he had nowhere else to go anyway. In fact it would be best if the Arbitrators knew that he’d gone. He was stumbling, numb. The sense Marion had made was still percolating through him, frequently igniting into white-hot self-loathing. Look what I did.


He considered trying to ascend to the Upper Executive Offices and – what? Kill somebody? He’d fantasised about such a thing time and time again, but the truth was that he’d never even heard the names of any of the Executains, let alone worked out who was responsible for what. Maybe he could just kill them all.


But murder wasn’t in him, unfortunately.


And it would probably mean they’d slit his throat before Discarding him, and then he’d definitely never see Marion or Billy again.


He thought about going to Tromo, the Arb who’d saved him back in Modest Mills, but Tromo didn’t do anything unless there was something in it for him, and right now Alan didn’t have anything to offer. As it had many times before, his mind skittered around the deal made with Tromo on his behalf back when Modest Mills was sacked, and its potential consequences. Besides, if Alan remembered correctly, Tromo was up patrolling the Astronomy and Engineering Compliance Executive Offices, and so not at all easy to reach.


He came to a window. The slope of the Pyramid meant that he could look straight up. By now the sun was down, but Satis was full, its ochre disc pocked and shadowed. Corval was half shadowed, but what could be seen of the smaller orb was more colourful – blue and green bands were still catching the sun’s light. And then there were the stars: scattered all over, but to the south was a bright, roundish cloud of them – stars gathered so thickly they looked as if they were swarming. Pyramidders referred to the star cloud as the Battle, but Alan remembered his mother calling it Green’s Eye, and it still looked like an eye to him. Various stars moved slowly around, blinking. His mother always told him they were dragons, great winged lizards that lived in space and spoke with light and flame, not words. He’d told Billy the same thing.


Billy. He had to go. If he was going to help Billy in any way, he had to escape straight away. He tore his gaze from the sky and looked out over the Discard, the expanse of mountainous ruins, the weird, twisted towers, the vast metal archways, monolithic and rusted. Huge square buildings buried beneath foliage and even forests. It was all indistinct in the dark, but here and there turrets and broken domes were silhouetted against the sky, and in places fires burned. When Alan stood alone on a balcony or a terrace, he could hear noises: the wind through leaves, metal grinding against metal. Very occasionally he’d heard what sounded like human voices raised in anger or fear. And sometimes sounds that could have been human, but could equally have been animal: strange barks and whistles. Once there’d been a long, cold howl.


He was from the Discard, almost. He shouldn’t be afraid of it. Though, really, Modest Mills had been something of a halfway house; even there he’d been warned not to venture off into the wilds. To watch for snakes, crocodiles, bandits and cannibals.


His head was splitting, and sickness had settled in his gut. His feet dragged. The bag felt very heavy. He came to the nearest Chute. An innocuous branch from the main corridor led him to a round chamber lit by one of the white globes. The walls were intricately decorated with rows of overlapping symbols in inlaid brass and bronze: triangles, eyes, discs, stick figures, fish, hands. The symbols repeated in various patterns, spiralling up around the chamber until they met with the ornate globe casing.


In the centre of the floor was a round hole. Alan looked down it. It was like one of the helter-skelter-style slides at the children’s pool he’d taken Billy to the previous weekend. Damn it. Sorry, Billy. The guilt he felt was poison.


He sat on the lip of the Chute and then waited for a patrol to happen across him.
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Discard Nights


Twelve years after ingesting him, the Pyramid spat Alan back out, and Alan found that twelve years was long enough to have softened him. The Discard was not kind to newcomers, and nor did it recognise him as one of its own. And Alan did not recognise the Discard, either; he remembered only a tiny part of it – Modest Mills – which was gone. It had been a small town, the town of his birth, where he’d had parents and a home. But it had been reduced to the ash and dust that whispered softly around the base of the Pyramid and settled into deep drifts against its side. After crawling out of the Discard Chute and digging his way through these drifts, Alan was dizzy and parched. He lay amongst the ruins for a while, looking up at the sky, and the Pyramid that occupied so much of it.


Eventually he stumbled off in the direction that he’d seen Eyes go after their few clandestine meet-ups. He still felt weak after the Bleeding, and grew hungry as well as thirsty. He was torn between wanting to meet somebody in order to ask for help, and hoping against hope that he encountered nobody. He followed a wide path that descended between abandoned buildings. He started to worry that he was too exposed, but none of the alleyway mouths or the holes in the sides of the buildings looked particularly inviting. All around were night-sounds: small movements, doors banging in the slight breeze, architecture settling. The occasional call of a nocturnal bird. There were no birds in the Pyramid, but Alan had heard their voices from the terraces on occasion. Now they sounded far too close.


That night he passed out in a great hall that housed a vast machine comprised mostly of copper tubing which had long since turned green. He was awakened by a pair of emaciated hands pawing at his legs and kicked out. His foot connected with a face and something squealed.


‘I’m sorry,’ said his new friend. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I thought you was dead. Just a little hungry is all. Just a little hungry. But seeing as you’re not dead I won’t bother you no more. A bit of meat’s such a rare thing! The rats and lizards are too fast for a skinny wretch such as myself. So sorry.’


By the light of the bright moons Alan could see the man scuffling backwards, away from him. He was almost skeletal. His bald head was grey and spotty. Alan’s skin crawled. Why would he be carrying meat? Then he woke up properly and jumped to his feet. He couldn’t see a weapon on the man’s person, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have one, or couldn’t find one. But then why hadn’t he just tried to bludgeon Alan while he slept?


Perhaps he was just hungry; perhaps he genuinely didn’t want to kill anybody.


But Alan did not hang around to find out. He ran beneath the strange machine’s appendages and out of that ruined building, and he kept running.


*


The unpleasant night became an unpleasant day, and the unpleasant days and nights became hard, painful weeks. The Discard was teeming with animal and insect life, but all the creatures Alan encountered were faster than him and he had no aptitude for tracking, trapping or hunting. There was an abundance of greenery, but he did not know which plants were edible and which were poisonous. He frequently discovered colonies of mushrooms, but he was wary of consuming them for fear of making himself ill, however badly his hunger hurt him. It was an effort to resist, but resist he did, all the while fantasising about fat brown mushrooms sizzling on a metal plate over a campfire. Building campfires was something else that he was bad at. But he survived, thanks to the Discard’s apparently infinite population of snails. They couldn’t outrun him, and he was reasonably sure they weren’t poisonous: he remembered people in Modest Mills frying them with garlic and selling them at market stalls to passers-by. Alan ate them raw – shuddering at their gritty, rubbery flesh – until he got better at building fires. After that, he toasted them on sticks. They were still gritty and rubbery, but they were not as slimy.


Without intending to, he found himself in a network of buildings and couldn’t work out where the exit was. The ground he’d stood on upon first leaving the Pyramid was now lost to him. He wandered through vast, abandoned mills, clambered down rusty metal ladders, used thick twisted vines to climb up sloping chimneys, stalked quiet, dusty corridors of pale stone, crept up on nesting pigeons and sent them cooing and squawking up into the air. He stood at windows, looking for landmarks that would help him travel with more direction, but as soon as he left any particular window he became disorientated again. It felt like whichever window he stood at – however many storeys he ascended or descended – he gazed down at yet more red-tile rooftops, either blazing in the sunlight or gleaming coldly by the light of the moons. And he gazed up at yet more buildings soaring upwards, away from him, culminating in spires and spindles or messy knots of metal pipework. The architecture looked impossible.


In another attempt to take stock of his location he tried to get to the bottom of the building he was in, but the deeper he went, the darker the interiors grew, and he became unnerved. The less light made it through the windows, the more moss and mould dampened the floors, ceilings and walls. Large, dull beetles scuttled from his footsteps. But he kept on going until, at the top of one stairwell, he heard a strange noise echoing up from the green, dripping depths; metal scraping metal, and something like laughter. He turned and fled.


He had expected to meet more people. Once he saw somebody several rooftops away, sitting on top of a chimney pot, wearing a large, outlandish hat, smoking, and sipping from a shiny hip-flask, as if there was nothing to be afraid of. Alan almost dived from the windowsill he was leaning over, shouting ‘Hello! Hello!’ but by the time he’d lowered himself down into a small paved courtyard and then climbed up a drainpipe onto the top of the building that the stranger had been sitting on, the stranger had disappeared.


As he continued on his aimless journey, though, he saw more and more people. Just never close up. The ones he wanted to speak to all avoided him, and he ran or hid from the ones who tried to approach him. They were all grimy and skinny and desperate. Who knew what they wanted, or what weapons they carried?


Alan’s diet of snails grew tedious and, despite his best efforts, he fell sick. He put it down to drinking bad water. The little food he managed to eat went right through him, and whenever he did manage to fall sleep he was woken in short order by the urge to vomit. He considered returning to the Pyramid – but no. He wasn’t going back until he could do something good for his family. Returning now would be bad for them. He wouldn’t fuck things up for them any more.


A week or two later, he was still unable to hold any food in his belly. He was dehydrated and his head felt like it was on fire. His skin was dry in some places, greasy in others, and he stank. He was encountering many more people now, but they kept well away. Traders selling dried meat and vegetables and whisky from backpacks went past but he didn’t have the bugs. He remembered bugs – a species of iridescent beetle, their bodies varnished – from Modest Mills, but he had no idea how to lay his hands on any now.


Had he been wrong about the Discard all this time? Maybe the Pyramidders were right. Maybe it was just a hellish labyrinth, offering nothing but a variety of ways to die. If you were born out here, well, then maybe you had a chance, but if you were a Pyramidder …


But he had been born out here. He was not a Pyramidder. He kept going.


He almost forgot that Snapper was a musical instrument until one night he heard somebody else singing. The man was drunken and not very good, but he followed the sound of it. The air was warm. He crawled, exhausted and emaciated, to an ancient-looking archway wreathed in soft, shaggy moss. Beyond it, occupying one corner of some kind of ruined plaza, there was a large wooden shack. Golden light spilled from its windows. A gigantic hairy bull of a man stood in front of it, arms folded. A sign hung above its door, and the sign read ‘THE WAXY NUT’. The song ended, and there was a moment’s silence before a cacophony of voices suddenly erupted – loud shouting, laughing and cheering.


Then somebody else sang a different song.


Alan approached the shack. The bouncer glanced over him. He did not look impressed, but his eyes were not cruel.


‘I was hoping to sing,’ Alan said. He spoke slowly, because he was out of practice, and he did not want to fuck this up. ‘Do you think that is a possibility?’


‘You any good?’


‘I’m usually very good. But I’m hungry and thirsty, so my voice will likely be a little rough.’


‘As rough as them dog’s arses inside?’ The bouncer laughed. ‘They’d take some beating as far as rough voices go.’


‘So I can enter?’


‘’course you can,’ the bouncer said. ‘This is a friendly pub. But they likely won’t give you nothing to eat until after you sing. It’s a contest, see. Nice big juicy snake steak for the best singer.’


Alan bowed his head. ‘Thank you,’ he said.


The bouncer stepped aside, and gestured to the door.


*


So Alan fell into a different kind of Discard life. He met other Pyramid exiles – The Waxy Nut catered primarily to men and women kicked out of the Pyramid for loving members of their own sex – and began drinking heavily. He drank with sad, stubbly apes in ragged dresses, old prostitutes with rosy cheeks painted onto cracked white greasepaint, disgraced holy men, and orphans whose parents had been killed by cut-throats, fever or venom. The Nut boasted a staggeringly poor selection of whiskies, one home-brewed beer that tasted like old dishwater, and a bewildering variety of mushroom teas, with which Alan experimented liberally, despite the ugly consequences of addiction being painfully evident all around him. Intoxication provided a respite from the remorse. He and Snapper regaled the regulars almost every night – sometimes with folk songs, sometimes with his own compositions, and sometimes with long, experimental pieces brought on by the mushrooms. And almost every night he drank himself to sleep in the bar. He found that if he did not drink, he could not sleep. When he did sleep, his sleep was full of nightmares. The nightmares were many, and he would awake with the sense that his rest had been distorted and broken by their volume and their jagged shapes. If he was not drunk, or performing, he was chewing his lip to pulp and remembering the marks on Marion’s face in almost perfect detail. Sometimes he woke to find himself naked and entangled within the limbs of others; sometimes male, sometimes female, sometimes groups. On these occasions he’d find a quiet place outside, alone, and whisper words of love, shame and contrition to Marion, though he knew she couldn’t hear him. It was like praying. It was praying. But then he’d start drinking again, straight away, in an attempt to shut his brain down. The Nut’s cheapest whisky was called Dog Moon, and drinking it was like standing over a bucket fire and inhaling the hot smoke, and Alan had discovered a taste for it.


He found out where Eyes lived from a transient who stopped by one night. He’d made a habit of asking about his old friend. There was no other way of contacting people; in the Pyramid, they’d had a network of message chutes, but there was no such thing out in the Discard. So he left The Nut behind, promising that he’d not be long, and set out on another journey.


He played Snapper and sang songs at campfires for bugs. He bought Dog Moon, food – roasted pigeon, frog’s legs, dried apple, cured goat meat – and a couple of long knives from itinerant traders. He saw strange and terrifying things from great distances: beetles the size of dogs; a woman pushing a cart full of writhing snakes along the top of a huge metal pipe; green glowing eyes staring at him across the canyon between two rusting complexes at night; bandits stabbing a man in the stomach, and leaving him twitching beneath a ruined archway. For a long time Alan couldn’t work out how to get to that archway in order to help; by the time he did get to the man, who’d been wearing a gigantic and magnificent snail shell on his back, he was dead.


By the time he found Eyes, he had grown harder and leaner, and built something of a reputation as a singer. Eyes knew a place – a safe place – where Alan might be able to entertain the residents in return for a roof over his head and daily hot meals.


Alan was glad of that; the nights were full of eerie voices and the days were full of colourful spiders. But even in a safe place, even with good food in his belly, even in a room with a lockable door, he found sleeping difficult, and his dreams were haunted by Marion and Billy, their bloodied bodies bearing wounds that he himself had inflicted; his waking hours, too, were twisted up by love for them, love that had nowhere to go, it seemed, somehow, and deep inside him there was a rage, the flames of which were fanned by the memories of his family’s faces, and the whisky did not dampen it at all, however much he drank. It only grew.
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In the Halls of the Mushroom Queen


There was no legal power in the Discard, but there was the Mushroom Queen. Of all the Discard lords and ladies, she had the greatest power and reach, and her halls were the grandest, and her whims were the cruellest. If there was one person in the whole of Gleam that it was absolutely imperative not to piss off, it was the Mushroom Queen: Daunt the Undaunted, Lady Redcapper, the Pale Sadist. But here he was. Here he was.


Four years after his exit from the Pyramid, Alan stood beside Daunt’s throne, trying not to let his nerves betray him. More than anything else he just wanted to be back in the House of a Thousand Hollows; it was the closest thing he had to a home these days, and the only really safe place available to him.


Daunt had had her throne made of bone, for Green’s sake. Its arms were large crocodile skulls, jaws wide open, human skulls nestled within. The throne shone by the light of the roaring fires, both of which occupied fireplaces that stretched the entire length of the hall. Two hunched little men carrying huge baskets of wood on their backs hurried up and down the room keeping the fires alive. Their bodies had been twisted over time by the weight of their burdens, and due to the constant heat their skin was red and dry. They wore nothing but loose pantaloons, into which they tucked their greying beards. Onto their foreheads, Daunt’s sigil had been tattooed: a black triangle pointing upwards, crowned by a half-circle. A symbolic representation of the mushroom, the squat fruit on which she had built her empire. Many of the people gathered in the halls for the evening’s entertainment wore this sigil on their foreheads, as did Daunt herself. Those who did not wear the symbol were paying customers, or entertainers, or clients. Or a mix of all three, like Alan. But Daunt’s feasts were as much for her people as for anybody else; she had many ways of keeping them fiercely loyal, and these lavish events were one of them.


Like much of the Discard, Daunt’s halls were not readily visible from the outside. They were reached through a labyrinth of empty rooms and overshadowed rooftops. Through tunnels carved out of heaps of waste, and between the rusting metal hulks of dead machines. There was perhaps some vantage point from which to view the halls, but if it did exist, Alan hadn’t found it. Whenever he was here, he felt as if he were at some deep level; deeper than he’d normally venture. He suspected that the halls were themselves all located inside a different, larger structure, itself perhaps buried beneath the piles of broken things from which the Discard took its name. Whatever their origins, though, whatever their first purpose, the halls now were a series of large open spaces interconnected via high archways, the largest chamber presided over by Daunt’s throne, which was raised on a semicircular dais. The floors were paved with black stone and the walls were of some kind of smooth grey brick, covered with the mounted skulls of prey that Daunt’s mushroom gatherers had hunted and killed in the depths of the Discard. Gigantic reptilian jaws grinned down, alongside others that were disconcertingly difficult to identify.


The queen herself sat on the throne, legs crossed, arms resting on the crocodile skulls. She wore a wooden circlet decorated with tiny wooden mushrooms. Her long blonde hair was loose tonight, her green eyes bright, the pupils small. She wore a flowing green skirt, but her arms, torso and feet were bare. Two naked, musclebound skinheads massaged her hands, their thumbs circling her palms, the scents of mint and lemon rising from the oil. Her lips were slightly parted in a half-smile. She caught Alan looking and he averted his eyes, cursing himself. If Daunt wanted him, she could have him. He would go willingly. He was as much her slave as those beardy shufflers down by the fires. But better she didn’t know that.


There was no way she didn’t know.


‘Are you going to play for us, my sweet?’ she called.


Alan spun back to face her again, hoping that his cheeks were not too red still, and bowed low. ‘I will,’ he said. ‘I mean, I am. I am going to play for you. Now?’ He cleared his throat. ‘Would you like me to start now?’


Daunt’s smile widened. ‘Is there anybody else playing?’


Alan looked around. ‘No.’


‘Then you’re on, Hollowboy. Silence isn’t … good for me.’


Alan nodded. The halls were hardly silent, and he didn’t really like being called ‘Hollowboy’, but he didn’t say anything. He fumbled taking Snapper from his back and the guitar slipped through his sweaty fingers. He caught it again before it hit the ground and stared for a moment. ‘Sorry, Snapper,’ he whispered.


He was usually more together than this. In the past he’d only met Daunt out in the wilds, and their encounters had been purely business: she sold him mushrooms. Her power and allure were diluted away from her own halls, and he’d always had an escape route planned if things went south. And more recently he’d only dealt with various knuckleheaded subordinates, who – though large and lumpen – were hardly threatening. Here, things were different. Here, he was in her claws.


‘A slow one,’ he said. ‘A slow one, to start with.’


‘If you insist.’ Daunt withdrew her hands from the masseurs and clapped once, twice, three times. Though the halls were full of voices and laughter, and the clapping sounded small, it had the desired effect. Everybody fell silent and turned to look up at the dais. Daunt stood up and, wordlessly, presented Alan.


Alan looked down at the crowd. The crowd looked up at him. There were bikers in their leather waistcoats and extravagant headdresses, transients dangling assorted junk from their many belts, white-robed Glasstowners, warty green-skinned Toadies, hermits bearing highly polished shells proudly on their backs and, of course, fungus fiends, already slightly foamy around the mouth. No Mapmakers, which was something of a relief. Alan had heard that Daunt had a relationship with the Mapmakers, and he believed it – it was surely the only way she could have established a supply chain from the lower levels, which was where the mushrooms were strong and plentiful. Where the effects of the ascending Swamp could be felt. Alan had been apprehensive at the thought of potentially meeting one of their number, but it had always been unlikely – the Mapmakers generally did not attend social gatherings outside of their own tribes.


All these people, with their whiskies and beers and berry wines, and their salted garlic snails and their stuffed vine leaves and their roasted sunbladder-heads and their trays of sausages, splitting and blackened almost to perfection – sausages! A true delicacy in the Discard, and vastly expensive – and their pipes and, of course, their fried mushrooms, mushroom soup, and pots of mushroom tea – all these people, they’d all been having a perfectly nice time, and he, Alan, Wild Alan, Hollowboy, was about to ruin it.


He licked his lips. He took off his long coat – torture up in the hot Gleam sun, but a necessity down here – and rolled up his shirt sleeves. He deliberately slowed his movements so as not to appear nervous, and in doing so regained a modicum of control over his shaking hands. He looped Snapper’s strap over his neck and adjusted it. The hall was still silent and all eyes were on him. He hadn’t expected this, in truth. He’d expected to be stashed away in some dingy corner, playing to and being ignored by a roomful of determinedly intoxicated libertines. And right now, that was what he wanted. This was a hard crowd to read. He’d better steer clear of anything too factional, too partisan to this settlement or that community. Which was tough, because so many of the classics had their roots in turf.


Of course, there was one song whose sentiment would raise no Discard hackles. ‘The Black Pyramid’ always went down well. Some Discarders were indifferent to the Pyramid, but most feared or hated it, and the song was a song of defiance against it. And it was slow and simple – at least to begin with – and he should just about be able to pull it off, even in this state.


There was no generator down here – it was all open fires and flickering candles wedged inside skulls and guttering paraffin torches – so he didn’t have a microphone. The rooms looked good, acoustically, so he was all set to do without, but then from nowhere some skinny, symbolled lackey wheeled out a contraption consisting of a frame bearing a large, twisted brass megaphone decorated with small, horned figures dancing around – inevitably – mushrooms. The lackey made a respectable attempt at nodding and bowing and pointing and backing away all at the same time, and slipped on the lip of the dais, cracking his knee. Alan nodded his thanks as the emaciated man hobbled into the shadows, and started to play. The amplifying device actually had two megaphones, he saw, twisted around each other. One for his mouth, and one with a lower, wider aperture for – he guessed – whatever instrument the singer happened to be using. He found a pedal at the bottom of the frame that swung a beater at a skin, and kicked it. The sound was pleasingly solid. When he started to sing the volume surprised him, and he sounded different – slightly distant, slightly warped – but he liked it. He relaxed. He loosened his fingers and raised his voice, and started stamping on the pedal, and a couple of hermits started to dance, their glossy shells bobbing up and down as if they were floating on top of the crowd. Others were smiling, nodding. A few started murmuring to each other again, but not too loudly, so that was okay. It was all okay. As long as they were happy, it was okay.
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