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    EPIGRAPH




    ‘We must imagine “Primitive” language as consisting (chiefly at least) of very long words, full of difficult sounds, and sung rather than spoken … early words must have been to present ones what the plesiosaurus and gigantosaurus are to present-day reptiles.’




    Otto Jespersen


    Language: Its Nature, Development and Origin


  




  

    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.


  




  

    PREVIOUSLY




    The Tropic of Eternity is the third 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 known as the Epir – 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, 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.




    The second volume, The Weight of the World, follows on at the turning of the Amaranthine new year, AD 14,648.




    Vaulted Proximo, closest Satrapy to the Old World: in a lonely, storm-swept tower, we encounter the Spirit of Perception, forgotten now for four thousand years.




    Lycaste, accidentally Bilocated from the Old World by the fleeing Maneker, awakens to find himself inside the same great Vaulted Land. For company, he has with him the Vulgar soldier Huerepo, also Bilocated from the Old World. Proximo is under siege, fought over by millions of risen Melius slaves and the hordes of arriving Prism, and Maneker has no time to spare; he must get to the home of Perception, hoping that the Spirit will join their cause.




    On the water moon of AntiZelio-Coriopil, Captain Wilemo Maril and his crew find themselves stranded on a lonely island without hope of rescue. They discover that they are sharing their island with the Bie, a species descended from the Epir and watched over by an enigmatic elder, whom Maril and his crew have nicknamed Gramps. But others have heard of their arrival, and a party of Zelioceti slavers land upon the beach in search of the shipwrecked crew.




    Eranthis and Jatropha, her immortal guide, have made their way to the greatest port in the Tenth, in the hope of securing passage to the West. Secretly journeying with them are her sister, Pentas, and the baby Arabis – Pentas’s child with the Plenipotentiary Callistemon, now half a year dead. The child, heir to the Secondling bloodline and inheritor of the throne of the First, must be hidden at all times from the Jalan that occupy the region. Jatropha buys a Wheelhouse – the Corbita – and vows to take them in secrecy past the fringes of the annexed Provinces to meet with Callistemon’s old family, and thence to the First. But the stalled invasion has changed the land, leaving entire Provinces unpassable, and Jatropha must plot a new route through the Westerly country of Pan, an enigmatic land owned by a very different people.




    Rumours of their precious cargo pursue them along the roads, and it is on the borders of the West that they realise they are being hunted. A vagrant Awger catches up with them and steals the child, making off with her into the dark.




    Sotiris, returned from his dreams of his missing sister Iro, travels to the Firstling Court to meet Aaron the Long-Life in his dinosaur body at last, there to discuss the prospect of a deal: Sotiris will serve the spectral being, and his dead sister will be returned to him.




    Lycaste, Huerepo and Maneker cross Proximo’s sea during a storm and are boarded by hostile Melius. Before they can jump overboard, Maneker is attacked, his powerful eyes cut from his head. Lycaste grabs him, and together they swim for the lonely tower on the sea’s far shore: the home of Perception.




    Following Sotiris’s rushed coronation as Firmamental Emperor, he is put to sleep by Aaron, as promised, so that he can find and bring back his sister. Sotiris awakens in the time of the Epir, the world of Aaron’s birth, aware that he is wandering in Aaron’s memory. He finds Iro imprisoned, but she is unable to see or hear him, and remains always beyond his reach. It is here that we discover Corphuso, also lost in Aaron’s world.




    Captain Maril and his crew are taken by the Zelioceti to the neighbouring moon of AntiZelio-Glumatis, a volcanic world ruled by the barbarous Quetterel monks. There they find that their Bult pursuers have also been imprisoned. While Maril and his Vulgar are waiting to be flayed for the crime of trespassing, one of the Bult escapes, opening his companions’ cages and slaying every Quetterel in the monastery.




    Maneker comes face to face with Perception, promising the Spirit that he will release it on the condition that it hears his terms. Perception, furious with all the Amaranthine for their duplicity, finally submits after taking a shine to Lycaste and Huerepo. Together they leave the tower, only to be attacked by an Oxel ship, the Epsilon India. During a heated firefight, Huerepo realises that one of the enemy soldiers is his cousin, and fighting ceases. They are invited aboard, making a deal with the Oxel to set sail for Gliese, capital of the Firmament.




    Ghaldezuel, Knight of the Stars, embarks upon the Colossus battleship the Grand-Tile accompanying Aaron and the remaining Devout Amaranthine for the long voyage to Gliese. On the way, however, he is tasked with journeying to the moon of Port Maelstrom, there to free the infamous Melius bandit Cunctus – beloved across the Investiture for his daring crimes against the Firmament – in the hope that he and his gang will assist Aaron’s cause. Ghaldezuel knows that once Aaron has got what he wants he will leave the Firmament for ever, abandoning it to the chaotic demise that he has brought about, and resolves to betray him.




    Upon arrival, Ghaldezuel opens the treasure trove of Maelstrom beneath the prison, gifting Cunctus and his gang the Amaranthine ships and weapons Aaron knows they will need, but asking them sincerely if they will join his own cause instead – that of the Lacaille – to bring about a new order and stability to the galaxy: a New Investiture. Cunctus accepts the bounty gratefully and, together with his witch and Spirit Oracle Nazithra – who winkles from Ghaldezuel the fact that he acts as he does for his true love, a Bult woman – they make their way to the Vulgar capital, Filgurbirund.




    Lycaste, Perception, Maneker and the crew of the Epsilon India arrive within the Grand-Tile’s enormous wake, where they encounter the Feeders, the motley groupings of Prism ships that follow every Colossus battleship, where Maneker plans to hire as many Prism battalions and mercenaries as he can to aid them in the struggle against Aaron.




    On the volcanic world of Glumatis, Maril and his crew have been freed from their cells by Gramps and are on the run from the Bult cannibals. With every Quetterel dead, they head deep into the forest, only to discover with Gramps’ help the Threshold, one of many ancient portals into the next galaxy. They climb in and are transported instantly to the Hedron Stars – artificial snowflake-shaped worlds – at the Milky Way’s edge.




    Their mercenaries hired, Maneker, Perception and Lycaste at last catch up to the Grand-Tile as it speeds to Gliese, every soul aboard preparing for the greatest battle Mammalian kind has ever faced.


  




  

    PROLOGUE


  




  

    GULPMOUTH




    There were stories of the lagoon dating back nine thousand years, from the time of Drolgins’ first visitors; tales passed down through the generations, lingering in people’s collective memories until, like the folk who told them, they had twisted into something else entirely.




    Impio was a vast body of chalky water, possessing near its southern tip a murky blue hole lying visible on the sandy bed. The first travellers to reach the place called the hole Saint Anthony’s Mouth, after the soft, glottal sounds that filtered up from its depths. It was thought to be nearly bottomless, a fissure reaching down all the way through the moon’s sulphurous crust – home, the oldest of them said, to giant fish with glowing illicium lures – and into whatever realms lay beneath. It was a place of odd currents and indeterminable effects: those who swam over the hole would suddenly sink like a pebble, and anyone venturing down after them never returned.




    As the ages passed, the hole acquired a new name, having eaten so many hundreds in its time: the Gulp. The voices that bubbled to its surface were spoken to and parroted, the way someone might talk to a pet, but no longer studied. Soon even they were ignored, and the great, venerable moon of Drolgins moved on.




    




    A small, leaky Vulgar fishing boat bobbed on the tide, dredging for sluppocks and crablings with a ripped net, its occupants dozing off in the midday heat and batting lazily at the flies. Their boat, its anchor rope snapped, had drifted over the course of the morning from the rocks of Milkland and into the cloudy, pale waters surrounding the Gulp. By mid-afternoon they were almost directly over the hole, rocking and creaking in the warm wind, the flies dispersing. In place of the insects’ drone, the dreams of the Vulgar on board were filled with strange voices and faces. The faces asked the crew questions about their lives, and, in their dreams, they answered.




    The boat remained in place, its shadow falling over the small blue mouth until something stirred in the depths, rising in a cloud of sand to investigate the hull. It passed beneath, a blue shadow rocking the little vessel and tinkling its bells, and made its slow, sinuous way towards the harbour.




    Muerto Hichie, Muerto,


    Omer, muerto …




    The Vulgar Ogarch Berphio of Gulpmouth sang a little more of the sweet song, a lamentation for dear, young Hichie, as he cracked the top of his giant breakfast egg and dug into it with a spoon.




    ‘Muerto Hichie, oh, how I loved you!’ he breathed, dribbling yolk into his beard and grubbing for his napkin. ‘Taken away, so soon, too soon. Taken away from meeeee …’




    The mayor stopped to listen as he ate, scooping busily around inside the egg. Bells.




    He laid down his spoon and looked sharply out of the window.




    ‘Berf!’ It was his brother-in-law, Kippo, calling from down by the estuary.




    Berphio swung open the window and leaned out. ‘What?’




    ‘Get down here!’




    




    He moved through his keep at a fast walk, knotting his cravat, and sat by the door to tie up his boots. One of the Gurlish soldiers at the gate offered to help and he submitted, leaning back and listening to the growing commotion outside.




    ‘Follow me,’ he said to the soldier when he was done. ‘And get Jem and Lamlo.’




    Outside, the grey drizzle wet his face, carried on a crisp, stench-laden wind that snapped at the ribbons of his cape. Berphio adjusted the chinstrap of his large hat and strode down the steps to the black sand of the estuary’s edge.




    Kippo came running for him along the sand, his clothes billowing about him. A carriage dragged by four excited hounds stood waiting.




    ‘So?’ Berphio asked, wiping drying yolk from his beard.




    ‘Cethegrande. Beached himself this morning.’




    They climbed into the carriage, the mayor looking out along the milky water’s edge to where the lagoon broadened beyond the harbour. ‘Who?’




    Kippo sucked his flask, the bark of the hounds adding to the frenzy as they bounced along the sand. ‘Dunno. Don’t recognise him.’




    Berphio leaned out of the window and bellowed at the houndriders. ‘Faster!’




    




    They came rattling around the gloomy headland, the hounds barking. Filgurbirund, a stately ball of faded dirty blues and pinks, sat brooding on the horizon.




    Berphio scanned the black beach, spotting stragglers following the large crowd that had already gathered. They seethed like flies at a point near the Lunatic’s castle, obscuring whatever had come ashore.




    ‘Clear them out of the way,’ he instructed, opening the door of the carriage before it had fully stopped and jumping awkwardly out onto the sand. The two soldiers leapt after him and strode ahead, firing their spring pistols into the air.




    The crowd dithered, apparently unimpressed, only moving a little when Berphio himself waddled up and shoved his way through, eyes widening at the sight.




    ‘Anyone know this fellow?’ Kippo asked, breathing hard as he joined Berphio and staring into the ring of Vulgar.




    ‘It’s not … it’s not him, is it?’ the mayor whispered.




    ‘Howlos has a couple of broken incisors,’ Kippo said.




    ‘Howlos was never chained,’ replied one of the soldiers, keeping his distance.




    Berphio thought for a bit, placing a hand on his hat to stop it blowing away. ‘Get on the wire, call up one of Andolp’s men …’ He exhaled, running his eyes over the apparition that had beached itself on his land. ‘And send for a Champion, before the good sir wakes himself up.’




    




    Drolgins, Filgurbirund’s largest moon, was the size of the Old World, home to eleven billion Vulgar and counting. It clung to its vast parent planet like a meaty, half-grown child, dragging seasonal storms across its mother with each languid rotation and blotting out the daylight over some countries for a week at a time. It was a wild world, possessed of a Firmament-renowned sea of horrors: the Lagoon of Impio.




    The six-wheeled vehicle motored along the hill road, smoke rolling from its chimney. Its lights came on as it grumbled down onto the sand, illuminating the black beach with a harsh yellow glare that lit the faces of the watching Vulgar.




    Champion Tomothus climbed out as the Vulgar ran across the shore to him, locking the roller and pocketing the key before leaping down. He stumbled on the sand, unable to decide whether he was still drunk, aware of a fermented stink seeping from his breath and clothes. He hitched up his loose pants, singling out the mayor in his ribbons and hat, and pushed his way through the crowd to him.




    ‘Where is it?’ Tomothus asked without preamble, having not sighted anything on this stretch of the beach during his winding trip through the hills. Across the bay, where the water churned milky against the black rocks, a ramshackle castle brooded. Dark, scrawny trees poked from the waters, their branches thick with squeaking birds.




    The mayor bowed. ‘This way, Champion.’




    They trudged across the sands, the chill wind whipping sharp little grains into his eyes. Most Drolgins beaches were populated with gaunt shanty dwellers that scraped a living digging worms and salvage out of the shallows, but here the sands were empty. Rounding the rocks, Tomothus saw them all, milling and drinking and gawking. A fleet of unsound wooden boats bobbed in the grey-blue waves, clustering around the new arrival.




    He studied the markings on the half-submerged tail, waiting for the crowd to part.




    Over the heads of the Vulgar, he could see, running along the crest of the thing’s mottled back, a fringe of wet auburn hair – so wiry that it was often used for rope – and, visible between the crowd, a vestigial clawed hand. Tomothus watched a clump of hair stir in the wind, accompanied by a reflexive ripple of muscle beneath the skin.




    He walked closer. This fellow wasn’t particularly large so he couldn’t be very old, and yet his skin was pocked and criss-crossed with scars, which Tomothus had taken for spots a few moments before. Thick orange links of sea-denuded chain dangled from the mammal’s flanks, crusted with barnacles where they fastened into his skin. Colonies of glistening, finger-sized sluppocks dangled from the puncture holes, and some of the braver gawkers were already scraping them off with poles improvised from the morning’s driftwood.




    ‘Stop them doing that, would you, Berphio?’




    The mayor sent his men, who grabbed the scavengers’ sticks.




    He stepped closer. The Cethegrandes of Drolgins, as these beasts were known, were a relatively disparate, long-lived bunch. A great interest was taken in who sired whom, and, as a Champion of Milkland, Tomothus had seen the rolls. He studied the shape and colours of the thing, still unable to see its head, tucked away somewhere as it slept.




    ‘It might be Scallywag,’ he said.




    The mayor planted his hands on his hips, his hat, now unsupported, in serious danger of blowing away. ‘A pup, is it?’




    Scaleag: sired of Jumjagh and Nerephanie, grandson of the Formidable Marjumo.




    Tomothus shrugged. The Cethegrande wasn’t old: barely past his first century. His bastardised name was the result of a rather spirited companionship he once maintained with an Investiture-renowned criminal.




    Tomothus looked at Berphio. ‘Count Andolp holds the land deeds here, does he not?’




    The mayor looked flummoxed for a moment. ‘He does, but—’




    ‘You’ll have to send him word. This doesn’t bode well.’




    As the Champion spoke, a pack of tawny hounds approached along the beach, dragging a massive wooden trough on wheels.




    Tomothus pointed at it. ‘What’s this about?’




    Three great piles were being offloaded from the trough, their smell already reaching the onlookers.




    ‘Sugar, lard and salt,’ Berphio said, gesturing at each in turn. ‘A breakfast for the good sir when he wakes.’




    ‘You cannot befriend the Cethegrandes,’ Tomothus said. ‘If he wants to smash your port to smithereens, he shall.’ They regarded each other, then the new arrival. ‘Let me put the boot in him for you.’




    The mayor looked uneasy.




    Tomothus rubbed his gauntlets together and made for the beast’s flank, the Vulgar moving back.




    ‘Wakey-wakey!’ Tomothus shouted, aiming a kick at a soft-looking part. His boot bounced as if connecting with a wall of rubber. He kicked harder, gratified after a few moments to see he’d left a mark. The crowd made an ooh sound.




    ‘Up you get now, Scallywag!’




    The entire beach fell silent, waiting. Children that had been running and screaming and fighting stopped, punches half-thrown, eyes expectant.




    String music from along the beach drifted merrily through the grey air. The wall of scarred blubber grumbled, rippling.




    ‘Up now!’ Tomothus repeated. ‘Have your breakfast!’




    Muscles stirred beneath the skin, tensing, contracting.




    ‘Come on! Have your treats and be off now!’




    The crowd on the far side of the creature stepped back as one, some scampering away along the beach. Tomothus hesitated, his boot raised.




    The beast rose a little on its hands, digging gouges into the black sand, and untucked its meaty head. It yawned, spraying spittle into the wind and revealing man-like incisors, then turned its eyes on him.




    Tomothus gazed back, holding his ground. He could see once again why the Amaranthine called them the cousins of wolves.




    Scallywag’s shrunken ears were those of a hound, tufted with the same gingery hair at their tips and beaded with seawater. Its snout, which it licked as it woke up, was slitted with coiled, expressive nostrils. It swallowed as it regarded him and ran its huge grey tongue across its nostrils again.




    ‘Breakfast,’ he said loudly, gesturing at the piles.




    The Cethegrande swung its saggy head and snorted, eyeing the treats, then looked back at him, its mouth hanging open. A spark of uncertainty hovered in its gaze. Tomothus smiled a little.




    ‘Berphio,’ he called to the distant mayor. ‘Show him your food’s as good as your word.’




    ‘What?’ the mayor called. A light rain had begun to sweep in off the sea, dampening his voice.




    ‘Show him you’re not trying to poison him.’




    




    The mayor made his nervous way to the mounds, adjusting his hat and casting quick glances at the Cethegrande. Its greedy blue eyes followed him, the sheet of increasingly heavy drizzle dampening the beast’s colour so that it was as if a pale apparition watched him through the rain.




    He arrived at the mountain of salt and buried his finger in it.




    ‘See?’ he called, tasting it and grimacing. ‘Salt.’




    Scallywag remained motionless, though its eyes flicked to Tomothus, then back again.




    Berphio went and dug his hand into the next offering, the sugar. He smiled as he licked his fingers. ‘Best sweet sugar, from Filgurbirund. Very expensive, this.’




    This time, the Cethegrande’s eyes didn’t leave his.




    The mayor swallowed and went to the last pile, a creamy, peaked lump, shiny in the rain. The stink of putrefaction hung around it. Berphio slid a finger into the cold jelly and examined what came out. ‘Fat,’ he called out through the drizzle. ‘Best fat.’




    He licked his finger and swallowed with difficulty.




    ‘There now,’ Champion Tomothus said, spreading his arms and looking at Scallywag. ‘What do you think of that?’




    The crowd on the beach held its collective breath while Scallywag considered the offer. The Cethegrandes were technically beholden to the Vulgar kings, vassals bound by ancient agreement, and every now and then they’d even been commanded in war. That said, boats on their long crossings of the lagoon were never entirely safe from being swallowed, and Tomothus sensed in this one an especially anarchistic streak, something that would make his job here difficult.




    Scallywag’s muscles rippled, and with a heave of effort the Cethegrande slithered forwards on its belly, pushing towards the offerings. Berphio scampered back, yanking his hat down. Tomothus held his ground as best he could, allowing the beast to pass him by in a blast of pungent air. The crowd began to whistle and he took a trembling bow.




    




    Five minutes later, it had laid waste to the piles, rolling to sun its belly as the weather cleared and smacking its lips. The mayor sidled up to Tomothus, clutching his hat.




    ‘Now he’s on his back, shouldn’t we—?’




    Berphio gestured over at the Cethegrande’s great swollen belly. A tendon of pinkish flesh ran between its vestigial legs, crested with another ridge of ginger hair. ‘They buy it by the bucket in Napp now – for breeding, for the war.’




    Tomothus looked. Scallywag’s pendulous white testicles must have weighed half a ton each.




    ‘How much?’




    Berphio pursed his lips. ‘Eight, nine hundred a barrel.’




    Tomothus glanced back. The Cethegrande’s penis was invisible, likely shrunk up inside the scrotum in this cold wind, though it wasn’t impossible that some rival had bitten it off during a fight. Nevertheless, you didn’t get chances like these every day.




    He turned to Berphio. ‘Better get to work, then, while he’s sleepy.’




    




    Tomothus returned from his roller, having completed the semi-successful task of radioing the fortress at Blackburrow. Millennia of accumulated orbital debris around Filgurbirund and its moon had made communications perpetually choppy, and it had been impossible to determine whether the squeaky person he’d spoken to would pass on the message, but he’d done his best.




    The bravest of the beachcombers were almost done. They crouched, sleeves rolled up, crowded around the Cethegrande’s swollen member. Tomothus took a moment to savour the absurdity of the situation while his hangover abated. Finally Scallywag bucked, squirming, and gave them what they wanted, hurling off all but the bucket man, who had clung onto the creature’s sparse mane. The bucket itself nearly toppled over when he made his way down, and Tomothus breathed a sigh of relief when the precious load was laid before him on the sand.




    ‘Right then,’ he said, knotting his scarves against the wind and approaching Scallywag from the side, so that its lethargic blue eye could roll over and see him. The beachcombers beat a hasty retreat to the edge of the waves.




    ‘You’ve had a nice time, Scallywag; you’ve had your breakfast, filled our bucket. The lord of these lands wants you gone now.’




    Silence but for the patter of rain, the shuddering moan of the wind in his eardrums.




    




    Berphio would later say that he saw it coming, but in truth the Cethegrande gave no sign. Scallywag rolled onto his side and turned back to the rainy sea, great belly jiggling as he ploughed through the sand. Even Tomothus looked surprised.




    But then Scallywag paused, and everyone on the beach knew that he’d changed his mind.




    Everyone but Tomothus. The fool stood his ground. Berphio had smelled the drink on him; saw how it had given him courage. By the time the Champion realised, Scallywag had already begun to lunge.




    With a snap, he had Tomothus’s leg between his teeth, hauling him into the air. There were gasps and even whistles from the crowd on the beach, the Champion’s pleading screams lost to their roar. Once he had Tomothus in his jaws, however, Scallywag didn’t appear to know what to do with him. Berphio stared, transfixed, as Scallywag let him dangle there, wriggling like a worm from a cat’s mouth. The Cethegrande surveyed the crowd for a moment, Tomothus’s screams growing hoarse, and turned again for the water, stubby feet pushing off against the sand until it had launched itself with a massive surge of spray back into the sea.




    




    Tomothus came to some miles out in the lagoon, the hot sun beating down. He floated blearily, a blot of red surrounding him in the still water, the pain rising as if seeping out of the sea. The monster must have found him unpalatable, he thought, paddling to turn himself. He looked down into the water, breathing hard.




    He saw the hole was almost beneath him. It was like a blue-black, diffracted eye, watching him from the seabed.




    He gargled a yelp and began to paddle in the water, knowing what happened to any who swam over it; but something was dragging him there. In a minute he was directly over the Gulp.




    What felt like invisible fingers grasped the remains of his legs, worming their way into the shredded muscle, and pulled, dragging him quickly beneath the calm waters.


  




  

    THAT BELOW




    She trails her fingers along white stucco walls, waiting.




    ‘Who was she, Aaron?’




    He looks at her with those colourless eyes, the kindest eyes she’s ever seen.




    ‘Who was who, Iro?’




    ‘The woman you loved more than me.’




    




    They met again in the evening. The sculpted trees looked pink in the light.




    Her hands trembled and she tucked them into her armpits, not wanting the man to see how she’d missed him. He sat across from her in the grass, his eyes filled with gentle apprehension. She hated that look, loving it more every time they met.




    ‘Whom do you love more?’ she asked, glancing away. ‘Tell me.’




    When he answered, it was as if an age had passed. ‘She’s dead, Iro. Love can be shared.’




    ‘No it can’t.’ She shook her head, rocking in the grass. A lover would try to reach out and touch her now, but he never did.




    ‘You blame me for meeting her first?’




    She looked at him. His eyes, though they possessed no colour of their own, could reflect it sometimes, and this evening they were rose-gold, like the light. ‘When did you meet?’




    ‘Before you were born.’




    ‘What did she die of?’




    He hesitated. ‘Bad things, done to her in my absence.’




    She took this in. ‘And did you think you could ever love again?’




    ‘No,’ he replied quickly. Though the answer was clearly intended as a compliment, it hurt Iro all the same.




    ‘Why won’t you tell me her name?’




    He sighed, the pink glow in his eyes apparently searching for an answer. ‘It’s not that simple. You wouldn’t understand.’




    A silence fell, intensified by the woodland birds, in which she could contemplate his words. Those were the worst parts, those silences, in which everything said had a chance to settle, unchallenged, and become real. At that moment, she didn’t want to look at him any more, but worried that if she turned away he’d disappear, as he had so many times before.




    Iro blinked away tears, her eyes closing, squeezing the drops between her lashes. In the warm, hot darkness she forgot for a moment why she cried, and felt an absurd freedom.




    She opened her eyes. The heat of tears hung on their lashes.




    ‘Come into the water, Iro,’ said his voice from behind her.




    She turned. On the lake’s surface, like an inverted reflection, stood her old friend, her old love. ‘Aaron.’




    He beckoned. ‘Come into the water with me.’




    She stood, aware that she was coolly naked in the evening air, her skin marked with the pink impressions of grass, and went down to the lake’s silted edge where the birds strutted, oblivious. On the far bank, a man watched her, and she felt vague irritation.




    Aaron extended a hand, waiting. She grinned and stepped in, swallowed by dark water. Leaves floated still on the surface, and yet Aaron seemed even lighter, his bare, beautiful feet planted just over the meniscus, like a dayfly’s.




    ‘Closer,’ he said, smiling, and yet somehow sad. She paused as she saw his face, then continued on into cold blackness.




    ‘Deeper.’


  




  

    TWENTY-ONE FIFTY-NINE




    He cupped the piece of light, carved shell in his hands, rubbing a thumb across its engraved message. The object was an invitation, delivered in an aureate golden box the previous morning. Sweat popped out across his skin as he contemplated the trip he’d been planning to take that day: an image of the liveried courier waiting on his step and turning away, the message returning unopened.




    Trang Hui Neng stared vacantly from the window of his carriage, his fingers trembling in his lap, the scrimshaw placed carefully on the seat beside him. The city was a place of coils – affluence nestled inside poverty, ugliness ringed again by wealth – each loop invisibly cordoned by some higher, spiral geometry. Hui Neng passed, deep in thought, through boroughs of darkness and light, registering nothing.




    He was unable to resist, as was his nature, contemplating how it would feel when it was all over; that it would almost suit him better were it not to happen at all. He’d turned down plenty in his life, reasoning after forty-four years of disappointment that ups seldom merited their downs. But this invitation wasn’t like the others. There was no end to this, if all was to be believed.




    The carriage rolled into a side street and slowed to a crawl. Hui Neng’s heart raced, urging the vehicle backwards. He might make a fool of himself – or worse, be made a fool of; what if they’d summoned him here simply to refuse him? He smoothed a hand over the lapels of his jet-grey suit, a compulsive gesture that only served to wrinkle the fabric further, and so he repeated the gesture again, and again, and again.




    Black gates of wrought iron swung open. The carriage passed through and into a marbled courtyard that appeared larger than any he’d seen in the city. Pale Corinthian pillars enclosed the space like a forest of petrified classical trees, grey strips of shade looming among their trunks. No sounds of the city drifted into the square. A pigeon or two, unaware of the significance of the place, strutted, bobbing.




    Steps extended down and he shuffled out, heart squirming, glancing at the vast open doors to the interior of the palace.




    ‘Welcome to Carlton House,’ the footman said, taking his hand and helping him down. ‘They’re waiting for you.’




    Hui Neng nodded and stepped into the winter breeze, the cold sinking into his cropped hair. The doors stood like monoliths, darkly impatient. He attempted a leisurely pace; there would be others, recently arrived as he was, standing before the Panel, but to scamper was beneath him. Nobody invited to this great marble courtyard had ever scampered, he was certain of it.




    He ascended the steps and into darkness, making out dim candelabra in the gloom above. The ceilings were painted with cracked frescos of frolicking putti, a yellowed cloudscape advancing into false perspective over their tousled heads. He glanced up, aware that he could hear the burble of a host of people further inside, and experienced the usual panic of tardiness. Why hadn’t he scampered? Perhaps everyone scampered, after all.




    Silence fell, the proceedings quite obviously begun, and he found himself quickening his step up the winding stair, aware of how foolish history would regard him were he to slip and fall mere moments from Immortality.




    Doors twice his height confronted him at the top of the stairs, their tarnished gold knobs waiting. He grasped them and pushed into the room.




    Twenty pairs of eyes flicked up at the sound, examining him. Hui Neng bowed, pathetically glad to see that some of the eyes were paired with smiles, and moved to stand among the watching figures at the side of the room.




    The only person that hadn’t turned to regard him was in the process of receiving the Communion. She knelt, tongue extended, before a stooped senior member of the Panel, a man whose twisted, deformed face signified that he was among the first to have partaken of the Imperfect Communion. Hui Neng had arrived just in time to see the wafer pass from the old man’s slender white hand and into her mouth.




    The woman became very still, waiting for the momentous little thing to dissolve, her eyes closed. When her mouth began to move, inaudibly answering a question from the panel, Hui Neng knew the wafer was fully gone.




    He looked at her, foolishly expecting to detect a difference in her, however subtle. Already, mere seconds after delivery, the mitochondria in every one of her cells had wound down into a contented sort of hibernation, their tickings slowed almost to nothing, their walls hardened, gates slammed and welded shut. Energy would come instead from her own motions, her slowed respiration still generating heat in smaller, more economic quantities. He tried to see what he could of her lightly flushed face, still turned away, conscious that age would never trouble her again. No known disease could ravage her, instead passing flummoxed through her systems without finding purchase and issuing back into the wide world. Water, should she choose to drink, would trickle uselessly through her innards and drizzle out again; solid food, they were told, would suddenly hold no appeal, churning in nothing but its mashed original form, unaffected by the barren tubes inside which it had spent the night. Her hair and nails would cease to grow, any last ova within her would pause their gradual drip and ossify, and the flora of her gut would perish and disappear, scoured away as if by a hundred thousand years of blustery weather.




    Now she glanced around the room, nodding at the soft congratulations of her peers, and Hui Neng saw that it was someone moderately famous, someone whose face he knew well without recalling her name.




    His eyes strayed to the pieces of wafer arranged upon the linen-covered table, a burnished little nameplate set beneath each one. Whatever those small wafers contained was a mighty force indeed, he reflected from the safety of the shadows; a potent, dangerous concoction like medical cytotoxins of old, its destructive power now harnessed to sterilise. Only the Panel held the secret of the wafer’s ingredients, refined over thirty-five years into its present form. He looked at the wizened figures standing sentinel at the end of the room, with their dour, burn-victim faces. These were the first to pay the price of experimentation, and they would be venerated in the age to come.




    




    It was his turn approximately ten minutes later, after two more had been inducted into the ranks of the newly ageless. Hui Neng stepped forward, feeling all eyes on him, and paced across the black and white tiled floor to where the Venerable Wylde stood, his pale hands extended.




    ‘Do you come with the Panel’s blessing?’ Wylde asked softly when Hui Neng had knelt before him.




    He nodded, eyes flicking briefly to the man’s melted face. ‘I do.’




    The bony hand hovered into his field of view, palm open.




    There it was: a square tab of moulded protein, stamped like a miniature waffle with exquisite designs. He stretched his neck forward, scenting something acrid, and let it be placed upon the tip of his tongue.




    A second passed, then five. Hui Neng did as the previous people had, keeping his eyes closed, attempting to savour any sensation. After a moment of panic at the idea that it might have somehow fallen from his mouth, he closed his lips and tasted. There: a lingering flavour fainter than a belch, leaching immediately away.




    ‘Congratulations, Trang,’ the Venerable Wylde whispered, patting him weakly on the shoulder. He rose, bewildered at the lack of sensation, shuffling back only when he saw the next person waiting on the tiles behind him, a young man he knew, dark-skinned and wiry – Harald something.




    




    Drinks were served in the wintry gardens, and the newly honoured guests mingled among the skeletal conker trees without much enthusiasm, each person struck dumb and mute with a kind of melancholy that Hui Neng felt just as keenly. That was it. Their dearest wish had been granted. He found himself staring at steps and irregular ground with an intense mistrust; far from feeling more secure now that he had achieved Immortality, he actually felt more vulnerable. Any little external thing could still kill him, and in just as many violent ways as before. A great and terrible depression hung over him, growing darker and more livid as he spoke to people and swallowed his useless mulled wine. He examined the red scum in the bottom of the glass – a base of city water that must have passed at one time or other through a thousand plague victims – and went to find a bench as far from the crowd as possible. He noticed the occasional blank-eyed member walking back into the palace, perhaps with the intention of leaving early, and sat with his glowering thoughts.




    ‘Trang.’ It was Wylde, stooped and unwholesome in the white winter light. ‘There’s someone I’d like you to meet.’




    Hui Neng thought he’d seen the man accompanying Wylde at the ceremony, standing among the watchers at the side. He had a soft, pleasant face, like a parish priest’s, the fatness in it conveying a genteel innocence that Hui Neng found immediately soothing. The man’s eyes were at first one colour, then another, the depths of a lake under moving cloud.




    ‘The Viscount Hereford,’ Wylde said, inclining his head. ‘This is his home.’


  




  

    PART I


  




  

    TERMINAL




    Out beyond the shoals of the Amaranthine Satrapies, in the deep, cold pockets, something moved. It was visible in most spectra as a cloud of thrown motion, like a vehicle dashing along a dusty road, revealed only by the havoc it wrought. From a distance, the streak of its comet tail was ponderous, widening to a smudge of purple that encompassed thousands of following ships, all lagging now, spreading in a haze as they fought to keep up with the thing as it ploughed through the Void at seventy-eight times the speed of light. The tiny follicle at the head of this contrail was the Grand-Tile, the three-mile-wide Colossus flagship of the Lacaille navy. As it flew it listened, wave antennas concentrating on the silence behind it, never once thinking of looking up.




    




    In the rushing silver light hundreds of thousands of miles above, a trajectory of colour whipped silently overhead, outpacing the Grand-Tile and curving slowly down to meet it. This second cloud was made up of six hundred and four individual ships, their motions only detectable by the small cone of turbulence they left in their wakes. These ships – unlike the Colossus they chased, which ripped untidily through space like a cruciform bullet – hardly made a mark.




    




    Ships in the Void travelled like someone falling. Most Prism craft attained a terminal velocity of forty or fifty billion miles an hour after a week or so, thrusting radiation and matter into a bulging teardrop around them and crossing the Investiture in what was known as a Silver Month.




    Some ships, of course – many millions of hotchpotch things built from wood and plastic and plated with the thinnest, cheapest tin – flew immensely slower, juddering and dancing along like feathers caught in a gale, their interiors often without gravity and possessed of such limited stocks of air that they stopped every few days for resupply. The feral occupants of these ramshackle craft spent their lives hopping around the great celestial island chains of the Firmament and the Investiture, paddling from moon to moon just to catch their breath, asphyxiating, starving, driven half-mad from subsistence and whittled to weaklings by the absence of gravity. Some ships even fuelled the fires of their engines with the very materials they were built from, the crew taking their vessel apart piece by piece and shoving it into the furnaces, until all that was left on arrival was a small, tumbling chamber stuffed with drooling, emaciated creatures ready to set about devouring whatever unfortunate place they happened upon.




    It was just these desperate folk that the Amaranthine Hugo Maneker had set his sights on, spending a portion of his own huge wealth on hiring the very best of a wild but enthusiastic bunch, and together – their ships improved and refitted by a mysterious and powerful voice that lingered in everyone’s heads – they fell in a glowing, thrumming convoy, the largest seen anywhere in the Firmament in sixty years, past the diminishing speck of the Grand-Tile and towards the growing black sphere of the Vaulted Land of Gliese.




    




    Perception trailed wispily from the tailfins of the Epsilon India like a veil of spider silk spooled and stretched fine in the wind. The onrushing silver of the Void caressed its strands, bathing and warming them with gentle friction, and yet the Spirit was the furthest it had ever been from relaxed. There, lagging hundreds of thousands of miles below to port, it could see the thunderous signature of the Grand-Tile churning colours in its wake. Having silently overshot the battleship that morning, they were now within range for Perception to extend itself through the frequencies and speak to its quarry, if it so chose – but of course that would spoil the game. It imagined the ancient, anxious mind of the Long-Life aboard that ship, sweating metaphorical buckets as he glanced behind, unaware that his enemies circled in the Void.




    Perception grinned an invisible grin and stilled itself, willing away the phantom adrenalin. Sounds, amplified by the great cathedral caverns of the galaxy, screamed by. They weren’t too different from those a falling person would experience, Perception supposed: the tumultuous muffled battering of wind in your ears, a slapping cacophony that hid within it a deep and deadly silence.




    The one difference out here was that this silence contained a faint, eerie chorus: the electromagnetic signatures of the stars, all competing to make their song heard. They warbled and whistled and squealed like a jungle at dawn, an ecosystem of unique, high voices that Perception had by now grown attuned to. As they swirled distantly by, their songs shifted into a lamentation, and once more the Spirit held still, savouring. It could hear the deeper tones of other galaxies, great yawning belches of conglomerated sound, and lying nearer, the turgid, chattering nebulae of unexplored stars. Closer still lay the distinguishable voices: the wailing of Sirius long passed (home of the Pifoon honey world where they’d made repairs); and the gibbering of its neighbour, Vaulted Ectries, and her many satellite worlds. Passing between their Satrapy borders, Perception had heard a hollow, sighing breath, like wind blowing through empty window frames and haunting an abandoned house: the ruined shell of the Vaulted Land of Virginis, destroyed the year before by a skycharge implanted in its sun.




    And there ahead, the whining snarl that almost drowned out every other sound: Gliese, growling as if baring her teeth, as if she knew the chaos that was coming.




    The Epsilon and its hundreds of followers had already risen in a wide arc above their quarry, outpacing it while still concealed in the onrushing dark. The circumvented light shooting past their fins burned glowing emerald against the silver in rippled fans of colour, but wouldn’t give them away to something moving more slowly. To the Grand-Tile they were invisible, moving too fast to reflect anything but the Overlight, the silver gloss that showed through the mass of stars whenever a craft went superluminal.




    But they would not be intercepting the Grand-Tile in the Void. Not yet. Perception’s weapons weren’t ready. The Spirit peered back down into the depths, training its view on the twinkling rush of the Colossus’s following comets and debris. They would meet, when they finally did meet, in atmosphere, where things could go as planned.




    Spread out before them lay the many blotches of the Gliese Satrapy, a handful of estate planets, Tethered and Free moons, all held in thrall to the system’s single Vaulted Land. Perception sighted on what it believed to be the moon of Great Solob, a delicate little world currently lying partway inside Gliese’s long shadow. It extended a tendril of itself and reached into the cockpit, exciting the comms.




    Satrap Alfieri.




    ‘Aha. Perception, I take it?’




    Nail on the head. We’re making our approach.




    




    The voice of Perception drifted through the hangar, growing in volume. Lycaste jumped as it swept past him, having been engaged in the useless process of polishing his new boots and helmet. During times of intense activity, he’d found that taking a cloth and vigorously wiping something made him wonderfully invisible, and people tended to leave him alone. So far, Lycaste had successfully employed the tactic every time Perception called the crew to action.




    He felt the Spirit hovering near him.




    Please stop trying to look busy, Lycaste, not now. Get some practice in.




    Lycaste cleared his throat and nodded, putting aside his helmet and other birthday gifts – a new bandolier containing a rather solid-looking spring pistol and plenty of sparker-tipped bolts, a fine red Amaranthine cape of fur-trimmed silk and a silver wine flask engraved by all the crew – and glancing fondly at them.




    You’ll make nothing but a pretty target down there, Perception said, evidently studying Lycaste’s things, unless you learn to use that stuff.




    Lycaste snorted, picking up his glossy Amaranthine pistol and checking it over for Perception’s benefit. As he did so, he noticed the smudge of fingerprints ruining its patina; Poltor had borrowed it that morning.




    ‘What do you think he wanted with it?’ he asked the invisible presence of the Spirit at his side, rubbing away the grubby prints.




    Brainless creatures like shiny things.




    Lycaste wrinkled his nose, making sure he’d got every last mark.




    Perception had swiftly become their captain in all but name, and had spent the few days since their departure from the Bunk Barge reordering almost every system and practice on the Epsilon India and its accompanying ships, riding fired shells between the convoy to issue orders and strategies, inspect their crews and soldiers, and examining every minute piece of equipment. Huerepo and Poltor, as Perception’s twenty fingers, had been engaged in manufacture for the last three Quarters straight, with Huerepo even devising a shorthand so that he could note down all of Perception’s myriad orders as swiftly as possible. The Oxel ran the Epsilon’s other functions and sequestered parts, and Lycaste supposed the twenty-five thousand other troops and pilots and mechanics on the six hundred following ships were the manual labour.




    Lycaste took his stance in front of the charred wooden board set up against the bulkhead, before which a selection of objects – pans, bottles, candlesticks and the dirty partial skeleton of a Filgurbear, to name but a few – had been arranged. He fiddled with his pistol, only realising after some experimentation in their makeshift firing range that he could narrow the weapon’s field of fire by turning the jewel set in its stock, a little ruby blob he’d thought purely ornamental. He did this now, thinning the range to the slimness of a blade, and aimed at Filgurbear’s skull.




    A small square section of bone punched silently out of existence, to a thickness of about an inch. A bored Oxel with a piece of tin sheeting scuttled behind the wooden panel, checking for damage to the bulkhead, before returning to his stool. Lycaste aimed again, twiddling the jewel, and zapped away four of its teeth, wondering for the hundredth time where in the galaxy they might have ended up. Once again, the Oxel climbed off the stool to check, giving him the thumbs-up.




    Lycaste turned and glanced at the sleekly red three-man jet sitting bolted into gantries near the hangar’s large doors. Perception had shown a passing interest in it, and had dictated a long list of improvements for Huerepo to make to the thing. Sometimes, in the depths of the ship’s false night, Lycaste would climb out of bed and come to sit at the jet’s controls amid the pungent scent of rubber, running his fingers over the knobs and dials without touching anything, always fearful that someone might spot him and give him a telling-off. Soldered to its dented snout was a bolt rifle, operated by crude wires running inside the cockpit, and accompanied at the rear by a meaty-looking lumen turret pilfered from a Lacaille corsair. Lycaste watched Poltor unscrewing the nose and inspecting the insides, his whole body disappearing as he climbed inside, and found himself – despite the sheer terror flying must surely entail – envying the Oxel that would get to pilot it.




    




    Maneker observed Lycaste’s movements around the hangar, turning his head carefully lest his fancy trinket fell from its socket. He saw the ship’s interior now, shabby and cluttered and almost unbearably cramped – a quality in a vessel that had served him well as a blind man, needing only to stretch out his fingers and trace the sticky passages to and from his chamber – but above all dark. Most of it was lit with half-busted strips of lightwire that ran along the ceilings and floors, fizzling and snapping on and off.




    But he could see. Anchored inside his eye socket was a little marble of Perception’s devising, a simple light-gathering pellet designed to collect the monochrome signal and feed it into his optic nerve. As usual, however, the Spirit had done its job too well. Maneker had screwed it in to see, for the first time, the crew he’d travelled with for so long, recognising only the grotesque but somehow welcome faces of Lycaste and Huerepo as they swam out of the murk towards him.




    What he hadn’t been prepared for was the extra shadow each person trailed behind them, his skin crawling at the sight of a dozen creeping ghosts.




    ‘Are you happy with it?’ Lycaste asked, clumping sweatily past.




    Maneker studied the Melius’s new shadow.




    He should be, the voice said at their side. But this time Maneker didn’t just hear it. A writhing, snake-like smudge fell across his lap as the voice had spoken, forcing Maneker to recoil. All around the hangar he could see it, spread like a giant amphibious serpent waiting in a swamp for its prey. Perception’s tendrils lay everywhere, snaking and worming their way into the very matter of everything.




    Maneker glanced down and flinched, noticing how the dull shadows had made their way across his lap and up his belly.




    You see me.




    ‘I do,’ he breathed.




    Lycaste had stopped beside them, wide-eyed.




    I had a choice of spectra; thought I’d combine a few.




    Lycaste glanced up, habitually, at the sound of the Spirit’s voice. ‘But you can’t see yourself, can you, Percy?’




    I cannot.




    Maneker smiled, turning his wicked-looking prosthetic on Lycaste. The thing had been made by Poltor from a couple of cracked lenses (which Maneker remembered belonged to one of the defunct optisockets in the flight deck) and contained a dark blob of something mechanical, like a pupil, deep beneath the glass, which stared perpetually.




    ‘Can you see mine?’ Lycaste asked.




    Maneker nodded with pleasure, observing the oil slick drift and settle as Lycaste moved a little, like something greasy dribbled into deep water. The Spirit’s shadow swam close, almost protectively, around Lycaste, and Maneker saw something he hadn’t anticipated: Lycaste’s smoky, scummy shadow was reaching out towards Perception’s, sucked as if by a gust of wind, and had become intermingled a little in its depths. Maneker sat back, understanding that he was watching the Spirit’s own powerful gravity at work before him, drawing other souls towards it.




    He looked down and observed his own shadow drifting inexorably closer, coiling, blending.




    




    Huerepo struggled over the riveted doorframe into the hangar, hauling the wheeled cart behind him. It juddered as it mounted the step, bouncing back down and almost rolling away before he could catch it. It was a good thing he had, for it contained almost every dangerous invention Perception had so far come up with on their voyage: an agglomeration of horrors designed for maximum carnage. He glanced around as he dragged the thing in, noting with satisfaction the looks on Maneker’s and Lycaste’s faces. Here was the fruition of his six days’ labour, more important by half than whatever they’d both been up to.




    ‘Is all this what I think it is?’ Maneker asked, striding up and focusing that unpleasantly beady new eye of his.




    Huerepo doffed his little cloth cap that doubled as a rag and gave the Amaranthine a flamboyant bow. ‘Perception’s latest crop of inventiveness, Sire, for your consideration.’




    ‘Please,’ Maneker said, the excitement in his features clearly visible. ‘Show me.’




    Huerepo took the edge of the cloth and flapped it aside, exposing the jumbled contents of the little wooden cart.




    ‘Perception has striven for ruthlessness,’ Huerepo said, poring through the goods. Under the hangar’s lighting strips, the collection looked more than a little home-made, built as it was from anything they had to spare aboard the Epsilon.




    ‘Splendid,’ Maneker whispered, shouldering his way past Lycaste and gazing into the trolley.




    Huerepo climbed in and sorted through the weaponry. He hefted out a rifle with a funnel-shaped barrel that could fire bolts around corners and passed it to the Amaranthine. ‘Same principle as those winged bullets we took from the Lacaille ship, Sire. Repelled by hard stuff, attracted to soft.’




    My first stab at the problem, Perception said, as if from within the trolley. Useful, but nothing groundbreaking. Indeed, I lifted the entire concept from your own Decadence technology.




    ‘Now, let’s not be modest, Perception,’ Maneker said, eyeing the haul greedily. ‘Show me what else you have.’




    ‘Sunbombs,’ Huerepo said, holding out a handful of little misshapen lumps of solder, like factory offcuts. ‘Throw these into a room and they detonate with a little flicker of sunlight.’




    ‘Sunlight?’ Maneker asked, taking one dubiously.




    Fusion, on a tiny scale. Will probably burn a hole through the floor and disappear, blinding everyone in the process. To be used sparingly, I think.




    Maneker put it back.




    ‘Now then,’ Huerepo muttered, searching. ‘This should please you.’ He opened a chest and handed the Amaranthine a needle-fine filament possessed of a tiny bulb of blown glass at one end. Inside the bulb, a small amount of waxy white paste had stuck to the inner curve.




    ‘What’s this?’ the Amaranthine asked, handling it carefully.




    Only my life’s work, Perception said beside them.




    ‘Spider venom,’ Huerepo supplied. ‘Cultivated over the centuries by Perception in its tower.’ Carefully, he took it back and returned it to the chest with the others. Perception had designed a bespoke high-velocity needle rifle to fire the things, capable of piercing the thickest armour. Having tested the venom on the various stowaway vermin aboard the ship, Huerepo could reliably state that anything the size of a Lacaille would probably go down after a second or so and be dead within a minute. Huerepo had the first rifle made, displaying it proudly above his bunk.




    ‘How did you get the poison out?’ Lycaste asked, peering carefully into the chest, as if the very act of going near the needles might be dangerous.




    ‘That was a bad business,’ he responded, closing the lid of the chest and latching it shut. ‘Catching the buggers and milking them. I had the Oxel do it. They stamped on a few, so I had to do a lot of scooping with Smallbone’s desert spoon.’ He looked thoughtfully at Lycaste, hoping what he said next wouldn’t be taken badly. ‘There might be one or two still … on the loose. Poltor said he saw one in his bunk, but it must have sloped off to one of the warmer places on the ship.’ Lycaste looked a little pale all of a sudden, and Huerepo remembered that the Melius occupied one of the hottest chambers above the battery.




    I searched through the ship and synthesised some of my own poisons, too, Perception said. From rust and mould and whatnot. They’re in little canisters inside the nail bombs. Be sure to get out of the way if someone throws one.




    Huerepo nodded vigorously. Perception had thought up some truly indiscriminate weaponry, capable of maiming enemy and friends alike if it wasn’t lobbed far enough.




    That said, I have some armour replacements for you. Huerepo – if you’d do the honours.




    Huerepo nodded, opening up another crate and lifting out the heavy garment at the top. It was a simple Voidsuit reinforced with steel-plate armour: nothing a billion Prism didn’t have stashed away in their ships’ cupboards. He adjusted something at the shoulders, fastening twin pauldrons of dazzling coppery chain mail and connecting them via a wire to the suit’s backpack generator.




    Do you see the chain?




    Maneker agreed that he did, fingering the links. Huerepo thought he’d done a damn fine job.




    Magnetic fields, strong enough to taste, the Oxel tell me. Should repel any metal ordnance fired your way, or at least soften the blow enough for your plate armour to take the shock. Lumens, of course, they cannot deflect. It paused. Lycaste – are you listening?




    ‘Hmmm?’ Lycaste looked up, flummoxed.




    Lumens. Get out of the way if they’re firing bolts of light.




    ‘Ah, yes. Just the metal stuff.’




    Good.




    Huerepo couldn’t help but smile. The Spirit cared very dearly for poor old Lycaste, and he was glad. They’d have lost the Melius a handful of times now at least if it hadn’t been for their invisible friend.




    ‘You’ve shared all this with the allied ships?’ Maneker asked. ‘And the Satrap Alfieri?’




    Perception hesitated. Was I supposed to?




    Maneker scowled.




    The laugh that rebounded through their heads was rich and throaty. Of course I did.




    ‘The Jurlumticular have their own arsenal, too, of course,’ Huerepo added, swinging down from the trolley and checking nothing had fallen out. I believe they’ve got an Amaranthine skycharge sitting around on one of their ships—’




    ‘The Diaphene, yes,’ Maneker said. ‘It was stolen while I was still Satrap of Cancri, a hundred years ago. At the time, of course, I was livid.’




    ‘They’ve a haul of Lacaille fizzbombs,’ Huerepo continued, ‘good vintage ones with the seals still intact. Should make a big old mess when we drop them.’




    ‘Good,’ Maneker said, as if to himself. ‘If we’re to fight them inside the world as Perception wishes, that’ll be what we need.’ He looked in the direction Perception’s last words had come from, no doubt seeing the Spirit properly as the others could not. ‘A big old mess.’




    Huerepo looked doubtfully at him, then at Lycaste. Both he and the Melius had been there when Perception roundly defeated Maneker in the making of their grand strategy, humiliating the Amaranthine enough to send him scuttling off to his chamber. Only the gift of the artificial eye had drawn him sulkily from his room.




    Maneker’s plan, carefully worked out during his blind nights alone, had consisted of isolating and attacking the Grand-Tile while it was still hurrying through the Void; mobbing the Colossus and pummelling it with everything they had before it could reach its destination and release its legions from its single great hangar. Hearing this, Perception had swiftly and loftily interjected, delivering a step-by-step strategy to replace Maneker’s own and relegating him awkwardly to the sidelines of the conversation. The Spirit had a better plan, one guaranteed to bring down the Grand-Tile almost instantaneously, but it could only be achieved inside Gliese’s atmosphere, where there was a greater risk of it releasing its thousands of bombers, jets and troops – let alone awakening all the dormant Decadence weaponry that might be buried, waiting – before it could be destroyed.




    Huerepo, for his part, was inclined to trust Perception, but still he was frightened.




    A grand mess is a fine idea, Huerepo, Perception continued. One can reliably ruin any fool’s plan with a show of smoke and mirrors, I think.




    ‘You consider the Long-Life a fool, do you?’ Maneker smirked, staring directly at the space above Huerepo’s head. ‘You think he doesn’t have some reinforcement on its way from the Investiture? He would never risk so much, his entire force, his whole ancient plan, without such backup.’




    I believe he tried, of course, but things did not go quite to plan. He’s out there on his own now.




    ‘How can you tell?’ Maneker blustered, his rage building again. ‘You proclaim all these things with such damn confidence, but really you know nothing! It’s all guesswork!’




    Estimation, Hugo.




    Huerepo could only admire the Spirit’s patience. He hoped it was right.


  




  

    GREAT SOLOB




    Great Solob, the smallest of the multifarious moons hiding in Gliese’s looming shadow, was a desertified wasteland, a world composed of cracked escarpments of salt and wild groves of scrawny black trees. It was a brittle, dead place, inhabited only by algae and pollen spores and crawling pink shrimp, for it had been mined and panned to extinction by ancient Amaranthine engineering to fuel the industrial successes of Gliese over thousands of years. The moon and its sister, Opolie, were now seldom visited, despite their proximity to the greatest Vaulted Land in the Firmament, and for that reason it was here that Perception had arranged their meeting with the Satrap of Virginis and his forces.




    Lycaste alone had been given permission to conduct the ceremonies, and his helmet, slippery with sweat from his fingers, lay heavy in his arms. Perception itself stayed aboard the Epsilon, high in orbit, conscious that the gravity of the unhollowed moon would imprison it immediately if it ventured too close. It spoke instead through a radio channel: a thin, crackly voice that belied the power on the other end.




    Across the salt flat, Lycaste could see the first ships arriving out of the haze. They churned smog across the sky, wavering in the heat of the horizon; a collection of huge, weapon-shaped craft – to Lycaste’s eyes they were like giant rifles, and in fact he later learned that they were indeed nothing but great big guns welded onto engine blocks.




    ‘He lost everything,’ Maneker said, squinting beside Lycaste at the arriving ships. ‘His fortune, his ships, all of it.’




    ‘When they destroyed his Vaulted Land?’ Lycaste asked, recalling what they’d told him about Virginis.




    ‘And all of his assets,’ Maneker replied, ‘requisitioned from the vaults of Gliese when they proclaimed him a traitor.’




    Lycaste thought about that, choosing his words carefully. ‘But you managed to hide yours.’




    Maneker did something he’d never done before. He reached up and patted Lycaste on the shoulder. ‘I forget, sometimes, that we are both from the same Old World.’




    Lycaste looked at him, sure that he must have said something wrong. Maneker’s hand remained on his shoulder, a small weight, squeezing gently.




    ‘Don’t ever mention my money again, Lycaste.’




    




    He kept it hidden, Perception crackled from the helmet when Maneker was gone, having presumably listened silently to their conversation through the comms. And, if I understand correctly, the Long-Life never truly lost faith in him. He locked Maneker away to think about what he’d done, always expecting him to change his mind.




    Lycaste watched the approaching party. Salt and grit chased them on the wind, forcing him to narrow his eyes.




    Sire Fridrik Alfieri has pledged his life, and all the loyal Melius and Prism he still commands, to Maneker. But I hope it won’t come to that. I shall use his thousand ships as a final blow, if necessary.




    ‘If your plan doesn’t work?’ Lycaste asked.




    Don’t be ridiculous. Perception sounded a little affronted. Of course it’ll work.




    The Satrap strode up to Maneker, thrusting out his hand, but their greeting was brief. Alfieri turned instead and singled out Lycaste, marching over and staring up at him.




    ‘Am I speaking to you, or to the helmet?’ he asked in First. Lycaste noted that his greyish skin was quite a different colour from Maneker’s coppery tone. He had managed to keep his beard – Lycaste had heard that among the Amaranthine they tended to fall out – and was handsomely featured, with small, delicate hands. Alfieri wore the furs and gems and frilled collars of all self-respecting Immortals, but his looked a little dusty and threadbare, as if he’d left his changes of wardrobe behind and been unable to retrieve them. There were even stones missing, Lycaste noticed, wondering incredulously whether the man might have pawned them.




    Lycaste gestured at the helmet, tipping the open end towards him. ‘The Spirit would like to talk through this.’




    Alfieri gazed at the helmet with trepidation, then leaned forwards. ‘Perception?’ he asked, tapping the faceplate. ‘Are you in there?’




    Good morning, Fridrik. Are you well?




    ‘Well?’ Alfieri winked at Lycaste. ‘I’m much better now you’re all here, thank you very much. We’ll have that scoundrel the Long-Life strung up before the day is out, I think!’




    Let’s hope. Though I’d venture that stringing him up wouldn’t do much good.




    The Satrap looked a little crestfallen. ‘Yes, well, the Grand-Tile destroyed, then, and all our problems over.’




    Pretty much.




    ‘And just how do you intend to bring it down?’ Alfieri asked, bending closer to speak into the helmet as he eyed Lycaste. ‘You must have a plan?’




    Oh, I do, Satrap. But you won’t be needed for that. Just keep them busy.




    He scowled at the helmet, mouth working, clearly frustrated at having to talk to an inanimate object.




    My thanks.




    The Satrap glared up at Lycaste, as if it were him doing the talking, and turned to stare at his men. ‘Well then. That’s me put in my place. Shall we ascend?’




    Yes, please.




    Lycaste cradled the helmet, aware that it was still connected via its corkscrew antenna to the Epsilon, high above. He glanced up at the sky, foolishly expecting to see the ship.




    As he was staring into the blue, he became aware of a whispering in his ear.




    ‘Pardon me, Percy?’ he asked, rummaging for his water bottle as he clasped the helmet in one hand.




    But Perception was only whistling, clearly half-busy somewhere else while it waited for their return to the ship. Lycaste smiled.




    He took a drink of water and looked out across the salt marsh to a stand of spindly trees, dawdling until Maneker had finished speaking to the Satrap. Something, a shadow, was sitting among the copse of black, arm-like trees. Perhaps one of the Satrap’s soldiers.




    Lycaste stared at it, eyes watering in the glare of the white flats, trying to work out what he was seeing.




    YOU.




    The sound reached him from across the flats as if it were screamed. Lycaste started, dropping the helmet with a crunch in the salt.




    Lycaste, get your act together, said the helmet from its new resting place. We’re good to go.




    The sweat cooled on his skin. He picked up the helmet.




    And fetch Maneker.




    Lycaste hugged the helmet to him, staring into the trees.




    




    It was time. Perception disconnected from the frequencies and wormed itself into every system on the Epsilon, readying the motors, examining its handiwork.




    It curled like steam through the riveted iron ceiling of the flight deck and into the newly cleared storage space inside the ship’s nose, inspecting an assemblage of frantically twisted piping and trumpets, pieced slowly together by Poltor and his team of Oxel under Perception’s direct supervision. Lycaste’s Amaranthine-made pistol, studiously analysed, had been the life study upon which Perception had based this, his greatest work so far. Untested, the device carried a risk of calamity, Perception supposed; but wasn’t everything wonderful balanced on a knife-edge? Wasn’t each living thing also a powder keg of phosphorus and iron, set to blow with just the right fuse?




    The Spirit examined the great mass of equipment critically, running metaphorical hands across its oily surfaces, and with a palpable, surging excitement rose back into the flight deck to look out at the world of Gliese, hanging massively to starboard.


  




  

    INSIDE




    A bloom of dusty light, illuminated in Gliese’s reflected glow, circled the Vaulted Land’s pole. Ahead lay the tiny blue-black dot of the polar orifice sea.




    The speck of the Grand-Tile slowed, floating down to join with the sea. The silence around it waited, watching.




    




    Hui Neng looked across at Eoziel, oleaginous ruler of the Lacaille, eyes straying to the stumps of the king’s missing fingers. They sat in blue-tinged sunlight at last as the Colossus passed through the sea to the interior. Samuel Downfield, Satrap of the small Vaulted Land of Wise, was also present, his skin smeared with fragrant Rubante honey. Two Lacaille dithered at his side with sponges clutched in their hands, ready to wipe him down.
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