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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      









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


Psalm 78. Verse 49.


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


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


Decades later, new enemies appear; worse and more unnatural than the Null, the merciless ‘angels’ usurp the realm. With faith in his creation already shaken, Blades goes into chastened exile back on Earth and there seeks solace in poverty and repentance.


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


The Downs-Lord Triptych offers three connected scenes of a baroque Empire in the making, dovetailing to create a portrait of eventful centuries. Here is an exotic saga of transformation and a hymn to the exuberance of unfettered life.









THE PROLOGUE’S PROLOGUE


or


FOREWARNED IS FOREARMED


Theophilus Oglethorpe (1650-1702), soldier, cavalier, Jacobite, duellist, MP, coiner of that truism ‘Dead men tell no tales’ and all-round English icon, lived and died in the circumstances described in my The Royal Changeling (Earthlight 1998). His misplaced – in every sense – memorial looks down upon the interior of St James’s, Piccadilly, whilst the dust and bones that bore him were relocated by German high explosive in 1940 so that they gild, even if only at the molecular level, the very air we breathe. Doubtless, the real he is safely in Paradise, looking down upon us now. My mind’s open as to whether he’s laughing himself sick or just plain sick.


However, back on earth, his family tree marched on to great things; one sprig of it being his second son, confusingly also named Theophilus (1682-?). His march took him to Parliament (MP for Haslemere 1708-10) and then exile, to India and China and Sicily – and even stranger places …


Turn the page in that same intrepid spirit and you may follow him …
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PROLOGUE



‘Pennies for a poor man, sir?’


‘Get a job, damn y’ eyes!’


And there Captain Theophilus Oglethorpe (jnr.) would have left it, their divergent life-paths intersecting never to cross again. But then he realised the beggar had spoken in English. In Capri, indeed in all eighteenth-century Italy, that was rare enough to command attention. The sparkling blue sea, the crumbling headlong path down to the piazza and dinner still beckoned but they could wait. He backtracked.


‘Say again, sirrah.’


Joanna, his mistress of the moment, frowned unbecomingly. She did not understand her lover’s moderation towards street-scum. A true native of seething Naples, she no longer even saw them.


Conversely, Oglethorpe deplored that lack of charity, waving her on with his swordstick. In his English-naive opinion, seventeen-year-olds should retain some of the innocence of youth. Fine legs and skilful lips wouldn’t save her from displacement if she didn’t sweeten soon. Her sister was poised, waiting in the wings. Her tongue could tie a knot in a cherry stalk: he’d seen her do it.


‘Come, come, my man. I heard you plain. Speak English once more.’


The appalling figure considered the request. He was not as humble as a broken oldster by the wayside ought to be. His grime and rags and wrinkles should have engendered servility. Finally, the toothless mouth cracked.


‘Very well. How do you do, sir? Could you possibly spare a coin or two?’


Theophilus was so amazed that a hand was on its way to his pocketbook before he knew it. Just to hear the exquisite mother tongue spoken so far from home deserved reward alone – but to encounter its cultured version was veritable rain in the desert.


‘Here.’ He showered piastres and pennies mixed, down into the proffered hat. Thanks were nodded but not spoken.


Oglethorpe stirred the dust with his stick. Motes rose briefly, glorified to significance by the Caprisi sun.


‘And so, my man, how came you here – and why?’


It was the least of requests. He was willing to waste a minute or two – and tighten the pout on Joanna’s face. There might be a story therein to sprinkle zest on the waiting flagons of wine. It didn’t arrive.


‘I might ask you the same question,’ came the sole reply.


Back home, the Oglethorpes were renowned for their tempers, for duels and falls from grace. It was through just such, and Jacobite opinions spoken boldly without thought for cost, that Theophilus now trod the path of exile, from Surrey home to France and then China and Sicily – and finally sybarite Capri. The easy south had relaxed him somewhat. He’d acquired a patina of the Mediterranean life-cycle outlook, learnt the easy-going resigned shrug, and draped both over the sharp get-things-done angles of an Anglo-Saxon upbringing. People liked him better, even as they became wary of his new charm. To themselves the locals recalled a medieval proverb: ‘Inglese Italianato è un Diavolo incarnato’ – ‘An Italianised Englishman is a Devil incarnate’.


Now, his native nature reasserted itself, an unsuspected sea-monster rearing from the suave waters. Oglethorpe’s whole universe telescoped down until it was exclusively outrage.


Joanna came hurtling back, a silk centre to a dust storm. She didn’t want to lose this fountain of generosity just yet. Murder was still murder – even on Capri.


Her shapely boot connected with the beggar.


‘Speak, dog. Answer the Inglese Lord!’


That did the trick, proving her tough wisdom nicely. The old man was broken: abject. He’d learnt her language right enough.


He looked up into Oglethorpe’s face, silently surrendering his story. He was read: he was understood. His eyes held all the sadness there ever was.


Theophilus had seen the like before. In Canton he’d observed a forger boiled alive. Before the cauldron even grew tepid the felon had peered out upon the world like that. The Englishman had hoped to reach life’s end without witnessing it again.


‘Actually, I’m not sure I want to h …’ Oglethorpe’s words were involuntary, instinct overridden and foreign to his nature. Accordingly, Joanna didn’t recognise or acknowledge his fear. She booted again – and the deed was done. Speech poured forth: there was no point in protest, no lid to fit the box.


The consoling fragrance of the wayside flowers was lost: overshadowed; the sun shone less bright. Theophilus steeled himself.


‘I have fallen far,’ said the beggar, humbly; fearful of another blow – from any direction. ‘I am the first of a long line of kings …’


Oglethorpe frowned – thinking he might as well get in that mode.


‘The last in the line, surely?’ he corrected.


For an instant there was backbone in the beggar, but it was fleeting, like a stillbirth’s soul. Whilst it still lived he spoke.


‘What I have said, I have said,’ he told them firmly.









Hunter found God in the woods.


God was strolling in the cool of the day – which clinched the matter. Hunter knew the Almighty was partial to that habit – he recalled it from sabbaths in the stockade, when the elders read from the Blades-Bible.


Anything else in the thought line came later. At the time, all Hunter’s powers were devoted to not fainting away. Here was an irony of ironies. He’d abandoned ‘civilisation’ to search for God – and now baulked at being crowned with success. Self-limited and desiccated down to the merely spiritual, his ambitions had never included an encounter face to face!


Afterwards, recalling that first reaction, Hunter would go pale and his weathered brow stud with sweat. He’d judged the chance-found figure just another bit of Wild-life and, of course, drew aim upon it. Afterwards, elders of the tribe assured him that was natural and that pardon was assured. After all, human-shapes met in the Wild were often only seeming-men and actually monsters in disguise – or else Imperials out for some purpose of their own. It was easier to just loose your bow and make identification after. So long as it wasn’t Free-kin that was all right, even for staunch believers and non-harmers; even for Christians. In the Wild there was special dispensation. Turn the other cheek if you must, but first ensure you kept a cheek – and face and guts – to turn with.


In his head Hunter knew they spoke true but his heart walked a rockier way. In nights to come, memory had the power to wake him in the early hours, bolt-upright and silent-screaming.


Hunter had drawn aim with the arrowhead he’d intended for the first deer to cross his path, the great-barb that sundered tough hide and ruined resilient beast muscle. Deployed against human heads it would hit like a rockfall, exploding a skull as though it were a rotten apple. No wounds or cries: a perfect Wild kill.


It was the sheer thought. The possibility. He’d drawn a bead on the carefree stroller, had rested his arm on a bough, lining up a clear path to the unsuspecting victim. Of course, in reality, He must have known full well; He was never in any real danger – but that was poor excuse.


Then, just at the last and right moment (also naturally, because He was God), the visitor turned and looked at Hunter and knew all there was to know about him. That bag of sorrows saddened the divine face but sponsored no other reaction. He understood all – and thus forgave all.


Then the figure turned and walked on, displaying a complete trust that piled burning coals on Hunter’s head. He was shamed into awe. A back was offered to the unmissable shot. From that range Hunter had pinned men deep into trees.


A tear tracked down Hunter’s face, coursing over gullies and dead riverbeds worn by his history. He was riven by his unworthiness for such trust. In truth it wasn’t his faith that had brought him out here beyond everything, but his wives’ creed: that and the stubborn refusal to surrender them to an Imperial cross. He just wasn’t a good enough man to merit any of this.


Hunter had fallen to his knees, without intending, without awareness of it. Only fear of losing God a second time brought him back to reality and his feet. The vision was moving away, unhurried but still fleeting. Suddenly, Hunter was galvanised with energy. By birth he’d partaken in a bitter communion, the unhealing wound that was mankind’s loss of the divine amongst them. That separation had lasted four agonising centuries. Hunter wasn’t going to let any chance of reunion slip away.


So he tracked him, as only he could, without a sound to further trouble that head or cause it to turn. As he went, threading his way over, round and through the twisted trees, he phrased simple but heartfelt thanks that he, he of all men, should be blessed with this window of opportunity.


Then God came to his own window. With one last wistful look back, he entered in and was gone. God-king Blades had left through the shimmering gate back home to Paradise.


Hunter howled at the leaf canopy, for the first time in his life careless of what hungry Wild-life the noise might summon. He would have broken the sacrilegious bow over his knee, were it not defender-feeder of the tribe as well as himself.


He was blessed only to be cursed. Life was cruel and taunting when it imposed not only loss but repeated loss, a wound opened in the same place time and again.


But then he realised they were not left totally forlorn. Unnatural light still shone in the deserted clearing. He raised his eyes to it, half-fearful, half-rejoicing. Experience led him to expect it would burst like the bubble of his hope – but it did not. It remained solid looking, a stable edifice opening into … somewhere else.


Then he realised. As before, as ever, god-king Blades was showing them the way. That ‘window of opportunity’ was left open.


There was general disbelief till others went to the scene. The visitation was repeated for their benefit. Blades once again allowed his visage to shine upon them, before departing a second time. They watched it on their knees, cavern-mouthed, oblivious. A family of red deer ambled by without coming to harm, a feast rendered invisible by even greater joys.


In the stockade the elders listened and learnt and authorised opening of the Book. It was brought forth with ceremony, cradled in the trophy ribcage of a giant Wild monstrosity. Then the headman was doused in pure rainwater and repented his sins in front of the assembled people before he dared so much as to lift the cover. Gauntlets of flayed Null-skin stood between him and contamination of any page; a bone from his worst enemy served as pointer to the words he sought.


The lesser matter first. It was hardly in doubt but worth making the point that all was foretold. A valuable lesson for later.


‘From the book of Genesis,’ he read to them, ‘chapter 3, verse 8: “And they heard the voice of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of the day”.’


So there it was. The Deity had done it before. That day he had come to reprove and punish, the day that Adam fell short. Now, just perhaps, He arrived to lift the curse and reopen Eden.


Then the final hurdle. The age they lived in birthed black miracles as well as the more normal sort. There was need for verification.


The headman turned to the frontispiece and the engraved plate facing it. Every Blades-Bible contained the image of its creator.


Hunter stepped up as bidden, his first time upon the dais, and when he looked his face was all the answer any needed. That was as well, for words would not come. Hunter’s throat was choked along with his soul. He’d always believed, after a fashion, when not distracted or embittered by the trouble and misfortunes of this world, but never in his wildest dreams had he thought to encounter fully answered prayers or the promised return. He had to be led away to rest and consider.


Then the others who’d seen came up and one by one confirmed it. What they’d seen was He.


The headman raised skinny arms to the sky and what lay beyond it. As soon as he’d become too old to hunt or fight he’d been inspired to make himself useful by memorising great stretches of the Holy Book. Now he saw why. An appropriate passage hurtled through his mind.


‘“Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word;


For mine eyes have seen thy salvation …”’


As chance – or something – would have it, he died the next day, barely troubling himself with further words, slipping into final sleep, happy and easy as a child. Those who remained saw yet another sign.


The one thing he did say before he went was that they should end their long silence, the sullen separation from the rest of man. Babylon must be told, the seed sown – and cast promiscuously. Some pearls might land before swine, true, but surely there was still fertile soil out there. It had to be done. Here was news so good that it needed shouting from the rooftops.


The only difficulty lay in getting on to the relevant roof alive.


They decided to send six delegates (though they could ill-afford to spare them), six separate ways through the Wild. Such generosity ought to ensure at least one would make it.


The stockade looked sparse when they were gone, the loss of so many young warriors a dangerous depletion given the hunger that existed just outside the stockade, ravenous to come in and feed. Yet, in another sense, the tiny human enclave was reinforced, even after the party was gone, slipping over the defences at first light when the worst of the Wild slunk home to sleep it off. Hope now filled out their thinned ranks, making a few seem like many. Good news has that sorcerous power.


Solomon-Weaver and Cromwell-the-Spear were eaten by Null before they went ten miles. Salome-Soldier was sucked to a husk by a spider the size of a sheep, snugly web-wrapped during the leisurely process. Thus ended the first day of journeying.


The survivors lasted a little longer, for a yet further bout of travelling. The Wild had begun – just perceptibly – to thin when Shakespeare-Deflowerer tumbled into a pitfall dug by another tribe of misfits, and died on the cack-smeared spears within – eventually – after calling out for hours for anyone, ‘in the name of a merciful God’, to help him. No one save salivating scavengers heard. That concluded day two.


By dawn of the third, only Grimes-Flintknapper and Hunter were left to win through the Wild. The former could even be said to have made it. He emerged, clad in sweat and rags, by the far bank at New-Kingston-upon-Thames. Falling at the feet of the bridge guards, he babbled out the vital message. However, they’d never known anything good come from the Wild and so shot him without listening.


Only Hunter, seemingly the chosen one, penetrated the green fields and normality of New-Wessex. Whereas Grimes-Flintknapper was Wild-born, Hunter had arrived there fully formed. He’d already suffered at the hands of the orthodox and so trusted less, and this saved his life from intolerant border folk. Patiently waiting for dusk, he slipped by the guardians of Epsom Downs, infiltrating through the fortified yards where horses, more valuable than thousands such as he, lived pampered lives.


Past there he scampered down the green slopes and into the heartlands, sleeping by day in huts and isolated dwellings he found empty. At night, where, in the Wild, wide-eyed vigilance was the bare requirement of survival, he travelled on quite unhindered, stopping to take what he needed. It was not in his nature to filch from working-men’s larders, but he was under a dispensation. The elders had said he was upon a crusade for all and had all but known it they would have freely thrust largesse upon him. It was therefore no sin to harvest a little advance gratitude. Hunter understood the principle and sang it as a lullaby to his conscience. At the same time, he doubted it would be legal tender in New-Wessex just yet and so kept out of sight. A few tethered field-slaves saw him go but they were not likely to report anything to their masters. They watched, dulled eyed and envious, and failed to raise the alarm.


Truly, this was a fat place, Hunter reflected, as he feasted on loving-wife-packed rations liberated from a peddler who’d wake from his nap refreshed but lunchless. Here was ample eating and the chance to do things two-handed, without a weapon perpetually gripped. Here, the Wild only intruded as aberration. With the filter of the Fruntierfolke and rougher sorts at the fringes, Hunter would have bet his bow this deep interior was barely troubled at all. How marvellous, he thought – and yet at the same time sedating – that must be. Hunter didn’t know whether to envy or pity them their poor grasp of reality. What a shame it was that good men could only live outside of here. Now, there was a quandary and choice to leech joy out of everything. Freedom and a short Wild-life, or else plenty in servitude? Why did it always have to be either/or?


Then Hunter remembered the contents of his head and how extra precious it now was for holding the wonderful tidings. When others knew, or others bar a mere select band in the Wild, then just maybe it would change cases. Humanity deserved a new deal – or even the old one, if fairly applied.


God had returned to them, showing He had no favourites after all, and that there was no one He cursed without end. His foot was coming off their necks and mankind would rise again when He did. Just the notion put a spring in Hunter’s steps.


He only broke cover when in plain sight of the Castle. The high walls and red roofs of New-Godalming were vast and lovely in the light of a new day, but rising above them all was his objective – which was a metaphor, when you thought about it, if you chose to see.


Once upon a time everywhere was like this: fair cities surrounded by civilisation. Those of good intent had no need to approach them in fear and trembling, by night and on their bellies. Now, in present decadence, although the bearer of great gifts, Hunter had to sneak in courtesy of an unknowing accomplice. The haywain’s driver interpreted Hunter’s boarding as an encounter with a rut; an all too plausible explanation, saving him the trouble of looking round. Since of late there was less motivation to go round repairing or do anything energetic, the roads of Humandom teemed with pits and sloughs even here, right at the heart of things.


Hunter waited until the ‘third circle’ and the noble abodes to jump ship, ignoring the carter’s surprised cries and the passive gaze of the citizenry. He need not have worried overmuch, even as he hared away like a hound on fire. An age of everyday miracles had made them incurious. It was unlikely anyone would give chase in pursuit of novelty. He wasn’t Null or monstrous and that low minimum now sufficed.


The Castle gate-men had more exacting standards. Hunter was stopped, stunned and bound before more than a few words could pour out of him.


‘“Resurgam!”’ he told them, until a descending mace brought peace. ‘It’s the truth!’


The servants of the god-king had a high regard for truth – more than wages it was the reason they served and believed. They also recognised the promise at the very end of the Blades-Bible. Clearly under divine guidance, Hunter had said just the right words not to earn short shrift and a stiletto to his sleeping form. He’d raised a crop of curiosity.


So, he was taken away for harvesting and questioning – under torture, naturally; just to be sure.


It’s only natural to protest when being eaten. Yet the slave tried to stifle his screams as long as he might. Only silent tears met the first few mouthfuls.


Guy Ambassador itched to intervene.


‘Now, now …’ said the angel.


He, she or it smiled at the Ambassador, warning him. Such sights were something humanity should be used to by now. It was four centuries since success deserted them: four centuries of humiliation offering ample opportunity to adapt. That particular nerve ending ought to have long since gone dead.


Till then the Ambassador thought his had. Or perhaps a protective scab had worked loose because he was leaving. He re-commanded his face to its normal mask.


‘Be friends …’ It was both angelic instruction and warning: a spoilt child imposing peace upon pet cat and dog.


Obedient, the Ambassador drew near the Null-King, feigning sadness at imminent parting. He had to transcend the feast, that obvious show for his benefit. Normally, the Null dined in far more wild style.


His shoes splattered through discarded pieces. He imagined a stick jammed across his mouth to fabricate a smile. He told himself he never, ever, stuttered.


No one was deceived. The monster extended his ham-like arm, languidly pointing one talon in the Ambassador’s direction. What he really wished to do was use it, as the Creator had intended it to be used; to slash human flesh, to strip off succulent slices. His barbed cock rose like a pennon in daydreaming of it. Yet he too was under command. He dared not follow his true nature whilst under angelic supervision.


The Ambassador applied shrinking lips to the claw in homage. It tasted of blood and cloves.


‘I must leave now, exalted one: under p-p-protest, answering only the sternest of homecoming commands. Rest assured, majesty, I shall pine for your presence all the while, and hunger and thirst for the d-day of my return to your delicious Empire of Feeding.’


Null declined to learn man-speech on grounds of dignity and taste. Instead, the words were conveyed into Null by one of the throng of human interpreters: semi-naked wretches shamingly eager for the ear of their master. A babble of silky, chiming tones that mangled a human throat, try as they might. Too octave-ascending, too … ravenous for true rendering.


The Null could not be bothered to conceal their hatred and hunger conjoined, not from lowest Null cub to this King of Mothers himself. His yellow, almond-eyes glowed only the fiercer for the honeyed words, simply nodding a sleek purple head in acknowledgement. Any deeper intercourse with humanity was demeaning.


Yet the angels stipulated courtliness between them, when there was not – staged – war. And what they wanted they got and had done for centuries past.


‘So, sublimity, I must take my leave: until we meet again for the better understanding of our brethren races.’


Unscripted, unlike the last consumption, one of the great, prone, Null mothers on whom the King reposed, began to toy with an interpreter, a spectre of appetite rousing her from customary indolence. Normally they remained secluded, objects of veneration and mystery. Yet today was a special day and a batch litter-borne here in the Ambassador’s honour. He tried – and failed – to bear that in mind.


Her vestigial arms kneaded the interpreter’s legs; she slithered her great bulk forward slightly to apply bulbous lips. He too was Null-bred to unquestioning servility but at this stage nature took over. He wailed his fear and protest against consumption.


The King heard and saw. If there was one thing consistent in their behaviour it was tender solicitude to the mother class. Straightaway, he ordered other Null to assist her inadequate maw.


Guy noted that the man stood to await doom, even as his face dissolved into rebellion. There had to be lessons learnt, advantages to be wrung, even from such excesses, or else it was waste. Guy obliged himself to observe. And besides, the monster King had not dismissed him yet.


Claws arced to die in juddering halt; white teeth joined, heaving resistant sinew away. Here was expert butchery, fruit of practise since dawn-time. The shrieking meal was soon silenced and passed, morsel by morsel, to the blubber mound on the floor. She dined noisily.


The angel’s eyes were wide, her mouth likewise. From far away laughter emerged – perhaps her own, strangely distanced, or maybe from remote viewers of her kind. One was the same as all amongst that breed as far as mankind knew.


A blood spray flew the Ambassador’s way. He dutifully forbore to notice it or any other private Null arrangement. What they did with their slaves-cum-larder was their own business: he told himself that a hundred times a day. If the remaining Null-humans could overlook then so should he, emulating their example in that if nothing else.


The great purple King snapped back to his official visitor in the fluid manner of his race which was so alarming. Everything they did had their entire focus until the next thing – with barely an intervening second.


The royal arm was again flicked in his direction. He was free to go, to cease polluting the throne cavity.


Guy Ambassador bowed low, first to the King, then to each of the mothers whose face was visible amidst the pile. Then he left that den and perpetual abode, walking backwards. A door curtain – quilted human skin – was parted for him. The obliging Null warrior exuded warmth and scorn as he was passed.


Guy’s last view was of the angel in conversation. She slid her perfect feet in human gore whilst whispering in the King’s ear.


Every ramp and passage out to the light was a well-packed womb of Null, sprawled lazily in grooming or half-hearted sodomy. They crowded close as could be to the mothers, just as in the sleep piles of the former days – before the angels put notions in their heads. The old urge still persisted.


Like an intruder into a dry orifice, the passage clear was not made easy. Grudgingly, they made way for the one wild human tolerated in Paris but were free and expressive with their feelings. By the time Guy gained the day and air, he was adorned with drool.


‘We go!’


Bathie clapped her hands and a rare smile applied a flame to beauty that normally slumbered. His wife had been waiting for him, a dark head at one of the apertures in their crazed dwelling; already and easily packed. She’d few enough possessions save her hereditary crimson gowns. Guy Ambassador was likewise built for speed. He’d brought little to Null-France and was departing with less. Shed illusions outweighed gained experience. It was the work of mere moments to throw a few things into a trunk and then be poised, ready to ascend out of nightmare.


Nothing was straight here, no angle true. Every room, walkway and larder in the Null city offended the regularising eye. They built like their thoughts, full of abrupt changes of direction, sharp and cutting as a fang but without guiding reason.


The human dwellings had been tacked onto the main thrust of Null-Paris, another lunatic protrusion high above the ground with no support but hope, a growth upon the body sicked up under protest. They saw fit that its rooms should be wormed into only after a weariness of narrow, knife-edge passages, penetrating a zone of enigmatic spaces, barred ways and dead-ends. There were larders there also, pre-existing or rapidly relocated, and thus screams at unpredictable hours.


Bathie took it better than he, though she spent longer in the fetid burrow. Whilst he was out on his business – wretched though that could be – it was she who was there to hear the scratchings behind the walls, to hear the lightning strikes of agony and despair from just rooms away. Her world was just the twists and turns of that tiny reservation; up to there the Null guard assured immunity – but no further. Guy hardly wondered at the increment in her strangeness when he returned from his days of abasement. Whilst he endlessly shuffled a pack of cards and purged his memories away, she sat and stared at the un-true partitions, as though seeking to pierce them with just a burning gaze. Just beyond there might be serried Null youth, scenting, salivating, at the aroma of meat seeping through, or maybe, meat-to-be, patient, bred to silence, pinned to the wall with Judas-manacles imported from home.


They never discovered. It was never revealed. All she had was the noises and her imaginings. People said the last was worse than reality – but not in Null-land. Mere imagination was unequal to the full horror, was merciful ignorance. There was that small comfort. Left on her own she had nothing to do but picture it: herself the one clean cell set amidst a cancer – long and bad days for a seventeen-year-old girl. Snaky outside darkness entered into Bathie’s thoughts to mate with her own native variant. Guy stamped on the ensuing offspring at birth, successfully so far, but knew it was a matter of time. One day a monster-birth would escape and grow to adulthood and he feared that more than their surroundings.


Null-human servants were provided them, ever changing but all the same. In their averted eyes and nakedness they tended to a muchness. One told them apart by their missing limbs and mutilations – fingers missing here, an eye gone there: either punishments or snacks taken on the hoof. Sight of them sprinkled anti-savour on the food and fresh laundry they carried.


On this final day, the survivor of a scalping had brought a piping hot-pot and proper metal spoons – an unusual, signal honour. The couple were hungry but looked askance at the mystery-meat amidst the bobbing vegetables. It might have been pork; it might not. The Null had a sense of humour and no carnivore meal from them could be trusted. Not for the first time, stomachs had to be deceived with slave-baked bread – and Guy wouldn’t put it past them to grate human even into that.


Belatedly discovering the betrayal, their guts growled discontent all the way to the English Channel.


Under angelic prompting, the Null could be considerate hosts. From somewhere they’d obtained a coach and four, plus a clothed slave-chauffeur to drive. That job presumably represented thirty pieces of silver for one of their luckiest trusty-humans, a marvellous exemption granted until he got frail or was ousted by someone even more shameless. Then it was the larders for him. No more going dry-shod or covering his parts with a loincloth on that day. Guy Ambassador had no sympathy.


Guy had been excluded from the company of the worst collaborators; those favoured few allowed to dress and command. If he sought them then ‘his safety could not be guaranteed’, as their mouthpieces repeated like mindless birdsong, and so he’d had to forgo the pleasure. Given that even his allotted Null bodyguards dribbled on him, when hunger pangs struck or their streamlined minds wandered, Guy was wise to stay within bounds. Stripped of regal protection amongst the Null crowd-like orgies that packed Paris, he would be jointed redness within minutes.


That suited the King-of-Mothers well. Intelligence reigned sufficiently in that head to see the danger of Guy mixing promiscuously, spreading new notions and subversion amongst previously compliant meat. Therefore their higher lickspittles were kept well away from him and he from them. And so that was another aspect of the Ambassador’s brief from New-Wessex thwarted.


The other coachmen were the more usual sort: mute, de-tongued probably, as a lesson or to give some monster a titbit; naked and frightened since birth. Even the horses were fixedly-skittish. A keen appraiser of horse-flesh, albeit purely for racing purposes, Guy saw the healed claw-rakes down their flanks, the signs of slices taken and then regrown. No gallops for these creatures, no glad morning runs or Derby triumphs. They trembled when it was not cold; their spirits were broken.


It was vital to recall that, city or no, the Null were as much animals as the beasts hauling this conveyance, he reminded himself. They were slaves of the impulse, reluctant postponers or investors-in-patience. A horse was not servant or contrivance to them but mere severe temptation. The Ambassador was determined to learn right up till he spat goodbye to here forever.


Their protectors maintained a corridor of almost-safety for them. The low throat-growl that everywhere accompanied him sang them to their carriage. Their appointed guards were larger than the normal variety of the breed, and perhaps captains amongst them, a foot above their lesser brethren, two above their charges.


Even so, the throng pressed close, to see and scent and express disapproval. The scent of cloves and desire became overwhelming. Bathie sneezed repeatedly and the outer Null chimed joy. They did not understand human responses but embraced anything that might be distress. Beyond the age-old hunger, the great hatred ran deeper still. It had worn a chasm, a rut that would hold the wheel of relations between them for ever and ever.


‘Where are our brothers?’ they were asking. ‘Where the companions of the sleeping pile? Where the mothers across the water? What, why, where? What have you done with them?’


They hadn’t the words, or inclination to acquire them, but Guy the Ambassador read it all the same in those flat, purple faces. Leper-yellow eyes, all aglow, expressed it as good as English.


The carriage seats had bloodstains on the upholstery. Old but not that old. Shift your backside as you would there was no avoiding them. Or the backsides of the coachmen in front. They confronted the jostled, stricken couple like a final message. You might put on airs and graces and clothes they implied, but, underneath, all you are is pink meat.


A whip was cracked, over horse-flesh for once, and they were away, abandoning the crumpled pyramid that was Paris. Neither Guy or Bathie looked back, even though the alternative was Null or hairy arse. They took no happy memories with them, no pleasures tied to what the god-kings assured them was once Paris, ‘the City of Light’. Doubtless, the Null had their own name for it but no one had troubled to divulge it. It was unlikely human vocal chords were equal to recognisable translation in any case. Guy preferred the good old New-Wessex naming, symbol of what had been and might be again.


Null guardians kept pace to either side, easily the match of cantering horses, a fluid lope that ate up miles without sweat or effort. The pursuing mob were thus kept from closing in to dine. If they had, maybe an angel would have intervened, maybe not. They were capricious and, to be fair, distracted masters. They couldn’t be everywhere at once – which was another consoling thing Guy Ambassador had learnt. All the same, the possibility couldn’t be ruled out. Soon enough Null-Paris would be out of sight and the great Null-King’s protection distant: maybe even withdrawn.


If things did turn that way then Guy had his plans already laid. The forbidden revolver was an extra virile member in his crutch. Four shells for the monsters, then one apiece for him and Bathie. Likewise the flimsy but wondrous letter from home, source of a sparkling star of hope amidst this Null-night. It would be eaten before he was.


There was nothing much to see in Null-France, and nothing at all of cheer. Scripture described a great human culture there once – they had it from the mouth of the first god-king himself, Blades the Progenitor, Null-bane – but the text was obscure, possibly referring to this world, possibly his own. Sometimes he’d admixed the two, for reasons best known to himself; reasons Guy would rather die than doubt.


Yet, all the way there and, now, all the way back, the Ambassador looked most attentively for any signs of ‘Le Roi Soleil’ and his works, but there were none, not that he could discern. Wayside lumps and bumps that might have been remnants of human achievement, or leaning ivy-strangled might-be trees or towers, would require an antiquarian to interpret and, given there was only a heart-breaking tale to tell, that profession was thin on the ground in modern New-Wessex. The matter remained obscure but Guy did not repine. Whatever might have been was now long gone and didn’t bear thinking about. Scattered summer wild-flowers were taken instead as some small consolation. They allowed Guy to argue that Mother Nature set her face against total horror.


All the same, the principal landscape features were wasteland and fire-cleared hunting grounds; the only higher life in it potential Null food or its slave shepherds, plus the occasional late unfurling Null sleep-pile. These unravelled like maggots at the sound of the carriage and came over to inspect the novelty breakfast.


Each time the would-be predators were warned off by their guardians, meeting dismissive chimes that brooked no dissent. Happily, the unincorporated and traditionalist Null seemed predisposed to defer to their evolved brethren, one tendency defecting in trickles to the other but not the converse. The city-breed had angelic prestige and received whispers in their pointed ears. Pragmatic as ever, Nature-compliant, the old made way for the new.


The sole free humans in Null-France were glad of it and dulled their eyes. Bathie was already gone, her black painted claws clenched in a merciful doze, saturnine face relaxed back to the frontier of childhood. Guy forced himself to stay awake, ever observant even as he screened out the worst of repetition. Those two things most precious to him in all the world, love and faith, were nearby, meriting every vigilance. Guy the Ambassador hugged both Bathie and the letter to himself, all the way to the coast.


‘Sir Guy Ambassador,’ announced the huscarl, at the tower door. ‘Lady Bathesheba Fruntierfolke.’


Out here, beyond everything, New-Wessex put on a show for no one, making the heartache of being there all the worse. The very best of Imperial etiquette was strictly enforced. Alighting from the carriage, the couple had to pretend they were not observed or recognised by their host until formally introduced. Nor might they be addressed over the gargoyles from atop the ornate walls. Only now could he hasten to them.


‘Thank Blades. Thank Blades!’


Sir Samuel Musket, Castellan of Dieppe, embraced the two. Bathie shook free of it and him and shot a sulky glance. Her husband understood full well. The two had history. At the honour banquet on their way out, enraged by ale and loneliness, hands had lingered overlong on the scarlet cloth; employing a modicum of lift and grip. Guy forgave, had almost forgotten. It wasn’t a duelling matter. For his wife, however, it touched on more delicate areas than just her behind. It was partly his fault. Guy understood that too.


At least Musket had the decency to be embarrassed. He withdrew, red-faced as her gown.


‘Yes, well, anyway, welcome, welcome …’


And they were. The Dieppe citadel, New-Wessex’s permitted toehold back in its old Empire, saw precious few visitors, and almost all those from the seaward side: supply ships and relief garrisons. Save for today, only evil came from the south. Other than for angelic whim they wouldn’t be there at all. For their own reasons, they required diplomacy between former predator and rebellious preyed-upon. Its accoutrements therefore had their protection, but that was all. Even they couldn’t enforce cordiality.


Thus, though the ‘Long Man’ pennons flew brave over its garish turrets and brass cannon protruded below, they weren’t fooling anyone. Two-leg pink meat set foot here on sufferance and oughtn’t to forget it. Sometimes the Null brought their still shuddering meals right up to the walls to make the point.


Today, the Parisian escort lingered in insolence, studying this tiny canker of vermin down their snub noses. Then some took each other, in full view and chiming joy, whilst another strode up and pissed luxuriantly, a high arc reflecting bright sunshine, against the painted stone. An insult of no particular occasion or cause – just a regular marking of cards.


Inured, the sentinels didn’t even heft their guns. It was business as usual; spectators not soldiers. The Castellan drew his guests and everyone away out of sight.


Show over, the Null withdrew, from the scene and from each other. The carriage was set on its way with a deep raking claw down one horse’s flank. It rocketed away from consumption, drawing all after it, the coachmen wrestling for control, a fizz of red in its wake.


The presiding Null licked its hand clean of horse juice and waved farewell to the human nest. No one acknowledged him but he knew humans, knew the way and taste of them. He was seen all right.


By synchronous and collective decision they turned and were away. But they would be back – when they wanted – and no one could object.


Dinner in the Great Hall of Dieppe: an echoing vault under-utilised by three diners plus guards. No matter how hard flunkies stoked the log blaze its comfort faltered short of the far walls. Murals on them showing the greatest triumphs of humanity tried to cooperate, combating the cold by their warmth of colour, alas with less success than in the scenes depicted. One in particular, of Emperor Blades (his face left a pious void according to the iconoclastic dogma of a previous age) at that first and sweetest of victories, the ‘Battle of the Barrow-of-Those-Before’, was positively aglow with violent greens and reds. It was a rare surviving work of the incomparable Earl Kevo Palette-Jenkins, court painter to three early god-kings, and thus prized evidence of pre-angel achievement. Guy’s eyes focused on it in adoration before his wandering attention was dragged away. Sir Samuel had said something.


‘The Levellers censor our post, I’m convinced of it. We hear only what they choose.’


It was a reasonable supposition. New-Wessex’s only lifeline to the sea lay through those ancestral enemies who could be relied upon to take advantage. Imperials wrestled with Levellers – it was the way of things, two chalk-and-cheese world views; nothing to remark upon or be surprised about. Given his abode, Musket oughtn’t to have lacked for more serious sources of outrage. The struggle had gone on for centuries, sometimes hot, sometimes not. Resolution – and then revenge – would come one day, when the divine will willed. Ever obedient to it, Guy was happy to wait. His letter had got through at any rate and that was all that mattered for the moment.


He corrected himself. The other thing that mattered sat across the broad table from him. He checked she was all right. It was difficult to tell with Bathie: she was intense about all, good or ill.


What a relief it was to bite into meat without reservation. Bathie’s full lips were parting wide to apply pearly white to the grilled chops. Guy looked and was stirred, despite himself. He’d have thought a season with the Null would finish her with flesh-eating for good, but no. Stripping away each band of crisped fat, she wiggled her head to wrestle it free and then gobbled all down like a bird with a worm. Her black mass of hair tossed back with each swallow, emphasising the abandonment. He did not mind. Guy the Ambassador felt sure his relish was equally plain to any observer.


He smiled at her and above her meal Bathie’s opal eyes flashed at his. No message there, other than devotion, subtracted from by unassailable reserve. Their gazes disengaged, abashed. The temporary, arms-raised, body-arched, tightness of her liquefying gown was suddenly matched by his own constriction, lower located; a stiffening fighting for space against gun and missive. It was no shame, just another skirmish in an old battle. He slapped the inappropriate response down. Chat would help, any distraction that could come swiftly.


‘Levellers? Censorship? I don’t doubt it, Musket. But this is a different case. They’d not withhold anything vital. We’re all humans together, when all’s said and done. In this age believers ally with atheists, each party holding their nose. Even Levellers hate Null and angels …’


Sir Samuel looked round in unease, the massed candlelight from luxuriant iron trees caressing his swivelling head.


‘Ambassador!’


Guy’s long fingers mimicked an imaginary calming spell over the Castellan’s distress.


‘We’re alone,’ he reassured Musket, in the same melted-honey tones as he had poured over the Null-King’s growls, ‘never fear.’


Nevertheless, the Castellan checked again. Over their heads the decorative banners of myriad clans and noble houses of humanity, each protruding from a brass monster visage, moved with nothing more than the breath of the blazing fire. They were alone save for the statue-like huscarls.


Guy excused and sympathised with the poor, frazzled, randy man. Especially the last. He saw the evidence of his war against pointlessness in the new outer earthworks slowly taking shape round the castle. Doubtless, they were the cynosure of modern military science, but at the same time empty efforts. Here all labour was in vain, except insofar as distraction might stop them cutting each other’s throats. Angels permitting, the Null could take Dieppe any time they liked and everyone knew it. That being so, there was little of real merit to do in this cursed posting and every temptation to seek invisible enemies in the aether. The real ones were all too plain in your face, before the walls, in range but inviolate.


Yet Guy knew angelic omnipotence was overrated. Back when life held little appeal he’d risked all to prove it. Private blasphemies shouted in his chamber had brought no response, neither punishment nor amused indifference. They’d simply not heard. The younger Guy had arisen from his divan, experiment over, hope revived, and gone on into the years ahead.


He did so again, crossing to refill Bathie’s wine cup. The garrison here was skeletal, sufficient for a show, insufficient for proper menials. Musket’s apology was graciously brushed aside.


‘No matter. I could do with stretching my legs. Null-Paris was a confinement of the body as well as spirit.’


Sir Samuel didn’t like to think of it or there.


‘I dare say, Ambassador …’ Plainly, he’d sooner speak of piles.


‘Hmmm …’ Guy studied him over the rim of his goblet. He wanted to put the man at ease. He felt sorry for him stuck out here, shredding himself in days of worry and uselessness. ‘Don’t suppose you get the results sent over, do you?’


Musket was murdering his meal, pursuing it round the platter but not enjoying it. A forkful of cutlet was left, poised halfway to death.


‘Results of what?’


That meant no. Guy’s generally gossamer spirits fell slightly. The Null didn’t follow the horses either – except to eat them. Just when he thought himself almost back, he found civilisation still some way off.


‘Doesn’t matter.’


Yet he remained a sunny optimist; try as he might to suppress it. Hope kept bubbling up through every obstacle; a sturdy weed penetrating whatever pavement was laid over it.


‘Though you might just have caught the name, I suppose … Frisky Liz, heard of her?’


Musket considered, reeling in the years.


‘I’ve known a few so called,’ he said, trying to be helpful, ‘and some that answer that description …’


‘A horse, dear Sir Samuel. A thoroughbred: flanks like stuffed satin. She was to run in the Blades Gold Cup. Didn’t hear, did you …?’


Musket looked perplexed, screwing up his face in search of some code that wasn’t there.


‘No. I … er, no.’


‘A pity.’


‘Yes.’


Sir Samuel suddenly brightened.


‘Though I did hear something about horses. The Levellers thought it fit for my attention.’


Guy was all ears. He set down his glass, postponing the vital task of anaesthetising himself to sleep.


‘Do tell.’


‘The angels permitted a summer incursion. Wild Null plus some fungoid creations we’ve not seen before. Oh, and those eel-men hybrids, too. It got quite torrid till the huscarls and some cataphracti worked round the back, edging down the Mole Valley. Then we got to grips with it and …’


Guy would never normally have interrupted but he’d felt a shadow fall over some vital interests.


‘Forgive me, Musket, but I can’t quite grasp the equine connection. D’you see? Sorry.’


Sir Samuel didn’t mind. Any conversation was good conversation. Stuck in the company of soldiers with fairly basic tastes, he realised he could do with some point-sticking practise.


‘Well, they overran Epsom, you see; early on, at the start. Got amongst the training stables.’


Guy kept his gasp to himself but Bathie knew. She stared at him, concerned.


‘D-did they indeed?’ The strangulated tone was barely perceptible.


‘Oh yes, quite a feast, apparently. Worked to our advantage, though. A lot lingered on the banquet. Blunted their advance, else they’d have been through to the capital.’


‘S-s-stroke of luck then’ said Guy – only it wasn’t really him.


Musket drank to it but drank alone.


‘Suppose so. Though not for the thoroughbreds. Wasn’t always quick either. I got a briefing about the fungoids. Seems that they slow-feed and drape themselves over the beasts. Then they sort of meld with the still living creat …’


Guy let fall his fork. It clattered against the pewter, disrupting discourse. An indulgent but, he hoped, forgivable ploy.


‘Gracious,’ he said lightly, resurrecting the smile he used at the Null court, ‘isn’t nature inventive? That must have put a dent in the Derby!’


‘If there was one,’ agreed the Castellan, uninvolved.


And then, though he went through the motions, Guy found all appetite gone. He lingered the minimum permissible time till the scraping back of a chair wouldn’t seem actively offensive. ‘An early start. Draining duties …’ – and so on. Bathie followed the cue, grabbing fruits and pastries to take with her.


Their allotted quarters were in the seaward wall. With the eye of faith, the lights of land, albeit Leveller land, could be seen across the inky water. A balm of summer spice rode on the breeze that entered their open window, only slightly abated by the arm-thick iron grille against the sea-Null. It visited them from Humandom, not the tainted southward realms – or so he chose to believe. That sufficed to make it beautiful.


Scenting it, Guy’s buoyant spirits rose again. There would be new racing bloodlines, some survivors to carry on. An influx of fresh yearlings would bring welcome novelty to the sport. If you did but enquire there was always something to look forward to.


At that precise moment, it was watching his wife undress – though that was also bitter-sweet pleasure. Her eyes, unreadable, never left his.


Naked, they embraced warmly – and then retreated to cold, sad, separate, beds.


For consolation, when the worst of frustration had abated, he consulted the letter, sneaking it out from beside his pounding heart. Back turned to her – for not even Bathie could know or be endangered by the knowledge – he read by silvery moonlight.


The handwriting of a god-king: unprecedented. Unprecedented honour, unprecedented hope and fear.


‘“Resurgam! I will rise again! The Promise is fulfilled. Return. Resurgam!’”


Bathie and the sea: twin sisters, both thinking up a storm.


All through the Null posting she’d been restrained, by the monsters’ indifference and her husband’s mission. In courting the Null-King the ambassador of Humanity required an entire absence of distraction. Therefore, like a good wife, she’d driven the inner demons over some private frontier, so far away their voices could not be heard. Either that or a pillow had been applied to their yammering faces, stifling the constant chatter. But my, how they’d struggled under the smothering. How they’d protested their exile. Now the moment was gone and her temporary strength with it. They invaded again, with renewed vigour. They slipped out from under the pillow, not even winded. Bathie sat at the ship’s dragon prow waging war in her head.


Guy recognised the signs of approaching tempest in both places – and could do nothing about either. Both baroque vessels were being tossed by weather there was no controlling.


He sympathised but, unable to assist, settled for polite disinterest. The captain was driving the Wessex Wyvern before the iron clouds with every effort and inch of sail. The slave rowers below had been threatened up to maximum assistance. Guy could do no more. Bathie would attempt what she could or, at the very least, apologise after. As both passenger and husband Guy was reconciled, if not content. To pass the time, he set and solved puzzles upon his backgammon board, one of the mainstays of his sanity in Null-Paris, till the motion of the ship aborted even that distraction.


There was thunder down below as the slaves shipped oars, for fear they be sea-seized. Already bones had been broken, pinned and tested to shattering against the row-benches by storm-commandeered wood. Occasional stifled sobs to evidence it wafted up to spoil lulls in the wind.


For memory and comparison’s sake, Guy looked over the side at the moment-by-moment increasing waves, but thereafter spurned the wild excesses of nature with aristocratic disdain. He rather disapproved of water in large quantities – even the Null behaved with more decorum. The Ambassador turned to shuffling his favourite pack of cards, just to keep his hand in.


Soon Bathie had to retreat, soaked, from her forward position. Guy sensibly averted his eyes from the wet dress moulded to her form – and was glad to see even the rough seamen do likewise. That was proof of their closing with civilisation and real New-Wessex style respect. They drew nearer to it with every crack of the sails and each protest from the mast – if only providence would permit a homecoming.


Guy arose, stowing away the hand-drawn picture-book, recalling his responsibilities. He was of the blood. He had … contacts and the responsibilities to go with them.


‘Ahem!’ Even above the blow he had their attention, because of who he was. Standing directly above the hold, so that even the oarsmen might see or hear, Guy raised his arms in the beseeching attitude of prayer.


‘Though storm rises o’er us, we are not of it. We are of firmer assurance. We are human. And in us a light shines!’


A roll of the ship put him comically on to one long leg, along with, it must be said, almost everyone else, and he allowed fitting dignity to return before continuing.


‘Therefore, may Blades, who is with us always, together with all his descendants in whom the divine spark sparkles, smile upon us; his favoured children in his image. May he and they hear us now and bring us to safe harbour, in this world and the next.’


Guy was disappointed to note a few sailors not participating, and one or two even sporting curled lips of distaste. The Wessex Wyvern was an Imperial ship, for all it docked at Freeport-Hastings. It wasn’t fitting that she should carry Leveller-atheist recruits. Though it was hardly the moment, Guy resolved to raise the matter, to the point of speaking sternly, if and when they made port.


A wave caught him at an equally inopportune time. The final blessing was drowned in cold and green and wet.


‘Mighty Blades, Creator of stars and stones alike, we thank you for keeping us alive, for preserving us, and …’


They all knew anyway and those not underwater completed it for him.


‘… bringing us to this moment.’


Some of the mariners crossed themselves, which was a further shock, akin to but more chilling than the recent refreshing wave. He’d had no idea. There’d been the blithe assumption that Christianity was a purely Wessex problem, a stubborn legacy from less enlightened times. Guy didn’t know whether to be sad or glad to find it further afield. Leveller-land played with the title, just to spite the Imperials, and so it only served them right to be infested with the commoner-corrupting full-blown version. Also, there was a crumb of comfort in finding nowhere immune. The swines got everywhere, like vermin and bed-bugs. The most dignified, most Ambassadorial, course was to ignore them. Guy ushered his thoughts on.


In one or other of the Apocrypha, those numberless volumes of anecdotes of Blades written by his servants and apostles after his ascension, Guy recalled mention of something called Fimbulwinter. One evening in his favourite pleasure villa at New-Lulworth with cup in hand, the god-king Blades had mentioned the wolf-head, horizon to horizon, storm that would presage the end of the world. Scop-poets, hanging on his every word, had instantly noted the throwaway scrap from his omniscience, and later theologians expounded upon it. Essentially they were none the wiser, but as in all things from those lips, they took it on faith.


Guy recalled the para-scripture now, as he raised his head from prayer to query the sudden lack of light. It was almost overhead, angry and slate coloured, its lips overhung like the predicted lupine maw. A tiny, deluding margin of peace was pushed before it. They lay in that false penumbra now.


Guy proved not alone in his piety and erudition. Sailors mouthed ‘the wolf’ to each other and hastened at what they could. The very antithesis of a seaman, Guy nevertheless found in the captain’s worried face all he needed to know. What was formerly weathered-brown and at home, was now paper-hue and lost. Unfortunates were ordered aloft to reduce sail. The gamble was lost: they wouldn’t be making it under their own power.


Bathie crossed the desk and wrapped herself around Guy – for all their earlier agreement that undue embraces were unwise. He draped a fibbing-confident arm about her hunched shoulders.


‘We have done what we can,’ he told her, above the now soaring noise. ‘Who could do more?’


Her troubled eyes returned to no worse than normal state. Alone of all creation, she trusted him.


To avoid her flying frizzles, a spidery screen of black, he had to turn his head – and then deeply wished he hadn’t. Between them and the already visible Sussex shore, a water-spout was on the point of birth.


‘Oh, Lord …’ It never rains but it pours.


As if on cue and to Guy’s prompting, the rain came down: vertical curtain rods, driving into any exposed skin. At the same a wyrm arose from the maelstrom its rocketing ascent had made.


The thing was grey-green and penile, an obscene expansion of its tiny soil-dwelling-cousin. This more ambitious branch of the family could loom over ships and take them. It proceeded to the first preparatory to the second.


Water cascaded from it and on to them, a second downpour adding to the sweeter and more natural torrent. The creature reeked of obscure depths and made them retch. For want of anything more meaningful to do, Guy wondered at the vestigial eyes and derisory fins about its segmented neck. These features had not been noted before in New-Wessex’s bestiaries – and now, most probably, never would.


From below, and most commendably, a cannon spoke. Predictably, in such a rolling sea and so ill-prepared, it missed; but the thought was there – a last gesture of species bravado. The sound also proved to be solo. All the other gun ports had been close-battened against the waves.


As the now-sidelined storm broke full blast, the wyrm rose and rose in its peculiar spinning motion, threshing its particular patch of water to extra fury. The green dragon prow where Bathie had sat was now lost in perpetual spray.


Men ran hither and thither, to no especial purpose or effect. Someone, perhaps the captain, although it was hard to tell, emptied a revolver into the beast. A marksman’s ring of pink love-bites appeared in the ever nearing – neck and could have been the real thing for all their stopping power.


Guy stooped to say farewell but Bathie was not there. What he’d thought was her continued embrace was the sea’s questing, curling arm. Already torn from him, she was at the ship’s rail, seconds from the gaping ring-jaw’s descent. A scarlet and black figure she stood alone, slim legs astride, and cast her all at it.


Bathie’s power was intermittent, its thwarted straining for realisation the probable root of all her problems. In some, a few of the few, the blessing required special urging to take up its bed and walk.


The wyrm was it. Bathie’s word alone cracked wicked painted splinters off the rail and then drove them, one by one, deep into the pulpy hide. When that did no good, her unleashed will drove them still further in, to vanishing point. It might have been imagination – though that faculty was at low ebb just then – but Guy thought he detected an at-the-edge-of-hearing whistle of distress. If so it was a pleasing final word, the petty comfort that a meal was spoiled.


But not delayed. Appetite remained unabated. The watery, crashing descent continued.


No sense, no feeling, thought Guy – and then realised it was a poor one to have as his last.


There was no time to compose a better. The wyrm was amongst them and slipped its pink mouth over a mariner, stopping him in his tracks, thrusting down till he vanished within. Inappropriate sexual parallels were inescapable, even at this gate of death, requiring some shaking off. It was more serious than that. One moment he had been as they were, and then a practised lover had sucked him up. The wyrm withdrew, rearing up to swallow, its orifice skywards, taking in the cascade to lubricate reception. When they could tear their eyes away they had to concede the empty space and admit the appalling absence. The sailor was gone to a new and warmly welcoming home.


Guy drew his pistol and, dropping to one knee on the bucking deck, took aim to score some token consolation. An inner decision also arrived, unbidden. If it selected Bathie he would make sure of her first.


He needn’t have got his breeches wet – or wetter. A golden figure appeared atop the cabin roof. She, he or it could afford to ignore both wyrm and storm.


‘Pro-tected!’ she decreed, icy, high-handed tones sounding in every ear, perhaps even the wyrm’s – if it had them. The tempest was stilled.


A little way off the deluge continued, but for the moment they didn’t care about way off. Their own little bubble of immediate calm sufficed. It travelled with them, coastwards. They might make home.


The stupid wyrm did not know that circumstances were changed. It returned to the attack, unaware. The angel disapproved.


She struck out with one milk-white hand. A portion of her intrinsic gold travelled along it, a bright pointer against the leaden sky, all the worse for the utter silence of its energy.


Its arc met the wyrm’s neck, bit, and then carried on, traversing through. The monster hesitated – on the brink between this and whatever lays beyond. Then it fell, like a plumb-weight, into the depths, the severed head taking a separate, independent, route.


Guy could not avert his eyes from the wyrm’s tortured majority. Unnaturally truncated, it writhed as it sank, spewing grey life-liquor. Here was neither the time or the moment, but Guy wasn’t entire master of his thoughts for once. He was sure he’d read somewhere that the creatures could regenerate even from such grievous loss.


The head landed with a wet smack athwart the forward deck, testing its timbers, briefly tilting the stern free of the sea. Those glassy eyes had probably been the same in life but to observe their lack of animation was endless pleasure. Then they observed that something of the sailor was still within the gullet and they looked no more.


The angel greeted them from her vantage point with one of the over-extended smiles that so disconcerted lesser breeds. Subject humanity had learnt – at cost – they could not be taken at face-value.


‘Pro-tected!’ she said again, and left.


A golden afterglow remained, slowly ebbing towards the prow. There it stayed, lighting and calming their way; a minor residue of her tender care lingering to see them safe.


Likewise, she left behind a cloud of uncertainty. Were they actively watched over, or had their saviour just chanced by, treading whatever unseen paths her kind took? Either way, Guy was – ungratefully – displeased. Obligation tasted no more sweet whether it arrived through fluke or lapdog status. Ambassadors were cosseted, true, and Guy Ambassador might benefit – but he would not give thanks. He knew full well the angels ordained envoys between the races not to advance understanding, but for their own amusement. They expended equal care over bloodshed deliberately staged. Guy’s world was a sandpit to them and Null and Human alike the toys they set to play within. He would not be deceived. He carefully expressed all his gratitude to the correct Deity.


Not everyone was so enlightened. They had contrary indications: just now and still before their faces. Some bowed to the haloed prow and the evidence of their own eyes.


Even the Levellers and Christians, Guy had noted – notoriously impious beasts – had the sense and weakness to look lost. The angels’ instruction that they should not be worshipped was a flimsy dam holding back an ocean of potential converts. It wouldn’t hold for many more centuries.


For a second – and only a second – Guy suffered waves of melancholy worse and wetter than those Neptune had thrown at him. Surely he only struggled and strived in vain. Mankind’s entry in this vital race was a twenty-stone jockey on a donkey. How could a war be won when one side refused to recognise the enemy?


Then he recalled the letter, secure in a waterproof pouch against his breast. And Bathie rejoined him, at speed, desolate amidst the aftermath of sorcery, briefly grasped but now lost again. Usually, magecraft acted as a purgative for her, flash-cleansing the stables of stockpiled thought; but not today. She was drained and mourning her loss.


In her encompassing arms, in her need, Guy recalled his true self and was strong – and – cheerful – again. He shooed despair away. Over Sussex the summer sun was prevailing over the gloom and lighting up the verdant Downs. They were heading the right way, away from the past.


Singled out for storm-immunity, a pocket of peace amidst a sulky sea, the Wessex Wyvern made for harbour bearing the mother of all fishing trophies.


Only much later was it recalled: the same era but later. The angel recollected to a brother/sister as they made love.


There’d been infringement: some lead-witted act of trespass. In passing that globule of atoms the angel had decided to protest. It adjusted and revealed itself to the native fauna.


One – the larger, unified conglomeration of life – wished to imbibe the smaller, separate sparks. They did not wish it. Far more importantly, they – or maybe just one of them – bore a marker. Some predecessor had attached significance to their continued survival as discrete entities.


The angel refused to spend even one thought discovering why. It would have been far too tedious. All the while, a new discovered dimension was awaiting serious ravishment: positively gagging for it in its virgin un-discoveredness. She/he/it remembered wanting to be amongst the first there.


The less sparkling, larger, growth wouldn’t obey a simple command. The angel had sent it back to the realm of potentiality, there to decay and then regroup into alternate being.


The favourites were also troubled by some localised air disturbance. It had graciously taken the time to calm it for them, smoothing the currents away elsewhere to inconvenience and kill other, expendable, vitalities.


The angel recalled straining, as though through a swirling, multi-coloured film of oil, to perceive the insects as individuals. It took great concentration to close down enough faculties to see such limited forms truly.


There seemed to be inequality of gratitude between them and it had crossed the angel’s mind to breach their wooden bark and immerse the lot – but that would make the detour even more of a nonsense. Still, it was a close run thing. The angels did not want worship – most definitely not – but abasement, yes: certainly. Here it smelt remnant rebellious particles of restraint – but at the same time couldn’t really be bothered to draw the sword. Mosquitoes didn’t merit cannon fire.


So it relented and went and forgot – and now, along with all its species, wished it hadn’t.


Their coitus ceased abruptly as both now rushed to amend the mistake.


‘Arise, arise’


Guy gently assisted the dockers to their feet. Some grasped and kissed the hand that helped them.


‘The poorest are always the most pious,’ said Bathie to him, not troubling if she was heard more widely. He still did not know with her: whether it was cynicism or reverent reflection. The former probably. Sometimes all the contradictions boiled over and she lashed out – meaning nothing bad by it. Guy was sure the further she drew away from a wild and spoilt childhood the less it would occur. He could wait and be patient.


‘It is they who stand in greatest need of consolation, my dear. Let’s not deprive them of it.’


As the Wessex Wyvern made secure, he moved amongst the swarming day-wage dock workers, Freeport-Hastings’s lowest of the low, dispensing encouragement and blessings. They bowed their heads and were grateful: some tearfully so. It was rare enough for them to see any of the divine blood, let alone one that would take notice of them.


Guy sympathised and moved on, Bathie and escort in his wake, showering back a rain of coin. Theirs was a sad plight: Imperialist slaves or prisoners of war bought or traded by the Levellers, then freed through their prejudices but left with no means of livelihood. Hand to mouth labouring was their only hope, disdain from freeborn Levellers their daily bread. No wonder they turned with zeal to the faith of their fathers.


To Guy’s mind they would have been better off taking their chances with the Wild zone and an uncertain welcome back home. Evidently they didn’t dare. It struck Guy as odd. Better one day standing upright than a long lifetime on your knees: that’s what he’d been taught. Maybe the lower orders received different instruction. Either way, he didn’t like to be judgmental. These poor wretches had enough problems without exhortations from him.


The angel light had faded before they docked at Freeport-Hastings. The sailors – Leveller hard-heads and all – groaned to see it go, and in that Guy saw the seeds of growing dependence. A few more generations and bondage would be ingested along with their mother’s milk and what was bred in the bone would out in the meat: an inbred pre-emptive cringe. They would be back as they were under the Null, before Blades the great came to raise them – just as Guy, his direct descendant, had raised the dockmen. Humanity would be returning to their beginnings – raw meals eaten in burrows – unless that happened not to suit the usurpers. Everything good had become contingent, not one inch of progress safe. Guy felt an unfamiliar bat-squeak of panic amidst his predictive faculties.


There was no time to lose. The thought of it sped his feet up Hastings quay into the shadow of its ramshackle – and distressingly plain – walls. Not an eye-refreshing gargoyle or splash of any colour in sight – bar dun.


‘Money!’


To Guy’s mind, all Levellers were scruffy and brusque; a function of their solipsist ideas. The easy, sleazy, notion of it’ll do … presided in all their heads. Amongst their functionaries the problem was thrice compounded.


‘Exempt!’ He could be terse too, though it didn’t come naturally. Amongst the Ambassador clan that temptation was knocked out early on.


The Customs Master sat up straight. His flunkies hastened over to him. Every time the same old story …


‘Lilburne’s law number twenty-five. “All men is equal …”’


‘“Are equal”,’ Guy corrected him. ‘I happen to have read the statute. I know I’m right.’


The officer debated within and then proffered the customs box towards him, gaping mouth outwards. There was less fun in baiting an Imperial who knew all the rules.


Guy deposited a token gold Tom: acceptance of the principal of debt but not the full payment. It was accepted and the box lid snapped shut. Honour was satisfied with a nod to either extremist position. Wars had been fought over this and related issues, till the coming of the angels showered common sense and forced understanding. The Levellers would grant access to the sea, so long as it was acknowledged as a free concession; not extorted by threat or deference. The Imperialists graciously agreed to overlook the slight to their claims to overlordship of Mankind.


‘Atheist!’ snapped Bathie at the Customs man as she passed, and the hard-faced officer smilingly crossed himself to confirm the charge. Many Levellers adopted or feigned Christianity just to prove a point and accentuate their deviancy. In effect, Mrs Ambassador was still right. The two things amounted to the same. A god who was so ubiquitous, so everywhere, was actually nowhere. By contrast, Guy and Bathie knew where their God was. They could and would go to him. He, like all his precursors, lived a few days away in a city-sized Castle called New-Godalming – hence, presumably, the name.


Before the sea-gate was a ‘ranting corner’ and Guy hated them worst of all. Every entrance to every Freeport had one, the home of every opinion, protected by law. Simple fishermen and soldiers could pause to hear the vilest of things spoken plainly, inviting license into their heads. The Imperialists and other religions sent their own orators, assured at least of a hearing, but the sheer chaos of it still disgusted all right-thinkers. You might as well spike half of mankind’s guns and invite the Null in. The heroes of early days, Bladian days: Lord Firstmet Null-ear, Count Sennacherib and Arthur Kent-Camelot, they wouldn’t have stood for gaps in the shieldwall and disunity.


To Guy it smelt of discarded fish and danger and he and his hurried by, a passing rattle of disapproval and brandished rifles, across the now-disused sidings and stockyard. It offended him that Bathie should have to hear shouted words about ‘change’.


Those feelings weren’t all one way. From the moment of entering Freeport water and the predictable attack of sea-Null, everything had been grudging and slow. Though they gathered outside every Human port, waiting to waylay boats and feed on waste, today their presence seemed a surprise. The harbour-master’s boats had come forth to dislodge the beasts with shot and flame – but like dogs to a bath. Long after each successive wet clump of the beasts’ arrival, they had been allowed to adhere, grinding hard at the Wyvern’s wood to get at the meat scented inside. Hastings’s guardians were obviously in no rush to do their duty or risk themselves for Emperor worshippers.


Eventually though, the purple, plate-like, creatures, distant cousins perhaps of the land variety, were prised away by death or encouragement, and the Wyvern was given permission to proceed. She edged in to a tepid welcome.


Guy could have stood disdain or hatred but pity he found hard to bear. Bred to it, even the most wretched of Levellers – wiry women gutting fish upon the Stade or prematurely aged men mending nets before their tall drying huts – looked on him as if afflicted. The Wyvern’s marines put on a show, marching briskly, sloping shiny rifles, but failed to impress. The Freeports had weapons of their own – some said better – and though little used since the angels came, they still mostly pointed north, Imperium-wards. The rank and file broadly felt they had nothing to worry about.


That same opinion was written on the face of the Lilburne. He graciously came to the gate of Hastings Castle to meet the arrivals after their long puff up the cliff-steps – which was more than his predecessor had done. That Lilburne had obliged Guy to knock on the gate until his knuckles were sore.


He wore a sea-green sash of office but nothing else to distinguish him from the generality. After a year of service as chief magistrate he would go back to whatever low trade he pursued and resume his real name. For this twelve-month though, he was just Lilburne and he had some – temporary – power. For an Ambassador there was no way round him.


If there had been Guy would have trod it, though the detour might be long: this Lilburne was grossly fat. A butcher? A publican? A humiliation at any rate, but at least a jolly one.


He’d offered his hand; another improvement on before. Guy slipped two long fingers into it and had them crushed.


‘Congratulations,’ said the Lilburne.


‘Thank you. What for?’


‘For not being munched. There’s not much meat on you, mind. Seen more fat on a slaughterman’s pencil. You and the girl should dine better. And a bit cruel taking your daughter to Nulldom, I should have thought. She’d see bad things – put years on her.’


‘May I introduce my wife, the Lady Bathesheba Fruntierfolke …’


A dutiful diplomatic partner, she stepped forward to be surveyed. The Lilburne executed a surprisingly graceful bow: a kindness to her, contrary to local custom.


‘Oh, right … So mebbe she could do with those years after all. A pleasure to meet you, mistress. Come and eat with me, Mr and Mrs Skinnyribs.’


Guy could transcend. He aimed to imitate his Maker in understanding and thus forgiving all. At the same time, he could hear Bathie grinding her teeth. She dropped back, a scarlet length of anger, to avoid being first behind the monster backside now leading the way.


Where a normal castle of normal humans would have the bustle and conviviality of a courtyard, here was only a bare and lifeless place kept for their ceaseless ‘moots’ in which to jaw and parade their indecision – that and a chapel Guy knew would be absurdly bare, stripped of every inspiration for the senses. This was no one’s home, save some here-this-year, gone-the-next elected shiremasters. And what no one owned, no one loved, not as people did in Castle Blades and the other high points of the Imperium. It showed in every direction Guy averted his eyes. Chaos and ‘it’ll do’ was everywhere offending him.


‘So how’s tricks in Yokedom, then?’ A query directed back over a podgy shoulder.


Guy smiled, quite genuinely. Employed too often that gibe had killed the nerve it sought to rub.


‘Actually, I was rather hoping you’d tell me, given I’ve been representing it – and you – to the enemies of Mankind.’


That was another trouble with the more ideological Levellers. All the debating entered their soul and made them annoyingly reasonable.


‘Good point,’ the Lilburne wheezed. ‘Sorry. I’ll see what I can dredge up from memory.’


‘And intercepted letters.’


‘And them, too.’ The easy-going admission was disarming. Also Guy hadn’t much room for outrage. Most of what passed between Freeport Hastings and Freeports Dover, Teignmouth and Mousehole and all the disgraceful rest, was an open – forcibly prised apart – book to New-Wessex. This emissary of the kettle couldn’t shriek ‘black!’ to the pot too loud, and both knew it. For once, Guy didn’t care. The letter of all letters, the scorching hope against his breast, had gotten through, unmolested. Bathie’s magecraft had risen from its coma to positively confirm that. Between leaving the god-king of all humanity and his own ecstatic reading, the missive had remained faithful, its lead sealed virginity intact. This overweight peoples’ potentate had not read it.


Quite aside from a fragment of the divine spark sanctifying his veins, Guy also had that over him. The man could keep his sturdy independence. Guy knew better.


‘Follow I, we’ll find a place to talk.’


Three floors high up in the Keep, winding there via a spiral stair in the thickness of the wall, was the civic dining hall; complete with the remains of some previous meal. The Lilburne puffed over and swept a portion aside to clear space. With audible relief he sat himself behind it.


‘Care to join me?’


‘We’ve eaten, thank you all the same.’


Guy knew it would be bread and beer, the same old we’re plain frugal folk, us protestation against any visitor from ‘Yokedom’. Livelier stuff lurked in their larders – you only had to look at this Lilburne to see that – but Guy wouldn’t give them the little pleasure. And besides, Bathie, an unreflective true-believer, would never break bread or anything else with ‘traitors’. She sat, less than lady-like, gown hitched thigh high, astride a bench end and picked her nails, fully, childishly absorbed in the painful pleasures.


Their marines retreated to the poster festooned walls, each matched and marked by a Leveller fyrdman, to eye each other with expected contempt. In each it was mitigated by guilty curiosity about freedom, and by curiosity about faith. One side lived by the sea, were wide open to it, the other had dared breathe the air of Nulldom. Their mutual scorn could never be total.


Also, they were all human, in a world not the least obliging to the breed. Even the wars between them were half-hearted and full of mercy. The angels hated that.


‘Do’y mind if I do?’ Yet the Lilburne had signalled for breakfast or whatever it was before that politeness had finished falling out his lips. One of the fyrdmen tugged a turquoise cord. In time a tankard and platter arrived. Graceless in every sense, the Lilburne engaged with each.


‘I recall one thing,’ he said at length, red face emerging from a dying loaf. ‘Two month back. There was a bad incursion. Wild Null and new things. You threw them back, I hear, but lost a lot. New-Epsom caught it bad.’


‘So one hears.’


‘Funny thing, but my family came from round there.’


‘Really?’


‘Till great-great grandfather struck out for freedom.’


‘Fascinating.’


‘He was a jockey: in one of the Imperial stables on the Downs.’


That genuinely did sink a hook in Guy’s interest. He knew he shouldn’t but couldn’t resist. The Lilburne observed, and without malice reeled him in. The Ambassador writhed against it.


‘You do surprise me …’ He meant the horse-breaking bulk before him. The ensuing generations must have given appetite its head.


The Lilburne caught on and laughed, cupping sausage fingers to belly.


‘Oh, aye: life here agrees with us.’


Guy realised that temptation would win but went along protesting, heels scraping, clawing the walls, for form’s sake.


‘And, um … do you still keep an interest …’


‘They still ran the Derby,’ beamed the Lilburne. ‘As soon as the incursion was killed, some horses were scraped from odd places; even a few from here.’


Guy couldn’t hold back, it was too inviting. Life owed him a little latitude.


‘And? And?’


‘Cromwell’s Nose. Six lengths. Eleven to one.’


Guy’s clenched fist hit the table, cups lifted and soldiers awoke, fingers hastily wiggling into trigger guards. Even Bathie looked up, still miles and centuries away but hurrying back with ill-grace.


‘I had money on that!’


Without asking, the Lilburne poured beer into a second leather container and passed it over.


‘Me too. Bottoms up!’


They crashed tankards and, though he knew it would get back to New-Wessex and others would frown, Guy could not forbear to toast this fellow human being.


It was not the news or winnings, though they were nice enough; nor even the upcoming high-life and loins and charity they’d allow. The truth was he’d had a vision, had been assured. A disbelieving Leveller and faithful descendant of a god-king had made contact, if only for a fleeting moment. And in that fleeting moment Guy saw that neither Null nor angels would prevail.


The hope he carried against his heart burned brighter.


A richer man in every way, Guy moved on.


Typically light on rhyme or reason, the angel-dictated route wound west from Leveller land to Pevensey-Assyria, ignoring dead-straight golden-age roads or rail, and only then shooting arrow-like north to New-Wessex after brushing that loyal enclave. What should have been a half day march or less as the crow flies, was turned into full day’s adventure, courtesy of angelic caprice. Forces of the two sovereign states met warily at the frontier to pass Guy between them like a ticking parcel.


En route, the Wild sometimes pressed in on the path of normality, reducing it to a ribbon, requiring single file travel. Elsewhere, it broadened to a great swathe of countryside where rules applied and only the ordinary dangers of life were found. There, with just roving Null and similar threats to worry about, the Leveller escort visibly relaxed.


They hardly needed the rag-clad and strange-eyed guides to discern where their world ended and weird began. You could see it in additional vigour and exuberant growth. One patch of grass was as it should be and serviceable; whereas its neighbour looked additionally vivid and fit to grab an ankle or maybe sink beneath it into unknown depths. To a man they tried not to see, but trees that beckoned and flesh-mockeries that sang, commanded eye and ear their way.


Guy saw a man made of flowers and ivy who returned his gaze and called to him from its hilltop; so close and yet also a universe away. The knoll which rang with its ululation was ringed with whitened bones and the Ambassador felt at liberty to decline.


His nearer, more welcome, company were a typical Leveller fyrd-militia miscellany, bearing everything from rifles to the great axe. Guy noted a few latest – and now last – pattern Martini-Henries amongst the firearms and was duly honoured – if not impressed. New-Wessex had given the Levellers those – via the Professor – may his name be blotted out whilst he roasted in Hell …


Guy deplored their flock-of-sheep formation, their lack of drill, even as he was aware of the reasons for the decline in discipline. Secure behind angel-decreed frontiers, the Freeport civilisation no longer dwelt upon land war. Doubtless this shambling armed mob could throw a boat about, weather storms, fetch gunpowder from Sicily and board vessels to spread their social contagion. Doubtless they thought that that sufficed. Turning their backs on the uncongenial, slow-profit soil, they claimed sea-salt in their blood and the sea as their – metaphoric – mistress. That was world enough for them.


Alas, and as all too often, Guy entertained mixed feelings. As a perfidious Ambassador and New-Wessex patriot, he should approve. This proving time, these trial centuries, would not last forever. Heavenly deliverance would arrive and proper order be restored. And on that day the scarlet Wessex legions would roll back all rebellion and sweep the stables clean. A rabble of pirates wouldn’t last two minutes against that tide. It was one wave they couldn’t ride out.


Yet, from the purely human perspective, here was another weakening of joint defences, another malign consequence of slavery. The angels had struck again. They were everywhere you went – and Guy went far afield.


Guiltily, he looked around, recalling the escort were still men as he was; living creatures with mothers and mates and children. He repented of his calling down destruction upon them and his exulting harshness, even as he acknowledged its sad necessity. It might be that Blades would be merciful to him, as he had been to Moses, permitting a glimpse of the Promised Land, the ‘Glorious Day’, and then call him to Paradise before its uglier consequences were enacted. It was a weak wish, he knew, but in character; an emotion in accordance with his destiny, his wyrd. The Lord of All had already torrented kindness down on him by arranging birth into the Ambassadorial caste. Heaven only knew what he would have endured in, say, a frontier berserker-clan …


He recalled himself to the strictly present-and-material. There was comfort, as every soldier sooner or later discovered, in mindless marching. In time, without incident, the dour Levels came into sight, guaranteed human land, privileged with only, merely, the mundane law of nature. There was a border post at Pevensey Sluice.


The Neo-Assyrians had come to meet Guy there in full ceremonial iron, glinting in the light like signallers. Advancements in firearms had rendered their beloved armour obsolete and present straits meant there could be no more of it, but on high and holy days they fetched it forth and weighed themselves down in emulation of Assyria the Great: dimly remembered, increasingly misunderstood. Their black and gold ‘Impaled Enemy’ banners were visible on the flat marshes long before they were.


This was a proud and stiff-necked race, amongst the first to rise from burrowdom and farming by the Null. Also, their founder, Sennacherib, had been the second god-king, successor to Almighty Blades. Alas, there was history between them and the Levellers, some early period of alliance now deemed shameful, compensated for over the succeeding centuries by exaggerated hostility. Pevensey would not trade with Hastings, though they were neighbours, though they might both go hungry. What they could not wring out of the Pevensey Levels and South Downs had to come down the corridor from New-Wessex. Any Leveller-believer who strayed over their border was sat on a stake till it showed through his mouth. In this way they atoned and proved their piety.


Guy approved the end even as his kind heart deplored the means. It was long accepted that Pevensey-Assyria just had a harder edge than New-Wessex proper, perhaps a function of its chosen model – itself known only from the Blades-Bible and Blades’s tales. Or perhaps the abrasive life of the untamed Levels: the mud-Null and lizard steeds that haunted those wetlands, bred iron in the soul to match their bodies’ favourite covering. Guy chose not to chase the explanation to its lair. What could he do even if he cornered it?


‘Cheerio!’


The Leveller colonel just stopped in his tracks, well short of the nominal limit of his domains. He knew that if they came too close the Pevensey men would feel piously obliged to stage an ‘incident’ and, secure in Leveller values, he wouldn’t give them – or the Null for that matter – the satisfaction. He ordered his troops around and they shambled about at their own speed, chatting. A distant jeer reached them from across the line but was ignored.


‘You’re on your own,’ the colonel told Guy and Bathie.


Indeed they were. Guy’s guardian marines belonged to the Wessex Wyvern and had remained behind. Out here and cheek by jowl with the Wild they had only their own resources and whatever protection others graciously cared to provide. A chastening thought in a hazardous world.


The angelic corridor wound on, green and under-trampled underfoot. Weeds and wild-flowers now predominated over paving. Neither side troubled it much or claimed exclusive rights – though not through humility but fear of pointless war. There was already enough of that at the new masters’ prompting.


For an instant Guy was sad, as the scene shoved his face right up against reality. Humanity was fragmenting. The Freeports looked to the sea, Pevensey-Assyria strived to be more than Wessex than Wessex itself and failed. Here was another fault-line, a no man’s land – though no man truly owned anything anymore. Its fecund beauty was illusory, the prevailing scent that of decay. His present guardians cherished their heterogeneous weaponry because they knew in their hearts that soon there would be no more to come. All the scene before him was nothing but setting for the last act of an old and honourable story he didn’t want to end.


Then Guy overdrew on his Ambassador inheritance to transcend the slough and fill the pit in his stomach with duty.


He bowed his thanks to the Leveller captain of the escort who, in turn and as a special concession of respect, inclined his lobster-helmeted head to the Ambassador. A thunder of boots and clinking weapons and then Guy and Bathie were alone, now in fact as always in spirit. Husband and wife did not look back but set off together; just they and the Sussex sun overhead like the eye of Blades, little figures treading between two ways of seeing things.


The sea was now close, tide drawing in and crashing on a pebble beach immediately to their left. On the right the sombre marsh and reclaimed fields spread far away for miles. Striking contrasts set amongst them screamed out for attention, to be interpreted as sad, subsided, buildings from the gone-before, noon-day, times; now gaping and ivy-covered. Whether they had once been dwellings or no it would take an antiquary some time and investigation to say. Guy declined to speculate. It lowered him to think there might have been merriment and family festivity within the green ruins.


To distract himself, and appear leisurely before the watching Pevensey-Assyrians, he consulted his scroll way-map and read that here had been New-Northeye: yet another place snuffed out by ‘The Great Contraction’; squeezed free of people like some unwanted spot. There could be no consolation drawn from the place, not even reconciling philosophy or perspective. Even if there had been local survivors from that day of wrath they would all be gone now, and their great-great-grandchildren teetering on the brink of departure themselves. New-Northeye was no more, not even in memory.


The dead place threatened him with renewed discontent and so he hurried on. That increase in pace was translated along his hand to Bathie and she was pulled along more smartly in its wake. She did not protest but stretched her gamine legs longer to comply. There existed implicit trust between them which saved so much time on mundane question and answer.


As a youth he had queried why everything was ‘New-’ this and ‘New-’ that; even New-Wessex and its capital New-Godalming; and he received the orthodox – and definitive – answer that Blades had made the world anew. Out of the goodness of his heart he had come and reconstructed all after the perfect images held in his divine head. It was prying and ungracious to enquire where precisely those originals might be. Gift-horse-in-the-mouth attitudes like that were why they were now bereft and alone, the playthings of arrogant invaders.


Imperial theologians speculated that ingratitude was one of the factors leading to Lord Blades’s ascension to his home beyond, there to watch what his children made of the world he had so painstakingly constructed. And unless they mended their ways, there he would remain until they were fit company again. Curiosity about tracking him down, like some fox to its earth, was precisely the kind of wrong-thought which postponed that day.


With adulthood had come the calming acceptance of unknowing. Indeed, it now lifted Guy’s prone-to-be-buoyant spirits every time he framed the name of his native land. If New-Wessex was good, if New-Godalming the protective mother of risen mankind, then how much better must be the unsullied archetypes beyond the veil? There Blades would permit no imperfection, no shabbiness. In that city there would be no need for impaling stakes and high walls and rifles. Guy lived in modest hopes of one day beholding it, of acquiring citizenship of the original Wessex, where tears were unknown and he would abide with Blades forever.


Then, bolting up on the outside like a long-shot bet came a saucy, unsolicited, inquiry. Was every wager a winner in Blades’s world? Did every fancy romp home? And, come to that, was every marriage bed there a riotously happy one?


Guy whipped and kicked the impudent curiosities aside before they could be answered and gate-crash into a prayer. He might well have been given a frivolous soul but there was no need for his faith to conform to it.


The Pevensey men would not come over lest they be accused of provocation, although it wasn’t Leveller steel they feared but angelic retribution. Once, an unsanctioned barge-borne invasion of Freeport Harwich by headstrong young Assyrians had been on the point of victory when they were smashed to splinters daubed with red. An avenging angel had swept the survivors home under her wing and made example of them. When she’d done they were just puddles of fat in a smoking, fresh-minted saucer depression. It still stood – or lay – right outside Pevensey-Nineveh’s walls, a monument both noticed and ignored at the same time, and a by-chance effective dew pond that no farmer ever utilised.


The Assyrians come to meet Guy remembered it: they had passed the cursed place on their way and recollection now helped them stand their ground – or all save one amongst them. He evidently felt free to advance and greet the esteemed visitors.


Bathie had long-sight and even longer memory.


‘Cousin,’ her voice echoed dully in the salt air, though she could only have seen him once previously, and even then ought to have much distracted by her wedding day.


Though profoundly unimpressed, as befitted the twig of a warrior tree, she kept perfect recall of all Guy’s widespread brethren. Ambassadors were to be encountered everywhere New-Wessex required representation – and some had grown in stature during long years residence beyond civilisation, a few almost to the point of worthiness.


Not this one, though. Guy observed Bathie retire back into her sense of self, the smoky sullenness floating once more in her eyes. She was now out of this, he knew, and beyond his command. He might as well accept it with good grace, coating her mood with unsolicited permission.


‘Ambassador.’


‘Ambassador.’


The two met and embraced stiffly.


Guy was still young in his subtle art and retained feelings of his own. This one, though, he’d been so long adjusting his notions to others that he had precious few left of his own. Not that Guy disapproved: it was paramount that this man be good at what he did, regardless of selfish considerations.


Still, there were all the signs recalled from childhood memories of old aunts and uncles retired home: they too were all charm, all glittering polish and kindness – and if they’d had to kill him they would have, without a blush. The grasp on his extended hand was precisely as firm – not one iota more or less – than he required it to be. It signified nothing.


‘Welcome to Pevensey-Assyria.’


‘And you are welcome also, cousin.’


‘The famous Guy, first Null Ambassador. I defer …’


The older man stepped back and made a low sweep of arms and shoulders in fluid concert. His ringleted wig brushed the ground.


‘No, Genghiz Ambassador,’ countered Guy Ambassador, ‘long-server, Pevensey-speaker, I defer to you.’


Guy was by far the taller of the two, and the lithest by dint of years and unspent enthusiasm. He bowed even lower. ‘I insist!’


Bathie had seen it all before, even if she couldn’t grasp the nuances – for that you had to be born in and generations into an Ambassadorial line. She appreciated that somewhere in the successive ceding of precedence there was a struggle going on, as open as the clashing of two bucks in her father’s deer park. Yet, concealed amidst a cloud of etiquette, the finer points of combat weren’t hers to see.


‘Cousin, there was bravery in stepping forth,’ said Guy. ‘We were impressed – and gratified. As Ambassador to Pevensey-Assyria, incursion into the Leveller-Libertas domain might not have been … understood.’


The long-wigged relative declined the praise. He spread wide his open palms, extending out the embroidered flaps of his brocade and silver coat.


‘No. You do me the honour in merely passing on your way. And, having an urgent dispatch for you, I would have been remiss not to take the chance to deliver it unsullied by snooping gaze.’ A twitch of the head and raised painted eyes indicated the clot of Pevensey men behind. ‘The risk, if such there be, was purely personal and therefore nothing. What am I compared to the good of our New-Wessex home? Sudden incineration would be a price willingly paid …’


‘Except by the message itself,’ said Guy, smiling. ‘And your courtesy outweighs that minor cavil …’


There, Bathie saw it, pleased despite herself. Then and there her husband had felled his family-foe. She saw it in just the tiniest shoulder-slump, the most minute stagger back.


‘Just so,’ said Genghiz, and once again extended his lace-bedevilled hand, accepting the role of underdog. Guy took it on that understanding.


All Ambassadors were taught the sleight of hand in childhood. Depending on how well they learnt, they received either their rations or a ruler or razor swipe from the offering arm, according to age. Therefore, all Ambassadors perforce became accomplished finger-smiths – or else grew disfiguring bands of scar tissue (and skinny to boot). The swift, nigh invisible, transfer of objects from palm to palm became second nature to them, inspired by memory of nights without supper. No one liked to play them at cards.


Both Guy’s and Genghiz’s hands were lily-white and pristine. Guy scarcely noticed the letter palmed curving up his wide sleeve. He discerned a seal, a heavy one. Heightened senses could almost read it: the pattern felt familiar – and Imperial.


The two relative-Ambassadors walked across the Pevensey frontier arm in arm, chatting of inconsequences. Bathie followed behind, the aristocratic, not forgotten but self-isolated, wife. She was aware of what went on. She would rather die than give away any sign of it.


Not one waiting Assyrian saw or even suspected. Guy’s speed was a credit to his instructors and long, painful, training. The seal was cracked against his hip; a bump, a slight lapse in gait and it died. The letter was unfurled and scanned, all in the space of an adjustment of his sleeve.


He saw nothing of the formalities, heard nothing of his cousin’s courtly explanations. He was sleep-walking but Genghiz covered for him as though by telepathy.


In betrayal of his upbringing but true to his humanity, Guy’s pulse was frantic. Every vestige of his attention, the full entirety of his focus, lay upon the update and its words of flame were recorded, concealed behind his eyes.


‘Return. With speed. It is sure. He is found. Resurgam!’


The seal was glorious red, more scarlet than Bathie’s flowing dress, protecting contents almost as sacred to him. It depicted a Leviathan, stylised god-king with sword and pistol in hand, glorified by the rising sun and bestriding the Downs, driving tiny Null before him into death and into the sea. Normally, Guy never tired of studying it, for all history and theology and everything needful was there.


Today, though, he had to restrain his gratitude and piety and steel himself to nigh sacrilege. His skilful fingers must first shatter the seal into the tiniest of portions and then pass each to Bathie for grinding into paste. She laboured zealously with mortar and pestle to that end, driving the marble weapon into the bowl held positioned over one hip. He hadn’t volunteered the need or its urgency, nor had Bathie enquired, so there was something gained from the loss. They were a perfect team. Time and again, in all – or almost all – their interactions he found wonderful confirmation of his choice for life.


Nothing must remain save anonymous red dust, no sign that the divine will had been read here. The residue would go into the moat which, since Pevensey-Assyria drowned its lowest felons there, could do with the sanctification. The two letters had already gone, shredded and burnt and then liberated to the sky as ashes during a storm. Guy now reddened at remembrance of retaining the first missive for rereading and comfort’s sake during lonely nights: a shocking indulgence. The pressures of Null-Paris had obviously affected his judgement. What if? What price a Leveller pick-pocket or interfering angel? He forced himself to think of what corner of perdition he might have merited for that.


‘First flushed, then pale,’ said Bathie. ‘Why?’


She’d caught him envisaging a pit of his own filth, and himself sealed within forever with the Professor and a Null for company. Gladly he pushed the scene away.


‘Making amends,’ he explained, and she understood.


‘No harm done. All finished now.’


So saying she put the last of the seal-remnant down the closet-of-ease, a simple chute through the walls positioned conveniently above the water. Guy was at the window to ensure no intervening party intercepted. He remained until the red shower dabbled the water and then was gone, poor competition even to the ripples caused by water-beetles and the wind-stirred reeds.


Task over, objective achieved, they could relax to their theoretical maximum of ninety-nine percent when alone together. Guy poured the mead provided to them into a wooden cup for Bathie, then watered it as he knew she liked.


She accepted it with fingertips still tinged Imperial-red, and drank thirstily, regarding him with wicked black eyes over the rim – as she knew he liked.


Prodded into it by her look, he could now mock-reproach himself for his excessive concern. There’d been no real need for the window vigil. During daylight hours Pevensey-Assyria had better things to do than gawk at other people’s business or tempt fate below a privy. Time was short and their tasks many. At nightfall all bar its very centre was ceded to new nocturnal masters and mankind stayed indoors, muskets close to hand.


On his way through there to Null-France Guy had wondered aloud at the number and thickness of window and door bars on all the external dwellings. The culverted streams would have been called fortified bastions in the green Downslands he was bred to, but not so in the darker, more aquamarine landscape raised just above the Levels. There the most robust of precautions were just termed necessaries.


Guy and Bathie had found out why on their first night of residence. Though exhausted by their journey, they were kept from sleep by continual chitterings and scratching from outside. Larger creatures rent the night with single cries, and their victims with prolonged – then truncated – protests. The terrifying opera even led them to share a bed – which naturally led to another unhappy experiment to compound their sorrows. They got no rest, no respite of any sort and awoke drained and tired of life.


The Levels had always been contested land, even at the zenith of the Noon-days, but the angels coming both restocked them with rivals and bred new twisted life to argue the toss. When the sun sank and the curfew bell tolled over the sound of the tide, Pevensey-Nineveh was a city under siege.


And so, in a sense, was Guy. Ancient family tradition said that no land should have more than one Ambassador – lest diplomacy speak with multiple tongues, giving monstrous birth to rivalry and plots, twin occupational hazards of the trade. Accordingly, Guy could neither speak or be spoken to, nor greet or be greeted save with his own kind, and this polite fiction was rigidly adhered to. Genghiz Ambassador might find his rations miraculously tripled, his allotted quarters expanded two-fold, but it could not be through any formal request.


Their nominal host, Shalmaneser-Sennacherib III, would certainly not be seeing them, unless it were by unacknowledged telescope peeping. From the day of his accession, tradition decreed he live and die alone, in a needle-like minaret of exquisite beauty high above the silly bustle of the sea and Levels. There, he pondered the eternal verities on behalf of his subjects and conveyed his conclusions to them in proclamations and dreams and answered prayers. And, as in everything else in that realm, he set the tone. Even the iron guards who’d met them at the border had averted their faces, forming a hollow square round unseen guests. Guy and Bathie were invisible, ghostly, visitors; welcome but not in any way to be acknowledged.
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