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			CHAPTER 1

			A Grave On The Seashore

			

			The smoke rising from the pyre was blowing into tattered, hazy scrims as it drifted out to sea. We stood in a loose arc around it, and I was at the very end of the line, staring numbly at the flames. Every figure in the arc wore black: to introduce any colour into this day would be sacrilege. Across from me, the rising heat distorted Saker’s face. He had one hand over his mouth and the other in his greatcoat pocket.

			The pyre was built from hundreds of musical instruments. Guitars of various kinds, flutes and oboes, now reduced to skeletons by the flames, surrounded the harpsichords inside like a palisade. Fire crackled up from stacks of burning violins and cellos; the tortoiseshell was peeling back off a hundred harps like fiery wings; bassoons and clarinets were aflame within their silver wire. And on top of it all, in the centre of intense heat and billowing smoke, stood Swallow’s rococo grand piano, on which her body lay.

			Swallow Awndyn was just a black, charred shape now, with flames pouring around her, hugging her tightly, and the smoke lifted up from her and drifted out to sea.

			My wife, Tern, was crying silently, pressing a silk handkerchief to her nose and mouth. I put my arm around her waist and brought her close. She was warm and yielded to me, softened by grief. To my left the arc of mourners wound behind the pyre. The heat haze rippled their figures; they seemed to sway. They had footprinted the dry sand around them into peaks and troughs, over which shadows chased and ebbed. 

			I recognised some of the mourners: musicians from two National Orchestras, virtuosos from the Royal Academy, singers from the Hacilith Opera, and a few very big names in blues and jazz. They had cast their instruments onto Swallow’s pyre as if vowing their music would die with her, and now all eyes were on her last appearance. The depth of their loss was immeasurable. They were heartbroken, and so was I.

			I felt inside my shirt collar for my Castle pendant, ripped it off and turned the sunburst on its gold disc between my fingers, then hurled it into the flames. Tern squeezed my arm.

			Fire played the whole orchestra at once; it curled and roared within the piano’s casing. Pings resounded as the strings snapped. Fire poured around the necks and split the ivory pegs of the guitars, burst the membranes of the drums with squeals and booms. It flickered long fingers over the holes in the piccolos, licked its forked tongues into their tubes – each one became a chimney gushing smoke and tips of flame. Swallow took all these instruments with her into death.

			The piano bier gave a crack and its middle fell in. Great black braids billowed up and some of the women half-turned away from the flames, from the sight. I could no longer tell if they were crying or if their eyes were running from the smoke. The form atop the piano had gone; it had fallen piecemeal into the mahogany shell. A few breathed sighs of relief. Eventually the fire began to burn down into embers and the smoke lessened, spinning into clouds and carrying Swallow far out to sea. A bell tolled nine in the town behind me, doleful and low and, without a word spoken, the funeral party started to break up. Even the smoke was now thinning. Goodbye, Swallow, I thought. Goodbye.

			Saker turned from the others and walked away over the hard, corrugated sand to the edge of the ocean. Foam-edged wavelets were licking in, hissing to a halt, then another pushed in, lapped over the top and curled its knuckles on the sand. They touched his boot toes and, after a while, lapped around them.

			Parallel planes of the sea and the identical sky receded to meet at the horizon. Seldom ripples coming in on the limp sea moulded the chill sand. The mourners were silently returning to the town, leaving tracks slate grey and scuffed against the pale cream of the long strand.

			Tern nodded to me. ‘Let’s go and see him.’

			We joined Saker at the water’s edge. He didn’t look round, he knew who it was. ‘It’s over,’ I said.

			‘I know.’

			‘Everyone’s going back to the house.’

			‘They can wait.’

			We walked on a little way up the beach, not looking back to the pyre or the mourners, though I could still smell that smoke. Here and there flat black pebbles were embedded in the sand. Saker stooped and collected an armful, ignoring the brine soaking into his sleeve.

			‘She loved the sea,’ I said.

			‘Hmm.’

			Straight shafts of sunlight shone through silver-rimmed holes in the cloud cover. Their beams struck the ocean and set it sparkling. 

			‘I saw you throw your pendant into the fire,’ Saker said at length. ‘That was a nice touch.’

			‘If Swallow couldn’t be part of the Circle I scarcely want to be, either.’

			‘It’s not our fault the Emperor wouldn’t let her in,’ Tern said. ‘We did all we could.’

			Saker said, ‘I loved her, you know.’

			‘We know.’

			‘I really did love her. It was not some act. I was overwhelmed by love for her. I would have given everything. And now …’ He stopped and stared out to sea.

			‘You’re not to blame for this,’ I said.

			‘No.’ He sighed. ‘It didn’t surprise me, when I heard the news. It doesn’t surprise me that she would … kill herself. We should have predicted it, that Swallow would kill herself. We should have seen it coming.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Unlike Raven. He didn’t have to jump. But Swallow … dear Swallow … drinking poison – well, anyone can understand.’

			‘I don’t think so,’ said Tern.

			‘No? Did you think she would continue to make music? Happily for us, for the world? Given the number of times the Emperor rebuffed her? Given the amount she was kicked around and buffeted by the world? Do you think it all comes out spontaneously just for your enjoyment? Do you think it would still flow if we continued to ignore her needs and treated her so badly?’

			‘She had reward and acknowledgement,’ I said. ‘Everyone loved her music. We knew she was the best.’

			‘She knew she was the best. That was the problem. She wanted to use it and join the Circle. She wanted to be immortal. How could she ever be happy while the Castle stands there and the Emperor won’t let her in?’

			‘She couldn’t be content,’ I said.

			‘She’s at peace now,’ said Tern, and then, ‘Oh, god, I’m sorry.’

			Saker took one of the flat stones he had collected and skimmed it over the water, punctuating the silence. Flick … splash, splash, splash. Again: flick … splash, splash, splash.

			‘She had one aim,’ he said. ‘One ambition, one desire. Her only determination was to join the Circle and it burnt her up from the inside out. Poor Swallow. It was a white heat so powerful that everything she did was bent towards joining the Circle.’

			‘For god’s sake, Saker,’ I said, piqued. ‘It doesn’t matter now.’

			‘The Emperor should have let her in because she was a genius musician and now we have lost all her music. The music she would have written if she was made immortal.’

			Flick … splash, splash, splash, splash.

			‘He should have let her in because she suffered so much. Days and waking nights. No mortal has ever been as tortured with so great a desire to become immortal. And San thinks that’s no reason!’

			‘It would be against his law.’

			‘He could have made an exception.’

			‘No,’ I said. ‘He has to follow his own rule.’

			‘He could change it!’

			‘Anyway, many mortals are driven mad by not being able to gain a place in the Castle.’

			‘Swallow wasn’t mad.’ Flick … splash, splash, splash, splash. ‘And most of all he should have let her in because doing so would change the Castle. There was space for her music.’ Flick … splash, splash, splash. ‘There is a place for art. Not just cannon and gunpowder. Not just the sabre-swingers that San makes his slaves.’

			‘I resent that.’

			‘But you must admit it.’ He weighed one of the smaller, sea-wet pebbles in his hand. He turned slightly sideways and: flick: splash, splash, splash, splash, splash, splash, splash.

			‘That’s seven,’ said Tern eventually.

			‘Oh, I can do a hundred and eight. There are people out on Tris right now saying, “What the fuck was that?” ’

			‘Come back to the house, Saker. It’s all over.’

			He sighed and sent another stone skipping on the trail of the last. ‘The Emperor said no and she killed herself. What else could she do? Drink poison. She suffered in life so much: how she must have suffered in death. Did she suffer, Jant?’

			‘I don’t know what drug she took,’ I admitted.

			Flick … splash, splash, splash.

			‘The smoke is clearing,’ I said.

			‘Yes, and the house has opened to view,’ said Tern. ‘Eleonora’s waiting.’

			Saker straightened up, folded his arms and looked out in the direction of the line of expanding concentric rings his last skipping pebble had made. ‘The tide’s coming in.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘It will take away the ash.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And the wind will scatter the rest.’

			‘Ye—’

			‘It always will, you know. For ever. No matter what happens.’

			‘It’ll be gone by nightfall,’ said Tern.

			‘Poor Swallow.’ His voice cracked and he hid his face in his hand. Again we waited, Tern and me, until he emerged. ‘This is how the Castle treats talent.’

			‘Musical talent.’

			‘Any art that matters.’

			I agreed. We’ve made ourselves like Insects, to fight them, and without humanity we are no better than them. But still I thought this was a poor way for the King of Awia to behave.

			‘Eleonora wants to see the house,’ said Tern.

			Saker pulled himself together, and wiped his hands on his sleeves to brush off the sand. ‘Jant. Go tell Leon we’ll meet her at the house. We’ll walk there. All right?’

			‘All right.’ I kissed Tern, then turned and half-padded, half-splashed over the water-filled corrugations, then crunched on the dry sand, past the lines of seaweed. I slip-stepped up the slope, paused on its crest at the edge of the road, and looked back.

			Tern and Saker were now two small figures, Tern in a long, black skirt and Saker in a mourning suit, walking past the smouldering pyre with the strand ahead of them, the sea the colour of pumice and the sky the same opalescent grey, to the terracotta manor house on its grassy promontory at the head of the beach.

			

			The Queen of Awia’s coach waited patiently on the road, the coachman on his seat in a capecoat, and six glossy sable mares standing in harness with funereal ostrich plumes on their heads wafting in the breeze.

			Eleonora Tanager must have been watching me stamping the sand off on the road, because as I approached the coach door opened and its white eagle coat of arms swung wide revealing a moiré silk interior. She leaned out, in black but still sporty: a shaped jacket cinched at the waist and with the same pert practicality I’ve come to expect from Saker’s wife.

			‘Jant,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’

			‘The world’s loss,’ I said.

			‘She was lifted up in the smoke. I bet she’d have liked to fly.’

			‘Spare me that bullshit.’

			She shrugged and smiled diplomatically. I said, ‘Saker and Tern will meet us at the house.’

			‘I see …’ She patted the seat opposite. I climbed in and shut the door. The horses’ hoof-falls blurred into one as we rolled off smoothly, leaving sand grains blowing across the cobbled road.

			Inside, was just me and Eleonora, with her fawn-brown eyes, her severely short hair, rounded breasts still high and firm; she’s athletic and looks younger than forty, tight trousers, top boots and leering smile. She leant forward and I shuffled back uncomfortably. ‘Saker’s taking it badly, the silly sod.’

			‘What do you expect?’

			She pinned me with a glance. ‘We have much to do. His mind must be on this sale.’

			‘I hear you won.’

			‘Of course we won!’ She laughed. ‘Nobody could outbid the crown of Awia!’

			Not only did Swallow die intestate but she had mortgaged the whole manor. It was no longer hers. She’d mortgaged it to the Bank of Hacilith, which last week had auctioned it and Saker and Eleonora had reached out and bought it, at which point the newspapers went so crazy I flew down from Lowespass to see what was happening.

			‘Do you know how much she mortgaged it for?’

			‘Jant, the Bank won’t say. It’s an extraordinary sum of money, none of which remains. None. It’s nowhere to be found, and there are no accounts. Well, only sketchy ones.’

			‘I knew Swallow was feckless, but …’

			‘She was completely irresponsible. Who knows where the money went? Everyone says she was bad at managing Awndyn.’

			‘She only cared about music,’ I said.

			‘Yes. Doubtless it went on that. Funding aspiring musicians. Elaborate stage designs. Or maybe she frittered it away writing another symphony while the harvest went untended.’ Eleonora eyed me shrewdly and continued, ‘So we’re closing the deal and in an hour Awndyn will be ours.’

			I could picture her in her favourite armour – as if she was wearing plate even now. ‘We’ve achieved a lot,’ she said. ‘Saker and me have united all the manors of Awia. We own four out of six, and now we’re buying Awndyn, so we have a Plainslands manor too. And two healthy children. It’s not been a bad fifteen years’ work, don’t you think?’

			‘Not bad at all,’ I said glumly.

			‘Awia will never have to ask for help again.’

			‘Well,’ I added, ‘Congratulations.’

			‘Cheer up, Jant. The world goes on.’

			She leant her cheek on the window, looking up the road as it began a slight curve, following the bay. Her breath misted on the glass. ‘Look! Gypsy carriages. Why don’t they move?’

			I pushed down the window and leaned out, though it put me too close to her for comfort. Sure enough, the road ahead was blocked by a line of Litanee wagons. The Litanee had arrived early in the morning and helped to build the pyre. They’d been waiting all this time at a quiet distance and now they were harnessing their horses and starting to drive away, but unhurriedly.

			‘They’re here to pay their last respects,’ I said. ‘They liked Swallow.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘She was kind to them. She wanted to learn their music.’

			‘Oh, I see.’

			They politely gave way to each other, manoeuvring their wagons, and with the clop of hooves drove on in a troupe. The wagons were covered in colourful paintings: apple trees, hayricks and sailing boats, but they were too distant for me to tell their tribe. Each had a black canvas stretched over the roof: their sign of mourning.

			‘They’ll be gone in a minute,’ I said.

			We started up again, but now we were at the rear of their procession, so we followed them along the coast road while the uneven roofs and tall red chimney stacks of Awndyn Manor hove into view. We turned off onto its private road, laid in herringbone brickwork, and between the wet, sandy lawns either side, which the gypsy wheels had rutted. We stopped in front of the arched porch, and beyond the wing of the manor house, I could see the grey sky and ocean slanting away into a damp, metallic distance, the pyre still smoking.

			Eleonora flung the carriage door open and, with half-spread wings, marched majestically into the house. I sighed. Awndyn manor would become hers, from the rolling chalk downland and wheat fields around Drussiter, to the pretty, chaotic town of Awndyn-on-the-Strand, its bohemian streets and sweep of beach, its miles of machair; from its red cows that fed on seaweed to its pickled herring barrels sent to the Front. From Swallow’s Artists’ Almshouse, to the auditorium where she conducted open air concerts, all would be Eleonora’s. I didn’t feel good about it at all.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2

			Swallow’s manor house, 

			Awndyn-on-the-Strand, April 2039

			

			The air in the drawing room was like old corked wine. It seemed darker in here, now it was no longer lit by Swallow’s bright personality. She had truly illuminated wherever she was: every situation she enlivened, and now there was just the dark, heavy furniture and a musty smell of dried flowers.

			Wittol, the manager of the Bank of Hacilith Moren, welcomed us, and straight away obsequiously ushered Saker and Eleonora into the adjoining dining hall, where documents were spread out on the table. He shut the door with an unctuous click, leaving me and Tern alone with Bunting, Swallow’s Steward.

			Bunting was as Awian as they come. He was in shirt and waistcoat, and had draped his overcoat on the back of the chaise-longue, under the diamond-paned bow window. His broadsword was tied into the scabbard with black crepe, and gold cord with acorn knots draped from its hilt. He toyed with them nervously. We unsettled him.

			He was telling us how he discovered Swallow dead: ‘I was the first to find her … I was coming to advise her that dinner was ready and she … she was just there, sitting in that chair.’ He pointed to a great desk against the far wall. It was polished walnut, its roll top pushed back, and many small, empty pigeonholes and ivory-handled drawers circled like theatre balconies the expanse of its writing surface. Green leather, edged with gold tooling, it was matched on the seat of a chair pulled out from under the arch of the desk, and you could see the impression, where Swallow always sat. The morning sun shone through the leaded glass and cast a network of shadows over it. Atop the desk was a metronome (stopped), a rosin pot full of pens, and a coffee mug on a coaster. That was all.

			‘She was sitting on the chair, but resting face-down on the table, her head in her arms.’

			We approached the table respectfully. The musty smell was stronger here. ‘At first I thought she was asleep. She was lying on her score … She’d been working on that symphony all year. So I put my hand on her shoulder to wake her … she was cold.’

			He caught his breath and continued. ‘She was cold and very pale. I’d never seen anyone so white. I turned her over and felt for her pulse … nothing!’

			He pointed to the mug. ‘That was the poison she drank. And she must have kept writing the score while the poison acted on her because … look …’ He picked up the sheaf of paper and sure enough you could see where her hand had begun to shake because the notes were ill-formed, and the pressure of the pen became lighter until they were just little flecks with their tails at the horizontal. Lighter and lighter, smaller and smaller, until they stopped in the middle of a phrase.

			‘She never stopped trying,’ I said.

			‘She died with a pen in her hand,’ said Bunting. His tone was accusatory and then he blushed. ‘I’m sorry.’

			Tern took the manuscript from him and studied it intensely. I was more interested in the mug. The musty smell emanated from it. I picked it up and sniffed it: inside was a dark brown residue, like coffee grinds. It was redolent of dead leaves and long-abandoned houses. I didn’t know what poison it was – and because I know all there is to know about drugs and poisons, this was very disconcerting.

			‘Who killed her?’ I exclaimed.

			‘It was suicide, Jant,’ Tern said soothingly.

			‘Could anyone have put this in her drink?’

			Bunting shook his head and brushed his damp palms on his backside. ‘No, Comet. She made it herself.’ He showed us a copper kettle in the fireplace. ‘She often boiled water there and made tea or coffee. She made this the same way.’

			‘Could someone have come in and poisoned her drink?’

			‘Well … I suppose it’s possible. I was in the kitchen, so was the cook. I hadn’t seen Swallow since breakfast. She demanded privacy when she composed.’

			‘And she didn’t keep many servants.’

			‘No.’

			‘I want to question them. One at a time.’

			‘Jant,’ Tern said. ‘What are you talking about? Swallow killed herself – we know why.’

			‘We think we do. But I’ve never smelt anything like this. I can’t identify it. So where did it come from? Where did she get it?  … If it is an infusion I suppose it might be hemlock gone stale. Look,’ I said to Bunting, ‘decant it into a bottle for me. I’ll take it to analyse.’

			Bunting ran his hand through his hair, forcing it up into sweaty peaks, and regarded me with untold misery. In the silence a clock ticked in the cloakroom. All was now passing into the hands of Saker and Eleonora: the linenfold wall panelling that smelt of beeswax, the stone-mullioned windows grouped in sixteens and thirty-twos, the plasterwork ceiling with its small pendentives, and the writing desk, against which leant Swallow’s walking stick.

			No fire was lit in the hearth, but the April morning was beginning to warm. Sparks of dust danced through a shaft of light, each one flashing golden, enjoying brief fame, before randomly rejoining the shadow.

			‘It’s taking a long time,’ said Bunting.

			‘It’s a big business.’

			He nodded with the carelessness of despair. ‘I suppose you see a lot of mortals die.’

			‘Thousands,’ said Tern. ‘But rarely this way.’ She rearranged her fur stole around her dainty shoulders, and the nets and silks of her long skirt, damp at the hem from the beach, swept the floor as she went to sit on the chaise longue.

			‘What was Swallow like in the last few months?’ I asked Bunting.

			‘Bitter! Well … ever since Thunder’s Challenge she’d been bitter. More and more so until it consumed her. For a decade, Comet, she bottled her fury up inside. She was bound to kill herself … I’m afraid … with hindsight …’ She kept biting her lip and her eyes glittered. ‘I’ve never seen anyone so angry.’

			‘Quietly angry?’

			‘Ferociously. It scared us.’

			‘Did she take it out on you?’ asked Tern.

			‘No, no. She was good to us. It was the Emperor she hated. Begging your pardon, my lady. She hated the Castle. All immortals. And then maybe she turned to hating herself.’

			I was growing tired of pacing back and forth on the oak floorboards, the green Ghallain rug. After Thunder’s Challenge, I should have come to visit Swallow. But the Emperor had given me so many orders I’d never had chance. And I think she wouldn’t have agreed to see me anyway. Not while suffering such all-consuming fury.

			The hall door unlocked and the bank manager emerged, closely followed by Eleonora and Saker. Mr. Wittol of Hacilith was so gaunt that his black silk coat seemed to flow into the hollow of his abdomen, and almost disappeared from view before resurging over his bony hips. His trousers seemed to hang loose without any legs in them at all. With a reserved and aquiline air he contemplated us before announcing, ‘The Manorship of Awndyn is now the property of their Majesties the King and Queen of Awia.’ And he gave a bow which set the rose-gold tags on his watch chain jingling.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 3

			Mine Twenty, ‘Thunder’s Salient’, The Lowespass Front, June 2040

			The cannons started at dawn. I was circling over the field artillery on the furthest right flank where Capelin Thunder sat on horseback between his teams of gunners. The outermost six-kilo gun fired and recoiled. Men clustered in, white coats like mites, heaved it into position and, while sponge and ramrod flashed, the next one in the line boomed and reared.

			I leant against the wind. It rippled my shirt as I turned. This was going to be a hot day – and hard work. The line of cannons stretched along the front of the Paperlands, three kilometres from here to Cyan at the mouth of Valley Twenty in the centre, another three beyond her to Tornado on the left wing where, with six-kilo shot, he too was pounding the fuck out of the Paperlands.

			The breeze ripped the smoke from the cannons. By the time Thunder’s third had fired, the first had reloaded. Along the ground below me a hundred barrels spat flame and rebounded.

			The din was overwhelming. Even fifty metres above them my ears were starting to ring and in a few minutes I’d be deafened. I held my wings straight and chandelled up, faster on the southern turn. Smoke whipped back towards the Wall. And from the vast wilderness of the Paperlands it brought the smell of Insects … They were massing.

			We were ten kilometres into the Paperlands. We’d left our static gun emplacements far behind. I saw them in the distance, on this side of the Wall. Their bunkers gleamed when the sun flashed on the twelve-kilo siege guns lurking inside.

			Already Thunder’s battery was cracking the walls of the Insects’ tunnels. Their pointed pagoda roofs, like whipped-up meringue peaks pink in the morning light, were beginning to shatter. Their tough, fireproof paper walls were breaking with a fibrous texture between papier-mâché, ceramic and bone.

			Antennae flicked out of a crack. A triangular head emerged. Two gold-brown legs like blades scrabbled out. An Insect the size of a horse pulled itself through with antlike dexterity. It ran a few steps, feelers swivelling, scented the men of the gun teams, and bolted at them.

			Another followed it out of the breach, then another. Then thousands tore down their own cell wall to attack. For an instant I glimpsed them crammed together inside. They struggled to widen the breach, and out they poured!

			I swooped low and smoke snatched over my wings. It stung my eyes and blotted my throat. I sucked a breath, flew into the smoke bank. Thick black fumes enclosed me completely, stinking of sulphur. There was Capelin’s white horse, glowing as if luminous; he sat like a sack of rice. He couldn’t see the Insects. He couldn’t see a damn thing. I called to him and he yelled at his aides. They galloped away down the line, bugles trilling. I’d sighted bugs and the cannon must change to canister.

			Or they’d be overrun. I cut up through the cloud, out into the blinding sun, bleeding off my speed as I rose until, for an instant, I hung motionless in the air. Tens of thousands of Insects were bristling, erupting out of their broken tunnels.

			I tilted forwards into a glide and whooshed down the line with the booming, bucking guns zipping past one by one below me.

			Six men to each. There’s a loader hefting a red canvas bag of powder. In it goes, shoved down by the ramsman. There’s another, loading a tin of canister shot. He’s double-shotting it. They all are!

			A hundred thousand Insects will run this gauntlet. Here’s a gun ready loaded, the ventsman is piercing the touchhole and setting the fuse. Now all the guns ahead were primed and ready, the artillerists in position. Each firer held a linstock with the slow fuse snaked around it, hissing invisible-pale.

			I viewed our whole trap, so cleverly designed only Thunder had the chutzpah to try it. We force the Insects to run, and we don’t have to move. If all goes well, as he insists it will, we’ll funnel them along the face of the Paperlands and into Valley Twenty.

			Our fifty thousand men were drawn up in ranks facing the white sea of the Paperlands. I glimpsed Saker’s colours, then Cyan’s, rippling above the infantry opposite the entrance to the valley, and Eleonora’s swan flying in the heavy cavalry some distance to the rear.

			All this is land we’ve reclaimed and cleared of Paper. Along a twenty kilometre front Thunder has wrested a band ten kilometres deep, and on a morning like this I feel it’s possible to beat the bugs all the way back to Lazulai.

			That’s the last cannon, a gap, then archers. There’s King Saker on his white stallion with an arrow at string. I swooped low, dared lower, making smooth movements with my legs to steer, and my next beat touched the tassel-fringe of the sky-blue flag of Awia, hanging limp on its eagle-topped pole. Saker raised his hand in the air and my feathers whisked over it as I passed above him.

			The archers gawped up in wonder. Silver sallets became pale faces, open mouths. They were wishing their wings weren’t useless.

			‘Eyes forward!’ he bellowed.

			The ground in front of each man stubbled with arrows he’d planted there. They looked to the Wall as I hissed away. On their horizon a pall of smoke was growing and they knew the Insects were coming.

			A cannon, a gap, and Cyan’s muskets. Cyan Lightning by her sunburst flag in the centre. She’d witnessed my dive over the archers and I could see her grin from here. She gripped her musket by the small of the stock, and brandished it. She was sitting an immense destrier that dwarfed the mounts of the colour ensigns and the lines of the two ranks before her. Her horsehair crest ruffled in the breeze. She tilted up her face as I sailed over, and I looked down into the ammo box on the saddle bow, between her armoured thighs.

			Her infantry are deployed in line, one battalion three ranks deep. I felt their grim silence, their muskets loaded and ready, behind the first rank of pikemen in armour – no helmets but full harness.

			Next along the line, more six-kilo cannons with their teams waiting, ramrod and linstock in hand, water buckets at the ramsmen’s feet. Then the array continues, Awian archers, then line battalions of Tanager musket fyrd, artillery, Eske musket fyrd, all the way to the west wing where Tornado’s cannon is blowing breaches in the paper.

			Behind us the squares of cavalry waited almost indolently, casual confidence in the attitude of Eleonora’s lancers and, behind them, the limber teams waiting to pull the field guns home, when we’ve funnelled a hundred thousand Insects into one little valley of death.

			I sped up the line. Tornado’s cannon were booming without pause. I rose to glimpse their pall of smoke.

			A six-kilo ball hit the peak of an Insect’s tunnel, smashed it, and great shards of the dried saliva spun into the air. The roundshot bounced up, spinning, flew in an arc over the Paperlands and crashed into the roof of the cells again, splintered a hole, bounced, smashed down again further on, bounced a third, and a fourth time, and dropped out of sight in a crevasse crust of Paper. From each strike, a network of cracks spread over the cells and tunnels.

			Insects were pouring from the breaches. The batteries were swopping to canister and were blowing bugs apart. I had a second for a breath, plunged into their wall of fumes.

			Wreaths of earthy rotten-egg smoke tore away before my eyes. A thinner patch, then another bank – it tumbled from the maw of every cannon. Men closed on one, shoved the wet sponge down its muzzle. The volume of the hiss amazed me, but they’re already deaf.

			As the ramsman sluiced it out, the ventsman with a glove put his thumb over the vent hole. His teammate was heaving the next bag of powder from the cart. Working intently they didn’t see me as I glided in and alighted on the bare ground.

			Tornado was standing in the stirrups, bending this way and that in the most incredible shapes as he tried to see through the smoke. He had a telescope closed in his hand.

			‘Pointless using that!’ I shouted.

			He jumped and wheeled his horse around. ‘Jant! Are Insects out at Thunder’s end?’

			‘Yes! The same as yours!’

			‘How many?’

			‘Fifty thousand to run. I saw them. They stretched back, it seemed to Murrelet!’ 

			‘Ours are running.’

			I coughed uncontrollably. ‘You’re getting fifty thousand too. For a kilometre into the Paperlands, they’re crowding five deep!’

			He glanced at his nearest gun, which was shoving in canisters. Bits of fuse and burning wadding littered the ground around us. ‘I hope the centre holds.’

			‘It will,’ I shouted. ‘I’ll be there.’

			‘If Insects turn at all, they’ll turn at Cyan.’

			‘She’ll stand.’

			Tornado jabbed his carbine in the direction of the Insects. We could see thin limbs running in the smoke. They became clearer, a cannon boomed, and pieces of carapace flew in the air.

			‘Watch ’em down the line!’ Tornado yelled.

			‘I will.’ I spread my wings.

			‘Jant!’ He bellowed. ‘Bring up shot wagons till there’s none left. I want lancers here before that happens. If they’re not here we’ll be mincemeat!’

			‘You’ll have the Queen’s Own Rachiswater,’ I said.

			‘As long as they get here!’

			‘Sure.’

			‘And limber teams!’ he yelled after me.

			Sure. Sure. If we don’t drag the field guns out at the same time as we pull back the wing, stray Insects will chew their wheels off. That was the least of my trouble.

			I flew up, feeling smoke clotting on my skin. The cannon crews’ hands and faces were black, their white coats smudged, protection against the sparks but soaked with sweat. Here and there greaves flashed in the oppressive darkness as leg-armoured men plunged their ramrods.

			But it was working. I gained height above the spreading pall and saw the Insects charging out of it. The first were lengths ahead, then came a running mass of giant ants, packed so closely they looked fused together. The swarm went on and on, issuing from the smoke, charging at full pelt down the line of guns. Every Insect could smell other spattered Insects. Their fear kept them running, and when they crossed the line of sight of each cannon the firer dipped his taper, lit the fuse, and blew a great hole in the mass.

			So a wave of bombardment started down the front of the Paperlands. As Insects ran, the cannon roared, one then the next, then the next, and kept booming as more seethed past. From the left and right wings, to the middle, we were forcing them into the centre and into the valley.

			Valley Twenty is a tight u-shaped natural gorge that Insects had filled with their cells and tunnels centuries ago when they took this land. Capelin Thunder and Kay Snow believed it would contain them for twenty hours only, that’s all we need, because underneath it we’ve built the largest bomb ever made.

			The Insects’ red-brown shells were being blasted apart. Their legs were shattering in the air, heads severed and compound eyes fragmented, lengths of gut ribboning out as the canister raked them.

			Six legs jointed above thoraxes the smooth hue of patinated bronze. Each had spines down the back of their tibias. Some were the size of a man, most were the size of a horse – big, full-imago killers.

			They scissored their mandibles as they ran. Feet flexed, three-hooked claws spread wide, tore up the naked earth. Not a blade of grass grows here. No animal can survive. The Insects eat everything. The Insects build with everything. They even chew up our wadding and roundshot sabots into paper.

			I winged ahead of Tornado’s charging Insects, to see the first of the great swarm that Thunder was speeding up the line from the east. Their backs shone in the sunlight filtering through the spreading wreaths of smoke. Globular eyes glinting, throwing off strips of reflection, tails plated, held high – and the smoke dimmed the day to dusk.

			I laboured up, till I could clasp the whole battlefront in my arms. The Paperlands lay ahead of me like a pale, petrified sea, and smoke roiling off the cannons had formed a continuous slick towards the Wall.

			Directly below me, from the left, down the line, thousands of Insects charged leaving twisted carcasses behind. From the right, also trapped against the front of the Paperlands, more sped on before the line of cannon: thousands of Insects leaving bits of barbed legs and detached abdomens twitching. These two hordes are going to crash together in the middle.

			Directly in the middle.

			With a bit of luck.

			I pulled my wings in and dived. The air whacking up past me cleared a bit of the smoke until I fell so fast it was hard to breathe, fanned out and checked my speed. But in my memory rang Thunder’s arrogant voice: ‘Luck? It’s not luck, it’s Natural Philosophy! Ants won’t double back onto a scent trail of fear. They lay the trail, we can keep them running.’

			I was above Cyan. She was screaming something. I landed heavily behind her. On the ground now I could see wisps of smoke hanging in the air like gauzy curtains, dimming her men in an eerie grey-pink eclipse. They waited, listening to the encroaching cannonade. It was ear-splitting at this distance and getting louder all the time but the swarm wasn’t yet in sight.

			I ran past the line sergeants to Cyan. She was standing in the stirrups trying to see the bugs.

			‘Jant. How long do we have?’

			‘About two minutes.’

			Her lips pursed. ‘Right. What are you doing?’

			‘I’m staying here.’

			‘Until they’ve run in?’

			‘Till they’ve all gone in. It’s a pleasure to fight beside you, Lightning.’

			‘Good. You can bloody well shoot, then.’ She plucked my musket from her saddle holster and passed it down to me, then my cartridge box on its strap.

			The blasts shook the ground. She swallowed, and forced a ghastly grin, coughed to clear her throat and raised her high voice to the fyrd: ‘Hold fire! Hold fire till you hear the signal!’

			Up went her hand gripping her rifle.

			‘Let them come! Wait …’

			I slipped my ramrod down the barrel to check it was still loaded, thumbed back the hammer, clicked on a percussion cap from its dispenser.

			Beside us the battalion of archers took a quarter-turn right, showed us their backs and drew their bows high.

			‘They can see them,’ she said.

			‘Can you?’

			‘No! Oh. Shit, that was the last cannon, I saw the flash.’ Her dry mouth clicked. ‘It’s nearly us. First Hacilith! Hold your fire! Let them close … God’s holiday, you’ve all the time in the world!’

			‘Level muskets,’ yelled her sergeant. The two ranks bristled with musket muzzles.

			Saker’s voice rang out between the cannon fire. ‘Loose!’

			The archers loosed and a volley of arrows arced up, whistled into the Insects we couldn’t yet see. Another volley, and another. 

			Saker called, ‘Level!’ and the archers shot straight volleys. My hand was sweating so much the musket twisted in my grasp. I glanced at the percussion cap for the tenth time.

			‘The fuckers still outshoot us,’ Cyan said of her father’s archers.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Well … They don’t have our stopping power.’

			Volley after volley flew in a hard hail of shafts. The archers turned face-forwards as the Insects streamed past. They had twice our range and five times our rate of fire, but Saker can’t field as many trained bowmen as Cyan gives muskets to the scum of Hacilith.

			We saw the first mandibles hurtle out from before the nearest man. Cyan’s horse reared and she leant it down.

			‘Now show those featherbacks how to shoot! Hold till we’ve range!’

			The Insects raged towards us. We can’t let them turn. If we buckle, they’ll pour after us and leave no-one alive. We had to keep them in the funnel.

			Many were horribly mangled: arrows sticking out of them, shells smashed into jagged edges, starred into dents. Some ran on five legs, four legs, even three – dragging their abdomens and unwinding intestines caught on their spines. The dozen balls in each canister had blown some practically apart – here one ran oozing cream fluid from its thorax cracked wide.

			Insects were so tightly packed, a hundred deep, that they bowled their dead along the ground. One with only half a head remaining, the ganglia flopping out, fell and was trampled by a thousand claws.

			‘Wait!’

			I couldn’t see through the mass to the Insects on the far side. Those didn’t seem to be as badly damaged. There are so many, so many, that you never make as much impact as you think.

			‘Wait!’

			I held the gun at arms’ length deliberately. Stop the fyrd firing prematurely. One nervous bastard shoots, then they all blaze away and the Insects turn on you as you reload.

			Cyan screamed at them to hold.

			The Insects were closing fast.

			That’s thirty metres, twenty …

			The archers were glancing at us with incredulity.

			‘Ready!’ yelled Cyan.

			Fifteen metres.

			‘Fire!’

			Flame jetted from the muskets. The nearest Insects jerked, midstride – seemed to pause as the balls hit them, holing shell, cracking chitin. Smoke drooled from the barrels and sank to knee level. Company two was already reloading and company three behind them fired over their shoulders.

			The sergeants bellowed, ‘Load!’

			‘Fire!’

			‘Load!’

			Cyan watched the rolling volley with delight. She levelled her fabulous rifle and shot into the smoke. What a waste of its performance. Who knows whether she hit? Who knows what effect one shot had? All she cared was that her six thousand men in six battalions were hammering twenty-four to thirty-six thousand lead balls a minute into the Insects and smashing them to bits, turning them into the valley ahead.

			I raised my musket to my shoulder and rested my cheek on the sideplate. I looked down the top of the muzzle and sighted on the bayonet notch, but beyond that was just drifting waves of smoke. The endless rush of triangular heads and jointed legs appeared and faded in thinning patches.

			Covered by smoke, was gone – revealed in a smaller patch further on.

			I pulled the trigger, the hammer flew home, the butt kicked the hollow of my shoulder, and I lowered to reload.

			Cyan bawled at her people who obeyed their training like clockwork. Hacilith factory workers know how to make themselves automata. Bite cartridge, pour stinging powder down the muzzle, wad the paper, shove in the ball, ramrod it down, percussion cap. Fire.

			Again … fire.

			Again … fire.

			Now my musket was growing so hot I couldn’t lay my cheek on the sideplate and gave up all pretence of aiming. My hands were raw.

			Cyan glanced down. Sweat beaded her brow, the whites of her eyes were red.

			‘This is some herding!’

			‘They’re going in.’

			‘It’s working?’

			‘I need to fly to see … You must stand, whatever happens. There are battalions you can’t see backing you up. And you’re backing up the cannon.’

			‘Where are you going?’

			I slipped my musket back into her saddle holster. Its steel sizzled the leather. ‘I have to report to Thunder.’

			‘Jant, you’re conducting an orchestra!’

			‘Ha! The bastard needs someone to crow at.’

			She flashed her teeth in a grin. She’d taken off her helmet and her hair was thick with sweat. ‘Tell him we won’t drop below four shots a minute.’

			‘Yes, Lightning.’

			‘Send me an ammo caisson and a water cart, we can go all day!’

			‘I’m only asking two hours.’ I turned on my heel and jumped into the sky.

			I wanted to rise from the smoke, but it was too high. If I flapped up there it would just blot out everything.

			I flew smoothly over the fyrd. Their white jackets, gleams of steel, stood out in the gloom, but the Awian archers in blue were scarcely visible. I could hear nothing but the cannons’ continuous roar, and the crackle of muskets, jetting tongues of flame rimmed with smoke. 

			Company by company they fired, again and again as I passed over. They made no effort to aim. Every shot would find a mark now. The skill was only in the speed – and that’s why Saker hates it.

			I was astonished at how much punishment the Insects were taking, and still they came. Company after company of fyrd passed below me, busy with their ramrods, spitting out cartridge paper. Levelling muskets.

			I zipped over six men standing back from their gun. The firer’s arm holding the taper dropped, the fuse flared, the barrel boomed and spat a cone of fire – twitched the smoke as the grapeshot tore through it. The pall had taken on the shape and colour of an anvil, and murkily I saw the brass tubes of Thunder’s battery shining ahead. In the black smog, the orange splodges of explosions bloomed and vanished a second before each blast. They looked like flowers.

			Flowers? I apologise for my floridity. We’ve all had brandy for breakfast.

			A soldier below looked up, musket in hand, and I rowed higher in the air. Chances are one of those buggers will shoot me by accident.

			At the end of the line, behind the final cannon, Capelin Thunder was a bizarre eye of calm in the inferno. His Trisian tunic, smutted by the smoke, shone clearly. So did his bald head and shaped white beard.

			He moved not a muscle as I screamed flat out down the sky. I flared wings abruptly, swung into standing position, hit the ground and ran to a halt in front of him.

			‘They’re pouring in!’

			‘Of course,’ he said, in Trisian.

			His horse tried to back from me but I grabbed its guide rein. What a sight we looked! Me, all in black and sweating like a Rhydanne in a steel forge, Thunder in white and a model of cool imperturbability.

			‘I’ve never seen anything like this before,’ I shouted.

			‘I grant you,’ said Thunder. ‘I’ve never done it before.’

			The sluicer nearest me ploshed his sponge in a bucket of filthy water. His teammates scooped up the ropes and heaved the cannon back into place. Its single limber gouged the gritty mud. Sloshed out the barrel. In went the charge, he reversed his sponge and rammed down. In went the shot like two big tin cans. The men stood clear. Into the vent the igniter jammed his sharp quill of powder, down went his hand with the linstock and boom! The cannon flew back and we scythed bugs to bits.

			‘Fly over the valley,’ said Thunder. ‘Bring me a description.’

			The three kilometres to Valley Twenty were packed with Insects, and second after second yet more arrived. They flowed down the front of the Paperlands into the valley, scrabbling over their cells. Along the front, dead Insects were piling up. More and more crashed into the mounds of dead – spiky limbs bunching, antennae whirling.

			Those at the back were still intact and they’d nowhere to run but into the gorge. Hurricane’s battery stood west of Cyan’s muskets at the valley mouth. His teams hurled buckets of water over their cannons – clouds of steam joined the smoke. They gave the brass wheels under each muzzle a quarter turn, raising them from point blank, and the next charge was roundshot.

			It pushed Insects further into the valley. At first they climbed on the roofs of their cells and swarmed away. The gorge kept them in, like spiders in a bathtub – some chewed through the crust of paper and crawled headfirst into the tunnels below. They dropped out of view, and in the valley we’d trapped them.

			For an hour and a half Tornado and Thunder sent more Insects down the line. Hurricane and Lightning forced them into the valley. The trickle gradually slowed, until the Paperlands was drained for a radius of thirty kilometres, and their onslaught stopped.

			High dunes of dead Insects clogged the valley mouth. Broken ones limped along, some lay pulsing. Lone Insects ran back and forth, and others scaled the piles of dead to enter the gorge.

			‘That’s right, we’re dangerous!’ Thunder called to them. ‘Wall yourselves in! Seal up your tunnels! For beneath you there’s a charge that will blow you at the moon!’

			

			I ordered Eleonora’s cavalry to support Tornado’s artillery as they limbered up, and Hayl’s Eske cavalry protected Thunder’s cannon. Cyan kept her musketmen in line and, by division, each battalion pulled back and marched to our temporary camp nearby, which Thunder had built beside the entrance to his mine.

			Then I gave the field to Eleonora. Her lancers would ride stray Insects down. As all the cannons bounced and jolted over the barren ground behind their six-horse teams, I looked for Thunder. There he was, riding sedately among them. Seeming to glow from within as he did, he looked like a little, bald version of the Emperor.

			I sailed down through the smoke and landed beside him. ‘Well done,’ I said.

			‘We detonate the charge at first light tomorrow.’

			‘I’ll start moving everyone out. That was masterly.’

			He inclined his head. ‘Snow insists we’ve got less than fifteen hours now before I must light the fuse. Here’s the order of march,’ He thrust a piece of paper at me, and then pointed at Eleonora’s lancers. ‘I can see many improvements to make. Those barbarians are still strapping on armour and hurling themselves at the Insects.’

			‘But Leon loves it.’

			‘I would have thought better of Awia. As I said, there’s much work here for one of superior mind.’

			He pulled his horse’s head right and rode around me. I watched him go, before taking off to find everyone on the list, to organise the withdrawal.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 4

			Cyan Lightning

			

			Cyan’s battalion was to bring up the rear, together with Saker’s archers and the lancers. I couldn’t find Cyan at her fyrd’s tents, so I guessed she’d be with her father and ran across camp to Saker’s pavilion.

			Saker and Eleonora’s is the largest three-peaked tent, though given that we’ve planned to abandon them all, it wasn’t as luxurious as Leon usually makes it, but rather more like Saker’s pavilion when he used to be Lightning. The Awian eagle, with Micawater’s white mascle, flew outside. The entrance was tied open, and no one visible, although Saker’s bow and quiver were on the central rack.

			I hollered and heard an answering shout from behind the tent. I walked around the ropes to see Cyan and Saker standing on the rock escarpment above me, watching the lines of troops and wagons leaving far below. Saker was holding his arm extended, looking through the outstretched L of his thumb and closed fingers, the way he does to block out the sun and judge distance. His sunglasses were pushed up on his forehead, with his greying hair tufted over them. Cyan was loading her rifle.

			‘It’s about eight hundred and twenty metres,’ he said.

			‘It’s eight hundred and twenty-two.’

			‘I said “about”. So you’ve gained fifty metres.’

			‘Fifty four, oh ye of little faith.’

			‘Guys?’ I said.

			‘Hello, Jant,’ said Saker, still gazing into the distance. He reached out for her rifle. ‘Give me another go.’

			‘I haven’t reloaded it yet.’

			‘Well, there’s grounds for improvement. At four shots a minute, I can still annihilate you with one hundred from a recurve bow.’

			‘Yes, dad.’

			I sat down on a rock. ‘You’re leaving tomorrow, after Hurricane but before Tornado. You’re leaving at the same time as Leon’s cavalry, you’re second to last out.’

			‘Archers always get a raw deal,’ said Saker.

			‘So you’ve got fifteen hours.’

			‘Thanks, Jant,’ said Cyan. ‘We can move any time if there’s a change.’ She is Lightning, the Castle’s Archer, and the Emperor joined her to the Circle and immortalised her fifteen years ago, at the age of seventeen.

			And here I run into a problem. How do I recap without making it heavy going for those of you who’ve followed me from the start? If I explain, for example, that Cyan Challenged Saker for his position in the Circle and he deliberately lost to her, those of you who remember the tournament will cry, ‘old hat!’

			On the other hand, if you’ve just started listening and I press on regardless, I’ll make it seem desperately complicated, when really it’s not. Our exchanges would be like:

			

			ME: So, after Saker threw his archery tournament he lost his position in the Circle as Lightning, and San dropped him back into the flow of time.

			New listener: ‘Into the flow of time’?

			Me: Yes, because the Circle keeps us immortal, the fifty people who are the best in the world at our professions, those best suited to defeat the Insects. The Emperor San instigated this meritocracy – as long as we defend our positions in fair Challenge, he keeps us immortal by sharing his eternal life with us.

			New listener: Who’s the Emperor San?

			Me: He says he was chosen by god, before god left the world in year zero, to defend it against any threat. When the Insects arrived in four-eleven San changed from being an itinerant wise man and advisor to lead people against them. He set up the Circle in the year six-twenty, with Games to first select the best warriors as Eszai, and Saker had been Lightning from that time.

			New listener: But not now?

			Me: No. 

			

			You see? We could go on all day. The only solution I can think of, is to ask you guys who’ve already heard it to let your mind wander for a bit. There’s a lot you can be doing – putting an edge on your sword, polishing your horse – while I place the facts before the newcomers.

			Briefly, then, because the memory’s painful – Cyan took my good friend Saker’s title as the immortal Archer, and his rooms in the Castle. She stayed seventeen – and he began to age … As an Eszai – ‘immortal’ in Awian – she abides by the Emperor’s command. I took her under my wing and showed her the Castle. She matured into a delightful woman, thoughtful and courteous, but most people still say Saker’s the rightful Archer and Cyan an impostor. She’d inherited his steady hand and eye, and tried to supplant his vast experience with her innovation. I think her position’s the most tenuous of us all in the Circle, and she thinks so, too. She attracts more Challengers than I’ve ever seen before. She’s hammered by them: she has to hold competitions yearly to shoot against hundreds of men who are convinced they can beat her, and so take her position and her immortality. If she wasn’t such an accurate shot, she’d have lost already, so accuracy is the Challenge she sets. The constant anxiety of keeping her immortality spurs the hard graft of her invention.

			‘You can’t hit that with an arrow,’ she said.

			‘No,’ said Saker.

			‘Not even on a good day.’

			He laughed. ‘Stop rubbing it in.’

			‘You’re beaten on distance. Admit it.’

			‘All right. For the first time ever, I’m beaten on distance. Not on speed, and not on accuracy under two hundred metres. Give me another go.’

			She passed him the rifle and he weighed it in his hand. ‘It’s coming along.’

			‘It beats the musket.’

			‘Ha. Longbows beat muskets. It’s my bow you need to beat.’ He reached out with a wing and brushed her shoulder. ‘I’m proud of you, Cyan.’

			‘Thanks.’

			‘I mean it. You’re breaking ground. Every time I see this, it’s better.’ He looked into the telescope mounted on top. ‘The sight’s off-centre.’

			‘It compensates.’

			‘I understand. I wind this? Right. But I don’t need it. What if it gets clogged with mud?’

			‘Flick it down …’

			He sighted along the barrel, pulled the trigger with a sharp crack, and down on the road a big Insect in a cage wagon blasted against the bars. The Insects trapped in the wagons behind it went crazy, ripping at their bars, trying to run from the scent of its blood.

			Saker hooted with excitement.

			She said, ‘I told you! I told you what it does to bugs!’

			They hugged each other, transformed by enthusiasm. ‘Reload it! Reload it!’

			I burst out laughing.

			‘What are you cackling at, Jant?’ Cyan said, reaching for her cartridge box.

			‘First he coached you, now you’re coaching him. Team Micawater.’

			Since there can only be one Eszai for each position, my suggesting she was backed by a team, though it’s true, was an insult. ‘There’s no team,’ she said, coldly. ‘There’s just me.’

			‘There’s just Cyan Lightning,’ said Saker.

			‘The Castle funds this,’ she said.

			‘Yes, but it’s Saker’s knowhow,’ I said.

			‘It’s all published. Anyone can read my treatises. Anyone can practise. Anyone can apply.’ 

			‘Boy, do they ever,’ said Cyan.

			He did the L-thing with his hand again, and grinned down at the Insect that had collapsed in a tipi of legs. The wagon driver and several other men were peering into the cage trying to figure out why it had imploded.

			I said, ‘Using a secret weapon that no one else in the Fourlands possesses, is against the rules, I’m sure.’

			‘It’s not secret. San doesn’t allow us to keep work secret. I’ve published the design and pretty soon Challengers will catch up.’ She pulled the mashed percussion cap off the nipple and flung it down the escarpment. ‘Then there’ll be a level playing field again.  …I’m sick of looking over my shoulder all the time. I’m sick of Challengers. What’s the point of being immortal if you’re too stressed to enjoy it?’

			‘One reason I keep going with the drugs.’

			‘Jant, you never had a Challenger you couldn’t wipe the floor with.’

			‘I mean, I have to live with a bunch of strung-out Eszai.’

			‘It’s all right for you! You can fly!’

			‘Cyan,’ Saker said warningly.

			‘Sorry. Sorry, Jant. Sorry, dad.’ She bit the end off the cartridge and poured the powder down. ‘It’s wearing, that’s all. San realised a Challenge with muskets is practically random. The ball will fly anywhere, that’s no way to decide immortality and San’s going to insist on a fair Challenge. Which is a relief, in a way … When it was fifty/fifty time and again I knew I was only keeping my place by luck.’

			‘Cy …’

			‘Dad,’ she said truthfully. ‘It’s awful.’

			‘Yes. It is.’

			‘I stand a better chance of winning with this, than with a musket. Winning fairly.’

			Saker stooped to the box, slipped out a cartridge and turned it in his hands. ‘Jant, the muskets and rifles aren’t just for Cyan but for the world. And in the long run, who wins? The Castle wins. We improve at killing Insects. That’s the point. We gain ground, we save lives.’ He glanced at the dome of Murrelet, a golden stud far into the Paperlands. ‘That’s our purpose. Your purpose. You Eszai … My darling, give Jant a go.’

			‘Ah,’ I said. ‘It’s not really me.’

			‘That’s what I thought! But it’s kind of addictive.’

			‘Obsessive, you mean, Saker. Obsessive.’

			Cyan ripped the cone-shaped ball from the cartridge and rodded it down. She has a very pleasant voice. ‘The bar’s being raised higher year after year. I have to keep up with it. I have to do what it takes. Anything it takes to win. I have to use any advantage, the wind, everything …’

			‘Of course, Cy.’

			‘If I don’t seize the advantage, someone else will. I know the people coming up behind me. I know the competition closing in.’

			‘We’ll watch them.’

			‘The margins are too close!’

			‘It’s all right,’ Saker assured her. His voice strung with the old obsession. ‘We’ll keep publishing your scores. If at nine hundred metres they’re out by fifty centimetres, the bastards will know there’s no point in Challenging you.’

			‘Nine hundred metres?’ I said.

			‘Jant, I can kill Insects at a kilometre,’ she said. ‘I’ve been practising. Right here … here on this crag where potential Challengers can see me. To psych them out.’ She glared at me piercingly, and for a second looked just like her mother.

			‘Your reloading rate really is terrible,’ said Saker.

			‘Well, I’m talking to him!’

			She clicked the rod into its clip, thumbed the hammer and offered me the rifle. ‘Kill the bug in the last cage.’

			I scanned the queue of wagons dubiously.

			‘That’s a big one,’ said Saker.

			‘They all look tiny.’ My nails ticked on the metal. I hugged the butt to my shoulder and laid my cheek to the stock. The Insect cages appeared in the sight, jiggling about.

			Immediately Cyan switched her attention to her father. ‘I shortened the barrel to drop the weight. And I—’

			I said, ‘Cyan, I don’t know what to do.’

			‘Jant hasn’t got It,’ she said to Saker.

			‘I’ve known that for a long time.’

			She came to my side and fiddled with the sights. Her blonde hair in a ponytail smelt of soap and the stone of Lowespass. ‘Look for the spot.’

			‘The flaw in the glass?’

			‘It’s not a flaw, it’s an etching. Place it over the Insect.’

			I let my breath out halfway and squeezed the trigger. The butt slammed into my shoulder, the retort cracked in my ear, and the Insect slammed messily against the rear bars of its cage.

			Saker hooted and jumped. In a quick and quite spectacular gesture, he simultaneously slapped me on the shoulder and fanned out his wing to whack Cyan on hers.

			I couldn’t help hooting too.

			She laughed. ‘Look at you! The King of Awia and the Emperor’s Messenger. Seventeen hundred years between you, and you’re like schoolboys!’

			‘I don’t think I killed it. I just … Wow. That’s one unhappy hexapod.’

			‘Well done!’ said Saker.

			‘Not bad,’ said Cyan. ‘For someone who grew up with a stone spear.’

			‘Very cool.’

			‘It is “very cool”!’ he said. ‘Reload it!’

			She shook her head. She tilted the box and you could see there weren’t many cartridges left. She slung it on her back and set off down to the tent. Saker laughed at the people fuming around their cage containing the kicking Insect, and followed her.

			‘There’ll be another gale tonight.’ I said. ‘The wind’s gone westerly. See the cloudbank?’

			‘Oh,’ said Saker dismissively. ‘It always does that on a June night.’

			‘June. Gales. Gotcha,’ said Cyan.

			‘No, it’s going to rain like Ghallain. Then what will your musket fyrd do?’

			‘Integrate with my bowmen.’ She ducked into the tent.

			There was a camp chair outside with a fantastic view of the troops moving away in open order lines below us. The Paperlands filled the whole horizon. Saker spread his wings and seated himself. ‘Hacilith men! If you draft them from the same factories, they have some cohesion. But if their powder’s wet, they’ll run. When they shoot, they move like snails. They drop their percussion caps, they fire out their ramrods. When they catch the Fear, they’re off like greyhounds and I have to back them. Jant, it seems to me just another way of getting archers killed. All this unnecessary complication. Her cartridges are too expensive to manufacture and they don’t work in the rain? In the rain! This is fucking Lowespass, not Tambrine.’

			A servant appeared with coffee on a silver tray, and we gazed out at the Paperlands. Its peaks and troughs, like a solidified cloudscape, shone with the dull lustre of eggshell tainted the colour of apricot by the morning light.

			On the horizon, like a breaching whale, rose the great ruined dome of Murrelet Palace. It glowed where the gilt still clung to it in patches. The northern half had broken open, fallen sheer and lay in shadow. I’d flown out there once, where nothing moved but Insects.

			The dome was buttressed by strands of Paper, as if it was rising from a net, as if it was bulging upwards and stretching them. The surrounding roofs and upper storeys of the ancient city hardly emerged from the mass. Insects had macerated their timbers and they had collapsed, fifteen hundred years ago.

			Cyan joined us, sitting cross-legged in her combat trousers, and dunked a biscuit in her coffee. The roseate light played over the Paperlands.

			‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ she said.

			‘It was, once,’ said Saker.

			‘Do you think we’ll ever get there?’

			‘Not in my lifetime.’

			‘We will! We will!’ she punched his ankle. ‘You’re going to see it!’

			‘This is a very exposed position. The sooner we’re out of here, the better.’

			‘Tern says Murrelet’s full of jewels!’

			‘Jant brought her the Filigree Spider.’

			‘She told me that you flew there,’ Cyan said to me. 

			‘I landed on the dome.’ I described how gigantic the dome is, and how I’d climbed down through the hole, into the upper room of the palace, but it had been the middle of the night and I hadn’t seen much more than the cone of rubble. I’d found the Filigree Spider brooch – two drop-cut emeralds formed the head and abdomen of a spider made of silver filigree – and I’d given it to Tern as a courtship gift. When we married, she bought me the pub in Scree, and I named it the Filigree Spider in honour of the jewel. It was very selfless of Tern to buy me a drinking den at six thousand metres altitude, which she would never see.

			‘My great-grandmother’s family left that city,’ Saker told Cyan.

			‘Who were they?’

			‘Oh, I don’t know. Merchants turned warriors.’

			‘To fight the Insects?’

			‘Yes. They had been clever enough to leave first. They retreated to make a stand in east Mica valley. More refugees from Murrelet poured in, and they defended them from the Insects. Everyone turned warrior back then, but they couldn’t save Murrelet … not the manor nor King Murrelet, his family, nor the city … when it fell San led soldiers to rescue it …’

			‘Yes?’

			‘They’re all paper now.’

			‘And that was five-four-nine?’

			‘Mm. Yes … Forty years before I was born.’

			‘Then what happened?’

			He laughed. ‘Cy, look! You can see for yourself.’

			She helped herself to another biscuit. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘If anyone can clear the Paper, Thunder can!’

			‘I told you I’m impressed. I never thought I’d set foot on this crag again. I remember being … down there.’ He pointed out, to where Insects’ cells folded into the next shallow valley. ‘A thousand years ago. We used to call it Mistral’s Dip.’

			His daughter looked at him in awe. ‘Were you shooting?’

			‘Yes. Of course.’

			‘But you had to retreat?’

			‘We lost it in nine-eighty.’

			‘Wow. Have you seen Thunder’s bomb?’

			He shook his head.

			‘Jant?’

			‘No.’ I said, ‘Tornado’s fighting hard down there. I’m of more use in the sky.’ I resist going underground as much as possible, because when I can’t spread I feel claustrophobic. Most people involved in planning and digging the mine were human. The Awians were largely of the opinion that they’d shoot or impale any Insects you want, but were buggered if they were descending underground.

			‘I’ve seen it,’ said Cyan. ‘It’s going to be great! It’ll be the biggest explosion ever. It’ll be the biggest sound ever made! San will hear it at the Castle. At the Castle!’

			So I had told the journalists. The fuse runs ten kilometres south of here, to Capelin’s Main Camp. It’s packed full of reporters. When he lights the fuse at six a.m. tomorrow, them, and me, Cyan and Saker, will be lying on the ground.

			‘It’s huge!’ she enthused. The sun had evenly tanned her skin café au lait, and the hairs of her arms were bleached white over it. Her eyes were bright ocean blue. ‘Forty thousand barrels of powder. Two thousand tonnes, Jant! It’ll blow the roof off the chamber and vaporise the valley.’ She thrust her fist at the sky, picturing the solid column of fire that would burst from the ground. ‘All the Insects we’ve chased into the valley will be blown to pieces.’

			‘To pieces!’ said Saker, making it a toast.

			‘Not to pieces. Into hot gas instantaneously. A hundred thousand at one go!’ She bounded to her feet and threw her arms wide at the panorama. ‘Feast upon it! This’ll be the last time you see it! When we march back tomorrow it’ll be a crater!’

			Thunder said it will take two days to cool. Valley Twenty and this camp will be gone. Nothing will remain but a crater a kilometre in diameter, and no Insect will survive within an eight k radius. The shockwave will smash their tunnels, the ground will be clear.

			‘Two hundred kilometres of reclaimed land!’ she said.

			‘Probably more. Other Insects will flee the vibration.’

			‘Then we set up lines before they run back. They rebuild their Wall further north, and we’re thirty kilometres closer to Murrelet and all the jewels!’

			Saker smiled at her. ‘Cy, only fifteen years ago we thought we could clear the Paperlands by water, and it went wrong. So now we’re trying fire.’

			‘You old cynic. It’ll work!’ She pointed at him and danced a sidestep. ‘I have a present for you!’

			She raced into the tent. Saker returned to watching the troops. He wore a dark red shirt, the lacings deliberately loose to be unrestrictive when he draws, the rolled sleeves tight over his biceps. He still had a bracer on his forearm and wore a short, archer’s sword on a buckled hanger. The rising wind swept grit across the escarpment and when we squinted against it I noticed the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes.

			The land we’ve reclaimed is utterly unliveable, of course. Insects even chew the soil and suck out the goodness. From the margin of the Paperlands to the stone walls around the camp and mine mouth, Insect-gnawed duckboards zigzagged between great pits from mortar explosions. Sirocco’s grenade fire had burnt great black swathes, scattered with wadding and bits of carapace. Along the front of the Paperlands, a huge band of dead arthropods marked where we’d stood this morning.

			Cyan came out of the tent, carrying a long box of polished mahogany. She placed it on her father’s lap. ‘A gift,’ she said, with affection. ‘From Lightning, to the King of Awia. At Thunder’s Salient, while it still exists.’

			Saker flipped the clips on the box and opened it. A sincere smile spread over his face, ‘Oh, Cyan. Thank you!’

			‘Because when I was twelve years old, you gave me a recurve bow, I give you the fifteen millimetre calibre Pattern 2040 rifled musket.’

			‘I’m touched. They’re …’

			I peered over his shoulder. In the green baize interior of the case lay two exquisite rifles, just like hers. Their walnut stocks were chequered, the steel sideplates extravagantly engraved with his coat of arms.

			‘They’re beautiful!’

			‘Isn’t that your Awian philosophy? If something’s worth doing, it’s worth doing beautifully?  … When I said they were for you, I couldn’t hold the craftsmen back.’

			‘But why two?’

			‘Because someone can reload for you while you aim, and then swap them, see?’

			‘Cyan, I am so proud of you.’

			She wiggled her head and whisked her ponytail. ‘I’m standing on the shoulders of giants. Though I’d rather you didn’t tell my Challengers … that all I’ve done is apply everything you’ve published on archery, to the musket.’

			Saker traced the winged hounds that supported his escutcheon.

			She said, ‘Arrows fly more accurately than musket balls, because they spin in the air. So I took Thunder’s idea of rifling from his cannon.’

			‘But that makes the barrel clog up with burnt powder.’

			‘Not so much if it’s just a quarter-turn. Then, arrows have points, so I thought, what if musket balls had points? I made a conical ball with a hollow base to expand and grip the rifling. You’ve seen it make a big hole in an Insect. Your arrows cut, this punches. You know a bug can take dozens of arrows … they cut so cleanly, sometimes they go straight through. This stops them dead. It bounces around inside and churns them to milkshake.’

			‘They’re well balanced,’ said Saker.

			‘I try.’

			‘They’re beautiful.’ He kissed her. ‘Now, look, Cy. Just because you’ve made elegant rifles doesn’t mean you’ve finished. Your work’s never finished.’

			‘I know, dad.’

			‘San wants to kill millions of Insects, not one at a time. You’ll still lose a Challenge on rate of fire. You must put as much effort into finding a solution as the centuries I invested in making the perfect bow.’

			And they fell to technical discussion again. I left them and flew to Eleonora, then to Thunder who was supervising the withdrawal, then back to camp, where Tern was waiting.
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