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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.












A POLITE NOTICE AND PLEA


Would there have been silk to outline Jezebel’s divine form? Was there enough shaggy-men to make it all possible? Were the fleeting years sufficient for New-Wessex – itself a child of the implausible clock? And whence the iron ore to forge all those swords …?


Gentle reader, spurn accountancy’s cold calculations. Emigrate from mean-spirited Mundania. A new world awaits, a gift horse.


Thomas Blades, first of the Downs-Lords but once far more timid than yourself, found all those things – and more – within. So might you.
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‘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, a 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 learned 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.


‘The Null are a disgusting and oppressive race. I have decided to exterminate them all.’


The god-king set down the diary. At last: something to cheer the heart and agree with.


‘Yesterday they caught and ate my third-favourite concubine. A Mrs Speed look-a-like, no less. Her sucked bones were sent to me with the blinded survivor of her thousand man escort. I thought well on’ t.


‘I concluded that if it be jests they require they shall have them. People – and monsters – should be given what they want …’


Ah now, the god-king remembered this from history: the marvellous blood-eagle sacrifices of year 23. All the Null captives, awaiting transformation into nourishing pig-feed (once drained and diced) in the secure-corral, were set down, one by one, and cut open, their ribs being drawn back and out, in mockery of wings. A Null-queen, one of the first captured, was likewise treated. Now, that was a sizeable job. Even today no grass grew where her blood had flowed.


After that, when they found their dishonoured brood-mates strewn on the Man–Null frontier, they treated humanity with more respect. They paid their prisoners the honour of unbelievable torture before dining on them. Men were no longer mere food-beasts but opponents.


‘The Vikings treated their enemies thus and I think it a salutary policy. Compared to the torments my imagination frames for my foes I consider I have been full merciful …’


One of the problems with the diary were the frequent references to the first god-king’s previous life in Paradise. For popular consumption his successors claimed omnipotence and all-knowledge. In practice they obviously had to await the chrysalis transformation of earthly death. This god-king freely admitted to himself he’d no idea who or what a ‘Viking’ was.


His attention wavered from the echoing throne-room, where ninety-nine wide-spaced silken veils separated him from the nearest worshippers. Their prayers were conveyed by voice-tubes snaking all through the palace, a ceaseless whisper of supplication and praise. There were even mouthpieces in the castle walls so that the lower orders might approach their Lord and (alleged) creator.


The god-king paused upon that thought. He had no recollection of creating anybody. If he was responsible then what had he been thinking of? Why so many types of beetle? How many did you strictly need? And why that priest-cantor he saw yesterday, with unsightly, sticky-out, ears? Could he now alter that or create new and better life; less big beetles that crunched sickeningly when you accidentally trod on them? Universally attractive humans? No, he couldn’t. It was a puzzle.


Another was why he couldn’t have a cushion on his throne. Carved from one vast quartz crystal it was cool and hard – a penance to the backside during prolonged adoration. Why shouldn’t he opt for comfort when no one would see it and he was a god who could do as he willed?


Because, came the inner, divine, answer, a god-king – who should have all that he wilt etc. etc. – didn’t ought to need cushions or acquire a sore arse. One notion thus negated the other in an annoying circular argument. He chased his tail round that circuit till his head hurt. The god-king was minded to execute someone.


Resisting that temptation (too wearisome, too messy) there was the possibly of seeking other diversion. His ‘Companions of the Silken Passages’ were waiting, poised, in various secret side-chambers, raring to go and terrified, waiting for a sign. Relays of them were kept in readiness twenty-four hours a day, unsleeping candidates for the honour of his lustful attentions. Nowadays, they were less and less troubled, as the urge played will o’ the wisp with him. For some whole shifts passed without incident. Such a waste …


Well, waste it would have to be. He felt sorry for them, poised and cramped on their starting blocks, all oiled and painted up for nothing, but he hadn’t the wherewithal. Even the most mettlesome Maiden of the Back Passage or Lady of the Silken Lips didn’t strike a spark at present.


Nor did he feel like pot-shots at the Null-corral, though his musket-of-gold sat temptingly on its window rest, aimed directly at the hapless giant captives below. Likewise, the leathery reptiles the first god-king had christened ‘Parliaments’ wheeled and cawed round the tower in no danger today.


Should gods have moods he wondered?


He wished he’d never heard of the diary, never out of bored curiosity ordered it extracted from beneath the Holy of Holies. There was much within that was … subversive.


Whole pages were mere levity and lack of seriousness. The section on accumulating the first harem was disfigured by what the god-king strongly suspected to be drool. The book was no stranger to wine-glass rings and fingerprints and the ghosts of long ago suppers. It wasn’t what he expected from the original and model god-king, the revered source of a broad and mighty river.


Far along the succeeding centuries, this god-king felt vaguely … let down: disappointed.


He looked round, through one of the slit windows and out into the green land beyond. Such settlements, such peace, such beauty. Supposedly, it was all his, by maker’s rights – supposedly.


He sighed, and wished the sound could carry back down the voice-tubes. His worshippers ought to know that he doubted.


There are few things sadder than an atheist god-king.


The future ‘first god-king’ shut the Bible with a crash. Most of the congregation re-awoke.


‘In the name of Almighty God, Amen.’


Some replied in kind, others mumbled sullen affirmation. A few, the real black-clad malcontents, gave him equally black looks.


‘Canting dogs!’ he said – more or less – to himself, but the front row, they heard it.


‘And you – and your mother,’ countered one of them, a known Anabaptist dragged unwillingly to Anglican worship.


His poor sermon over, Curate Blades retreated from pulpit prominence to decent obscurity. In the sideline shadow by the high altar there should have been comfort but he found none. What he did find was the Reverend Speed writing furiously – as in fast and angry. The Curate hated that memorandum book; he dreamed of a pack of hounds savaging it with dribblesome grrrrs.


He met a dashed clerical stare asking: ‘Was that it?’


‘Fraid so,’ he shrugged back.


‘Stupid boy!’ came the response, not troubling who heard.


Speed, a proper priest, arose, magnificently oblivious to the waves of hatred coming from at least a quarter of the worshippers. He approached the altar and the waiting communion vessels. He was a moving statue called ‘Confidence’. There was no danger of adverse comment when Fighting Sam Speed was about his trade.


‘Beloved brethren …’ he began.


‘His chaplayne he plyed his wonted work.
He prayed like a Christian and fought like a Turk.
Crying now for the King and the Duke of York
with a thump, a thump thump …’


regarding Reverend Samuel Speed, MA. From a ballad of the Dutch Wars by Sir John Birkenhead.


‘Not to mention overtones of Pelagianism, Solipsism and Unitarianism.’


The Reverend Speed ticked off the notes in his notes, anointing his pencil between each accusation with a coating of bile.


‘A rich harvest of heresy indeed, Mr Blades, for so short and thin a sermon.’


The Curate knew better than to protest: least said the sooner the bombardment ended. In dealing with the Reverend it was vital to recall he had never really ceased to be a soldier. In fighting the Dutch or fighting ‘the Good Fight’ he brought the same principles to bear: no prisoners and no wasting sword-strokes on fallen foes. Curate Blades bowed his head, feigning shame.


‘I should hope so, sirrah. Sort your ideas out!’ He was poked in the coat buttons, hard enough to evict breath. ‘And sort ’em short-ish: before next Sabbath, for then you shall ride again!’


In the purple thunderstorm that was his intellect, the Reverend Speed saw purpose in thrusting his curate forward under fire. He entertained wild hopes of reform for both minister and unwilling audience in their fumbling intercourse. That neither wanted the other he held to be ‘a notion of straw’.


‘More rage, man!’ he told him, the jabbing finger like the officer’s half-pike he used to use. ‘Less milk and water! Tell ’em about the wailing and gnashing of teeth! Recount the torments to come!’


Curate Blades was miles and centuries away. There was countryside visible through the bubbled glass of the vestry window. Out there, he didn’t doubt, were people, peace, knowledge, experience – fun, even. At the moment it seemed a long way away … but so, so, desirable.


Coincidentally, desire saved him, arriving in the form of Mrs Speed. That ‘soft palmed and full-bottomed’ (Blades’s summary) form, those hinted-at hills and valleys, invited appraisal. Likewise her sweet-to-everyone smile. Curate Blades appreciated God’s Creation even as he doubted the Creator’s love for it. He saw no bar to gorging his eyes on the feast of nubility. As always, Rector Speed was part flattered, part enraged. Before the Curate’s gaze had even tracked up to her ankles he was dismissed.


Speed had no real grounds for complaint but knew very well what had shimmied through Blades’s mind. Damned cheek.


‘The trouble with him,’ he told his wife, ‘is that he lives in another world.’


The so-what? glance from Mrs Speed was fielded and fired back.


‘And I don’t mean the next one,’ he explained.


Blades didn’t catch Speed’s diagnosis but wouldn’t have demurred. If enough people say a thing there must be something to it.


A Godalming schoolroom: somewhen whilst ‘the English Monster’, Cromwell, was smashing the Monarchy and Scotland.


The junior Blades could not command his eyes to attend to Caesar’s words. If Gaul was indeed once ‘divided into three parts’ he did not care.


Way beyond the dust-mote bearing air within, the window showed a better view. The green North Downs beckoned him to days of delight. Caesar was dead, young Blades was not. Why should the long-gone hamstring the living?


The master noticed – for the umpteenth time. He had the persistence of the gentle – and wisdom enough to know when to despair.


‘The trouble with you, boy,’ he roared (for form’s sake),’ is that you live in a world of your own!’


Blades jumped – as was proper and required and polite – and readdressed his text. Three parts … three parts … Gaul is divided … He tried to recall that his mother paid good money for this nonsense. Childhood tedium and terror were the required price for avoiding hard work and poverty in adulthood. Logically, it made sense.


Gaul is … divided …


The wider world – the verdant and interesting bit of it – was no longer visible but its siren call continued. Fragrant fingers tapped his brain and said ‘come and play …’


‘A world of my own,’ he thought on. ‘If only …’


Years later it all came back to him – in another place that was also the same place. The first real victory.


They had recaptured the Long Barrow of Those Before. It was black-coated with dead Null, their golden eyes turned lifeless to the sky. Some remaining bones of the ancestors were discovered, unsullied, unsucked by Null lips, in its deepest, darkest, recesses. They were brought forth and shown the sun for the first time in generations.


The People forgot their drill and sergeants for one mad moment and returned to a state of Nature once more. Muskets were fired in the air and the regimental musicians greeted the day with throbbing music from their weirdly carved air tubes. He’d tried to wean them off those in favour of the more martial fife and drum, but then they were not happy and Curate Blades wanted his children to be happy. The relevant Princely (he’d promoted himself) Proclamation was quietly dropped. Today was a day for joy and he would let them play.


The redcoats swarmed over the battlefield and bit the Null corpses to show their hatred. The sun winked on shiny new knives as they were drawn to slice off trophies. That was both vengeance and good policy: dried Null tokens or necklets of Null fangs brought honour and marriage offers to the homestead they adorned.


Restraint was not totally abandoned. His huscarl regiments, drawn from the sturdiest and best and first-met, stood firm. He was well pleased: they had earned the gold braid and lace on their scarlet. Bred up fierce, they continued to scan the distance with burning eyes. A few Null lancers, circling restlessly, well out of gunshot, still observed them. It was as well to keep a stone in your sling, just in case. He felt sure that the monsters were now broken in Sussex, but there remained the chance of a fresh purple tide from beyond the Thames.


He was not a god-king yet. Even the Imperium was still a gleam in his eye, left unspoken. Those good ideas were quite a few triumphs and disasters away. Still, in keeping with his new position, he’d promoted himself to Bishop a while back. The Apostolic Succession question had been set aside along with propriety and what-the-neighbours-might-think. Those hurdles were cleared and well behind him now.


In that guise he passed hands over the knights and cavaliers, the cream and prime spirits of his army who’d galloped to him for his blessing. He signalled they might rise from their knees.


‘May God be between you and harm,’ he told them, his words instantly repeated and spread right along the line by schools of scop-bards, ‘in all the empty places you tread.’


It was something he’d read in the before time, in the previous place. The pagan Egyptians had prayed thus but the sentiments were still fitting.


Even the huscarls were caught up in the mood now, looking upon him with love. He had brought them out of slavery and beastdom, he had woken their hearts with the gift of hope and now he had led them to the promised land. It was all prophesied in the black book he carried. Great Blades freely admitted that it was not of his authorship – but fewer and fewer listened when he said so. When they thought of the Almighty, when he spoke of a ‘Saviour’, the People’s mind’s-eye saw him.


Curate – or Bishop – Blades looked over the nation he had forged and wondered what the Reverend Speed would have thought. He had a shrewd idea – but it no longer mattered.


There could be an even better notion of Mrs Speed’s opinion. He’s scoured the People for look-a-likes of her and found half a dozen quite passable. With voice coaching and gowns brought from the other place the similarity grew astounding. ‘Her’ satisfied smile now lit up many a morning or bedtime. She was – would be – supportive and … delicious.


Everything was delicious in this, his own, world.


‘No, Thomas, it must be no.’


‘Why no?’ He didn’t want to ask and didn’t wish an answer: the grovelling phrase was drawn out of him by some stranger.


She too was a stranger now: no longer smiling eyes and pleased-to-see-you. He’d misjudged: she was merciless.


‘You’d not suit I. Let it be.’


He couldn’t: the wound must be held open to receive salt. Thomas barred her path.


‘I must know. Tell me.’


The maid was angry and quick starting about it, willing to lash out. There would be comfort in that later: relief at being rejected.


‘Leave off the boy, Tom Blades. Play the man – if y’ can!’


‘Boy? I’m twenty!’


‘Boy I said and boy I meant. I want a husband who’s lusty – and providing. That you’ll never be. So let me go!’


He stood aside, temporarily a featherweight creature, and she was gone, a rustle of gown and contempt.


‘Go forever,’ he blessed her retreating back – and an entire pathway of life, and all those future beings dwelling in it – shrivelled and died and became nothing.


Hands like cold lead grasped his shoulders and guided him. The Angel of Failure, his lifelong companion, would see him safely home.


‘“Go forth, Christian soul, from this world”,’ said the Reverend Speed,


‘“in the name of God the Almighty Father who created you,


in the name of Jesus Christ, the Son of the living God, who suffered for you,


in the name of the Holy Spirit, who was poured out upon you.


Go forth, faithful Christian.


May you live in peace this day, may your home be with God in Zion,


with Mary, the virgin Mother of God,


with Joseph, and all the angels and saints.


May you return to your Creator who formed you from the dust of the earth.


May Holy Mary, the angels and all the saints come to meet you as you go forth from this life.


May Christ, the Good Shepherd, give you a place within his flock.


May He forgive your sins and keep you among his People.


May you see your Redeemer face to face and enjoy the sight of God for ever.


Go forth!”’


‘No,’ answered Mr Blades senior. ‘Not till I’ve got me clock sorted.’


A dying man should have better things to think of than timepieces. The precise monitoring of time was no longer his concern. Or so thought the Reverend Speed as he urged him on to God. However, in deference to the man’s family there gathered, he restricted his words to those of the prayer book.


‘Master Blades?’ Speed transferred his puzzlement to the man’s son, his Curate, standing, red-eyed, nearby.


‘His clock,’ came the reply: clipped and poised for blows – though not the usual sort. ‘His Grandfather. Very special to him: only he touches it – winds it himself religiously. He wants me to have it.’


‘And so?’


‘I’ve been terrible busy lately. There’s not been time to shift the …’


Reverend Speed leaned confidingly close. Curate Blades flinched and then recovered. Surely there’d be no violence beside a death-bed?


‘Lie, Mr Blades,’ the Rector whispered to him. ‘Matthew 10: 16. “Be ye therefore cunning as serpents and harmless as doves.” Lie!’


Blades was suddenly reminded of another phrase from scripture – or somewhere: ‘Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you …’ There was one last gift he could give his beloved Dad. His peace was worth spitting in Truth’s eye.


‘I moved ’er yesterday, Da.’ In his distress the country accent swung far and wide. ‘She’s there now, wound and working.’


Blades senior wanted to believe. His whole frame visibly relaxed.


‘I’ll go forth, then,’ he said, ‘and now so can you …’


For a fleeting second there was one more presence in the room – and then one less.


Peaceful as you like, the patriarch of the Blades had left the world behind.


‘What did ’ee mean by that? Weren’t nice.’


‘Was if he said so,’ Thomas Blades told his brother. ‘When did he ever do us ill?’


Silas Blades pondered on it and could come up with no example. If he could have he would have.


‘Still, weren’t nice. Gave I a fair turn.’


This was getting out of hand. Not only were they conversing in the slow, long-a’ ed southern-speak supposedly bred out of them by school and church, but there was implicit criticism of the dead within. It wasn’t on. Their father was no less their father for no longer being beside them. He’d been a good man and was now in a better place, his just reward, listening to every word. And even if he wasn’t, it still weren’t right.


‘Spit it out straight,’ he told his brother, ‘or not at all!’


Silas thought on – and then thought better of it.


‘Mebbe so,’ he conceded – he was a carpenter, doing very well thank you and had no need for learned better-talk – ‘Mebbe not. I’ll say no more. Spit on y’ hands and let’s shift this thing or we’ll be ’ere all day.’


Tom Blades would do no such thing. For one, spittle might mark the Grandfather’s polished wood and secondly it was a coarse habit to get out of for fear of repetition somewhere inappropriate. Nowadays, even some of the gentry offered to shake hands with him and imagine it if he’d just … ‘He’s the man who put a pavement oyster in General Oglethorpe’s hand …’ that sort of story could haunt a family for generations.


Silas shifted the weight to him and Thomas put his shoulder beneath it. Despite Mrs Silas’s earlier efforts a blizzard of ancient dust came down to adorn and age them. No one could recollect when the clock was last moved: probably somewhen back during the Great Rebellion, when Grandfather Blades, a martial sort of man, had put the house into defensive shape. Father had often recalled to them how each substantial bit of furniture had been designated a place in a barricade for ‘when the cavaliers come’.


They’d disengaged the pendulum and rope and such innards as could be shifted separate, but even so it was still a prodigious weight. The brothers had hoped to show some respect in the carrying but that idea went home as soon as they took the strain.


‘Bugger I!’ heaved Silas as they struggled, splayed-legged, to six doors down the High Street, ‘what’s it got in here? The whole world?’ Ever after, in all that followed, Curate Blades remembered that.


If it had been night there he would never have noticed. He’d have gone on being a trodden-on curate and died the same way: not a bad life as such – but nothing special.


In walking the thing down Godalming High Street there’d been no occasion to look. Staying upright with a little dignity had been the summit of ambition then. Silas in particular had been punished with splinters in tender parts and was in a hurry to be out of company to tend them. Thomas likewise didn’t relish his burden for a moment more than necessary. Blundering past the family reception committee at his door they manhandled the weight according to their shouted, contradictory, instructions. Some wall plaster went, a plate was dislodged to its death, but otherwise they made it without undue harm.


A spot beside the stairs had been prepared for the monster and they slid it into place, vowing residence until doomsday. The clock’s back was reversed into the already shady corner, sealing it into eternal dark.


‘Down ye go and fare ye well!’ said Silas, all dust and sweat slicked, expressing his true opinions with a look. Then he limped away. Everyone went away now the fun was over. Only the Curate remained, as always the slave of duty. There was the matter of the rope and pendulum and the winding to complete. He had to launch the clock at this, the start of its new life, and set it running true, just as his father had wanted.


A brass catch held fast the door. He flicked it and peered within expecting only more dark and dust. The second he found aplenty, but of the first not much: nowhere near as much as there should be.


Minutes passed. Curate Blades looked – and looked again – and then gently closed the door.


He collected his thoughts over ale and brandy in the Red Lion. That alone was testament to his confusion, for the Reverend Speed lived hard by there and he would not have rejoiced to find his Curate tippling in broad daylight.


Daylight … daylight: that was the crux of the quandary, the stubborn stain on the sheet of his contentment. Like Cromwell’s Ironsides at Naseby, it just wouldn’t desist. Daylight …


When he last enquired within the clock there had only been what there should be: he was sure of that. In extracting the pendulum and winding-rope he’d seen mere darkness and machinery and wood-scented confined space. Had there been aught else he would surely have recalled. Then, calling to mind all other occasions he’d seen inside he found no other, contrary, memory: not even a hint of one.


There again, his father had been such a jealous guardian of the clock that there were few such occasions to recall. Maybe there was guidance in that.


If so, it was guidance of the will o’ the wisp variety: no damn help at all. Curate Blades downed his drinks under the wondering, suspicious eye of the landlord, none the wiser than when he entered – but marvellously more resolved.


More times than he cared to recall he’d exhorted his flock to ‘find the light’. He’d instructed them and they’d looked back at him, neither of them sure what precisely to seek. Now, after a fashion, he knew.


A new day had dawned within his Grandfather clock, a sunrise independent of that which mankind enjoyed. Tom Blades recalled it was said that ‘every dog must have its day’. Stiffened with a little Dutch courage he proposed to see if this one was his.


The point of first entry was the Empire’s holiest shrine: that spot where heaven had condescended to kiss the mundane world. This was where the Divine fire had bestowed a spark of itself, concealed in human form. It was left alone in awe throughout the year, save only on the anniversary of the current god-king’s nativity. Then, he and only he entered in to … well, probably worship himself. Nobody knew or dreamed to enquire.


In recent times a puzzling difficulty had been found in securing the requisite Null to sacrifice. True, they were all scoured out of New-Wessex and getting rarer in the Marcher lands beyond, but that couldn’t fully account for the lack. The Empire was obliged to send out special squads early in the year to infiltrate the wild north and even, on one memorable occasion, the tip of Scotland to catch their prey.


The god-king’s hymnists had been inspired by this change of fortunes and composed an inspired work to reinforce the point.


The hunted is now the hunter,


ran the chorus, appearing intermittently through a long orchestral work,


The meal is now the master;


Let every child rejoice …


Looking back, people saw that day, that concert, as a fulcrum upon which History turned. It was the moment of realisation, the real end of the struggle, the moment when mankind finally got up off its knees. Afterwards all that was left was a warfare of detail: mere pockets and mopping up. Within a few generations, in the British Isles at least, humanity would be uncontested top dog. A new confidence – and in due course, arrogance – alighted gently on the species’s shoulder. Pride strode boldly forth to find a fall and it proved to be just a short space down the path. They would soon learn that there were far worse enemies than the Null.


Meanwhile, even in those days of innocence, many of the ‘squads’ failed to return, for the Null and their brethren still had teeth, and each such loss was a blow, for they were drawn from the very cream of youth.


Smeared dark like their quarry and dressed in the greens and browns of earth, they crawled into the nights of Null-land and plucked out choice specimens to honour their god-king’s birthday. Fear of them must have entered the enemy’s scented sleeping heaps: fear of puny, flimsy humans! That pleasing notion was put abroad and the squads never wanted for volunteers, clamouring for admission.


This year they had done well and harvested plenteously from the Mendips and Cumbria. Hamstrung and de-fanged and clawed, their captives awaited mankind’s pleasure in steel cages hung high up the walls of the Cathedral. They were sullen and resigned, well aware of the role of a Null in Church.


The god-king traditionally entered at dawn – though, speaking for himself, he’d have much preferred a lie-in on his birthday. Then, progressing eastwards towards his kinsman, the rising sun, he acknowledged the subjects and worshippers abasing themselves in waves as he passed. Rampant music from the twin organs either side of the nave filled the air space, rebounding off the crowded women’s galleries right up to the carved bosses of the roof.


Before the first high altar he would pause and then commence the basic, first-taught, formula of praise to himself. That was always bellowed with fervour, a suitable whipping-up of frenzy for the service to follow. The massed choirs of boys and girls and castrati shadowed the response in higher octaves, rendering it uncanny.


Next, the complicated machinery of chains and pulleys would operate, clanking the protest of age, to invert the cages and deposit their captives on to the floor below. Stunned and already crippled they were drawn to centre stage with lassoes and pole-mounted hooks, some howling hatred and pain, others past caring. The Null clove-reek was overpowering.


Soldier-priests then moulded them into a heap reminiscent of the intertwined masses in which they rested in the wild. Pike jabs maintained the sculpture just so.


Some early god-kings felt obliged to do everything themselves, even to the extent of getting in a terrible mess and then changing robes. Their successors had grown fastidious and delegated the work to others, happy volunteers for the role. Even so, there was no escaping the task of commencement. He had to accept the sickle of sacrifice from the High Priest and slit at least one Null throat. The gore must then be directed at the symbol at the Eastern end, the cross painted above the High Altar and door to the Holy of Holies. He did it well enough and then stepped lively to prevent his slippers from being fouled by the flow.


Priests-for-a-day butcher-boys and slaughtermen now moved in to make a holocaust of Null. The flash of blades and inhuman moans competed with the wider spectacle and music.


The precise significance of that cross had become somewhat hazy over the decades. That it was a sign dictated by Heaven, and brought from there by the very first god-king, was not disputed. He had often spoken many fine words regarding it. Thereafter, however, it was discussed less and less till opinions varied – and were freely allowed to. Now it was hallowed by the reverence of age, if not clarity of purpose.


The god-king avoided the splashes and other unpleasantries by walking round the Null-pile, one unique occasion when he would condescend to deviate from the straightest path. Even his castle, first constructed with nothing but stark defence in mind, had been altered so that Holy feet should never be detoured or inconvenienced. Nowadays it hardly mattered of course, for the evil races were far away and whimpering, but that hadn’t always been so. There were greybeards still living who’d cowered in their cradles as the frontier-hymen was breached each ‘Null-summer’, the terrible breeding season when their blood was up.


Right now their blood was up in another fashion: up in the air and up the walls, but the god-king had left that behind and passed on to even greater things. He (he!) knelt in due reverence before the golden door and then broke last year’s seal. The pious shielded their faces from the backwash of god-essence as the diamond handle obeyed his touch.


Prising it open only a sliver, he slipped through and out of view.


It was a boring little room, dusty through lack of use and made oppressive by the thickness of its walls. Supposedly, the divine dwelt within, focused like sunlight on to paper but if so, it did nothing for him. The god-king never felt any more or less a god by lingering within, sensed no augmentation of powers, but sadly an hour’s stay was the expected minimum. Many times he’d been tempted to bring a book.


The only feature was the gash: otherwise the place was bare. That had been wonder enough in early years but now he took it for granted. It hung there glowing and unnatural but otherwise passive: just a slightly unusual window into … somewhere else.


He’d since seen others elsewhere and they were no different than this. Sometimes new ones came into being and old ones flicked shut. Suitably guarded and reverenced they posed no threat to stability. The god-king couldn’t understand all the fuss.


Just for form’s sake he went to look through. There was the usual, impudent tingling of the divine head as he observed. Nothing had changed. It never did. Heaven was still a dark small space, dominated by a ticking sound.


Fifty-five minutes to go …


The light streamed through cracks in the back panel. The way to one was through the other.


Curate Blades looked guiltily behind him. He didn’t care to be caught headfirst into the Grandfather clock with no good explanation. There was also the chilling thought of his father’s shade silently behind him, glowering disapproval born of knowledge of all he planned to do. Blades checked that wasn’t so and then applied the hammer’s claw.


The nails were old and well content with their homes. They’d thought to abide there forever and only came forth under protest. Blades forced himself not to ponder developments whilst he was about the work. ‘Load y’ musket afore y’ observe y’ kill’ was one of the collection of clichés belonging to an old ‘New Model …’ soldier who vented his disillusion in the Rose and Crown in Mint Street.


There were two long back-panels: good, thick, seasoned wood, not the ‘put-your-fist-through-it’ nonsense modern clocks were made from. They put up a fair struggle but the Curate was implacable. He had every encouragement to be. With each extracted nail and pull upon the planks fresh light streamed into the dark.


At last the job was done and the barrier lay forgotten beside his feet. He allowed himself to consider the work of his hands.


Curate Blades looked within – and beheld the light of new day in a new world.


Its air was as sweet, its grass as green, the summer as beautiful, as any in the old world. Curate Blades trod its turf with joy. His father’s final words blossomed with meaning.


Somehow it was easier than he thought it would be. One brief moment of confinement, one instant of confusion, and he was through the clock, squeezing his narrow shoulders into the gap. It bordered on to a void of light.


There was light where there should have been wall. It continued forever where his house ought to be. Curate Blades hesitated only a moment. He didn’t account himself a courageous man and quailed before even the merely verbal assaults of Sam Speed. Yet, poised on the lip of a new creation, he struck out like a conquistador. That proved just the first of many self-revelations.


Amidst the splendours of the new world it went unnoticed. Just being there was wonder enough without pondering the why and wherefores. They could wait. For the moment he just wanted to be.


A torn paper edge of light remained behind him, motionless and crackling sullenly in mid-air. He’d emerged from it in mid-step: one foot still pushing forward upon the ground of the old world. The leading shoe meanwhile alighted on fresh soil – and kept going.


Curate Blades was on a hillside and could survey the panorama. It was green and people-free and smelt of Eden.


The first hour was like a good day on the Downs: brisk, breeze-blessed, striding with only God’s creation for company and that happy analogy just kept on fitting, as the two landscapes proved to be kith and kin. These too were rolling hills of grass-topped chalk, though more scrub-colonised, less sheep cropped, than the Downs he knew. All the same, they were close cousins at least.


He ascended to the heights and then an absence of paths and the wealth of woods down below made him stick to the hilltops. From there nothing of the surrounding miles was hid from him. He looked and learned and when walking palled, ever so slightly, he paused to ponder.


Of sheep there was – proxy – sight and sign, in the forms of stray wool and turds and their teeth-work upon the grass. Likewise the birds and minor fauna wheeled and crawled about as they should. But of man or his works there was nothing: not even a shepherd’s bower or distant chimney’s plume. At first he’d approved but now it oppressed. With that change of heart came riding first thoughts of return.


He’d not neglected to well mark the route back to … the light. Looking round with the eye of faith he thought he could just discern its sparkle far off. There was the comfort that within a short hour he could be beside it and a thus a pace away from home. On the other hand a lot could happen in an hour, even in the settled world he was used to. Whereas, in this quiet, unknown place …


He retraced his steps at more sprightly pace than when first exploring. Vivid wild flowers and other exuberances of nature no longer seemed worth diverting for. The (or a) sun still poured its welcome on his back but had lost its power to induce gambolling. There’d always be another day to sample these delights, he told himself, so long as he make it back from this very first of days.


Enlightenment came halfway along and, as so often happens, whilst not being sought. All the previous long gazes had told him nothing but when he ceased to think suddenly all became clear.


He breasted one rise and looked sideways to another. Unasked, all the disparate parts fell together, meshed and shuddered into life.


‘Hang on,’ he told the indifferent air, ‘I know this place. This is Surrey!’


And so it was. Indeed it was: he had no doubt. The dips and bumps, the horizon and everything, matched exactly. He had stood here before: only then man had worn a track atop the Downs and ravished the forest, making ships and cannon from or with it. A road had then skirted the worst of the steepness and made its way towards Guildford Town – and there was traffic upon it, even on the quietest of days. Now there was none of that: it had gone or never been and trees and quiet and Nature took their place.


All the same he knew where he was and what a walk in any direction should show. He was only a mile or so from home – and at the same time a very long way away indeed. The portal had conveyed him both distances.


Recognition and the increased loneliness it brought only strengthened the desire to return to a restored England; that same and yet more bustling land he’d walked a short time before and sort-of walked now. Only company would have detained him – and so that’s what he got.


A squeal of shock – his own – and then razor swift assessment of risk. Looking all round, once, twice, thrice even. Stern messages to a heaving heart to get a grip and behave itself. Then the recovery of hat and composure and dignity. At length, Blades addressed his new friend.


‘Come forth, shaggy one: be not afraid.’


He – or it – was however, and no honeyed words from the Curate were going to change that. It was only curiosity that kept the hairy head in sight, dipping in and out of view from its burrow.


‘Here boy, don’t worry.’ He held out his hand as he would to a hound. Bad manners aside it seemed to do the trick. Head and shoulders now emerged the better to sniff for proffered food.


It was a man, after a fashion: man in savage and unwashed state. Its animal odour preceded it like a calling card. Blades could now see that this kindred breed had not totally joined ranks with the beasts: it had draped its body, or at least the most needful parts thereof, with a covering of fur or wool. This evidence of delicacy reconciled the Curate to staying put. He evidently stood before a man enquiring what might be in his hand, not a dumb brute planning to devour the limb.


‘This way, friend, come and see.’


In fact the ploy was a cheat: he carried no food to fulfil expectations, but the savage seemed not to mind. It did not retrace its creeping, nervous path to its hole but lingered on, surveying the greater wonder of the vision standing before him.


Curate Blades’s clean hand held enormous fascination, if nothing else; and the cuff of his black coat was held worthy of sniffing and tasting. Growing bold, the scrutiny continued on and up until their eyes met.


The gaze was held for mere seconds: a guilt-troubled dog might stand up to a contest of stares better. The savage conceded straightaway and flung himself cowering to the ground.


The true Christian thing to do would have been to raise the man and assure him of the equality of all God’s – sentient – creatures. Sadly though, positions of uncontested advantage were too rare in Curate Blades’s life for him to just relinquish one. He decided to savour it for a moment or two. He little thought then how long that ‘moment’ would extend or where it would lead to. Even had he known he wouldn’t have acted differently. When the meek do inherit the earth they have a lot of ground to make up.


‘Where – you – live?’ Blades asked, in the voice of an emperor, not a curate. It was wasted breath: the sound of his voice, loud in the open air, made the primitive only more fearful.


Blades considered his next step and then called to mind the old proverb: ‘act like a sheep and you’ll find a wolf next door’. Normally he was the butt end of its employment but today there seemed more than usual truth in that cold wisdom. He felt … justified.


Prodding the man the man with his boot he enquired again.


‘Where – live?’ and his tone caused reluctant eyes to lift. The Curate’s hand mimicked his question and succeeded where words did not.


The savage pointed first to himself and then to the spot from which he’d emerged. That done he lowered his face again.


Blades didn’t so much raise the man as drag him up. Where he touched the filthy form it shrank from him in abject fear.


‘Go on, show me, don’t be shy.’


Again, a shove and imperious gesture proved worth a thousand words. His companion scurried back to his lair, keeping low. Blades followed on.


It was as well he followed close for the man seemed suddenly to disappear, swallowed up into the earth. A close peer at the relevant spot revealed only the tiniest of portals. Without forewarning he could have passed within feet of it, never knowing.


Since the natives appeared so craven no objection occurred to a good look round. He parted the overgrowing turf and thrust his head into the gap.


There was a chute cut into the chalk, barely man-sized, and steep-pitched into the hill. Sunlight revealed its start and then some other, internal, source of illumination took over, revealing a portion more up to a sharp turn.


Blades looked back: the world was empty again and the loneliness returned. A stiffer breeze now stirred, inviting the grass into sprightly dance. The sun went into purdah behind a cloud. He wished for company – especially deferential company – again, even more than he wanted home. That desire was augmented by reason’s support in noting the closeness of the portal now. Its yellow glow was clearly visible, ten minutes march away.


For the second time that day Curate Blades surprised himself. He wanted to investigate this burrow and that sufficed. Whereas normally a thousand difficulties would have presented themselves for inspection and the same number of fears arrive, all clamouring for inaction, today they did not show. He was proud of this new resolve and made the most of it. Booted-feet first he clambered in.


There were footholds cut into the smoothed chalk and those aids made him wonder why they didn’t make the passage a little more than man-sized, for comfort’s sake. And even at his modest height, the sharp turn in direction a few feet in made matters more difficult than necessary. The Curate resolved to take the matter up, as best impatient gestures would allow, when he met his new friend again.


It was the spears that prompted a change of heart: that and the reinforcements in the arrival chamber.


The Curate literally fell into their midst, a drop enough to wind and floor him. He’d been expecting that as little as the reception committee, blithely assuming the continuance of footholds until he could stand and command again. The burrow’s designers had other plans.


They stood around him in a circle with a spear apiece, all aimed purposefully at his eye. Tension rose off them like an oncoming storm. He could not rise for fear of impalement.


Initial thoughts, once breath was regained, was to locate the first encountered savage. With him there’d been some or other rapport and thus hope of mercy. The Curate looked round the ring of them but in their timidity and dirt all resembled one another. They threatened violence but at the same time gave the impression of holding little hope of it. He found encouragement in them being such defeated curs.


Likewise, they were all the same in the weakness of their gaze. Every advantage was theirs, in numbers and weaponry and location but not one could hold his glance. A few made feeble jabs at him as looks collided, but none connected and each gave way.


The Curate found that if he held the stare they were abashed, subdued even, and driven back. He swept the ring with one of the Reverend Speed’s specials and thereby widened the circle, giving himself freedom to rise.


A third self-shocking incident in one day. Rather than flee or beg he just dusted himself down, removing the worst of the chalk from his coat and breeches. He made time to re-dress his wig and generally resume a presentable picture. Only then did he reach out to seize a spear – and snap its flimsy shaft over his knee.


They gasped – a universal term requiring no translation – and, as a man, bolted away.


Only one savage remained, prostrate in supplication before the invader. Blades recognised him as the human-facsimile he’d first met.


By his gentleness of spirit and forgiveness he took the first step to Empire. The Curate threw away the flint-tipped spearhead. He stepped forward and raised the trembling savage up. Cupping his head between two hands he obliged him to look eye to eye.


‘Show me round,’ he said – or commanded.


There was a surprising number of them, perhaps hundreds, though of the majority – womenfolk and babies (plainly fast but poor breeders) – he caught only the most fleeting glimpse, as they occupied the deepest tunnels. For this was a labyrinth, a well organised habitation extending far out along and deep below these pseudo-Downs.


Beyond the entrance area the tunnels were hollowed high and wide and could be walked in ease in those few places where they were well-lit. The Curate supposed they restricted the number of rush-torches to minimise the irritation of smoke. A few narrow shafts supplemented them, filtering tight bands of sun down into the depths but, all the same, he desired greater generosity in illumination: Downs-bred eyeballs could only acclimatise so far. Commandeering an unused flare he lit it with his pocket tinder-box, causing fresh paroxysms of wonder. The combined light imperfectly revealed a sad and dingy city.


In fact, sadness and its cousins, fear and melancholy, seemed the burrow’s prevailing theme. One and all shied away from him, though they were many and at home and could have throttled him in a trice. The poor females of the breed set up a wail at the sight of him till a few examples were cuffed (not by Curate Blades, of course) to silence. Even the leading males with their stick-spears and axes of flint kept their distance and did as Blades – best he could – directed, as though by centuries of rough training. Beneath the tangled locks and grime they looked both terribly young – and terrible, without the resilient bloom of youth. Eventually the lowness of spirits got to even Blades’s sunny disposition.


‘I think I should go.’


That meant nothing to them but they deciphered his accompanying vigorous gestures between his torso and straight up. They looked cast down by the prospect. Some shook their shaggy heads.


‘Oh, yes I must. Lead on, grubby ones.’


After a grunting conference some, the younger males, including the first found savage, seemed disposed to escort him. Blades, ever a company sort of person, saw no harm in it.


‘As you wish: the more the merrier!’


They made a great business about actually leaving the earth-hold: snuffing the air and taking an age to scramble forth. Some of their nervousness transferred itself to the Curate till he emerged into blessed sunshine and the brightness of day. As before, these new Downs held nothing but beauty: there were no good grounds for fear.


‘Step lively, gentlemen,’ he told them – just for something to say. ‘Or else I shall be missed.’


In fact that was unlikely. Wifeless and childless and a clergyman on a weekday, his time was his own to account for – for a few hours on end at least. What really goaded his thoughts was dinner and the widening gap between it and breakfast time. In their childlike kindness these primitives had offered him sustenance but he’d spurned the rations. He couldn’t conceive what degree of famine it would take to make him consume such wretched vegetables and rank mystery-meat as was proffered. He only hoped his refusal had been couched with sufficient courtesy.


They formed an honour guard around him as he walked, though he set the direction; a respectful circle of armed men, sniffing the air in high alertness. Their twitchy, rabbit-like, timidity amused him. Then, in making fresh identifications, he ceased to notice.


That, surely, must be the river Wey. Uncorseted by man with his banking and revetments it meandered and spread over a new, more generous, flood plain, lapping right up to where Godalming ought to be. And that valley was where an afternoon had turned golden when Joy from the Ladies Academy had kindly donated the usage of her fleshy canyons. Beside it should be the inn where he’d – with all discretion – celebrated afterwards …


Far off, he now noticed great herds and flocks, like brown and white chequers pieces, cropping the hills. They looked wild, stringy creatures, unmodified by man, free to choose their own mates. Here no one had bred their horns out and respect for humans in. Blades was vaguely glad of their distance and some company.


His escort shrieked, just like the rabbits of recent metaphor. In his distraction he hadn’t noticed their growing discomfort with the route.


They stopped and squatted on their heels, eyeing him with fear and sorrow.


The Curate pointed towards the weird portal, close up and comfortingly achievable now.


‘Look, it’s not far. A few more minutes and I can show you where I …’


He realised that that was the problem. They did not wish to approach his destination.


‘Don’t worry,’ he told them, accompanying his words with the most ‘don’t worry’-ing of expressions. ‘It won’t hurt you.’


Since it was their world they ought to know best but their subservience led the Curate to lean unto his own judgement.


His urgings on, by word and gesture, had partway convinced them till a fresh wave of terror arrived. Again they squealed but this time in greater extremity. One of them pissed himself, quite unashamed, whilst the Curate curled his lip in disapproval at the steaming arc. As someone who’d oft reproached himself for cowardice he doubly disapproved of it in others.


‘Look: come with me and I’ll show …’


He then took his own advice and looked – and found they had excuse for their lily-liveredness. Across the sward, still way off, dark dots were heading in their direction. ‘Wild cattle?’ wondered Blades. That would account for the speed of approach, if not the arrow-like sense of purpose. Bovines, wild or otherwise, were not hunting beasts – not in his world at least.


Maintaining that identification for the moment, he tried to amend his friends’ interpretation of events. They had spears – of sorts; they had numbers and the advantage of the slope: even the most skittish of troops ought to be able to make a fight of it. As self-appointed general he indicated they should stand.


And so they did – just, though every indicator showed a preference for flight. Some were trying to tell him something, voicing urgent, puffed-out noises. ‘Null! Null! Null!’ they pleaded, pointing madly. He jumped to the obvious conclusion whilst graciously overlooking such indiscipline. Let these ‘Null’ come or not as they wished. Curate Blades’s new army would pause to await developments.


They were not kept waiting long, for the arrivals moved at pace. The purple conglomerate resolved itself into individual figures and the Curate partook of some of the festival of fear. Either they were implausibly close or else they were … large.


He continued to entertain the hope that these were just more men, of the naked, Negroid variety; another freakish happenstance of this new world. If so, he looked forward to the encounter for ‘Sons of Ham’ were a novelty to him. Once, in Southwark, he’d glimpsed a little black servant-boy – all the rage amongst the nobility, so he’d heard. And, not long ago and remarkably, some Indians of the Yamacraw tribe had been brought to Godalming from Georgia, till smallpox claimed a couple and the rest took sanctuary in General Oglethorpe’s House at Westbrook. Before they fled, he’d made several goggle-eyed studies of them.


The Curate persisted in hopes of such novelty but doubts developed. He’d never heard that the sons of Africa grew so prodigiously …


Order amongst his fresh-raised militia was ebbing away, a trickle of lost resolve turning into a flood. Piteous looks were directed at him every second.


‘Steady …’ he told them, as he would a dog.


The giant ‘Negroids’ moved in step; long loping steps that ate up distance with ease. Curate Blades tried not to prejudge any man but he could not help but think he was being regarded with hunger.


‘Have it your way, off you go then!’


He dismissed them with a wave of his hand and they didn’t wait for second bidding. The savages dispersed at the sprint, every man for himself. Blades wondered, with a chill, if there wasn’t old wisdom in their scattering like chaff in every direction. When no resistance could be offered such tactics made it likely at least some would escape.


A few seconds on Blades embraced their example. Close up he accepted the unpleasant truth. The Null were large and fanged and ravenous and had not come to bless him.


Some of the troop peeled off to address the matter of the fugitives. Most remained on track, shot-like, straight at him.


He now saw they were more purplish than black, perfectly formed, though one-and-one-half times man-sized; hawser muscles filling out the flesh like lush hothouse grapes. Almond eyes, of leprous yellow, colour mismatched by their maker, looked confident, even humorous, about their business.


The Curate decided not to make their acquaintance in any form. He turned on his heels and scorched the turf. They increased their pace.


Hat and then wig were lost, without regret, in haste to be away. He’d have discarded his frock coat, trailing behind him like the wings he wished he had, save for the precious second that would have wasted. Much the worse of the ordeal, viler even than the molten breath and needles in his guts, was the silence. That they were gaining on him he knew, through sundry senses, but they chose to give no token of it. He imagined those white-teethed smiles widening. He hated them.


Screams enlivened the outing. Some of his former friends had been caught. He’d heard similar sounds from rabbits under a fox, octave-ascending songs in the night, ending suddenly.


Now he heard the pad pad pad of their feet on the ground. A hot scent of cloves preceded them. He begrudged his tormentors their lack of breathlessness. He was a little boy at school again: bigger bullies, hunting in packs, were on his trail. The portal was painfully close; painfully far away.


But – it transpired – close enough. Just as he visualised claws in reach to rake his back, they were gone. He could sense their absence as he had their threat. The Curate, a sweating frantic beast, stumbled on alone. Damning dignity to mind its own business he pressed on a space further, just to make sure. Only then, weeping with exhaustion, did he turn.


They’d halted at some invisible frontier. Unused to failure, the purple titans regarded neither him or the portal – the true source of their defeat. They shunned it and thus him, wheeling away like a well practised troupe off to fresh entertainment.


Unable to believe his fortune, Blades surveyed his realm: the wide berth of empty grass round the gateway. Within its invisible bounds he was both master and sole subject. The primitives had shunned it and now so did their predators. Winded, arms resting on his knees, he was glad to just credit the happy fact, for there was now no chase left in him.


The abominations moved like monarchs themselves, every one a joyful celebrant of its own powers. They herded and toyed with the scattered savages as if it were a game and their ancient privilege. They were merciless as cats.


Some of his hosts escaped. They’d scampered in too many directions to all be caught. There was a bountiful harvest nevertheless.


The Curate stood and watched. He had little choice in it whilst his chest still heaved like a duchess under her sovereign. Exhaustion was gradually replaced with nausea.


There seemed a point when discipline was relaxed amongst the Null. When a kill was made it was now permitted to remain and feed, stripping living flesh from its bones. Blades shuddered as if struck with every truncated shriek. There also seemed no question of resistance: any warding spear or limb being casually brushed aside. He saw a few survivors regain the safety of the burrow or else disappear over distant hills and he rejoiced on their behalf. For the majority though there was only death, and not always a speedy one.


When the pack had fed to their content they turned on still-living captives, held pinioned like lambs. They were then jointed with teeth and claw and borne away for later or some others’ consumption.


They did not favour him with so much as a look, either in triumph or contempt. As far as they were concerned, in their pride and satiety, he had ceased to exist: never had existed. They loped away.


Fourth self-surprise of the day: Curate Blades hated them and always would. They would know that he existed or he would never rest again. At long last, after thinking it would never come, he had found his vocation. Traditionally it should precede ordination but now would do.


With greater things on his mind he returned to the portal as though crossing his front door. A last look was bestowed on the sullied green-scape.


‘Beginning, not end,’ he told that world, and then, for the time, rejoined his own.


‘What for?’


‘Because.’


‘Not good enough, brother.’


To the Curate’s mind requests within the family shouldn’t require an inquisition. It wasn’t as though Silas hugged the musket to his breast. As best Blades knew it lived in its cupboard from one year’s Kingston militia muster to the next. They fired off a few rounds to please the Sheriff and then retired to drain the inns and strike bargains – the true meaning of the moot. In fact, that was a thought: the piece was likely so ill-maintained it might go off in his face. The Curate made a mental note to give her a good clean before embarking. It wouldn’t do to start a crusade with a misfire.


‘All right then, for shooting.’


‘Ah, me, and I thought you wanted ’er for stirring the pudding. Shootin’ what?’


Blades had foreseen that question and given thought to an acceptable half-truth.


‘Vermin.’


Silas looked at him and then showed unsuspected knowledge of his brother’s true nature: wisdom all the more impressive for mapping a yet invisible continent.


‘Two or four-legged vermin?’


The Curate feigned outrage at such aspersions against a man of the cloth but its hooks failed to grapple. Therefore honesty seemed the best policy.


‘Either.’


‘Hmmm …’ He wasn’t won over.


‘Peddlers then.’


That might strike home. Gangs of tinkers and ‘sturdy beggars’, sometimes four-score strong, were the terror of rural farmsteads. Popular songs were rich in mentions of Irish raiders.


Silas rubbed his scratchy chin.


‘Peddlin’ what?’


The Curate looked him in the eye, hoping to convey what he couldn’t speak.


‘Peddlin’ meddling.’


The brothers pinned each other with their gazes. Trust flared into life and travelled along the exchange.


Silas resumed his normal self with an old-fashioned look.


‘She’s in ’er cupboard. Best clean ’er first.’


Curate Blades was away up the stairs, taking the first step to god-head.


The new world’s first gunpowder – as best he knew – arrived in all of a fluster: determined to be so, spurning all encouragement.


It should have been no small matter to squeeze a primed piece and himself through the tiny keyhole. Yet somehow he was accommodated, some pliant force easing the passage. The crossing was achieved with ease. Then, still refusing to arrive carefree, he wondered whether the glowing cord might be extinguished by transit between dimensions, thus delivering himself impotent into the hands – and teeth – of enemies.


When that fear proved false Blades looked around for fresh worry, unwilling to accept the new world’s smile. Its beauty when he saw and felt it on his face seemed false, no longer reminding him of Eden. Here the serpent had the upper hand. But now an ordained curate of the Church of England ‘by law appointed’, had come to remedy matters. Moreover he was armed – with his brother’s militia gun. It was cocked and primed. Vengeance – or restitution – was only a matter of time.


That thought stopped him in his tracks, two paces into the land-beyond-the-clock. Such confidence! Such pride! Where had it all come from? Blades paused and considered the question – for a moment only. He shook his head. Did it really matter? He was just glad to see it. What was it his father said about gift horses and their mouths? If at home he was downtrodden and here a hero so what? Who was to say which was the true he?


No one, that was who – quite literally. Curate Blades looked over the empty landscape and saw not a soul to contradict him. Nor was there anyone to shoot – so he stood down the musket he found clutched high to his chest.


For further reassurance he poked his head back through the portal. Beyond the dissonance there was the expected gloom of the clock-case, then light in his Godalming hallway. Blades was pleased but felt no call of home. He was where he should be and had his vocation to think of.


A changed sky matched his new perception of the land: grey, leaden and threatening. When a novel notion occurred he tried to change the weather with thought alone – and then laughed at his presumption. Nothing happened of course, save that land heard its first honest amusement for some time – perhaps ever.


Blades thrust that mood aside: no time for soft considerations yet. He patted the heavy satchel of musket balls for reassurance: the wisdom of his own world in a bag – easy to carry yet never known to fail.


He knew the way and strode along it like Alexander. Tokens amidst the grass – clean bone and rejected gristle – of the beasts’ feeding did not distract or slow him. He had come to make amends like a true Christian should and that sufficed. The manly way was to rectify, not wail over, wrongs and no would-be wife could now fault him.


The burrow’s entrance took a bit of searching, and plunging down it some of his store of spine. But once committed there was no going back and thus no doubts. Feet-first he went to meet the future.


It was there in the form of his former friends: cowed and timorous as before. Blades had wondered if events might have revised their opinion of him. One – unfair – perspective blamed him for leading them into, and not saving them from, massacre. He recalled the feeble, but plentiful, spears and recognised the possibility that his crusade might end at its beginning, aborted by those it was designed to aid.


He need not have worried: that night of fitful bad dreams had been just wasted effort. To them he remained a wondrous visitation, an erect version of themselves. No fault attached itself to passive surrender to the teeth or fleeing like bunnies. Their subservience to the Null was of such long standing that the notion of resistance didn’t occur.


Curate Blades smiled. He would preach them a new gospel.


Eventually their fear grew so great they withdrew below ground. One by one the savages shrank from his implacable preparations, slinking off, gibbering their concern, down to the deepest levels. Only ‘First-met’, happily a survivor of the Downs-feeding, remained; as scared as the rest but more faithful. The Curate would have shaken his hand but for the shrieking anxiety it provoked. Blades just had to reconcile himself to some autocratic loftiness – for the time being.


He’d brought kindling, and the burrow-people’s scant supply of wood – spear shafts and clubs torn out of dirty hands – bulked it out. His tinderbox produced a spark and utter wonder from the witnesses. Though a rough wind was blowing over the imitation-Downs he persevered and soon that world’s first beacon was blazing its message far and wide.


They’d never seen a proper blaze – or at least not the man-produced variety – and he lost most of his audience when it crackled into life. The rest went when they thought on beyond enjoyment of heat and novelty, realising their existence, their very location, was being advertised. Some besieged his feet, begging eloquently that he extinguish the wonder-light but Blades was merciless. He shooed them back into the bowels of the earth.


The Curate followed on, in more dignified fashion, to await developments.


They came with the dawn, when he’d twice had to go forth to replenish the bonfire. From this he surmised they were not night travellers: an useful nugget of knowledge for the future – should he have one.


When the drum of their feet were heard amidst the silence of the new day, he re-lit the musket’s slow match. When the purple troop, moving in unison, became visible he reviewed his position for perhaps the thousandth time. He looked and saw that it was good.


The burrow’s entrance would not admit a beast – they were too broad in the shoulder and long of limb. To come in they would have to dig and by then he would be waiting below to welcome them. He would have occasion for a last stand and opportunity to acquire company for the trip to the afterlife. If so, he trusted their paths would soon diverge.


Meanwhile, he stood in God’s clean air before the burrow and the dying blaze. He was alone, not even ‘First-met’ lingering beyond the earliest whiff of enemy.


Rather than ponder that enemy he recited the musketeer’s litany out of Silas’s Soldier’s Bible, painfully committed to heart since his last trip.


Have a Care. Order arms.


Hold your match ’tween first and second fingers of your left hand and third and fourth of the left hand.


Poize.


Prime your musket (left-hand flask – the finer powder)


Blow off your loose powder


Place home your bullet and charge. (from your apostle’s bandoleer for the first twelve shots – please God – and then the right flask and bullet-bag)


Draw forth your scouring stick


Ram home your bullet and charge.


Sentinel posture.


Shoulder your musket (the drill-book said present upon your rest but the new lighter guns didn’t need them any more)


Give fire.


He reckoned he could do that once every couple of minutes if he didn’t panic or get eaten.


He’d become so engrossed he’d lost track of how close they’d approached, how fast their purple feet travelled over the green. He looked up. He was ready – and so were they.


They observed the faltering beacon with nothing more than amusement. They studied him with even less respect. Curate Blades now saw exactly how things stood between the two species. He was just meat with some fancy wrapping: hardly worth their journey.


The white teeth flashed and so did the musket.


The Curate had been offended by their attitude and so shot the nearest one.


Actually, with firearms of that era and vintage, it took a professional – and a lucky one at that – to prefer one target over another. In the warfare of the Curate’s world, regiments stood close to and blazed away at handy, hard to miss, blocks of men. Sniping was for specialists, poachers and gamekeepers and shades between the two, specially equipped, whereas the Curate’s skill was bounded by youthful duck-hunting and recent days of intensive practice. However, his debut death-dealing was smiled upon, his aim was true, the powder proportions just right. A beast in the centre of their formation ceased grinning: ceased everything. A rosette of deeper purple sprouted on its purple chest and it sank gracefully to decorate the sward.


Curate Blades resisted the temptation to celebrate with gawking. He set to feverish reloading amidst the smoke.


There proved to be no cause for hurry. The creatures did not understand what had happened and stood to debate. Powerful arms tried to raise their dead comrade but he slid sinuously from each grasp.


They were puzzled and looked from fallen friend to the sky and all around: the Curate and his gun no greater suspect than any other.


He shot another – and another.


They began to grasp something of cause and effect now, most purple faces turning to regard Blades. Some of their offensive confidence had evaporated. The Curate liked that.


One shot missed somehow, whistling between the ranks. He made amends by felling a fourth in swift succession.


They still didn’t really comprehend: only that they were standing in a bad place which somehow killed. The brighter amongst the troop connected that with him and their smirks turned to savagery. In their own babble, an incongruously liquid, gentle sound, they began to explain to the rest, supplementing the story with gestures.


Blades wasn’t having that and so shot one of the quicker-on-the-uptakes.


They were maybe thirty of them – well, twenty-five now – and they could have been on him in under a minute: less time than needed for one shot. In that event it would have been twenty-four to one and thus the end were it not for the burrow behind him. He could be down that in even swifter time and so safe for a while. He had it in mind to linger in the bend of the entrance and fight on from there. It ought to be just possible to reload in that confined space and if a beast should hang its head over the outlined circle of sky …


It never happened. They came to a collective decision and turned their backs on him. In celebration and defiance of chivalry, he put a hole in one of them. Then they loped off, no more hurried than on their approach, never looking back, a dwindling, diminished, clump of colour.


Curate Blades was left alone, master of all he surveyed.


When the first, tentative, hairy head showed above ground they found him making sure of each beast with a bullet apiece. He shot from a respectful distance, in case any should be shamming.


The burrow people could not accept the sight as reality. Each spectator would dive back to safety, later returning for confirmation of what their eyes saw but their mind could not comprehend. Curate Blades chuckled to imagine the underground discussions.


When his work was done he drew out the leading faint-hearts, dragging them over to the dead. With the first it was hard work but later arrivals came more readily. At last a ring of burrow menfolk stood saucer-eyed round the closest corpse.


The Curate stirred it with his boot to show there was no harm left, no life within. They shied back.


What happened next shocked him. All at once they believed and untold ages of oppression came hurtling up like vomit. They fell upon the fallen beast and rent it. They extracted its dulled yellow eyes with fingernails, they ripped off its gross, dangling privates and then fought their way within its chest, clawing and pounding, to dishonour what had lately powered the owner.


Blades retreated, appalled by, powerless before, such ancient hatred. He felt its raw breath arrive and bowed before it. Instinctively, he removed himself from the demonic zone, knowing it to be no place for a Christian man. The dangerous energies he’d so carelessly released must be left to play themselves out.


It was then he knew he could never leave – not permanently at any rate. With the best of intentions he had allowed Satan a fingerhold in this new world, introducing cold slaughter and vengeance into the previous rule of Nature. Watching what he now thought of as his children ‘at play’ he realised it would always be his duty to be there to guide them.


It transpired he was not the only one observing.


She had no name – not yet – but in spirit was the foremost of them. Even knowing no other way, she had always chafed against the round of servicing the hunters: their hunger, their babies, their urges. Yet when she wished for better there were no notions to frame. Life had always been fear outside and rough words underground. Until the covered stranger and his killing stick appeared she could not conceive of anything but dirt and dark and being taken on all fours and the babies that ensued. The woman did not know what he was, only that he was everything different and wonderful.


She had a hunter’s spirit. She’d watched the menfolk fall on the dead Null and wished herself amongst them. Half in, half out of the burrow, contrary to every taboo, her teeth and talons moved in sympathetic tandem.


The beautiful visitor was standing apart, smiling on the scene. She felt fear, she wished him closer, she wanted that he should never go.


The female-folk were not supposed to leave the burrow save under escort. The more fastidious hunters sometimes drew her out into the sun, to breed on the Downs in some privacy, but that was rare. Otherwise, her experience of the upper world was wary foraging for fruits and berries, or nervous guarding of children’s play. Only on this day of high strangeness, with normality stunned or diverted, could she direct her own feet into the great void.


The other womenfolk gasped as she scrambled out of the entrance. She raced, unsteady and blinking at first, towards the vision. The grass felt like pure pleasure under her feet. Too busy with their post-mortem vengeance the hunters did not notice.


She had no idea what she wanted; she was unused to even considering what she wanted. Hunters and womenfolk alike led stunted lives. All she knew was that she must be closer to him, to be near in case he vanished like dawn mist, to stand by him and drink in the power.


The visitor marked her. He made a sound – to her! She heard it as ‘haloo’. He was looking straight at her; with no hint of a threat or blow.


The woman’s vocabulary of pleasing was limited. This hunter didn’t look hungry, he showed no signs of thirst. His astounding bright body-cover hardly needed her repairs. That left little else. She turned and knelt and offered herself.


Instead of the expected part, it was her hand that was taken. He drew her up and round and moved his own head – for her! – to catch her elusive eyes.


She’d seen kindness before, but not that often, and never for nothing.


‘You … jezebel!’ he reproached her – but smiled.


Before the hunters could intervene, she repeated it – and so, inadvertently, became the first named.


Journal of Tom Blades Esq. Minister of Religion.


July ye Second: Ye Year of Our Salvation 1680.


… so I located the first-met male savage and raised him up and mayde him my lieutenant and trusted right hand before all ye assembled tribe. A forward wench likewise.


Then I had a choice set before me – should one learn their barbarous tongue thereby to converse – or should I bless them with the sweet pliability of Englysshe?


A second’s indecision and then I embraced the latter option. When one has learned a parcel sufficient he shall be set to teach two others – and so on and on till they shall all equally favoured. And ’twill be good plain saxon-englsshye too. No Norman-yoke lawyer-latin speak will trouble this world as it has subjected my own.


‘GUN,’ say I to the male to commence, displaying said object. ‘GUN! BANG BANG!’


It is difficult to teach a soul anything when he clings to the floor like a Frenchman …


His two days absence were not easily explained, even had the Reverend Speed cared to listen to explanations. Curate Blades rode out the storm, removing his mind elsewhere and thinking far ahead. Even a clipped ear, previously the ultimate degradation, did not distract him.


Noting that – for Speed wasn’t only bluster and hard thoughts – the tempest blew over sooner than usual. The Curate was sent on his way not with the intended boot up the backside, but an narrow-eyed gaze.


It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t have noticed either. He was thinking…


He was thinking ‘if I sell Silas my share in our fields and hawk my theology books, then …’


The equations fell into place as they never had at school.


A little land here = muskets here = a lot of land there …


What he planned on was teaching ‘First-met’ and a few best others to reload guns. With them feeding him he could keep up such a rate of fire that the Null, no matter how numerous, couldn’t get near. In that way they’d clear a zone round the burrow where they were left in peace and in that peace he’d enlighten the primitives’ gloom.


He’d also teach them planting and husbandry and then weaving, the better to cover the decencies; and then the rudiments of religion. When conditions were meet he’d have them build dwellings outdoors and above ground, under God’s endless sky as was proper and intended. In those houses he’d have them marry one mate with whom to cleave together and be companionable, raising little savages who were less savage than their sires.


The Curate had glimpsed the downtrodden females held in common in the deepest parts of the burrow, them and the skinny infants that clutched silently to them. His heart had been touched and their raising up to humanity was amongst his first priorities.


As best their beginner pidgin-Anglo grunts could convey, it seemed they knew of other human burrows; many, many, of them. They sometimes met their brethren, at night and other slack Null spells, to trade and breed, sensibly mixing the blood for fear of ‘burrow-idiots’. For they were not total barbarians: in some areas they had understanding. There were even hints of communal worship, when the scattered tribes gathered for their moots. Alas, it seemed they prayed to an angry god shaped in Null form.


The time would come to contact these lost children, instruct them and gather them in, augmenting their strength. Spread fingers were merely digits: drawn together they formed a fist. All that Curate Blades had learned through his life and studies indicated that the true, living God shone his favour on the big battalions. Therefore, to organise was to obey His commands.


First and foremost, though, was the matter of firearms. There was little use in cultivating mere beast-fodder. Nor would either side thank him for arranging slightly more civilised dinners.


So, first mayhem, then civilisation, then kindness. From what he recalled of his history texts that had always been the natural order with ‘progress’. Who was he to differ?


The master of all you survey, that’s who! came the inner answer. Here there was no history – or none till he strode upon the land. Here there need be no labouring under history’s chain, maybe no more hamstringing by ‘original sin’! Here was a fresh start – for himself and everything!


Silas had ummed and ahhed over the rock-bottom price for half the family land and then paid over the coin as if he was giving blood. The books went easier, at the price of raising eyebrows and suspicions. Curates only sold their holy books when they went apostate or were in hock to wenches or gambling. He had to travel to Kingston to sell for fear of word wafting back to Sam Speed.


Likewise he was obliged to patronise Guildford for his weaponry: two flintlocks and a brace of pistols were a lot for a mere Godalming Curate to treat himself to unless he was planning insurrection. The times were touchy: everyone scented after Papist conspiracies and Jesuit legions awaiting their day in cellars under London. Blades had to emphasise low-church credentials to allay suspicion. The ‘vermin’ story was deployed again – locals seemed to lap that up.
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