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  Foreword


  By


  Roz Clarke & Joanne Hall


Often when we're reading submissions we know we're looking for something, but we're not quite sure what that something is until we see it. We found that with ‘To Sail The Interstice’, which is a novella so crammed with big ideas that we marvelled at Ben Wright’s ability to fit them all into a work of this length, when there are at least three potential novels in here.

We follow the unlikely trio of main characters from world to world, from the coasts and jungles where giant robotic factories contaminate the land, to an immense cathedral held together with song and the mysterious underworld that may bring it crashing down, to a band of misfits and broken travellers, stranded in the desert after an air crash, who must pull together to survive.

Ben weaves these three connected threads together with the skill of a master craftsperson. It probably, technically, shouldn’t work but it does and the novella is all the more joyful because of Ben’s ambition.

 

It’s here we find a connection with David Gullen’s ‘The God Road’, with its similar theme of characters cast out of their impossible city into a treacherous wasteland. Jo especially has an editorial weakness for Great Big Dead Things and David’s GBDT is literally the size of a city. He says that he was inspired by the idea of whalefall; of the communities and ecosystems that arise on the bodies of dead leviathans when they fall to the bottom of the sea. Except that in this case the leviathan has fallen onto dry land, and it’s not a whale, but what the inhabitants of this body-city believe to be a god.

The characters in this story are a compelling mixture of alien and familiar: nothing like us, but relatable in all the essential ways. David brings us a story full of strange terrors, not least of which are the dangers that ones friends and allies can present when a group of people are under strain. Through the lens of the weird and mysterious, he reflects on humanity and the pursuit of security and love.


  


  The God Road


  By


  David Gullen


1.	City of Flesh


A restlessness builds in a city when the end is near. Scouts are sent out, then war bands. Quiet schisms become vocal, strident. The scholarly debates of a generation past are now knife-fights in the taverns and alleyways.

On one such uncertain day Myxini priests celebrate the dedication of their last temple to the universal solitary, the creator above. LucusAna, adopted scion of the opposing Aganathans, reluctantly makes his way along Great Heart Road, the city’s main thoroughfare. He heads towards the sounds and aromas of festival. He doesn’t want to go, he knows he doesn’t belong, to his mind Myxini doctrine is close to abomination. But by convention all are welcome and, more importantly, he is very hungry. Despite this profound moral compromise he tells himself he still has standards. He will eat Myxini temple flesh because he refuses to gnaw the walls.

Thank the good gods, when he arrives he sees CharAncho is there too. His closest friend, they have shared in each other’s moult-feasts and are sworn as one. She watches the Myxini guards with that quiet smile of hers. Her second arms are clasped low on her belly plates, one of her first hands rests on the hilt of the long knife scabbarded on her chest harness. It is a long, narrow, and sharp-tipped blade of blackish purple godbone, made for mischief, made for slipping between the overlap of throat scales or side plates. It has seen some use.

All weapons are banned from temples, a convention now widely ignored. Myxini guards return CharAncho’s steady gaze as she walks towards them. Their tails are low, they stand relaxed and at ease with their impossibly expensive godsteel knives and gaffs in their own first hands. 

Her look asks them who will deny a bold Aganathan warrior their eating-knife at a temple feast? 

Nobody, apparently.

“Ana.” CharAncho looks almost as relieved to see LucusAna as he is to see her. It’s always good to have someone watching your back, especially these days. Especially in a Myxini temple on dedication day, even if the food is free.

“CharAncho.”

“All is One.”

“The One is All.”

They make the sign, fingers of their second hands interlaced, the Aganathan weave. Side by side they walk past the temple guards into an open crowd of Myxini celebrants and believers, and those like them who are simply here to eat.

Away through the bustle LucusAna sees his long-time neighbour, the old toy-maker, DanDocin. He lives alone, though in cycles past his children filled his apartment with happy energy. He stands uncertainly while the crowd mills by. LucusAna thinks the old fellow looks like he himself feels.

“A pleasure to see you, DanDocin. I hope you are well, that your family is well.”

DanDocin regards him with blank incomprehension.

LucusAna feels slightly foolish. “We are neighbours. I’m LucusAna.”

“LucusAna, LucusAna,” DanDocin softly punches his right fist into his left palm. “Ah, one flight up and two across.”

It is two flights up and one across, but LucusAna does not correct him. “You have come to eat?” Godflesh is city, home, and food, whatever else the foolish Myxini believe.

DanDocin starts, as if he has just remembered something. “I just wanted to see what they’ve done.”

A hundred cycles past DanDocin worked as a flesh mason and carved the finials, interior gables and buttresses supporting the roof of Ro’s third shrine, that vast and multi-storied hall. Vast yet tiny compared to the titanic mass of fallen godflesh they hollowed it from, city to twenty generations who excavated and ate as they multiplied. When age meant DanDocin could no longer grip his skives, gouges, and groovers he retired to his workshop and entertained himself making toys for first-moult children.

Though his words come slowly DanDocin is articulate. “I like the modern deep-pattern style. In my day I never thought we took enough time. I felt to honour our beliefs we should create our finest work, but back then it was grab, grab space in the city while we could.” He peers up, “For all this is misguided Myxini inspiration, the craftsmanship is fine.”

Above them, supported on graceful columns of marbled godflesh, arches a vaulted roof, an intricate filigree of carved meat and bone backlit by swirls of tethered livelights. Complex plays of soft blue light and dense shadow drift across the godflesh floor and race up the walls. It is quite beautiful. LucusAna does his best to admire the workmanship and ask questions, but DanDocin has lapsed back into silence.

LucusAna is starving. “Come, let’s eat.”

DanDocin shrinks back towards the wall and the shadows. “I’ll stay here.” He flaps his hands at the crowds. “All these people, I’m not used to it.”

“I’ll fetch you something.”

DanDocin thanks him with a gratitude bordering on pathetic. LucusAna feels both sad and irritated. Aganathan belief is strength; the old fellow is weak.

CharAncho waits impatiently. Her gaze takes in the splits and cracks on DanDocin’s age-darkened lateral plates, and the archaic phrases carved there. “Who is that shabby old fellow?”

“A neighbour. The local toy-maker. He used to be a flesh mason at our temples.”

CharAncho laughs. “Can he even remember his own name?”

LucusAna says nothing. He doesn’t like it, but CharAncho is right. DanDocin is turning into a husk, the time approaches when he will be turned away from even Aganathan tables.

The tailings of this final Myxini temple, excavated, hollowed and carved from the last great mass of uncut godflesh in the city, will feed the population for two hundred cycles. LucusAna suspects that well before that it will be exclusively Myxini faction who dine on their temple’s spoil. At that point there will be civil war.

A procession of Myxini faithful winds through the crowd, swinging bone thuribles of god-blood incense. Led by a troupe of drone-flute players their segmented bodies sway in a sinuous rhythmic stamp. CharAncho waits for them to pass then sets off towards the bounty tables. As always a path opens in front of her. LucusAna follows, half-amused, convinced that CharAncho isn’t even aware of what’s happening. Paths have always opened for her. She doesn’t threaten, she doesn’t glare, people just get out of her way. One day it’s probably going to get her killed. 

The tables support an array of large oval platters piled with cuts of faintly iridescent godflesh, the meat sliced so thin you can almost see through it. A garnish of squat lobster and soft coral borders each dish, each one of which has been sawn cross-cut through mighty fingerbones, then polished and chased around the lip with some Myxini creed.

LucusAna reads the inscription on the nearest platters with unease: “The Willing Sacrifice”; “An Offering of Flesh.” In these two phrases and seven words is the essence of the difference between Myxini and Aganathan. Exactly what is this titanic entity which generations of them had turned into a city, hollowed out, mined and carved and eaten? Was it an actual fragment of the Great Solitary above, willingly calved from their own immortal body and given form to descend and sustain its worshippers? Or was it, as the Aganathans believe, the fallen corpse of some outcast, struck down in heaven’s eternal war?

CharAncho shoulders past, takes one of the larger cuts and consumes it with quick snips and chops of her mandibles. She moans with pleasure, lost in the moment. LucusAna pushes aside his existential concerns and follows her lead. 

Unsullied godflesh is soft and sweet, each mouthful a melting delight. LucusAna groans and closes his eyes. CharAncho laughs and reaches for another slice. LucusAna looks around, then quickly scoops cuts of godflesh into his harness satchel with both first hands.

“All are welcome, all are welcome.” Myxini sacerdotes move among the crowd, apparently benign, watching, counting, noting names. “Even you, LucusAna. Denier, heretic, apostate.”

It is GalaTheo, his crimson god-skin sash showing him to be newly elevated into the clerics of the Myxini third order.

There was a time when LucusAna and GalaTheo leaned on the bar of one or other holy tavern, brow to brow, snorting and giggling at each other’s drunken insults: 

“God-Scoffer.” 

“Heretic.” 

“Credulous Myxini.” 

“Aganathan denier.” 

LucusAna the foundling, a rejected child of unknown provenance adopted by poor Aganathans; GalaTheo, born to the Myxini high path, his belief no more than a means to an end. Somehow they were friends.

Shoulder to bumping shoulder they ambled through the arterial side-streets, down Great Heart Road, tripping over valved intersections to the three-way divide that took them their separate ways.

“One day you’ll come to us,” GalaTheo said at times like these. “I know it.”

“Maybe I will,” LucusAna would say, not wanting to hurt his friend’s feelings.

“Spiritual brothers,” GalaTheo said on one such occasion with drunken seriousness, then fell over his own feet onto his back.

LucusAna rolled him over and hauled him up, and they clung to each other.

“See? Spirishual brothers,” GalaTheo slurred. And in that moment they were, and ever would be. Myxini and Aganathan creeds were just differences of opinion and nothing more.

Now, despite his smiles, there is such a cold certainty to GalaTheo’s words they hurt worse than a knife under a belly plate. Beneath the pain LucusAna feels a deep sorrow for what once was and can never be again. And his heart grows hard, for the Myxini are wrong, their thoughts are wrong, and he knows they will not change. After an unpleasant moment of stillness and silence GalaTheo moves on. LucusAna resumes eating.

#

Celebrations have barely begun to wind down when Osedax, the gigantic parent of the Bone Clan nomads, arrives outside the city walls with their white worm army.

Faced with such a threat Myxini and Aganathans put aside their differences to present a united front.

From the crowded ramparts of the doorless walls LucusAna looks down on the Bone Clan horde, a vast writhe of pale monstrosities. Some are legless and some, to LucusAna’s mind, have far too many limbs. Osedax, both queen and king, has made camp on a low rise, surrounded by their sub-queens, courtiers and drones. All stand inside a great circle of black pennants that stream in the wind blowing steadily at their backs. Beyond them a grey plain rolls away into deepening gloom in a series of low undulations.

Osedax, whose army has been feeding on itself, glides forwards. Their attendant child-worms, segmented and blind, whose jawless mouths can gnaw through mudstone and godbone itself, cascade from their sides and ripple forwards in a pale wave.

Up on the wall, Albicaud, the Myxini Pontiff, and MakuraMazara, vice-philosopher of the Aganathans, prepare to descend in two of the crane-baskets that hang over the high Godflesh walls. Buttressed on the inside by unworked ribs, braced and cross-braced by spars of grey godbone, the walls are no longer what they once were. Despite armed patrols, cycle by cycle they have been pared down, made thinner and thinner by the growing population. 

MakuraMazara beckons to LucusAna’s group and they, with trepidation, answer her summons.

“Attend me,” MakuraMazara says. “Be my guard, my honour, my life.”

CharAncho is ready for this, LucusAna less so. Both take the pennanted godbone spears handed them. He aches to touch it and test its edge, but doesn’t dare. A dozen others crowd onto the platform, armed and ready. The gate is closed, the platform shudders and begins to descend.

LucusAna has never been outside the city. Few have, there is no reason. Nothing lives on the endless grey silt except the scavengers of the lost, the weak, and the deluded. Scavengers who do not care if their prey is alive or dead. 

The city is all, and provides all, but godflesh grows scarce and the population just grows. Myxini and Aganathans endlessly manoeuvre for advantage. The Myxini know their true strength is in their belief that God provides from their own flesh and will not abandon them. Hope, as everyone knows, dies last. Cycle by cycle more people fill the Myxini temples while Aganathan numbers dwindle.

“This is still our city. You are not welcome here.” Albicaud tells Osedax. 

MakuraMazara says, “Withdraw, or face the consequences. You come too early.”

“Yet the wind calls and here I am,” Osedax says. Three hundred transparent eggs, each as big as LucusAna’s thorax, are embedded in five brood-channels along their back. Inside them transparent larvae spin and wriggle, dragging their dark yolk sacks with them. “The wind says ‘Come, for this city is ripe’.” Osedax’s gesture encompasses drones, sub-queens, courtiers, and army. “As the wind speaks, so we obey.”

LucusAna grimaces and flinches under the sheer pressure of having no roof over his head for the first time in his life. Under his feet the mudstone stretches away forever. Above him the sky from which gods descend, and across which swarms of wild livelights pulse, is an infinite blank darkness. He glances at CharAncho who stands motionless, rigid with effort. The other guards jerk and flinch with their own ticks as they fight for self-control.

“Sorry, sorry.” One of them crouches lower and lower then abruptly scuttles back to the shelter of the crane basket, walled and roofed. Their failure renews LucusAna’s determination. Faith is strength.

Osedax gives a signal. Ever-eager drones scuttle left and right. Each carries a black flag on a long pole. Behind them the bone-worm army divides into three companies, the head and pincers formation designed to encircle and destroy.

Excited by the massed movement, wild livelights surge upwards, bells pulsing, bathing everyone in sharp-edged light.

LucusAna grips his spear with his first hands. The odds here are hundreds to one. Today is not the day he thought he would die, it is very unexpected and he is utterly unprepared. Yet, like Osedax, the moment has arrived. All is One, he mouths to himself, The One is All. Beside him, CharAncho seems unperturbed. She lifts her armoured head and quietly laughs.

As if it were a signal the city ramparts fill with half a thousand warriors bearing nets and tridents and hooked knives. They number less than a quarter of Osedax’s army, but if the bone-worms attack head-on, they will be enough.

Osedax subsides and folds multiple spindle-arms across the segments of their pale belly. “We can wait,” they say. “We shall wait.”

A great gust of relief blows through LucusAna, stronger than the wind that endlessly courses the grey lands. Today they will not fight, today he will live.

#

Back behind the city walls MakuraMazara thanks and dismisses most of her guard, but not LucusAna and CharAncho.

“Walk with me,” she says, and leads them to her private rooms in the primal Aganathan temple to Ro, Egg of the Cosmos.

On the way MakuraMazara chatters about this and that: gossip about Aganathan power-politics; duplicitous Myxini scheming; that her brother is now a father too.

“It’s not the ideal time to become a parent, but hey-ho.”

Somewhat awed to be spoken to in such a familiar way, LucusAna finds himself relaxing in her company. She seems kind and attentive, she listens to his questions and answers them, she has a good grasp of detail. This is all he has ever wanted, to be accepted, to have a home. To belong. 

He also sees the hunger on the streets. Everywhere, on the walls and even along the less heavily trampled edges of the streets, are gouge marks where godflesh has been skived away to be eaten. The walls of some lesser bye-ways are now membrane-thin, the edges of the paths worked down into deep gutters filled with a nameless and reeking deep green seep. Children of the second moult crouch there and watch with calculating eyes as they pass by.

There are no such problems in the Aganathan temples, as guards patrol inside and out. The fluting on the squat pillars, scroll-work on the pedestal and base, and the bas-relief friezes narrating the deeds of Ro are all as clean and clear as the day they were first cut from the purple and white marbled godflesh.

There is plenty of food in MakuraMazara’s rooms. Their hands interlock in the weave before they sit and eat in silence, each meal a private communion with the fallen gift, the offering, the death. All is one.

“There are rumours,” MakuraMazara says when they have finished. “Rumours of a new godfall, far along the road.”

Godfall, that rarest and luckiest of gifts. LucusAna and CharAncho share a sudden glance. A road? There is a road? From where to where?

“Our scouts rove far beyond the city walls, explorers and way-finders,” MakuraMazara tells them. “I meet with them from time to time.” She mentions a name, the scout called AmkaTan, a living legend. 

She reaches down and lifts a pair of long-handled, single-edged blades onto the table. The black godbone handles are inscribed with Aganathan creed, the blades, as long as LucusAna’s forearm, are of dappled silver-on-grey metal. Godsteel. They are items of astonishing value, the steel reforged from one of only three god-blades ever found in the history of the people of the cities. The Aganathan blade was found lodged deep in the body of the descended which became the city three times removed from the current one. Myxini temples have held the other two far longer.

“You passed a test standing beyond the city walls, you endured the open sky. I want you to go and find that new city. Claim it for me, for all Aganathans. For Ro.”

LucusAna wants that blade so very much, but he hesitates. 

To go outside the city again. 

He asks himself if he is scared and the answer is yes, more than a little. But CharAncho has already taken one of the weapons. She holds it with admiration then makes a few short sweeps and thrusts.

“Of course,” she says, and LucusAna knows he will follow. They have shared, they are as one.

#

Before they have finished their preparations one of the older Myxini temples collapses, a near-liquid infolding of pillars and roof that pulls down the muti-tiered homes of the holy poor who live above. Many die, more are hurt, and Aganathan sabotage is loudly proclaimed. Denial counts for nothing. That internal pillars and walls have been robbed of strength, skived and skived again by the starving poor, counts for nothing. The collapse is the excuse, the implicit declaration of the civil war everyone knows is coming.

The first LucusAna knows about any of this is when an armed mob rampages through the Aganathan quarter he lives in. Horrified, he stares down through the window space at a roaring, violent press streaming below. Myxini pennants hang from godbone tridents. Head-catchers, spearheads and knives are already bloodied. 

He sees his Aganathan neighbours dragged out and dismembered, men and women roaring with rage and fear. Children of first moult are flung into the air and speared on godbone poles. Screaming with delight, the mob stamp and smash Aganathan eggs. Dark yolk mixed with blood drips from their arms and faces.

Old DanDocin is hauled from his workshop, his simple toys gleefully trampled. There is a moment when he is hoisted, splayed above the mob, and his eyes meet LucusAna’s. He looks more confused than frightened, he shows no pain as knives are driven into his body, separating his joints. His look says he neither understands what is happening to him, or why. A terrible communion connects him to LucusAna, then he is gone, subsumed into the howling mob. What lived and breathed moments ago is now just flopping meat.

Faces turn upwards. Arms point, weapons too. LucusAna is seen. In blind panic he grabs the godsteel blade and runs for his life. Up, he goes, into the cramped over-tunnels below the city roof, where first ingress into the city of flesh was cut generations past.

Frantic and terrified, he descends some distance away and connects with a group of Aganathan guards. Every one of them is wounded, chest plates cracked, plate seams punctured, their faces and first arms smeared with blood not their own. Discipline still holds, they are a unit.

“RingenZaem!” He is desperately glad to see someone he knows, a veteran guard with a reputation approaching CharAncho’s. The academic, AnphraJon, is there too, looming over everyone like an adult over third moult youngsters. An old friend from the tertium where they studied creed, history, and theories of mutable truth, he is unarmed and probably incapable of wielding arms. All he carries is a large satchel filled with notes and papers slung on a belt between his first and second arms. He is the gentlest person LucusAna has ever known.

“This way. Quickly.” RingenZaem leads them forwards, alert and cautious. LucusAna falls in beside her.

“What in all that’s holy is going on?”

AnphraJon presses in close behind. “They’re killing everyone.”

“Everyone Aganathan.” RingenZaem rattles her side plates. “Not us, not today.”

“Ay-ha!” Her squad clatter weapons against carapaces in agreement. It is a reassuringly aggressive sound.

“Can you use that beautiful thing?” RingenZaem says, eyeing LucusAna’s godsteel blade.

“If I have to, yes.”

“Good. Because that’s going to happen.”

“Only if I have to.”

RingenZaem leads the way towards the first temple, the heart of all things Aganathan. They are almost there when a flag waving Myxini mob boils out of a side passage and blocks their path. RingenZaem’s squad formates quickly and smoothly, a wall of armour and weapons, tails raised. Terminal plates hiss warning. 

The front rows of the mob don’t hesitate. They hurl themselves forwards in an undisciplined howling rush. 

Rooted to the spot, all LucusAna can do is watch them die. 

AnphraJon grabs him with all four hands and drags him round. Behind them, two Myxini temple guards and four masked third order priests are about to fall on their rear.

“You’re going to have to!”

The guards rush in, tails high. LucusAna draws his blade, godsteel sings free of the scabbard.

The guards falter at the sight of it but the priests push past, screaming blasphemy. For all his practice, LucusAna has never fought a real fight. He can duel all right, but that is one on one, a game. Yet the priests know nothing. They crowd each other, they obstruct the guards, who really can fight, they hack and hew with their bone blades without thought for their own safety.

The godsteel is magnificent. LucusAna lops a hand here, a leg there. Behind him, AnphraJon clutches his satchel to his body like a shield and shrieks at each blow. “Watch your left, Ana! Now the right!”

LucusAna sees the danger. He slashes down, a controlled, close blow. The godsteel slices into the priest’s mask, through brain and eye, opening face and mouth.

“Ay-ay-ay!” AnphraJon yelps as the priest’s cheek and mandibles slop to the ground. They spit blood, gargle something incomprehensible, then collapse into a heap of kicking limbs.

 A kind of controlled terror grips LucusAna. He has killed; he is a killer. Is his life worth more than that priest? To himself, yes, vastly. “Stop,” he roars. “I will do that again.”

Two masked priests press forwards, one hangs back. A guard barrels through, head low, weapons high, and it is as if LucusAna watches himself from above as he takes a dancing step to one side, rolls his grip, and slices up hard between thorax and abdomen, cutting through side plates, through muscle and nerves.

The guard is down and screaming, LucusAna is drenched in blood. He can smell it, taste it, it is in his mouth. He howls, appalled at what he is doing. At what he must do.

The dying
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