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Prologue
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The claw that held the pen juddered across the scroll. The scroll spooled from the desk, filled with words of black ink. Maybe they would be read, and maybe they wouldn’t. The claw continued regardless. It was made of metal and protruded from the desk. In more lucid moments the man behind the desk wondered how the claw worked, how it knew what to write, what machines drove its motion. But he did not have many lucid moments.

The scroll piled up on the black and white tiled floor. The white tiles reflected the orange-pink light of the dying day. The man behind the desk stood at the floor-to-ceiling window and looked through the glass at the inhumanly scaled ruins standing vast and sharp and black against the molten sky. He rested his forehead against the smooth, cool surface. His skin burned and his mind was full of fiery visions: shapes of bone and flame forming and breaking and re-forming in his head. Patterns in spilled blood came unbidden to his mind’s eye, and saliva flooded his mouth. The lust for blood was growing stronger.

After the episode passed, after his hands had stopped their twisting, after the shaking had ceased, he returned to the desk and cast his eyes over the scroll. The reports from the Sump and Swamp were still coming in. The levels were approaching tipping point. Already citizens and prisoners of the Lowest Levels had been warped and broken by the seething magics that were accumulating. And of course the warping and breaking had been happening in the Discard for decades. But soon the containments would give way, the Sump would be unleashed into the Swamp, and that which had been buried would return to the world.

The man turned to a parchment thick with spidery scrawls that he’d written with his own hand: blood stocks, from the Library. He looked at the figures without reading them. He didn’t need to read them; he knew them backwards already. There was not enough blood. Even though he’d increased the Bleeding frequencies, there was not enough blood. And there would not be time for enough Bleedings to deliver it.

‘Troemius,’ he whispered. His throat hurt.

A tall, masked Arbitrator stepped silently forward from the corner of the room.

‘More blood,’ the man behind the desk said. ‘For the Library. Discard blood. Constant harvesting now. We don’t have long before . . .’ He paused. ‘Speak to Larissium. She will advise on how much more blood is required to initiate proceedings.’

Troemius nodded, and moved wordlessly away across the tiles.

The man behind the desk watched him go. He could feel another episode coming on. His mind was spinning away from him and his head was starting to hurt. The horns that had long ago sprouted from his skull were heavy; he bowed his head and closed his eyes.


Part One

Sump
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Spider Season
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The hangover closed in before the night was out. It was rotten and quiet and totally malevolent: an undead beast with venom on its claws, lurking just beyond the edge of vision.

Alan focused on the task at hand: Walk. Walk. Let the hangover come. Carry on regardless. His mouth was dry, his skin sweaty. The rainy season was nearly upon them and the air was close. Small black flies swarmed up from stagnant pools and buzzed angrily around the blooming flowers that grew from cracks in the grey stone ground. The insects must have all hatched over the past day or two, spilling from their soft eggs, breaking free in the rank heat. If rainy season was coming soon, then spider season would be coming sooner. Spider season: when you couldn’t take a step without finding the trailing thread of a baby spider wrapped around your face. As a child he’d believed that all spiders floated down out of the sky, come from the stars, maybe dropped by the Dragons that sped sparkling through the bright night skies of his long-ago youth. What he’d give to be that child again, with the life he’d had before the Arbitrators came with their knives and fire and burned it to the ground. He laughed and cried as he remembered how little he used to know, and how happy he used to be. He wasn’t crying for himself though, not any more. Billy. Billy. Billy. His son should be free to look up at those skies, free from curfews and Stationing. Free from being bled dry, from being hollowed out, from being scraped clean. That’s what the Pyramidders were: they were all husks, all wrung out and used up – and for what? For what? They were used up and ground down into dust for nothing but the service of that great stone god they lived in.

And of course, there was the other thing. Billy wasn’t just imprisoned in a way of life that he hadn’t chosen; he was sick, infected by a parasite that even now was working its way through his body. What did Idle Hands look like? What was it? Some kind of fungus, he knew that much. Eyes McAlkie, Alan’s old friend and mentor, had stabbed Billy, his son, just a boy, with a blade that had been covered in something sticky and black: a medium for the demon that would corrupt Billy’s brain and turn him into a different kind of husk, a violent, rapacious host body.

Get a fucking move on. Walk. Walk fast. Let the headache worsen. Let the vomit come. Time now was for nothing but this. Alan was retracing the route he’d taken not all that long ago, although it felt like deep history. He walked a shiningly smooth path built into a concrete cliff face. To his right, the cliff fell away into a ravine. To his left, great statues looked down from over the top of a dark grey wall, their ancient features eroded into twisted expressions. In the distance, he could see a thin arc of stone shining by the starlight: the bridge spanning the ravine.

Last time he’d come this way he hadn’t been on foot, and he hadn’t been alone; he and his companions had been mounted on motorcycles. Churr had been there, the erstwhile toad-sweat harvester who was now building her own trade empire out of the ruins of Dok. There had been Spider the tattooist, dear old Spider, who had been killed by the Clawbaby. Eyes, Alan’s saviour, mentor, oldest friend and betrayer, had been killed by Alan himself. And there was the Mapmaker, Bloody Nora. Alan had last seen her fighting the Clawbaby, but he had to believe – he had to believe – that she was still alive, because without Nora, his attempt on the Pyramid would be futile. He’d still try it, but he was in no doubt that if he traversed the horrors of the Sump and braved the security of the Pyramid alone, then he would die. And he didn’t want to die, and certainly not before getting to Marion and Billy and warning them of the parasite that was slowly drifting through his son’s blood. And he probably couldn’t leave it at that; for all the harm the Pyramid had done, there were good people living inside it, people like Marion and Billy. If he was too late to stop the spread of Idle Hands at source, he’d have to warn the inhabitants. But Management . . . what about Management? Management mandated the Bleeding; they mandated the taxes and raids, the partnering and the regimented coupling and the Discarding of babies conceived outside of the correct astronomical windows. Alan spat, but his mouth was dry and nothing came out. He would get to Billy and Marion, and then he would find Management and kill them. He’d crossed that line now: he’d killed – and he hadn’t only killed, he’d killed his best friend. If he could do that, then surely he could kill some callous, bloody-handed robe easily enough.

But all this was moot if Nora was dead. And if she was, then that meant the Clawbaby was probably still alive, and Dok – Churr’s new empire – would be nothing more than yet another lifeless ruin, of the kind Gleam was already full of.

It hurt his eyes to open them fully. A dull ache was growing in the back of his skull. His stomach was a translucent sac stuffed full of filth, wobbling around inside him. If he moved his head even slightly the world tipped wildly, so he kept his head down and his woozy sight trained on the path ahead: the path that led to the bridge. The bridge that crossed to the Oversight. The Oversight that would take him to Mother Margo. Mother Margo, who watched over the bikers’ fuel supply and was thus better placed than most to gather and disseminate information. And if she couldn’t help – well then, he’d just have to walk all the way to Dok and deal with whatever he found there. Or die. He took a swig from the old Dog Moon bottle he was clutching in white-knuckled fingers, though it didn’t contain whisky, not any more. Swallowing the water was difficult – his throat felt all stuck together and it made him want to vomit, but he managed to hold the liquid down. If spider season was on the way, then he was in for an uncomfortably hot few days, as exposed as this area was. And so it was important to drink the water, though he’d’ve preferred whisky. But that wouldn’t be a good idea.

Besides, he didn’t have any left.

*

The inhuman scale of Gleam meant things were even further away than they looked, but as his perception of distance flexed and warped, so did his perception of time. The placing of one foot in front of another required no conscious thought, no exercise of mind, and he passed into a kind of waking unconsciousness. The hangover endured. Tall sprigs of lavender thrust up from between cracks in the stone. Alan ate one of the rat pasties he’d bought in Market Top before setting off. It was a chore; the pastry was stale now, and the filling past its best already, and his stomach was not feeling good. But he needed the sustenance.

He fell down when he came to the bridge and went forward on hands and knees, not trusting to his sense of balance. The air was still and so humid it felt wet, though the sun had not yet risen. This was where Eyes had fallen, and Alan had pulled him back up. He remembered Eyes’ entreaties to let him die – he should have. He should have. And then Eyes wouldn’t have infected Billy with Idle Hands. And Eyes was dead anyway, so he might as well have died on the bridge. Nothing else would be any different, except Billy would not be sick. Maybe Billy didn’t even know he was sick yet. The first symptom of Idle Hands was loss of control of the fingers; they would start moving of their own accord. What would Billy make of that? What would any six-year-old make of that? Alan imagined his son looking wide-eyed at his own wriggling fingers, terrified, tears spilling down his face. He’d shout for his mother, and Marion would come running, and she too would be terrified. How long would it take for that first symptom to manifest itself – a week? A month? Alan found himself gasping for breath as he pictured the scene. He stared down at the surface of the bridge between his hands, paralysed. Gleam stretched out endlessly all around him: a pre-dawn mess of concrete and marble and wood and rust and glass and chitin and moss and bone and swamp in every direction. It was frozen and brittle, on the verge of shattering completely. The edge of the bridge called to him: he could end it all, right now. But only for himself. Everybody else would have to carry on living with the chaos he’d wrought.

He pushed away the picture of Marion and Billy and his breath came back. He gulped, and swallowed air down. He flexed his fingers: he could move his hands again. He breathed out, deeply, and felt as if Gleam too exhaled with him.

He had to keep these thoughts at a distance if he was going to do any good at all. That was something whisky helped with, and he wished again that he had something stronger than water in his Dog Moon bottle as he started crawling across the bridge, moving slowly and carefully. He felt like a slug or a snail, leaving behind a trail of sweat. He could hear the calling of birds, and at the apex of the span he stopped a while and watched them wheeling and diving far below.

He got back to his feet.

He walked and walked. The dawn was met by a chorus of broken corvid voices and more melodious songs from small, bright-bodied birds that flitted across the plant-cracked stone of the Oversight. Alan pressed on as the sun rose until his soles were sore and his legs were burning. He was perspiring heavily in the fierce heat, and the red of his skin deepened as noon approached. Snapper bounced against his back with each step, its strap chafing through the thick, rough fabric of his sweat-stained shirt. Good old Snapper. At least he still had Snapper. He’d give the guitar a tune when he stopped. I don’t have time to stop. He swung the guitar round and tapped its body, listened carefully to the sound it made. The air felt thick. Rodents scurried and hopped from his path. It wasn’t that long since he’d last come this way, but the grasses and shrubs had grown monstrously in that time. The constant buzzing of insects gnawed on the edges of his consciousness. Occasionally beetles arose from the plants, deeply whirring like tiny machines. He walked and walked. He picked at plants that he recognised and ate their leaves and buds. And he bore on as the sun sank, its light coloured now by the swirling striped moons, Satis and Corval, that had come to dominate the sky in the late day.

As the sun met the horizon, Alan squinted; what was that low block silhouetted against the sunset? Not Mother Margo’s oil store; it wasn’t the right direction for that. And as he watched, he saw there were two or three of these things, and they were moving. Probably a caravan, maybe traders. He sighed. He was so hungry. He was rationing the horrible pasties, and eating grass and grubs was not exactly hitting the spot. He didn’t have much water left either. But he couldn’t head for the caravan; he couldn’t deviate from his path, not for a caravan that he probably would never catch up with anyway. He was headed to Mother Margo’s and then Dok to find Nora. And then on into the Pyramid, to deliver Billy the antidote he required. And then back out of the Pyramid, alive. Though to be honest, he wasn’t sure how likely that last step was.

As he walked and as the landscape grew dull around him, his feet got heavier and heavier, and his water bottle lighter, and as his pace slowed, his thinking grew wilder. Fantasies and horrors whirled through his brain.

When he got to the Pyramid he would heal Billy and Billy and Marion would help him escape, and escape with him. Marion would still love him. Marion would hate him, but Billy would show her that her hate was merely anger, and then she would love him. Marion would hate him and attack him, kill him. Marion would kill him before he healed Billy. Billy would hate him. Or he’d give Billy the Green’s Benedictions, but they wouldn’t work. They’d make Billy worse. Or he’d get there and Billy would already be a mindless animal, eyes bloodshot, fungal horns sprouting from his sweet little skull. Or he’d get there and Billy would be fine, the parasite would have failed, or was never there in the first place. Panic unwarranted. And they’d all escape together.

There was another thread to the fantasies, though; they didn’t simply consist of healing and escape. There was bloodshed, too.

Alan would get there and save the day and Billy would be healed and Marion would love him and they’d escape, but not together. Billy and Marion would escape, but Alan would stay behind. He had work to do before joining his family in the Discard. Alan would stay behind and take his revenge. He’d wreak bloody havoc on the Pyramid, on the Arbitrators. He’d find the Commander who killed his parents, who stalked his nightmares and his memories, and he’d kill him. He’d find Tromo, who’d held Billy hostage and blackmailed him into this whole mess in the first place, and kill him. He’d find the Arbitrators who’d tortured and broken Eyes, who’d forced hatred deep into his heart, and he’d kill them. And he’d kill whoever was responsible for the Bleedings, for the fear, for the Discard raids. He’d work his way right up to the top and kill the Chief Architect. He’d tear the Pyramid down, he’d blow it up. And then he’d return to the Discard. Except it wouldn’t be the Discard any more – there would be no Pyramid left for the Discard to be an alternative to. It would all simply be Gleam.

But first: save Billy. Billy was the reason he kept putting one foot in front of the other.

And to do that – Mother Margo’s, Dok, Nora, Pyramid. Margo’s, Dok, Nora, Pyramid. Margo’s, Dok, Nora, Pyramid.

The caravan wasn’t the only sign of human life Alan encountered as the days rolled by. He found scorched black patches on the stone, a couple of broken abandoned butterfly nets, and on one occasion a still, straight plume of cook-fire smoke visible against the starry sky. He didn’t bother with fire; he had nothing to cook. He finished his rat pasties, chewed on leaves and roots and swallowed fat grubs whole, grimacing. And he tried to keep walking. Sometimes he had to stop, but if he could walk, then he did.

There were no streams or even puddles on the Oversight, and now he’d swallowed every last drop from his water bottle. And he was still sweating copiously. His stomach and head hurt, but this wasn’t like the hangover; this felt different. His eyes itched, and he was struggling to swallow. There were little succulents with fat round leaves nestled in cracks in the ground, but the moisture they contained smelled acrid; he thought he remembered being told they were safe, but he wasn’t sure and so decided against them. A fine rescue mission this would turn out to be: Wild Alan, fool of fools, good at nothing but drinking, dying for want of a drink. And probably never to be found. Maybe never even to be missed.

The Oversight stretched out before him. The sky was bright blue, and clear. Beetles trundled along beside him, many black and shiny, a few bright and spotted. Out of habit he kept his eyes peeled for the highly iridescent sheen that marked out bugs, whose dead bodies were used for currency, but he’d never seen one alive, and neither had anybody he knew. Maggie the Red had once told him that there were none left living, but surely she couldn’t know that for sure, not really. He did see a yellow-and-orange striped beetle just bigger than his fist – he’d never seen one that large before, not this high up.

The skin of his face and hands came up in great puffy blisters under the hot sun. His once-white shirt was now stained yellow and brown with sweat and old blood and Green knew what, and it clung damply to his flesh. He longed to take it off, but he knew better than that. He couldn’t recall when he’d last shaved; he just knew his beard itched maddeningly.

In the end he ran the risk and ate the succulents. Safe or not, there was liquid harboured within those fleshy leaves; it was viscous and sticky and it tasted foul.

He felt as if time were speeding up: the sun’s arc was moving faster and faster until each day was over in a matter of minutes. The moons danced a complicated dance, Satis and Corval crisscrossing each other’s paths across light skies and dark. Alan could hear the music they moved to, the playing of distant strings, as the days and nights flickered by. He began to realise that not only had his hangover not dissipated but his headache was growing worse, and he was now dogged by constant nausea. The great flat expanse of the Oversight sometimes felt soft beneath his feet, sometimes unstable, as if it were tilting beneath his weight and might at any point tip to the vertical, dropping him. He could hear voices, hoarse, unkind voices, whispering into his ears – he did not understand the language but the tone was bitter and scornful. Sometimes he thought he saw hunched figures hiding in the long grass; they had nasty faces and he tried not to look at them, but he sensed they were all around him; he could feel the warm breath on his face.

He didn’t know how many days he’d been awake, but he didn’t want to go to sleep for fear of what these figures would do to him. But even before setting out to find Mother Margo, peaceful slumber had been difficult. As his mind let go of waking thought, it invariably filled up with images of bloodshed, offal and violently distressing scenarios usually featuring Marion and Billy. The deep, dark semi-coma of extreme drunkenness was the closest thing to rest that Alan had experienced in years, but it had been a long time since he’d drunk himself into that blissful stupor.

He felt something on his hands, and when he peered down, he found them draped in trailing threads of spidersilk. The air was full of it, strands falling like strange rain, and spiders floated towards him, legs wriggling – but they were larger than they were supposed to be. Or maybe they were just very close, hanging right in front of his eyes. Soon they were all over him, and all over the Oversight, busy at their work, and it wasn’t long before he was wearing a ragged, insubstantial shroud, and everywhere he could see was dressed in webs. Heat emanated from everything.

He saw not just baby spiders but his old friend Spider, riding alongside him on a gigantic motorbike, beard and long hair swept backwards by the motion, red shirt ruffled in the wind, and yet somehow he was travelling no faster than Alan’s slow trudge. He looked happy – he had been very happy on the bike. His eyes were smiling and his fingers were laden with gold rings and the gold bled into the colour of the bike, which reflected the brief fire of the sunset. Then the sky was dark blue, and so was the bike, and Spider sped up. Alan called after him, but Spider did not look back. The motorcycle accelerated, going faster and faster, until it was streaking away towards the horizon as the stars wheeled dizzily around and the firmament changed colour again and again, and then Spider was gone once more.

The next thing Alan knew, he was crawling on all fours: one hand, then one knee, then the other hand, then the other knee. His palms were bleeding and coated in shreds of spiderweb. He could feel the Oversight shaking, strange old energies vibrating through the stonework of Gleam, almost as if vast machines had started powering up inside the ancient tower of which the Oversight was just the top. The voices in his ears were growing in volume, merging into a long, low roar. Consciousness came and went. He knew he had to eat, and kept trying to feed himself, but each time he rediscovered that his hands were empty.


2

Skeffington Lutwidge and the Carcase
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The rumbling roar had been the last thing to leave him, and it was the first thing to come back. At first he was aware of nothing but that thunder, then he felt cool air on his skin. Cool air. That was unusual enough to prod his brain into action. He realised that he must be waking up.

The sound was that of engines: he was strapped onto the back of a motorbike, surrounded by the fire, fumes and lanterns of what looked like a hundred other bikes, and all of them were racing through a black night. He immediately saw – and was relieved to find – that the days and nights were no longer only seconds long; the darkness was steady. The smells of oil and leather filled his nostrils. There was a large, rotund figure sitting in front of him; it was wearing a tight black vest with a face on the back, partly obscured by the biker’s thick, greasy plait. As Alan’s eyes adjusted, the image resolved itself into the long face of a goat, slot-eyes gazing coldly out, long horns curving into vicious points.

Alan’s hands were cuffed, and with a jolt of horror, he realised that Snapper was no longer on his back. He looked the goat in the eyes. Well. Nothing else for it.

He leaned forward, caught that greasy, matted rope of hair between his teeth and wrenched his head backwards, hard. The biker leaped in his seat and howled, so loudly that Alan thought he could hear the shriek over the sound of all of the engines around them. The bike wobbled, then swerved, peeling off from the pack as the biker tried to regain control of it, and as the rest of the hot, buzzing swarm moved on, suddenly reduced by speed to a mass of giant fireflies, they were alone on the Oversight. The biker twisted slowly in his seat and backhanded Alan across the face, a lazy movement, but still Alan felt metal studs break the skin and blood burst from his nose. If it hadn’t been for his being cuffed to the bike, he would have been thrown off the machine.

The biker didn’t stop the bike.

Alan’s handcuffs were threaded through a metal ring to the right of the seat. He raised his left leg and with some difficulty managed to manoeuvre himself so that he was sitting side-saddle, facing the right. The air rushed past, flattening his hair across his eyes. His face hurt. His captor didn’t appear to have noticed him changing position. His arms were across his body, secured on his left. He took a deep breath, twisted, and placed his feet flat against the side of the bike on either side of the loop. Now his captor turned to look – and Alan headbutted him directly on the nose, hard.

The biker’s head snapped backwards and he let go of the handlebars with his right hand to hold his nose. The biker hung there, leaning backwards out from the bike, eyes furious and panicked over the held nose. Had Alan hit him hard enough to really throw him? Or was he just going to right himself? For a moment Alan wasn’t sure which way it was going to go; the biker was maybe gathering strength for a counter-attack – but his eyes widened and he slipped slowly further and further from his seat until he was falling. He kept hold of the handlebar though.

The biker landed heavily on his back and the bike went over onto its side, wheels screeching as they tried to maintain purchase on the stone. Alan found himself almost on all fours on top of the bucking vehicle, his feet still planted against the side of the machine, his hands bound to it via the cuffs – but only for a moment, and then he was catapulted heels over head to land on top of the biker. His boot connected with something soft and there was another shout. The bike’s wheels bounced against the ground and gained momentary traction, dragging Alan immediately away again. It spun around in circles, throwing Alan about like a wet rag. He was dimly aware of the biker getting up, but couldn’t focus on much other than the bike. He yanked with all his might at the loop that he was cuffed to, but his might wasn’t all that much. His wrists, elbows and shoulders felt like they were at breaking point. The loop was just a thin metal thing, probably for clipping luggage to. He tried to smack it with the cuffs themselves, ignoring the pain as the cuffs transferred the pressure of the impact directly to the soft skin of his wrists: it hurt like hell, but it did make a dent. He tried it again, kneeling on the side of the hot bike as it juddered. He was about to try a third time but he was tossed forward and hit his face. A meaty hand swiped at him, but missed, thanks to the motion of the bike. Alan got back to his knees and with the third smack, the loop snapped and broke. Freeing himself, he reached for the handlebars – if he could just get this damned thing upright, he could – just imagine how fast he could go, how quickly he could get there, if— He tried to lift it and mount it at the same time, but it was heavy, and he still had his cuffs on. If only—

The biker grabbed him from behind, pulled him from the bike as easily as if he were a child’s doll and threw him to the ground. He jumped onto Alan’s back, knees first, and knocked all of the breath from his body, then he grabbed Alan by the hair and lifted his face from the stone.

‘Mess up me bike, would yer?’ he hissed into Alan’s ear. His breath carried the sharp scent of wasproot; a bitter tuber that lent a weird, manic energy when chewed. ‘Mess up me nose? Count yer lucky stars Skeffy wants yer alive, otherwise I’d pulp yer and leave yer here to rot.’

‘My guitar,’ Alan said, hoarsely, spraying blood as he spoke. ‘Where’s my guitar?’

‘Skeffy’s got it. It’s safe, as long as yer behave.’

Alan decided against asking who Skeffy was yet. ‘Water, then,’ he said. ‘I want some water. I need it.’

After a moment, the biker passed Alan a hard, hairy wineskin. Alan put the wineskin to his mouth, tipped it back and drank greedily. The water was warm and tasted old, but it was still an effort to stop himself from guzzling it all. ‘Thank you,’ he said, between gulps. His mouth didn’t feel quite like it was coated in slug-slime any more. ‘I mean it,’ he added. He went to drink some more, but the biker snatched the wineskin back again. ‘Who are you?’ Alan asked. ‘Why do you want me at all?’

‘Name’s Byron. I’m with the Goatherds, Oversight Chapter. As for the why, well the boss wants what the boss wants. You know bosses.’ Byron was hauling him back to the bike by the hair. The fight had apparently taken nothing out of him, while Alan felt like he’d been through the wringer. ‘Got to truss you up like a Green-damned goat now. Can’t have yer trying to run again.’ The biker clicked open a pannier and pulled out a bundle of straps. He waved it in front of Alan’s face. ‘Look what yer get for being an arsehole.’

‘Look, I don’t want to fight. You’re stronger than me, you’ll just win. But I have to get where I’m going quickly. I can’t – I haven’t got time to go with you—’

‘Tough. You don’t have a choice, Alan.’

‘How do you know my name?’

‘Whole bleeding territory’ll know your name ’fore long.’

‘But—’

‘Time to shut the fuck up now, Mister.’ Byron hit Alan again and his vision swam. The biker started trussing him up and he did not feel able to fight back. He was a giant of a man, smelling of leather and grease. His smoked-glass goggles looked tiny on his large face, giving the impression of black holes where his eyes should have been. Alan felt like something small and breakable, perched on the bike behind him. He was pale for a Discarder, but bikers often were. They used the wide tunnels, corridors and channels of the original structure to get around, which meant travelling the lower levels, unlike other Discard denizens. The speed of their vehicles was an effective protection against the dangers that deterred others from making those journeys on foot.

*

And so it was in the company of Byron that Alan finally reached his initial destination, which was the gigantic fuel tank on top of which Mother Margo lived in a flimsy wooden hut. Upon their arrival, some of the Goatherds turned their engines off and started building fires, while others took off again to race about or spin their machines, their whoops and cries and laughter carrying through the night and communicating the sort of unqualified happiness that Alan had not experienced for too long.

Byron untied Alan from the bike, but left his hands bound. ‘I need to take you to Skeffy,’ he announced.

‘Who is this Skeffy?’ Alan asked. ‘Your leader, right?’

‘Yes, but leader of all the Goatherds, not just the Oversight Chapter.’

‘King of the Goatherds,’ Alan said, stretching as best he could. His legs felt weak, his stomach sensitive, and an ache still throbbed in his head. ‘I’d better prepare myself. Why are you called the Goatherds, anyway?’

‘Why d’you think? We look after the goats.’

‘What does that mean?’

Byron looked at Alan as if he was stupid.

‘You’re not talking about actual goats,’ Alan said.

‘I am,’ Byron said. ‘Actual, real living goats.’

‘Where are they, then? I haven’t seen any.’

Byron shrugged. ‘Discard’s a big place. We’ve got droves and droves of ’em roaming around the courtyards.’

As they spoke, Byron led Alan towards the shadow of the fuel tank, passing between burgeoning fires, cooling-down motorcycles and bikers rummaging around in boxes and saddlebags for food and drink. Some were already sitting down and playing cards. Most ignored him, but a couple gave him curious looks.

Then, in the distance, another swarm of lanterns became visible. ‘More Goatherds?’ Alan asked.

Byron looked. ‘Yeah, all the chapters are gathering.’

‘What’s the occasion?’

‘Don’t know yet. Skeffy called the meet, and when everybody’s here he’ll tell us. Something’s happening, though, no doubt about that.’

‘Is this a rare thing?’

‘I’ve never known it happen before, not since I became a biker. And others who’ve been bikers much longer than me have never known it happen before either.’

‘When did you become a biker, then? How do you even become a biker?’

‘They picked me up, didn’t they? When I was starving in the dust. I was thirteen and I’d just been Discarded out the Pyramid and I didn’t stand a chance. They just happened by, and they picked me up. And that was that.’

‘You’re a Pyramidder? You were a Pyramidder?’

‘I was, but I’m not any more, and I’m glad of it. Anyway, look: we’re here now.’

Alan glanced towards where Byron was indicating and was immediately transfixed by a gigantic trike, quite the most magnificent machine he’d ever seen. It had tyres three times the width of most of the others, with the front wheel extending way out ahead, long low forks gleaming in the firelight. The chassis was bulked out with curved panels and shields of polished brass. A myriad mirrors bristled from its handlebars, between which was mounted a majestically horned goat skull. The vehicle didn’t have a saddle so much as a recessed seat, like a leather nest sunk into the frame. Furs and silks draped the metalwork.

‘This is the Carcase,’ Byron said proudly, clarifying, ‘Skeffington Lutwidge’s trike and throne, his pride and joy.’

‘It’s very nice,’ Alan said, still staring. The Carcase radiated heat and, just as tangibly, a kind of coiled-up, ready-to-pounce power. ‘He just leaves it lying around like this?’

‘He does,’ came a husky voice from behind them. Byron and Alan spun around. Byron bowed. Alan did so too, a moment later.

Skeffington Lutwidge stood a good head taller than Alan, and was more broadly built. His face was lean, his skin dark brown, his short stubble white. Unlike most of the other bikers he wore a leather jacket with long sleeves, buttoned up despite the heat, and white linen trousers. On his head was a round leather cap with the same sort of goggles Mother Margo wore – as had Loon the Maker, Alan recollected, back at the House of a Thousand Hollows, to protect her eyes when she was working over the cauldron. Skeffington’s hands were ungloved, and he had an identical gold ring on each middle finger. The faded tattoos on the backs of his hands were partially obscured by the cuffs of his jacket.

Snapper was strapped to his back.

Skeffington lifted the goggles, revealing cold blue eyes. ‘I trust my fellow Goatherds with both my life and my Carcase,’ he said. ‘Do you think I am mistaken to do so?’

‘No,’ Alan said, then took a deep breath and corrected himself. ‘I mean, I don’t know, do I? I don’t know the Goatherds very well. But you do know them, so if you trust them, then fine. Now, I need my guit—’

‘I found the Carcase deep, deep down,’ Skeffington said, suddenly stepping over to the trike and placing a hand on the curved metal of the fuel tank. ‘Out in Forge Country. Deep, deep down, all greened and rusted by the encroaching swamp. It was lapping at her wheels. And on top of her was a length of heavy chain, fallen from a great height. She was ancient and broken and nearly sunk, but I found her and I dragged her through the slanted hallways all by myself. Forge Country is an evil place – everything is coated in poisonous black ash, and the swamp is full of thick oils, and strange-coloured flames erupt from it, and foul vapours make the air difficult to breathe. Everything is made out of once-molten metal that has solidified into shapes from the worst of your nightmares, and it is haunted by the swamp-twisted creatures that flee the Pilgrims’ defences around Dok.’ He walked around the Carcase and then lifted his gaze to meet Alan’s. ‘Or perhaps I should say fled.’ He smiled thinly. His eyes remained icy. ‘They flee no longer, of course, because the defences are no longer there.’

‘Are – are they not?’ Alan asked.

‘They are not, Wild Alan. But of course, you know that.’

‘How do you know my name?’

‘You are a wanted man. It is lucky for those of us who might wish to claim the bounty on your head that you have decorated your skin so distinctively.’

‘Wanted by who?’

‘The Lady Redcapper, for one – she believes you stole from her. And refugees from Dok desire revenge for the destruction of the Sanctuary and their sacred Terrarium. And of course, there is the Pyramid: there are more Arbitrators abroad in the Discard than ever before, and during those brief moments when they’re not brutalising Discarders with their fists and their feet and their swords, they repeat, “Wild Alan. Wild Alan. Wild Alan.” Though their reasons for desiring you are not well known.’

‘So you were all out here looking for me?’

Skeffington laughed at that. ‘No! Do not flatter yourself. You were a lucky find. Or maybe a gift from Old Green himself.’

Alan snapped. ‘Look. I have been walking for days. I cannot be delayed. I’m exhausted. I’m a mess. And I need my guitar back. If you’re going to kill me, kill me. If you’re going to hand me over, just fucking . . . knock me out and do it. If you’re not going to do either of those things then give me back my instrument. I have not got the energy for any long, drawn-out, wait-and-see snakeshit. Let’s just get it over with.’

Skeffington surveyed him coolly. ‘Well, then,’ he said, at length. ‘You and I had best go on up the ladder to consult with Mother Margo.’

Skeffington beckoned Byron, who hurried forward and sliced through Alan’s bonds. Then he gestured towards the hulking great fuel tank protruding from the surface of the Oversight like the tip of a giant obelisk thrust up from beneath, or a vast metal artefact that had fallen from the heavens, punctured the ground here and become stuck. Corval, hanging in the sky behind it, turned it into a sharp black silhouette.

‘After you,’ Skeffington said.

*

Mother Margo was peering down from the edge of the tank, blunderbuss in her hands, muttering. ‘Excitement . . . a lot of excitement for this time of night. If I slept it would have woken me.’ Then, as Alan reached the top of the ladder, ‘Who’s this then? Who’s this idiot?’

‘It’s me – Alan,’ Alan said, flinching from the dented funnel of the gun levelled at his head. ‘We’ve met before.’

‘Have we? I don’t remember.’

‘I sang for you.’

Mother Margo mouthed words, her eyes invisible behind her goggles, and her sharp teeth, unevenly spaced, flashed in the firelight. Eventually she said, ‘You sang for me and my baby. Baby Beetle. That was you, wasn’t it? Yeah, you were okay. You were okay. You didn’t hurt us none. You’re a good one. You and Skeffy Lutwidge, you’re good folks. Not many of us left.’ She burst into a peal of laughter.

At first, Alan was touched and he smiled. So not everybody thought him a destructive waste of skin after all. But the warmth didn’t last long; within moments he wanted to correct her: I maybe didn’t hurt you, but I’ve hurt plenty of others, or caused them to be hurt. He didn’t, though; he kept his mouth shut and let her believe what she believed. There was nothing in it for him, but perhaps there was for her.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Baby Beetle. That was me. I’ll play it again for you if you like – if Mr Lutwidge here would be so kind as to return my guitar.’

‘You can have your guitar,’ Skeffington said, sliding his arm through the strap, ‘and you can call me Skeffington. I am Mr Lutwidge to nobody.’ He carefully handed Snapper to Alan – almost reverently, in fact.

Alan took the guitar and immediately felt more peaceful. ‘Thank you,’ he said. He ran his fingers across the strings and Snapper quietly spoke. Instinctively, unthinkingly, Alan started tuning it.

‘Your guitar is to you what the Carcase is to me,’ Skeffington said. ‘I can see that. I would not keep her from you.’

‘You’re right,’ Alan said, adjusting the strap, ‘except Snapper isn’t a “she”.’

‘A he, then?’ Skeffington said. ‘I have picked up many Pyramidders exiled from the Pyramid for the non-crime of loving another of the same sex – picked them up out of that deathly dust. Young Byron down there was amongst them. I did not mean to presume that you are not such a man. I apologise.’

‘No,’ Alan said, ‘no, Snapper’s not a “he”, either. Snapper’s just . . . Snapper. Not neither, and not both.’ He looked over the instrument. ‘Though if Snapper is to me what the Carcase is to you, you might think me negligent in my care.’

‘It is as if you know Snapper to be a companion, and yet still treat it like a tool.’

‘Yes,’ Alan agreed.

‘I imagine you treat any human companions in much the same way.’

‘I do not.’

Skeffington surveyed him impassively. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I am not interested in whether my assessment is true or not. I am merely relating it to you. Enough of this.’ He turned to Mother Margo and bowed low. ‘Our Mother,’ he said, ‘Keeper of the Rock. How goes it with you? Have you blown the heads from the bodies of any attackers of late? Has your blunderbuss served you well?’

‘Oh,’ laughed Margo, ‘just a few! If when their heads pop up there’s a knife ’twixt their teeth, that’s it. I don’t give them a chance, no, I don’t. Just point it at them and fire! fire! Let the rodents finish them, once they’re down there bleeding on the ground. Let the rodents drag them off.’ She grinned. ‘And they all have knives ’twixt their teeth these days, they do. Oh yes they do. Everybody’s worried about something.’

‘And how are you otherwise?’

‘You know I like this season, Skeffy. The heat, I like the heat. It relaxes me, it does. You know how cold I get – my little love, she makes me awful cold sometimes, she does.’ Mother Margo patted the side of her long wax jacket, where, Alan knew, she kept the small coffin of her baby daughter. ‘And the spiders’ll be good eating when they’re a bit fatter, make a nice change from snail. I get sick of snail, I do. And the grasses are getting big and juicy too. Oh yes, times are good for old Mother Margo. These are the best of times for me.’ She paused to pick her teeth. ‘You’ll be wanting news, Skeffy, eh?’

‘Only if there is any.’

‘You know all about this’n here, I take it?’ She waved a dirty gnarled hand at Alan.

‘I do indeed.’

‘What?’ Alan asked. ‘What do you mean? What do you—?’

Skeffington held up a hand. ‘Please, Mother,’ he said, ‘continue.’

‘Other bikers have told me that the surviving Pilgrims have settled up topside. They’ve sent some back down to Dok to assess the damage and they’re waiting for reports. But they’re not happy, and they’re not coping
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