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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.
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= ONE =

The Van was taking the longest time to cross the Summersalt Verge. Thirteen wagons, rolling slow, were ragging on Star’s nerves. The tanker port of Fallow Heel lay a whole two days ahead of them. Three if they didn’t pick up speed.

The Van first started crawling when the dogs caught scent of danger. Smells like mines, said Remy, but it turned out to be a false alarm. Just Dead Red trash, blown and tumbled across the Verge, tainted with contaminated sand. The dogs were bored and so was Star. Two more days of sun-bleached desert, dust and heat and the stink of camel sweat, bumping over rocks and rifts and potholes.

The wagon tops were overflowing. At Sternpost they’d taken on more tankerjacks than they should have. Wannabes in fancy kit, claiming they’d be striking lucky on the Black: the deadly spit of Obsidian Sea jutting out into the Red from Fallow Heel. A no man’s land beyond all laws and rules. Fat chance.

Caravan master Benhadeer let anybody travel who could pay. Benhadeer was always broke and owing favours, which meant the Van was dangerously overladen. A slow and obvious, easy target, ripe for the picking if a local warlord or swarm of desperate refugees crossed their path.

Rumbling unsteadily through the fringes of the outer ’steads. Ragged children running at their wheels. A rock came hurtling past Star’s ear. The brat who’d thrown it had skinny limbs, bare feet, and matted hair. She looked disappointed to have missed. Star contemplated shifting as the brat scooped up more missiles from the dust, but she’d wrangled hard for her spot on wagon six and she wasn’t going to give it up for nothing. She’d suffered plenty worse than small stones. Those barefoot kids had older brothers with better aims, larger rocks, and stronger arms.

On wagon six, Star could avoid her sister Nene, her sun-bleached dreadlocks concealed beneath a scarf. Six was stacked with regulars. A handful of so-called dancers clutching parasols against the sun, their cotton saris billowing like sheets. The camel drover with a busted leg propped up on a recliner rigged by one of Lucius’s point riders. Yeshie, the fat old bone caster, and Mara, her one-eyed friend, snug together gossiping like children. Their laughter blasting in short bursts, joyful against the Road’s stark desolation.

Star perched with a group of older women checking out the wannabe tankerjacks. Fifteen in all had joined the Van at Sternpost. One amongst them was particularly handsome. He had a golden earring and wore peculiar clothing beneath his galabeya, as did his two companions. She’d caught an accidental glimpse of it when a gust of wind rose, spitting sand in all their faces. The loosely-fitting fabric revealed, for a brief moment, sleek, dark material that fit like snakeskin, black as charcoal, its surface ridged and patterned. Nobody knew how to make such garments anymore. Not for several hundred years—not even the fancy tailors of Rusk Harp, nor the merchant princes and professors of Sammarynda. If Golden Earring and his two friends hailed from Sternpost, then Star was a monkey’s aunt. Princes, that was what they were, from the coast or from across the Risen Sea. But what were a trio of Sammaryndan merchant princes doing amongst the Sternpost rabble, atop a Van, so far away from home?

The Sand Road wound through the back end of nowhere. Thirteen wagons, sucking power from the sun. Star waved as the brat kept up with the old-world butyl wheels, lobbing rocks at the weathered solar strips along the sides, her freckled face all crumpled in concentration. Shouting what homesteaders always shout at Vans: wards and curses to fend off evil luck.

Golden Earring peeled a mandarin, its colour bright against the drab weave of his galabeya. He taunted the little rock thrower with it, savouring each juicy segment as she gaped. The brat had probably never seen a mandarin before. Not much grew along the inner Verge but acacia trees and hardy, tasteless melons. Last year date palms had lined the way beside stubs of long dead mango trees, but red sand crept across the Verge and killed them all.

His two companions cheered as he tossed the brat a curling scrap of rind, perhaps with a couple of segments still attached. She scrabbled after it, falling to her knees, snatching the bright thing and stuffing it into her mouth.

A year ago this stretch of Verge had been patched with hardy green. No feast of plenty, but enough to keep starvation from the door. Enough for homesteaders to trade surplus with passing Vans. Not now. Now there was nothing but creeping fingers of sickening red, poisoning what little soil remained. Homesteads abandoned, the people gone away, off to the towns to see what fortunes smiled. It would not be long before Star went too, a plan her sister could not catch wind of under any circumstances. Which was why she had to keep in good with Remy—at least for a day or two.

Remy. Star never should have slept with him. He’d been hanging around her ever since, as if she would ever make the same mistake again.

A gust of wind blasted her face with fine sand granules. The distant slam of a hatch flipping open. That all-too-familiar voice calling out across the wagon tops.

“Star? What happened to those willow bark shavings?”

Nene. Upwind, balancing on number four and yelling out across the heads of weary travellers. Star had hoped her sister was distracted by her notes. When the wagons rolled, Nene knew Star perched as far away as possible from the stink of dried herbs, bitter solvents—and hard work.

Star pretended she didn’t hear. She edged a little further towards the wagon’s end, for all the good it would do. Nene didn’t believe in down time. There was always something in need of grinding: roots, stems, leaves, or petals. Potent liquids sloshing in vials nailed fast to the wagon walls.

The wind was definitely picking up. The wannabe tankerjacks adjusted khafiyas and galabeyas, passing piss-coloured liquor in glass bottles from hand to hand. Up closer, the one who’d taunted the brat with a mandarin was even better looking than she’d thought. His eyes were large and deep and green. A proud nose. Thick lips, but not too thick. That golden earring half obscured by lush, dark curls.

She caught his eye. The corners of her mouth edged up into a smile. Golden Earring did not return the favour.

“Star,” snapped Nene. “The willow bark. Where is it?”

Her sister towered over her, hands on her hips, standing steady against the wagon’s jolting motion as the sun made a halo around her head.

“Haven’t ground it up yet,” Star confessed. “Shavings are still wrapped up tight in muslin.”

Nene snapped back at her, words drowned out by the thunder of the wheels.

Whatever she’d said caught Golden Earring’s attention.

“There’s ants in the honey again—do you know how much that stuff costs?” Nene repeated, louder this time. “And why are there no bandages prepped and rolled?” Nene gestured to the group of Sternpost wannabes—half drunk, some of them—trading insults on number seven. “How long before one of those idiots falls or gets shoved under the wheels?”

Star smirked at the thought.

“Star—I’m serious—are you even listening to me? You’re not pulling your weight around here. You haven’t been pulling your weight since Transom Swathe.”

Star shrugged, keeping one eye on Golden Earring, who seemed to be listening very intently to their conversation. Unlike the others, he had not been swigging from the bottles passing hand to hand.

“Fallow Heel is coming up. I need you to focus and catch up with your chores. There’s people who need us. Desperate people—don’t you ever forget that.”

She was going to argue back but Nene interrupted, giving Star a swift nudge in the arm—the metal splint embedded in Star’s flesh was showing. She tugged her sleeve down to cover it, waiting to cop an earful from Nene about how they had to keep themselves to themselves, not wind up vulnerable to strangers and their questions.

But Nene didn’t hang around. She turned and headed back the way she’d come, nimbly dodging around other travellers, both seated and standing, as the wagons rocked and jolted from side to side.

Star folded her arms across her chest. Transom Swathe was where she’d gotten drunk enough to go with Remy, mere hours after Lucius had promoted him to point rider, replacing Jacko’s elder brother who’d decided against continuing up the Road. Damn Lucius had him riding up the front, spitting distance from number one; Benhadeer’s own wagon. “How ’bout you an me,” Remy had said, a greasy lock of hair hanging in his eyes. “Stick with me, girl, an’ we’ll do alright.”

She hadn’t answered. Couldn’t stand the sight of him once she’d sobered up. Just another dusty Van rat with no coin in his pocket. Riding up and down the Road till some fat warlord put a bullet in his skull. “How ‘bout it, huh?” he’d called after her, clueless, like they all were. How ‘bout what, Remy? How ‘bout what, precisely?

Nene didn’t get it. Nene still thought she could save the world—or what was left of it. Thought she could make a difference. That setting broken bones would set things right. Nene, her ten-years-older sister, better in every way. Kind, caring Nene, who kept healing sicknesses and patching wounds, no matter if people could pay or not. No matter how many sprung up to take their places. No matter what the Road threw at them, Nene was always steadfast in her hope. Nene’s hope was wearing Star to the bone.

The Road was dying, its foliage more mean and shrivelled with every passing. Its people running feral—the children worst of all. Star wanted a better life—and soon. Before point rider Remy made another clumsy pass at her. Before she ended up as wild-dog-crazy as Yeshie and her one-eyed friend. Before one more swaggering adventurer pretending coastal provenance spat the nickname Van trash in her face. She was sick of the insults—and the rocks, not to mention the hopeless tide of half-starved refugees restlessly shifting from one unsafe haven to another. Sick of the warlords, each more violent than the last, waging their endless, pointless petty skirmishes.

The Van was old, its tires patched, thirteen wagons battered from constant motion, sun power gradually on the wane. The day would come when its wheels would turn no more. Star wanted out before the lightning moved in close, crossed the Verge, and tore the Road to shreds. She wanted four walls and a bed. A floor that did not move. Paved streets, a solid roof, air that did not stink of drying herbs.

Old Lucius reckoned Van folks were the lucky ones, despite encroaching storms and Dead Red sand. Their business was in transportation: moving and trading. Wheeling and dealing. They didn’t starve if the soil got tainted, offering up misshaped vegetables that looked like lopped off body parts.

Alright for him maybe, an ancient tankerjack weathered into semi-retirement, keeping the younger ones in line with that hunting lance he swung like a fighter’s stave. Sun-baked, tattooed hide as tough as granite. She’d end up with a tough hide too if she didn’t get out of the sun before too long.

A chance encounter with that girl last year had put everything in focus. Rich and pretty, Allegra was her name, her father said to be the richest man in Fallow Heel. The girl and her friends had gotten lost in the scary part of town. Scary for them but not for Star—she’d helped them out and to everybody’s great surprise, been invited inside a mansion to share tea. The most beautiful place she’d ever seen.

She’d had a whole year to think about it and she could wait no longer. As soon as the Van pulled into Twelfth Man, she was leaving it behind. Nene would have to do without her. Life as a Sand Road medic was not for Star. Instead she would follow in the footsteps of their long-dead parents. Become a relic hunter, maybe even join a tanker crew. She knew the dangers and the risks. All she wanted was a chance to earn big coin. Enough to set up Nene in a back street clinic, give them both a place to stay, year in, year out. A patch of soil where she could plant a garden, grow flowers good for nothing but looking pretty. Maybe even ending up looking pretty herself with the Road dust sluiced off and the ratty dreadlocks combed out of her hair.

When the Van arrived in Fallow Heel, everything would change. But Nene. How would I ever get up the courage?

She glanced across in the direction of their wagon, surprised to see Nene still up top, waylaid by an unfamiliar couple with a baby. The father was holding the little one, the mother explaining something with expansive hand gestures. Nene crouched, listening intently.

“Hey Star!”

Pulling up alongside, Remy was grinning madly, his camel veering way too close to wagon six. It wasn’t his camel, though. Most of the animals belonged to Benhadeer or his shady cousins. Remy owned nothing but the clothing on his back, and now he thought he owned a piece of Star.

She didn’t smile back at him. Attention only served to make things worse. Instead she turned back to the bright-eyed wannabes, their fresh faces mixed amongst the weathered and tired. Young and stupid, that last lot from Sternpost—or wherever they really came from. Not that they would stay that way for long. Neat trimmed beards, jewels glinting in sunlight. Clean fabrics, skin and hair. The closer to the coast folks lived, the more effort they seemed to waste on outlandish fashions.

“Coming up on Axa. Axa ahoy!”

Lucius’s booming voice, followed by a shuffling and shifting. Everybody keen to get a look at the old-world fortress city, a dark, squat shape shimmering with heat haze in the distance.

Axa: a name that lingered on everybody’s lips, whispered like a ward. Axa, said to have stood at least a thousand years. There was no way in and no way out. The bulk of it lay underground—at least that’s what they reckoned. There had to be a way in somewhere, else how did black market dealers of tanker heart-and-brain collect their coin?

People stopped their chitchat, craned their necks to see. Everybody, Star noticed curiously, except for Golden Earring and his friends. All three kept their backs to the fortress city. Perhaps they had not heard the call? Perhaps they did not realise what they were missing?

Lucius waved and brought his camel closer. “Coming up on Axa,” he shouted again for the benefit of those who’d never passed this way. Not that there was much to see. A stark black cylinder surrounded by sun-baked flats. Star stared hard at the shimmering thing. So little was known about the fortress cities. The flats surrounding Axa were booby-trapped with mines. That much she knew was true—that’s how Kendrik lost his arm.

Fortress city Cassia was different though. No mines. No tricks or traps. You could walk right up to it and touch its glassy casing—for all the good it would do. Blasts of steam bled from high vents on either side.

Lucent, unlike Cassia or Axa, had been built inside a hollowed out mountain. Too high to reach by Van. Nisn was closer but not worth the risk. Templar soldiers were rumoured to patrol its rugged boundaries.

“You’d think you’d never seen that place before.” Old Lucius pulled his camel alongside, close enough for talking at a shout. “You always stare when we pass the Axa flats,” he added. “Regular as sun up.”

“Everybody stares,” Star replied.

“Not them,” said Lucius, pointing with his chin to the backs of the three princes.

She looked, then smiled. So it wasn’t just her. Those princes were behaving strangely.

“Tourists,” said Lucius. “They won’t last long out on the Black if they’re figuring on bagging themselves a tanker.”

Star nodded, returning her attention to the dark, squat shape on the horizon.

“I want to know about the people shut inside,” she said.

Lucius smiled again, wider this time, showing off his set of straight white teeth. “Whoever—or whatever’s inside that place is best left alone, ask me. Nothing good’ll ever come from there.”

“But what if they’re just like us?”

He snorted, then wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “Any people left inside ain’t anything like us. Not by half. Too many years of darkness underground.”

His camel snorted too, in taciturn agreement. The scarred old tankerjack and his mount shared more than a few common features. Lucius and Star had had this conversation a dozen times before. He was all for leaving things the way they were, which, he assured her, was the wisest way to live. That attitude had seen him well through sixty summers. An impressive feat in itself for a former tankerjack.

The Van trundled onwards; its rooftop passengers continuing to gawk at mysterious, mythological Axa.

Suddenly, movement caught Star’s eye. The three princes stood, careful to maintain their balance, brushed the creases from their clothes and began to pick their way along the juddering wagon top. The other direction, away from Star and Lucius, away from Axa, heading towards the wagon’s tail.

She frowned. Where did they think they were going? She watched and waited, expecting them to stop and settle. To turn around and squint at Axa like everybody else: wannabes, locals, Van hands, and tourists alike.

But the princes did not stop. They jumped across from seven to eight, pushed through the grumbling, tight-packed travellers, then continued on from eight to nine, the blond one almost tripping over his own feet.

Star looked to Lucius but he’d dropped the camel back into flank protection position, where he was supposed to be. Without further hesitation, she rose and followed the princes herself, hopping sure-footed and nimble as a goat, as adept atop the lurching, shuddering Van as on hard ground.

The further along towards the tail, the greater the dust, the cheaper the passage, and the rougher the other travellers. Seven was one of the safest wagons, protected by riders on both sides, up and down. The princes must have paid handsomely for the privilege of riding atop its roof. There was nothing safe about the tail-end wagons. They might easily get robbed for their fancy clothes, slashed and tipped over the side during the quiet hours when no danger threatened and the riders were distracted. No one further up would care or notice, especially not with a fortress city in plain sight.

Axa. Some crazy folks were even praying to it, cycling through their rosaries and worry beads, pressing amulets against their sun-chapped lips.

Star paused on twelve, nodding back at those who acknowledged her. Some names she knew, others were only faces she recognised—but they all knew her. Nene’s little sister, safe under the protection of Benhadeer. Even hardened killers—deep desert men and women with stained souls seeped in blood—cheerfully made room for Nene by the evening fire. Anyone who laid hands upon Nene’s sister would not live long enough to talk about it.

She crouched, more certain than ever that the princes were planning to jump the tail. Out here in the shadow of Axa—the middle of nowhere. They must be crazy. No other explanation made sense. She’d have to tell Lucius. He’d have something to say about it. Perhaps the heat and thirst had got to them.

Golden Earring balanced near the edge, shoved an old woman swathed in tattered black out of his way. She spat something back at him but he didn’t react. He reached for the top of the spindly ladder embedded in the side, threw his head back to toss curls out of his eyes. Stared right at Star—or at least that’s what she thought. Stared at her, right through her, then above her.

A cry sounded over her shoulder, then another and another. Star stood up and turned around. Everyone was looking now, not at Axa but at the pale blue sky—and the object searing through it. She was still staring at it when one of the tankerjacks began to shout.

“By Oshana’s eye!” He raised his lance and pointed upwards. By then, the length and breadth of the Van had seen it too. Something bright streaking through the blue. A flaming object hurtling from the heavens.


= TWO =

Watchtower duty was all right by Leni. Eight hours on and eight hours off. High up was good. The higher the better—as far from the stink of algae vats as it was possible to get.

She liked looking out through the tinted blast-proof plexiglass that filtered out the harmful solar rays. Out across the still, unchanging desert flats that stretched in all directions. Most of all, she loved the violent, ragged purple storms. They all did, all the Tower crews. Even Dorse would look up from his console when the Heartland heaved and spat a blaster out. He said there was a grace and elegance to the storms in motion. Like animals, he said—but then, those who’d dedicated service to the Saints said a lot of peculiar things.

Leni had signed up for Watchtower duty to get a bit of distance from those Saints, and their tedious histories. Everyone was forced to memorise the names of battles: dates and times, generals, soldiers, heroes of the bygone revolutions. All a pointless waste of time. There were no enemies strong enough to challenge Nisn. The other fortress cities were all lame and weak and helpless. Not even Axa was fit to lead a charge, despite the occasional circulating rumours.

History was like a great weight pressing down on all their heads. Citizens of Nisn were required to feel remorse for a past they’d played no part in engineering. A past that seemed too dull for the ruin that had sprung forth from its fires.

Curious details abounded, of course. Whispers that secret histories, mysteries, and the like were cosseted in Archive, but Leni was never smart enough to qualify. Histories were a privilege for the few: the men and women who guarded them, and the ones selected to infiltrate the settlements.

Nisn spies didn’t last long in the field. Native enclaves, wild and starving animals, poisoned air. Barbarian warlords murdering one another defending pitiful patches of barren soil. Things that didn’t bear thinking about crawling around in the old war zones. Biomecha. Flesh-machines that should have gritted up and broken down long ago, but hadn’t.

Not that all the danger was on the outside. Templar soldiers were supposed to be treated with respect. Supposed to be, but Leni could barely stand to look at them. They weren’t human, no matter what the scriptures had to say. Old in a way mere ageing didn’t afflict. Alive for centuries, some of them, with artificial hearts and lungs and limbs. Blood crawling with artificial organisms. Flesh and metal fused down to the bone.

“Track that,” said Dorse suddenly. “Looks like a shooter!”

Absorbed by her own thoughts, she almost missed it. Things got shot down often enough. Surprising how many old war sats were still in orbit, self-repairing, fully functional—or partly. Functional enough to cause big trouble on the ground.

“Nuh uh,” she replied, squinting to check the pale grey screen by her right hand. “Too much titanium alloy. It’s a Warbird 47.”

Dorse shook his head. “Too small for that. More like a Firefly or an Angel.”

They both stared as the falling thing—whatever it was—sliced sharply through the bland and empty sky.

Dorse leaned in a little closer, checked his screen, wiped it, checked again. Glanced across at Leni. “The trajectory’s all wrong. Woah, did you see that!”

Leni nearly jumped out of her skin when the falling object slowed, then swerved abruptly. She looked at Dorse. “We’d better call it in.”

Dorse didn’t answer, just stood and stared as if he’d been waiting all his life for just this moment. Hesitation born of fear and piety. His family was Temple, through and through. She’d often wondered why he even took the draft. He’d have been happier swinging incense in the cavern hollows and machine-blasted grottos down below. Watching over those unspeakable Templars. Preparing them for moments such as this.

“I’m calling it in,” she said, her voice sounding thin and insubstantial. She punched the access code into the console. Nothing happened. She tried again, then balled a fist and thumped it on the scratched metal surface. “System’s down,” she told him. “Power rationing—today of all the days.”

Dorse didn’t answer. She glanced across the consoles, realised he was praying, touching the square medallion he always wore around his neck, the words tumbling out too soft and fast for her to catch them.

Leni tried the access code again, then hurried for the stairwell, leaving her offsider deep in prayer, staring blankly at the thin diagonal drawn across the sky. A falling Angel, Firefly, or Temple-knows-what. She outranked him. The honour should be hers.

She took the stairs because the lifts could not be trusted. Not even on days when everything else was running smooth. What if there was a blackout proper? What if Dorse snapped back into focus, came to his senses and snatched the glory from her hands? She hurried, jumping two steps at a time until she reached Level 80. Briskly walking corridors lit with a soft glow—yet another advantage of being up so high. Some trick with mirrors, so they said, but it almost seemed like light seeped through the walls.

Leni was not supposed to enter Operations. Leni was supposed to make use of the comms. Truth was, in five years on the job, she’d never had reason to report anything exciting. Just storms and dust and flocks of carrion birds. Occasional barbarians on camelback or bio-modded lizard. Mismatched wagon trains meandering like snakes across the flats.

Operations. The thick, gun metal door ground open on her approach. Inside was as dimly lit as she expected, the air even staler than in the corridors. Banks of machines stacked one atop another. Pale faces illuminated by flickering screens.

Once inside, she saluted and stood to attention. Disappointed, because the three tiers of them sat, fortified and calm, as if something they’d been waiting for forever had finally come to pass. They already knew. Damn it—Dorse must have thumped some juice back into the console.

“Thank you, Lance Watchman Leni 7114H. The situation is in hand.”

Which means go away, the response is above your designation, as is pretty much everything that takes place in watchtower’s upper levels. Leni stood still, letting the words wash over her.

“Lectronics are on the fritz, Sir!” she said, saluting. Well, of course they were—why else would she be standing in Operations?

Eight higher-ups were seated behind tiers of consoles, and there was not one face she recognised. “That will be all, Lance Watchman. You are dismissed.”

But it was too late. She’d already seen it, right in front of her on the single functioning screen flickering amongst the enormous bank of dead grey glass, shimmering like a jewel. These monitors hadn’t functioned in at least four generations, she’d been told, they were only retained for aesthetic purposes, to remind them all of histories that had been. But one of the screens was suddenly working.

And it showed one of them. Walking stiffly across the sand outside.

“That’s a Templar,” she said out loud, not intending to give voice to thought, but blurting it out anyway in disbelief. “And it’s moving!”

Templars stood as statues in the Temple down below. Grateful citizens laid offerings at their feet. Were it not for these ancient supersoldiers, the inhabitants of Nisn would have perished in the wars. Nobody had seen one walking since before her great-grandmother’s time.

There was no immediate reply, and as the silence dragged, Leni became aware of the low level tickings, taps, and thunks emanating from the equipment. Whirrs and clunks. Perhaps more functional than she’d been led to believe.

“Yes, Lance Watchman, that is correct. A Templar,” said the old man who looked more like a priest than a five-star G, despite the uniform. Something about his posture in the chair, the way he held his hands clasped on the desk.

“Nice work, Lance Watchman. You may return to your post,” said the Staff Sergeant.

Leni saluted again, then reluctantly turned and left Command HQ. So that was that. She had been too slow and by now Dorse would be tracking the Templar on his own screens.

But when she returned to her post, Dorse was still staring out across the sands at a sky stained with wisps of fallen Angel, at dirty sky burns the wind hadn’t blow away. Rubbing the metallic square around his neck between his thumb and forefinger.

She stared at him accusingly. “You called it in already.”

“Temple bless the lot of us,” he said.


= THREE =

The Van’s great wheels began to screech and slow, drowning out all speculation. A smack and clatter of flipping hatches as those travelling below clambered up top to investigate. Spyglasses aimed at the flaming rock searing across the sky. No, not a rock, but a shiny silver object. Still others shimmied up the sides to join the gawking onlookers. Within moments, every inch of available space was precariously crammed.

Golden Earring no longer clung to the top of the spindly ladder. He’d climbed back up to stand beside his friends, all three attempting to maintain dignified balance against wagon thirteen’s notoriously shocking suspension. He pulled his own spyglass and trained it on the object bleeding wispy streaks across the sky. Snapped his fingers. His blond companion withdrew something from within his galabeya’s folds, sunlight glinted off the object’s casing. A knife? No, a relic, maybe. Something he was going to pains to shield from prying eyes. He rubbed his thumb across its metallic surface, then with a swift motion, aimed it at the flaming thing, paused, then slipped it back into his pocket. Star only caught a fleeting glimpse—too many bobbing heads were in the way. When his eyes met hers he didn’t flinch or blink. He stared at her until she looked away. Back up at the flaming thing, whatever it was. Nene would know about it. She’d know what to do.

Foreign princes could not be trusted, but the flaming thing was too important—and too frightening. Reluctantly, Star turned her back on them and pushed through the thronging, wailing, speculating crowd, not watching anything but the object cutting through blue sky like butter.

The dusty air was hot and thick with chatter, attempts to divine meanings from the object’s smoky trails. The length of it, its consistency and direction. Shouting to have their voices heard above the chanting and singing from competing faiths, each attempting to drown the others out. Tension was welling. Where was Benhadeer? The big man had yet to show his face. He should have been on camelback, riding up and down the line barking at everyone to keep calm and shut their mouths. Offering reassurance that the world was still the way it was supposed to be.

She kept on pushing, jumping from wagon to wagon, landing roughly on number seven, jostling a dark-skinned man with a beard of beaded plaits. Varisan the Shaman, Yeshie’s greatest rival.

“A shooter in daylight!” he exclaimed, clutching Star’s shoulders. “A big one—never seen anything like it.”

The skinny, dark-haired woman clinging to his arm stared hard, then swallowed, groping for one of the many amulets strung around her own neck and pressing it between thumb and forefinger. “Not a shooter,” she warbled. “That’s an Angel.”

“A what?”

No need to repeat it. The man had heard. So had everybody near, and agitated whispers spread like wildfire up and down the wagon tops. Angels were known to rule high above this particular stretch of Road. Tiny moving specks of light swimming amongst the stars and constellations. Moving their own way, doing their own thing. Different from shooters—so quick, they were too easy to blink and miss.

But before anyone had time to blink, something happened to shush the lot of them. The shooter, Angel, flaming rock or whatever it was slowed down, hovered uncertainly in mid-air, then changed its course. A cluster of dancers began to wail in their high-pitched sing-song voices. Sounds soon drowned beneath a cascade of anxious, yelping dogs. Camels brayed, barked, and spat—they didn’t like it any more than the people did.

Star jumped and hopped and pushed and shoved until at last she found her way to Nene. “Old woman back there said it’s an Angel—what did it just do?” she blurted, out of breath, trying to keep her voice low and the anxiety out of it—although it was far too late for that.

Nene shielded her eyes with cupped fingers, studying the object’s angular trajectory, the way it stopped and started in a new direction. Lips pressed tightly together, she said nothing.

The wheels kept up a steady pace. Benhadeer and Drover Jens were masters of their craft. Over the years they’d steered the Van through flash floods and creeping dunes. Roadblocks, earthquakes, and bands of starving, sand rat-munching refugees. Angel or not, the Van would keep on moving.

The wagon tops were now dangerously overcrowded. A couple of decent jolts or potholes could send travellers tumbling over the sides, crushed by the wheels before they could so much as squeal. The Van was not designed to be so top heavy in motion. But nobody was budging. So long as that thing tore through the sky, nobody was going anywhere.

Her sister was still staring up at it in silence.

“Nene, what is it? Tell me!”

A man pressed too hard up against Star’s side. “Show’s over. Move along,” Star snapped, digging him hard in the ribs when he didn’t respond. The fat man next to him pulled a string of worry beads from his trousers, rolling each nub beneath his fleshy thumb, mumbled prayers escaping his thick moustache. He wasn’t the only one. Prayers layered over one another in a dozen garbled tongues. Chanting stretching all the way back to the tail.

Not everybody was making noise. Some stood in wary silence, staring at sky trails. The wind was taking its time to wipe them clean. Nene’s face wore an expression Star had never seen before. Not wonder or puzzlement, but cold hard recognition. Whatever she knew kept her rooted to the spot, despite the crush of bodies and jolting passage.

The flaming thing continued its trajectory until it eventually vanished, presumably landing somewhere deep within the Dead Red Heart, the realm of tankers and other ancient, deadly things. Had they really seen what they all thought they’d seen?

The lingering traces of Angel trail were finally dissipating. The wailing, praying, and singing began to grate on Star’s nerves. They should not be making so much noise. Noise attracted predators of human, animal—and other varieties. The surrounding dunes were still and silent, but that didn’t mean she trusted them.

“Star!”

Her own name was almost lost amongst the many voices. Remy again, veering as close to their wagon as he dared, rifle gripped and raised in his left hand—an ancient weapon, as were most the riders carried. Dogs danced around his camel’s feet.

“Trouble up ahead,” he shouted, gesturing with the gun, then steering his mount back into position along the caravan. Star scrabbled for a foothold, then leaned over the side, craning her neck to see. They were approaching the Fists, a looming cluster of bare knuckle rocks signposting the outer edge of local warlord Barossa’s realm.

And there was something else as well: camel riders. A posse had been sent ahead much earlier to pay off the warlord’s troops. They were supposed to join the Van in Harthstone, but now were returning unexpectedly early, kicking up billows of hot, red dust. Benhadeer rode out to meet them, his red and purple embroidered sand cloak unmistakable, with Kristo, his ever-faithful right hand by his side.

The Van began to speed up again. A good thing. Whatever the trouble, Drover Jens would push through hard and fast. She told herself everything was going to be all right. Fallow Heel was in their sights, portent or no portent. Fallen Angel or no fallen Angel.

But the returning riders had not yet resumed their flank positions, armed to the teeth and evenly spaced; two per wagon, riding to protect the rest of them. Instead they slowed to a halt to confer with Benhadeer and Kristo in a cloud of dust. Star swore, wishing she owned a spyglass, but such things cost more coin than she would see across an entire year. Something must be up with Barossa, but the riders were too far away for her to make out anything useful.

She chewed her lip. Lucius would know what was going on. He always knew, she suspected, but the old tankerjack was out of range. Star waved but he didn’t seem to see her. When he took position on the left flank of wagon three, she pushed and shoved to the front end of four, planning to jump across and get close enough to him to shout. Lucius knew how to read the signs. One of the few she trusted without question.

She was steeling herself for the jump when she felt a shift in the Van’s trajectory. A gentle thing at first, then the wagon began to tilt and swerve as the wheels began to slow. The swerve intensified, accompanied by three shrill whistle blasts. She froze. Three blasts meant detour. The Van was not continuing past the Axa flats. It would take the long way around the Fists, a detour that might cost them as much as a week.

Star jumped as the Van continued in a wide arc, landing as skilfully as a cat beside a woman clutching a woven basket tight against her chest. The woman swore at her with spittle flying.

Star ignored her. She called across to Lucius, waving until eventually he heard her over the screeching of the wheels. Preoccupied with the conferring riders and the road they would not be travelling.

“What’s happening? Why are we going the long way round?”

He pressed a finger to his lips, the severe inked lines upon his face accentuating his grim expression. Whatever he knew, he did not want the whole Van to hear it.

But it was too late for silence. Back down the line, every point rider crouched in place with weapons at the ready. None were chatting or flirting with the dancers. All eyes were on the road.

Star squinted for a glimpse of whatever obstacle blocked their regular passage, but could see nothing. No burning wagons, no angry riders swathed in clouds of dust. No listless, shifting mob on foot. No packs of half-starved dogs. Even so, this was not good. Not good at all. The detour would force them through Broken Arch, a well-known spot for ambush.

Only that was not the worst of it, and neither was the fact that they’d be late into Fallow Heel, late enough to lose their Twelfth Man berth and dozens of important trade connections. Late enough for Star to lose her nerve. Broken Arch was contaminated. Broken Arch was full of ghosts and other unspeakable horrors. Whole Vans had driven into there and never driven out the other side.

A hush fell across the entire thirteen wagons. The detour had been noticed. Regulars, understanding their predicament, began to speculate in earnest, whispering a potent mix of truth and superstition. The crowded wagon tops began to thin. Suddenly everybody wanted to cram back down below, out of sight and sniper range.

A few snippets of potentially reliable information spread. Yeshie got it from Sven who got it from Chancey who claimed he got it from Kristo himself via his boy. That the riders had arrived to find Harthstone in flames. Barossa murdered, another in his place. New warlords running rampant, taking whatever they wanted, burning what they didn’t, wounded ’steaders fleeing for the Road. Downroad, not up, which meant the stretch along the Axa flats would soon be choked with them.

Lucius still wasn’t saying anything. Everyone else, however, seemed to have an opinion to share. Angel lore in its nitty gritty; details growing wilder with the telling.

“I tell you, spirits of the dead have fallen. Those sent back after failing to pass through.”

“By Oshana, that’s fire we witnessed up there in the sky. Ever hear of a spirit catching fire?”

Barossa had always let them pass with a token consideration on account of what and who Benhadeer carried regular. Less stupid or foolhardy than some of the younger chiefs, he respected and obeyed Road Law, nodded at the white flag hanging limply off wagon number one, taxed them for the privilege of safe passage. A white flag signalled there were healers, shaman, medicine, and other useful services onboard. A white flag meant that if his people broke the rules, Barossa was going to make them pay.

Not the first time a detour had been forced, and it wouldn’t be the last. But it would be the last for Star—a promise she made to herself there and then. She would jump the Van when it got to Fallow Heel—if it ever got there.

Jump the Van. The three Sternpost princes—in the excitement she had forgotten them. Had they jumped the tail or hadn’t they? She secured her footing and peered back along the road just travelled, but there was nothing but dust, hard surface, and red-tinged distant dunes. She craned her neck but she couldn’t see anything. She might not know for certain until the Van berthed proper.

The fallen Angel was being blamed for their predicament. It had poisoned the sky, turned the air a sickly yellow. With a sinking feeling, Star tugged her khafiya to cover her nose and mouth. Just in case. Better to be safe than sorry.
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“Forget the Mad Max comparisons: Sparks is far more ambitious thn
that. Lotus Blue is A Canticle for Leibowitz by way of Neuromancer”
—PETER WATTS, author of Blindsight
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