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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.


      






BEFOREHAND: IN THE LIGHTLESS DOME


A young actor named Red Cordell, having come upon an unusual sword with a glowing blade, is plucked from his familiar world into a land of barbaric violence and magical powers. Upon arrival he finds himself defending a beautiful blonde against an assassin; befriending an immensely strong man named Krost; and having a wound miraculously healed by a small stranger called Hallifort. Afterwards, he learns that the blonde woman, Aurilia, is one of the Circle of Nine that rules a community of enchantresses known as the Sisterhood. It was Aurilia who summoned the luminous sword to her aid and caught Red up in her summoning. For the sword, which cannot be broken or blunted, was made by the Sisterhood for a hero of that land, now dead, named Corodel. And Red Cordell has a strange, timeless correlation with his near-namesake.


He also learns that his bulky new friend, Krost, is a dwarf-giant, born of a race of beings twice as tall as normal humans. And finally, he is told that Krost and Aurilia have both been called to the city by the ruler of the Four-Cornered Continent, Prince Phaedran, whose daughter, Evelane, now a lovely young woman, has been mysteriously abducted.


Later, restlessly exploring with Krost, Red sees and pursues the assassin Vanticor, who had earlier attacked Aurilia. Red finds that Vanticor’s henchmen are inhuman beings from distant swamps, the Barachi, and he is saved from the Barachi by, again, the strange healer Hallifort. His news about the Barachi confirms for Phaedran that his daughter’s abductor must be his old enemy, Talonimal – a power-hungry and sexually insatiable sorcerer whom Phaedran had banished years before. Soon the prince’s wizards discover an impenetrable magical barrier on the coast of the Western Woodlands, where the Barachi come from and to which Talonimal is thought to have fled.


The prince puts together a mobile force to travel westward and rescue the princess. Aurilia and Krost go along, as does Red. But when the force is attacked by the Barachi, on the river, only six survive, thanks to Aurilia’s magic: Red, Aurilia herself, Krost, the prince and two others. Before long, deep in the Woodlands, more Barachi attack, led by Vanticor, and capture the prince. Red, Krost and Aurilia survive, mysteriously aided by demonic creatures called Zhraike – and the three pursue Vanticor and his Barachi, hoping to free the prince.


They are led to the coast, where they find an immense, shiny-black Dome – the protection raised by Talonimal. With Aurilia’s veiling, they enter unseen. But within the uncanny darkness of the interior, Red is separated from his friends. Alone and prowling, he comes upon a young woman who is Princess Evelane herself, not the sorcerer’s captive, but his accomplice and lover. After that Red overhears a long-range magical confrontation between Talonimal and an immensely powerful mage named Lebarran Magister, apparently the one who sent the Zhraike to attack the Barachi. But then Talonimal becomes aware of Red, and flings him into a magical dungeon where he finds Aurilia, Krost and the prince.


Soon they are visited by the sorcerer and the princess, where they learn the truth about Evelane’s betrayal of her father – how she was seduced by Talonimal’s promise to confer on her the gift of magic she has always yearned for. Aurilia tells her it cannot be done, but Evelane maniacally asserts that Talonimal will achieve it when he has enhanced his own powers to the utmost, which can be done by the dire evil of sacrifice. And Red and the others are about to become the next offerings.


At the appointed time, while the captives are guarded by Vanticor and some Barachi, Talonimal reveals what is to happen. He relates how Lebarran Magister first made contact with a monstrous, supernaturally powerful entity known only as the Unformed, which dwells in the Void Beyond. Lebarran then recruited others, including Talonimal, to help find a means to control the Unformed and to give it the true life-force and stable form that it craves. Thereby it and they together would achieve the powers of gods – an Apotheosis. But Talonimal broke away from Lebarran’s Order of the Apotheosis, seeking to gain supremacy on his own behind his protective Dome, by sacrificing to the Unformed.


He then begins to prepare for that further offering, invoking a tall misty threshold and the equally ethereal image of an endless bridge, on which the immense and horrifying being, the Unformed, appears. But when Aurilia is chosen to be first into the sacrificial flame, she uses all her beauty and her magic to entrap Talonimal with his own lusts. Like a mindless rutting beast, blind to all else, Talonimal struggles with Aurilia while Red and Krost do battle with their guards, aided by a destructive poltergeist outburst from Evelane. Though severely wounded, Red kills Vanticor while the prince flings Talonimal into his own sacrificial fire, to be destroyed by the Unformed.


Fleeing the Dome, trying to keep Red alive, the survivors are astonishingly met by Hallifort the Healer, who instantly restores Red and tries also to ease the damaged mind of the princess. And although he claims sadly to have no real powers beyond healing, Hallifort also warns them that the fall of Talonimal has not put an end to the great peril that menaces the land.









PART ONE


THE MUSTERING












PRELUDE: ONRUSH



All that day, as during nearly all the days preceding it, a thin weak drizzle – more mist than rain – had fallen steadily upon the valley. With the arrival of twilight, the permanent cloud cover that mantled the valley seemed to settle lower, thickening the rain-mist into something approaching the density of fog. As it collected, it drifted in floating banks just above the ground, leaving the gleam of its moisture on the boles of the trees that loomed like ghostly pillars in the dimness.


They were ancient and massive, those trees, their tangled branches reaching high to disappear in the descending clouds. They stood rank upon irregular rank to form a mighty forest that covered most of the valley floor. Yet in that forest the trees drew no sustenance from the near-endless fall of moisture. They were beyond all natural processes of nutrition and growth, beyond life itself. No leaves grew on the trees’ uplifted branches, no leaves lay on the bare earth at their feet, no leaves had sprouted in that forest for centuries. Every one of the trees was dead. And in death, through all that time, they had slowly undergone petrification, trunk and root and branch inexorably altering into hard grey stone. Amid the enveloping mist and descending darkness, they stood like crude misshapen statuary, eerie mockeries of life and nature.


None the less, some life did exist in that place of stony tree-trunks and empty ground. Here and there on the trees or on rock outcrops grew sickly yellow smears of lichen, patches of pale moss, puffs of corpse-white fungus, all looking like the outward symptoms of some unknown pestilence. And also among the trees lived other things – beings that moved, upon two legs.


The beings were not beasts, yet neither were they human. Just as the petrified trees looked like sculpted images, so those beings resembled badly carved but mobile statues. They were squat, heavily built, with small heads sunk deep between mounded shoulders. Their hairless skin, a sickly grey, looked as creased and weathered – and as solid – as the trunks of the petrified trees, as if the flesh of the beings had somehow also turned to stone.


Roaming the forest in their hundreds, the creatures were foraging among the trees, moving in a shuffling lurch as they tore up handfuls of fungus and moss and stolidly ate it. At the same time they all seemed to be making their slow ways towards various dips and hollows in the ground that would serve them as lairs for the night. But though their wanderings seemed mostly aimless and random, it was clear that they all kept themselves well away from the heart of the petrified forest. There, at the centre of an expanse of ground that was entirely free of trees, stood a structure that was itself more grotesque than anything else in that unnatural valley.


It was enormous, containing more than half a hundred chambers of varying size, with linking corridors. And all of it had been formed from the petrified trees of the forest. Yet those trees had not been felled and shaped for the purpose. They still stood upright, still rooted. But somehow they had been rearranged, by an unimaginable force – gathered into straight ranks and rows, pressed tightly together side by side, to form the walls, outer and inner, of the structure. Above the walls the branches of the trees were interwoven and overarched to form the semblance of a ceiling, while the bare earth served as floor. But higher above it all, almost hidden in the clouded darkness, loomed something that was neither stone nor earth nor cloud. It was an immense canopy, shaped like a flattened cone, made of darkly shiny metal. High above the topmost branches of the trees, it reached out over the entire breadth of the huge structure, as its uppermost covering. Yet despite the canopy’s size and incalculable weight, it hung motionless above the structure without apparent support of any kind.


The structure’s interior lay mostly in darkness and also mostly empty, save for the mist that drifted in unopposed through the outer doorways. Only one chamber was occupied, one of the largest, at the centre, bright with the glow of a strange pale light that seemed to have no visible source. There the structure’s only inhabitant, and its creator, sat in a hard high-backed chair and stared down into a large stone bowl at his feet.


He was a short, stocky man wearing a robe of thick fur. His head and his blunt-featured face were entirely hairless, though thick black hair sprouted on his wrists and at the base of his throat exposed by the robe. Indifferent to the dank fog or the darkness that were trying to seep in at the door, he sat with his gaze riveted on to the glimmer of light from within the bowl, like a reflection of the almost phosphorescent glow that flickered around the man’s fingers. The bowl was filled to the brim with a shiny black liquid, its unmoving surface offering a darkly perfect mirror. Staring into the bowl as if peering through a window, the fur-robed man was watching a scene like a portion of a drama, depicted in miniature on the shiny surface. A scene of six people together on an empty beach, by the edge of a glistening sea.


It was not the first time that the fur-robed man had watched that scene in his scrying bowl, for its events had taken place in the fairly recent past. Yet he studied the six moving figures with intensity, as if hoping that in this viewing something new might be revealed. And his deep-set eyes seemed to shine with a light of their own, bright and yellow and feral, as they stared at the six people on that faraway shore.


Two of them were women, one of them beautiful and full-bodied with a mass of tawny blonde hair, the other one younger, slim and dark and strangely vacant-eyed. From them the fur-robed man’s gaze shifted to two of the other figures – a tall man with grey hair and a lined, grim face and another man only slightly shorter but disproportionately large in breadth and girth, vast muscles rolling with his every movement. Again the man’s glowing eyes shifted, to fix unblinkingly on the last two of the six people on that shore. One was a rangy young man, lean and athletic-looking, with a tangle of russet-red hair, carrying a sword whose blade shone as if the metal contained its own source of multicoloured light. And the other, the sixth of the group, was small, round-faced, with receding white hair, dressed all in blue with a tall hat, who would have looked quite harmless and almost comical if not for his eyes, with their irises of startling purple and pupils of a pure, inhuman white.


The fur-robed man raised a finger, with its phosphorescent glow, and the image of the small man in the bowl was held still. ‘Hallifort,’ the fur-robed man muttered, his eyes flaring. ‘Hallifort the Healer. What are you, Hallifort? Where have you come from? And, in all the Realms and Spheres, where are you now?’


The muttering became an angry roar in the last four words, and the man’s hand gestured sharply. At once the images in the bowl blurred, shifting from one scene to another in a sequence of dizzying speed. Rigid with concentration, he stared as the images passed before him, as his scrying sight swept across great distance and through passing time – over woodlands, plains and mountain ranges, into farmsteads, villages and city streets. And throughout it all, wherever his sight ranged, not once did its focus stop and settle again on the image of the little man with the weird eyes.


The fur-robed man’s eyes blazed as he ground his teeth with rising anger. ‘Where are you, Hallifort?’ he rasped. ‘What are you? What manner of healer is it who can hide himself from a Magister’s scrying?’


Then he paused, becoming as still and rigid as one of his petrified trees, struck by a sudden thought. ‘Can that be it?’ he snarled, staring up at the blackness above him. ‘Is that what you are? Could it be …?’


For a long moment he remained unmoving. Then another gesture cleared the surface of the scrying bowl, and placed upon it the still image of the young red-headed man holding the luminous sword.


‘Three times,’ the fur-robed man growled to himself. ‘Three times Hallifort the Healer has come unbidden to the aid of the outlander who now bears the sword of Corodel. Does it mean that the outlander is fated to play a central role in events to come, as he has played in events just past?’ A mirthless smile formed on his thick lips. ‘If so, he might be prevented. While at the same time he might provide a means to lure Hallifort from his hiding-place, so his mystery may be plumbed.’


He lunged to his feet, the high-backed chair vanishing abruptly behind him. As he stalked away from the scrying bowl, shaping complex gestures with his glowing hands, a bright circle of energy materialized, like a large golden hoop, suspended horizontally some feet from the floor near the centre of the chamber. The fur-robed man spoke a few harsh syllables, and within the hovering golden circle a darkness began to gather, deeper than any of the shadows that had descended on the forest around that dwelling.


In a few moments, as the man spoke more of the ugly phrases, the darkness within the circle began to take on solidity and shape – the hideous shape of embodied horror. It was a monstrous creature, rearing taller than the fur-robed man though it stood on all fours. Its forelegs or arms were long and powerfully muscled, its massive shoulders and upper back tapered to narrow hindquarters and short, thick hind legs. Huge talons sprouted from its paws, huge fangs glinted in its gaping mouth. The matted black fur that covered it stank like a mass of nameless corruption, and in the sockets where its eyes should have been things like tendrils of red smoke ceaselessly twisted and writhed.


The monster turned its head this way and that, as if listening rather than looking, baring its fangs in an evil, croaking growl.


‘Be still,’ the fur-robed man ordered, seeming quite undaunted. ‘I have invoked you, demon …’


But the eyeless monster growled more loudly, drowning his words, and lunged forward – until its snarling face almost touched the glowing circle that enclosed it. Then it jerked back, its growl altering to an eerie, pain-filled howl.


‘Be silent!’ the man snapped. ‘Do you not know me, demon? I am Lebarran, the Magister, and you will not overcome my constraints!’


The monster cowered in the centre of the bright circle, its howl diminishing to a choked whine.


‘Take note, there,’ the man named Lebarran went on harshly, indicating the scrying bowl that still presented the image of the red-haired man. ‘There is the task to which I have invoked you. Find this man, this outlander who bears another’s sword, and bring him to me – alive.’


The demon, still whining, seemed to stare at the bowl with the writhing red tendrils of its eyes.


‘The outlander is presently with the witches of the Sisterhood,’ Lebarran continued, ‘in their northern Fastness. You would have no hope of entering there, but you can wait near by until he emerges, and then take him. Do you understand?’ At the demon’s muted croak that seemed to signify assent, he nodded sharply. ‘Afterwards you will be returned to your own Realm. But first, I will ensure obedience.’


He gestured, and the glowing circle surrounding the demon began to shrink. Within a moment it had contracted to a small golden circlet fitting neatly around the demon’s thick neck, gleaming amid the black fur. The demon moaned and whined, baring its teeth in a grimace that seemed filled with pain. And again Lebarran smiled his mirthless smile.


‘Perform your task swiftly, and the collar will be more swiftly removed.’ He raised a glowing hand. ‘Now begone! Bring me the one who bears the sword of Corodel!’










ONE



In the afternoon of the following day, no one was actively bearing the sword of Corodel. In its leather sheath with attached belt it had been irreverently slung around the slender neck of a nude female statue that graced one corner of a stone-flagged courtyard. Near by, the sword’s usual bearer, Red Cordell, was instead wielding a light fencing sabre with unguarded blade and point, trying to defend himself against an opponent who was measurably more skilled.


The courtyard was in the midst of a complex of low, solid buildings that formed part of the enclave known as the Fastness, built by the enchantresses of the Sisterhood as their principal base. The Fastness stood on the sheltered side of a ridge among broad open moorlands that formed the northern sector of the Four-Cornered Continent. More or less the size of a small village, its buildings and outer protective wall were made of thick and solid hardwood reinforced with stone, often also faced or decorated with varicoloured clay, so that the Fastness looked almost as if it had grown organically out of the land around it, its subdued earth-colours as rich and warm as those of the moors themselves.


They looked particularly warm on that sunlit afternoon, when the year was striding on towards high summer. The pale sky could not produce the tiniest cloud to filter the sun’s relentless glare, so that within the first moments of swordplay Red had flung his shirt off, while wishing that he could exchange his trousers and boots for the shorts and running shoes that he would have worn in his own world. His opponent had been enviably more able to cast aside outer garments – although it was not only envy that Red was feeling. The other fencer, also wielding a light sabre, was a leggy dark-haired woman named Brennia, with skin the colour of cinnamon and a knowing grin that was all too evident in the course of their mock-battle. Almost as tall and wide-shouldered as Red, and perhaps in her early thirties, a year or two older than him, she seemed to be at least his equal athletically and certainly his superior with a blade. Although, in fairness, he had lost some portion of his concentration since she had partially disrobed. Her light sleeveless undershirt was skimpy enough to display the circular mark of the Sisterhood like a brand between the upper slopes of her unrestrained breasts. And he was certain, from a tantalizing half-glimpse or two, that she wore nothing at all under the kirtle that reached only halfway down her thighs.


He was also aware that she was grinning as much because she knew what he was looking at as because he was having a hard time with the sabre against her. In fact, at that very moment she gave a supple twitch of her hips that caused the hem of her kirtle to flutter. And as Red inevitably looked down, she attacked. Red fell back against the onslaught of her blade as it wove its patterns with eye-baffling speed. Somehow, by reflex, he managed a jerky, desperate defence, but he was being steadily forced to give way, unable to hold her off or to offer any riposte or counterattack. Subtly then she altered the rhythm and the pattern, and at the same time managed to accelerate her sabre’s speed. It flickered around Red’s blade in a complex curve, until the curve incredibly twisted back on itself in a movement that ended with Red’s blade flying from his hand.


With that she halted, her grin widening. And in that moment of hesitation Red struck out, his left hand moving in a blur. The extended knuckle of his middle finger drove into the nerve centre of her upper arm, and her own sabre fell from her suddenly numbed hand.


Her grin vanishing, she jumped back with a small pained exclamation, while a burst of deep, hoarse laughter came from the far side of the courtyard. Red and Brennia looked around, towards the massive form of Krost il Hak taking his ease in the shade of one of the buildings. Seated on a heavy stone bench – which looked almost frail compared to its occupant’s bulk – gripping a pottery jug of frothing ale and laughing immoderately, Krost was clearly having a fine time in his role as spectator.


‘You must watch him, Brennia!’ he roared. ‘When he thinks he might lose, he cheats!’


Brennia nodded, rubbing her arm to restore its feeling. ‘They teach strange ways of swordsmanship in your Sphere, Red.’


Going to pick up his sword, Red looked contrite. ‘Sorry. You left the opening, and I couldn’t help myself.’


Brennia’s grin reappeared. ‘I wouldn’t have left the opening in battle. I stopped my blade before it completed the movement.’


‘Which probably would have cut my throat,’ Red said.


‘No, skewered your liver.’ She laughed cheerfully, reaching down for her sabre, her arm restored. ‘You might show me that stroke of yours, someday.’


‘Any time,’ Red said, ‘though I don’t think I have much to teach you about combat, unarmed or otherwise.’


Again Krost’s laughter rolled out from his shady bench. ‘Let him stay your pupil, Brennia. A man who carries a famous sword should try to gain some skill with it.’


‘He’s not so bad, Krost,’ Brennia said, smiling.


Red gave her a half-bow. ‘High praise,’ he said lightly. ‘Ready to go on?’


She raised her sabre. ‘We can try that last pattern again. Watch for the change of tempo, and see if you can find a counter. With your blade.’


At once she began the attack, barely giving Red time enough to bring his own sabre into position. Again he was driven back, trying to keep his weight properly balanced as he retreated, trying to concentrate on the movement of Brennia’s sabre rather than that of her body. Halfway across the courtyard in his retreat he sensed the change of tempo, but even as he glimpsed a partial opening for a parry the chance was lost. As her blade completed its coiling return sweep, Red’s sabre flew once more from his hand.


Brennia’s blade flashed onwards, and sliced a line of bright scarlet across the flat muscle of Red’s belly.


At once they both moved back, Brennia’s eyes and mouth opening wide with horror, Red grimacing at the sudden flare of pain. He looked down at the blood dripping over his lower abdomen and pawed vaguely at the sweat that was also trickling over his torso, adding its salt sting to the pain of the wound.


‘Red, I’m sorry!’ Brennia gasped.


He gave her a lopsided grin. ‘I guess I left the opening this time and you couldn’t help yourself.’ He touched a finger to the edge of the cut. ‘It’s nothing much. I’ll get something to stop the bleeding …’


‘I can do that.’ Brennia moved close to him, reaching out to the wound, the knotted gold ring of the Sisterhood gleaming on one finger. ‘This may sting a little.’


‘It stings already,’ Red told her, watching as her hand touched his skin, slowly and delicately trailing two fingers along the seeping wound. Red tried not to flinch as the slashed flesh grew suddenly hot – but it lasted for only an instant. And in the wake of Brennia’s touch, the flow of blood from the wound slowed and stopped.


‘Good trick,’ he said, impressed. ‘Handy for a battlefield.’


He lifted his gaze to her face – and was suddenly, powerfully aware of how close she was standing, how her hand rested almost caressingly on his midriff, how her skin smelled like flowers, how her mouth was slowly softening …


Then she abruptly removed her hand and stepped back, shattering the moment. Just as Krost ambled up, jug in hand, to peer with interest at the angry red weal of the wound.


‘Healer as well as warrior,’ he remarked. ‘Very useful.’


Brennia made a vague gesture. ‘The Earth-magic doesn’t do true, complete healing. It just stops bleeding and speeds up the body’s natural mending. But there will be a scar …’


‘There are worse places for scars,’ Krost said with a grin.


Red cleared his throat, pulling his gaze away from her. ‘You have any beer left, Krost?’


‘Not a drop,’ Krost told him cheerfully.


‘Just as well,’ Brennia said. ‘You should bathe the wound now, Red. With water, not ale.’


‘You need to bathe more than the wound,’ Krost commented, indicating the smeared blood and sweat on Red’s torso. ‘Time enough for ale this evening.’


He turned away, going to reclaim his heavy iron quarterstaff that he had left leaning against the bench. Red and Brennia went in the other direction, gathering up Red’s sword and the items of clothing that they had removed.


‘I’ll send someone with a salve for your wound,’ Brennia said, pulling on the short gauzy tunic that was her outer garment. ‘You’ll certainly be able to fence again tomorrow – if you wish.’


‘Bring the salve to me yourself,’ Red said quietly.


She looked at him for a long moment, then heaved a sigh. ‘Red, I have no doubt that I would enjoy what you have in mind. But I can’t, and won’t. I know you are pledged to Aurilia, and she to you.’


Red’s mouth twisted. ‘That’s as may be, as they say. Does it make such a difference?’


‘It does,’ Brennia insisted. ‘Out of courtesy and respect for Aurilia. Mine because she is my friend and also one of my leaders in the Circle of Nine. Yours … for obvious reasons.’


‘Not all that obvious, these days,’ Red said dourly. ‘But I get the message.’ He forced a jaunty smile. ‘Come and have a drink with Krost and me tonight, anyway.’


She smiled. ‘I’ll try.’


‘And I’ll try,’ he added, ‘to keep you from cutting me open again, in tomorrow’s fencing lesson.’


Alone in his quarters – a suite of small airy rooms high in a building near the outer wall of the Fastness – Red flung off his clothing and lay awhile in a bath of cool water. It should have been a delight, after the heat and exertion of the courtyard, but his mood had taken him past such small pleasures. At last he climbed out of the bath and carelessly dried himself, then flung himself naked on to a settee by a window. Staring blankly out, he scarcely noticed the glorious view – over a rolling expanse of the Northern Moorlands, where in the distance a flock of woolly beasts grazed peacefully, tended by a bronze-skinned herdsman. Instead, his gaze was turned almost entirely inwards, to examine a far less pleasurable view.


He knew, because he had been told often enough, that he was by nature a restless, edgy and impatient person. He had little time for the more serene, contemplative processes of living. All his life he had craved action and excitement, always seeking to release his energies and test his nerve, hopelessly addicted to the rush of adrenalin, ready for nearly anything that would end inactivity and relieve boredom. Yet there in the Fastness of the Sisterhood, for him, inactivity and boredom seemed the order of the day – as they had for almost every day since his arrival. The only real breaks to the dullness had been the fencing sessions with Brennia, when she had the time, and a few well-behaved drinks with Krost most evenings. But even those recreations were growing repetitive and stale for Red, as his volatile nature asserted itself.


That, he knew with his usual self-awareness, was why he had made his impulsive overture to Brennia. Trying for something to break the monotony. And that wasn’t much of a reason, he thought with a grimace. Not much regard there for Brennia herself – nor for Aurilia, whom he would have been betraying. He glowered darkly at the landscape, thinking about Aurilia, seeing the images that always arose unbidden when he turned his thoughts to her. Images of Aurilia in her younger form – in vivid conversation, in thoughtful stillness, in supple and graceful movement, or in wanton invitation with her long blonde hair swirling around her as if it had a life of its own …


He knew very well that it was not her fault, in any direct way, that he was feeling restless, bored and caged. And yet, illogically, he did blame her. He was there in the Fastness because of her, his wish to be with her. He had anticipated a sweet and untroubled time when they could relax together, enjoy themselves, get to know each other even more intimately, away from all the violence and danger that had beset them ever since they had met. Indeed, it had been more or less just such a time during their slow, uneventful journey from the west, with Krost and Phaedran and Evelane, back to the capital city, Quamarr. But the idyll had started to come to an end, he recalled, during their brief stay then in the prince’s palace. Aurilia was one of many important folk who were regularly closeted with Phaedran, considering what had been learned from the terror of the Lightless Dome, and what new terrors might be visited upon the Continent by another mysterious and powerful enemy.


And later, after their swift journey to the Fastness – where they had been staying for little more than a fortnight – Aurilia had been even more caught up with whatever was occupying the Circle of Nine. That, indeed, had been why she had had to travel to the Fastness: so that the Nine could be complete, united, in whatever complex, magical and of course secret business they were involved with. So she had little time to spare for Red, even choosing to have her own separate apartments as if fearing that extended intimacy might disrupt her concentration. And whenever they had managed some time together, she had usually been tense, distracted and deeply weary.


Yes, I know she’s powerful and important, he snarled at himself, I know they’re all worried about what Lebarran Magister might be plotting, I know I’m being selfish and inconsiderate … But I feel like a prisoner, like a bored zoo beast pacing an empty cage, and it’s the feeling I hate most of all.


So, he told himself emptily, maybe it’s time to move on. But – where? He could go back to Quamarr, where he would be welcome again in the palace. Krost might go with him, though the dwarf-giant seemed quite untroubled by their time of placid indolence in the north. But what was there to do in Quamarr? Spend money, with which Phaedran had been amply generous after the Dome – eat and drink too much – get bored and restless all over again. Where was the point in that?


Maybe, he thought, it’s time to go home.


The thought jolted him upright. He knew the translocation could be done – by a conclave of wizards, by the Named Nine in their unity. He thought briefly of how Aurilia might react if he made the request. But even as he considered how he might be returned to his own world, another part of his mind was drawing sharply back from the idea. Go back to being just one more struggling actor in an indifferent city? Leave a woman he loved and friends he prized for a collection of idle acquaintances and strangers? Abandon a world where he bore the name, the sword and now something of the reputation of a hero – a world that had already provided him with the most exhilarating, tumultuous antidotes to boredom that he could imagine, with perhaps the promise of more to come?


No chance, he thought, and smiled to himself, feeling his dark mood begin to lift. It’s just time to move around, not away. Go find some excitement, he told himself, somewhere else, while Aurilia’s busy. Before you get into trouble with Brennia or someone, here. Maybe Krost would come, too, and we could explore other parts of the Continent …


A sudden tap on his door startled him. Springing up, he pulled on a light robe, remembering that Brennia had said she would send him a salve for his small wound, wondering as he went to the door if she had relented and brought it herself. But it was not Brennia who stood in the narrow passage, bearing a small ceramic jar. It was Aurilia, in her alternate form, that of a skinny, wrinkled old woman with luxuriant white hair.


‘Brennia said you’d been hurt,’ she said, handing him the jar as he stepped back to let her in.


‘It’s not much,’ he said, following her as she hobbled wearily towards a chair. ‘She mostly healed it.’ He pulled his robe open to show her the weal on his belly, before scooping out a fingerful of salve from the jar, gluey and faintly warm, and smearing it on the wound. ‘Though she said it would leave a scar,’ he added with a half-smile. ‘Maybe I should go find Hallifort, to fix it.’


She looked at him strangely, then lowered her gaze to those areas on his half-bared body where other blades had not merely nicked the skin but had stabbed deep to open up life-threatening wounds. Yet not even the tiniest hairline traces remained from those injuries – thanks to the astonishing power of Hallifort the Healer.


‘It’s odd that you should mention Hallifort,’ Aurilia said. ‘The Nine have been giving some thought to him.’


He raised his eyebrows. ‘Friendly thought, I hope. He is on our side.’


‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘But …’ She paused, as if to collect her thoughts. ‘You’ve probably gathered,’ she went on, ‘that the Nine have been working hard …’


‘I’d noticed,’ he said drily.


A sharp look flashed from her green eyes, which remained the same in either of her forms. ‘Working hard,’ she continued firmly, ‘to look carefully at everything even remotely connected with the danger that the Continent now faces. Just as Phaedran has a contingent of high adepts doing, in Quamarr.’


Red nodded. It needed no great deductive powers for him to realize that the Sisterhood’s leadership would have been urgently weighing up the threat of the Continent’s enemies, Lebarran Magister and his so-called Order of the Apotheosis. I wonder what they’ve found, he thought, feeling a tinge of excitement as well as curiosity arise within him.


‘The trouble is,’ Aurilia said, almost as if he had spoken his thought aloud, ‘we haven’t seemed able to learn much, directly. Lebarran remains in his valley in the Southern Highlands, surrounded by some sort of barrier against magical intrusion that’s at least as effective as Talonimal’s Dome. I’m told that Phaedran’s mages have been exerting themselves trying to penetrate or by-pass the barrier, but also with little success. We haven’t even been able to locate and study other members of the Order of the Apotheosis – because those that have been identified have all vanished, fairly recently. Presumably gone to join Lebarran in his protected valley.’


‘Sounds frustrating,’ Red commented.


She sighed tiredly. ‘It is. Not that it would ever be easy to spy on the land’s most powerful sorcerer. So the Nine have started to look in different directions. To see what might be learned from other elements that featured prominently in the events just past.’ Her green gaze regarded him steadily. ‘Other elements, Red, that include you – and Hallifort.’


‘Me?’ he asked, startled. ‘What do you expect to learn about Lebarran from me?’


‘Perhaps nothing from yourself, exactly,’ she told him, ‘but from the mere fact of your presence. Red, it’s plain that ever since my summoning brought you to this Sphere, you’ve played a crucial part in things. You and Corodel’s sword. You’ve been in the right place at the right time, picking up vital pieces of information and so on. It’s as if you’ve been a kind of catalyst, at the centre of events, sometimes causing those events.’


‘By accident, mostly,’ Red said.


‘No matter. By accident or fate or what you will, the fact is that you’ve become deeply and often pivotally involved with the destiny of the Continent.’


‘Hallifort said much the same thing,’ Red recalled with a frown. ‘Back at the Dome. Though the same could be said for you and Krost …’


She shrugged bony shoulders. ‘In some ways, yes. But remember, as the most important instance, it was you who discovered the presence of Lebarran at the centre of all this evil.’


‘True,’ he replied, ‘for what it’s worth. But what’s your point?’


‘The point,’ she said intently, ‘is that your role, your catalysing involvement, seems somehow to be bound up with a persistent mystery – which is Hallifort.’ A shadow of memory darkened her eyes. ‘He has seemed to come from nowhere when you needed him. You would not be here without him. And yet, most oddly, hardly anyone has heard much about Hallifort before now. A few older Sisters recall encountering him once or twice in the past, usually when he was healing someone. Otherwise, he has been an unknown quantity, perhaps a recluse, certainly an enigma. Yet he has readily and magically been on hand, three times, just when you needed him.’


Red was still frowning, remembering those three occasions of pain and terror when the little healer had miraculously appeared at the crucial moment. Even though he always insisted that he had no real magical power beyond the gift of healing.


‘So we’ve been wondering about Hallifort,’ Aurilia was continuing. ‘Wondering where he comes from, where he has been, how and why he has come to emerge now from obscurity.’ She leaned stiffly forward, her gaze solemn. ‘Some of the Nine are unsure of him, Red. They’re unsure of why he does what he does. They’re unsure of who or what he is, or of the true extent of his powers, or what purpose those powers may ultimately serve.’


‘He has never shown anything but kindness, as far as I know,’ Red said doubtfully.


‘That’s so. But he seems both powerful and mysterious – which is enough to make some of the Nine mistrust what he might yet show.’


‘But can’t you …’ Red waved a hand vaguely. ‘Don’t you have magic ways to find out?’


‘That’s what we’ve been trying to do,’ she agreed. ‘But without success. All our seeking and scrying has found no trace of him. As far as we can tell, Red, at this moment, Hallifort is no longer anywhere in this Sphere.’


‘You mean he’s dead?’ Red asked, shocked.


‘Possibly – but we don’t think so. He may somehow have crossed into another Sphere or Realm. Or perhaps he can balk our searching vision with a defence that remains completely undetectable.’


Red shook his head. ‘He always said he had no other magic.’


‘So he said. Though he has seemed able to travel – to wherever you are, Red – in fairly remarkable ways.’


‘I suppose,’ Red agreed. ‘Not that it matters now. If he’s gone somewhere, you’re at a dead end.’


‘Not entirely.’ She leaned back, studying him thoughtfully. ‘You probably know that the Earth-magic gives some Sisters different psychic gifts as well. Among the Nine, the lady Inghilla is one of the more gifted in that way – able to send her mind ranging widely over distances and deeply beneath surfaces. And, with some of the others, Inghilla has recently stopped searching for Hallifort directly, with their mental powers, and instead began looking for what you could call his psychic trail. Traces and impressions that his presence has left behind on the world.’


‘Neat trick,’ Red said edgily. ‘What did she find?’


‘Again, weirdly, almost nothing. As if Hallifort can move through this Sphere without leaving a mark, psychic or astral or physical. All that they picked up were a few very recent hints and glimpses – which in Inghilla’s view only serve to deepen the mystery. Especially when those glimpses gave her a clear sense of Hallifort somehow moving in parallel with you. As if he has been keeping pace with you, watching you.’


Red stirred uneasily, his skin prickling. ‘I’d say that’s just as well, considering what he’s done for me.’


‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘I think Inghilla may be too quick to see something sinister in Hallifort’s mystery, his near-invisibility. But still, she is right to say that this is no time to be ignoring any mysteries.’ She peered at him, her green eyes intense. ‘So I’ve come now with a request, Red, from the Nine. They would like you to come to a gathering, in the Hall of the Nine, so we can learn what you know about Hallifort.’


‘I’ve told you everything,’ Red said, looking puzzled. ‘You were there, Aurilia, two of the times I saw him.’


She nodded her white head. ‘I know. But the human memory is a strange place. It’s known to retain the images of all experience, in the finest detail, even though the conscious mind may not be able to remember. And Sisters with mental powers, like Inghilla, can reach into the depths of memory and unlock those images.’


‘They want to use those powers on my memory?’ Red asked warily.


‘If you’ll allow it. It won’t harm you. But we need to see, Red. To examine for ourselves what your memory may reveal, about Hallifort and his links with you.’ She paused, her eyes shadowed. ‘I don’t want to alarm you … But Inghilla had one very clear intimation, when she sought Hallifort’s psychic trail. She sensed other presences somehow gathered around him or connected to him, in this world. Presences that she could not see or identify – but that she felt were terrible and fearsome, inhuman and monstrous.’










TWO



Red remained silent while the two of them made their way across the Fastness, in the extending shadows of early twilight, towards the large central building that housed the Hall of the Nine. He had taken his time preparing himself, choosing his most respectable clothes from the enlarged wardrobe that he had acquired thanks to Phaedran’s generosity. Also, since Aurilia had not objected, he had buckled on the sword of Corodel, since he had begun to feel incomplete and uneasy without it. But he was uneasy anyway, as he followed Aurilia’s stooped figure, because magic of any sort – the Sisterhood’s Earth-magic or the ‘higher’ magic of wizards and sorcerers – still sometimes had that effect on him. He could think calmly enough about magic in the abstract, or even about the marshalling of huge magical forces to investigate an also hugely powerful mage like Lebarran. But when some of those forces were aimed his way, his nerve-ends started sounding alarms.


Especially when it gets really personal, he thought unhappily as they entered the central building. When they’re going to open up my head like a clamshell and scoop out my memories.


At the end of a shadowy passageway near the heart of the building, they came to an ordinary-looking pair of double doors made of reddish wood that had been left its natural colour, glowing from much rubbing. Pausing there, Aurilia turned to him with a small smile on her lined face.


‘You do understand what a rare event this is,’ she told him. ‘A man entering the Hall of the Nine. It’s quite a privilege.’


‘Meaning I should be on my best behaviour?’ Red managed a smile in response. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t disgrace you.’


Her smile widened. ‘You might also like to know that the last man to walk through these doors was Corodel.’


I might have known, Red thought, as he stepped through the doorway and paused on the threshold, looking around. The Hall, he saw with interest, was far from being an overpowering or forbidding place. It was big enough, with a high domed ceiling, but its large windows, the rich colours of the décor, the glowing wood of the floor, all combined to make it seem attractive, welcoming, even comfortable. One of its dominant features was a series of large murals around the walls, presumably depicting important occasions in the Sisterhood’s history. And he noticed that while the pictures showed many women who were fully armed and even armoured, there was not a single scene of the kind of violence that might have dominated such a historical record in a similarly grand chamber designed for men. No battle, no torture, no carnage – almost no bloodshed, except in two graphically detailed images of births.


At the Hall’s centre stood a huge, gleaming wooden table, not quite circular, more of a rounded oval. And around it, on plain but firmly cushioned chairs, sat eight women who became nine as Aurilia took her place among them. The Circle of Nine, Red thought, feeling slightly awed. Although just then they were not a literal circle. Clearly they had rearranged themselves for his sake, moving their chairs closer together in a semicircle that faced a single chair. At Aurilia’s gesture he bowed slightly to the others with respect and acknowledgment, then took his seat in the empty chair, studying the group of women with interest, just as they were studying him.


The Nine looked remarkably unremarkable, he thought. A group of reasonably well-dressed women, each wearing an identical gold ring with the distinctive knot. He had seen some of them before, around the Fastness, all seeming quite ordinary. But there in the Hall, aware of what they were, he could see more easily that they all had one quality in common. However plain and unaffected they all appeared, they exuded – as he had noticed with Aurilia so often – a sense of controlled power, like an invisible aura around them.


That sense of power could even be detected, unexpectedly, in the woman who held the central position at the table. She appeared to be by far the oldest of all – tiny, hunched, wizened, frail, with a cloud of thin white hair, and pale wrinkled skin hanging on her fragile bones. Her head and hands trembled ceaselessly with the palsy of great age, and she seemed barely strong enough to maintain a sitting position. Yet her blue eyes were bright and clear, some remaining inner strength still glowing within them. She was called Naemony – Red had earlier been told her name, though not of course her secret Name – and she was the principal figure of the Nine, the chosen leader of the Sisterhood. In another society, she might have held the status of a queen, an empress. Among the Sisters, who had little interest in rank or titles or insignia, she was sometimes respectfully called ‘Mother’ and otherwise just called by name.


Aurilia began the formal introductions, presenting Red to Naemony first before moving on to the woman on her left – middle-aged and formidable, with a strong-boned face and severely cut grey hair. She was Inghilla, whose vision had so ominously featured Hallifort, and who stared at Red expressionlessly as he was presented.


Then, in turn, Aurilia introduced him to the others, who all looked at him just as closely, though sometimes less coolly. Jhoranna, plump and matronly, who smiled. Prelisse, tall and greying-blonde, who frowned. Malavie, small and birdlike, who fluttered. Ulaminelle, bulky and brown-haired, who nodded. Queminda, pale with white-streaked black hair, who also nodded. Wybrette, dark-skinned and white-haired, who grinned.


Settling himself at last in the lone chair, using his actor’s training to hide his tension, Red laboured to fix the names in his memory – feeling grateful that he did not also have to learn their Names. Then Inghilla leaned forward, still with the same forbidding absence of expression.


‘Thank you for coming, Red Cordell,’ she said formally. ‘The Nine had hoped to find a time to meet you sooner, but … I hope you have not thought us discourteous.’


Red smiled, still striving to appear at ease. ‘Not at all. I know you’ve been busy with important matters. I’m honoured to have been invited into your Fastness, and your Hall.’


Inghilla inclined her head. ‘We too are honoured. We know very well what you accomplished, in the Lightless Dome. Without you, the Continent might never have had advance warning of the evil that is threatening us.’


Before Red could think of a suitably modest reply, he was surprised by a small mewing giggle from the ancient Naemony. ‘Never thought we’d see that sword here again,’ she said in a quavery voice, ‘in the hands of a new Corodel. Better-looking than the old one, too.’


The women all laughed, and Red gave them an uncomfortable grin. But the easing of the tension was all too short-lived.


‘I’ve told him what will happen,’ Aurilia said to the others as the laughter faded. She was seated next to Inghilla, although there seemed to be no implications of rank in their positions. ‘He may be a little apprehensive, so perhaps we should begin.’


More than a little, Red said silently. But he maintained an expression of relaxed interest as Inghilla spoke again.


‘It’s only a mental process,’ she reassured him. ‘We will put a light waking sleep on you, a kind of trance. Then we will draw out your specific memories to do with Hallifort – and display them so we may all see and consider them.’


Sounds a bit like hypnosis, Red thought. ‘What do you mean by display?’ he asked carefully.


‘Just what the word implies,’ Inghilla said. ‘But I promise’ – she glanced knowingly in Aurilia’s direction – ‘we will expose nothing that would embarrass you.’


He lifted a sardonic eyebrow. ‘I’m not all that easily embarrassed. So – let’s do it.’


As he spoke, Inghilla’s eyes seemed weirdly to enlarge, to become wide clear silvery spaces. Somehow Red felt himself being drawn into those spaces, enveloped by them, calm and untroubled. He could still see the women, the table, the Hall around them – but at the same time he had the most peculiar feeling deep within his mind, as if something small and gentle and unthreatening was moving through those mental depths on tiny feet, searching, sniffing. He noticed without concern that Prelisse and Queminda were also staring at him with uncannily bright eyes, and that a small dew of sweat had appeared on their and Inghilla’s brows.


In the next moment, without warning, at the centre of the great oval table, small perfect three-dimensional images began to form – and move, as if alive.


Red recognized the images at once – because they re-created moments in his life that he could never forget. Moments of high drama and violence and horror, in which he had been a central figure. As had Hallifort the Healer.


Watching from the unruffled calm of the trance-state, Red saw again the time at the very start of things, when Hallifort had healed a knife-wound in his arm and had also stilled the turmoil in his mind caused by his sudden arrival in a place where magic was a reality. As that scene ended, with an almost cinematic fade, another formed – and he watched himself being stalked again through a slum alley by inhuman, murderous Barachi. Until Hallifort had appeared, in the shape somehow of a giant dragon, to frighten the killers away.


That scene in turn gave way to another, at the start of Red’s most recent and most prolonged encounter with Hallifort. When the little healer had astoundingly turned up on the desolate western shore where the five of them – Red, Aurilia, Krost, Phaedran and the princess Evelane – had halted after fleeing the Lightless Dome. Then Hallifort had brought Red back from the threshold of death, and had tried also to help Evelane out of her near-catatonic withdrawal. After which, Red recalled, watching the tiny moving figures on the table, Hallifort had quietly turned and walked away along the beach …


By the time the five of them were mounted, with Phaedran cradling Evelane before him on his saddle, they discovered to their surprise that Hallifort was on a horse of his own – a nondescript, bony, splay-footed nag. Yet it kept up quite effortlessly as they all set off together, heading more or less northeast, planning to move along the fringes of the Western Woodlands so as eventually to reach the River Tenebris. And at first Red and Krost positioned themselves watchfully on either side of the little cavalcade, until Hallifort reassured them.


‘There is no danger,’ he told them. ‘The Barachi have all fled into the deepest heart of their swamps – perhaps fearing retribution now that their master has fallen.’


‘Let them stay fearful,’ Phaedran said bleakly. ‘We will have other matters to confront, and other scores to settle, on our return.’


So they rode steadily on, unimpeded. And it soon became clear that Hallifort had remained with them mainly for the sake of Evelane – for though he had partly lifted the terrible empty blankness that had cloaked her mind, she still remained silent and unresponsive, seeming only half-aware of what was happening. When they halted that first evening, Hallifort sat for some time beside her, with one small hand resting gently on her head, looking deeply into her eyes.


Until at last he arose with a sigh and a mournful expression, and turned to Phaedran. ‘I regret that I can do no more for her,’ he said sadly.


The prince looked appalled. ‘But you said you could heal her!’


‘I hoped I could,’ Hallifort replied. ‘I also said that in cases of mental damage the patient must be willing to be healed and must participate in the healing. But that is not happening. I am meeting enormous, unexpected resistance within the depths of her mind, so that I cannot reach or act upon the embedded roots of her illness.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Aurilia intervened. ‘What kind of resistance is it that can thwart your healing power?’


Hallifort shook his head slowly. ‘I cannot say, for I cannot reach deeply enough into the princess’s mind to identify it. It may be that other powers – aspects of the higher magic – could force their way deeper into her mind, to the roots of her trouble. But I … lack those powers. And indeed I would be concerned that such an intrusion, such an invasion, could damage her even more.’


As he spoke of ‘other powers’, an expression had briefly shown on the healer’s face that Red had seen before – a look of unutterable loss and desolation. But Phaedran and the others seemed aware of nothing but their own overriding distress concerning Evelane.


‘Hallifort, please,’ Phaedran said desperately. ‘I beg you – continue with her. Perhaps you will find a way. I will give you anything …’


‘With respect, prince,’ Hallifort said softly, ‘there is nothing you can give me that I want. I would help her if I could, but I fear I cannot. She will possibly show some slight improvement, in time, with care and nurturing, but she must receive those things from people who know and love her, not from a stranger. I’m most deeply sorry.’


He turned away then, with another shadow of torment flickering across his face, and said no more. And the next morning, when Red and the others awoke from their troubled rest, they found that Hallifort and his strange bony horse were no longer there.


Nor did they see any sign of him along the rest of their journey back to Quamarr and the prince’s palace. Nor had Red – or any of them – seen him since.


The tiny figures faded from sight on the table, and Inghilla and the others leaned back with weary sighs. Red emerged from the trance with a small jolt, feeling a heaviness like a headache behind his eyes, feeling also strangely wrung out and unaccountably disturbed.


‘Are you all right?’ Aurilia asked him concernedly.


‘Yes, fine,’ he said with a half-shrug, then looked at Inghilla. ‘Did you get what you wanted from all that?’


She pursed her mouth. ‘Little we didn’t already know.’


‘But did you notice that horse?’ Queminda said. ‘It seemed to appear and disappear just as he did.’


‘Though he claims to have no magic,’ Ulaminelle remarked.


Inghilla sniffed. ‘He’s a shape-shifter, certainly. That dragon-shape he took was no illusion. As far as I could tell, it had real substance.’


‘Dragons …’ Jhoranna mused. ‘You don’t think he has a demonic origin?’


‘He has shown too much benevolence,’ Aurilia said firmly. ‘Anyway, I would have sensed a demonic nature.’


‘But did you notice the look on his face,’ said Prelisse, ‘whenever he spoke about magical powers? That seemed to be a look of suffering – the look perhaps of someone who has lost something irreplaceable. Is it possible that he could be a mage, a high adept, who has lost some portion of his magical gift?’


‘Or renounced it,’ Aurilia said thoughtfully, as Red nodded, having had the same idea himself.


But Inghilla looked doubtful. ‘If he is a mage, his name is quite unknown among other adepts. And I can’t recall ever hearing of a mage losing or rejecting his power – though I suppose it’s possible in theory.’


‘Yet why would he,’ Wybrette asked, ‘if it pains him so?’


Inghilla shook her head, turning again to Red. ‘It seems, Master Cordell, that we have troubled you needlessly. Your memories have left us with as many questions as before. And yet … I feel no less certain that my vision was a true one, and that there is some dark and perhaps threatening mystery lurking in the shadows around Hallifort.’


With a chill gathering along his spine, Red could find no reply. And the chill deepened as the ancient Naemony, who had seemed mostly asleep, opened her eyes to make a startling suggestion.


‘Invite the man Hallifort before us,’ she croaked. ‘Ask him your questions directly.’


‘We can’t, Mother,’ Aurilia said gently. ‘Remember, we haven’t been able to locate him, anywhere.’


‘I know that,’ the old woman said. Slowly, unnervingly, she then raised a palsied hand, one arthritic finger like a claw pointing at Red. ‘Send another, then, to seek him,’ she quavered. ‘One to whom Hallifort seems strangely bound. Send the new Corodel to seek him, and invite him!’


The effort seemed to drain the old woman’s energy, so that her arm fell and she drooped sideways in her chair. That seemed to put an end to the proceedings, with the women either gathering around Naemony or collecting in small groups to murmur together, leaving Aurilia to accompany Red back to his quarters.


Again they went in silence across the Fastness, by then in deep twilight. But back in his rooms Red turned on Aurilia, disquiet and anger mingling in his pale eyes.


‘I don’t like any of this,’ he snapped. ‘I get the strong feeling of a set-up – as if the dice are being loaded against me.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ Aurilia said, looking startled. ‘No one knew Naemony would say that.’


‘Maybe not,’ he said, glowering. ‘But it’s all too neat. I get sent away, off on some fairly hopeless quest, which very usefully keeps me busy and at some distance so you can get on with things without wasting any more valuable time and energy on me.’


She stared at him. ‘Do you really think the Named Nine would bring you to their Hall just for such a petty purpose?’


He turned away from her, suddenly less sure of his ground. ‘I don’t know. But everyone seems anxious enough to get rid of me. Sending me off to look for some mystery man who’s able to hide himself from the full power of the Nine …’ He swung back to her with a scowl. ‘Hell, I don’t even know my way around this place yet! And what anyone thinks I could do about all the inhuman monsters or whatever that might be hanging around Hallifort …’


‘You needn’t go if you don’t want to,’ she said tiredly. ‘It wasn’t an order, or even a decision. Though I would have thought you’d welcome the activity.’


That stopped him. Because, he discovered, beyond his annoyance, he did welcome it, he did want to go. The whole idea of searching for Hallifort, plunging into new excitements, solving the mystery, attracted him enormously. Even while he was mulishly, contrarily, objecting to being sent.


‘No one wants to get rid of you,’ Aurilia was continuing. ‘Or to put you into danger. Though I doubt if Hallifort is likely to harm you, after twice saving your life. As for your travels, I was going to suggest you ask Krost to go with you.’


He was silent for a moment, still unwilling to give up feeling aggrieved. ‘How long do you suggest I spend on this search?’ he asked acidly. ‘Or should I just stay away indefinitely?’


She shook her head wearily, her face clouding. ‘Red, please. I know you’ve been restless and fretful – but it’s a troubled time, can’t you see? I came here to do my work, within the unity of the Nine, trying to learn more about the most dangerous enemy the Continent has ever had. It’s hard work, Red, exhausting and time-consuming, possibly even dangerous. And it has necessarily left me very little time for … for …’


‘For me,’ Red said bluntly.


‘Yes, all right, for you. But I thought you’d understand.’


‘Oh, I understand,’ he snapped. ‘I know you and the Nine have been busy, and what you’ve been busy at. But I also know you haven’t really been with me even when we’re together. In fact, most of the time when I do see you, you’re in that body’ – he gestured at her aged form – ‘as if you’re determined to keep me at a distance.’


She glanced down at herself, and at once her whole form began to ripple and shimmer. In the next instant the younger Aurilia was there, shapely and graceful in a sea-green gown, tawny hair piled high.


‘Is this better?’ she asked, her eyes flashing. ‘The truth is that I sometimes simply forget. I take my other form most of the time when I’m with the Nine, because then many of my powers are slightly stronger.’


‘If you say so,’ he replied sourly, turning away from her magnetic beauty to stare moodily out of the window at the Moorlands evening.


‘Red,’ she said, moving towards him, ‘please don’t do this. We’re just going through a difficult time, you and I. Things were bound to be different, here. This is my whole life. Being one of the Circle of Nine carries a huge load of duties and responsibilities. I can’t shirk them or ignore them – not for you or anyone.’


Red began to turn towards her, feeling a little subdued and regretful. But before he could speak, he was interrupted. From some night-veiled Moorland ridge beyond the Fastness, a howl arose. Its drawn-out notes lifted and fell, full of desolation – but also like the howl of a hunting predator, freezing the blood with the sound of remorseless hunger.


The hairs on Red’s neck lifted as he peered through the window. ‘What in hell was that?’


‘I have no idea,’ Aurilia said uneasily. ‘There’s no wildlife on the Moorlands that makes such a sound.’


They turned away from the window, towards one another, suddenly aware that they were standing very close. Almost hesitantly he lifted a hand to rest it on the honey-bronze skin of her cheek, while her mouth began to soften and curve in a smile. Until the moment was shattered – by a heavy thump on the door that made them both start.


At the door, Red found Krost grinning merrily, though the grin faltered a little when he saw that Aurilia was there and that the room’s atmosphere seemed highly charged. ‘Sorry to burst in,’ he said gruffly. ‘I just heard something about you going off to look for Hallifort. And I wanted to tell you not to leave without me.’


Red smiled. ‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’


‘Then you’ll go?’ Aurilia asked, sounding amazed.


‘Of course,’ Red said drily. ‘That’s what you want, isn’t it? What the Nine want?’


Krost glanced from one to the other, then cleared his throat uncomfortably. ‘It will be good to have something useful to do. Though I have no idea where to start looking for the man.’
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