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CHAPTER ONE


Name: Onosh Gulkan


Birthplace: Hum


Occupation: emperor


Status: absolute ruler of the Collosnon Empire


Description: hairy male of Yarglat race, age 43, slanting forehead gouged by thumb-fat depressions running from hairline to eyebrows, hair and eyes both black, height 14 qua, cheekbones high, ears immense, multiple scars on left leg and torso.


Hobby: hunting


Quote: “The hunt is the ultimate answer to acedia.”


* * *


The Witchlord’s sons were three in number, and Sken-Pitilkin was lecturing all three when the Witchlord himself intruded on their lesson. Sken-Pitilkin resented the intrusion — and resented it all the more when he noticed the Rovac warrior Rolf Thelemite and the dwarf Glambrax lurking behind the Witchlord. Sken-Pitilkin was ever at pains to keep that pair of troublemakers out of his classroom, for such adulthood in combination with boy-hood made a vicious combination.


“Eljuk, my son!” said Lord Onosh. “You’ve been drinking!”


An ugly jest, this.


For Eljuk had not been drinking at all. Rather, the boy’s life was blighted by a cruel birthmark. It stained his lips with purple, and further purple dribbled from the corners of his lips, splattering down his chin in two separate winespills which thickened to a merging at the neck.


Here, at the outset, we see the flaw which doomed Lord Onosh to destruction. The Witchlord Onosh had been at odds with the world for so long that he had quite lost the art of showing the world kindness and affection. Though Eljuk Zala was the Witchlord’s valued favourite, even Eljuk suffered a dozen slights a day from his father’s tongue.


Actually, it was Eljuk’s younger brother Guest who had been drinking, and who was subdued as a consequence of his hangover. At this time, Guest was 14, Eljuk 16, and Morsh Bataar (the eldest) a full 18 years of age. But though Guest was the baby, it was Guest who played the man to the very hilt, and often suffered as a consequence.


Before knowing young Guest, the wizard Sken-Pitilkin had never approved of hangovers; but close acquaintance with the boy had led him to concede that a hangover has many advantages. For it slows speech, subdues energy, abolishes wit, and makes the afflicted individual less likely to respond to the irregular verbs with acts of verbal dissidence or outright violence.


The wizard Sken-Pitilkin had been taking advantage of Guest’s hangover to cram some of the more irregular verbs into the boy’s head, and had been thus involved when Lord Onosh had interrupted the lesson, remarking (as has been stated above):


“Eljuk, my son! You’ve been drinking!”


“Yes, father,” said Eljuk. “But Guest is bearing my hangover for me.”


At this the Witchlord laughed — not out of good humour but out of habit. For this joke had often been exchanged between father and son, though a thousand exchanges had failed to make Lord Onosh see that Eljuk found his part in the transaction to be painful.


“Regardless of who has been drinking,” said Sken-Pitilkin acidly, “we have all been studying. We have been studying the irregular verbs.”


The eminent Sken-Pitilkin was dropping a heavy hint, a hint which was meant to suggest to the Witchlord Onosh that he should absent himself from the room lest he further interfere with the lesson.


“Verbs!” said the Witchlord. “And what then is a verb? A hook for a rat or a knife for a cat? Enough of your verbs, my good fellow! Lessons are over for the day, so — boys, make ready! We’re going hunting.”


“Hunting?” said Morsh, absorbing that datum with his customary slowness.


“Precisely,” said the Witchlord, with crisp directness.


“But, father,” said Eljuk Zala, who was the only one who had licence to question the emperor’s decisions, “it is late in the season.”


“Last chance weather, true,” agreed Lord Onosh, “so we must take our chances while we have them. Remember, boys: the hunt is the ultimate answer to acedia.”


That the emperor said often, it being one of his pet sayings. Having discharged himself of that expression, he about-faced and departed, so sure in his power that he saw no need to linger to chivvy his boys into action. Unfortunately, when the Witchlord departed, he did not take with him either the Rovac warrior Rolf Thelemite or the dwarf Glambrax, and that pair of delinquents promptly infiltrated Sken-Pitilkin’s classroom.


“So who is Acedia?” said Guest Gulkan, when his father was barely out of earshot. “That’s what I can never work out.”


“She’s a whore,” said Rolf Thelemite, the Rovac warrior who ever bodyguarded Guest Gulkan, more to protect the world from the boy’s temper than to protect the boy from the world. “She’s your father’s secret whore, but she nags him stupid, so he runs for the hills at every opportunity.”


“She’s no whore,” said Morsh Bataar, who was sitting in a corner with a heap of half-assembled fishing flies at his feet. “She’s the pastry cook who has the man in fat. He hunts when the only choice otherwise is to diet.”


“Acedia,” said the wizard Sken-Pitilkin, “is not a woman’s name. The word denotes a state of the psyche, and that state — Eljuk Zala, tell us what state the word denotes.”


Now Eljuk Zala was by far the mildest, most scholarly and most intelligent of the Witchlord’s three sons, and he was fully cognisant of the fact that the word acedia denoted that bleak and aimless inertia which had ever blighted the Witchlord’s life since the death of his wife. But Eljuk Zala had already been too bright and too right far too often that day, and knew that if he came up with the right answer just one more time then his brother Guest would surely make him suffer for it, and probably sooner rather than later. So Eljuk answered:


“Anger. That’s what it means. Acedia means anger.”


“It means no such thing,” said Sken-Pitilkin, with intense irritation.


Then he lectured the unfortunate Eljuk at length on the meaning of acedia and the derelictions of Eljuk’s scholarship.


Sken-Pitilkin’s irritation was by no means feigned, for he often felt it an intense strain to have three Yarglat boys under his tutorship. Indeed, the wizard of Drum found all his contacts with the Yarglat stressful, for the Yarglat were not, on the whole, an intellectual people, and there were precious few dictionaries in their kennels or encampments.


“Well,” said Guest Gulkan, when Sken-Pitilkin was done with berating his brother, “if you’re through with lecturing, we’ve got to get ready for hunting. You’re coming with us, I suppose?”


“Me?” said Sken-Pitilkin. “Hunt? Not for all the tea in Chay! You wouldn’t get me to a hunt unless I was tied to a horse and dragged.”


“I’ll see if I can find a spare horse, then,” said Glambrax, Guest Gulkan’s pet dwarf.


The dwarf was already dancing out of the room as he delivered himself of that smartcrack, hence escaped before Sken-Pitilkin could catch him a whack with the country crook ever kept ready for the disciplining of the mannikin and his master.


So it was that Glambrax again escaped punishment; and Lord Onosh and his sons readied themselves for the folly of the hunt, while the scholarly Sken-Pitilkin drew up a schedule of self-improvement which was calculated to see him attain mastery of the Geltic verbs jop, chilibisk and dileem, all of which had won a place for themselves in Strogloth’s Compendium of Delights. While Sken-Pitilkin sometimes fell prey to acedia himself, he never sought to address his condition through the hunt, for his standard response to the dulling of the lifeforce was to have recourse to the irregular verbs, ever most marvellously refreshing in their inexhaustible variety.


Sken-Pitilkin was so glad to be rid of his Yarglat charges for a few days that he went to the city gates to see the hunt ride out, just to make certain that Guest Gulkan and his brothers actually did quit the city.


They did.


There rode Guest Gulkan with his bodyguard Rolf Thelemite at his side, both drinking hard and halfway drunk already. Thelemite and his charge had both lashed themselves to their high and stylish lean-back saddles, by this precaution indicating that they planned to be truly stupendously intoxicated before the day was out.


Behind that pair of brawlers rode Eljuk Zala Gulkan. As the anointed heir of the Witchlord Onosh, the winestained Eljuk was properly entitled to ride at the emperor’s side. But young Guest was ever jealous of his brother’s privileges, wishing the heirship were his own. So, fearing his brother’s surly anger, Eljuk hung back out of sight.


Eljuk looked miserably uncomfortable, since his groaning bones were mightily encumbered with armour, weighed down beneath a regular rustyard of iron plates interlaced with chain mail; his head was crowned with a helmet big enough for the boiling of a dog; a sword made for the slaughter of dragons was hauling at his side; and he could scarcely find space to sit in his saddle on account of all the spare armour and weaponry he had attached to it.


A stranger might have thought Eljuk fearful of bandits, but actually it was his dearly beloved brother Guest who stalked his nightmares. Guest had the temperament of a born regicide, patricide, fratricide and all-round homicide. So Eljuk had armoured himself, and had armed himself mightily — but the weight of such protection would doom him to heatstroke on a hot day, or to death by suction should he find himself in a swamp, or (should the imperial hunting party encounter a blacksmith with a purse at the ready for the purchase of unwanted iron) to accidental disposal by way of sale.


While Eljuk feared Guest Gulkan, he lived in mortal dread of Rolf Thelemite. Rolf was a Rovac warrior, and the Rovac were a people so bloody in their predilections that the most ferocious of Yarglat barbarians was a cat-stroking pacifist by comparison. If Rolf Thelemite’s account was to be believed (and Eljuk never doubted a word of it) then Rolf had personally slaughtered 3 emperors, 7 kings, 9 dragons, 11 wizards, a neversh, a troll, 5 orcs, and 30 dozen assorted warriors and assassins.


Sken-Pitilkin personally thought this a mighty great amount for Rolf to have accomplished, seeing that he was barely 18 years of age, and had spent a full two of those brief years of his in Gendormargensis. But Eljuk took Rolf’s every word to heart. Eljuk believed Rolf Thelemite when that Rovac warrior claimed that the golden serpent which he wore as an earring was a trophy which Rolf had torn from the head of the mighty Baron Farouk of Hexagon when that warlord had led an army of a million men against the city of Chi’ash-lan. Rolf said, further, that the intermittent and involuntary trembling of his lower lip was a consequence of flame-damage inflicted by a dragon, and that his habit of blinking quickly (as if he had grit in his eyes) was due to the effort of fighting off a sleeping spell which had been inflicted upon him by a wizard of Ebber.


Often, Rolf Thelemite described the gruesome death which he himself had inflicted upon that spell-casting wizard, and in his every description of that death he never neglected to leave out small but telling details, such as the succulent taste of the wizard’s kidneys, or the manner in which a pariah dog had made off with the wizard’s kidneys before Rolf could taste them also.


For his part, Guest Gulkan sometimes hinted to his brother Eljuk that he was taking practical lessons in cannibalism from his mercenary acquaintance.


Eljuk had once pleaded with his father to exile both Rolf Thelemite and Guest Gulkan, fearing that the pair of them would conspire together to encompass his murder. But the Witchlord had merely laughed.


Of course the Witchlord Onosh was no fool. Lord Onosh was ever conscious of Guest Gulkan’s bloody temper and of his monstrous ambition. Which was why (unbeknownst to the world at large), Lord Onosh had bound Rolf Thelemite to the protection of both emperor and imperial heir; and (in equal secrecy) had further charged Morsh Bataar with the duty of bodyguarding Eljuk Zala.


Had Morsh Bataar’s secret mission become public knowledge, it would have occasioned incredulous laughter from all and sundry, for it was generally believed that Morsh Bataar had been blighted by a dralkosh while still in his mother’s womb.


It was said in Gendormargensis that Morsh Bataar was painfully slow of intellect, and this was the case. But while he was thick of voice and slow of mind, success seldom eluded him when he went to work on a problem. True, he was judicious in his choice of problems, for he was possessed of an uncommon degree of self-knowledge, and knew his limitations well.


Nevertheless—


Among those who are possessed of genius, there sometimes arises the conceit that genius is all. But for the practical purposes of life there are other qualities of equal importance, and prime among them are patience, persistence, reliability and a sense of proportion, all of which Morsh Bataar possessed in good measure. These traits had helped make Morsh a master of the bow, which weapon he carried with him always, and practised with on a daily basis.


In his intellect, Morsh Bataar might reasonably be likened to the snail. This most practical of beasts cannot dare to the heights of the eagle or challenge the hare in the sprint; but, given time, it will make its way over any obstacle, not excepting broken glass and razor blades.


Morsh was also uncommonly stable of temperament. He lived free of the black humours which afflicted Lord Onosh; free of the night terrors and daylight nervousness which unsettled Eljuk Zala; and free also of the drastic flux of anger and impulse which made his brother Guest such a trial to his elders.


In the capacity of bodyguard, Morsh Bataar rode behind the over-armoured Eljuk Zala. Apart from his bow and a telescopic bamboo fishing rod, Morsh carried no weapons of note, believing Eljuk to be in possession of more than enough steel for the pair of them. Nor did Morsh bother himself with any nonsense of armour, for he thought the weather to be more of a threat to life than any rabble of bandits who might be encountered in the mountains.


Morsh Bataar was officially assigned to Eljuk Zala as a servant, and in truth he looked every bit the nondescript menial, since his burly body was hidden beneath layers of second-hand furs and his face was shadowed by a broad-brimmed hat the colour of filth, a hat pierced by a full three dozen fancy fishing flies. He was mounted humbly on a shag pony, with a burdened baggage animal of like breed trailing behind him, and a spare mount bringing up the rear.


Behind this beggarly figure there rode a great and glorious warrior, the glitter of the sun sheening and shining on his armour and a falcon leashed and hooded on his gauntleted left wrist. This was Pelagius Zozimus, the emperor’s master chef, who spied Sken-Pitilkin standing by the gate.


“Ho! Cousin!” cried Zozimus, leaning down from the height of his horse. “You’re not hunting with us?”


“Get down from that horse, you old fool,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “You’re a thousand years too old for such nonsense.”


But Zozimus merely laughed at this accusation. The wizardly master chef was dressed for the hunt in glittering fish-scale armour which had been in his possession for the better part of a millennium; he was helmeted with silver and gold; he wore at his side a blade of Stokos steel which was sheathed in a scabbard bright with jade and opals; and he looked in his glory like one of the elven lords of legend come to life.


“You’ll break a leg!” cried Sken-Pitilkin.


But Zozimus laughed again and rode on, and after him came a considerable cavalcade, for the emperor was not going to the hunting grounds alone. A great host they were, and they racketed out of the city like a rabble of commoners hustling along to a lynching. They cursed, laughed, joked and gossiped in as many as a dozen different tongues, most commonly Ordhar — the simplified command language with which the Yarglat dominated their subject peoples — and the native Eparget of the Yarglat’s northern homelands.


Thus the Witchlord Onosh rode forth from the city of Gendormargensis to go hunting in the hills. And, as has been indicated above, his entourage consisted of rather more people than the few individuals who have so far been mentioned by name.


An emperor does not groom his own horse or dig his own dungpit. Nor does he clean his own boots — or, for that matter, his own fingernails. So when Lord Onosh went hunting, he customarily took with him half a thousand assorted shamans, slaves, servants, warriors, counsellors, cooks, concubines, magicians, astrologers, winemasters, poets, painters, bootmakers and button-painters.


Nevertheless, the imperial hunting party was nothing like one of those shambling circuses which traipse around behind the effete lords of the debauched and dissolute south. Even in his days of triumph, Lord Onosh never forgot that he was of the Yarglat, a people who conquered by horsepower, who ruled by horsepower, and who trusted to their horsepower to survive if the fates ever turned against them.


All who went with the emperor could ride hard and long when the day demanded it; and so, despite its complement of concubines and bootmakers, the hunting party rode east from Gendormargensis like the advance guard of a windriding army. Swiftly the hunt campaigned deep into the mountain wilds, disregarding the lateness of the year and the inclemency of the weather.


When Lord Onosh had won the rule of the Collosnon Empire (something he had done by adroitly masterminding a potent combination of witchcraft, conspiracy and murder) he had made Gendormargensis his capital, as had all the rulers of the empire before him. The city commanded the strategic gap between the Sarapine Ranges and the Balardade Massif, and hence was ideally placed to control all intercourse between the eastern hill country and the widespreading western flatlands dominated by the Yolantarath River.


Since no wild animal of any consequence had been seen anywhere near Gendormargensis for a generation or more, when Lord Onosh went hunting he necessarily rode into the mountains in pursuit of bandits.


The lord of the Collosnon Empire had sported after bandits so often that very few were left; indeed, such two-legged prey were so scarce that one wit had lightly proposed that they be declared a protected species. But Lord Onosh persisted in hunting to the highground to capture and to kill, seeking the last of the lawless in their mountain retreats.


On this occasion, the emperor hunted for a full ten days without success, until at last his party surprised a bandit encampment. There bandits they fought and bandits they killed, though some of the lawless escaped from this first attack.


The first attack was led by Thodric Jarl, the grey-bearded uitlander who was renowned as the mightiest of the Witchlord’s warriors. In that autumn, the autumn of the year Alliance 4305, Thodric Jarl was only 24 years of age, yet he was as grey as gnarled death and as cold in his killing as icelock rapture or midwinter famine.


Cleaving the air with bloodstroke upon bloodstroke, Jarl made his bitter steel sing. He hacked the bandit leader down, then claimed for himself the choicest treasure found in the bandit camp — a thing of female gender which named itself Yerzerdayla.


The female thing was brought in chains to the imperial battle base, where it was seen by the young Guest Gulkan, the self-styled Weaponmaster, he who at the age of 14 laid claim to a man’s estate, though he was still possessed of much of a child’s impetuous unreliability. Guest Gulkan stood in his muddy boots, smelling like a slaughterhouse, and gaped at Yerzerdayla. For this captive slave — dressed in silks and chained by jade clasped with silverbright — looked more like an imperial aristocrat than one of common flesh.


“I am in love,” said Guest, who was of a certainty in lust.


Such was the first meeting of Guest Gulkan and the elegant Yerzerdayla, she of the blonde body and the perfumed hair.


Then:


“Who is the woman?” asked Guest.


“She is a thing claimed already by Thodric Jarl,” answered Yerzerdayla’s keepers.


“Claim he may,” said Guest. “But I will have!”


In fact, it would have been politic for Guest Gulkan to lose interest in any flesh owned by any killer as grim and humourless as Thodric Jarl. But Guest, in those days of his ego, felt free to conduct himself like the imperial heir he was not. So he sought out Thodric Jarl, meaning to demand the surrender of the woman Yerzerdayla.


Young Guest found Jarl supervising the forced labours of the surviving male prisoners, who were digging the pits in which they would shortly be buried alive. It was cold, but Jarl was warm in a weather jacket bought from the emperor’s league riders — uitlander mercenaries every bit as barbarous as himself. The prisoners were also warm, for under Jarl’s surveillance they were digging themselves into a mass of sweat and blisters.


“Ho, Jarl!” said Guest.


“Ho!” said Jarl.


“I’d like a word with you,” said Guest.


“Then speak,” said Jarl.


So far, so good; for at least they had exchanged several civil words without swapping threats of violence. Given that both were extremely dangerous men — Guest being at that age a danger mostly to himself, whereas Jarl was a menace to other people — that was something to be thankful for.


Now Guest had long been tutored in diplomacy by Hostaja Sken-Pitilkin. The excellent Sken-Pitilkin had introduced Guest to all those notions central to successful negotiation; but Guest was a poor student, and proved it by botching his confrontation with Thodric Jarl.


When Jarl refused to give him the woman, Guest did not offer him horses and hogsheads of wine in return; or let the matter drop for the moment; or take no for an answer. Instead, he began to rant, rage and bluster.


“I am Guest Gulkan, son of Onosh Gulkan and rightful heir to the lands of Tameran,” said Guest. “How dare you deny me?”


“I dare deny you,” said Thodric Jarl, “for you are no heir to anything but the dung which the dogs have crapped on your mother’s grave.”


“I’ll have your blood for that!” said Guest in fury.


“To have you must take,” said Jarl.


“Then take I will!” said Guest, lugging out his sword.


But the sword was only half-lugged when Jarl gave young Guest a push which sent him staggering backwards. Guest found empty air beneath his boot — and fell. The boy Guest fell backwards into a pit which four bandits were excavating. These four exhausted wretches thought Guest had jumped down among them with murder his intent. Despairing of life, they nevertheless put up as much of a fight as they could, and Guest was put to the necessity of killing them before he could scramble out of the pit.


As Guest was scrambling, Jarl kicked him under the chin, sending him tumbling backwards on to the cushion of the corpses he had so recently created.


“Nicely timed,” said the dwarf Glambrax, who was following this conflict with the interest of a born spectator.


“I’ve had practice,” said Jarl.


“That wasn’t fair,” said Guest, looking up from the blood and muck at the bottom of the pit.


“Neither is this,” said Jarl, picking up a huge rock which required both hands to lift it.


“You wouldn’t dare,” said Guest, doing his best to sneer at the rock.


Jarl dared.


He hurled the rock down on the hapless Weaponmaster.


Guest screamed. He couldn’t help himself! He threw up both hands in a hopeless attempt to protect himself.


The rock smashed into his hands.


And burst into fragments, for in the proof of the impact it proved to be no rock at all, but, rather, a cohesive mass of earth.


As Guest was spitting out bits of earth — he had been screaming as the stuff smashed into his arms, and in consequence had been gifted with a mouthful of the stuff — Thodric Jarl completed his victory by pissing on the unfortunate Weaponmaster.


Thus Guest met Jarl in combat, and was defeated, which was only to be expected. For Jarl was as handy with fist and boot as he was with edged weapons; whereas Guest, though he had long studied the art of the boast under the guidance of Rolf Thelemite, was no match for the professional brutality of Thodric Jarl.


In the disappointment of his defeat, Guest lacked the sense to abandon his woman-quest. Instead, once he had rescued himself from the pit, Guest Gulkan went to his father to demand revenge upon Jarl, and to demand likewise the possession of Yerzerdayla’s loins.


The young Weaponmaster discovered Lord Onosh seated outdoors by a roaring bonfire, snuggled against the weather in the warm folds of a snow-coat. The emperor was feeding upon a fine wheat loaf which smelt as if it had just been freshly baked, as indeed it had, for the imperial master chef Pelagius Zozimus had been giving a bravura display of field cookery.


“Father,” said Guest, without preamble, and without asking permission to speak.


Lord Onosh tossed the remains of the machet to the dwarf Glambrax, who had already given him a vibrant account of the epic battle between the man Jarl and the boy Guest. Glambrax pretended to rape his fresh-caught trophy. As the dwarf performed, Lord Onosh turned his attention to Guest Gulkan.


“So,” said the Witchlord, “the larger of my two fools has decided to put in an appearance. What tricks will it play for us today?”


“My lord,” said Guest, doing his best to ignore this sally, “I have a need for justice.”


“You,” said Lord Onosh, looking him up and down, “have a need for a bath.”


“A bath?” said Guest in astonishment.


“You know the word, do you not?” said Lord Onosh. “It denotes a thorough lavage of the body, a task best accomplished by immersing the said body in a tub of warm water. In your case, the use of wire brushes and sandpaper might also be advisable.”


“My lord jests,” said Guest, who had had his last bath only three years previously, and was not due for another until high summer two years hence.


“You have obviously not seen yourself in a mirror,” said Lord Onosh. “Glambrax! In the absence of a mirror, describe the boy to himself!”


“My lord,” said Glambrax, accepting this assignment. “The boy looks like an over-large turd excreted by a menstruating dog, a turd which has been rolled to excess in a slime of dead cockroaches at the bottom of a giant’s spittoon.”


“You dislike my appearance,” said Guest. “Why, then know Thodric Jarl to be the cause of it!”


“That much I have heard,” said Lord Onosh, imperturbably. “When you see that good gentleman, be sure to thank him for the lessons he has taught you.”


“The lessons?” said Guest in astonishment.


“You have learnt, I hope, not to fight with a pit at your back. That is the first lesson, and doubtless meditation will reveal others of equal importance. But enough of the lessons! Pray tell — what started your quarrel in the first place?”


Guest, having a delicate matter to broach, should now have asked for privacy — as he knew, for the scholarly Sken-Pitilkin had taught him as much. But, instead, the foolish youth got right to the meat of the matter.


“There is a woman,” said Guest.


“At your age,” said Lord Onosh, “there is always a woman. Such is the nature of youth.”


“Always?” said Guest. “Not so! For I have had fewer than fifty women in my whole life.”


In the very act of denying sexual experience, Guest Gulkan exaggerated it — for he was almost a virgin, having made the panting dog, the two-legged head and the beast with two backs with a bare two dozen women in his life. The exact number of Guest Gulkan’s liaisons was precisely known to Lord Onosh, for the young Weaponmaster had never yet lived unobserved. Hence Lord Onosh knew full well that Guest exaggerated, and was not unconscious of the adolescent insecurity which occasioned the exaggeration.


“Fewer than fifty women,” said Lord Onosh. “So speaks the child!”


“You call me a child?” said Guest.


In truth, Guest Gulkan was scarcely half-hatched. For, as Bankers and others have long since established, true maturity only begins at the age of twenty-seven, if then. But Lord Onosh did not quote Guest’s age against him. Instead:


“Anyone who still treats his affairs with women as an exercise in arithmetic can scarcely claim to have reached an age of maturity,” said Lord Onosh.


“Can we discuss this in private?” said Guest, belatedly remembering Sken-Pitilkin’s advice.


“Since you so rudely interrupted me in public, no,” said Lord Onosh.


“Why not?” said Guest.


“As a punishment for your insolence!” said Lord Onosh. “If you come here to ask for a woman then ask for her, and the answer is no, you can’t have her, particularly not if she belongs to Thodric Jarl.”


“Who said she belongs to Jarl?” said Guest.


“If she occasioned your quarrel, who else could she possibly belong to? Sken-Pitilkin, perhaps?”


“The woman is but a slave,” said Guest sullenly. “A slave, a thing of no possible importance.”


“It is but a thing which belongs to Thodric Jarl,” said Lord Onosh.


“He claimed it,” protested Guest, “but all booty from bandits is yours. Thus runs the law.”


Thus ran the law indeed, but by quoting it the young Weaponmaster merely proved his poor grasp of the politics of an imperial court much beset by assassins. Like Rolf Thelemite, Thodric Jarl was a Rovac warrior, and hence his sword was of inestimable value.


To Guest, his father’s few Rovac warriors had no value beyond their novelty, and hence were disposable. But to Lord Onosh, these uitlanders were valued bodyguards who, unlike the Yarglat, could be trusted not to embroil themselves in the local clan-struggles. So while Guest thought Jarl could be cheated with impunity, his father thought otherwise; for Lord Onosh relied upon Jarl for the security of his sleep.


“Mine to give, mine to bestow,” agreed Lord Onosh. “So I bestow the thing on Thodric Jarl.”


“If I could” said Guest, rage overmastering sanity, “I would fight you and kill you.”


“You would, would you?” said Lord Onosh coldly.


Guest realised his error.


But there was no unsaying such words.


“I would,” said Guest, struggling to match his courage to the impetuosity of his tongue.


“Then I will meet you by proxy in Gendormargensis,” said Lord Onosh. “I will be represented in the challenge by Thodric Jarl, who will hack down your pride and leave it bloody on the stones.”


Guest Gulkan absorbed the implications of this, and backed off, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly. Then he turned on his heel and fled.


“Where are my camp marshals?” said Lord Onosh, rising to his feet, his face as thunder.


The marshals were produced, and the emperor gave them his orders.


“Ready the camp for the move,” said he. “We ride before dusk and we ride by dark once night has come upon us.”


“But, my lord,” ventured one of the marshals, “there is tonight no moon.”


“So we ride by dark,” said Lord Onosh. “We ride by dark, as I said we would. If I must say it again then I will kill someone!”


And, since no-one doubted that the emperor would be as good as his word, ride they did — and soon!




CHAPTER TWO


Name: Eljuk Zala Gulkan


Birthplace: Gendormargensis


Occupation: student


Status: heir to the Collosnon Empire


Description: timorous Yarglat male, undersized at a height of 9 qua. He is so birthmarked that he appears to have let a mouthful of purple wine dribble from the corners of his mouth then flow to a merging at his throat. But his most remarkable aspect is surely his ears, which are small — a singular oddity considering his father’s gargantuan head-flaps and the size of the equally ostentatious protuberances flaunted by his brothers Morsh and Guest.


Hobby: the memorization and word-perfect recital of the more elegant kinds of lyric poetry.


Quote: “I don’t really want to be emperor, but I suppose it’s no worse than what most people have to put up with.”


* * *


Thus in his anger the emperor rode forth in pursuit of those bandits who had escaped his earlier attack. Riding with all the ferocity of Obela Ukma, the warrior of legend who had sought to outpace his own mortality, Lord Onosh and his party performed prodigies of roughground speedleaguing in the days that followed.


The first ice of the oncoming winter smashed beneath the hooves of their horses as they chased bandits from high-ground to low. The stars of the night sharpened to needles, intolerably cold in their burning.


Cold, frost, ice and steaming breath — these things reminded Lord Onosh of his childhood. He punctured a vein to draw blood from his horse, and sucked down that blood, and the heavy taste brought to mind the ordeals of his youth. He looked up at the stars, the stars so cold and remote in the scorn of their burning. Stars of cold green — as cold and green as jade under water. Chips of blue opal. Lambent red and sullen-sulphur purple.


Those stars—


Lord Onosh knelt to a pool of dark water by night, knelt to the stars, knelt to the bright gold and the needlework of liquid silver, to the bloodline-brightness of scarlet and the dull vulcanism of cooling lava. The shadow of his head blotted out the stars as he knelt, and the shadow was faceless, eyeless, noseless, and in that moment Lord Onosh knew.


—I am going to die.


As the Witchlord Onosh knelt to the water by night he realized that he was going to die. He was going to die, and die not far from here. A death by water would take him, thrust him under, haul him down and suck him under. He was going to drown, quenched by water, smothered, suffocated, gulping slime and groping for the light. He was doomed, dead, a dead man with but a day or so to breathe.


Carefully, trying to silence his terror, or at least to control it, Lord Onosh took the leather glove from his right hand and dipped his hand to the water. The water was so cold that it burnt his flesh — as if the flesh lacked skin. The Witchlord cupped water in his hand, then brought it to his mouth. It was cold, so cold that he expected it to bright-spark pain from those few teeth which remained to him. But there was no pain.


Lord Onosh held the water in his mouth to let it warm before he swallowed. Then swallow he did, and rose, looking at the men who sat faceless on their horses in the shadows of the stars.


“How is the Blood of the Earth?” said Morsh Bataar, speaking from the height of his horse.


The Blood of the Earth. The old and formal term for water. It spoke of a learning of the Yarglat legends which Lord Onosh had not known his son to possess.


“It is as it should be,” said Lord Onosh. Then, testing his son, he said: “The blood is the blood, and the earth is a horse for our horse.”


“The wind is its voice, and the wind is the measure of our riding,” answered Morsh, catching the legend-line reference and responding in kind.


Then Lord Onosh said: “As the horse is ours, so the blood is ours.”


It was an invitation to drink.


Now to this there was a response that could be lifted from the legend-lines of the Yarglat mythos. A young man ardent in his ambition could answer thus: “My father may drink from the blood of the horse, but I will drink blood.” That line, savage in its implications, is among the Yarglat one of the traditional challenges of youth to age. But Morsh Bataar said:


“My lord is a great provider, and in the hunger of our victory I will eat.”


That also was traditional, but of course it was not a challenge — rather, it was an acknowledgement of fealty.


“Sa-so!” said Guest, who had no learning of legends with which to trifle. “My brother is a horse and my father likewise, but the bandits escape us while we gossip.”


Though many had already been brought to collapse by the wrenching rigours of the hunt, the arrogant impatience of Guest’s aggression spoke of slaughter-strength confidence with strength yet to spare.


Hearing that shallow arrogance, that impatient slaughter-strength, Lord Onosh knew.


He knew it for a fact.


—This is the man who will kill me.


Guest Gulkan was going to drown him, was going to press him under the waters and hold him there until he died, and so he would never get back to Gendormargensis alive. This could not be denied. Lord Onosh had the Gift of Seeing. Lord Onosh knew his death.


—So what does it feel like, this death?


In the face of his death, Lord Onosh found himself angry. He was not ready to die. He was 43, no older. The prime of life! The prime of power! And — and Eljuk! Lord Onosh bitterly resented the thought of Eljuk’s death, knowing that his favoured son must surely die once Guest had accomplished the Witchlord’s murder.


Lord Onosh stood in the dark, tasting his own anger, his rage at his own mortality.


“Does my lord want his sketch pad?” said Guest Gulkan, managing to pack supreme arrogance and insult into a single sentence, while conveying his impatience besides.


“The artists will have work to do,” said Lord Onosh, “when they have a corpse to work on.”


Lord Onosh hoped that Guest Gulkan would remember those words in times thereafter, and would know that the Witchlord had gone to his death knowingly.


Having delivered himself of these words, Lord Onosh mounted up and led the hunt on at starlight pace, which is slow yet remorseless, and guarantees the capture of any quarry which lingers to sleep by night.


Guest Gulkan followed on behind his father, and as they picked their way through the dark, Guest had the strangest sensation ... he felt himself half-immersed in a river, his father’s head heavy in his hands. Then Guest knew. He had had such visions in the past, and always they had been reliably predictive of the future. The Witchlord Onosh was doomed to die near here, to die in the Yolantarath, drowned in its waters. He was doomed. He was as good as dead.


—So how does it feel, this death?


Guest asked himself that question as he followed along behind his father.


He felt ... confused. He did not think that he wished his father dead. But even so. His father had denied him so much, had denied him so often. And just that very day, why, anger had brought the two to the point of murder. If Lord Onosh survived this hunt, then Guest was doomed to fight his proxy in Gendormargensis.


—So better that he die.


Thus thought Guest. And the thought was cold, hard, inescapable. Cold as crystal. Cold as a diamond plucked from the heart of a witch. Let Lord Onosh die. Then Eljuk would become emperor. And Eljuk ... for some reason, when Guest thought of Eljuk he thought of butter.


So they went on through the night. Lord Onosh knew himself doomed to die by drowning, and knew his son Guest to be his murderer. Guest Gulkan did not yet know that he was to be the instrument of his father’s death, but he knew of a certainty that his father would drown, would be swallowed by the Yolantarath, would become mud and worms, a bloated corpse lost in the farrow-furrow toils of the river’s filth.


So the Witchlord Onosh and his son the Weaponmaster hunted bandits through the mountains, both possessed of visionary knowledge of an unavoidable death, and at last in daylight they and their company ran the bandits to ground by the banks of the Yolantarath River.


By this time, the mighty hunting party which had left Gendormargensis was strung out over the better part of fifty leagues of wilderness, for only the young and the reckless had been able to keep up with the emperor on this madcap chase.


So it was that the odds were even when the imperial party met the bandits by the riverside.


Then fear fell away from the Witchlord. So he was to die, was he? Well, then it would be over soon, and quickly. The worst thing was the waiting, and the waiting was over.


“Pelagius, my good man,” said the Witchlord Onosh, seeing that his master chef had kept pace with the leaders of the hunting party. “It is a good day to die.”


Pelagius laughed.


“It is a good day, my lord,” said Pelagius. “And I do not think either of us dead before the end of it.”


Then Pelagius Zozimus unhooded the falcon which was bound to his wrist, kissed the bird, then let it loose, and laughed again as it rose to the blinding brightness of the sun. Lord Onosh laughed likewise, then the pair spurred their horses and charged, for both of these warriors had been seized of a sudden by a mad intoxication, the exhilaration of an all-or-nothing gamble.


“Hold, Eljuk!” cried Morsh Bataar, as Eljuk Zala spurred his own horse, grimly bent on following his father.


But Eljuk Zala paid no heed, for he was determined to go wherever his father did. So Morsh slashed the rope which restrained the one surviving spare horse which trailed along behind him, then rode in pursuit.


The leading riders went crashing into the ranks of the bandits. Horses fell and men screamed.


“The river!” screamed someone. “He’s in the river!”


Who was in the river?


Guest Gulkan heard the cry, and remembered his visionary certainty. His father was going to drown.


And suddenly Guest knew:


He did not want to see his father dead.


But it was fated. It would happen whether Guest wanted it to happen or not.


“Then the hell with fate!” said Guest.


And, setting himself against fate, destiny and the course of history, Guest Gulkan spurred his horse. Which reared, and received in its flesh an arrow which had been aimed at its master. Down went the horse, down, a mountain falling, an avalanche of bloody mortality, and Guest was thrown, sent sprawling.


Guest Gulkan groped to his feet, mud in his eyes, the world a whirl of watering confusion. A bandit was charging him.


“Ga!” screamed Guest.


The bandit hacked at him with a woodcutter’s axe. But an arrow took the man in the throat, and Guest hacked off his head as he died. No time to take a scalp! Lord Onosh was in the river, was drowning, and Guest had to save him. Had to! Panting heavily, Guest charged wildly through the floundering mud, bracing his way through the confusion of battle.
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All around was chaos, as knots of disordered men fought each other with screams and curses. Guest tried to blink the mud from his watering eyes, and caught a bleary glimpse of the bright-flashing armour of Pelagius Zozimus. Heard Rolf Thelemite screaming in fear-flushed panic as he tried to hold a brace of bandits at bay single-handed.


Rolf saw Guest.


And screamed:


“Help me!”


Then Guest had to choose.


His friend or his father.


Guest chose his father.


Ignoring Rolf Thelemite’s plight, Guest struggled through the mud to the banks of the Yolantarath River. Down in the water was a horse, a floundering animal wild-eyed in panic, its body rent with wounds, its blood staining the brown murk of the river. Struggling in the water was a man.


“Blood!” said Guest.


He was bent on saving his father, but — he could not swim!


“Blood of a billion bitches!” said Guest.


Then the Weaponmaster took his sword in a two-handed grip and struck a mighty blow, driving the blade deep into the mud of his father’s empire.


“Death or victory!” said Guest.


Then he slithered down the bank and plunged into the water, even as the man in the river’s grip lost his hold on his horse and slid beneath the waters.


The waters mobbed around the Weaponmaster. The terror-stricken horse rolled its eyes and did its best to bite him. Guest whacked it with his fist, then waded into the river, first waist-deep then neck-deep, feeling for his father with his feet.


Guest stubbed his toe on his father’s flesh, grabbed a mouthful of air, then ducked down and seized the man by the hair. Gods, he was heavy! Guest hauled, pulled, floundered, tried for purchase in the mud, got the man under the armpits — armour his flanks, and heavy, yes! — and boosted the man to the air.


Guest gasped for air.


“Father,” he said.


The man was safe, had been saved, was safe in Guest Gulkan’s grip. But he was starting to struggle! He was screaming, and struggling convulsively. Guest felt his boots slipping. He was up to his neck in the river. A river-wave slapped his face. If his father was not quieted, he would have them both drowned and dead.


Guest slipped deeper yet, and panic claimed him.


He screamed, incoherent in the agony of his panic.


The struggling pair were seen by Thodric Jarl, some thirty paces down the riverbank. Since Jarl was faced by imminent battle, he might as well have been distant by infinity. But Jarl summed the situation in a glimpse and found time enough to roar:


“Guest! Guest! Slam the bastard!”


The command came to Guest Gulkan as if from far off, like something shouted through a huge and fumbling thickness of fog.


But once said—


Blam!


Guest slammed his father, crunched the screaming face with a fist, crunched it hard. Then dragged the man closer inshore. A monstrous weight he made, but Guest dragged him successfully. Then they slipped into a hole.


Water buried them.


Guest slogged along underwater, one pace, two, a third, and up, up out of the hole and into the slash of the sun.


And the man in his arms screamed and thrashed, and clawed at him, and tried to bite off his nose. And suddenly Guest realized it was Eljuk, his brother Eljuk. He had risked his life, and risked it for Eljuk! Eljuk, of all people! And now Eljuk was fighting him in the frenzy of his panic!


“Gods!” said Guest, enraged.


Then slammed Eljuk in the face with his fist.


Then slammed him again.


Eljuk boggled, and went limp.


Then Guest acknowledged his deep and pressing jealousy of his brother, and slammed him one last time for luck, and was amazed to find how good that made him feel.


Then came the hard and brutal slog-work, the dragging of the semi-conscious Eljuk from the waters and the hauling of the semi-conscious Eljuk up the steep and muddy bank of the Yolantarath. Swearing with every step, Guest encompassed the task. At the top of the riverbank, he dropped the whimpering Eljuk in the mud, kicked him once for luck, then looked around for his sword.


His sword!


Where was his sword?


Guest Gulkan was weaponless, and a battle was in progress. The sword — it was twenty paces distant, for the Yolantarath had carried the two brothers downstream as they struggled in the water.


Guest went for his sword and won it. No sooner had he won the weapon than a man was upon him.


“Ahyak Rovac!” screamed the man.


“Rolf!” cried Guest, recognizing that battle-cry.


It was indeed Rolf Thelemite, so bloody from a gash in his forehead that he was unrecognizable, and was fighting blind. He fell into Guest’s arms, and, with the battle dying down, Guest began to search his friend for wounds.


Apart from minor gashes (bloody, spectacular, but no immediate threat to life) Rolf Thelemite appeared to be in one piece. By the time Guest had assured himself of that, the battle was over — with all the bandits dead, for none had been given quarter.


“Your brother,” said Rolf, recovering himself somewhat. “Your brother. He’s dead.”


“Eljuk?” said Guest. “But I just pulled him out of the river!”


“Not Eljuk!” said Rolf. “Morsh!”


Then Guest helped Rolf Thelemite to his feet, and the two went in search of Morsh Bataar. Rolf had seen Morsh go down and his horse fall on top of him, so presumed the young man to be dead. But when they found the body it opened its eyes then spoke to them.


“Will you shift this horse?” said Morsh Bataar. “For it’s died on top of me, and I think my leg is broken.”


Guest and Rolf called for help, and the Witchlord Onosh came over to them, called others to their aid, and had the horse shifted.


“It hurts like a bitch,” said Morsh Bataar, tears of pain in his eyes. “It’s the leg. The left leg.”


Lord Onosh drew his scalping knife and cut away the clothing which guarded the left leg. The thigh was prodigiously bruised and swollen with blood, and Morsh Bataar was crying from the pain.


“It’s death,” said Morsh, acknowledging the truth of his own injury.


Lord Onosh rose without a word. He knew the injury was as good as death. Unless—


“Zozimus!” roared the Witchlord.


The wizard Pelagius Zozimus advanced and saluted his emperor. There was blood and mud on the wizard’s fishscale armour, but Zozimus looked nonetheless lordly.


“My lord,” said Zozimus.


“Zozimus,” said Lord Onosh, pointing at Morsh Bataar. “I charge you with the healing of my son.”


Pelagius Zozimus bent to the injury. When he was ready to speak, he rose to his full height to address his emperor on equal footing.


“Your son is a dead man,” said Zozimus bluntly. “There is not the skill in Gendormargensis to heal him.”


“You are a wizard, are you not?” said Lord Onosh. “A worker of magic. A worker of miracles. Is the emperor to be denied a miracle on his request?”


“I am no god to undo what the gods have fated,” said Zozimus. “I have but some poor and wretched art of necromancy at my command. I have it in my power to have the corpses of this battlefield stumbling in their blood, their shambles but a parody of life. And that — and that is all.”


“It cannot be all,” said Lord Onosh.


“My lord,” said Zozimus, “were wizardry an art of miracle, would I abandon wizardry for cookery? Not so. Yet such was my choice.”


“Choice, choice,” said Lord Onosh. “Look at me! What choice have I got? My son’s life or my wizard’s. He lives or dies, but if he dies then you die too.”


“We must get him to Gendormargensis,” said Guest, who was bent on seeing Morsh healed, and who associated healing with warm rooms and sickbeds.


“No!” said Zozimus sharply.


“You heard my father,” said Guest, angered so much that he was almost ready to slaughter down the wizard on the spot. “His life or yours.”


“Or both,” said Zozimus. “I heard him. But we must not move the boy. To move him is to kill him.”


“He can’t stay here!” said Guest, looking around at the sprawling river, the blood-punctuated mud, the bleary sky, the horizon encumbered with mountainous hills, and the silent swordsmen now starting to shiver as their sweat cooled towards slime.


“Give him a chance,” said Zozimus, speaking harshly from a throat still dry from battle. “Give Morsh a chance. If Morsh stays here then he does have a chance — albeit a slim one. But if you haul him back to Gendormargensis then he dies of a certainty, and I die with him.”


“Then he stays,” said Lord Onosh. “And I stay with him. To work, Zozimus! Get on with it!”


“A tent,” said Zozimus. “I need a tent. Guest! Backtrack! Along our track you’ll find horses with tents. Morsh himself had one such last night, though it was not in his keeping this morning. Ride back and find such, for such is your brother’s survival.”


“I go,” said Guest, bowing to Zozimus’s imperative.


Thus Guest went, and Zozimus was much relieved to see him go, for there was no telling how much damage the boy might have done in his fear for his brother’s life. Then Zozimus called for horseblankets; and firewood; and for dead horses to be heaped up as a temporary windbreak while shelter more permanent was sought.


When Guest had gone, Morsh Bataar said through the tears of his pain:


“The man’s not as tough as he thought.”


Here Morsh was speaking of himself. The Yarglat do not readily admit to pain, and only by thus referring to it in the third person could Morsh Bataar admit to the grief of his agony.


“We none of us are,” said his father.


For the Witchlord Onosh had known pain and knew the truth of it: there is no thing worse.


Then:


“It hurts,” said Morsh Bataar, in frank confession of his pain.


Then, unable to help himself, Morsh Bataar cried out, gasping with pain — gasping in the inarticulate agony of the flesh. Lord Onosh wiped the cold sweat from his son’s forehead, and Pelagius Zozimus, unable to bear this sight for any longer, withdrew to the riverbank to think.


The grey-bearded Thodric Jarl went with him, hoping he would try to escape, for Jarl had a deep-felt hatred of wizards, and would welcome any excuse to murder him.


“The break is bad,” said Zozimus, who usually shunned Jarl as if the man were death incarnate — as well he might prove if things took a turn for the worse.


“Very bad,” said Jarl, with grim satisfaction.


“Still,” said Zozimus, “men have lived through as much.”


“No men that I know of,” said Jarl.


“Then Morsh Bataar will be the first,” said Zozimus, trying to pretend to a confidence which he did not actually feel.


Pelagius Zozimus was no healer, for he had never studied to be either bonesetter or pox doctor. Zozimus was a wizard of the order of Xluzu, a necromancer whose skills allowed him to animate the dead. This filthy and dispiriting work he had long ago abandoned in favour of cookery, for he disliked death. Equally, he disliked disease, injury, deformation, and every other debasement and degradation of the flesh.


Yet—


Zozimus had ever been a great scholar, and in the course of learning about death he had learnt much about life, for the study of death is necessarily the study of corpses and skeletons, which is an excellent way to learn about the living.


In the Castle of Ultimate Peace, a mighty fortress by the flame trench of Drangsturm, the order of Xluzu had long maintained a great collection of skeletons, which included the bones of a sailor who had died of rabies after being bitten by his mother-in-law’s dog. In youth, this sailor had broken his thighbone after falling from a mast, and had spent four months lying in his bunk while he recovered from the injury.


In the course of the sailor’s cure, a huge bolus of bone had knitted together the fractured ends of his thighbone, which had been out of alignment by as much as the width of two fingers. The result had produced a very strange skeleton, but when healed the leg had been normal enough to facilitate the bestriding of decks and the kicking of dogs.


So Jarl’s pessimism was not necessarily predictive.


If Morsh Bataar was lugged to Gendormargensis, he would doubtless die from the rigours of the journey, but if he could be kept just where he was, if he could be clothed and cleaned and warmed and fed, sheltered from the elements and—


“You know,” said Jarl, “while you sit here, Morsh is dying.”


“So you tell me,” said Zozimus.


“He’s dying of pain, you fool,” said Jarl, unable to restrain himself any longer. “Pain is the breaking of men, and kills when wounds alone would not.”


Jarl wanted to see Zozimus fail and die. But Jarl had ever liked Morsh Bataar for his steadiness and his leisured good humour, and did not want to see him die in a delirium of agony. The relief of his pain would probably not save his life, but might at least ease his parting.


Zozimus took the hint.


“Opium!” said Zozimus, slapping his thigh as he named the best kind of pain relief he knew. Then: “Send to the city for Sken-Pitilkin!” said he, knowing his fellow wizard was never far away from a supply of the peace of the poppy. “Send for Sken-Pitilkin,” said Zozimus, “and tell him to bring us his opium.”


“Your word,” said Jarl, “is my command.”


And he turned to obey.


So Sken-Pitilkin was sent for, and brought as directed, arriving late in the afternoon of the following day after a ride so rigorous it had almost killed him. There was no problem in finding the campsite, for by now there were hundreds encamped by the river, with a steady stream of incoming stragglers filtering out of the hills. To feed this multitude, Lord Onosh had commandeered a string of barges which had been coming down the Yolantarath, deeply laden with some of the spoils of the autumn harvest in the east.


Guest Gulkan himself greeted Sken-Pitilkin on his arrival, and led him to Pelagius Zozimus. No longer was Zozimus glorious, for his bright-shining armour had been mired by the splattering muck of the encampment, and the dervish wildness of his bloodshot eyes, combined with his unkempt condition, made him look three parts lunatic.


“What took you so long?” said Zozimus, when Sken-Pitilkin arrived.


For in all that time Zozimus had seldom strayed out of earshot from Morsh Bataar, and much which the sleepless wizard had heard while within earshot had been far from pleasant.


“What took me so long?” said Sken-Pitilkin. “Why, first I had to be born, and then—”


“That’s nonsense enough,” said Zozimus. “Have you brought the opium?”


“Yes,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “But I must see our patient before I dispense it.”


“It is peace,” said Zozimus impatiently, for after listening to Morsh Bataar’s agony he wanted peace for the man more than anything else.


“It is peace,” agreed Sken-Pitilkin. “But sometimes death is the measure of that peace.”


Then the two wizards went to see Morsh Bataar.


From the gruesome account of Morsh Bataar’s injury which had been delivered to him in Gendormargensis, Hostaja Sken-Pitilkin had got the impression that the boy’s broken thighbone had ruptured through the skin, an injury which would have virtually guaranteed his death.


But on being admitted to the tent which sheltered the boy, Sken-Pitilkin found the skin unbroken. Battalions of leeches were feasting on the thigh, doing their best to suck every drop of blood from the injured limb.


“It was Jarl who insisted on the leeches,” said Zozimus. “We’ve had half a thousand people looking for them, and still they look for more, though leeches in such quantity must surely kill.”


“The blood must be drawn from the wound,” said Sken-Pitilkin equitably, “and the leech is a precision instrument superbly designed for that express purpose. How do you feel, Morsh?”


Morsh Bataar spoke his pain in pain, spoke it in a mewling cry which evidenced long torture and the imminence of death. His pain was the measure of his strength, for a weaker man would have long since lost the power of protest.


“The opium,” said Zozimus impatiently.


“There is more to healing than ramming strong drugs down the throats of your patients,” said Sken-Pitilkin.


“But Jarl said—”


“Since when do wizards command themselves by the sayings of the Rovac?” said Sken-Pitilkin sharply.


“I am in danger of my life,” said Zozimus, “hence will command myself by whoever knows best.”


“Then be commanded by me,” said Sken-Pitilkin, endeavouring to calm the Witchlord’s over-agitated slug-chef. “Be commanded, for I fancy that I have more of the healing arts than have you.”


“So you say,” said Zozimus. “But Jarl says that pain will be the death of the boy even if nothing else kills him.”


“The pain,” said Sken-Pitilkin, “is consequent upon the fracture. The boy’s bone is broken.”


“That much I have divined,” said Zozimus stiffly.


“The bone of the thigh lies broken in the flesh,” said Sken-Pitilkin, continuing in his best classroom manner. “With the bone broken, the muscles of the leg strive to shorten the leg. Thus broken bone is pulled against broken bone, and the result is an agony your most expert torturer would be hard put to better.”


“Why,” said Zozimus, in sarcastic imitation of admiration, “you speak with the fluency of a very pox doctor!”


“Thus have I made my living in the past,” said Sken-Pitilkin, admitting this secret without shame. “It is the truth, Pelagius. A broken bone is no big thing in itself, but the gritting together of the ends of the bone is living hell.”


“So,” said Zozimus, seeing the nature of the cure now that he understood the problem, “we must separate the ends of the broken bones to ease the pain of our patient. Do you think your wizardry the equal to the task?”


“I would not trust my wizardry with a tenth of it,” said Sken-Pitilkin, who, as a wizard of Skatzabratzumon — an order dedicated to the mastery of the mysteries of levitation — had no special powers relevant to the cure of the flesh. “Still, mere mechanical skill may succeed where wizardry fails. I believe I can build something efficient for our purposes. Guest! Guest Gulkan! Where are you, boy?”


Guest Gulkan manifested himself in response to this shout, and, at Sken-Pitilkin’s orders, mustered up a raiding party. Sken-Pitilkin led this party aboard one of the barges tied up by the riverbank — the barges earlier commandeered by the Witchlord for the feeding of his multitude — and this barge they then looted thoroughly.


“What now?” said Zozimus, once the looting was done, and Sken-Pitilkin had a great heap of rope, sticks, spars, planks and sailcloth at his disposal.


“Now?” said Sken-Pitilkin. “We build!”


As the power to levitate objects can be enhanced by the adroit use of pulleys, levers and inclined planes, wizards of the order of Skatzabratzumon had long been diligent in their studies of such devices, and Sken-Pitilkin was well equipped to oversee the building of a stretching machine. Under his supervision, men worked through the night, and by dawn had finished the thing. The contraption looked very like a torturer’s rack, and worked on exactly the same principle.


“Tenderly, now,” said Sken-Pitilkin, as his team of well-briefed assistants gathered around the recumbent Morsh Bataar. “Guest. Thodric. Secure the harness.”


Working as carefully as they could, Guest Gulkan and Thodric Jarl secured Morsh Bataar’s shoulders and the foot of his injured leg in the padded imprisonment of leather harness-work.


“Ready?” said Sken-Pitilkin. “Very well. On my command, begin to pull. Steady but sure.”


“Don’t!” cried Morsh Bataar, piteous in his fear. “Don’t hurt me!”


“This is not pain but its cure,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “Guest. Thodric. Are you ready? Well — remember you work against muscle, so be ready for resistance. On the count of three. One. And two. And three.”


Then Thodric Jarl and Guest Gulkan applied their strength, the one hauling on the foot of the injured leg, the other pulling back on the shoulders.


Morsh Bataar screamed.


“Steady, boys!” said Sken-Pitilkin.


“You’re hurting him,” said Eljuk Zala, advancing on Guest Gulkan as if to attack him. “Let him go! You’re hurting him!”


At that, the sagacious Sken-Pitilkin reached out with his country crook, slipped it round Eljuk Zala’s neck, then dragged him backwards. Taken by surprise, Eljuk fell backwards, whereupon the nimble-witted Pelagius Zozimus sat on him.


“Keep it steady, boys,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “Now. Slow but sure. Use your strength. He’s a strong man, and you work against his greatest muscles. Strength, boys!”


Then Thodric Jarl and Guest Gulkan stretched Morsh Bataar in earnest, and as the two ends of grating bone were dragged apart the most amazing relief came into Morsh Bataar’s face.


“A little more,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “Just a little more. Right. Hold him! If you let him go, you kill him!”


This was the devilish part of stretching the patient. Once stretched, he must stay stretched, for the broken ends of his own thighbone were weapons which might kill him if he was released from the tension under which he had been placed. Quite apart from the question of pain, the sharp edges of broken bones can be wicked devices for the severing of blood vessels.


“Gather round,” said Sken-Pitilkin.


The dwarf Glambrax and the Rovac warrior Rolf Thelemite knelt alongside Morsh Bataar, slipped their hands under his body and awaited the order to lift.


“Pelagius,” said Sken-Pitilkin, seeking to command his cousin into action.


“The boy,” said Zozimus, who was still sitting on Eljuk Zala. “This boy Eljuk. He’s not safe to let loose.”


“Then I’ll sit on him,” said Sken-Pitilkin, and matched deed to word so Pelagius Zozimus could join Glambrax and Rolf Thelemite alongside Morsh Bataar. “On the count of three,” said Sken-Pitilkin, speaking from his new-found throne. “One. And two. And three.”


Morsh Bataar groaned as he was lifted, then cried out sharply as he was set down on the stretching machine with a slight bump. A slight bump it was to those who were handling him, but Morsh himself — why, poor Morsh felt as if he had just been dropped off a mountain.


“Easy, Morsh,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “We’re almost done.”


Then, while Guest Gulkan and Thodric Jarl maintained the tension on Morsh Bataar’s foot and shoulders, keeping the broken ends of his thighbone apart, Sken-Pitilkin supervised the attachment of boot-harness and shoulder-harness to hooks. Ratchets and wheels were used to put both sets of harness under strain, so Morsh was being stretched by foot and shoulders.


“Enough,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “Guest. Thodric. Release your hold. Now.”


Guest Gulkan let go of Morsh Bataar’s shoulder harness and Thodric Jarl released the foot harness.


“Sweet blood,” said Jarl, studying Morsh Bataar’s face for signs of pain. “It works.”


“It works,” confirmed Morsh Bataar. “Thank you.”


Then he essayed a smile, or tried to. It was more of a grimace than a confirmation of pleasure, but it was a very miracle considering the torments he had been through. Indeed, Morsh Bataar’s mere survival was little short of miraculous. But then, the Yarglat are tougher than other peoples, or so they say — though pain is the same for us all, as the very Witchlord himself had acknowledged.


“Well,” said Sken-Pitilkin, rising from his seat. “Now we can fetch our emperor to survey the scene of our triumph.”


The seat the wizard had risen from was of course the hapless Eljuk Zala, the anointed heir to the Collosnon Empire. Eljuk rose from the mud unsteadily, a swollen leech hanging pendulously from his nose. As he tried to exit from the tent, the Witchlord Onosh entered, and the two collided.


“Ho, boy!” said Lord Onosh. “You need to blow your nose! Well, Zozimus! How is my son! How are you, Morsh? You’re looking better. Much better. Grief, what a contraption! What have we here, Zozimus? A siege engine, is it? Is young Morsh to be catapulted to Gendormargensis, or must we drag him?”


“As I said to my lord earlier,” said Zozimus, “to move Morsh to the city would be to kill him.”


“Ah,” said the Witchlord briskly, “but that was before he was lashed to this brilliant machine. I can see the sense of it. Surely now it’s only sanity to shift him.”


“My lord,” said Zozimus, “when the wounded are dragged from the battlefield, then every bump is agony — and by my computation there are half a billion bumps between here and the city.”


“So it will hurt a little,” said Lord Onosh. “Still, Morsh is a strong man, is he not?”


“Hostaja,” said Zozimus, appealing to his cousin. “We can’t move the boy, can we?”


Hostaja Sken-Pitilkin considered the question.


“I have not the full skill of an accomplished bonesetter, nor the full depth of a bonesetter’s proper experience,” said Sken-Pitilkin, “so I cannot answer definitively. But I know for a fact that where the bone has broken there must surely be blood. Blood clots to lumps, so to move the boy may be to break free such lumps. Once free in the flesh they can travel, and jam in the heart, with death as a consequence.”


“Then what do you suggest?” said Lord Onosh.


“I suggest that Morsh is safest here,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “I vote for no certain decision on chances, but suggest that he stands four chances in five of a quick death should he be shifted to the city. I would not wish to move him much before midwinter, not with the bone so savagely broken.”


“Then,” said Guest Gulkan bravely, “if Morsh must stay, then I will stay with him, and guard his solitude till then.”


It immediately occurred to Lord Onosh that Guest Gulkan might well be volunteering to stay with his brother because he was afraid to return to Gendormargensis. As soon as Guest got back to Gendormargensis, he would have to meet Thodric Jarl in combat, and that combat would in all probability be the end of him.


“Guest,” said Lord Onosh, “on the day of our battle against the bandits you saved the life of Eljuk Zala.”


“So I did,” said Guest, who was no great exponent of the art of modesty. “I dragged him from the river at the risk of my very life.”


“That was well done,” said Lord Onosh. “As a compliment to your bravery, I offer you any boon within reason.”


“Does this mean—”


“It does not mean that you may lay claim to the woman Yerzerdayla. But else you may ask.”


The Witchlord fully expected Guest Gulkan to be excused from his coming battle against Thodric Jarl. Now that the tempers of all concerned had had time to cool, Lord Onosh had no wish to see Guest spitted on Jarl’s sword, particularly not since Guest was the best hope for the continuation of the family line and the preservation of the empire.


“My lord,” said Guest. “I have long wished to be known as the Weaponmaster.”


“Since you were a child,” agreed Lord Onosh.


“But you have ever denied me such a title,” said Guest.


“I have denied it for a very good reason,” said Lord Onosh. “The very good reason being that you are the master of no weapon.”


“Yet,” said Guest, “it is the title I claim. That is the boon I wish from you.”


Lord Onosh was quite taken aback by this. Nevertheless, he granted Guest Gulkan what he wanted. And all the way to Gendormargensis, Lord Onosh wondered exactly how his son hoped to survive the encounter with Thodric Jarl to which he had doomed himself.


While the much-wondering Witchlord made his way back to Gendormargensis, the young Weaponmaster trained with his sword on the banks of the Yolantarath. Ever and again Guest Gulkan slashed and sliced, imagining how the mighty razor of his courage would cut down Thodric Jarl to size.


When he was weary with training, Guest made his way back to his tent. Already the campsite stank, and already some dog had managed to die in the middle of it. Rain fell continually, pocking the boot-craters in the slimy grey mud. Guest Gulkan’s neighbour’s tent lay mortally wounded in the mud.


He looked around.


He saw a bit of river being pissed upon by a fur-shrouded warrior. Mucky grey cloud — much of it. He didn’t see the wind, but it saw him. It changed direction smartly and bucketed his face with cold rain.


“Great,” said Guest, glowing with confidence and self-satisfaction. “Just beautiful.”


What was beautiful above all else was the flatness of the land, the flatness which gave mobility to the horse-troops of the Yarglat, the flatness which had made them the conquerors of the Collosnon Empire.


“This,” said Guest, striking a theatrical pose, “is the empire. And I, the Weaponmaster, will make myself lord of it.”


No thunder boomed to complement his words, but such was the intensity of Guest’s imagination that he fooled himself into believing that he heard such thunder; and he told himself it was a very good omen, and proof of the favour of the gods.




CHAPTER THREE


Name: Thodric Jarl


Birthplace: Rovac


Occupation: mercenary


Status: imperial bodyguard


Description: blunt and decidedly unplayful Rovac warrior, grey of eye and grey of beard, though he is as yet far from the years of his full maturity — for he is but 24 years of age.


Hobby: cultivating the intimate acquaintance of young women of surpassing beauty (and here note that Jarl is no gluttonous whoremaster but, rather, a connoisseur who will kill for the best while ignoring anything which does not meet his rigorous standards of perfection).


Quote: “I would that each was a wizard, for then our victory would be all the sweeter.” (Said in the Cold West before he led a thousand men to battle against an enemy which outnumbered his own forces by four to one. Despite the promise of victory implicit in his boast, on that occasion he was defeated, and nine in ten of his men were slaughtered or enslaved).


* * *


Shall we say something about Thodric Jarl? Shall we speak of the colour of his eye and the tint of his beard? Shall we tell of his history and his hobbies, or quote him in his rhetoric?


No.


Suffice it simply to say that Jarl was of the Rovac, that the Rovac are as primitive a bunch of blood-letting savages as you are likely to cross swords with, and that Jarl was true to his kind.


Hence Guest Gulkan feared him.


Or should have feared him!


Time flies like an arrow, as the proverb has it, and before midwinter Guest Gulkan returned to Gendormargensis and announced his intention to meet Thodric Jarl in single combat.


The wizard Hostaja Sken-Pitilkin shortly came to see Guest Gulkan and counselled him to flee the city.


“Why in the name of a dog’s mudshit should I do a thing like that?” said Guest.


Guest had then lately entered upon a phase where he spent a great deal of his spare time in devising new and especially barbarous oaths, and “a dog’s mudshit” is typical of these. Sken-Pitilkin resisted the temptation to abrade the boy on account of his uncouth neologisms, and instead dedicated himself to giving good counsel.


“You must flee from Gendormargensis,” said Sken-Pitilkin, “because, unless you flee the city, you’ll have to hack it out face to face with Thodric Jarl.”


“I should worry?” said Guest.


“Of course you should worry!”


“Why?” said Guest. “Because I’ll get blood on my clothes?”


“Because the blood will be your own,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “You have a choice. Bribe up big to buy off Jarl. Or flee. That’s the limit of the choices you have at your own disposal, though Bao Gahai may have others.”


This Bao Gahai was a dralkosh, a witch, whose devices had helped the Witchlord Onosh secure power and keep it. Rumour had it that Bao Gahai’s strength was faltering, but many feared her still.


“Bao Gahai?” said Guest. “I’ll not be seeking help from her.”


“Yet she may give it,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “She desires your presence, now, today, and to tell you as much is the greater part of my reason for coming here. Well. Are you ready to go?”


“I’m not going to see her!” said Guest.


But Sken-Pitilkin was persistent, and told the boy that Lord Onosh himself wished Guest to consult with Bao Gahai. So at length the young Weaponmaster allowed himself to be persuaded into the presence of the dralkosh who for so long had aided and counselled his father.


The audience took place in Bao Gahai’s bedroom, which smelt of camphor, of cat-piss, and of antiquity. Bao Gahai was sitting up in bed with a cheeseboard on her knees. On the cheeseboard was an assortment of nuts — she never ate cheese, for she was allergic to it, just as she was allergic to catmeat and the eggs of seagulls — and throughout the audience she occupied herself by opening those nuts with the aid of a hammer, a chisel and an autoptical brain-hook. By profession she was a pathologist, and though she no longer dissected dead flesh — excitement always got the better of her, and she invariably moved from the dead to the living — she was still possessed by the scarcely controllable urge to dissect something. Hence the nuts.


“As a mark of my favour,” said Bao Gahai, once she was alone with the young Weaponmaster, “I have persuaded your father to let the Rovac warrior Rolf Thelemite remain as your bodyguard, for all that he has recently led you into folly by the way of gambling.”


“As a mark of your favour, if I truly have your favour,” said Guest, astonished by his own boldness even as he spoke, “you might see to the cancellation of my gambling debts — and Rolf’s.”


“It’s the cancellation of your life that should concern you,” said Bao Gahai. “Not the cancellation of debt.”


“You think me dead at the hand of Thodric Jarl?” said Guest, alluding to the duel to which he was doomed.


“I think that a strong likelihood, unless you leave the city,” said Bao Gahai. “I suggest an extended journey of exploration in the Eastern Marches.”


“That would be one way of thwarting Jarl’s bloodlust,” agreed Guest, with an entirely unwonted cheerfulness.


“You’re not thinking of poisoning him, are you?” said Bao Gahai sharply.


“No,” said Guest. “Of fighting him merely. Of killing him.”


“You,” said Bao Gahai, flicking a piece of walnut shell in Guest’s direction, “have been taking opium.”


“Opium?” said Guest.


“Yes, yes,” said Bao Gahai. “You have been taking opium. Or else you have a fever.”


“A fever? No? Why would you think so?”


“Because,” said Bao Gahai, “there is never any way under any of the seventy suns of the fifty thousand hells of Bancharoth that you will ever kill Thodric Jarl in single combat.”


“My sword has slaughtered a multiple of men in combat,” said the Weaponmaster staunchly, “and I have trained long and hard since my last slaughter.”


“You?” said Bao Gahai, with a laugh barely to be distinguished from the sound of nutshells snappling. “You? You have trained? With whom? With Rolf Thelemite, maybe?”


“The very man,” said Guest. “And he is a Rovac warrior, is he not?”


“For sure,” said Bao Gahai. “Rolf Thelemite is a warrior, as a sparrow is a bird. But I think the grey-bearded Jarl to be a very eagle in his pride, and I think the sharpness of his talons a fit complement to that pride.”


Then Bao Gahai started to laugh.


She laughed and she laughed. Her full-fledged throttling was hideous, sounding for all the world like a man being strangled.


Guest Gulkan took Bao Gahai’s laughter as a cue to leave, and swiftly made his escape. But Bao Gahai sent Sken-Pitilkin to persecute young Guest with books, and with papers, and with irregular verbs; and to divine his counsels if this should prove remotely possible. The dralkosh did not believe for one moment that Guest actually intended duelling Jarl, so presumed he had a secret plan in hatching.


But Sken-Pitilkin found no hint of the existence of any such plan; and found, too, that the boy Guest was decidedly reluctant to settle to his lessons, for his sword seemed to have fascinated him like a bewitching love.


A date for Guest Gulkan’s duel with Thodric Jarl had been fixed, and on a morning before that day of destiny — to be precise, on a morning some ten days after the Weaponmaster’s return to Gendormargensis — Sken-Pitilkin came to Guest’s quarters and found the boy busily sharpening the long razorblade of his sword’s cutting edge.


“It is written,” said Sken-Pitilkin, shivering in the unheated coldness of Guest Gulkan’s room, “that an icicle is but a poor room-mate. Blood, boy! Why don’t you heat the room?”


“I am hardening myself body and soul,” said Guest, with a studied seriousness which appeared devoid of any hint of irony. “I am hardening myself to meet with Thodric Jarl. Besides, the exercise of the sword warms me to a sufficiency.”


“But I am old,” said Sken-Pitilkin, “and my bones chilled with my age. It is written that the old should not suffer from the folly of the young.”


“Where is that written?” said Guest. “In a book?”


“Where else?” said Sken-Pitilkin.


“Books truth nothing,” said Guest, studying his swordblade by the winterlight which shivered through the open window. “Anyone can write anything in a book.”


“So they can,” said Sken-Pitilkin, settling himself in a chair and pulling Guest’s best solskin horseblanket around him. “The date of your death, for example. In the books of the city’s best bookmakers, that date is written as tomorrow. But there are other things well-written in the books of the world. Irregular verbs, for instance. What say you leave that sword, and make some verbs mere chopmeat with the razor of your intellect.”


As scholars have always known, languages should ever be the first learning of the man who may be destined to hold great power. Recognizing this truth, the unscholarly Lord Onosh had ordered Sken-Pitilkin to labour young Guest into a linguist. But Guest hated the foreign tongues, their hookworm alphabets and their irregular verbs; and, failing to recognize their imposition as a sign of his father’s love for him, he reacted as if Lord Onosh had personally invented all foreign syllabaries for the express purpose of torturing an unscholarly boy.


“Your passion for verbs is obscene,” said Guest, momentarily laying aside his sword.


“Obscene?” said Sken-Pitilkin.


“Surely,” said Guest, sliding shut the translucent paper screens designed to exclude the winter air from his quarters. “You lust for them. You lust like a very antelope. Irregular verbs! To grope, squeeze, suck and horsewhip such! A sick passion! As for me, I’d rather abominate myself with a toad. I’d think that the lesser perversion.”


“Then that’s unfortunate,” said Sken-Pitilkin, “for your father wishes me to corrupt you with the choicest of my passions.”


“Then let’s at least leave the irregular verbs till I have killed myself, my man,” said Guest, again picking up his sword. “Before battle, I must purify myself, and abstain from all perversions.”


By way of reply, Sken-Pitilkin reached beneath the horseblanket which he had snugged across his knees, and took a book from beneath his skirt. These skirts were a foreign fashion, and Guest thought they must be desperately cold, though he was wrong in his thinking, for they were exceptionally practical and comfortable, and Sken-Pitilkin ever demonstrated great wisdom by wearing them. Having retrieved the book, Sken-Pitilkin began to unwrap its layers of waterproofing oil-cloth.


Guest Gulkan pretended to ignore the book in favour of the admiration of his own reflection in his swordblade. By manipulating the blade he could screen out the greatness of his ears — and concentrate instead on eyes and lips. The young Weaponmaster twisted his lips into a ferocious sneer then rolled his eyes in imitation of a horse gone mad.


All of which severely tempted Sken-Pitilkin, who sorely longed to fetch him a sharp crack with his country crook. But, of course, the boy had long since outgrown such convenient discipline.


“If you will not light a brazier,” said Sken-Pitilkin, cool even though he was snuggled beneath the horseblanket, “at least pass me a little wine to warm my veins.”


“What makes you think I’ve got wine on hand?” said Guest.


“When are you ever without it?” said Sken-Pitilkin.


This was a telling point, and Guest shortly uncovered some wine, and a block of rather grubby cheese to go with it. Knowing Bao Gahai to be allergic to cheese, Guest had acquired a great store of it, thinking to devise some plan for her poisoning. But he had failed in this enterprise, and so was put to the trouble of eating the stuff.


“Careful,” said Guest, as Sken-Pitilkin helped himself to wine and cheese. “Be careful, lest you spill your drink on that precious book of yours.”


“The book is mine,” said Sken-Pitilkin, studying the cheese from several different angles, as if suspecting that it might be poisoned, “so let me do the worrying.”


“I worry for my father’s sake,” said Guest. “For that book is the chiefest of his torturers. Should it die in the bloodflow of your downspilt wine, he’d be ten years searching for an instrument of equal punishment.”


“This book is not torture but love,” said Sken-Pitilkin, wiping the cheese on the horseblanket, “as I’ve told you not one time but fifty. Sit! Squat yourself, boy, then let us begin.”


Guest Gulkan sat, and squared himself to face the book, looking for all the world like an inexperienced gladiator forced to do battle against a dragon with a toothpick as his sole armament. The book, of course, was Strogloth’s Compendium of Delights.


The eminent Strogloth — and who he is is unknown, which is just as well, as there is many a young scholar who would dearly like to murder him — had searched great heaps of grammars for their irregular verbs, working in the spirit of one of those pornographers who reads immense libraries of law and religion with the sole purpose of extracting nuggets of brutal licentiousness.


The result? Spectacular!


“We will begin,” said Sken-Pitilkin, chewing on the cheese, which was not too bad, “with the conjugation of the verb porp. Which means ... ? Guest? Guest, what is meant by the word porp?”


“You tell me,” said Guest, “for the irregular verbs are your perversion, not mine.”


“A perversion, yes,” agreed Sken-Pitilkin, speaking with great self-restraint. Then, feeling the boy had had things all his own way for just a little too long: “But are you not a pervert? Is not the killing of men and the taking of their scalps a perversion of sorts?”


“It is culturally appropriate,” said Guest. “You told me so yourself when we studied ethnology.”


“Ah, ethnology,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “A mistake.”


Here it must be conceded that Sken-Pitilkin had indeed made a grievous error when he introduced young Guest to the science of ethnology; for Sken-Pitilkin had forgotten how much of that science deals in great and enthusiastic detail with vivisection, cannibalism, head-hunting, ritual murder, torture, louche initiation rites, and, above all, with sex customs.


“An ethnologist would say,” said Guest, gaining enthusiasm as he saw he had the advantage, “that hunting men and killing them for their scalps is a vital part of my cultural heritage. For you as an uitlander scholar to criticise or condemn this practice would represent intolerable interference in the internal affairs of the Collosnon Empire.”


“No,” said Sken-Pitilkin, “you are wrong, for now you have confounded a theorem of ethnology with a practical political doctrine.”


“I have not!” said Guest.


But he had, and Sken-Pitilkin explained his error to him in excruciating detail.


“You understand?” said Sken-Pitilkin. “No! Of course you don’t! Never mind. Let us proceed to delight, for the irregular verbs yet await us.”


“Irregular verbs!” sneered Guest. “My praxis is combat, not scholarship. My destiny is to do battle, to kill men, to drink their blood and take their scalps.”


“Perhaps, perhaps,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “But I rule this particular battlefield, so you will conduct yourself like a prisoner-of-war and obey me as the chiefest of your jailors. The verbs!”


“The verbs have awaited us for years already,” said Guest. “Let them wait till tomorrow for, with my man as yet to kill, I’m in no mood for study today.”


“Words are weapons,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “And tools. If you aspire to be surgeon to the body politic, then you should look to your armamentarium.”


“Swords are weapons far better,” said Guest. “For language cannot chop heads.”


Sken-Pitilkin studied the young man carefully, for he was sober yet spoke with a drunkard’s enthusiasm. He was drugged. Or somehow intoxicated. Perhaps, just perhaps, he was intoxicated by his own over-enterprising ambition. Certainly he looked far, far too buoyant, considering that he was shortly due to face the murderous Thodric Jarl in a duel he was certain to lose.


Sken-Pitilkin wondered if Guest had any true conception of the true nature of his own predicament.


“You know, my boy,” said Sken-Pitilkin, “it would be very easy for you to make your peace with Thodric Jarl, if you did but humble yourself before him. Your life is full of so much promise that it would be foolish for you to do otherwise.”


“My life,” said Guest, “has no promise whatsoever.”


“No promise?” said Sken-Pitilkin in surprise. “But don’t you realize that you’re surely going to end up with the imperial throne? That’s your fate of a certainty, as long as you can master your temper and learn up a little diplomacy, and just a fragment of self-control to match it.”


“You do but fantasize,” said Guest, “for I am but a bastard boy with no future here or elsewhere, as all the world is at pains to tell me, thrice five times a day between dawning and darkness. But even though I must live here as a worthless bastard with all the world leagued in scorn against me, I will not surrender my pride by crawling to Thodric Jarl, no, nor by bribing him either.”


So spoke Guest Gulkan, revealing depths of resentment which surprised Sken-Pitilkin, who cast about for some form of words which might improve the boy’s self-confidence.


“You lie so smoothly I wish I’d taught you the skill myself,” said Sken-Pitilkin, failing to find the words he sought. “Very well. Since your mastery has already encompassed the art of the lie, and since today finds you lacking the courage to tackle the smallest of the irregular verbs, though it be a naked verb, and hairless, and feeble in its antiquity — then, that being so, let us turn our minds to the study of geography.”


“Not if that means maps,” said Guest.


“You are in luck,” said Sken-Pitilkin, “for all my maps are back in my own quarters.”


“All right then,” said Guest. “Geography it is.”


He was relieved that they were to abandon verbs for geography. For geography was not quite so very bad, at least when there were no maps to be studied. Sken-Pitilkin had trunkloads of maps, charts and plans showing the margins of earth and sea, the sewer systems of foreign cities, the whims of the wind, the fruiting of the harvests, key infestations of dragons and the geographical range of the platypus. But while Guest knew the theory of maps, he had yet to master the art of conjuring truth from a scrabblework of isograms. Usually, when given a mapwork problem, he would stare at the parchment all day and get precisely nowhere.


Guest Gulkan had such difficulties partly because so many things on Sken-Pitilkin’s maps were entirely alien to his experience. The sea, for instance. He was exasperated by geographical figurations which suggested that in places the sea ran on for thousands of leagues without interruption, because surely the existence of such an immensity of water was contrary to both reason and sheer probability.


And a shortage of illustrations made it difficult to match these alien places with their flora and fauna. The elephant and the platypus were both delineated explicitly in Sken-Pitilkin’s Book of Beasts, the one being a very large mouse with deformed teeth and a nose of surpassing length, and the other being a rat in the form of a duck. But what of the quokka? And the jellyfish? Of these Guest Gulkan was unable to form any clear conception.


Yet he hoped never to meet such a monster as a jellyfish in the flesh, for it had been described to him as a translucent beast in the form of a blob from which depended a million fine-stranded tentacles which stung and killed. The monster was alleged to be otherwise without features, possessed of no eyes, nose, ears, arms, head, neck, trunk or external organs of generation. Guest Gulkan had met with the jellyfish twice already in nightmare, and on neither occasion had he been able to argue the brute out of killing him. On no account did he want to meet the thing a third time in the world of the real.


He said as much.


“Fear not the jellyfish,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “A far more dangerous creature is the woman. For many more men have been killed on account of women than ever met their deaths in the tentacles of a jellyfish. You in your own flesh look to become one of them.”


“It’s not come to killing,” said Guest. “Not yet.”


Though the young Yarglat barbarian knew there would almost certainly be a killing when he met with Jarl on the morrow, he had no appetite for argument with his tutor.


“Then don’t let it!” said Sken-Pitilkin. “Pay out your gold! Bribe the Rovac! Buy yourself a victory! For it won’t be Jarl who dies. Oh no. If it’s blades in earnest, it’s you who dies. And you’re running out of time to do something about it.”


“You underestimate me,” said Guest. “I have my sword, and I’ve spent my life training in its use.”


“Your life!” said his tutor. “Boy, you’re still wet from the egg! If you don’t trust me, then trust the city. All over Gendormargensis, men are placing bets, and the odds predict your speedy death in battle.”


“When we fight,” said Guest, tempted into the heat of argument despite himself, “it won’t be me who does the dying. I’ve killed men and I’ve trained for killing more, and what’s Jarl so special about?”


“A man is a man,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “And a boy a boy.”


“I’m no boy!” said Guest in fury, though of course at the age of 14 he was very much a boy.


“A boy, verily, to be so easily provoked,” said Sken-Pitilkin calmly. “Why, you’re as irregular in your humours as one of the Akromian verbs.”


“Jarl will be boy enough to bury when I’m through with him,” said Guest. “You want to be rich? Then bet on my fortunes!”


“I’m not a gambling man,” said Sken-Pitilkin. “But as soon as our lesson is over, I’m going to wager a month’s salary on your early death. I’d be a fool to pass up a chance of profit so certain.”


“Certain!” said Guest, rising to his feet. “I’ll show you what’s certain!”


With that battle-smash threat, the young Weaponmaster boiled out of his room, driven by the steam generated by the heat of his anger. However, once having boiled in such an impressive fashion, he found his wrath evaporating almost as swiftly as it had been generated.


So where to now?


In the harshness of its winter, Gendormargensis was no place for idling out of doors. Its bleakness was ruled by the wind-slam rain which slushed the streets to a turgid muck, the frigidity of which beaked eagerly through the cracks and chasms in the Weaponmaster’s filthy boots. Though Guest was an emperor’s son, the congenital disorder of his gear ever made him look like an impoverished refugee from six years of mountain-path campaigning.


Ever so slowly, the young Weaponmaster began to feel ever so slightly stupid. Should he go back inside? And lose face by apologizing? Never! Even so ... he half-wished Sken-Pitilkin would exert his authority and order him back inside. But his elderly tutor appeared to have given up on him, at least for the moment.


Guest Gulkan summed his options, and quickly, the weather being a disincentive to extended meditation. He could quest to Rolf Thelemite’s sickbed and seek to rouse the man from his convalescence. Or he could at last yield to the advice of his betters, seek out Thodric Jarl, and bribe that Rovac mercenary to throw their fight in Enskandalon Square. Or, if still bent on duelling Jarl to the death, he could practise those sword-skills which he had been honing for so long.


Or—


But here Guest Gulkan left off thinking, for an oncoming messenger was hailing him.


“Ho! Gulkan my man!”


It was the dwarf Glambrax, his pet dwarf and his father’s favourite fool.


“Ho!” said Guest.


“Ho-ha!” said Glambrax.


“Ho-ha-ho-ho!” said Guest.


This went on for some time, the pair bawling at each other in the strumpeting wind like a couple of madmen, for this was a nonsense-game they had brought to perfection in the last year or so. But at last Glambrax swapped nonsense for sense.


“Zelafona, my man,” said Glambrax, thus venting to the winter air the name of the witch who had mothered him.


“If I’m to be Zelafona,” said Guest, “then I’m naturally woman, not man, though I doubt I’d be woman of yours.”


“Zelafona,” said Glambrax, ignoring this sally in favour of his business. “She wishes to see you.”


But Guest had no wish whatsoever to see Glambrax’s mother, who, after all, was Bao Gahai’s sister. Doubtless she had good advice for him, but he was brim-full to the ears with good advice already, was drowning in the stuff, considered it noxious, said as much, and proposed that he detoxify himself with some hard spirits in the nearest tavern of convenience.


“With Rolf,” said Glambrax.


“Oh, if we can liberate him, then yes,” said Guest. “By all means with Rolf.”


So they took themselves off to the infirmary where the convalescent Rovac warrior was laid up in bed, recovering from the aftermath of an attack of scarlet fever. They found Eljuk Zala seated by Rolf Thelemite, reading to him from one of Sken-Pitilkin’s books of geography.


Guest Gulkan and Glambrax wrested the book from Eljuk Zala and pitched it into a half-full chamber pot, then swept the invalid and his nursemaid away to the nearest tavern. There Guest got very drunk, his companions got almost as intoxicated, and Guest in his bravado told all the world how he would hack Jarl to pieces on the morrow, then take the fair Yerzerdayla as his own, and bed her with all the ferocity of strength at his disposal.


When the next day blurred to life, Guest Gulkan woke but slowly. He was sullen and hungover as he made his way through the dull morning light to Enskandalon Square, where he was scheduled to meet Jarl in combat.


Lord Onosh was there already, waiting for his son. With Lord Onosh was the dralkosh Bao Gahai, in company with her sister Zelafona and Zelafona’s dwarf-son Glambrax. Others were there also: a full two hundred assorted warriors, servants, tribesmen and beggars, together with vendors selling hot chestnuts and cups of warmed-up horseblood diluted with hard liquor.


Present among that gathering was Eljuk Zala, and there too were the wizards Hostaja Sken-Pitilkin and Pelagius Zozimus. Conspicuous by his absence was Rolf Thelemite, who was spending that morning in his bed in the infirmary, dead to the world as a consequence of his over-indulgences of the night before.


On arriving at Enskandalon Square, Guest Gulkan did not address his father, but instead ignored him entirely as he stripped off his furs and began practising some swordstrokes. It was immediately obvious to the Witchlord Onosh that Guest Gulkan had been training intensely while encamped by the Yolantarath. But it was also painfully obvious to Lord Onosh — and to most other onlookers — that the boy’s improvements fell far short of making him battleworthy against such a formidable opponent as Jarl.


We must remember that Guest Gulkan was still a boy of 14, and though his stature could be mistaken for that of a man, he was a very child in his folly when he thought to match himself against the battle-hardened brutality of a grown man a full ten years older than himself.


When Guest was done with his swordpractice, he at last turned to his father and grinned.


Then the Witchlord Onosh saw that his son Guest had no plans of dying that day, but instead thought he would hack down Thodric Jarl and walk from that place in triumph. Unfortunately the young Guest Gulkan had become overconfident in battle through his success in killing bandits — poor wretches who were usually half-starved and often half-mad and leprous into the bargain. His over-confidence had been boosted by the marked improvement he had lately made through his training.


“Father,” said Eljuk Zala, tugging at the Witchlord’s sleeve to win his attention.


“Eljuk,” said Lord Onosh, acknowledging the presence of his favourite son.


“He thinks he can win, doesn’t he?” said Eljuk.


“It would seem so from the grin,” said Lord Onosh.


The Witchlord’s voice was measured. It was not easy for him to stand here waiting for a Rovac warrior to come forth to hack down his son. But one does not win an empire through softness of spirit, nor can an empire be held by one who fears to do the hard things, or to have them done on his account.


“But,” said Eljuk, “but he’s going to die. Isn’t he?”


“We are all of us going to die,” said Lord Onosh. “The only question is, when.”


“I — I don’t want Guest to die,” said Eljuk.


The plaintive tone of Eljuk’s voice made Lord Onosh turn and look at him. The Witchlord’s scrutiny revealed to him a surprising fact: Eljuk had been crying.


“You really want him to live?” said Lord Onosh.


“But of course,” said Eljuk, as if it were obvious. “Of course I want him to live. What else would I want?”


The innocence of that response almost made Lord Onosh weep. As Lord Onosh knew full well, if Guest survived this day of testing, then he must necessarily and inevitably kill his brother Eljuk. Guest had the will to power and the bloody resolution necessary to seize and hold an empire, whereas Eljuk—


Poor Eljuk.


“You’ve never denied me before,” said Eljuk.


“No,” said Lord Onosh. “I haven’t.”


Lord Onosh had never been able to deny the boy anything. Not since he had sentenced the boy to die.


Character shows itself early, and when Eljuk had been but a small boy his father had seen that Eljuk would never be emperor. He was too conciliatory, too sentimental and far too self-effacing. Whereas Guest had a will to power and a violence to match it, and hence could definitely be emperor, though in all probability a bad one.


Possibly: a very bad one.


When Lord Onosh had realized the strength and ferocity of Guest Gulkan’s bloody temper, he had seen that everything possible must be done to postpone the boy’s ascension to the imperial throne, in the hope that the passage of years would mature him and mellow him. So Lord Onosh had named Eljuk as his heir, thus dooming him to die. It is one of the invariable rules of human affairs that power always ends up in the hands of those who want it most; and so, since Eljuk had the misfortune to lack all taste for dominance, it was a foregone conclusion that he would inevitably be murdered, if not by his brother then by some other.


Eljuk might — might! — have survived as ruler of some piddling little peacetime principality where he could have been played as a puppet by wise and remorseless councillors. But life among the Yarglat did not facilitate charades of puppetry. In seeking to rule the Yarglat, Eljuk must surely die, and Eljuk—


Eljuk did not realize that he had been sentenced to death, and that was the measure of his folly, a measure of his total unsuitability to hold the throne.


“Eljuk,” said Lord Onosh, “when I am dead—”


“May you never die,” said Eljuk piously.


“Birth is death,” said Lord Onosh harshly. “As I was born, so must I die. Then — Eljuk, when I’m dead, there won’t be anyone to stand between you and the world.”


“There’ll be Guest,” said Eljuk.


“Guest, yes,” said Lord Onosh. “So what if — Eljuk, brothers quarrel. Two brothers, one kingdom. The story plays a thousand times in history. It never has a happy ending.”


There was a stir among those gathered in Enskandalon Square. Thodric Jarl had arrived.


“Save Guest,” said Eljuk. “Then — then write it down for me. Don’t tell him, but write it down. Write that — that I asked you. Then when I’m emperor I’ll show him what you wrote. Then he’ll know I saved him. A debt, you see.”


Lord Onosh doubted very seriously that any such posthumous revelation would count for much when an empire was at stake.


Still.


What else could he do?


Eljuk would never be able to hold the empire. He was too ... too innocent. Too nice. Whereas Guest ... well, Guest was a fool, a brash and ignorant, over-confident fool. He drank too much, kept bad company, piled up gambling debts, was rude to powerful people such as Bao Gahai, and according to Sken-Pitilkin’s account he was a scholar of truly grotesque incompetence.


But despite all these defects the young Weaponmaster had demonstrated a ruthless resolution that his brother Eljuk lacked. He had set his heart on hacking down Thodric Jarl; he had trained for the purpose; he had avoided all temptation to escape from the duel by bribery; and here he was today, bent on consummating his folly.


Lord Onosh summoned Sken-Pitilkin with a finger and made his wishes known.


“My lord,” said Sken-Pitilkin, once he understood what his emperor wanted.


“You won’t do it?” said Lord Onosh, detecting a note of resentful resistance in Sken-Pitilkin’s voice.


“My lord, this — this boy Guest, he’s, in his impetuosity he pitched a book to a chamber-pot.”


“It was your book, I suppose,” said Lord Onosh, suppressing his extreme irritation at finding his tame wizard bothering him with a such a triviality on such an occasion.


“It was, my lord. It was—”


“Give me your bill and I’ll pay it,” said Lord Onosh.


At which Sken-Pitilkin gave up all hope of making the Witchlord Onosh understand the gravity of Guest Gulkan’s crime. For the book which had fallen to the chamber pot had been a book of geography: and ancient; and stocked full of wisdom; and decorated in its margins with a multitude of irregular verbs; and it had been ruined entirely by its drenching in urine, and was quite irreplaceable, for gold would not serve as its replacement, no, nor ivory either, nor silver, nor any measure of shimmering silks and unbroken hymens.


“My lord,” said Sken-Pitilkin remotely. “I hear, and to hear is to obey.”


“Good, good,” said Lord Onosh testily. “Then get on with it!”


Thus commanded, Sken-Pitilkin positioned himself near the fighters, and prepared to put his powers of levitation to work. This he did discreetly, without anyone in the audience realizing what was happening. So, when combat was joined, Thodric Jarl’s feet were hooked from under him by the arts of Sken-Pitilkin’s magic, and down went Jarl in the snow and slush. Guest Gulkan promptly tried to hack off Jarl’s head, whereupon Sken-Pitilkin secured the sideways deflection of the Weaponmaster’s sword, ensuring that it did but hack a bloodline in Jarl’s grey-haired scalp.


There was supreme art in that studied deflection, but not one person in the audience understood that art. To the audience, it seemed merely that Jarl had slipped, and that Guest had blundered away his chance to decapitate the fallen Rovac warrior.


Thodric Jarl was down on the ground, bleeding profusely from the cut in his scalp. Blood poured from his head, sluiced through his hair, teemed down his face in rivulets then clogged in the grey of his beard. The Witchlord Onosh promptly declared that Jarl had been defeated, and that Yerzerdayla was therefore Guest Gulkan’s prize.


“But,” said Lord Onosh, “as the boy Guest has recently been guilty of a scandalizing delinquency, it is fitting that his possession of Yerzerdayla be tied to his punishment for that delinquency.”


Then the Witchlord Onosh publicly denounced the boy Guest on account of the fact that he had seen fit to dunk one of Sken-Pitilkin’s codicological treasures in a chamber pot. The emperor announced Guest’s punishment:


“On account of his delinquency, the boy is not to be permitted to take possession of the woman Yerzerdayla until he is 18 years of age.”


Lord Onosh declared that Yerzerdayla would meanwhile “reside in chastity” under his own roof.


The Witchlord Onosh felt that he had resolved things rather nicely, winning a margin of four years or so in which to arrange for Guest to surrender Yerzerdayla discreetly to Thodric Jarl. But in the interim, he must move quickly to separate Guest and Jarl, lest they find some excuse for a rematch.


Accordingly, that evening the young Guest Gulkan was summoned into his father’s presence. There he found Zelafona, the aged but elegant sister of Bao Gahai, and her dwarf-son Glambrax.


“Guest,” said Lord Onosh. “You are leaving Gendormargensis. Tonight. Glambrax and Zelafona are going with you.”


“Leaving?” said Guest. “But why?”


“Because,” said Lord Onosh, “Thodric Jarl has sworn a bloody oath to kill both you and Sken-Pitilkin. In fact, unless my spies misheard him, he swore to butcher every wizard in the world.”


“Then,” said Guest calmly, “you would be well within your rights to chop him into dogmeat, for every wizard in Gendormargensis lives in your protection.”


“So they do, so they do,” said Lord Onosh. “So, for their protection, my wizards are joining you in exile.”


“Exile?” said Guest in alarm. “What are you talking about?”


“I’m sending you out of the empire,” said Lord Onosh. “Have you heard of a place called Alozay? Have you heard of Molothair?”


“No,” said Guest.


“Sken-Pitilkin swears he has taught you of both,” said Lord Onosh. “And in detail. Molothair is a city, and Alozay an island. The city of Molothair sits on the island of Alozay, and serves as the capital of that archipelago known as Safrak. You can place Safrak on a map, I trust?”


“I can place anything on a map,” said Guest. “A cup, a plate, a pot or a branding iron. Give Molothair or Safrak into my hand and I will place them on any map of your choosing.”


“Come,” said Lord Onosh impatiently, “you must know the places which we’re talking of, for Safrak — oh, never mind! Sken-Pitilkin’s the geographer, let him then lesson you. You’ll have plenty of time for lessons on your journey.”


And with that Guest Gulkan was dismissed, and was sent away to pack up for his journey into exile.


* * *


Name: Guest Gulkan


Birthplace: Stranagor


Occupation: student


Status: barbarian-in-training


Description: aggressive Yarglat male who lives his life as if determined to play the role of barbarian to the bloody hilt


Hobby: the tasting of beer (often, and in bulk)


Quote: “It wasn’t me and I didn’t really mean to do it, and anyway the bitch bit me.” (Said at the age of eleven, when he was caught barbecuing Viranessa, the silky-haired lap-dog which had long been the prize possession of his brother Eljuk Zala)


* * *


So it was that Guest Gulkan departed from Gendormargensis in the depths of winter and made the arduous journey to the islands of Safrak. He did not go alone but was accompanied by two wizards, a witch, a dwarf and a bodyguard — the people in question being the wizard of Xluzu named Pelagius Zozimus, the wizard of Skatzabratzumon named Hostaja Sken-Pitilkin, the aged but elegant dralkosh named Zelafona, the dwarf Glambrax and the doughty Rovac warrior named Rolf Thelemite.


Though Rolf was not properly recovered from his attack of scarlet fever, they nevertheless made good time on their journey out of the Collosnon Empire.


From Gendormargensis they travelled, making the journey down the frozen Yolantarath River on a sleigh drawn by the fur-dogs known as ubeks. Some 200 leagues south-west of Gendormargensis, and just downstream from the trading town of Babaroth, the Yolantarath is intersected by the Pig River. Guest Gulkan and his companions pushed their way up the Pig. “Push” is very much the operative word, for the winter-frozen river was pocked with tree trunks and derelict rocks, and the clearness of its ice was rutted by the journeying of many traders.


Yet the difficulties of the journey did not depress the Weaponmaster. Rather, Guest Gulkan began to lighten up, his mood becoming buoyant — then weightless. The elevation of his spirits was scarcely surprising when one considers the claustrophobic tensions the boy had long endured in the imperial court of Gendormargensis.


The family history was not a happy one.


To seize power and secure it, the Witchlord Onosh had been put to the trouble of killing his father, his mother, his paternal grandfather, his twin sisters and his solitary brother, two uncles, four cousins, an aunt and five imperial concubines; and he had also secured the death of a nephew and the nephew’s favourite horse.


All this was par for the course as far as the Yarglat were concerned — except for the gratuitous murder of the horse, which was generally considered to be excessive, and indicative of a streak of mean-spirited vindictiveness unbecoming in a warrior.


But Guest—


Perhaps there was an unexpected streak of mercy in Guest Gulkan’s soul, for he had long been troubled by the possibility that he might one day be forced to inherit his father’s bloody responsibilities, and to secure the empire yet again with a fresh set of blood-slaughter murders.


The journey the Weaponmaster was presently making was steadily taking him away from all possibility of any such conflicts, and so he was full of jokes and levity as he and his companions travelled up the Pig, arriving at last at the village of Ink on the shores of the Swelaway Sea.


There Guest gazed full upon the Swelaway Sea. He took so long about it that you might have thought him busy trying to drink it whole, rather than merely look at it.


At last he knelt by the waters, tasted them, then rose with a regretful sigh.


“What is it?” said Rolf Thelemite.


“It is but water,” said Guest regretfully. “If only it were liquor, then there might be some use for it.”


“There’s its use!” said the dwarf Glambrax, gleefully pointing at a bobbing turd afloat upon the waters. “It’s a sewer!”


A healthy turd, that. Brown and light, buoyant with vegetarian uplift. But, at the sight of it, Guest repented of having sampled of the sea, and swore he’d stick to wineskins in the future.


Then the Weaponmaster pulled out the best beloved of all the destructive implements in his possession, and ceremonially pissed upon the Swelaway Sea, as if trying by that insouciant gesture to deny the obvious effect it had had on him. For Guest at that age was very full of himself, and held in very poor esteem those minor parts of the universe which lay outside his own hard-striving corpus. Yet the Swelaway Sea, by the very act of its own existence, indicated by its vast indifference that there was more to the cosmic order than the blood and bones of one Guest Gulkan, and was uncomfortably suggestive of the possibility that the boy Guest might ultimately be but one utterly trifling and inconsequential part of a larger whole too vast to be comfortably contemplated.


With the Swelaway Sea having thus been encountered (yes, and do you remember the first time that you in your own person encountered the immensity of the sea, whether salt sea or fresh?) the travellers walked into Ink and addressed themselves to the question of the acquisition of a boat.


At Ink, a place much to be noted for the barking of its dogs and the smell of its dead fish, for the multiplicity of its turds and the squaloring of its five billion trouserless children, the adventurers were (this at least was the plan) to trade their sleigh, their fur-dogs and their gold for a small fishing boat.


The Witchlord Onosh in his mercy and his wisdom had provided the travellers with gold in plenty — certainly enough, in combination with their other discardable possessions, to buy them a boat for the passage to Safrak. Unfortunately, Rolf Thelemite persuaded the Weaponmaster Guest to join him in the pursuit of a bargain and save their cash for pleasure rather than transit. Fortunately, the sagacious Sken-Pitilkin vetoed the purchase of any bargain, and they spent their gold on an expensive but seaworthy boat.


The boat, which was named the Lathmish, was sold to them by a man named Umbilskimp, an old man who suffered bitterly from chilblains and emphysema. It came with a money-back warranty which guaranteed it to be good for five years or fifty return trips across the Swelaway Sea. Both Zozimus and Sken-Pitilkin checked the wording of the warranty, and checked it closely — and, on being satisfied, they herded Guest and Rolf aboard the boat, and set to sea.


But when the travellers were well launched upon the cold grey chop of the Swelaway Sea, the boat began to leak; and before they were so much as half-way to Alozay they found their craft was leaking like a fish hacked open by a landing hook.


Fortunately, the travellers managed to get their leaking wreck of a boat as far as the island of Ema-Urk before it actually sank. Once the thing had been grounded, an inspection of the hull proved it to be one spongy mass of sodden rot, which the boat salesman must have known.


“He is a murderer!” said Guest, denouncing the venial Umbilskimp. “And if I get him in my power then I will hang him!”


“An excellent sentiment,” said Sken-Pitilkin, who usually deplored violence, but who on this occasion found himself in total agreement with Guest’s vow of vengeance. “Let us report the man as soon as we get to Alozay, and perhaps they will have the grace to give us satisfaction.”


And when a passing boat had at length given them passage to Alozay, they did just that — reporting the delinquent Umbilskimp to Banker Sod himself.


But Vernon Brigadoon Sod, the man of iceman race who headed the Safrak Bank and dominated the island of Alozay, declared the affairs of Ink to be no concern of his.


“In Safrak,” said Sod, “we see our law as being concerned with the rule of the Safrak Islands. No more, no less.”


“Then who rules Ink?” said Guest.


“Nobody,” said Sod. “Ink is a free village, just as Port Domax is a free city. If you must have vengeance upon this fellow Um — Umbik—”


“Umbilskimp,” supplied Guest, who had vowed never to forget the man until the man was dead.


“If you must have your vengeance,” said Sod, “then you must secure it for yourself, and you will not be securing it while you are resident upon Alozay.”


So Guest arrived upon Alozay, Safrak’s ruling island and the site of the capital city of Molothair, and his arrival was marred by the fact that he was cheated of his legitimate revenge upon the salesman who had almost encompassed his murder.


He vowed again that he would not forget the fellow.


Meantime, back in Gendormargensis, the Witchlord Onosh sat closeted with Thodric Jarl and Eljuk Zala, trying to work out how to deal with the problems in Locontareth.


The city of Locontareth had long been a centre of unrest, and there were rumours which suggested that one Sham Cham of that city was exercising his talents in stirring up a tax revolt. Acting on Thodric Jarl’s suggestion, Lord Onosh had tried to dispose of the matter with the minimum of fuss, by sending killers to ensure that Sham Cham passed away quietly in his sleep.


Lord Onosh had just lately received news that the killers had been killed in their turn, and that a very lively and decidedly unkilled Sham Cham now slept with half a dozen man-eating guard dogs in his room.


“It looks,” said Lord Onosh gloomily, “as if this will be Stranagor all over again.”


“Stranagor?” said Eljuk Zala. “What’s that got to do with it?”


“My, ah, my — how did I phrase it? — my Provision for the Permanent Abolition of Riverside Vermin,” said the Witchlord Onosh. “That was it. The vermin being the Geflung. It was a revolt, a tax revolt. You don’t remember?”


Eljuk Zala confessed that he had no recollection of ever reading or hearing about any such revolt.


This disturbed the Witchlord greatly, for nobody could be ignorant of the late and lamentable tax revolt in Stranagor unless they were ignorant of the affairs of the empire as a whole, and such ignorance was dangerous in the empire’s anointed heir.


Nevertheless, the Witchlord Onosh did his best to conceal his disappointment as he explained.


“In the country around Stranagor,” said Lord Onosh, “live the Geflung, who ...”


As the Witchlord began to explain things to Eljuk Zala, Thodric Jarl turned his own attention to a map of the Collosnon Empire and began planning a war against Locontareth, something he was sure the empire would find itself engaged in before terribly long — if not in the coming year, then in the year after.




CHAPTER FOUR


Safrak Bank: organization which rules the Safrak Islands of the Swelaway Sea. Its ostensible business is to fatten on trade passing between Port Domax and the heartland of Tameran.


* * *


Guest Gulkan’s birthday was in spring, and it was in spring of Alliance 4305 that he turned 15. His birthday was ill-omened, for it found him afflicted by influenza.


While leprosy, cholera and bubonic plague have names to rival nightmare, for swift and sudden devastation nothing can match the more lethal strains of influenza. This epidemic had claimed a tenth of Safrak’s population in barely thirty days, and looked fit to claim Guest as well. He was fevered and awash with sweat, so weak in his ague’s anguish that he lacked the strength to crack a flea.


In the end, the boy only survived because a guardian named Hrothgar took him home to his wife Una, who had just lost her baby to the epidemic, and so was able to wetnurse the patient. Guest was far too sick to derive any erotic satisfaction from this privilege, but Una’s help saw him through his crisis, and shortly he was tottering around in the spring sunshine, feeling more like a ghost of himself than an actual boy of flesh and blood.


“You’re no ghost,” said Una, pulling on one of his big ears. “There’s no ghost here! There’s an elephant!”


Guest, who had begun to grow infatuated with the grey-eyed Una, promptly lost all sympathy with the woman. If there was one thing the young Weaponmaster absolutely hated, it was a woman who pulled on his ears. And, sooner or later, every woman of his acquaintance seemed to end up doing exactly that. Those ears, it seemed, had a fatal attraction for the entire female sex.


With his infatuation thus abruptly terminated, Guest was glad to flee from Hrothgar’s house — a ramshackle wooden building in the ramshackle city of Molothair — and return to his own quarters in the mainrock Pinnacle.


On his return to the mainrock, he was promptly nobbled for guard duty. He was weak in the aftermath of his sickness, but weakness was no disqualification for work at such a time.


Guest Gulkan was technically resident upon Alozay as a hostage, but this was a mere legalism. The Safrak Bank trusted him — as much as it trusted any boy of 15 — and so readily employed his brutality. It set him to guard the time prison, a large hall with a series of transparent pods set around its walls.


Mark the layout of the Hall of Time!


The mainrock Pinnacle stands at the northern end of the long and narrow island of Alozay. It is a mighty upthrust of granite, a misshapen phallus of rock which bulbs outward at its middlemost point.


To win admission to the mainrock, one must come to its docks, which lie in the cold and gutteral shadows of the mainrock’s wave-slapped northern shore. One is then hauled upwards to Gud Obo, the Winch Stratum, the lowest of the seven inhabited levels of the mainrock. Gud Obo houses the winch-works, the servant quarters, and the storerooms.


Multiple stairways connect Gud Obo with Dolce Obo, the Pillow Stratum. This is given over to the business of life, for it is a place of sleeping quarters, kitchens and eateries; and here one finds the mainrock’s banqueting hall. Here Guest Gulkan and Sken-Pitilkin had their customary quarters, and a classroom in which they could prosecute the dissection of the irregular verbs.


A dozen stairways climb from Dolce Obo to Inic Obo, the Quill Stratum, which is given over to the offices of the Safrak Bank. A mighty stratum, this, for it dominates the bulbing middlemost girthswell of the mainrock Pinnacle.


Yet another dozen stairways lead upwards to Brondon Obo, the Steel Stratum, the fourth level of the mainrock, which houses prisons, guardhouse and armouries.


By now, the mainrock is starting to taper as it buffets upwards towards the rough-hewn ridge which helmets its crest. In consequence of the tapering, only four stairways lead upwards from the fourth level to the fifth, from Brondon Obo to Trilip Obo, the Archive Stratum.


The Archive Stratum is just that — dead rooms of silent paper, of ancient book-chests sealed with lead. As one goes upwards in the mainrock, so the labour of supplying water from below becomes greater, and for this reason Trilip Obo was uninhabited by human flesh.


Only one stairway climbs upwards from Trilip Obo to Zi Obo, the Pod Stratum, the sixth level of the mainrock Pinnacle. Zi Obo holds one single and solitary chamber, an oval hall a hundred paces in length and three dozen paces in width. This chamber is the Hall of Time, and it was in this hall that Guest Gulkan was to stand guard duty.


The single stairway from below enters the Hall of Time at its western end. From there, the hall stretches away for its full length of a hundred paces to the ascending stairway at its eastern end. When Guest was brought there to do guard duty, the entrance to that ascending stairway was guarded by a monumental block of jade-green stone.


“So,” said Banker Sod, who had taken it upon himself to brief Guest Gulkan on his guard duties. “Where are we?”


Guest looked around.


“We are in the Hall of Time,” said Guest Gulkan, who had received a guided tour of the mainrock shortly after his first arrival on Alozay, and who remembered this room well. Set in niches around its northern and southern walls were many transparent pods, some empty, others holding Safrak’s time prisoners. Between the niches were deep-cut slit windows, the northern ones looking out across the Swelaway Sea, the southern ones allowing a partial view of the longstretch of Alozay and the ramshackle city of Molothair.


“Which level is this?” said Sod.


“The fifth,” said Guest. “No, the sixth, that’s it. The sixth. There’s one more. The seventh.”


“Jezel Obo,” said Sod, naming it. “The Sky Stratum. What lies in the sky, boy?”


“It is a sacred place,” said Guest. “A shrine denied to all but the initiated. It’s called, uh, a sanctum. The Inner Sanctum.”


“That is so,” said Sod. “Jezel Obo, the Sky Stratum, is the site of the Inner Sanctum, the holy of holies of the Safrak Bank. Are you a priest, boy?”


“No,” said Guest.


“Do you have any ambition to be a priest?”


“No.”


“Then don’t worry your head about sacred places. Understood?”


“Understood,” said Guest, who, thanks to his studies in ethnology with Hostaja Sken-Pitilkin, knew that many peoples did not like to have the secrets of their faith questioned.


“Well then,” said Sod, “if that’s understood, then let us go and meet the demon.”


With that, Banker Sod led the Yarglat barbarian Guest Gulkan from the western end of the Hall of Time to the stairway at its eastern end.


It was then evening, and the light was dying in the Hall of Time. Sod and Guest cast no shadows as they walked through that grey light towards the jade-green block of stone at the far end of the hall. Their boots clicked over the skull-pattern tiles — many of which were broken — which paved the native granite of the hall. The roof was high above, and the sound of their boots was cold and sharp in the vaulting emptiness.


An odd pair they made, for Banker Sod, the Governor of the Safrak Bank, was a pale-skinned male of iceman race, with the black fingernails and thick white bodyhair so typical of that breed. His hair was bright gold, his eyes yellow and his teeth of like colour.


Upon Sod’s ringfinger there was a steel ring in which there was set a gemstone. That stone was of ever-ice, and in the gathering gloom of evening a ghost-cloud of light surrounded it. Guest knew that chipstone of ever-ice to be the key which opened and closed the pods of the time prison.


They halted at the eastern end of the Hall of Time. They halted in the presence of the hall’s resident demon — the jade-green block of stone which guarded the single stairway which led upwards to the seventh and highest level of the mainrock Pinnacle.


Though Sod was accustomed to do business in the Galish Trading Tongue, and though Guest had learnt Galish from Sken-Pitilkin, the language of the briefing was Guest’s native tongue, the Eparget of the Yarglat, in which Sod was uncommonly fluent. Apparently the demon understood the same language, for Sod still spoke in Eparget when addressing that dignitary directly.


“Iva-Italis,” said Banker Sod. “This is Guest Gulkan, the son of the emperor of Tameran, and a student of the wizard Hostaja Sken-Pitilkin.”


The demon received this news in silence. It was a monolithic block of green stone which was twice Guest Gulkan’s height; and, like the other rocks of the world, it seemed singularly indisposed to entertaining mere humans in conversation.


“Does the demon speak?” said Guest.


“When it chooses to,” said Sod. “It is the head of our force of mercenaries, those men who belong to that body we call the Guardians. If you were to join the Guardians then Iva-Italis would be your master.”


“Ha-hmm,” said Guest, pretending that this was new to him, and that he was absorbing this information with the greatest of interest.


In fact, Guest already knew all about Safrak’s Guardians, the Toxteth-speaking mercenaries recruited from Port Domax and Wen Endex. Guest had even struck up a dice-and-beer friendship with some few of those worthy warriors — most notably the mighty Hrothgar — and had a little of their native argot at his command. Surely Banker Sod had been appraised of the development of these relationships — but, if so, then the rigours of influenza had stripped that knowledge from the Banker’s mind.


“Iva-Italis guards these stairs,” said Banker Sod, continuing his lecture about Safrak’s guardian demon. “No unauthorized person can come up or down the stairway — and that means you. If any unauthorized person tries to pass, then the demon will eat them.”


“Eat them?” said Guest. “But it has no mouth, and — well, claws, arms, tentacles, things to grab with. Besides, the stairs are wide.”


“When it eats, it eats,” said Sod. “So don’t worry about the stairs. The time prison is your concern. You know about it?”


“I know,” said Guest, who had heard all about Safrak’s time prison.


“Very well,” said Sod, obviously relieved that he did not have to explain. “Your duty is simple. If anyone tries to interfere with the time prisoners, then you kill them.”


“How could anyone interfere?” said Guest, who knew very well that there was but one ring which could free the time prisoners from their pods, and that that ring was ever in Banker Sod’s possession.


“They could interfere,” said Banker Sod, “by trying to physically carry away one of the prison pods. They could — never mind. If something goes wrong, Iva-Italis will tell you who to kill and when.”


Banker Sod was in no mood for extended explanations because he was even sicker than Guest Gulkan. Yet there was more to do before Sod could depart. He had to accompany Guest Gulkan back to the head of the western stairway, and point out the things placed in niches in the western wall.


“Lanterns,” said Sod. “They must be filled with this oil. There is a bracket by each and every time pod. Light as many lanterns as you need. You can use a tinder box, I suppose.”


“I have never mastered such a device,” said Guest, lying through his teeth.


A tinder box is a tricky thing to use, and by pleading ignorance Guest Gulkan got Sod to conjure the first lantern into life.


Then Sod picked up a rod of hardwood. A dozen short lengths of chain dangled from the rod, and each chain ended in a barbed hook.


“What is this?” said Sod.


Guest squinted at the thing, then declared it to be an instrument of torture, or perhaps some device designed to be used in a fishing boat.


“No!” said Sod. “It is a bablobrokmadorni stick.”


“A — a bab — baba — bablob?”


“A bablobrokmadorni stick,” said Sod. “I thought you were a scholar!”


“Well,” said Guest. “I study.”


“But obviously not hard enough,” said Sod. “For a command of the Janjuladoola seems to be lacking from your tongue.”


“It is so,” conceded Guest.


“Then learn at least a word of it,” said Sod. “This is a bablobrokmadorni stick, a device used in the Izdimir Empire for the carriage of lanterns. Look! You can put it on your shoulder and carry six lanterns without a risk of fire.”


“A lantern stick, then,” said Guest, making no attempt to pronounce the Janjuladoola name of the thing, since he feared that any such exercise in applied linguistics would precipitate the rupture of his jaw.


Then Sod showed him the water jug, which was half-full. The bread box, which held some lumps of black peasant bread so hard they could have been used as missiles for a catapult. The chamber pot — which was unclean, and smelt accordingly.


“Empty it from that northern window,” said Sod, gesturing at the nearest slit window. “You’ll find it by its smell, even if you can’t find it otherwise.”


With these instructions given, Sod warned Guest not to leave his post before he was relieved at dawn. Then the Banker took himself off to his bed, descending the darkened stairs without bothering himself with a light — for Sod knew every shadow in the mainrock by its height, its depth, its heat, its cold, its timbre or its smell.


Once left alone, Guest immediately busied himself with the lighting of lanterns. The boy Guest was not zealously industrious by nature, but night was setting in. The ominous darkness — scarcely relieved by the cold green glow which emanated from the distant flanks of the demon Icaria Scaria Iva-Italis — beset the boy with fears. This was a high place, a cold place, a barren place, and he did not like it.


Lanterns swayed from the chains of the bablobrokmadorni stick, sending a dozen shadows of Guest Gulkan lurching across the skull-pattern tiles of the Hall of Time. When hung by the time pods, they seemed merely to enlarge the darkness rather than to light the hall. The unlit gulf of the western staircase became a funnel descending into the nether depths, and Guest, made uneasy by that plunging chasm of blackness, placed his armchair up against the northern wall.


Yet even with the armchair so placed, Guest found it impossible to settle. Instead, he began to perambulate around the room, checking the oil levels in the lanterns, testing the room’s acoustics by hawking and spitting, and amusing himself by examining the people so firmly frozen in the timestasis of the pods of the time prison. A motley bunch they were, those prisoners, a good many of them showing signs of extreme age, of disease, or of wounds or torture.


Rumour claimed — and Guest had heard the rumour, for ears as big as his were singularly well adapted for the capture of gossip — that time prisoners almost inevitably died upon release. The process of being frozen within a block of unchanging time was held to be harmless in itself, but the psychic shock of being displaced from one’s own time by days, years or generations was held to be inevitably fatal.


Hence the Safrak Bank used the time pods as instruments of execution. After two or three generations of incarceration, a prisoner would be abruptly released into a future in which friends, lovers and relatives were dead, or reduced to decrepit spiderwebbed ghosts of their former selves, old-aged skeletons thinly cloaked by arthritic mottlestone flesh. From the prisoner’s point of view, an eyeblink aged the world. The shock of such change was sufficient to kill — though one rumour claimed that a quick-acting poison was covertly administered to supplement that shock.


Guest Gulkan, growing disturbed by the unblinking stares of those imprisoned in the time pods, ceased his scrutiny of the same. Though the hall was very large, it was nevertheless becoming increasingly claustrophobic. The shadows weighed heavily on Guest Gulkan’s shoulders. He topped up the oil in each and every lantern, and trimmed the wicks to maximize their light-producing efficiency, yet the heavy burden of shadow seemed scarcely relieved.


As if seeking escape from the hall, Guest Gulkan eased himself into a north-facing slit window. It was easily tall enough to accommodate his height, but narrowed sharply, its sides arrowheading inwards as the window pierced its way through the wall to the outer air. The outermost aperture of this defensive fenestra was just large enough for Guest to stick his head outside. He did so. He warped his head around to look up at the sharp-slash stars, then looked down at the sightless gulfs of the Swelaway Sea far below.


“Sa!” said Guest, pulling his head in, then rubbing his ears to warm them against the cold.


The young Yarglat barbarian jumped down from the slit window and returned to his armchair. But it was growing increasingly cold — far too cold for him to stay seated slumped and sleep. So he resumed his perambulations.


Guest was far from the demon when he heard someone coming down the stairs. Guest geared himself up for action instantly. His blood began to pulse in his ears. A warm flush of battle-readiness surged through his body. Then — then Guest belatedly remembered that the stairs were not his concern. The stairs were guarded by the demon, or so Banker Sod most earnestly believed, and the guardianship of those stairs was the demon’s concern, with Guest Gulkan’s duty being merely to prevent interference with the prisoners of the time prison.


Down came a single person, who paused by the demon, who spoke — or appeared to speak, for Guest heard the whispering ghost of a comment across a distance greater than eighty paces — then tramped towards the downward stairway in the west.


Resting on the stranger’s left shoulder was a bablobrokmadorni stick from which two lanterns depended, and these lit him as he approached. A remarkable figure! He was dressed in brightly coloured patchwork motley. A multitude of small ceramic animals were attached to his trousers and his jacket. On his feet were slippers, which curved upwards at the toes, terminating in pink pom-poms. He wore a golden skullcap fringed with tiny glass bells, which rang out in a rain of music as he stepped lightly, briskly, across the cracked and broken tiles of the Hall of Time.


A bright and briskful figure, this.


But the face!


As the man drew near, Guest Gulkan saw his face was hideously disfigured by burns. Twisted welts and lava-field fluxes had warped that face until its age and race were beyond determination.


On his right hand, the man wore a glove puppet in the form of a green-skinned dragon with red dewlaps. As he drew level with Guest, the man’s right hand moved. The dragon snapped at Guest’s ear. And it had teeth! Yes, there were miniature teeth built into the mouth of the glove puppet, teeth sharp as razors!


Guest’s hand went to his sword.


But the stranger laughed, laughed like a bell, laughed with such penetrating clarity that one might imagine him to be heard from one side of the Swelaway Sea to another. He had a singer’s voice, trained to carry, and the laugh was a song of sorts, so penetrating that Guest felt its vibrations in his bones.


Disarmed and made dumbstruck by that laugh, Guest stood like a scarecrow, gawking at the stranger. Who sniffed him. Smelt him. Sucked sweat, dust and dinner into his nostrils. Sampled him. Memorized him. Then snorted, hummed, winked, and went tripping down the western stairs, the light of his lanterns swaying from the walls in a warmglow wash as he descended.


Such was Guest Gulkan’s first encounter with Yubi Das Finger, a citizen of the Empire of Greater Parengarenga, and a resident of the far-distant city of Dalar ken Halvar.


Descending the stairs, the stranger began to sing. Abruptly, his song was cut off by a lurching cry. There was a pause. A scream! In panic, Guest sprinted to the head of the stairs, his sword already in his hand.


Then upward from the depths below there came a bright and bell-clear laugh, a laugh both generous and mocking at the same time, and Guest knew himself to have been the victim of a joke.


Sweating and blood-pounding — in the aftermath of his influenza, he was far too weak to enjoy such a joke! — Guest seated himself in his armchair. But no sooner had he settled himself than he heard more footsteps descending in the east.


Though the Hall of Time was a full hundred paces in length, though Guest Gulkan was seated near its western end, he clearly heard two people descending the stairs in the east. He got the disconcerting impression that the jade-green demon of the east was amplifying the sound of those descending footsteps. He tried to dismiss the thought, but the thought proved reluctant to be dismissed.


—It is but a stone.


Thus thought Guest, who had been seriously disconcerted by his encounter with Yubi Das Finger, and did not think himself up to the stress of facing further shocks.


Down came two people. They passed on either side of the cold-glowing demon and proceeded towards Guest Gulkan at a measured pace, the lattermost carrying a bablobrokmadorni stick bright with twin lanterns.


As they came near, Guest saw the foremost was an ancient featherweight of an Ashdan, who was followed by a ragged servant. More strangers. Guest braced himself for jokes, threats or revelations, but the pair gave him only the most cursory of glances before exiting from the hall, taking the stairs which led downwards.


Guest was relieved that the passage of the dwarf-statured Ashdan and his lowbrowed bablobrokmadorni servant had gone off so smoothly.


Then:


More footsteps!


Coming down!


And there were many of them!


Yes, there was no mistaking it!


A great body of armed men was coming down the eastern stairs, their armour clanking, boots tramping, horns blowing, shields clashing. Horses! They had horses! Guest heard hoofs on stone, heard an animal whinny. And — barrels! They were rolling barrels as they came! The barrels were thumping on the steps! And — one burst! Guest heard it shatter to a gust of liquid, heard curses, guttural swearing.


Now Guest was under the impression that the seventh and last stratum of the mainrock Pinnacle — Jezel Obo, the Sky Stratum — was a small place. No place, then, where one could hide a bootshod army with its horses, its shields, its barrels.


Yet they were coming downstairs!


From where?


From the sky!?


In something of a panic, Guest hastened across the skull-pattern tiles of the Hall of Time, his heart swift-hammering, his sword in his hand.


The sounds of the descending army grew louder and louder as he hurried to the eastern stairs. Would he have to challenge him? No, they had leave to pass. Unless the demon said otherwise! Would it say? And if it did — would Guest have to hold an army single-handed? But the demon could bite! Sod said so. It could bite, it could kill, it could gullet down men. Men? Well, a man. Maybe. But — an army?


In a boil of fearful anticipation, Guest braved himself to the eastern stairs ... only to have the noise of the onslaughting army fade, melt, diminish, then echo away to nothing, vanishing into silence even as he reached the eastern end of the hall.


Guest stood sweating, his heart pounding. He shook his head, half-convinced he had suddenly lost the power of hearing. But his hearing was clear enough. He could hear his own breathing, could hear a subtle wind-whine as a draught from the Swelaway Sea penetrated the Hall of Time through the high-vented slit windows.


Despite the cold of the night air, a bead of hot sweat rolled down Guest’s forehead.


He thought he heard — faintly, distantly — a cold and desolate laugh.


“What is going on here?” said Guest, harshly, addressing the demon Jocasta in the Eparget of the Yarglat.


But the demon made no reply.


The demon in question was, as previously indicated, an entity firmly incarnated in a square-cut jade-green pillar, this pillar being an imposing monolith which stood twice the height of a man. The pillar glowed with its own cold inner light — not a white light like that of ever-ice, but a green light hinting of deepwater depths. The demon, Icaria Scaria Iva-Italis by name, was Guardian Prime and Keeper of the Inner Sanctum, the holy of holies of the Bank. Iva-Italis had been in the service of the Safrak Bank for generations, and had long had charge of the Guardians.


The Weaponmaster Guest should by rights have been intimidated by such an august personage, but was not. Unfortunately, Guest had yet to acquire a mature respect for the Holy and the Unholy, the Hallowed and the Unhallowed, and as far as he was concerned the demon was just a hunk of rock. In truth, the young Weaponmaster in his ignorance thought this lump of rock to be incapable of speech, thought and action, believing rather that the powers attributed to the glowing stone were but idle tales fabricated to intimidate the ignorant.


Yet—


Yet something had made that noise of an army.


“What is it?” said Guest, questioning the rock. “What was it? Ghosts?”


But nobody answered him.


He started to feel foolish.


He had been sick, had he not? He had. Even now he was weak in the aftermath of his fever. He was alone, and a man alone hears voices. So ... well ...


Guest turned away from the demon and started the long trek back to his armchair.


Then someone spoke his name.


“Guest Gulkan.”


The voice was deep, dark, cavernous. A voice of roiling stone and flensing steel. A voice of sulphurous flames and bone-grinding appetites. At the sound of it, Guest halted. His flaring nostrils endeavoured to gape still wider. His hair, that part of it which was not firmly matted to his skull by the dedicated accumulation of filth, endeavoured to stand on end.


With eyes wild, with the agitated whip-crack intemperance of a highly strung horse about to panic and bolt, Guest turned to face the demon.


“You!” said Guest, challenging the jade-green block of glowing stone. “Is it you?”


“Who else?” said the voice.


This time there was no mistaking the source of that voice. The jade-green monolith was speaking to him. Guest Gulkan was being directly addressed by a demon — by Icaria Scaria Iva-Italis, Keeper of the Inner Sanctum and Guardian Prime.


“What do you want?” said Guest, trembling on the edge of a one-man stampede.


“I want you,” said the demon. “Come here!”




CHAPTER FIVE


Guardians: mercenaries who serve the Safrak Bank, which has long hired such warriors from Port Domax and Wen Endex — both places where Toxteth is the ruling language. As Guardians frequently settle in Safrak on retirement, Toxteth now dominates Safrak, and many geographers erroneously denote it as the sole language spoken in that archipelago.


* * *


“Come here!” said Iva-Italis.


The demon did not speak in the Toxteth of the Guardians of Safrak, nor the Galish with which Bankers habitually intercommunicated. Rather, it commanded Guest Gulkan in the Eparget of the horse tribes — just as Banker Sod had done when briefing Guest on his duties.


“You!” said Iva-Italis. “Yes, you, hair-of-a-horse! Come here!”


Guest hesitated. With the jade-green monolith revealed as a demon for real, the Weaponmaster found himself healthily afraid of the thing. The rock’s proven demonhood gave substance to the breath-bating horror stories told about its temperament. Many a drunken Guardian had denounced it as a very vampire in its humours — a monster of deceit which would plead one close with pleasantries then snap away one’s head to satisfy anthropophagous passions.
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