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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      






 


And the hapless Soldier’s sigh


Runs in blood down Palace walls.


— William Blake, London










Prologue



“There’s no refuge there.”


“What?”


The hunted man spun about, warily studied the shadows. There, in the dark corner of the buttress, a black-robed figure he had not noticed a moment before — when on failing legs he staggered toward the shadowed walls of the ancient tower. From the darkened streets down which he fled came shouts and clamour of armed pursuit. In the black silence beneath the tower, there was only the hoarse rush of his breath and the soft splat of blood as it dripped from his arm. His sword raised clumsily in the direction of the voice.


“There’s no refuge for you there,” repeated the black-robed figure. “Not in the Lair of Yslsl.”


A bony hand snaked from the shadowy robe and gestured toward the black stone tower that rose into the starless night. The wounded swordsman followed the gesture, gazed upward at the dark mass of the abandoned tower. It was older than the city of Ingoldi, men said. Older even than the fortress, Ceddi, whose weathered fortifications had once incorporated the black tower. Abandoned now, the ancient tower was the subject of countless foreboding legends. But tonight guardsmen with torches and ready blades made the yawning doorway and its cobwebbed spiral stairs a welcome shelter.


“What do you know, old man!” growled the hunted man.


“Only that the guardsmen who followed your blood-trail will not hesitate to search the tower. There’s no escape for you in the Lair of Yslsl, and brave Orted will make this final stand with only bats and spiders to shield his back.”


The swordsman squared his bull-like shoulders. “So you know me, old man.”


“All across Shapeli men know the fame of Orted. And all Ingoldi is talking of the trap that closed upon you and your wolves today, as you dared enter the city to plunder the Guild Fair.”


The bandit laughed bitterly. “Not a one of the common folk of Shapeli would raise a hand against us — and one of my own men betrayed me.”


He stepped closer to the black-robed figure. “And I know you, old man — a priest of Sataki by your black cassock and gold medallion. I thought the Satakis stayed in the dusty halls of Ceddi, shut away from the common world.”


“We haven’t forgotten the world beyond Ceddi,” returned the priest. “Nor are we friends of those who oppress the poor to build up worldly treasures.”


There was surprising strength in the gnarled fingers that tugged at his bloody sleeve. “Come. We’ll give you shelter in Ceddi.”


“Is this another trap? I warn you you’ll not live to spend the bounty you seek!”


“Don’t be a fool. I could have given the alarm already if I desired your death. Come. They are almost upon us. There’s a way past the wall close by here.”


With nothing to lose, Orted yielded to the pull on his sleeve. The priest withdrew through the shadows of the tower, leading across the rubble-strewn court toward a ruined wall. A paving stone pivoted downward at the angle of the wall, and steps led downward still. The priest descended confidently. Ill at ease, the bandit leader followed. Very little was known of the Satakis, but such rumors as there were of the ancient cult were not pleasant ones. Still, the torches were very close, and the arrows in his shoulder and side were leeching away his strength.


As he entered the gloomy passageway within, the entrance silently swung shut. Orted turned to see whose hand had closed it. He sensed the priest’s quick movement behind him.


Then nothing at all.


Sensation returned after a space. The back of his skull ached. Cold stone pressed against his bare flesh. His limbs were outstretched, immobile. He opened his eyes.


Above him floated a naked man, spread-eagled in the blackness.


Orted shook his head, fighting pain and vertigo. His vision cleared. He looked into a black mirror, high on the ceiling above him. The naked man was himself.


He was spread-eagled across a circle of black stone, pinioned by thongs about his wrists and ankles. His limbs lay along grooves cut into the stone, and in the mirror, he recognized the ring of glyphs carved into the perimeter. It was the same as on the gold medallion the priest had worn — the avellan cross with its circle of elder glyphs.


But he was on the cross, and this was the altar of Sataki.


Orted growled a curse and strained at his bonds. Even had he not been wounded it would have been useless.


The black-robed figures circled about the altar looked down at him, faces expressionless blurs in the shadow of their cowls.


Orted raged at them. “Where are you, you pox-eaten whoreson liar! Is this the refuge you promised! Why didn’t you leave me to face the guardsmen — that would have been a clean death!”


“It would have been a useless death,” sneered the familiar voice. “Sacrifices are rare to find in these dismal times, and my brothers too few, too old. It has been months since we last were able to lure into Ceddi some fool whose disappearance would not be noticed. For all your life of villainy and plunder, bold Orted, your final act will be one of service. Not in many years have we offered to Sataki a soul as strong as yours!”


They ignored his curses, as they began their evocation. The bandit howled in rage, writhed against his bonds — but his cries could break their low-voiced chant no more than his sweat-soaked limbs could snap their fetters. Orted, a man who had no gods, called out to Thoem, to Vaul, to such other gods whose names he knew. When they ignored him, the outlaw beseeched the aid of Thro’-ellet the Seven-Eyed, of Lord Tloluvin, or Sathonys, and others of the demonlords whose names are not good to speak. If they listened, they were not moved.


“Our god is far older than those to whom you plead in vain!” came a mocking whisper from the priest who painted the sigil of Sataki across the bandit’s chest with a brush wetted from his flowing wounds.


Bittersweet incense clouded the air, its narcotic fumes dulling his senses, soothing his frantic struggle to break free. Their droning chant, unintelligible to his ears, grew vague and distant. In the black mirror overhead, his reflection became clouded…


No. From the mirror above him a black fog was taking form, blotting out his reflection in a shroud of nebulous substance.


Orted screamed then — arching his body away from the altar, heedless of the trivial pain of his wounds.


Something was being torn from him…


The circle of priests ceased their chant, drew back in anticipation…


But that which they anticipated did not occur — and not even the hoariest annals of their ancient cult gave warning of that which did.


A thousand misty tendrils streamed down from the circle of black glass high above. Like spiderwebs of jet, they spun down to enfold the contorted figure on the altar. And on the tendrils of shadow, the half-glimpsed shadow of something crept down to engulf the stricken man. Altar and sacrifice were totally obliterated in a writhing mass of darkness.


Those of the onlookers who had not fled or died from fear could not guess how long the shadow clung there. Huddled in supplication they buried their faces in their robes. As there are names it is not wise to utter, there are visions it is not well to see.


And after a period of dread a voice commanded them: “Rise and stand before me!”


Lifting terror-stricken faces, the priests of Sataki beheld a wonder beyond comprehension.










I



The Man Who Cast No Shadow


The Guild Fair at Ingoldi was in its third day. Located centrally to the trade routes that crossed this region of tropical forest, the city was an ideal setting for the annual event. From across Shapeli craftsmen journeyed to display their work to the speculative eyes of merchants and traders of the forestland and beyond — wind-burned sailors whose merchant ships plied the Inland Sea to the west, dark-tanned horsemen whose caravans crossed the grassy plains of the southern kingdoms where the forestland turned to savannah on Shapeli’s southern border. Even for those who were neither craftsman nor merchant, the Guild Fair was a grand event — a holiday from an existence of bucolic drudgery. From innumerable towns and settlements, those who were able to make the journey travelled to Ingoldi for a week of carnival.


In stalls and pavilions, from wagons and hastily thrown up awnings, all across Guild Square and overflowing along the streets that entered the square, buyer and seller hawked and haggled for the products of the forest. Rich fur pelts and leatherwork, finely woven cloth of cotton and linen. Sturdy chests of tropical hardwood to hold your purchases safe against your travel, or a delicate comb of ebony and adder skin to grace your lady’s hair. Tablewares of tin and copper, pottery and blown glass, wooden trenchers and silver plates. Exquisite jewellery of silver and gold, emerald and opal — and to guard it, hardwood bows and iron-barbed arrows, knives and swords whose blades are of true Carsultyal steel — by Thoem, I swear it!


Taverns and impromptu wineshops served the thirsty crowd with ale and wine, brandy and more curious spirits. Street vendors hawked fresh fruits and produce, or spicy stews and kabobs, cooked before your eyes on charcoal braziers. Beneath the tolerant eyes of the city guard, cutpurses and con men roved through the throng in search of prey. Enterprising whores with harsh laughter and automatic smiles sought to lure tradesmen from the business of the day. Acrobats, mimes, and street singers added their frantic distractions to the milling crowds.


The Guild Fair was an imbroglio of gaudy colors, exotic smells, strident sounds and jostled bodies. All Ingoldi was engulfed in the festival atmosphere, and the abortive attempt of Orted and his outlaw pack to raid the Guild Fair the day before was already a topic of outworn interest.


To Captain Fordheir, who commanded the city guard, the matter was still of pressing interest. Fordheir it was whose archers had yesterday made a bloody shambles of Orted’s carefully planned raid. Tempted by the bounty on the famous outlaw’s head, one of his band had earlier revealed Orted’s well-laid plans to the captain of the guard.


Ingoldi was an indolent, sprawling city — after centuries of peace, its walls outgrown and dismantled for building stone. With the Guild Fair at height, an incalculable fortune in coin and costly, readily transportable wares was concentrated here — with only an undermanned city guard to protect it. It was a daring scheme, but the common folk applauded the bold outlaw and would not rally behind the mercenary guard or the rich merchants. Why face outlaw steel to protect gold that could never be yours?


Orted thought to have a hundred of his men intermingled with the throng as he rode into Guild Square. The informer’s eye had been keen as an adder’s fang, and less than half remained untaken when Orted and the rest of his band charged down narrow Trade Street. Suddenly guildsmen’s wagons were barricades, and overhanging shops housed archers. It was quick slaughter for all but a few.


To Fordheir’s chagrin, Orted himself had thus far eluded him. When the trap closed, Fordheir saw the bandit leader, already hit twice, crash his horse through the lattice window of a shop. Somehow the wounded outlaw cut his way past the archers within, then bolted down the twisting maze of alleys and hidden courtyards beyond — losing himself in the confusion of mob panic. They hunted him throughout the afternoon and evening, but withal Orted somehow won free.


Fordheir scowled as he remembered how the blood-trail inexplicably vanished near the ancient walls of Ceddi. The outlaw had almost been in his grasp there, and someone had helped him. His men perhaps, in which case Orted doubtless was far from Ingoldi — or possibly someone in the city now sheltered him.


Fordheir had long pondered the inconsistency of the outlaw’s popularity. Orted was a hero to the common folks — a daring rogue who only stole from their masters. Fordheir snorted at the conceit — what profit was there in robbing from the poor? Besides, he knew enough of the outlaw to be aware of the ruthless, less picaresque side of his depredations.


Captain Fordheir, on the other hand, and the city guard were only despised mercenaries — hired by the merchants and the aristocracy to maintain such order as there was in Ingoldi. For pittance pay that necessitated bribe-taking to maintain one’s person and equipage, the city guard kept the citizens of Ingoldi reasonably safe from each other. The populace held them in scorn, and the gentry loudly demanded to know how Orted had managed to escape. It was, reflected Fordheir, his blond hair thinning and his joints stiff with age, enough to make him yearn for the days of his youth and the interminable border wars of the southern kingdoms. But an aging mercenary has to eke out his years as best he can.


Wearily he stretched in his saddle, wriggling his toes in the cramped boots. He and twenty mounted guardsmen slowly made their way into the city after some hours of fruitless search along the outskirts of Ingoldi. Emerging from the forest, the city’s nondescript skyline of pointed roofs, crooked chimneys, and domed mansions of the wealthy was a welcome sight. The dark walls of Ceddi made the gloomy fortress a thing apart from carnival Ingoldi.


It had been a sleepless night, a long afternoon. Fordheir’s tired joints ached, his belly was sour, his temper frayed. Grudgingly he admitted to himself that he had let the outlaw leader slip through his hands. Well, a good meal, a pitcher of ale, and his cot at the barracks would improve matters somewhat.


A horseman approached them at gallop. By his dark green shirt and trousers, a stripe of red along the leg, Fordheir recognized the rider as one of his men. He wondered what the guardsman’s haste might bode.


The rider was out of breath as he drew rein. “Lieutenant Anchara ordered me to find you, sir. A group of Satakis are haranguing the crowd. He’s afraid there might be trouble.”


Fordheir swore. “If those damn pinch faced priests don’t have sense enough to stay hidden in their stone-pile during Guild Fair, it’s none of our lookout if the crowd tears them to pieces!”


“It’s not that,” the guardsman said with a trace of worry. “Lieutenant Anchara thinks they’ve got the crowd behind them.”


“Thoem’s balls! One day it’s bandits, the next a bunch of crap-headed fanatics! Does Anchara really think we need to bust them up? He’s got men there — why doesn’t he use them!”


“I couldn’t say, sir. But something’s definitely in the air. Lieutenant Anchara thinks he saw some of Orted’s men in the ranks about the priests.”


“Lieutenant Anchara thinks! Why doesn’t he ask Tapper if they’re Orted’s men! That’s what we’re paying the little snake for!”


“The informer has disappeared, sir.” The guardsman’s tone was unhappy.


Fordheir spat in disgust. “On the double, then. Let’s see what kind of fool’s errand this is!”


As he led his men through the streets to Guild Square, Fordheir tried to make sense of this latest disturbance. So far as he knew, the Satakis generally kept to their crumbling citadel and left the outside world alone. From time to time the disappearance of a street child or drunken beggar was whispered to be the work of the Satakis, but no one had ever been concerned enough to inquire within the fortress.


Tradition had it that their cult worshipped some elder world demon, and that Ceddi (which was said to mean “the Altar”) had been raised on the stones of a still older fortress, of which the Tower of Yslsl was a survival. The cult was as ancient one, certainly; at present all but passed into extinction. Religious fanaticism had burned out some centuries previous when the Dualist heresy had fanned the flames that brought down the vast Serranthonian Empire. Today those of the Great Northern Continent who felt obliged to follow a god commonly worshipped Thoem or Vaul, or some combination thereof, and Sataki and Yslsl were names alien to any known pantheon. The seldom seen black-robed priests were held in some distrust by the populace, and few cared to venture close to Ceddi after twilight. While almost nothing was known about the cult, there were certain rumors and conjectures of an unpleasant sort.


Guild Square was as crowded as Fordheir could remember having seen it. Over a hundred yards across, the vast paved square was jammed to the point where walking was a labor. There was an atmosphere of suppressed energy, of building excitement about the crowd. Forcing passage to where Lieutenant Anchara waited with another contingent of the guard, Fordheir decided he didn’t like the feel of it. Too many heads were turned from the business of the Fair, intent on the small group of black-robed priests who had appropriated a stage platform near the center. This far away, Fordheir could not hear their words — but the murmurs of the crowd were not reassuring.


His lieutenant gave him a nervous grin as he drew rein. “Hope I didn’t cause you to break off anything important…”


Fordheir shook his blond head. “You didn’t.” Anchara had served under him in the old days in the southern kingdoms. Fordheir respected the man’s judgment, and now to his mind as well there came a sense of danger.


“How long has this been going on?”


“About an hour ago I noticed that a bunch of them had climbed up on one of the stages, started their damn preaching. Few people tried to shout them down, but if you look close you’ll see they’ve got some damn ugly-looking bastards cordoned around the stage. There were a few scuffles, nothing much, and I was wondering how to handle it or if I need bother, when I came to notice a few faces in the cordon. Damn Tapper demanded his money and lit out like all hell was after him, so I couldn’t be sure — but I’d swear that tall bastard with the earrings there is one Tapper fingered and gave us the slip.”


Fordheir studied the cordon of thuggish guards. Their dirty and ill-sorted garments had one thing in common — each wore a broad armband of red cloth, on which was emblazoned in black ink an “X” within a circle. Fordheir vaguely recalled that this was the sigil of Sataki.


“You’re right,” he said. “It is a tough-looking gang to be playing watchdog for a bunch of crazy-assed priests. Wonder where they got the money to hire them?”


“I’d swear they’re some of Orted’s men.”


“We could check it. How long have people been listening to them?”


“Well, like I said, at first there was some catcalls and that was silenced pretty quick. Then people close by started looking to see what the row was all about. And some drifted away, but more stayed, and the crowd just kept building up as more and more folks come over to see what everybody else was listening to. They’ve about got the square jammed solid, and nobody can get to the stalls or anything.”


“Then we’d better bust this up,” Fordheir decided, remembering who paid his wages.


The harangue of the black-robed priests had been working to a crescendo. At this distance Fordheir could catch only a little of what they said. Oft-repeated was the word “prophet” and certain phrases: “a new age,” “a world reborn in darkness,” “a prophet sent from Sataki,” “he who will lead us.” Fordheir’s eye was drawn to the tall priest who stood in their midst — silent, motionless — enswathed in a great hooded cape of black silk, on which the sigil of Sataki was emblazoned so that its band of glyphs fell like a scarlet circle about his torso, and the avellan cross rose over his chest and back so that his head was the center of its “X.” The words and gestures of the other priests more and more were directed toward their silent brother. Highly charged with excitement, the attention of the crowd focused on this enigmatic figure.


Suddenly the impassioned harangue of the priests broke off. Fordheir heard their cry: “Behold! The Prophet from the Altar!”


With a dramatic flourish, the silent priest flung off his cape.


Anchara gasped and pointed. “Thoem! Do you see that!”


Fordheir saw. Everyone saw.


With the majesty of a demigod, Orted stood before them. The leonine head with its mass of brown hair and clean-shaven features was unmistakable — albeit more carefully groomed than was his wont. Arms akimbo, clad in close-fitting trousers and blouse-sleeved shirt of black silk, he loomed larger than life. The gold sigil of Sataki hung over his broad chest, flashing in the late afternoon sun. His glowing black eyes passed over the many hundreds of faces before him, seeming to meet each man’s gaze.


He cast no shadow.


“Block off every street out of the square,” Fordheir ordered. “And send a rider to the barracks for every available man. I don’t understand this, but Orted’s no fool.”


Grimly he contemplated forcing a wedge through the packed square. “Bring up archers,” he went on. “We can’t risk his escaping into the mob.”


“Sir.” Anchara’s voice was uneasy. “He doesn’t seem to cast a shadow.”


“I know.”


Guild Square grew quiet after the initial hubbub of surprise as the crowd recognized the outlaw leader. The carnival air was overshadowed with an atmosphere of wonder and expectation. In the hush Orted began to speak in measured tone, his resonant voice ringing clearly.


“I am the man who once was Orted, called bandit and outlaw by other men. I am that man no longer. A god has entered into me, and his will is my will, my words are his words. Listen to me, for I am Orted Ak-Ceddi, the Prophet of Sataki!


“The World of Light is doomed, and the Gods of Light shall perish with it, and the Children of Light shall be utterly consumed in their fall. Before Light there was Darkness, before Order there was Chaos. Light and Order are fragile abnormalities in the natural state of the Cosmos. They cannot long endure. The Gods of Darkness and Chaos are far older and vastly more powerful. Against their wisdom and strength the usurper gods must fail.


“The wars they wage are beyond human comprehension, but the time is close at hand when the victor shall conquer, and the defeated shall be destroyed. The day is close upon us when our world shall be utterly swallowed in darkness, when man’s futile gods shall be destroyed, and with them their temples and the fools who seek shelter therein.”


Evening shadows were closing over the square, giving dramatic emphasis to the sombre words of the man who cast no shadow. Fordheir could taste the aura of fear that claimed the awestricken listeners. The man’s voice was hypnotic, compelling. Fordheir felt a sense of hopelessness creep through his thoughts.


“There is but one hope of salvation.”


The tightly packed crowd waited in utter silence.


“The Children of Light shall perish with their gods — but the Gods of Darkness shall preserve all those who honor them. Our world shall be reborn in Darkness, and there shall be a rebirth for all who have pledged their souls to Darkness. For the Children of Darkness there shall be a new age, and they shall share in the spoils of victory. They shall know the pure freedom of Chaos, and they shall themselves live as gods. No pleasure shall be denied them, no longing shall pass unfulfilled. Vanquished gods shall be their slaves, fallen goddesses their concubines, and the Children of Light shall be as dirt beneath the feet of the Children of Darkness!”


Exultant shouts began to echo across the square.


Orted Ak-Ceddi waited for the excited cries to swell, then raised his arms for silence.


“Sataki, greatest of the Gods of Darkness, has entered into me, and he bids me tell you this: That he, Sataki, who has all but been forgotten by mankind, has not forgotten mankind. That, he, Sataki, has forgiven mankind his negligence, for he understands that mankind has too long been misled by false gods. That he, Sataki, has determined that mankind shall be led forth from his ignorance, so that many thousands shall share in the triumph of Darkness. That he, Sataki, has chosen me, Orted Ak-Ceddi, to be his Prophet, and to lead mankind into the new age!”


“The men are in position, sir,” Anchara whispered, reining nervously alongside. “The streets are cordoned, but if the mob turns on us…”


Fordheir felt his belly tighten. “I don’t pretend to understand this,” he stated grimly. “But I understand our duty. Have the archers prepared to fire on command. If we can conclude this cleanly, we will. But we will conclude this.”


Orted Ak-Ceddi again raised his arms for silence.


“Sataki bids me tell you further: That it is his command that all mankind shall honor his name and his altar. The day of final victory is near, and Sataki commands that the Children of Light shall be destroyed by the Children of Darkness, even as the Gods of Light and Order are vanquished by the Gods of Darkness and Chaos.


“Therefore, this is Sataki’s will: That each man must choose — Sataki or death! To all men who honor his name, Sataki gives the riches and pleasures of this world, and the promise of eternal majesty in the new age to come! To all men who refuse to honor his name, Sataki gives naught but death in this world, and eternal degradation in the new age to come! Their goods and their wealth shall be forfeit to Sataki, and all his followers shall share equally in that bounty! And the only law shall be: Serve Sataki and do as you desire! And the only command shall be: Serve Sataki or die!”


The crowd was in a rage — fights erupting throughout the square as reactions differed to the Prophet’s impassioned oratory. Matters were getting out of hand, Fordheir decided, abandoning hope for a quiet arrest of the outlaw-turned-zealot. He gave a command to the archers, who had moved in as close as the press allowed.


A rush of arrows streaked past the stage, to the peril of those standing close by. Half a dozen shafts struck Orted Ak-Ceddi. His powerful body staggered under their impact, as their iron barbs glanced off his torso. Screams and angry shouts rose from the crowd. The Prophet held his feet.


“He wears good mail beneath his clothing,” marvelled Anchara.


“Would you slay me, fools!” bellowed the Prophet. Abruptly he ripped the arrow-torn shirt from his chest. “Steel cannot pierce the flesh Sataki has touched!”


Orted Ak-Ceddi wore no mail. His bare flesh was unmarked by any wound, old or recent.


“More sorcery!” Anchara breathed. “Steel cannot fight sorcery!”


“We’ll damn well know for sure!” Fordheir growled. “Prepare to move forward.”


The archers had hesitated, stunned by what they witnessed.


Orted’s shout carried over the tumult of the crowd. He raised his arms triumphantly. “See how Sataki protects his prophet! So shall Sataki protect and reward all who serve him! Choose now — Sataki or death! Will you serve Sataki!”


“Sataki!” roared the crowd. “Sataki!” the Prophet shouted back.


“Sataki!” the roar was louder — and louder into a chant.


“Then to the unbelievers, death!” Orted commanded against the roar. He pointed to the archers. “Death!”


“Death!” chanted the crowd.


Seeing their danger, the archers tried to withdraw to the main body of the guard. Too late. The press was too close, as the mob turned on them, hurling stones and clubs. The archers fired pointblank into the enraged mass of bodies.


There were so many targets, but an archer can draw and loose only so fast, and thus…


Fordheir drew his long sabre, turning sick at the sudden wave of slaughter. Violence claimed the massed square in countless individual struggles. The first stalls and pavillions were surged over by the looting mob. From his platform, Orted Ak-Ceddi exulted them on.


“Can we break them?” Lieutenant Anchara wondered.


Less than a hundred horsemen against a blood-mad mob? Captain Fordheir knew that ordinarily the odds would favor him. This time?


“Draw sabres,” he ordered. “Forward to clear the square.”


The guard pushed forward, horses at a walk, against the rioting thousands. The failing sunlight touched their grim faces and razor-honed sabres. Angry faces snarled up at their approach.


“Disperse! Clear the square!”


The mob wavered, pushing back into its already packed ranks to avoid the menace of hooves and steel. A few looters began to break for the alleys.


Then a clarion command. “For Sataki! Strike and kill!”


“Sataki!” the mob echoed. “Death!”


Stones and clubs began to fly, and a sprinkle of arrows. Knives and weapons sprang to defiant fists.


“Forward!”


Sabres slashed downward into enraged faces. Hooves struck out at writhing bodies. Before the horsemen, the forefront of the mob crumpled, stretched bleeding and broken across the stones. But pressure from the rear forced the mob relentlessly forward. They were too tightly packed to flee, and the press was too thick for the guardsmen to maneuver.


The city guard struggled forward and into the clawing masses — crimson-drenched sabres rising and falling with deadly skill. Still the mob surged forward, breaking the mounted ranks in suicidal rushes, trapping small groups of horsemen within its seething mass. Horses screamed and went down, carrying their riders to brutal death. Stones and hurled weapons cleared saddle after saddle. Like scorpions against an army of ants, the guardsmen slew and slew, and in slaying were pulled down.


In an eddy of the slaughter, where the mob cared more to pillage the jewellers’ pavilions than to face slashing steel, the last of the city guard regrouped. Less than a score remained, exhausted and wounded. They were surrounded by the howling mob — murderous beasts united by the Prophet’s unleashing of man’s inborn lust for violence.


Lieutenant Anchara was half-blinded from a gash over his eye. Mechanically he tied a bandage about his head. “Can we break free from them?” he asked dully.


Fordheir glanced toward the distant streets, where murder and looting already spread, and the maelstrom of feral bodies that struggled about them. He ached in every joint, and he wished for a pitcher of ale.


“I don’t think we can,” he said. “For every man there comes a time for death. I think that time has come for us.”










II



The Man Who Feared Shadows


The thin-faced man ducked through the open doorway of the Red Gables in Sandotneri of the southern kingdoms. Instantly he turned and craned his long neck to examine the street he had just quitted, where men went about their business in the heat and dust of late afternoon. Furtively he turned again to stare at those who sought refuge from the sun in the inn’s public room. A bony hand wiped sweat from a sunken face where hunted eyes glared from dark hollows. He gazed questioningly at the innkeeper, who shook his head. Then, with a final scrutiny of the room, the frightened man darted for the stairs and disappeared into the rooms overhead.


“That one looks like he’s scared of his own shadow,” commented one of the drinkers at the bar.


The innkeeper looked at him significantly. “He is.”


“How’s that?”


The innkeeper shrugged his squat shoulders. The Red Gables was not a hostelry where the affairs of its guests greatly concerned the management. Still…


“Scared of his shadow. Bolts his door soon as the sun gets low, stays there until it’s broad daylight. Keeps the room lit bright as day — must burn up fifty or more candles in a night, I don’t know.”


“Burns candles all night?”


“Yeah. Got ten, fifteen maybe burning all at once, got them all around his bed. And three oil lamps. Damn good luck he doesn’t burn the whole place down. I’d throw him out, but his money’s good.”


“So what’s he afraid of?”


“Shadows.”


“Shadows?”


“That’s what he muttered one morning when he stumbles down here, crazy drunk and looking for more. ‘Shadows,’ he said.”


“But it’s the light that makes the shadows.”


“No, it’s the light that lets you see what the shadows are up to.” The hosteler tapped his balding head. “He says.”


“Seen them like that before,” another allowed. “Things coming after them. Generally it’s things that come out of a pipe or too many mugs of old ‘here’s how.”’ He tossed off his mug.


“Sometimes they come from elsewhere,” said the black-robed figure no one had seen enter.


The frightened man hurried down the hallway, a heavy bronze key ready in his hand. The Red Gables was one of the few inns in this quarter of the city to offer rooms whose doors were equipped with such locks. It cost more, but there were some who would not begrudge the expense. Thus it was with some sense of security that the frightened man fumbled with the lock and slipped into his room.


He closed the door and gave a small scared bleat at the sight of the man who waited inside.


His visitor was not a reassuring figure. At rather more than twice the thin man’s bulk, he sprawled half out of the room’s single chair. His massive frame exuded an aura of almost bestial strength. The figure might have been that of some great ape, clad in black leather trousers and sleeveless vest. Ruthless intelligence showed in the face, framed by nape-length red hair and a beard like rust. A red silk scarf encircled his thick neck, and belted across the barrel chest, the hilt of a Carsultyal sword protruded over his right shoulder. The savage blue eyes held a note in their stare that promised sudden carnage should that huge left hand reach for the hilt.


But it was with relief that the frightened man breathed, “Kane!”


The big man raised a craggy eyebrow. “What’s wrong with you, Tapper? You’re as jumpy as a cat in a butcher shop. You haven’t made some slip…?”


Tapper shook his head. “No, nothing wrong, Kane.”


“I hired you because the word was you were a man with nerve,” Kane’s voice held a note of warning. “You act like a man who’s about to break.”


“It’s not this business, Kane. It’s something else.”


“What, then? I’m running too close to the edge here to risk everything on a man who can’t carry his end.”


Tapper nodded nervously, licking dry lips. Maybe it was time again to start running. If he could make the coast…


“I’m all right,” he maintained sullenly. “Thoem, Kane! You don’t know what it was like getting out of Shapeli. The Satakis are everywhere — nothing can stand up to them! I showed my heels to Ingoldi hours before they slaughtered the guard and looted the city. Got away from Brandis the same night they surrounded the town and burned it. I barely escaped the slaughter at Emleoas by putting a Sataki armband on and joining the looters — and I passed over what they’d left of General Cumdeller’s mercenaries in riding for the border. The Prophet’s got tens of thousands under his banner, Kane. When it’s a choice between join the pillagers or die in the ashes, they don’t even need to listen to that devil’s spiel to swear their souls to Sataki!”


“There’s a hundred miles of savannah between Sandotneri and the forests of Shapeli,” Kane reminded him drily. “I hardly think Orted Ak-Ceddi will look for you here.”


Tapper started, glancing at the other sidelong to judge whether Kane’s remark implied more than scornful jest. Although Tapper’s betrayal of the former bandit leader was not common knowledge in the southern kingdoms, Kane was incredibly well informed.


The frightened man shuddered, tried to repress memories of weeks of terror-haunted flight. Sataki’s shadowy tentacles reached far. Time and again the Prophet’s hordes had rolled over towns where Tapper sought refuge. And the nights… The nights were worst. The bounty gold had not lasted long, nor had the money that came to hand afterward.


Then out of Shapeli and into the southern kingdoms, where the shadow of the Dark Crusade had not reached. For the spy and the assassin, there was always ready gold in the southern kingdoms. Gold enough to reach the coast, to buy passage to the Southern Continent or lands beyond.


The southern kingdoms was a geographic designation more grandiose than actual. South of Shapeli’s forestland, the Great Northern Continent curved westward as a broad region of savannah around the Inland Sea to the north and the Southern Sound on the south — then northward past the western shore of the Inland Sea, where the grasslands rose into the Altanstand Mountains. Beyond their rocky bourne the greater portion of the continental mass sprawled out over some four thousand miles, eventually to join the Northern Ice Sea. Centuries before Halbros-Serrantho had attempted to unite this northern portion of the continent, but the Serranthonian Empire now lay broken in decay, and the only other formidable attempt to lay claim to the whole of the Great Northern Continent was the fading memory of Ashertiri’s ill-fated war with Carsultyal in mankind’s youth.
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