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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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…Ere Babylon was dust,


The magus Zoroaster, my dear child,


Met his own image walking in the garden.


That apparition, sole of men, he saw.


For know there are two worlds of life and death:


One that which thou beholdest; but the other


Is underneath the grave, where do inhabit


The shadows of all forms that think and live


Till death unite them and they part no more;


Dreams and the light imaginings of men,


And all that faith creates or love desires,


Terrible, strange, sublime and beauteous shapes.


 


     Percy Bysshe Shelley, Prometheus Unbound







Chapter One


Under Superstition Mountain


A mountain pass – the peaks above it were old, sloop-shouldered and bald, without a scrap of vegetation. Ancient screes clung to the sides of the mountains beneath fractured buttresses. The path, distinguished only by piles of stones built into cairns, threaded its way through the lunar waste of rock towards a looming peak. Overhead a red gibbous sun, its bottom half lost in the mists of the mauve-blue sky, hung in the heavens. The light was the red light of dusk, though it was only midafternoon.


In common with many of the high lonely places, there was a particular quality to the silence here, a silence so intense and all-enveloping that it seemed to take on substance and form, seemed to become the mountains and the sky, to fill both with a barely audible hum. The slightest sound seemed trebly magnified: an eagle was gliding on the thermals, its single cry defining and deepening the humming silence even further.


Then more movement and sound challenged the silence of the rocks. Lower down, the path switchbacked through the boulders, clawing its way to the top of the pass. A rock slipped from its old resting place, rattled down the slope, before settling for another millennium of rest. Then, like a small bent beetle with an oversized shell, a man appeared from that direction, dragging a hand cart behind him. The cart was as big as he was, seemingly having a mind of its own, jumping and bucking on the uneven surface.


The man moved slowly, with a pronounced limp. His bald head was liver spotted, as old, it seemed, as the lichen-stained rocks of the pass. He was singing, breathlessly and tunelessly: an old man’s voice, reedy and high. The song only had four lines, which he repeated over and over, in time with his feeble footsteps.




‘White as white the hairs of your head,


Your eyes they flame as fire.


O lord of light, of love, of life,


Protect me in this hour.’





He stopped, his face tilted to the red sun, his teeth clenched in pain, as if suddenly aware of the terrifying silence of the place, of how feeble his voice was against it. The silence quickly filled the small place where his song had been. Quickly the old man started off again, a small trickle of sweat on his brow.


The old man’s name was Zacharias. By next summer he would have lived his sixtieth year, but that sixtieth birthday seemed as far away to him as the distant peak towards which he travelled so painfully and slowly. He had been walking for eight hours and was by now quite far into the Fire Mountains. He had left behind the desolate levels of the marshes at midday, five hours out from the city, since when his progress had all been uphill, steeper and steeper as the switchbacks cut into the mountainside. As he’d ascended, the hand cart had dragged more and more on his weary arms. Now his consciousness was subsumed by the struggle with the cart and with the fiery ache of his limbs. Only the hymn was good, fitting in with his trance like state and the all-consuming necessity of putting one foot in front of the other.


He had not expected to survive these last eight hours. That he had done so seemed nothing short of a miracle bestowed on him by the deity to which he sang: Reh, Lord of Light, the Sun, God of Flame and the fiery Cohorts of the Second Coming. As long as the sun shone, however weakly, on the dying earth, he had a chance of life. He stared at his feet; each footstep nearer his destination before nightfall was a small triumph of the will, a small reason for joy. By sunset, with Reh’s blessing, he might still be alive. By a miracle, he might even be at the top of the pass that led over Superstition Mountain.


Then a clatter of falling rocks above him told him that his blessings had run out. His voice trailed off and he looked up from the path. He had reached a narrow gully between two rocks precariously hanging on to the side of the mountain: a perfect ambush spot. The gap was occupied by two men. One was immense, almost giant in stature, the other small and slight. Both were unshaven, their hair tied up in rags, their legs bare, their sleeves rolled up exposing whipcord arms that looked to be made of wood rather than flesh. The larger one carried a sword, hefting it idly in his hand as if it were a wand rather than solid metal weighing several pounds. The giant’s hand hardly wavered each time he tossed and caught it. The smaller man made do with a curved knife and a dangerous smile; he seemed to be the leader.


Zacharias took in the weapons; armament enough to deal with one defenceless old man. He let the handles of the cart fall to the ground with a sigh, the hymn forgotten. His wife Saman, whose remains he dragged behind him in the cart, had believed in Reh. He had only really been singing the hymn in deference to her memory. Now it was irrelevant. No god could save him now.


The larger of the two men climbed slowly down the path. He was nearly seven foot in height, his skin bone white, his hair flame red. There were many such as him in the lands of the old Empire: crossbred descendants of those who had built Thrull, the city that Zacharias had just come from. No doubt both of the bandits had lived there once, but had fled when their world had ended seven years ago. Zacharias’s nose wrinkled as he came closer; the giant’s acrid scent was beyond farmyard. The man ignored Zacharias and leant over the cart, pushing a thick finger contemptuously through the assortment of rags and bundles at the bottom of it. He found the chest almost instantly. His eyes settled on its large brass lock then sought Zacharias’s. The old man noticed they were flat and dull; the light of intellect extinguished.


‘What’s in here?’ he said, pointing. The voice sounded like rocks being rolled together.


Zacharias looked up the mountainside: the snow-capped peak of Superstition Mountain glimmered in the purple sky. He thought of the life he was about to lose, but he had no regrets; he had done what he had had to do.


The smaller man had joined his friend: ‘Deaf as well as stupid?’ he asked, shoving Zacharias back into the side of the cart. The old man rebounded off it and fell to his knees, rubbing his shoulder where it had hit the cart handle. The pain didn’t matter, he thought, he would soon be dead. Dead, and his bones carried by the sacred eagles up to the Sun where Reh would hold them in his fiery hands until the last day of the world. And, if Saman his wife had been right, he would see her again there, in the white light of Paradise. And then they would be together until the end of time.


The big man was lifting the chest out of the cart, with the bemused expression of a child who had discovered a toy puzzle. Zacharias felt a stab of mental anguish. The chest contained his dead wife’s ashes: he’d thought to scatter them somewhere up here in the mountains. The wind would have done the rest, carrying them up to heaven. Also in the chest was the casket with the lock of her hair. Would the robbers trample it into the dust, burying it? Would the birds of Reh ever find each black gossamer strand of it? Zacharias thought of Saman at the Last Day, resurrected without the beautiful flowing locks which had been her pride and joy. His heart spasmed with grief.


‘Leave it,’ he begged, struggling to his feet.


The small one effortlessly blocked his attempts to grab back the chest with one hand. ‘Today’s our day, Birbran, this old usurer has brought us his gold,’ he said, yellow incisors bared in a smile. He took a step closer so Zacharias could smell the spirits on his breath. ‘How much is in there, stick bones? A hundred gold? Two hundred?’ His eyes flicked down to the old man’s breast. Zacharias followed the line of his sight. His cloak had fallen open when he’d staggered back against the cart, revealing a rusted key tied to a hemp cord resting on his undershirt.


‘So, what’s this?’ The man reached forward and grabbed the cord. He snapped it off Zacharias’s neck with a savage yank. The old man fell to the ground, choking and nursing the raw mark left on his neck. The robber studied the key, then nodded at Birbran. The giant lifted the chest from the cart and balanced it precariously on the top of the tumblehome. The smaller man thrust the key into the brass lock. The giant stared in dumb fascination as his friend jiggled with it, seeking the catch.


Zacharias struggled to his knees, his frail body racked by a coughing fit. He raised his hand feebly to try to stop them but was rewarded by a savage kick from the smaller man that knocked him back into the wheel of the cart. There was nothing he could do: unable to watch, he looked away at the distant peaks.


It was then he saw the figure. It was standing between the boulders above him, where the robbers had been, the body silhouetted by the sun, the face in deep shadow. A tall, lanky figure. Orange and red robes fluttered in the chilly breeze. The colours of a priest of Reh. Zacharias had a moment to notice that there was something strange about the man’s face and hands, then the stranger stepped from the shadows of the boulders into one of the red beams of light from the afternoon sun.


Zacharias gasped and scrambled backwards, knocking into the little man’s knees. The bandit swung round on him, his eyes blazing with fury.


‘Damn you, you …’ His words were choked off. He too stared at the figure on the path above them.


‘What is that?’ he managed to hiss. Birbran turned, confused by the sudden fear in his partner’s voice. When he, too, saw the man he let out an animal grunt of surprise.


Zacharias had already had a heartbeat to take in the vision which had appeared out of the sun. A face out of nightmares, of sick dreams, beggaring even the mummers’ costumes of two-nosed hags and one-eyed freaks. A face, though human, only so in rough approximation and nothing more.


A demon of the God of Flame was come; the face a crisscrossed mass of scar tissue and fiery whirls of black, red and yellow flesh, the nose a hollow slit, from which a fire-blackened flesh-coloured tunnel plunged down towards the throat, the teeth exposed in a lipless rictus to which shreds of flesh still clung, white gleams of bone shining at the jaw. The eye sockets were blind hollows that seemed to suck in the light.


Zacharias grabbed the side of the cart and levered himself up into a half-standing position, but there he stopped, frozen. Behind him the two robbers had taken a step back. The precariously balanced chest tumbled to the ground with a crash.


A silent moment passed. Then the vision, having taken in the scene with one sweep of the voids of its eyes, stepped forward, full into a beam of stronger sunlight. It was then Zacharias saw that the face was only a mask. But what a mask! A craftsman had laboured for a long time to carve the face from wood, to paint each detail with such care, so that every small scar in that livid beating mass of flesh seemed to shriek out in pain.


Time was frozen, the only sound the cry of the eagle further up the mountainside.


The smaller of the two robbers recovered his wits first: ‘It’s only a mask,’ he whispered, needlessly, since the priest was so close he must hear every word. ‘Take him, Birbran!’ His voice lacked conviction.


The giant was making his own judgements. His small eyes took in the priest. The man’s mask would only come up to his chest, but even Birbran could sense the animal menace that seemed to radiate out from behind it. He’d heard of such men, wild sorcerers, fugitives like himself, who exercised their power without prejudice or mercy. But seven years of hard struggle in the barren mountains – seven years of eating desert coyote and wild birds’ eggs, of living hard between the rare slave caravans – had made him desperate. Desperate enough to kill the priest and the old man for whatever was in the chest.


His fleshy features contorted into a sneer of disgust as he forced himself to look at the mask again. He took a step forward, the old iron of his sword a reassuring weight, though dwarfed in his fist. The priest and he were now thirty feet apart, but Birbran got no further. The priest’s hands had been hanging loosely by his side, but at Birbran’s forward step they flew up, palms outward. Birbran had a moment to notice that the man wore strange gloves, leather gauntlets with metal protruding from their fingers, but even as he did so the air before the gloves began to warp and shimmer, as if an oven door had suddenly been opened. The mountain air had been cool on the giant’s limbs a moment before, but suddenly he felt an intense, scalding heat on his sword arm. He glanced down: the red arm hairs were curling and blackening, and his skin began to pucker and blister. He smelled the acrid stink of singeing flesh at the same moment as the pain registered and he let out a bellow of agony. The sword fell from his hand. He staggered back, then turned and ran down the path as fast as his lumbering frame could take him.


His friend stared at the giant’s retreating form, then back to the priest. The man’s gloves were now pointed at him. It was enough: he took off after the giant. His foot slipped on some loose shale and he fell. He scrambled back to his feet and bounded away down the mountainside as fast as he could go. The bandits had soon dwindled to small specks leaping down the distant scree slopes. The sound of falling rocks disturbed by their flying feet echoed up the pass for a minute or so then faded away.


Zacharias had not moved, but had remained pinned to the side of the cart during the bandits’ flight. Now his eyes switched back to the priest. The black sockets of the mask seemed to gather him into their voids. There was no respite: one source of his death had simply been replaced by another. The few gold he owned would be enough; the priest would kill him. He wondered how it would be done – the man carried no weapons. With a spell, or with his bare hands? The priest hadn’t moved – his masked head was tilted slightly as he examined the gloves, turning them one way then another, as if the power that had been unleashed from them had surprised him in some way. Zacharias’s eyes also fixed on the gloves. They were made of a hardened leather, with small sharpened metal claws at their ends. It was easy imagining them rending and gouging, like talons. Thin metal ridges ran from the tips back towards the wrist where they disappeared under the folds of the orange and red robes. The ridges bunched into metallic knuckles at the joints like an outer skeleton to the hand. Zacharias watched the metal rods contracting, drawing the fingers up into an even more claw-like shape. Then the priest stepped towards him.


Now it’s coming, Zacharias thought, closing his eyes, and offering up a silent prayer to Reh.


He heard pebbles rattling on the path as the priest approached.


Then nothing, save the repeated cry of the eagle and the faint keening of the wind through the rocks.


Zacharias cracked his eyes open again. The priest now stood next to him – his breath coming heavy through the nose slit of the mask, the threatening claws of the gloves delicately adjusting one of the thin leather straps that held the mask to his face. The man’s face was slightly averted, taking in the view down the mountain. A section of his neck between the collar of his cloak and the mask was exposed. It was a mass of white scar tissue and livid weals.


Zacharias looked away, a dark suspicion sending a shudder through him.


Though death was so near, his eyes inadvertently followed the priest’s line of sight, back towards the city that he had promised himself he would never look at again.


The great bowl of the plain unfolded beneath them, cupped by the mountain ranges that ringed it. Below them, the road zigzagged down the mountainside, disappearing over a ridge, to reappear far below on the flat expanse of the marsh as a thin white line which disappeared arrow straight into the heart of the dull haze which hung over the vastness of the plain.


‘Is it far to the city?’ the priest asked flatly. His voice was hollow, impersonal beneath the wood and lacquer of the mask. As he spoke he turned, revealing the full horror of the mask again. Zacharias could not help but stare. He sensed eye movement in the dark sockets.


‘The city?’ he repeated, confused.


‘Is there more than one on the plains?’ There was an edge of irritation in the voice. Zacharias shook his head rapidly.


‘No,’ he said, recovering his wits and pointing. ‘See, over yonder, that’s Thrull.’


The priest leaned forward, following the line of Zacharias’s trembling finger. It was possible to see, just where the road disappeared into the mist at the centre of the plain, the dim outline of a granite knoll rearing out of the table-like flatness all around it. Even at this distance it was possible to make out the vague outlines of buildings clinging to the knoll’s summit and sides.


The priest gave a grunt of satisfaction and took a step forward down the path towards the far-off speck.


The words escaped Zacharias’s mouth before he could stop them.


‘You’re not going there, are you?’


The priest stopped short and turned. The dark eye pits of the mask looked the old man up and down. ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ he asked hollowly.


The old man hesitated, regretting his words. But the priest had saved, then spared, his life: he must warn him.


‘No one wants to go to Thrull … It’s a bad place,’ he said, somewhat lamely.


The priest snorted in amusement. ‘What place isn’t bad? The whole Empire has gone to rack and ruin.’


Zacharias shook his head vigorously in denial: ‘No, Thrull is worse … far worse.’


‘In what way?’


Zacharias swallowed hard, struggling for words: ‘If there were a place where the dead are more happy than the living, that place would be Thrull,’ he managed finally.


The priest had taken a step closer to Zacharias. ‘Tell me,’ he whispered.


As he stepped closer, the fear returned, but Zacharias tried to control the tremor he felt beginning in his voice.


He took a deep breath. ‘Seven years ago, there was a great battle on the plain. The priests of Iss won it …’


But before he could get into his stride, the priest had held up his clawed hand, silencing him. ‘All this I know – speak of more recent events.’


Having been tongue-tied for so long, Zacharias’s words now came in a torrent. ‘So you know who rules there now? What he has brought to Thrull?’ The priest’s continued silence was further encouragement. ‘Then the rest is easy to imagine. At day you may pass freely, but at night you must lock yourself into your house. Even there you are not safe …’ He hesitated, gulping down the bile in his throat. ‘They got my wife, took her one night, I found her on the doorstep in the morning. Pale as snow. I helped her in, but she just looked at me with those black-rimmed eyes. Then I saw them, the bite marks in her neck, her flesh hectic from the fever. Her eyes full of hate and pain, as if she was about to scratch and claw at me any moment …’ His voice broke, remembering. ‘I lashed her down on the bed. Then went to get the priest, one of your own, that was, a priest of the Flame. He told me there was only one thing that could be done. I waited outside while …’ Zacharias twisted away, leaving the rest unsaid, his heart like ice. He blinked away his tears before continuing. ‘Her ashes are in the chest; her hair too. She had beautiful hair …’ He bowed his head.


‘Go on,’ said the priest quietly.


‘What more is there to say? Every night of every year, locked in our houses, the vampires howling and swearing outside, running their nails over the wood of the door, or the shutters. Each door, each window, each chimney piece blocked against them, and still they took us, when we were least expecting them. If in the day you chanced to step into a shadow, there they would be, hundreds of them, waiting for you to step from the sun.’


‘Then why did you stay so long?’


The old man glanced round at the barren mountains: ‘There was nowhere else, except across the marshes and the mountains, and crossing them is death.’


‘Yet you are doing it.’


Zacharias shook his head: ‘I am old: I expect to die. Those younger than me still have hope; they cling to it, praying that sanity will return.’ He looked away at the city on the plains. ‘It never will; Thrull is a city of the dead. That is why I’m travelling, priest. And with Reh’s blessing, I will make Superstition Mountain by dark.’


The priest looked up at the mountain peaks, nodding slowly. ‘Aye, you may get there, with the god’s blessing. But be careful: between here and Surrenland there are many enemies.’


The old man smiled: ‘Where you go, you will find even more, but thanks.’


‘Then go in peace,’ the priest said, turning back to the path.


‘You’re still going?’


The priest looked back for the last time. ‘I have to.’


The old man shook his head: ‘Every day more and more of your fellow priests are rounded up; they will kill you if you go there.’


The priest laughed, a savage, hollow sound: Old man, that is exactly the reason why I must go: to correct the balance.’ He turned and strode off down the mountain, his sandals kicking up small clouds of dust from the path.


Zacharias watched him, relief and pity contending within him. The lanky figure grew smaller and smaller until it seemed but an orange and red ant labouring on the side of the mountain far below. Then it reached the ridge over which the path disappeared and the green brooding plains seemed to swallow it like a toad sucking up a brightly hued insect.


Zacharias shook his head. Today had been a day of miracles. He had lived for eight hours longer than he could have dreamed. Once he got the chest back on the cart, he might live a few hours more. By evening he might be at the pass beneath Superstition Mountain. He was that much nearer a place of safety.


Unlike the priest, he thought, as he hefted the chest onto the cart. He looked back over the plains. Already they seemed to be darkening, taking on a late afternoon hue. Already the feeble beams of the sun had ceased to warm the earth, and the air was cold.


‘The Flame go with you,’ he whispered, then lifted the handles of his cart from the ground and resumed his painful hobble towards freedom.




Chapter Two


‘Keep From the Shadows’


It took the priest most of the three hours before sunset to reach the city. In all that time he had stopped only once, briefly, on the causeway across the marshes. The road was deserted and he had leisure to inspect the city before him. From the mountains, the granite cliffs of Thrull had seemed an insignificant speck in the middle of the brooding plains. Now they towered over his head, a thousand feet tall. Massive curtain walls, built from the same granite as the cliffs, obscured the lower part of the city, but higher up roofs clustered thickly together on the precipitous slopes.


At the very top of the granite mountain, silhouetted against the washed-out sky of late afternoon, he could see the black towers of the inner citadel and the tops of the pyramids of the twin temples of the city. From that dedicated to Reh, God of Light, a thick plume of smoke from the sacrificial fire soared into the air. From that of Iss, God of Worms and Death, there was nothing.


Light and Death: eternal opposites. Once the two factions had been able to live together peacefully. But since the sun had begun to die, all had changed. Brother had fallen on brother; persecution, war and butchery had followed all over the Empire. But no place worse than here, in Thrull. Seven years to the day which had sent fifty thousand to their deaths, including his master, Manichee.


Then he did what he’d been avoiding doing up to that moment: he turned his gaze from the city to a small hillock fifty yards to his left in the marshes. Even in the inconsequential light of late afternoon, the mound glowed white against the dun green of the swamp. Already mosses and lichen covered half its fifty-foot height, but even at this distance it was clear what it was made of: course upon course of human skulls, the heads of those killed in the battle of Thrull, now picked clean of flesh. Lord Faran would not let anyone entering Thrull forget the events of that fateful day seven years before. Yet though fifty thousand had died, the priest had known only one of them: Manichee.


It was said that Manichee’s head had been placed right at the top of the pyramid. The priest craned his head back, but the summit of the mound was too far away for him to distinguish anything there. At this distance, all the ivory grins seemed the same: votive offerings to Iss, God of Death.


He bowed his masked head rapidly then set off with his brisk, loping stride down the causeway, pulling the hood of his cloak over his head as he did so. But as he approached closer to the city, the dead of the battle were once more thrust into his consciousness. A hundred yards from the city gate the surface of the causeway, packed earth to this point, became encrusted with white rocks. They appeared to be pieces of chalk; but the priest knew better. The bones of the dead had been scattered over the last stretch before the gate. Seven years’ traffic had pulverised them into dust and small pieces yet the priest could see humeri and femora bristling from both sides of the causeway like porcupine spines.


He lengthened his stride, his feet crunching down on the white fragments. At last he reached the bridge spanning the stagnant moat that ringed the outer walls. Across its stretch of moss-covered stone he could see the massive weather-stained gateway that was the only entrance to the city. He pulled his hood low over his mask. Priests of Reh still came here to visit their temple, but all were under suspicion. He stepped forward again, the sound of his sandals echoing off the looming walls in front. The cavernous gateway reared up in front of him, and he could see guards wearing the purple and brown surcoats of Iss’s legions stationed in its shadows. They stirred slightly when they saw the colour of his cloak. One detached himself from the others, and came slowly forward, his halberd held by his side. His face was sallow and unshaven. He peered curiously at the priest’s cowled face in the dying light.


‘Who are you, stranger?’ he asked, trying to get a better angle on the priest’s face.


‘One who follows Reh,’ came the reply.


‘That I can see: but what is your business here?’


‘To visit my temple: I was told that Lord Faran still permits this.’


‘He does,’ the guard sneered, ‘though there are not many of your kind who avail themselves of it.’


‘Then I may pass?’


‘Not before I get a look at your face – my guard captain likes to know who comes and goes here.’


‘I wear a mask,’ the priest replied, ‘as all our order do when we’re abroad.’


The guard took a threatening step forward; the halberd now slightly raised. ‘Mask or not, I will see your face,’ he growled.


The priest had retreated a foot, and held up one of his gloved hands. The guard’s eyes went from the metal talons back to the man’s hooded head, but before he could utter another word the priest spoke again. ‘Very well – look at my face, though I warn you, you will not like what you see.’ He inched aside a corner of the hood at his chin, allowing the guard a partial glimpse of his mask.


The guard’s face wrinkled in distaste. ‘Gods! What is that?’ he spat.


‘It’s what I wear,’ the priest replied simply. ‘Now may I pass?’


‘Pass all you like,’ the guard replied, turning his head away in disgust. ‘And keep that thing to yourself, in Iss’s name!’


The priest waited for no second invitation and brushed past, hurrying through the postern gate. The other guards seemed not to have noticed the interchange between the two men and continued warming themselves around a brazier, oblivious of everything apart from the dank chill of the afternoon and the swiftly fading light. He pressed on into the streets of the Lower Town. The houses were gutted, ivy-hung ruins. Their blackened rafters, poking up into sky, stood witness to the fire which had swept through them seven years before. Deep shadows hung in the cold air in the twisting alleyways that threaded their way up to the beetling crags. Here the streets were deserted. Remembering Zacharias’s warning, the priest hurried upwards, his sandalled feet slipping on the slick cobblestones. As he climbed his eyes darted through the eye slits of the mask, scouring the gloom of the buildings on either side. Empty porticoes, empty windows, their lights without a surviving pane, caved-in roofs, fire-blackened walls, where weeds grew in the sickly alley sun.


Ahead, a figure scurried into a house where there were still doors and barred windows. As the priest passed bolts were drawn and chains attached. His feeling of isolation, acute from a month’s solitary journeying in the Fire Mountains, grew even more intense, as if he were the pariah who stalked these streets and terrorised the inhabitants. A ghost city; as he climbed further, even the sight of the fugitive of a moment before would have been welcome. Twenty minutes into his climb he stopped to regain his breath on a terrace overlooking the plains. The great globe of the sun, a huge flat purple oval, hung above the mountain peaks to the west. Its rays cast no warmth and his breath came in a thick stream through the nose piece of the mask. A shudder ran through him and he pressed on quickly.


His mind raced with fear and excitement. The encounter with the gate guard had been a warning: every servant of Reh was under suspicion in this city. But soon he would be safe with his brother at the temple, and then he would know why he had been summoned here; summoned from eight years of isolation, in seven of which he had not once seen the face of another human being.


Now he entered the last curtain wall, built twenty feet thick. Water dripped down from the arched roof of the gateway tunnel. It was unguarded. He hurried through, to the dying light of the day on the other side.


Here, on the flat plateau of granite on top of its cliffs, was the most ancient part of the city. A large area, some hundred yards square, opened up in front of him. Its surface was made up of concentric arrangements of cobblestones, each forming a whirling pattern around a low obelisk set on a mound at the exact centre. To his right stood the pyramid dedicated to Reh. Its dark steps climbed up to the greying sky, where birds of prey lazily circled the column of smoke issuing from the summit. Ahead of him to the north, the ruined curtain walls and fire-blackened towers of the inner citadel were silhouetted against the evening. On his left, a mirror to the temple of Reh, the stepped pyramid dedicated to Iss rose up towards the darkening air from behind high walls. The last rays of the sun bathed the square, glinting off the cobbles. Apart from himself, it seemed utterly deserted. He puzzled at this; surely there would be life here, where the sun still shone?


Somewhere from the temple of Reh he heard the sonorous note of a gong calling the faithful to prayer. Then another sound broke in. The voice was feeble, but piercing enough to cut through the reverberation of the gong.


‘Keep from the shadows, Brother Mask,’ it said quaveringly.


The priest swung round in surprise. He hadn’t noticed a line of stocks which lay at the edge of the dark shadows on the western side of the square, just where he had entered. There were fourteen of them. Every one of them was occupied, but the voice that had stopped him had come from the nearest. The priest stepped closer. The man in it was bone thin. The joints of his wrists protruding from the wooden fetters seemed huge in contrast to the wasted arms. His face was sallow, the eyes purple-rimmed, his hair was like a fever victim’s, falling out in clumps. He was dressed in the same orange and red robes as the priest, though his were stained and torn and rent so that the bare flesh showed through. He took in the hideousness of the priest’s mask with the unflinching frankness of one who knows he will shortly be dead. The priest estimated the man’s age at about his own, twenty.


Behind the row of stocks, thick evening shadows fell on the jumble of semi-derelict buildings lining the side of the square. Dark alleyways, overhung by leaning walls and roofs, snaked off into the evening half-light.


Then he saw why the man in the stocks had warned him.


There was movement in the gloom of the buildings directly behind the stocks. The figures were human in shape, stalking slowly towards the captives, their faces half averted, as if the dim sunlight was a fiercely burning furnace. But they came on inexorably, hugging the shadows, and as they came closer the slightest scent wafted through the visor of his mask to his nostrils. It was a complex scent: mildew, grave soil and dead meat.


The priest took a step back towards the centre of the square. No need for the man’s warning now: he knew what they were. Vampires. The Dead in Life. Creatures who hated the sun. For a moment he stood paralysed, his body utterly still save for the hammering of his heart. Never before had he been so close. Never before had he stood on the edge of the dead light of late afternoon and seen their dead white faces. But now the red glow of their eyes reached out to him, and he heard them, heard them whining like hungry dogs begging for a taste of blood.


The sun was falling rapidly now, the shadows lengthening from the buildings into the square. And as each second passed and the shadows got longer, so did the vampires creep closer to the stocks like a black tide. He knew he must run, run quickly to the temple of Reh.


He looked back at his brother priest; the man’s head and wrists were trapped between the two stout spars of wood. There was just enough room for him to breathe, but his wrists dangled uselessly. The spars were bound together by iron rings secured by massive bronze padlocks.


The priest swallowed his fear of the creeping shadows and stepped forward again. He seized one of the locks, wrenching at it with all the might of his gloves. The metal claws were like vices on the lock, and the metal squealed in protest, but the nails holding the lock to the wood held firm. Never since they were first made had anything defied the strength of his gloves. The priest heaved again, with all his might, but the hasps of the lock were immovable.


‘Save your strength, brother, and your life,’ the dying man managed to rasp, though the sound that emerged from his voice box was so hoarse that the priest could barely hear him. He ignored his warning, wrenching again at the lock; again a squeal of metal, but no sudden explosion of nails from the hasps.


‘You’re wasting your time, the locks are enchanted,’ the dying man breathed. The priest paused for a second, conscious of the creeping shadows and a creeping chill, mirroring the movement in the shadows, a chill that froze his spine.


The man spoke truth, the locks must be enchanted: the gloves on his hands could crush rock, yet this feeble bronze padlock seemed to writhe and slip away from his claws as if it were made of quicksilver.


‘Go,’ the man urged, ‘save yourself.’ A white froth flecked his mouth. But his words only made the priest more determined. Out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed a figure reaching the shadow of the nearest building. He knelt by the man, trying to find a weak spot in the metal bonds holding the spars together. It was then he noticed the several puncture marks around the man’s neck. He counted one, two, three bites before giving up; the neck was one livid, upraised weal, the skin inflamed with infection. The priest’s hands stopped moving.


‘How many nights has it been, brother?’ he asked in a quiet voice.


‘Just one,’ he managed to croak, but his vocal chords must have swollen to twice their normal size, and his voice was squeezed with pain at the effort.


The priest looked back into the shadows. There was a gleam of light from glinting incisors and a rustling from a pool of darkness under a ruined archway only three yards away. The shadows were now reaching the condemned man’s legs stretched out behind the stocks. Five minutes at most, he thought, then the undead would be on the man’s neck again like wasps on a scrap of rotten meat. The priest’s heart spasmed in his throat, the blood sang in his veins. Danger was so close he could feel it like a physical presence to be reached out to and touched. A coil of tension wound within him. Suddenly a form lurched towards the stocks with a snarl.


The claws of the priest’s taloned right hand glinted in the light as he swept them up in a scything motion. The air warped in front of it, then a gout of flame materialised, like a dragon’s breath rolling forward in an orange wave.


The vampire was frozen in mid-stride in the orange light, its white face stretched in a scream, then the blanket of fire rushed over it, and its cloak burst into flame. It spun round like a top, its hands beating ineffectually as its flesh ignited like old papyrus. It flapped its arms once, then twice, as pieces of smouldering matter fell from it to the ground. Then it collapsed. The flames subsided with a hiss, leaving a bundle of smouldering rags and a faint mist lying on the cobblestones.


The dying man had seen the wall of flame igniting the gloom. ‘The Fist of Fire,’ he whispered. ‘Who taught you that spell?’


‘My master Manichee,’ the priest said, kneeling beside him once more, and heaving at the lock.


‘Then I know you,’ the man managed through lips clenched with pain. ‘You are Urthred, Randel’s brother.’


The priest stopped his movements. ‘You know me?’


The man didn’t reply directly: his voice was becoming more and more feeble and he fought to get the next words out through the thick mucus blocking his mouth. ‘Urthred,’ he whispered, ‘go now, for Reh’s sake! The city gate is still open; save yourself.’


‘What do you mean?’ the priest asked, hauling back with all his might on one of the padlocks. ‘I can take sanctuary in the temple; you will be with me, my friend.’


‘They have taken your brother.’


The priest stopped dead. ‘They’ve taken Randel?’ He looked wildly around at the other stocks, deep in the shadows.


But the man, seeing the direction of his gaze, shook his head as best he could. ‘The temple of Reh, our own people. They’ve betrayed us all.’


The priest had forgotten the threat around him, so engrossed had he been in the dying man’s words. There was a sudden rush of air and a fluttering of cloaks. Too late the priest spun round, realising that the shadows now covered the stocks and he was in deep gloom. Before he had a chance to react, the vampire struck him full on, bearing him to the ground, his shoulders pinned by the creature’s knees. He saw the saliva-streaked incisors like the red mouth of hell opening above him, then with a superhuman effort he rolled over, throwing the vampire over his back. It rolled once, its head in the light. It tried to raise itself on its elbows, but fell back, letting out a piteous wail. A thin white vapour, quickly changing to smoke, burst from the sallow skin of its face. It sagged and melted like wax parchment paper set to flame. The vampire rolled against the feet of the man in the stocks, thrashed once, then became utterly still.


The priest scrambled to his feet and knelt once more by the man; he could see he was fading fast.


‘My brother,’ the priest asked, ‘where is my brother?’


The man tried to reply, but the froth at his mouth killed his words. The priest hauled the water bottle from his belt, unscrewed the top and applied it to the man’s lips. Water ran down his chin. ‘… the temple … his own people hold him … he will be sacrificed …’


‘When?’


The man’s eyes closed and he shook his head, lost in a world of pain. ‘I don’t know … soon …’ he whispered.


A flapping as of a crow’s wings, a billowing cloak outspread – now another vampire was crouched on a buttress of one of the buildings overhanging the stocks. It glared down at Urthred with malevolent red eyes, but it had seen what had happened to its fellow – it was looking for easier prey. It launched itself through the air, landing on the pinioned man’s back with a hollow thump, its teeth tearing at his neck.


The priest’s hand shot out and wrenched the vampire’s head around by its lank hair. Its neck bones cracked. He twisted remorselessly, the vampire’s face screwed round so it faced him, spitting and cursing, its teeth blood-streaked, its eyes alive with blood-crazed fever. Its breath smelt of old blood on a butcher’s block. The mad light of its eyes was not extinguished even when the priest had wrenched the neck right round and every vertebra had broken with a dusty pop.


He pushed the body away so that the thing fell on its chest. It stirred, lifting itself on hands and knees, then began to crawl, the head on the twisted neck lolling obscenely on its back, into the shadows.


Urthred knelt again; but the last attack had finished his fellow priest: his eyes, when he lifted his head, were vacant. He was dead.


Urthred lowered the man’s head and stood. The priest’s words of warning and the information about his brother rang in his ears, disorienting him. He stared blankly around the square, uncertain what to do. Too late he saw that the shadows had now crept over the stocks, surrounding him and extending well back into the square. He had taken too long: five more vampires had appeared; one had worked its way behind him by the stocks, the other four were to the front, in the square. They were closing slowly but inexorably. Then with a sudden rush they flung themselves forward.


The one behind him was closest, but he didn’t turn, waiting until he could almost smell its decayed breath on his neck. Then he jabbed backwards, clenching his fist on a stud on the inside of his right glove as he did so. Inside the leather gauntlet covering his lower arm, the stud activated a spring-loaded knife. The blade burst through the folds of his cloak at his elbow, smashing straight into the vampire’s sternum. Its ribcage cracked open with the sound of breaking rotten wood, and it staggered back, its lung cavity, like the insides of a purple bellows, revealed. It rocked on its heels, then lurched back towards the priest.


They feel no pain, Urthred thought, but even as he thought he was in motion, plucking the dagger from its elbow harness with his left hand while aiming his right fist towards the vampires in front of him. He opened out his fingers. The air over his hand shimmered and then burst into flame. With a chopping motion he sent the wall of flame rolling towards the creatures. The middle two of the four didn’t have time to get away; their bodies exploded with flame. One pirouetted away, colliding with one of its fellows and igniting its cloak. The last vampire skipped around its blazing companions but was met by the priest’s left hand. The long flenching knife drove through its face, crushing its nose and forehead like an eggshell. It spun away, temporarily blinded. There was a whoosh of air as the wounded vampire behind him rushed him again, but Urthred ducked under the blow, swung round and drove his right fist in return right through its battered chest cavity. The creature snapped at his face as Urthred desperately tried to drag back his fist from its chest. Its teeth glanced off the lacquer and wood of his mask, just as he managed to free his hand enough to grab one of the vampire’s splintered ribs and fling it to one side. It spun a couple of times before it crashed into one of the stocks and fell to its knees. Behind the stocks, Urthred could see at least two dozen more stepping from the shadows of the buildings.


He backed away hurriedly into the sunlight and looked about him. The square was still silent and empty, the temple pyramids stark against the darkening sky. For the briefest of seconds his gaze fixed on the birds of prey circling around the pillar of smoke ascending from the temple of Reh. Then he ran as fast as his sandalled feet could take him across the cobblestones of the square.




Chapter Three


The Sacrifice


The gateway leading to the inner courtyard of the temple of Reh had once been famous throughout the Empire. So wide was it that two bullock teams could have been driven through it simultaneously, and it was some thirty feet in height. Statues had once stood in the niches in the moulding over its arch and over the keystone there was a relief of the god Reh himself, represented as an old man with fiercely jutting beard clutching in one hand the orb of the sun from which radiated the beams of life, and in the other a bolt of lightning which he aimed contemptuously down to the earth from the layer of clouds upon which he sat.


But now Reh’s features were disfigured by the lichen that flourished in Thrull’s damp marsh climate, his face mottled grey like the victim of a plague. The precious stones that had once been set in his eyes had been gouged out by the men who had sacked Thrull. The statues of Reh’s twenty-four aspects which had once filled the niches in the moulding were also gone, carried off to Surrenland, Ossia, Hangar Parang and the other countries where Lord Faran’s army had come from. Once the mighty twin gates of the temple had been left open day and night but, reflecting the fall from grace that had overtaken the gateway, the gates themselves were now shut and had not been opened these several years. Only a small postern was open, and it was towards this that Urthred ran.


The fight in the square and his approach had not gone unnoticed: two guards, liveried in the orange and red robes of the temple, were watching him from the postern as he ran towards them. They stepped forward in unison as he neared, but then caught sight of his mask. They stopped, rooted to the spot: Urthred swerved past them and jumped through the gate. He had only seconds before the guards recovered their wits.


He was in the inner courtyard of the temple, the cobblestones of which gave onto a series of broad flights of steps which formed the lowest courses of the temple pyramid. The pyramid itself reared high above in stepped progressions of ancient cracked basalt. Each step was a man’s height in size, and only a smaller stairway, cut into the larger steps, gave access to the higher reaches. One hundred and fifty feet up, on the temple’s truncated roof, statues of Reh, Lord of Light and Soron, Bringer of Fire were silhouetted against the virulent sky. Between the statues, the air appeared to shift and warp where the flames of the temple’s hearth fire melded invisibly with the redness of the evening. Birds of prey circled the roof.


Halfway up the side of the pyramid, he could see a large portico: the entrance to the inner sanctuary of the temple. He took the steps two at a time, conscious now of the shouts of the guards behind him.


As he climbed higher and higher, he heard over the mournful croaking of the circling birds and the hammering of his heart a groundswell of excited voices. The hubbub grew louder. Finally, straining for breath, he reached the flat space under the portico.


There must have been a thousand people gathered there, crowding the dark entrance to the temple at its rear, taking refuge against the coming night. He hurried towards them, plunging into the heart of the teeming throng, barely noticing the merchants, soldiers, artisans, priests, women and children wearing every conceivable hue of clothing. The colour, noise and smell were bewildering after a month’s solitary travel and the silence of the Lower Town, not to mention the seven years he’d spent alone in Manichee’s tower. He weaved through the pressing humanity, trying to avoid the tattered bundles of their possessions, wicker baskets full of shrieking fowls, hessian sacks filled with vegetables and mounds of coloured spices, all spread on gaily hued cloth laid over the crimson rugs covering the flagstones.


The crowd thickened towards the back of the vestibule where the entrance to the Inner Temple stood. The necks of the people there craned towards the gloom, their voices high with excitement. They barely noticed as Urthred plunged into their midst like an arrow aimed at the dark entranceway. Behind him he sensed rather than saw the red disc of the sun dropping lower and lower onto the western mountains. His heart was heavy with premonitory dread.


Now he was deep in the shadow of the portico where, if possible, the crowd was even thicker. As he pushed on, soldiers stepped aside with a clatter of armour, moneylenders laid down their stacks of coin on their counting desks to stare as the force of his passing set their balances swaying. A labourer’s adze tumbled to the ground as the hem of his cloak brushed it. Sacrificial hawks in gilded cages shrieked and flapped. Priests flinched from the tripod-held censers which they tended as his speed sent up a great cloud of incense into their faces.


Now he was in the very centre of the mass of people around the entrance, using his elbows to force a way. Cries of protest and anger were stifled when those pushed aside saw his mask, the babble of voices hushed as the crowds around felt the disturbance running through their ranks. He was nearing the threshold of the inner sanctuary. To either side, heavy red damask drapes hung in folds like frozen red waterfalls. Between them, a narrow gap revealed a huge hallway, forty yards across, rising in stepped progression towards an opening at the top through which the rays of the westering sun slanted. The walls were doused in a dull bronze ambient light cast from the raging fire pit at the centre of the pyramid.


Urthred broke past the last line of people blocking his way, oblivious of the near silence that had replaced the humming noise in the outer court, oblivious too of the several hundred pairs of eyes that stared at his back. He hardly heard their horrified whispers above the pounding of his heart; for the moment Urthred felt invulnerable behind the horror of his mask.


Another guard, dressed like the two at the gate, stood before him, barring the entranceway to the Inner Temple. The man was staring in horrified fascination at him, his body frozen with surprise and fear. But he belatedly recovered his wits as Urthred stepped up, and levelled his six foot long halberd at his chest.


It was too late for Urthred to stop his forward progress, even if he’d wanted to. He hardly felt the sudden pain as the halberd tip pricked through the thick felt of his cloak into the naked flesh beneath. He was in a trance, his eyes fixed on the middle distance, in the direction of the Sanctuary Flame. Without glancing at it, he seized the wooden haft of the weapon just below its blade and twisted it to one side. The wood splintered with a loud crack.


He tried to push forward, but other guards had materialised from curtained alcoves off to each side, their halberds lowered at Urthred’s heaving chest. He looked around: there were half a dozen guards in front, and the densely packed mob behind him, the back rank of which hearing the commotion redoubled their efforts to push to the front and see what was happening.


‘Let me past!’ he growled, his gloved hands sweeping up to knock aside the semicircle of halberds, but the guards were too quick, drawing their weapons away from his flailing gloves, then thrusting them back again. Urthred retreated, into the mob of people behind him who were desperately trying to escape from the fight. There were several shrieks of terror before Urthred was pushed back towards the guards. He stumbled towards them, off balance, a blow from a halberd shaft knocking him against a wall. Instantly he found his chest pinned there by a bristling hedge of weapons. He knew he would die if he moved. The guards stood uncertainly a few feet away, their eyes flinching away from the terrible spectacle of his mask, but their weapons reasonably steady. They were a mixture of countrymen and races: narrow-faced Astardians, dark Ormirocans, olive-skinned Parangians – mercenaries all. They seemed unsure of what to do, waiting for the arrival of an officer of the guard. Those injured by the crush were screaming and yelling, while their companions fought to get away from the confrontation. The situation looked to be getting out of hand, but then, as if by magic, a sudden hush fell over the crowd. A flicker of movement from deep within the gloomy recesses of the temple caught Urthred’s eye.


Figures were moving in front of the fierce orange light of the Sanctuary Flame. He could only see their silhouettes, but he saw the leader of the procession wore a cockaded hat with a fringe of tinkling bells: a high priest of the temple of Reh. Behind him two men dragged a figure bound in chains. The figure stumbled but was wrenched back to his feet by a savage jerk from one of the men. Even at this distance and in the dim light, Urthred knew that the man in chains was his brother.


‘Randel!’ he screamed, springing forward. He saw the head of the chained figure swing towards him, then felt a vicious stab in his chest as a halberd tip bore him back against the wall. He looked down; there was a dark red stain spreading on his red cloak and he felt a warm trickle inside his undershirt from the wound. Curiously, he felt no pain. He wrenched his eyes back towards his brother.


It had been twelve years since he had last seen him, and now it was only seconds before Randel would die.


Urthred watched helplessly as the procession reached the centre of the pyramid where they halted, silhouetted by the Sanctuary Flame. They had stopped by the low black shape of an altar. The chained figure of Randel was thrust down onto the slab; attendants came out of the gloom, pinioning his arms and legs. A dark helplessness welled up from deep down in Urthred’s throat and escaped as a howl of despair. Again a halberd tip drove him back into the wall, his blood-soaked cloak flapping wetly against his chest. In the distance, the High Priest now stood over the body, a curved dagger upraised in one hand; it glittered in the light of the Sanctuary Flame with a nacreous, unearthly light.


Then the dagger was curving down in a fast arc, as swift as a falling star, into the heart of the chained figure. Even at this distance Urthred heard the surprised grunt, a noise more of sexual fulfilment than death.


Then Urthred howled again, smashing away the weapon at his chest with his taloned gloves, and leapt forward. His mask restricted his view. He didn’t register the flat of a sword blade swinging in towards his temple. Only a sharp crack and an explosion of lights in his head. He had a vague thought that he was falling, then the earth rushed up to smash into his mask. Arms bound his hands behind him with a metal chain as he shook his head, trying to clear it of the whirling lights.


But though he couldn’t see, he could hear. A gong sounded in the far recesses of the temple. Somewhere a choir of tenor voices rang out, soaring in a descant upwards to the skies, one voice tumbling over another like waves, washing upwards to the shores of heaven itself: then a ringing silence.


He was jerked to his feet by the chain and thrust forward towards the temple interior.


Inside, the heat from the Sanctuary Flame was furnace hot, hitting him like a physical wave. He opened his eyes a fraction. The flames from the fire pit were reflected by the ashlar blocks of the temple walls, warping the air. Sweat mixed with his blood in seconds, soaking his cloak further. His head throbbed from the sword blow but his vision had cleared.


The guards were leading him close to the altar: his eyes could not help being drawn to the sacrificial block. A group hovered about the prone body, cutting carefully with what looked like butcher’s knives. One of them removed a squirming organ from the chest cavity: a still fitfully pumping heart. Others stood ready with dishes and jars ready to preserve the vital organs. Urthred looked away, sickened, closing his eyes.


His brother, sacrificed. He’d read about, but never seen, such an event; they had been unheard of in the Empire for several hundred years. But darkness had returned to this age, darkness in the form of the vampires out in the square, and darkness in the hearts of his fellow priests of Reh.


Now the remains of Randel’s body would be taken to the roof of the pyramid where its scattered pieces would be torn apart further by the birds of prey. Each tiny morsel would be carried up to the orange halls of the Sun, where Reh sat on his golden throne. Each tiny part would be stored against the day the Sun would be reborn, and all dead things would reknit together in the forms they once inhabited on earth, and the souls of all the dead would come from Paradise and reinhabit their bodies.


Randel had summoned him here to Thrull after a separation of twelve years. Now he, like his brother, would be sacrificed, and without knowing why his brother had broken the twelve-year silence. As he was marched towards a door at the far side of the Sanctuary Flame, he felt the chains binding his gloved hands. Mere metal, metal that could not withstand his gloves or his rage. Intuitively, he knew the guards were leading him to the man who had condemned his brother to death.




Chapter Four


The Black Chalice


A large latticed window overlooked the moat which separated the temple pyramid from the ruined citadel. The sun, flat and purple, hung over the distant peaks of the Fire Mountains, throwing its last weak rays through the window into a room richly furnished with wall hangings and oak furniture. Though the rays were those of a dying sun, their light made the colours of the ancient tapestries and carpets glow with life.


An old man in a linen undershirt, the robes of his office cast in an untidy heap to one side, sat in a carved wooden throne. The throne had been placed in the shadows, and he averted his face from the rays of the sun, staring instead into the glowing embers of a brazier which heated the room. His expression, at odds with the radiance of the light and the luxury of his surroundings, was sour and contemplative.


His name was Varash and he was the High Priest of the temple of Reh in Thrull. The events of the day, culminating in the sacrifice, had exhausted him. It had begun at dawn when he had risen for the ritual of Purification by Flame. As always he’d intoned the words of the prayer perfectly as the sun had heaved its dying orb above the eastern mountains: ‘Let the flesh be perfected, like impure metal refined by the refiner’s fire. Let us be as gold in the sight of Reh, Lord of Light: pure, unsullied, as shining as the disc of the newborn Sun will be at the Second Tomorrow!’ He’d hoped that none of those attending the ceremony had noticed how he had hung back from the glowing light, his eyes narrowed against the pain it inflicted on them. Though he had spoken the words of the ritual loudly, there had been a corresponding silence in his heart as he’d uttered them. Nor had the pure spring water with which his servers had washed him seemed to cleanse him; afterwards he was still conscious of an oily patina clinging to him, as if his self-loathing had become corporeal, a secretion which no washing could rid him of. The robes of office, freshly laundered and pressed, had, when the servers had helped him into them, given him no sense of uplift, rather they had seemed but a further unnecessary burden for his old shoulders to bear.


He sighed. His weariness was not just physical; long ago he’d given up looking directly into men’s eyes lest they saw reflected back the darkness that had collected there over the years of his life: the compromises, the lies, the killings. The evil that can be concealed from other men until one set of eyes meets another and, in a split second, all manner of hidden things are suddenly revealed.


So it was that Varash was not looking directly at the young acolyte who’d entered the room moments before, but into the glowing embers of the brazier.


He repeated the boy’s message out of old habit, though he’d heard it well.


‘A masked priest causing a ruckus, you say?’


‘Aye, lord, he tried to break past the guards at the temple entrance during the ceremony.’ The acolyte’s voice had risen an octave or two in the excitement of delivering his message to as important a person as the High Priest.


‘And where is he now?’


‘Out – outside, bound in chains.’


Varash cursed inwardly. Another troublemaker like the one he’d just sent to his Maker? Where would it end? His duty, anyway, was clear. However tired he was, he would have to question this person.


‘Very well, bring him in,’ he said wearily. But the young man hesitated. ‘Well?’


‘So – so please you, Venerated, the priest …’ The acolyte came to a stuttering halt.


‘What about him?’


‘He – he is – uncommon-looking …’ The boy’s voice trailed off again.


‘What, has he two heads, three hands, the tail of a dog?’


‘N-no sir, he has a mask …’


‘A mask? Why do you think a mask should terrify me, boy, I who see a thousand masks a day? Bring him in!’ The acolyte moved to speak again, but then he thought better of it and fled the room. The slap-slap of retreating sandals on the flagstones of the corridor echoed back into the chamber. Varash bent slowly and pulled up the heavy ceremonial garb from the floor. He looked at the sweat-stained robes, the outward mark of his office, without affection, before standing and wearily slipping them back on. Something made him wrinkle up his nose, and he sniffed at one of the sleeves. The faint whiff of blood, of the charnel house, of death. Also the stale smell of an old man. His own smell. A shiver racked him. He sank back into the carved oaken chair and reached over to where some ruby viridium wine glinted in a crystal carafe: his hand trembled as he poured some of the liquid into a glass. He threw back his head, drinking so deep that some of the berry-red liquid ran down his chin, then wiped his hand over his mouth and resumed his gloomy stare at the embers in the brazier.


His domed forehead creased in thought as he contemplated the state of the city in which for seven years he had been the High Priest of Reh.


Things had been going badly even before the Civil War. Long before his birth the sun had weakened day by day, year by year, in the sky, its rays too feeble to melt the winter snows or ripen the harvests. The waters had risen inexorably on the plains so what had once been prosperous fields was now a brown, stinking marsh, the smell of its rot hanging about the city like a wraith. Even before the revolt, it had been a dying place, with fewer and fewer worshippers at the temple of Reh: the flow of pilgrims that once had made this the most wealthy of all the temples in the Empire had years ago thinned to a trickle.


As for the Empire, which had so long maintained the religious tolerance of former years, little could be said. It had once taken in the lands of Thrull, Ossia and Surrenland, but now order in those countries had broken down. Local warlords, such as Baron Illgill, the man who had ruled Thrull seven years ago, vied for local dominance over small areas of land. Trade had ceased in many parts and famine was widespread, exacerbated by a string of failed harvests.


Many waited for the Emperor himself to come from his capital Valeda, and put an end to the bloodshed and starvation. But they hoped for the impossible. Five hundred years ago, when the veil that obscured the sun had been first noticed, the then Emperor had retired with his concubines and astronomers to his Hidden Palace on the High Plains above his capital, there to study the mystery of the dying sun. Since that day, no one had been seen entering or leaving the palace, though imperial envoys, with less and less frequency over the years, had come with messages from the Emperor’s vassals, pinning them to the wooden gates of the palace when no answer came to their calls. The brief history of the last five hundred years could once have been read on those gates: the appeals for aid and guidance from the provincial governors which became more and more urgent as anarchy broke out, the demands from one temple or another for a religious wrong to be righted, letters from warriors pledging fealty to the invisible Emperor as they plundered his Empire in his name. The history of a disintegrating world was there, but no one had read it: the messages had been blown to tatters by the icy winds that blew over the High Plains and around the grey walls of the palace. No one now travelled to the Hidden Palace: it was shunned as a haunted place where the Emperor and his Empire had died.


This was the world into which Varash was born – one of warfare and uncertainty and growing factionalism, none deeper than in the religious, divided between the Flame and the Worm. He had followed his father’s career and become a server here at the temple. He had never travelled further than Thrull, fearing the chaos of the world outside.


Yet in all the sixty years of his life, one temple had prospered in Thrull. The temple of Iss had always stood across the square from that of Reh. But at the time of Varash’s birth it had been a mere weed-grown mound, its entrance choked by vegetation. Pale gaunt fanatics had once or twice been seen flitting about its ruins. Occasionally the dead had been carried into its gloomy depths, to the catacombs that lay beneath the pyramid. But as the sun had grown weaker year by year, so more and more men were seen lingering by the gloomy edifice. The rubble and weeds of decades had been slowly cleared, and priests arrived out of the east, rekindling the worship of Iss, God of Life in Death. They patrolled the city, proselytising to any who would listen to them, pointing at the dying sun, telling how Iss had imprisoned his brother Reh in his land of darkness as the latter had journeyed through his kingdom, how man would soon know nothing else except an endless night.


It had not been long before the killings started: priests of Iss knifed in back alleys, then the reprisals; citizens disappearing at night as rumours abounded of the dead reborn as vampires in the catacombs. The city had been ruled by Baron Illgill then, a Hearth Priest of Reh: bitter punishments were laid on the priesthood of the Worm, and soldiers were sent into the catacombs to root out the Dead in Life. Many had not returned, and those that did spoke of thousands of the undead, woken from centuries-old slumber, reanimated by the magic of the Worm’s priests, fed by the living blood of those snatched at night. Illgill sent more men into the temple of Iss, to slaughter the priests and burn all the corpses they could find in the catacombs. The undead who survived had fled to even lower levels of the tunnels that honeycombed the cliffs on which the city was built.


The survivors had sent messengers to the east, to Tire Gand, the capital of the undead in far-off Ossia. The Elders there in turn had sent Lord Faran Gaton Nekron. The rest was history: the arrival of Faran Gaton’s army, covering the plains like a dark tide. Illgill’s proud army marching out, banners ablaze with colour, the vibrancy of all those who marched proclaiming the victory of life over death. Then the battle: the gaily coloured banners of Illgill’s forces driven further and further back to their inevitable defeat. The sack of Thrull had followed that night, the undead in an orgy of blood-letting, half the city ablaze. Then a period of respite as Faran calmed the situation. Edicts were posted in the squares, telling the living they would be safe from the undead if they obeyed his laws, telling the surviving populace that all he wished was equal freedom to worship for the followers of Iss, and that they were free to go to the temple of Reh. It had been an empty promise: Thrull was worthless to Faran without their living blood. Furthermore, the temple of Reh was only permitted to remain open so that Faran could learn more easily what his enemies were plotting. Soon the living had realised the hollowness of their new ruler’s words. But by then they were stranded in the city, the lonely marshes all around a barrier to freedom.


Now, seven years later, the priests in Varash’s charge were growing rebellious; soon there would be another bloody civil war in the city, the Flame cast against the temple of Iss. Varash had done his best to keep control. This latest infraction, bloodily dealt with by him, had been only one of several over the past few months. His priests no longer trusted him when he spoke of the continuing worship of Reh in the city as more important than an armed rebellion against Faran. Information, once volunteered by trusting fellow worshippers, had dried up. Then, a month before, something had changed completely. Many of the priests had become openly insulting to him, as if they knew something he didn’t. Only at the last moment had he been able to discover the plotters, led by Randel, and execute them, but there was still a mystery attaching to the episode: what had happened a month before to make the priests’ rebellion so open? Try as he might Varash could not find out.


The High Priest cursed inwardly: didn’t the fools realise that their religion was dead, that day by day as the sun died more and more of the worshippers of Reh fled from the city or joined the swelling ranks of those who worshipped Iss? Iss, a god who promised a life even in death, a life that could continue even when the sun had finally been snuffed like a tapering candle, and man was left ever after in the permanent darkness and cold of the endless night to come?


Varash’s faith had been lost before the Civil War, his service at the temple of Reh an empty sham. It had been natural for Faran to single him out, a relatively junior server, and elevate him to high priest after the death of his predecessor in the sack of the city. Varash could well remember the fear and the dark promise of his first interview with the undead lord deep in the catacombs of the temple of Iss. Thrull had still been burning all around them and Varash had feared for his life. He needn’t have worried: Faran had been more than accommodating. They had made a covenant, that Varash would betray his fellow priests if they plotted against Faran. In return he had received not only the luxury of his current position, but what his soul had yearned for since he had lost his faith: a life after death.


That night Varash had pledged Faran his loyalty. That night and every night after he had been led through the labyrinthine tunnels under the square to the temple of Iss, and there had drunk of the Black Chalice from which the everlasting Life in Death sprung.


That first night he’d been repelled by the thick black blood in the chalice; a coppery liquid the taste of which would not leave him afterwards even when he’d washed it down with flagon after flagon of water. He’d vomited his dinner. So too, in time, he had lost his conscience, and his soul, as he’d drunk more and more of the blood. Every day he’d awoken, his eyes ever more sensitive to the light of the sun, and gone about his sham duties, hearing the priests talk, making mental notes of who had overstepped or would shortly be overstepping the mark; whose name would be tipped to Faran for assassination or for the stocks on the great square outside.


And each night the blood of the chalice had wrought a strange alchemy; already he could feel the vitality drying in his veins, his heart slowing, his flesh achieving a parchment-like quality, his bones taking on the consistency of old mahogany. The first signs of atrophy, the beginning of that imperishable state in which man could enjoy a life of the flesh after death. A state in which darkness and shadows were to be preferred to the light of the sun. He would achieve in time what few others would achieve: a type of immortality. But the betrayals and killings by which he had achieved that state had meant that rather than enjoying the prospect of an everlasting life in the flesh, the endless life to come was no more pleasant a thought than the idea of drinking a cup of ashes.


He needed to forget, to soothe the anguish within him. He picked up a handful of small pods from a dish on the side table. He looked at them for a minute: Lethe buds, the smoke of which could transport a man to a Paradise far from this dying world. He threw them onto the embers in the brazier. The pods cracked and the room filled with a pungent, musty, cloying smell much like cinnamon. The smell of blood and of stale old age seemed to vanish and his mind went with the drug, eddying up into the gloomy spaces of the rafters, losing itself in the dark shadows where centuries-old dust, from when the sun had been young, lay on ragged banners placed there by long dead hands.


The bustle at the door snapped him out of his reverie. He had been dreaming of ancient times, of the Age of Gold, when the sun had still burned down upon ripe fields and men had smiled as they worked in them, harvesting the fruit of their abundance … He glanced up at the figure looming in the doorway, then started back with an involuntary gasp. The unflinching horror of the mask was brutal after the trance into which he’d sunk. For a moment all he could do was stare at it, mesmerised. Then he became conscious of the shadowy figures of temple guards behind the man, holding the chains which pinioned his arms.


He grunted and one of the guards pushed the prisoner forward so that he fell on the floor before Varash’s throne. The man was dressed in the robes of a priest of Reh. But unlike the heavily embroidered robes that Varash wore, this man’s were threadbare and travel-stained. Wet patches of blood showed through the material at his chest. A chain had been looped round the man’s gloved hands, pinning them to his back.


The priest raised his head and regarded Varash through the lidless holes of the mask’s sockets. Varash sensed the man’s eyes scrutinising him from the deep shadows. He did his best to return the stare, assuming as best he could a look of cool indifference.


‘Not a pretty sight is it, Venerated?’ The voice, amplified by the wood of the mask, was full of hollow mockery. The words earned the kneeling man a kick from one of the guards. The priest gasped in pain: in contrast the expression of the mask remained frozen, a foreign thing divorced from the mortal world of pain and suffering, infinitely alien.


The High Priest fought to keep any sign of emotion from his voice. ‘You have little servility, priest. Don’t you recognise these robes?’ he said, lifting one of the elaborately embroidered sleeves of his regalia.


‘Oh, I recognise them well enough.’ Again mockery.


‘So?’


‘They are the robes of a high priest.’


‘Then you will remember your duty and show respect to the god.’


‘Ah, it is not the robes that make a man, as the old saw goes.’


At a gesture from Varash, two of the guards launched a series of kicks to the priest’s back. Again the man gasped in pain, but the mask stared back impassively, a thing that had gone beyond pain into another realm of sensation.


A chill crept up the High Priest’s back. Again he fought to control the quaver in his voice. ‘Now you see what happens to those who speak out of turn! If you enjoy pain, speak on, my men are as generous in giving as you will be rich in receiving.’ Varash cocked his head expectantly, but was gratified to see the priest had fallen silent.


‘Good, now we progress. Your name?’


Now the silence was unbidden, until another kick from a guard elicited a muttered response.


‘Louder, man!’ Varash ordered.


This time he heard the man’s reply clearly, and it sent another shudder through him.


‘Urthred. Urthred of Ravenspur.’


The old man’s mind raced. Ravenspur! The same as the rebel Randel. But though he had searched long and hard through the libraries of the temple, Varash had never been able to find any family of that name or a place called it on a map. One thing was sure: the two of them had been related, maybe even brothers. Things began to fall into place. This would explain the commotion during the sacrifice.


‘Which temple are you from?’


‘No temple,’ the man replied in a surly voice.


‘So, no temple: which monastery?’


The priest’s silence was rewarded with another blow. ‘Answer the question, dog!’ one of the guards growled. The priest twisted his neck, trying to ease the pain in his back. ‘Forgeholm,’ he said finally, his words muffled by the mask.


So, Varash thought, Forgeholm monastery. Now things became even more interesting. Randel had come from Forgeholm twelve years before. The place was a hotbed of fanatics, isolated in the Fire Mountains; they of all the worshippers of the Flame kept the old religion alive …


Varash made a snap decision. If he was to learn more about these men’s activities he didn’t want to be overheard by the guards.


He gestured to them: ‘You are dismissed.’


The guards looked at one another in surprise, before one of them had the courage to speak: ‘But, Venerated, the man may be dangerous …’


‘Is he not bound in chains?’ Varash snapped. ‘Leave us.’ The guards shuffled backwards out of the room, bowing. One laid the end of the chain gently on the red carpet behind the priest. The door closed silently behind them.


Now there was a chance, thought Urthred, a heaven-sent chance. The guards were gone, and all that prevented him from slashing his brother’s murderer to ribbons were the chains twisted behind his back. He flexed the claws of his gloves again, trying to force a link apart, but the ironsmith who had made them had known his trade. The links remained rock solid. The High Priest was scrutinising him in the gloom. Urthred stilled the motion of his hands, careful not to give away his intentions.


‘So, why have you come here, priest?’ Varash asked.


Urthred was silent. The man who had brought Randel’s message had taken a risk, crossing the marshes and the mountains to Forgeholm. Now an injudicious word from Urthred might condemn him, and all of Randel’s other friends. He remained silent.


Varash shook his head, a thin smile playing over his chapped purple lips. ‘So you think your silence will save you, do you?’ He rose stiffly from his chair and hobbled to a chest set against a wall, the heavy robes rustling on the floor behind him. He extracted a key and opened it, pulling out a drawer and choosing an object from it. He turned and held it up to the light from the brazier so that Urthred could see it. It was a pair of iron pliers, with a bloodied human tooth still stuck in them.


‘Your friend, the one who died, needed a tooth pulling; it seemed to be stopping his speech,’ he said, waving the bloody molar up and down in front of the mask. ‘It worked; your friend spoke, as you will speak, when I invite the guards back in. But you can save yourself a lot of pain, priest, by telling me what I want to know.’


Whilst Varash had been occupied in the chest, Urthred had worked one of the claws between two of the links of the chain. He was now trying to twist them apart. It was not an easy pass. The metal claw was fitted by a cap over the stump of his finger and, despite the extra leverage of the mechanism, each twist of the link brought a searing pain to his mutilated digit. He only hoped the High Priest could not hear the faint squeak of tortured metal.


His silence seemed to enrage Varash. ‘Very well,’ he spat, ‘we’ll have the guards in a minute, but first I’ll see what you look like.’ He put the pliers down on a table and dropped to one knee, reaching for the front of the mask. In that split second Urthred’s talon broke the link in the chain with a metallic crack. His clawed fists swung round in a blinding arc underneath Varash’s outstretched arms, stopping within an inch of the old man’s throat. The High Priest’s hands were frozen, his eyes rolling to either side as the razor-sharp claws scratched against his wrinkled neck.


‘One sound and you’re dead,’ Urthred growled. Varash’s hands fell nervelessly to his sides. Urthred stood, the clawed hands ready to rip open Varash’s face.


‘Come,’ he said, lifting Varash’s head up with one metal index finger, forcing him to rise uncertainly from his knee. He thrust him back into the chair, the ceremonial robes seeming to explode with dusty particles in the dim red light. His gauntleted hands clamped down on the armrests to either side of the High Priest.


Varash could now see more clearly the flickering, lizard-like movements of eyes behind the holes of the mask. The coldness of the eyes told him he was going to die; the wasted years, the betrayals – all had been futile. He would die, wretchedly, at the hands of this maniac. He opened his mouth to scream, but one of the gloved hands clamped over it like an iron vice. He felt his jaws being pushed inwards as his mouth formed an O of pain. ‘Do you understand me now?’ the priest hissed. Varash could only nod his head minusculely, so tightly did the hand hold his jaw.


‘Now it’s my turn for some questions,’ Urthred said. ‘First question – why did Randel die?’


‘B-because he was a heretic,’ Varash managed to mumble despite the vice clamping his jaws.


‘No!’ Urthred snarled, squeezing tighter, so that Varash’s mind reeled with the pain. ‘Randel was no heretic: it’s you, you who have betrayed your religion. Here, Varash, look at the sun!’ He swung the High Priest’s head round to face the window through which the dying light of the sun shone like liquid blood. Varash flinched back as if he was being forced to stare into a white-hot inferno.


‘I thought as much; light is hateful to you!’ Urthred spat. ‘You’ve become one of them, haven’t you? Dead in your heart and mind. Dead to life. How many good men have you killed? Answer me!’ Urthred shook the old man’s jaw but, even if he could have, Varash didn’t answer. His silence spoke eloquently enough. The sunlight seemed to be burning his skin and his eyes, and he squirmed in its rays, but Urthred’s grip was relentless.


‘Please,’ Varash begged, ‘let me back into the shadows.’


‘What? And let another snatch his soul from God?


Doesn’t the cycle of the sun, its rising and its setting, tell you something? All men must die. The only life after death will be at the Second Dawn.’


The pain in Varash’s head was excruciating; he shut his eyes tightly. But inexplicably the taste of the Black Chalice welled up into his mouth. Then he realised why; he’d bitten his tongue and was tasting his own coppery blood.


‘Enough!’ Urthred snarled. ‘Why speak of Reh to someone with so little grace? Preaching to a dog would be better. Open your eyes.’ Varash felt the prick of the man’s claws at his throat. ‘Open them!’ Urthred repeated vehemently. Varash did so. Though the sun was low in the sky, the light exploded into his mind. He shook his head from side to side in agony.


‘You wanted to see my face? Now look, look on the face of a true believer, one who has given everything for his god!’ Dextrously, Urthred unlatched the two clasps holding one side of his mask to its leather frame while keeping his other gloved hand firmly clasped on Varash’s jaw.


The mask swung to one side like a flap of flesh.


At first Varash thought he must have imagined that the mask had been removed. The same livid weal of scarred tissue shrieked back at him, the same hollow slit of a nose, the ragged lips exposing teeth and gums burned yellow and black.


Then he knew.


And knowing caused a scream to rise from the depths of his soul. But the glove was still clamping his jaw and the scream could not escape from his throat. Instead it exploded in his heart with a flash of white light that swiftly turned black. Then he fell over and over. Into the depthless void.


Urthred dropped the dead body to the ground. A fierce heat burned his chest, a fire that was of anger and joy. Of pure revenge. He had not expected the chance, but he had taken it, and now his own heart seemed to be about to burst, just as the old man’s had.


He knew he would die. Whether on the sacrificial block or by the weapons of the guards he didn’t know, but this knowledge for the moment was nothing compared to the overpowering sense of joy.


He waited, looking at the lowering beams of the sun, muttering a prayer. Slowly the frantic beating of his heart stilled, and the roaring in his ears diminished. A bird of prey swooped low past the window, silhouetted against the crimson sky, the single flap of its wings loud in the silence. He listened, waiting for the sound of the guards returning. Nothing. But they would come: he was certain of that.


He looked at the High Priest’s corpse. Varash’s dead eyes stared into the gloom of the raftered ceiling. In the moments Urthred had been watching, a light film seemed to have formed over them. He was already far away on his journey, but Urthred wouldn’t say a prayer to light his way through Iss’s realm: the man belonged there, and there alone, not in Reh’s fiery Paradise.


The roaring in his ears had now almost completely gone, the sound of far-distant surf. The fierce joy of seconds before was dying too, leaving behind an emptiness, a void. Outside the sun seemed frozen on the peaks. An immense hush hung over the temple and the city, as if the world held its breath at the dying spectacle of the evening. No sound came from outside where he had expected shouts from the guards and running feet: no one had heard the death struggle. The fact that no one had heard left him feeling even emptier. Now he would have to act. He knew what he must do.


He looked about him distractedly. For the first time he noticed the luxury of the room, the ancient tapestries from Hangar Parang, delicate crystal ware from Surrenland, the furniture carved from the cedar woods of Galastra; everything was of the finest taste, save the crumpled heap of the high priest’s body lying by the throne.


The richness of the furnishings added to the weight on his mind. Twenty years of virtual imprisonment in a bare whitewashed cell had made any ostentation sickening to him. Never before had he been in a room like this. Nor had he ever seen a city before today. For eight years before the summons from his brother he had never left the top of the tower where he had lived at Forgeholm monastery. His isolation had been the result of his disfigurement, a disfigurement that only one other man had ever seen apart from the dead High Priest on the floor before him. A disfigurement he bore proudly, for it was a sign that he was one of the god’s Elect, and to be one of Reh’s Elect had been all his care ever since his infancy at Forgeholm monastery.


That monastic life had been a life far harder than any city dweller could ever contemplate: of cold, of near starvation, of harsh discipline. A life which could strip the humanity from a man, let alone a boy, and drive him inwards on himself. A life which would make him seek that inner spark of life, the secret soul of magic, of fire, that was beyond flesh, implanted there by Reh at the beginning of time.


Punishment, mortification: these had been the daily lot of all who sheltered under Forgeholm’s roof. Beatings, floggings, immersion in freezing water. Each day’s pain had only been preparatory to the greatest day of mortification of them all: the Day of the Birch. The shortest, darkest day of the year when the sun barely peeped above the mountaintops at midday, then vanished again. The day when the novitiates stripped to the waist and laid their backs open with switches of wood, their blood running as they offered up prayers to the vanishing Sun God to pass safely through the kingdom of his brother, Iss, King of the Night, the Worm and Death in Life. No one who had suffered the icy cold and the frozen blood of that day could be the same again. Urthred guessed that Varash had not undergone this mortification for these last several years. The luxury of the apartment told him what type of man he’d been.


Why had Varash forsaken his god? Urthred himself had fought long and hard against the tug of fleshly pleasures, of luxury, of ease. In the outer world temptation was there; the sun was dying, soon all might be dead. All of Urthred’s prayers, all the scars on his back, the disfigurement of his face, had not altered that. Why not give up to temptation and enjoy the last years in fornication and drink? Harvests failed, and dark storms rose and passed over the land, washing away plants and drowning villages. In the north, where the Palisade Mountains heaved up to the sky, it was always frozen, even when the summer season ought to have come. Surely the end would be soon?


Since Urthred’s first conscious thoughts, the world had gradually slipped towards an eternal darkness and mankind had slid with it. Seeing the dying of the sun, many had turned to despair, or the treachery of such as Varash, accepting the Worm’s promises of the inevitability of the half-life to come when the sun would never rise again, and the world would be lost in everlasting darkness. Throughout the Empire the once grand edifices of the temples of Reh crumbled, the peaked roofs collapsing in on weed-choked courtyards as his worshippers forsook him.


But where the sign of the horned Worm was displayed, new believers swarmed, eating the dried blood of slaves in the god’s dark rituals. They would have a life when the sun went out. Why not join them, then? Deep down, Urthred knew why – it would have been too easy to abandon this life of denial, to have followed the others.


Now he would die and join his brother – a fitting end. The dying light of the sun outside mirrored his inner mood. He knelt on the thick-piled carpet, bowing his head in devotion, composing himself; though there was no noise from the corridor outside, it was better if he acted now, and made peace with himself and the blood he’d spilled.


He pushed a stud on his gloved palm, and a blade snapped out from a sheath at the side of his left index finger; six inches of razor-sharp steel that could slice flesh to the bone with the slightest pressure. He thanked his master, Manichee, the artificer of these gloves and the mask. Now the gloves which were meant to preserve his life would end it. Then he would be with Randel and Manichee once more. He rested the blade just under the chin of his mask above his Adam’s apple. The cold tingle of the steel spoke of an easy separation, of a gout of blood, then a blackness in which he would seek the light of Reh. He would follow the light right into the heart of the fiery furnace, then all things would be subsumed in that white light of heaven.


He knelt, facing the wall to the east, where the sun would rise tomorrow. A length of burnished copper which served as a mirror leaned there. In it he saw what had killed Varash. The mirror image of the mask, but in the flesh. The bald ruin of his face, the raised whirls of scar tissue, the scorched lips, the dark sockets of the ears and nose. A horror made even more real by the brown, soulful eyes, the only point of reference to humanity in the whole sorry mess.


The eyes looked back mournfully. Minutes passed thus, and still there was no noise from outside. The reflection of the room began to blacken around the edges, and he was sucked into the darkness of the eyes, sucked back into the past, to years long gone when he had last seen his brother. For a moment he was lost to the realities of the present. He was with Randel again on a summer’s day tending the monastery’s sheep, free for a bit from the rigours of the monks, the harsh regime which had no let-up except at precious times like these. He smiled in his heart, the smile dissipating slightly the horror of his face. The movement brought him back to the present: he relatched the mask abruptly, the grimace of his smile suddenly replaced by the set line of the mask’s lips.


Then he heard dimly through the muffled tapestry-covered walls the temple gong sounding the evening vespers. The chamber was suffused with the red light of the setting sun. Night was coming: soon Varash’s men would fetch the High Priest for evening prayer. He looked once more at Varash’s baby-like head, its downy white hair, the now strangely uncreased features, then the blade he held to his throat. Was his life worth as little as this traitor’s? Hadn’t Manichee his teacher all those years ago foreseen his coming to Thrull? Told him that this was the beginning of his journey, and not its end? And lastly, had he not heard the god’s voice again today? First, in the mountain pass. That moment of revelation as he’d stood before the bandits and heard the eagle calling and knew that the power had returned – the power that Manichee had promised him would once more be his. There, listening to Reh’s sacred bird, the seed of fire had blossomed in his veins again, as it last had eight years before, and flame had burst from his hands. And later there had been magic enough to destroy the undead.


Varash was not the first priest of Flame to die at his hand: he had killed one before; Midian, the man who had brought about the scars that ruined his face, had not survived that day when he had brought destruction on both of them. Urthred had avenged himself twice. But vengeance was not enough. There was still work to do, though Randel was dead.


Now there came the sound of voices and footsteps approaching. There was a knock, then the door of the chamber was pushed open. He saw acolytes carrying washing basins and towels. They stopped abruptly when they saw him kneeling before Varash’s body. Their mouths opened in screams.


Urthred barely heard them. He sprung to his feet, grasping Varash’s chair with both gloved hands. In one swift movement he brought it up over his head and ran towards the bay window at the edge of the chamber, hurling it through it. The glass and metal lights exploded outwards in a thousand fragments. He rushed to the sill, to see the chair and the falling glass still tumbling through the air, the glass a red rain in the last beams of the sun. Then the throne hit the bottom of the dry ditch a hundred feet below and flew into whirling splinters. He spun around: guards were pushing their way past the acolytes. They would have him within seconds. He jumped onto the sill and, without a backward glance, launched himself into the void.




Chapter Five


If Fog Were a Thing


Down from the steep granite knoll on which the city was built, through myriad canyon-like streets overtopped by the dripping gables of old town houses, a flat area stretched between the city’s inner wall and the curtain wall to the south-west. A gateway hung open on broken hinges on the city side, entangled with weeds, and polyped by fungus growths. The gateway gave onto an eerie scene. Beyond it, the tops of funerary monuments stretched away an arrow flight, breaking through the thick blanket of fog that had arisen there like spectral islands in a sea: black granite pyramids rising fifty feet into the air; low mastabas, their sides painted with frescoes on peeling stucco. Other, more modest, monuments in the form of single stones or plain piles of earth crowded the avenues between the larger ones. The white fog filled up the spaces between the tombs, a fog so thick it seemed squeezed out of the sodden ground.


This was the City of the Dead, the ancient burial ground of Thrull. All those whose bodies were not consigned to the birds of Reh or to the sacred flames were buried here, their souls wandering Shades to the end of time.


Nothing stirred in the dense tangle of stone, thornbush and grass save the sable rooks in the trees shifting from one foot to the other, their malignant yellow eyes seeking out one last prey before the night and the mists blotted out everything.


A lonely figure knelt in the midst of the desolate scene in spite of the fog and the coming darkness: an old, bent woman, on her hands and knees, plucking up weeds from a mound of earth next to an undistinguished headstone. It was the grave of her husband, killed in the great battle. In all this vast, gloomy expanse, only she lingered, daring what the night might bring, tending this, the poorest of graves. As she worked she continuously muttered under her breath, until, as if she heard something moving behind her, she turned, revealing her face: deep lines ran from her lips and chin, the area around her eyes was a latticework of creases, the mouth thin and purple, a frail white lock of hair dropping from her forehead. The hands that clutched the weeds were blue-veined and liver spotted. It was only the eyes that betrayed her: a startling diamond blue in which a hundred summer skies blazed with light and told anyone who saw her that, despite the crumbling of her outer defences, inside burned a fierce and undiminished soul.


The old woman’s eyes darted amongst the shadows, challenging whatever was there to reveal itself. The noise came again and she peered intently through the wreaths of mist. Then her shoulders relaxed as a line of a dozen men appeared out of the whiteness. They moved cautiously, careful not to make any noise. They carried lanterns and picks and shovels and there was the slight squeak of leather armour from under their dark coats. Hilts of swords protruded from their belts. Their faces were unshaven and haggard and their wild eyes appeared to look in all directions at once: conspirators.


The old woman didn’t seem surprised by their sudden appearance. She seemed to have been expecting them, even acting as a lookout. Her voice, if anything, was admonitory as she addressed the man leading them.


‘You’re late tonight, Zaraman.’ The sharpness in her tone was belied by a small smile at the corner of her mouth.


Zaraman halted, gesturing for his men to do the same. He was a pinch-faced man of about thirty years, with sallow cheeks and a hawk nose. ‘It wasn’t easy to get here,’ he said shortly. His dark eyes continued to probe the mist and the darkness for hidden threats. ‘Something happened at the temple of Flame; the acolytes have left the sanctuary and are searching the town.’


They both glanced at the dark cliffs looming out of the mists, topped by the temple roofs bathed in an eerie crimson light from the Sanctuary Flame of the temple of Reh.


‘Then it must be important,’ the old lady replied. ‘Not many of them have ventured out after dark these last few years.’


‘I thought at first we’d been betrayed,’ Zaraman said. ‘But they would have come straight to the house and taken us, just as they took Randel and the others.’


‘Then who are they looking for?’


Zaraman shrugged. ‘Whoever it is, let the True Flame have mercy on their soul, for soon the acolytes will be joined by the undead.’ The old lady added an ‘amen’ to this sentiment.


‘It’s been quiet here?’ he asked.


‘As ever. Nothing save rooks and rats.’


He nodded, apparently satisfied. ‘Well then, to work! We’re nearly there.’


‘You’re still going to the tomb?’ the old lady asked.


Zaraman nodded. ‘We have to finish now: none of us are safe in Thrull any more.’ His eyes wandered to the far end of the graveyard where a large pyramid reared out of the mist. ‘You best get home. Make sure you and the girl are ready: Seresh will be with you before midnight.’


‘Zaraman, be careful. Don’t forget what Illgill found in that place. How many people died because of it? How many may still die?’ She, too, was now looking at the gloomy-looking pyramid. Its gaunt, weed-choked sides were sinister in the purple light of late evening. One or two rooks circled its top, emitting forlorn cries.


‘It is our last chance, Alanda,’ he said dourly, as if he were more than aware of the dangers that awaited him.


She shook her head. ‘Go then, and take my blessing.’


Zaraman smiled mournfully. ‘The last of Illgill’s men expect nothing, but thanks for the blessing. Remember, Seresh will come for you; be prepared, it will be a long journey.’ He gestured to his men and they followed him into the mists.


‘The Flame be with you.’ Zaraman’s voice came to her after a few seconds, like a ghost’s, but when the old lady strained her eyes through the fog there was no sign of him or his men.


‘The Flame go with you too,’ she murmured quietly in return, ‘though I will never see you alive again, my friend.’ She said this with finality, as if she had seen the future and knew what it held.


Heedless of the threatening gloom of the cemetery, she went back to clearing the weeds from the grave in front of her. As she worked, she spoke to the simple headstone, as if she were addressing a living person.


‘Should I have warned them, Theodric? Should I have told them what I have seen … that they will soon wander Shades with you?’ The stone, naturally, was mute, but this didn’t deter the old lady.


She shook her head. ‘No, what the god gave me I cannot utter to a living man, lest the visions be for ever cut …’ She threw down a handful of weeds in frustration. ‘The curse of a seer, to know the secrets of the future but never be able to utter them. Better you’re dead, my dear. Much better. You were right to fight. Right to die even. Seven years – since then the world only gets worse. It’s as if this is the only place left where there is quiet, where there’s no threat, even at night; they don’t come here at night; they only need a grave when the sun is up.’
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