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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.


      






PREFACE


THE LAST DAYS OF MAN


Man once ruled over an empire that stretched throughout countless worlds, worlds that formed a complex cycle, a self-contained chain.


In his hunger for knowledge, Man unlocked the door to another realm, that of the alien race, the Csendook, and thus began a thousand-year war in which these ferocious aliens, faster and stronger than Man, began the inexorable conquest of his empire.


In desperation, facing extinction, Man’s Imperator Elect and his Consulate sought to escape the Csendook tide. On the world of Eannor, the Imperator’s Prime Consul and principal scientist, Zellorian, used dark and forbidden powers to create a gate into a separate cycle of worlds, a feat thought to be impossible. Zellorian brought the Imperator Elect, his remaining Consulate and the last of Man’s army through to the world of Innasmorn, the Mother of Storms.


Innasmorn is a world of elemental forces, where the storms are worshipped as gods by its inhabitants. They, who are themselves partly elemental, have no use for technology and have almost completely outlawed the use of metals. When they learn of the arrival of the intruders, the Men of the Imperator, they begin preparations for a war.


However, a small group of Innasmornians under Ussemitus, a woodsman, question the decision of the Shamen, the Windmasters, to carry war to the intruders, about whom little is known. Ussemitus meets Aru Casruel, a girl who flees the Sculpted City, where the Imperator has built a base in the mountains. Aru warns Ussemitus that Zellorian is prompting the Imperator to subdue the people of Innasmorn. Those in the Sculpted City who would prefer an alliance and peace with the races of Innasmorn are being eliminated by the ruthless Zellorian.


Ussemitus and Aru begin a search for a forbidden land far in the west of Innasmorn, which is said to contain ancient powers. They fear that Zellorian will seek out these powers and attempt to harness them in his new thirst for control. With the help of a renegade Windmaster, Quareem, Zellorian attempts to release the storm-of-the-dark, terrible destructive forces chained by the gods of Innasmorn, but Ussemitus and his companions enlist the help of the Windmasters and thwart Zellorian’s ambitions.


As the shadow of a new war threatens to embroil Man on Innasmorn, the victorious Csendook declare their own Crusade against Mankind ended. A Supreme Sanguinary is appointed, Auganzar, and he is given the task of subduing the last surviving Men in the original world cycle. Auganzar creates gladiatorial schools, where Men are trained as moillum, human gladiators who have exchanged their freedom for service to the Csendook. They perform in the Games and are used to hunt down fellow Men who will not capitulate, for which the moillum are well rewarded.


But Auganzar is obsessed with the belief that the Imperator Elect is still alive and that somehow he has evaded the Csendook and achieved the unthinkable, breaking through the very fabric of the world cycle to whatever lies beyond. When the Csendook military rulers, the Garazenda, learn that Auganzar may be seeking the Imperator Elect, some of them, led by Zuldamar, embark on a secret plot to assassinate him as they have no desire to renew the costly Crusade.


Auganzar sends one of his loyal commanders, Vorenzar, to the world of Eannor, where it is believed by most Csendook that the Imperator Elect perished along with Zellorian and his principal supporters. But Vorenzar has been charged by Auganzar with searching for any trail that might lead to the Imperator: he has been told to find him at any cost.


Using an Opener, one of the Csendook sub-races bred for the creating of gates between worlds, Vorenzar finds a way through to Innasmorn, aided by a strange, ghost-like guide that promises him power. With a handful of survivors from the carnage of the Crossing, Vorenzar hears of and searches for a land in the far west of Innasmorn that is said to contain absolute power – the World Splinter.


Meanwhile, Ussemitus and his companions also journey to the lands of the west in search of the fabulous land, knowing that Zellorian will be seeking its powers for his own ends. The gliderboat of Ussemitus is pursued by another similar craft, the quasi-human death machine, a black gliderboat, created by Zellorian.


Ultimately Ussemitus and his companions reach the World Splinter, an immense fragment of a lost world of power, and in a grim struggle defeat Vorenzar and his minions and turn aside the corrupt power of the black gliderboat. The dark powers that Innasmorn once chained are now embroiled in the conflict, using the evil in Vorenzar and in Zellorian’s terrible servant to release a Malefic, a nightmare force that prepares to unleash the old powers of the night.


As Ussemitus and his companions make ready to carry the war to Zellorian, Auganzar renews his determined hunt for the key to Innasmorn, while his enemies devise the scheme that will destroy him and ensure Man’s freedom.









PROLOGUE


Vittargattus stirred in his sleep, but it was no dream that troubled him. Once he had been cursed with nightmares, the sendings of his enemies, rebel Windmasters. But something in the tent had disturbed his sleep. He swung round, arm coming up from under thick pelts, knife flashing in the early light of dawn. He was one of the few men of the Vaza who carried metal.


The warrior who stood in the opening to the tent of the clan chief smiled wryly. Vittargattus was sharper than ever these days, as alert and deadly as he had ever been. Perhaps it was the smell of war in the air, injecting new youth into his veins.


‘Sire, there is something you should see. The watchers on the hill report a shadow coming from the north west.’


‘A storm?’


‘They think not.’


Vittargattus grunted, slipping easily from the bed and wrapping a fur about him. The day would be hot, but the air in the forests was yet cool at this early hour.


‘Ondrabal is awake also,’ said the warrior. ‘He is coming.’


Vittargattus nodded, strapping on a belt and clipping the broadsword in its scabbard to it. He strode out into the light. Below him in the forest the tents were pitched right to the edge of the trees and he could hear the stirring of the horses, hundreds of them. His own tent and those of his chiefs were pitched on this hill above the army, while those of Ondrabal were to his right on the adjoining hill. The two armies had met less than three weeks previously, both having been on the march for what seemed like months. It was difficult to maintain order: the warriors were eager for a taste of battle.


Figures moved in the last wisps of early morning mist and Vittargattus recognised Ondrabai, King of the southern nations and his newest ally. Ondrabai was a man as large as Vittargattus, though less unkempt: he wore his hair short, cropped, and had no beard, just a thin black line of moustache. He was several years younger than the Vaza warlord but his eyes spoke of the power that had commanded armies as large as any amassed by the Vaza nation. Once he and Vittargattus might have been enemies but in these troubled days they had been glad to put aside their differences. Such meetings as they had had recently augured well for their alliance.


Ondrabai inclined his head as he came up to the Vaza clan chief. ‘Our scouts have seen something,’ he said.


‘Have the Windmasters been told?’ Vittargattus asked his guard.


‘Azrand is awake.’


‘My Seers are also alert to this strange thing,’ said Ondrabai. He had noticed that Vittargattus did not seem unduly perturbed.


Behind them they heard soft movement in the grass. It was Azrand, his long hair flowing over his shoulders, gleaming in the light. ‘We have seen this craft before,’ he said.


Ondrabal’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is this the flying creature you spoke of? The machine?’


Azrand answered for his ruler. ‘Sire, it is the gliderboat.’


‘Come to warn us away from the north-eastern mountains, I’ll warrant,’ snorted the clan chief.


‘You trust them?’ said Ondrabai, who had heard several unsettling tales of the mysterious allies of the Vaza, the ones who had fought against a rebel Windmaster in the Dhumvald and who had, it was spoken, prevented the unleashing of the deathstorm there. If this were true, these would be allies indeed.


Azrand again answered for his clan chief. ‘We have to, sire.’


Vittargattus looked up at the skies. He could discern distant movement. A craft, little bigger than a speck over the horizon, but coming nearer. ‘I told them I would not be turned from war. Let them beware the consequences of suing for peace.’


Ondrabal also watched the skies, but he did not yet voice an opinion.


In the gliderboat, Jubaia studied the forests below them. In the far distance he had caught sight of something on the low hills: the camp, he was sure, of Vittargattus, now swelled by the tents of his southern ally, King Ondrabal. A formidable army.


Aru squeezed up beside him in the prow of the craft. ‘You have seen them?’ The little thief nodded. He turned, his lock of hair trailing in the wind, his eyes lidded against the cool flow of air. ‘It is the army. Vittargattus has been as good as his word. He and Ondrabal march on the Sculpted City.’


Aru called back to the others, Fomond and Armestor. ‘How far to the mountains in the north-east?’


Fomond grinned. ‘It will take them a month. The southerners aren’t used to these forests. They prefer their grasslands!’


Armestor had unslung his bow and was testing its string. ‘Spoken like a true forester. But quite so. At least a month.’


‘Neither of them will travel quickly in the mountains,’ said Aru. ‘I know that terrain.’


‘Whatever,’ said Jubaia, ‘we don’t have much time. So who will talk to Vittargattus?’


‘I see no reason to alter our plan,’ said Aru as the hills flashed closer.


Don’t ask me to land among them, came the voice of Circu, the gliderboat, gentle in the minds of both Aru and Jubaia.


The little thief chuckled. ‘Have no fear. We will not tempt disaster. I recall well enough my last moments in the city of the clan chief.’


‘Azrand is with them,’ said Aru. ‘I can feel his mind upon us.’


Fomond and Armestor could not help but shiver at the thought of the powerful Windmaster. They wondered if Aru could speak to his mind as Ussemitus had. Their journey to the far west, to the World Splinter, had wrought changes in all of them. ‘Are you ready?’ said Aru, cutting into his own thoughts.


Fomond nodded, watching the speeding forests, the land of his birth. ‘Yes. And you, Armestor? We act as agreed?’


Armestor’s face contorted in a grimace that brought smiles from his companions, ‘I still think they’ll hang us up for the crows.’


‘Nonsense!’ said Aru. ‘They know we’re allies.’


‘Of course,’ rejoined Jubaia. ‘And they must be eager to hear of our journey to the west.’


‘Yet you won’t land,’ snorted Armestor.


Jubaia looked away, muttering something and pretending to study the ground, the oncoming hills. Aru laughed softly. ‘These are your lands, your people. They have no reason to harm you.’


Fomond looked more serious. ‘We’ll do what we have planned. Though I must be honest and say that our chances of halting this march on your city are slim, Aru. Such an alliance as you see below is a rare thing. Only the threat of a powerful mutual enemy could have brought the Vaza nations and those of Ondrabai together. Unless they get an opportunity to release their war-lust on Zellorian’s stronghold, they’ll begin quarrelling among themselves.’


‘We need time,’ said Aru. ‘Time to warn my allies in the city. I have to get word to Pyramors. He is the only hope for my people. If he can be persuaded to abandon the city, to bring his own supporters out with him, then your people can attack it. They can unleash their storms.’


‘If only Ussemitus had come back with us,’ grumbled Armestor. ‘He was the most persuasive, the most powerful of us. Vittargattus would have listened to him.’


Aru’s face clouded in anger. ‘He has more vital work! We cannot rely on one man, Armestor. He gave us all responsibilities. Now that it’s time to exercise them, you carp! We follow the plan. You and Fomond—’


‘Peace,’ said Fomond, holding up his hand. He understood Aru’s sadness at Ussemitus’s decision not to come with them. ‘Armestor and I will go down to them. You and Jubaia fly on to the Sculpted City. With all haste.’


Aru began to cool down, nodding slowly. ‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured. Armestor also nodded. The tension in the craft had stretched them all out like the strings of his bows. It had been a long flight from the World Splinter. Like the warriors below, they needed action.


Jubaia guided the craft downwards and they made out the faces of countless warriors in the trees, gazing up with amazement. They watched this craft above them, like a huge bird, arms sweeping out from its sides, gliding in silence over the trees, gleaming in the sunlight as if cast in metal and not made of flesh at all.


On the hills above the armies, Vittargattus prepared to receive the ambassadors he had once been eager to execute.


Far across the world, from the mouth of an immense cavern, a single figure stared up at the skies of Innasmorn, where darkness writhed and unseen storms swirled, as if hesitating to unleash themselves on the stark landscape below. Night held sway, blotting out the stars, a blanket that smothered the land, shutting off its life from the eyes and thoughts of the solitary figure.


Aru and the others had gone beyond his reach. He had listened to their passage back through the skies to the eastern continent for a while, but no longer. The night had claimed them, though by now they would likely be in a new dawn.


Ussemitus already felt an ache at their parting. He had known that they would part, and even though they must come together again in time if they were to avert the chaos that threatened Innasmorn, he understood that Aru could never be his, not now. It had been a shock to know this, to realise that his need for her, his love, was far deeper than he had admitted to himself. He had wavered, here in the World Splinter, with its powers roaring in his ears. Knowing that she read his love, that she would have returned it, made it all the harder.


But he had been brought here. The Mother shaped him, his destiny. He belonged to her. And it was not for him to deny her.


He looked for the last time that night at the skies, listening to the wind as it hurled itself in useless fury at the immensity of the World Splinter, source of so much power. Something was loose in those skies now, a horror beyond knowing.


Ussemitus turned. Somewhere in this vast reservoir of power he must find what he needed to prepare himself, and his world, for the coming of endless night.









BOOK ONE


PYRAMORS









1


ULDENZAR


‘He will be here tomorrow.’


The Csendook Zarull spoke softly, as though the shadows would steal his words and carry them like a threat beyond the stone walls and out to waiting enemies. Uldenzar did not feel secure away from the barracks of his warhall, even here in the castle of the Keeper. He was a huge Csendook, his muscled arms and stony face scarred, a warrior who had been involved in many fierce campaigns and who now trained his Zemoi hard, using them to make gladiators out of the human slaves, the moillum, who the wars had subjugated and cast into the schools, the warhalls. But Uldenzar understood fear.


Beyond him, at the edge of the torchlight, Cmizen sat stiffly, his mind on the promised arrival. His own unease was far more evident than Uldenzar’s.


‘Tomorrow,’ he repeated. ‘What does he want this time?’


‘The Supreme Sanguinary will review the land beyond the towers, once again. He will never tire of it.’


‘Since my reinstatement on Eannor,’ said Cmizen tiredly, ‘he has been here repeatedly. The Garazenda assume he is merely trying to ensure that there are no more accidents, tightening the security of this world.’


‘Our master, Zuldamar, knows better,’ smiled Uldenzar, though it took none of the fierceness from his face. He watched Cmizen closely, reading the fresh terror in the Csendook. Cmizen was smaller than most of his kind, though fatter, and did not have the look of a warrior who trained much. Had he ever seen battle, true battle? Uldenzar doubted it. It seemed to him as though Cmizen had been put here on Eannor merely as a puppet, easily controlled, but Uldenzar would not have been content to have such a cowardly warrior as an agent. It meant relying on his fears to control him, and although Cmizen was undoubtedly afraid to disappoint the Marozul, Zuldamar, he was also terrified of Auganzar, the Supreme Sanguinary.


‘He will be looking for a sign of Vorenzar’s return,’ said Uldenzar.


Cmizen’s face twisted with distaste. ‘He will search until the world breaks apart. Neither Vorenzar nor his Zemoks will ever return.’


Uldenzar nodded slowly. He was almost convinced: Cmizen seemed sure of it. He would never speak in detail of the ritual that had sent Vorenzar through the forbidden gate to a realm beyond the cycle of worlds, but Uldenzar did not press him on the matter. He had his strict orders from Zuldamar, whom he served faithfully. He was here on Eannor to train moillum, and for a specific purpose.


Since the mysterious disaster in which Vorenzar and a large company of Zemoks and moillum had been, so the reports said, destroyed, there had been a number of developments on Eannor. At first there had been heated discussion among the Garazenda as to what the future of Eannor should be. Some felt that it should be properly sealed, as there were certain terrible dangers in parts of the world. However, the debates concluded with an agreement that Eannor should continue to be used as a training ground for moillum but that the dangerous areas should be strictly forbidden to all Csendook, on pain of death. This was a rule that excluded a handful of warriors, those who watched over the areas where so many had died.


Cmizen, Keeper during the last disaster, had been restored to his post, as had his Opener, Etrascu. Both were weak, but they were unambitious and unlikely to desire to tamper with the danger zones, as Vorenzar clearly had. It was recognised that the zones were safe provided no one interfered with them. Whereas Auganzar had previously controlled the movements of all Csendook on Eannor, he now had less control. There were a number of gladiatorial schools here and various members of the Garazenda had an interest in them. Eannor had become the centre for the development of the moillum.


Auganzar’s passionate desire to understand the mysteries of the forbidden areas was known to very few of his colleagues. And the Supreme Sanguinary had become even more guarded about it. But Zuldamar knew his intentions. He had ensured that the Garazenda’s representatives were placed in all installations on Eannor. Auganzar no longer had control of the warhalls nor of the sentinel forces that watched over the forbidden regions.


Uldenzar suddenly chuckled. Cmizen’s eyes widened, his whole manner one of unease. ‘What amuses you?’


‘I laugh at us. Our fear. We crouch in shadows. But the truth is Auganzar dare not lift a finger to harm us. We are Zuldamar’s, and it is a well known fact. The Supreme Sanguinary is very limited in what he can do here.’


‘I’ve heard that he has had Csendook murdered, on the very Warhive.’


Uldenzar shrugged. ‘I’m sure he has. But he’s drawn a lot of suspicion on himself. There are a good many of the Garazenda who admire him and who would doubtless turn a blind eye to his killings. But our own master has him pinned. Eannor is closely watched, Cmizen. You’re safer than you’ve ever been.’


‘Yes,’ nodded Cmizen, though his expression betrayed his lack of conviction.


‘Which is why we have been able to pursue Zuldamar’s plan.’


Cmizen again nodded. ‘There are developments?’


Uldenzar’s mild amusement faded. He rose and paced the dark chamber, speaking half the time from its shadows. ‘My warhall contains hundreds of potentially excellent moillum. Whatever one thinks of the Supreme Sanguinary and his ambitions, one has to admire his mind. The concept of moillum was quite brilliant. Man will eventually be subjugated, there’s no question in my mind of that. Moillum are the means to the eventual victory. And they respond so well. Most of the gladiators that my warhall trains have accepted their lot, almost eagerly. They’re worked hard but they have their pleasures. Some of them die but most of them accept the risks. It’s up to them to survive.’


‘You say most of them,’ repeated Cmizen, leaning forward. ‘Have you found anyone to suit our master’s purpose?’


Uldenzar stopped pacing and snorted. ‘There are a few rebels. They have great spirit. We never underestimate Men, Cmizen. Those of us who’ve fought in the wars know better. On a one to one basis they find it hard to match us, but as a military machine, they are powerful.’


‘These rebels,’ said Cmizen. ‘They hate us?’


‘All Men hate us. Inside,’ Uldenzar grunted. ‘But most of them hide their hate. They know it is sterile.’


‘And those who do not?’


‘I’ve had a few of them singled out and sent on to the island of Skellunda, where the recalcitrants are kept. So far I’ve not been able to shape their hatred.’


‘I know what Zuldamar wants. But so far the Men who hate us enough would never help us. They let their emotions blind their reasoning. Skellunda! May as well send a Man to his death than that hell-hole.’


‘Zuldamar must have an assassin.’ Uldenzar sat down heavily. It was unusual for him to show his frustration at being unable to find a way around a problem. ‘The difficulty is getting one of them to listen. As soon as one is found who would rather starve himself than become a moillum, or who would sooner put a sword to his neck than train with it, you take him aside. You hint that there would be a better life if he cooperated. You tell him that he could kill selected Csendook – aid in the assassination of high officials who persecute his kind.’


‘It does not fire them?’


They do not trust us!’ Uldenzar said again. ‘Twice I have found excellent warriors. Men who I thought might develop into the killers Zuldamar wants. I went as far as to tell them precisely what was expected of them, the assassination of Auganzar.’


Cmizen’s eyes took in every shadow of the room, as though he expected to see their enemy rise up from the very stones. ‘And?’


‘Both Men assumed it was a test, a trap for them. They would not bite on the bait. And I could not let them live with such knowledge. Ironically I had to have them put to the sword.’


‘Must it be a Man who hates us?’


Uldenzar nodded. ‘If we are to get an assassin to Auganzar, we must be sure of his loyalty to us. If we send in a Man who has merely capitulated with us, and who has no more than his own personal needs at heart, then he’ll be susceptible to bribes, to the lure of betraying us. How easily such a Man would become Auganzar’s puppet! No, we need a Man who hates the Csendook so intensely that he would stop at nothing to kill our Supreme Sanguinary. Zuldamar is right and very shrewd: hatred is the fire that will drive that Man. But so far, it has blinded him.’


Cmizen looked even less comfortable. This is not the news I prefer to take to Zuldamar when I report.’


‘Auganzar’s warhall here on Eannor is strictly controlled. And I’ve no doubt the moillum he trains there are as loyal to him as his Thousand. It simply is not possible to get an agent in there, never mind an assassin.’


‘And Skellunda?’


Uldenzar growled. ‘I’m not sure if I shall pursue it again. They fight among themselves and there are many deaths. The island is little better than a prison. Auganzar created it because he thought it would ultimately produce the best of the moillum. But that is not how it seems to be working, not from what I hear. Haven’t you visited it? As Keeper, you have every right to do so.’


Cmizen ignored the challenge in Uldenzar’s tone, the hint of mockery. ‘Not for some time. There seems little point. Like you, Uldenzar, I cannot see it being anything other than a cage for wild beasts. The hatred you seek is there, but it could never be channelled.’


Uldenzar rose. ‘No. Perhaps not. Very well. I have nothing more to report. I will, of course, continue with my efforts.’


Cmizen rose and nodded. ‘I will tell Zuldamar.’


Uldenzar nodded and left him to his thoughts. The shadows closed in. Cmizen sat at his table, his mind roving back over the events of the past months. He had hoped to be free of Eannor once but his destiny seemed to have chained him to it. And Auganzar would be here again tomorrow. Would he seek Cmizen out? Attempt to trap him, betray himself?


They had spoken a number of times since the events surrounding the disappearance of Vorenzar. Auganzar wanted information but, as Uldenzar had said, he dared not be too open on the matter. If Auganzar could be implicated in any way with Vorenzar’s interference with the forbidden area, he would be withdrawn from Eannor, and probably stripped of his title. If the Marozul could prove that Auganzar actively sought a gate out of the world cycle, in search of the Imperator Elect, they would have him dismissed from office. Auganzar knew it and trod the ground very carefully. Meanwhile, Cmizen knew that his testimony alone would never be enough to trap Auganzar, and Zuldamar knew it as well. Thus the elaborate dance of treachery continued, and the nights grew darker for the Keeper.


The knock on the door was gentle but it startled Cmizen. However, he gathered himself and went to the door. He guessed who it would be.


Etrascu stood in the open doorway for only a moment before entering. The Opener looked as though he had been listening to every word that had passed between his master and Uldenzar.


‘Has he gone?’ said Cmizen.


Etrascu nodded. ‘He does not stay in this place any longer than he has to.’


‘I wonder sometimes if he trusts me,’ mused Cmizen, though he did not find the thought amusing.


‘Has he any reason not to?’


Cmizen met the round-eyed challenge, though it was an empty one. He closed the door and motioned Etrascu in. ‘You and I are inextricably bound up in this matter. I’ve told you that often enough.’


‘Yet it might serve you better to betray Zuldamar,’ said the Opener as he took the liberty of seating himself. He had grown more obese with every passing month; his huge face was like a moon in the torchlight, his mouth slack and wet.


Cmizen looked away from the disturbing visage. ‘Our position is precarious. Auganzar is bound to attempt to intimidate me. Does he know about the Paths?’


Etrascu shuddered at the very mention of the Paths that had been opened beyond the world cycle. He and Cmizen knew well enough that it was possible to break through what had once been considered an impassable barrier. But the Marozul, and in particular, Zuldamar, had not wanted the secret known. He had once instructed Etrascu to attempt an Opening in pursuit of the Imperator Elect, knowing that he did not have the power to succeed. Zuldamar had not wanted the Path opened. It would have meant the pursuit of the Imperator Elect, the prolonging of the war. Etrascu wondered if there were other reasons, terrible prices that had to be paid for tampering with the very fabric of the worlds. Vorenzar had learned that Zuldamar had tried to use Etrascu, prior to his own opening of the Path through his own Opener, Ipsellin who had been an Ultimate, high in the order of his kind and far more powerful than Etrascu. But one thing about the opening of the Path was not certain: had Vorenzar communicated with Auganzar since he had gone through, if he had survived at all?


‘If Auganzar knows that Zuldamar deliberately failed to open a Path,’ said Etrascu, ‘surely he would have used the knowledge against the Marozul by now. Would he not have brought the matter to the attention of the Garazenda, thus discrediting Zuldamar?’


Cmizen shrugged.


‘If he had done so,’ Etrascu went on, emboldened by his own logic, ‘the Garazenda would have given Auganzar exactly what he wants: the right to bring another Opener, another Ultimate.’


‘We must assume that Vorenzar has not communicated with Auganzar since he went through. As we have said before, he may well be dead.’ The Keeper looked exhausted, his face pale, his eyes ringed with darkness, misery.


‘It must be why Auganzar waits.’


‘My feelings on the matter have not changed. I am sure Auganzar is waiting for word from Vorenzar. He seems certain that he was successful and will at least get a message through. Which is why he returns again and again to Eannor.’


‘If Vorenzar does return, or one of his Zemoks comes through,’ said Etrascu, ‘Auganzar will destroy Zuldamar. The Garazenda would have no choice but to dismiss him from office. The pursuit of the Imperator Elect would begin afresh, with Auganzar even more firmly established. It might even lead to his promotion to the Garazenda, even to the Marozul.’


Cmizen swore. ‘Yes, yes. I’m sure that is what Auganzar plans.’


‘If that happens,’ breathed Etrascu, lowering his voice ‘you and I are dead. Our loyalty to Zuldamar is understood. Especially by Auganzar.’


Cmizen banged a fist down on the table. ‘Why torment me with this! We have discussed it many times. Always we come back to the same argument. A simple choice—Zuldamar or Auganzar.’


‘At first only I, Etrascu, was permitted by the Garazenda to open Paths to and from Eannor. That has changed. Auganzar has convinced them that in order to control events here thoroughly he needs to have a team of Openers. Admittedly Zuldamar and other Csendook who have warhalls here can use these Openers. But it is yet another gain for the Supreme Sanguinary.’


‘What do you suggest?’


Etrascu drew in a deep breath, his bulk quivering. He had little respect for the Keeper, but he recognised in Cmizen the same fear that was in himself, and the understanding that both of them were minor characters on a wide stage. They both desired freedom, a place far from the events of history. Etrascu wanted to protect himself as much as Cmizen. They were indeed inextricably bound together.


‘Auganzar gains in strength. He may prove the stronger,’ said Etrascu at last.


‘We agreed to choose Zuldamar.’


‘Only because his servants spoke to us of his plans. This assassination attempt,’ Etrascu added, a hint of impatience in his voice.


‘When Auganzar falls, many of his loyal servants will fall with him. If we side with him – ’


‘When he falls,’ echoed Etrascu. ‘But who will hold the knife? Where is the Man who will be won over to our cause?’


Cmizen looked at him sharply. He did not relish the idea of Etrascu listening in to conversations, though he knew the Opener had certain skills. ‘You were listening to Uldenzar.’


‘I did not need to. His concern is easily seen.’


Cmizen rubbed at his eyes, sitting back. ‘Well, it’s true – The plan to find a human assassin is not proving easy. Zuldamar is patient, just as Auganzar is. They both seem capable of amazing self-control. But I’m certain that Zuldamar cannot wait indefinitely.’


‘Then what will he do?’


‘How can I predict—’


‘I can imagine what he will do. He will arrange for a choice to be made. It will be forced upon us. Uldenzar will be made to select the Man most suitable. Whether the Man is ideal or not.’


‘And risk failure?’


‘I don’t care if Zuldamar wishes to risk his own life. But it would put our lives at risk, too.’


‘If the plot fails – ’


‘I would suggest,’ said Etrascu, leaning forward so that his grotesque eyes seemed even more huge, ‘that if we are given such an instruction, we consider our position.’


‘Betray Zuldamar?’


‘To Auganzar.’


‘And if Uldenzar finds his assassin first? One in whom he has confidence?’


‘If he is ever that sure,’ smiled Etrascu unpleasantly, ‘then we remain as we are.’


Cmizen thought long on this, but eventually he was nodding. ‘Very well. I agree. If Zuldamar forces Uldenzar to act against his better judgement, we betray him.’


Etrascu seemed content but he did not rise as Cmizen thought he would. He merely put his hands on the table and stared at his thick, pudgy fingers. They interwove like huge, white worms.


‘There is something else?’ said Cmizen uneasily.


‘The area of sacrifice,’ said Etrascu, his eyes avoiding those of his master. They did not often speak of the place, of the horrors they had seen there.


‘What about it? Have you news?’


Etrascu shook his head. ‘I have not ventured close to it. Nor will I go near it again. But Auganzar will want to inspect its perimeter at the very least.’


‘There is nothing to see,’ said Cmizen, relieved that the Opener had not been about to reveal something. He dreaded the possibility that Vorenzar or one of his servants would return. Surely the entire party had perished.


‘If Vorenzar should return – ’


‘You cannot believe that he will?’ The perspiration beaded Cmizen’s brow.


‘How can we know? But if he should—’


‘We’d be finished. Our loyalty is known.’


‘Should we not consider some other plan, in case this disaster occurs?’


Cmizen again rubbed his eyes. He was tired. These discussions made him dizzy. They seemed to lead nowhere, merely pave the way for his worst dreams. ‘Such as?’


‘If word comes back from Vorenzar that the Imperator Elect is alive Auganzar will waste no time at all in denouncing Zuldamar. If that happens, I suggest we move very swiftly.’


‘Leave Eannor? There is nowhere that would be safe.’


Etrascu shook his head. ‘I agree. Flight would merely delay the inevitable. No, we would have to go straight to Auganzar’s agents, here on Eannor. In his warhall. Tell them at once of the plot to assassinate Auganzar. Armed with the news of Vorenzar’s success and Zuldamar’s assassination plot, Auganzar’s triumph would be assured.’ Cmizen sat forward slowly, thinking over his Opener’s words. He nodded. ‘Yes, that is sound. Zuldamar would be hopelessly implicated. We would be exonerated, victims of his schemes.’


‘Forced to obey the Marozul.’


Cmizen brightened, ‘Yes, that seems to me an excellent plan.’


‘The matter will be decided for us, I think.’ Oh?’


‘We have to see which occurs first: the return of Vorenzar or his Zemoks, or Uldenzar’s success in finding an assassin.’


‘Or Zuldamar forcing one upon him.’


‘As you say.’


Cmizen studied the table as though he would find the answer to other questions in the knots of its surface. ‘There are other matters that would have to be resolved, if we should go over to Auganzar. Our own future. I would not wish to remain on Eannor.’


‘I can imagine what Auganzar would do with us,’ said Etrascu coldly, and for once during the conversation his calm assurance seemed to desert him.


‘He would not kill us,’ insisted Cmizen. ‘There’d be no need. Not if we gave him his assassin. He’d have us sent to some remote place where we could have nothing more to do with his plans.’


‘Yes. I’m sure that is so. Which is what I fear.’


‘There are other worlds as pleasant as Eannor – ’


‘And with the Path open to another world cycle Auganzar could send all those through he would rather isolate. To, where was the place, Innasmorn? Why not cast us adrift there?’


Cmizen shuddered. He knew Auganzar’s mind would already have thought of such a thing.


‘We had better find the assassin,’ breathed Etrascu.


It concluded their discussion, as it had before. They would, without question, prefer Auganzar dead.


Vittargattus and Ondrabai watched as the gliderboat swooped over the treetops, both secretly marvelling at its grace. It had come almost to the ground at the crest of the hill, allowing two of its occupants to alight. Ondrabai was surprised to see that they were both Vaza, even though they were from the northern forests and slightly built and unlike some of the more muscular of Vittargattus’s warriors.


Azrand waited as they approached. He recognised them both. They had been with Ussemitus. Vittargattus also recognised them: he glanced sternly at his Windmaster but did not speak until the two foresters were close. Several warriors had lowered their spears defensively in case this was an attack.


‘Have your aerial companions abandoned you?’ said Ondrabal, overcome by curiosity.


Fomond bowed and Armestor quickly followed. ‘My lords, we can only apologise for the unexpected nature of our visit.’ He gestured to the gliderboat, which was swinging about in a wide circle as if it would return to the hill. ‘Our companions cannot remain with us. Will you allow us to explain where we have been and why we have come to you?’


‘Where’s Ussemitus?’ growled Vittargattus. He had not seen him in the strange flying craft.


‘In the far west,’ said Fomond.


‘In the forbidden lands?’ gasped Azrand. ‘Did he find what he sought?’


Fomond nodded.


‘Powers that can overturn the evils from beyond our world?’ said Vittargattus. ‘Powers that will help us?’ Again Fomond nodded.


‘And them?’ said Ondrabal, glancing at the circling gliderboat.


‘There are a few people in the city who must be spared. They are not all our enemies,’ Fomond told him. Beside him, Armestor felt his stomach churn as the southern King screwed up his face in distaste.


‘You had better come to the war tent,’ said Vittargattus. ‘We will hear your tale of the west. But we march on this alien city, we will spare no one that we find in or near it. I made that clear to your friend once before.’


Fomond glanced at Azrand. The Windmaster said nothing but there was, in his eyes at least, no hostility.


In the gliderboat, Aru and Jubaia watched. Fomond turned and waved twice, his bow held high. It was an agreed signal, it meant that the march on the Sculpted City would not be interrupted. If Pyramors and his allies were to be spared they would have to be met swiftly. She nodded to Jubaia and he spoke to Circu, who climbed into the sky, delighting in the speed of the flight.
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THE BONE WATCH


The air was still – utterly silent. The land seemed frozen in an instant of time, events suspended. But in the folds of darkness, fear was a tangible, crawling thing, something that could be touched, awakened. In this forbidden place, even the air seemed reluctant to stir.


A tall serpent of stone wove through the forest, a black band that separated the dark zone from the rest of Eannor, enclosing it in its valley of silence, of grim memory. Above the wall, as dark and brooding as the wall itself, a single sombre tower rose up. It had few windows and on its heights no lights burned. But the warriors who paced its upper turrets were vigilant, eyes fixed on the land contained by the wall, with its serenity, its unnatural coldness, its menace. They were Zemoks, fierce fighting warriors without gods and without superstitions, but not one of them failed to sense the oppressiveness of the dark land, the place of death, of sacrifice. They could see very little in the night and the shadows smothered what sunlight often revealed beyond them: the field of bones where the grisly reminders of the past snared the attention by day.


Dagrazem, one of the guards for the night, paused in his round to speak to a watchful colleague. ‘Nothing?’ The single word echoed hollowly along the battlements.


Xinnac, whose eyes had been fixed on the wide plaza far below, shook his head. ‘I’ll be glad when this spell of watch ends. The place is truly dead.’


Dagrazem grunted, sympathetic. ‘Your tour of duty ends at dawn. But try and stay alert. We are to have a visitor.’ Xinnac’s eyes widened briefly. He nodded. ‘Then the rumours were true? He’s back?’


‘Aye. The Supreme Sanguinary. And he’ll be up here. Never misses when he visits. He, at least, expects something.’


Xinnac glanced at the zone of sacrifice. ‘An attack? By what forces? Nothing could hide in that place. The dead cannot rise. Surely Auganzar does not believe in such things.’


‘Many Csendook have died out there,’ said Dagrazem calmly, leaning on the stone wall. He eyed the plaza with distaste. ‘They tampered with that place. I sometimes wonder – ’


‘What do you wonder?’ came a voice from the darkness behind him.


Both Dagrazem and Xinnac twisted quickly round, their long swords flashing from scabbards in a flowing movement. Beyond them, almost entirely hidden in the shadows, a huge Csendook observed them, his own hands resting on a sword as he leaned gently on it.


‘A sensible Zemok always guards his back as well as his front,’ said the warrior.


Dagrazem took a step forward, sword still raised. ‘What business do you have here? Identify yourself quickly, or –’ He nodded to the shadows, where a number of other Zemoks had materialised, weapons ready.


The figure opened his cloak. On his breastplate were embossed two scarlet circles: they were known as the Eyes of Auganzar. Behind him another Csendook stepped forward. It was Kurduzar, commander of the tower, the Bone Watch. ‘Put away your blades. This is Auganzar.’


Dagrazem almost gasped but recovered himself, sheathing his sword and bowing. Beside him he felt Xinnac stiffen.


Auganzar stepped forward, a head taller than the Zemoks, who themselves had been chosen for their size. ‘You were saying? You sometimes wonder what?’


Dagrazem swallowed, but kept as calm as he could. ‘Zaru, I was merely saying that it was a wonder to me that anyone should desire to enter the place of death beyond the wall.’


‘You fear the dead?’ said Auganzar, a faint smile crossing his features. His eyes, however, were cold, too cold to look into for more than a moment. Everything about him, his immense build, his huge hands, spoke of physical power and of authority. This was the warrior that countless Csendook throughout the cycle of worlds cried out to serve, a warlord, some said, who did not want to see an end to the Crusade against Man and who would have gladly taken up a fresh banner against him.


‘Of course not, Zaru,’ said Dagrazem. ‘But something in that place killed our warriors. We have seen their bones – ’


‘Then note them,’ said Auganzar, the smile fading. He stood by the wall, lowering his voice. ‘You are here to watch, no more than that. Do not let your curiosity get the better of you. Csendook have paid the penalty for that, as you observe. And if others are tempted to visit that place, they will reap another grim reward.’


Dagrazem was perfectly aware that unauthorised entry into the zone was punishable by instant execution.


‘No more accidents,’ said Auganzar.


‘We remain vigilant, Zaru,’ said Dagrazem with another bow.


‘I’m sure you do. Who do you serve?’


The question threw the Zemok for a moment and he looked unsure of himself. Auganzar turned his full gaze on him. ‘Your own Zaru? Is it Kurduzar?’


Dagrazem glanced briefly across at the keeper of the tower, whose expression was far colder than the Supreme Sanguinary’s. ‘I am seconded to him, of course, Zaru. But otherwise my unit is with Gadruzar.’


‘Ah yes, a fine warrior. One of Marozul Zuldamar’s commanders.’


‘Yes, Zaru.’


Auganzar again looked out at the silent lands. He nodded abruptly, straightened, and turned back to where Kurduzar was waiting. ‘Very well. Keep watching. It’s dull work, I’m sure. But all the more reason to be observant. Eannor now has a large population. Our Zemoks rely on your protection.’


Dagrazem and Xinnac bowed a final time, waiting until they knew Auganzar and Kurduzar had left the battlements before they were able to relax.


‘There are whispers,’ said Dagrazem very softly, ‘that it is not an attack he fears. He waits for ghosts.’


‘Ghosts?’ said Xinnac, equally softly.


‘Vorenzar, one of his commanders. They say he may not be dead.’


Xinnac stared out at the fields of death. ‘How could he survive such a place?’


‘Yes, how?’


Silently they waited, until Dagrazem moved on down the wall, visiting other Zemoks of this night’s watch.


Deep in the tower, Auganzar and Kurduzar sat in one of the keeper’s private chambers where they knew they could speak without being overheard. Auganzar had stripped off the armour that he almost always wore and he sipped at the wine his host had given him.


‘Everywhere that I look,’ said the Supreme Sanguinary with a wry smile, ‘I seem to see the warriors of Zuldamar, or Horzumar. They are anxious to ensure that they’re well informed.’


Kurduzar, himself a large warrior, veteran of numerous campaigns, as all of Auganzar’s loyalest supporters were, grimaced. His short hair was iron grey, his face and eyes dark. ‘They’re no trouble to me, Zaru. I’ve had no dissent among them.’


Auganzar smiled. ‘No. Zuldamar is as cunning an adversary as one could expect. He dare not raise a hand against me until he is certain he has evidence that I am in some way betraying the Garazenda. Just as I cannot raise a hand against him without proof that he is attempting to bring me down. But the impasse suits me better than it suits Zuldamar.’


Kurduzar relaxed. He had known Auganzar for many years, and had fought with him, but he knew the power that Auganzar possessed now was greater than it had ever been. It distanced them, but that was as it should be. No Csendook should be close to Auganzar. He was a warrior with his own private mission and no other would truly know it. Even so, it was a pleasure to be able to relax a little in his company, to know that one was trusted.


‘You are wondering by now why I am on Eannor yet again,’ said Auganzar.


Kurduzar shrugged. ‘You are always welcome, Zaru. I know your basic purpose in coming, and you shall have full reports. Is there any other, more specific reason?’


‘I’m reviewing the moillum. I want to spend a little time in my warhall, and perhaps I’ll look at some of the others.’


‘Zuldamar’s?’


Auganzar again smiled. ‘Why not? If only to make his Zarull uncomfortable. Who does he have there? Uldenzar, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, Uldenzar. His loyalty to Zuldamar is strong. No amount of coercion could win him over to us.’


‘I’m sure you’re right. His father was a remarkable warrior, too. Zuldamar has made quite sure that only his most trusted followers are here on Eannor.’


‘Does he know your real purpose?’


‘I suspect he has been told. But nothing can be proved.’


‘Does Zuldamar know that Vorenzar went through?’


Auganzar’s brows knitted. ‘He may have guessed. Much depends on what he has been told by Cmizen and that loathsome Opener of his. I am amazed that Eannor’s Keeper fears Zuldamar more than he does me!’ He laughed. ‘What possible hold could Zuldamar have over those two?’


‘I have tried, discreetly, to infiltrate Cmizen’s network, but without much success.’


‘It does not matter,’ said Auganzar. ‘The Bone Watch was built for a number of reasons. It ensures that Zuldamar cannot pry into the zone of sacrifice himself. If he does believe Vorenzar to be alive, he dare not attempt to find him. He knows that would lead to other truths.’


‘The Imperator Elect is alive.’


‘And can be reached.’


Kurduzar nodded, eyes flashing. The thought that Vorenzar had had the courage, the staggering audacity, to attempt to break through the very walls of the system into a realm of probable nightmare, still amazed him. There had been so much violent death in the zone, and there was frightful evidence of that, and yet Vorenzar had persisted. There was even a name to go on – Innasmorn. The world beyond.


‘So, what news do you have?’ Auganzar asked him, his face more serious.


Kurduzar sighed. ‘The Bone Watch is fully manned at all times, at every hour of the night and day. I am careful not to leave the Zemoks on long spells of watch. They’re changed each night. You have already seen how restless they become, how their concentration wavers – ’


‘Tomorrow you will have to be very hard with them. Tell them I was not pleased. Vigilance must be absolute.’


‘Rest assured, Zaru. Zemoks will be punished.’


‘Nothing has been observed?’


‘Nothing, Zaru. Not as much as a change in the air, not a breeze. No movement. Nothing lives there and all life shuns the valley. There has been no need to warn our Zemoks away, though they are told repeatedly.’


‘And the patrols?’


‘I exercise the strictest of controls over them. They go out regularly, no more than a dozen Zemoks. They report back to me personally as soon as they return.’


‘What have they found?’ said Auganzar, calmly lifting his glass, though his eyes narrowed, his interest intense. Kurduzar knew how important this was, how badly Auganzar wanted news. But he shook his head. ‘They have been over as much of the valley as is possible. It sweeps back far into the mountains that enclose it. Everywhere it is the same. No life. The trees are rotten—blasted. No grass, not even seed. There are no birds, no insects. Not even the vipers, which thrive in the forests on the other side of the wall, have ventured into the zone.’


‘And no evidence of Vorenzar, or his Zemoks?’


Kurduzar shook his head. ‘I have instructed the patrols to search for life. My own loyal Zemoks have particular orders. Those who have been seconded to me from Zuldamar and others of the Garazenda I tell merely to be careful. I cannot say what Zuldamar has told his Zemoks.’


‘We must assume they are looking for Vorenzar. But if they find him, or get word of him, it will be to my benefit!’


‘Yes, Zaru. But so far, nothing.’


‘Are all Zuldamar’s warriors as loyal to him as Uldenzar?’


‘Again, I have been discreet in testing them. But yes, I would not expect to win them over to us. Zuldamar has chosen carefully. Of course, I could exclude them from the patrols, but should I do so, it would raise suspicions.’


‘Excellent. Much as I dislike Zuldamar’s interference, I have to accept it. At least for now. The weight of the Garazenda falls to my side of the balance, but the scales could so easily be tipped the other way. I must accommodate my rival.’


‘If Vorenzar returns – ’


‘He will. Believe me, Zellorian survived. And Vorenzar will find him. When he returns with word, it will not matter who meets him. Zuldamar’s warriors will not be able to suppress the news.’


Kurduzar nodded. It was interesting, but he had noticed that Auganzar rarely spoke of the Imperator Elect. It was Zellorian who really interested him. For some reason, the Supreme Sanguinary hunted Zellorian above all. It was almost as though he had no real interest in the rest of Mankind, the toppled Imperator. But Zellorian was of paramount interest. Kurduzar did not remark on this. He knew enough of his master not to pry.


‘You patrol the zone daily?’ said Auganzar suddenly.


Three times during daylight hours – ’


‘But never by night?’


Kurduzar made no attempt to mask his surprise. ‘You think I should, Zaru?’


‘I do. Have the Zemoks on the tower doubled during night patrols, but send out at least two patrols each night. We should take every precaution.’


‘I will begin tonight. It will be unpopular, but those who murmur about being bored will have something more positive to do.’


Auganzar smiled. ‘Boredom can be cured. Fear is something else.’


Kurduzar said nothing. He wondered if there were fears rooted somewhere in the huge warrior opposite him. If so, they were well hidden.


Dagrazem came off watch and wound his way down into the bowels of the Bone Watch. Usually he felt tired and irritable after a long spell on the battlements: the nights were long up there, and boring. Nothing of interest had been seen out in the valley. He would have preferred life in a warhall, where there would at least be some action. But after his meeting with Auganzar earlier, tonight he had remained alert. He was intensely annoyed with himself for having been embarrassed by the Supreme Sanguinary. But at least he had not incurred his wrath; even his own masters could not have protected him from that.


He plunged himself into a warm pool, bathing and taking greater pleasure than usual in the waters. Afterwards he drew on a robe and exercised gently. He would not sleep, instead trying to relax on a couch. His rooms were small, shared with other warriors, but they were all asleep, their snores resounding around the stone walls.


He was about to settle himself when he heard the clank of accoutrements beyond the door to the corridor. Puzzled, he got up and slipped his sword from its sheath where he had left it hung up. There was no real reason to suppose treachery, not in such a building as the tower, but he had been trained as a Zemok. He crept to the door, edging it open. Beyond it he saw Vulporzol, his immediate captain. He was adjusting his war gear, preparing to leave the chambers. Dagrazem opened the door.


‘Is everything in order, Zolutar?’ he asked. Vulporzol should be asleep. He had been on duty until after the last meal.


Vulporzol grunted non-commitally. He was a swarthy warrior, his face thin, pinched for a Csendook, his hair sparse, his ears small. But he was known for his speed, his quickness of hand. Many of his Zemoks wondered why he had not been promoted from Zolutar to Zaru, though he never complained about this. Dagrazem wondered if, secretly, Vulporzol did hold a higher rank, and went about his present work for specific reasons known only to Zuldamar.


‘So Auganzar is here once more,’ said Vulporzol, his voice a whisper. He guided Dagrazem gently back into his chambers, looking this way and that to see that they were alone.


‘Yes,’ said Dagrazem, also lowering his voice to a whisper as the door closed. He explained about the meeting above the tower. Vulporzol nodded attentively. ‘You can do no more. Keep your Zemoks alert. There will be fresh work soon.’


‘There is news?’


‘Not from the zone. But Auganzar has just ordered night patrols. Kurduzar called some of the Zolutars together after Auganzar had retired for the night. I am to go out into the zone.’


‘By night, Zolutar? What possible purpose can this serve?’


‘I cannot believe treachery. Auganzar is far too cautious. But he is relentless in his policing of the zone.’


‘Do you need Zemoks? I can have as many as you require – ’


Vulporzol shook his head. ‘No. The patrol is to be limited to a dozen of us. All Zolutars.’


Dagrazem took this in. Patrolling of the zone was usually done with Zemoks under Zolutar command. Now at night, Zolutars only. Without protection?


‘You think Auganzar came here to eliminate those who are not loyal to him?’ said Vulporzol wryly.


‘An accident could easily be arranged at night. There are stories of accidents on the Warhive, Zolutar. Opponents of Auganzar have died.’


‘I know the stories,’ nodded Vulporzol. ‘So I am wary.’


‘Zolutar, allow me to prepare Zemoks.’


‘They cannot be taken on patrol.’


‘No, but I will have them ready to enter the zone if you find yourself in danger. I have Zemoks up on the walls of the tower. You have only to get a signal to them and I’ll release them to you.’


Vulporzol stroked his jaw, weighing the situation carefully. ‘This is a dangerous game, Dagrazem. If Auganzar finds Zemoks in the zone at night, he’ll use the incident against us.’


‘I have Zemoks I can trust. Say six of them. As loyal to you as I am.’


Vulporzol nodded slowly. ‘Loyal enough, then. But what of the watch?’ He nodded upwards.


‘Xinnac is still up there, due to remain until dawn. He could see to it that I receive any message.’


Vulporzol grinned unexpectedly. ‘Yes, but how am I to alert him without alerting other guards on the tower?’


Dagrazem considered this. A signal. But what?


‘Wait, I have it,’ said Vulporzol. ‘If this patrol is truly to be an act of treachery, then Kurduzar will be a party to it. He will brief his own Zemoks on watch above. No doubt they’ll be told to ignore anything they see among the patrols. So if I were to give a signal of distress, they would ignore it. If we are being too cautious and there is no treachery, it will not matter.’


Dagrazem considered slowly. ‘Yes, but what of Xinnac and my other guards up there? They’d see any distress signals, and report them – ’


‘You think Kurduzar will have them ordered off the wall when the patrols go out?’


‘If he does, no one will be watching for me. If you are under attack, I will not know it.’


‘Then you will have to try and station at least one warrior somewhere above. There must be somewhere that you could discreetly place one of your Zemoks.’


Dagrazem frowned. ‘It might be difficult. But it will have to be done. I’ll see to it. I’ll go at once, before my Zemoks are relieved.’


Vulporzol touched his arm, a grim smile on his thin face. ‘This may all be nonsense. The patrols may be no more than another extension of Auganzar’s determination to find something. In which case, your Zemoks will be up there anyway.’


‘But why night, Zolutar?’


Vulporzol grunted. Even the shadows could not be trusted in these times. ‘Get your warriors ready.’


Kurduzar sat alone. He, too, found sleep difficult. He had made the necessary arrangements for a night patrol, beginning at once. Auganzar liked to know that his orders were being carried out swiftly and precisely. Kurduzar finished his wine and gazed into the glass as if it would reveal something of interest.


Why should Auganzar want night patrols? The zone of sacrifice was like pitch at night. Had some pre-arranged plan been made with Vorenzar? Was he to attempt to slip back to Eannor by night? Did it have something to do with conjunctions? Some of the Openers, Kurduzar knew, attached significance to such things. Opening a Path to the darkness beyond the world cycle might have something to do with this. But if Auganzar were intending to open a Path himself, how would he achieve this? He had not brought an Opener with him, although he must have used one other than Etrascu, Cmizen’s servant. Vorenzar had also eschewed the use of Etrascu, using Ipsellin, an Ultimate. Perhaps Ipsellin was to arrange the return.


Kurduzar concluded that Auganzar could not be thinking of opening a path, even in the secrecy of night. It made the idea of night patrols even more curious.


‘What do you think?’ said Armestor nervously.


Fomond pulled a face. They sat together in a small tent they had been given on the edge of the camp, below the hill of Vittargattus. The army was restless, eager to be on the march again. It had been delayed by the arrival of the strangers and many of the warriors, both Vaza and southern tribesmen, glanced up to the tent where the two strangers were sitting. Since dawn, over two hours ago, these foresters had been in the war tent with Vittargattus, Ondrabal and their advisers, and the latter were still holding talks. The word was already spreading that dark powers were to be used during the coming siege.


‘They listened, I thought,’ Armestor went on. ‘Azrand was again attentive. He, at least, trusts us.’


‘I’m not so sure of Ondrabal. Or his Seers. They have always been rivals of the Windmasters. Anything Azrand says in our defence, they seem to question. And there is something else that worries me.’


Armestor’s frown deepened.


‘Kuraal is here. He saw us. His eyes told me clearly that he has not forgotten how we escaped him in our own lands. We have not won his trust. He may yet try to poison Azrand and the other Windmasters against us.’


Armestor paled. Kuraal! He had not forgotten the spite of the Blue Hair.


Fomond grinned. ‘Never mind! We have a concession. They will not begin the attack on the city until they hear from Ussemitus. Let us hope it gives Aru time to contact Pyramors.’
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REBELLION


Zellorian, Prime Consul of the Imperator Elect, stared into the flame of the candle as though it could burn away the darkness in his mind. Around his chambers there were other candles burning: he never slept in darkness as once he had been able to. There were guards pacing the corridors softly outside and occasionally he heard the pad of their feet as they walked up and down. It was a reassuring sound. But it was not assassins he feared, though he knew there were men in the Sculpted City who would have gladly have put him to the sword had they been given an opportunity. No, his fears stemmed from the darkness, the darkness within him. He had been through horror, had even engineered it, for the good of the Empire. And he would drive his people on through deeper nightmares yet if they were to reach salvation. But the darkness that probed at him from within was something he could not understand. It had nothing to do with conscience, or guilt. He had every belief in what he had done, however cruel.


This cloud, this presence, was connected with the world outside the walls of the city, a world where the elementals ruled and where storms writhed like living entities. He had mocked all that once, until he had tasted their power. And they had turned their attention to him. They whispered to him through the superficial barriers of the city walls. Whenever he was resting, or trying to sleep, the darkness rose up.


It had begun with Vymark, the warrior he had rebuilt as a gliderboat. Their minds had linked and he had controlled the craft from afar. Until something else had interfered, blanketing Vymark’s will. If Vymark was still conscious of himself in any way, Zellorian had no way of knowing. For, just as the warrior had changed from man to gliderboat, now he had been transformed into something else, something dark and inconceivable. Something that Zellorian could not contemplate and from which his own mind veered.


But it probed. It hungered. For knowledge?


Zellorian grimaced, turning from the candle, telling himself that the shadows dancing on his walls were not alive. Innasmorn could not send her agents into his citadel. There were other powers he possessed. He would use them. When the time was ripe, he would go out and take the war to this accursed world. Far below him, deep in the secret places of the city, his servants worked incessantly to perfect new machines, new methods of conquering this world. They dug back into the past of their race, hunting for the lost sciences, for powers older than history itself.


But the darkness slipped back to the far recesses of his mind. It would not exercise these powers. Not yet.


Onando entered the chamber and gazed about him nervously, his white face the face of a frightened man, though it was his natural pallor. His hands, soft and pale, fidgeted with each other and his eyes turned this way and that as though he might see a dozen accusers leap from behind pillars to confront him with his illegal acts. But the chamber was empty. It was an annex to the Prime Consul’s apartments, a place he had visited a number of times in recent weeks on the business he enjoyed most, intrigue.


He wore, as ever, the white robes of his office as Consul: they were barely paler than his flesh, as if he never exposed himself to sunlight. Softly he walked over to one of the couches, but he thought better of sitting.


The guards had not entered with him. He had been surprised to see so many. Zellorian must be concerned about his safety. Once the Prime Consul had moved about the city without such concern, with haughtiness. But recently he was a changed man. Something disturbed him.
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