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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.









Epigraphs


Now we are scattered like dust in the storm, we who once ruled Omara and whose cities were its pride. Now we are creatures of the earth, the deeps of stone, and it is both womb and grave to us, and all between.


But there will be a better time, a reaching for the light, when overmen will put away their cruelty to us and share the light with us.


And we will sit again with pride in the halls of our ancestors.


Creed of the Earthwise


I shall cry out in my anguish and my anger, and every true child of the earth shall hear me. I shall speak for them all, and Omara will be my strength. Nowhere in all Omara will my songs not be heard. It will be a time of preparing and of gathering, and then, as a storm of storms, we shall rise up and fill the earth under the sky. We shall drive out the invader, the usurper of our glory. Omara shall be cleansed and we, her blood, shall be redeemed.


The Sublime One


Do we kill those we foster, those who come to us for protection any more than we kill our sick, our wounded?


Do we lack compassion? I hear you saying no.


Then how should Omara judge those who fled to her from the great darkness? Let Omara first judge herself.


If she is to survive, she must do this. And the time is now.


Ulthor, the Faithbreaker,
 Warlord of the Earthwrought
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Carac


Carac could smell the coming of the thunderstorm and knew with Earthwrought intuition that it would focus over the island of Medallion. From his vantage point high above what had once been the Hasp, the narrow opening to the island’s Inner Sea that had been closed up by a colossal landslide, Carac studied the patterns of the clouds mirrored in an already darkening ocean. Like the Stonedelvers, he had a natural fear of the sea and he had never been completely at home on the island, in spite of its size. But now the restlessness of the water reflected the strange mood of the Empire, where the talk was of impending war and of terror in the far west. As the first rumble of thunder spread across the horizon, Carac could smell the rain hanging heavily overhead. In an hour there would be a deluge and it would be bad.


Below him in the shadows he could just see the vague forms of huge Stonedelvers, endlessly removing the rocks and rubble of the landslide, their sworn task to clear the Hasp and again open the Inner Sea to the sea lanes of Empire. Like the Earthwrought here on Medallion, they were loyal to the newly enthroned Emperor, Ottemar Remoon. Carac listened to the growling thunder progressing over the water and the many lines of his broad face spread. He had come to trust the overmen, where once, like all his people, he had hated them and seen only the cruel power of the invader, the tyrant. But the world of Omara had come into a new age, just as the Earthwise councillors had promised. Ianelgon, who had been Carac’s Earthwise before his death at Rockfast, had himself promised a new life for the Earthwrought, above ground. Carac had fought alongside Stonedelvers and Men against the enemies of Ottemar Remoon and had been well rewarded. Even so, Medallion could never be his true home, and his thoughts often took him back to the east and his birthlands.


He wound his way down the rocky slopes of Malador to the first of the openings that the Stonedelvers had made and almost at once met two of Aumlac’s burly warriors. The Stonedelvers recognized the squat figure and greeted him heartily. Carac was a little larger than most of his kind, about half the height of a Man, though as wide at the shoulder. He had dark, weatherbeaten skin, and broad hands that the Stonedelvers knew had a grip almost equal to their own. His face looked grim, whatever his mood, with its wide features, but his heart was warm and his loyalty unquestionable.


“Carac! What brings you down from the Heights? You spend so much time on watch up there, I swear you’re turning into one of us. Why, look, Elgan, hasn’t he grown six inches at least?” said the first of the huge figures.


In the early days, Carac would have shown his teeth and retorted rudely to these two, regardless of their great height, but he managed a grin. “Storm coming,” he grunted.


They were used to his bluntness; Carac had always been taciturn at best. But they read his concern in an instant. “Heavy?”


Carac understood the dangers of heavy rainfall to the countless tunnels below them. He nodded. “Aye. And the eagles are circling. Already they are moved by what comes.”


Elgan, larger of the two Stonedelvers, looked up at the towering Heights of Malador. “Storms do not usually concern them.”


“Something else then. I must go below.”


Elgan, who had been frowning thoughtfully, suddenly chuckled. “Yes, you’d better see that we’ve done our work properly. But I think you’ll find our fellows have prepared enough drainage channels to bear any rainwater out to the open sea.”


Carac waved and disappeared, leaving the two large figures to blend with the scattered rocks above him. The Earthwrought felt an inner glow as he went down into the tunnel system, instantly wrapped by the earth, the smell of it and the knowledge that it lived and breathed for him as any animal might. He was attuned at once to its many life forms, large and small, sensing their abundance. It was true that he had come to love the upper air and the sky, a response he attributed to his people’s remote past when they had lived on the surface, but he was a true Earthwrought and here he was most at peace. As he descended, his body began to glow in the fashion peculiar to his kind; they needed no artificial lights.


The upper tunnels were large, but as Elgan had said, there were well constructed minor tunnels running from them in a complex underground web. Teams of Stonedelvers and Earth-wrought had spent many months removing the mountainous debris from this place, but had had to exercise extreme care in ensuring that the Inner Sea did not flood in too soon and cause a fresh collapse. It was true of any rain also and once, a month ago, two smaller tunnels had folded up, although no one had been killed. Earthwrought pride had been stung, of course, and Carac’s anger was volcanic, but he had seen to it that the work had been repaired quickly.


Now, as he went below, Carac encountered a number of his fellows, speaking to them in his gruff way, telling them to be vigilant this night. There were Stonedelvers, too, and they were glad of his warnings. After a while he found himself alone in one of the newer side tunnels and he wondered why he should have come here. The construction was good, the earth solid and silent. He was far from the surface and the storm had become a remote whisper at the back of his mind. He turned, seeing a lone Stonedelver pass along a corridor that crossed this tunnel. Something about the manner of the stooped figure puzzled him. Carac would have hailed him, but voices were always kept muted down here, especially where there were new workings.


At the crossing, Carac saw the Stonedelver going below. He did not recognize the giant figure, which was strange, for he knew most of Aumlac’s people. Perhaps there were newcomers, although only those who had survived the flight from Rockfast were known to be alive. As the Stonedelver went deeper down into the earth, Carac realized that he was moving in an odd mechanical manner, almost as if drunk or dazed. Perhaps he was injured? Carac was again about to call him, when the Stonedelver turned. Instantly Carac froze, blending into the earth wall beside him. To a Man, he would have been invisible, but to a Stonedelver he might not be.


Carac saw the face of the being ahead, a face almost devoid of expression, as though cut from stone and with no understanding of the life within that stone. Yet the Stonedelver was furtive, bearing a secret of some kind that suggested to Carac that he performed a private task and not necessarily one that his fellows would have approved of. But he had not seen Carac and so turned to continue his descent.


Carac followed, getting as close as he dared to the Stonedelver. At length he came out into a small chamber that had been clumsily scooped out of the earth with no regard for the feel of the surrounding rock. It was like an animal’s lair, hastily constructed through flight. It was quite improper: no such working had been commissioned here. From its portal, Carac watched the Stonedelver laboriously probing at the loose soil of the walls. It took him a few moments to find what he sought and Carac guessed he must have hidden it here earlier. Although caked with soil, it could be seen as a length of metal, a rod about the length of a Man’s short sword. The Stonedelver cleaned it of earth easily and pushed it through his belt. His face remained expressionless as he turned.


Carac had drawn back, puzzled as to why such a dull thing should be the object of secrecy. He hid himself expertly as the Stonedelver trudged past him; as the big figure began the ascent, Carac sensed the coming of a second, inner storm. This was evil work, he was certain. Instinctively he went down into the chamber and studied the disturbed earth. Clearly there had been much work done here, not of removing and of shaping, but of reckless hunting as if an animal had been trying to dig out its prey. Carac knew that he must follow the Stonedelver, but first he had to make a study of this place. Something about it spoke to him. He closed his eyes in deep concentration and saw beyond the shell of it’s walls.


Shock thrust him back. He had seen an intrusion. At once he clawed away part of the wall and in a moment had touched something, withdrawing in horror. His fingers had prodded an outstretched hand, but even as they did so, he knew that the arm of the hand was attached to nothing else. And worse, it was not an arm of flesh and blood, although in some ways it seemed to be. Carac’s mind fled back in time, almost as if guided, to a day when he had stood together with other Earthwrought and Stonedelvers and Men of the Empire on the Heights of Malador. He had witnessed the astonishing power of the being known as Orhung, the Created, who had been made by the Sorcerer-Kings of the far eastern lands. It was Orhung who had caused the landslide, the filling in of the Hasp, by so doing saving the vast navy of Ottemar Remoon’s allies which otherwise would have drowned in the trap set for it by his enemy. Orhung had sacrificed himself and his power in the landslide and had been buried under countless tons of rock, no doubt crushed and destroyed. And here was proof of that!


Carac knew with certainty that the arm he had touched was that of the broken Orhung. No life, no power, attached to it now. It was, Carac knew, as sterile as bone. The shock of having touched such an object began to recede—after all, it could not harm him. In its place came fresh fear, for he knew now what it was that the renegade Stonedelver had carried away. It was the rod of power that Orhung had used. Was it, too, devoid of energy? Carac felt chilled at the enormity of his discovery. If the rod of power was still charged—


Panic was not in his nature, but he moved remarkably quickly, knowing he had to track the Stonedelver. The being’s furtiveness meant menace. It could be personal greed that spurred him, but Carac had heard tales of those who served evil and of how they were manipulated by it. If Anakhizer, the enemy in the west, had given the Stonedelver the task of finding the rod, it could mean untold danger to the Empire.


It was not long before Carac again came upon the Stonedelver, who was now moving down yet another fresh tunnel and not one that had been planned by Aumlac’s team, moving on with slow but deliberate pace through the packed earth. Carac drew from his belt a short club, a weapon whose size would have amused many Men, but only those who had not seen Carac use it.


“Hold your ground,” Carac called softly, but his voice took strength from the earth. The Stonedelver reacted slowly, almost sluggishly, turning to face the Earthwrought. Carac was a third of his height. No expression crossed the face of the Stonedelver and Carac knew with certainty that this creature had had its mind poisoned. It must not be allowed to leave here with the rod, whatever the cost.


Carac moved forward and the Stonedelver hissed. It had no weapon other than the rod, but made no attempt to use it. Instead it bunched its huge fists and prepared to rebuff the Earthwrought with them. There was no doubt in Carac’s mind that in a normal contest, a Stonedelver would easily better him, even without a weapon. But this being was unquestionably slow. Carac did not ask for the rod: it would have been a waste of words. Instead he chose direct attack, hoping to take the Stonedelver utterly by surprise. His club cracked against the side of the huge being’s right knee and the Stonedelver immediately put out an arm to steady itself on the wall of earth beside it. But there was no cry of pain.


Carac had glided back, expecting an arm to reach for him. One blow from that fist would kill him, he knew. The Stonedelver growled, but there was something wrong with it. It could only follow its prime purpose, or so it seemed. One hand reached out, but Carac stepped in and swung his club again. It glanced from the fingers, cracking their bones mercilessly. Grimly, Carac realized he was going to have to kill this monster. He could not afford pity; he had seen too much horror in the past, the awful Ferr-Bolgan of the west and the remorseless will of their master.


As he struck again, Carac saw that little pain registered with the Stonedelver. It fell to its knees, its bones fractured by the expert blows of the tiny figure. One blow to the skull, Carac thought, swift and merciful. Whoever this Stonedelver is now, he was once one of Aumlac’s people and deserves a clean death. Carac waited for the opportunity, knowing it would soon come.


Abruptly the earth about him heaved, as if great beasts burrowed in it. A fall of earth forced Carac back a few paces and in a moment a whole section of wall had been pushed aside. From out of it came a number of figures. Carac was about to greet them, until something made him retreat further. He thought they were Earthwrought, and so they were, but more than that. From around him now, as if being shaped by the very air of the tunnel, came a score of them. They were indeed Earthwrought, but not of Carac’s kind. Their skins were strange to him, for although they were thick and veined, they were very pale, obscenely so, their manes of hair longer and far less dark than usual for their kind. They wore harnesses studded with jewels, something few Earthwrought had time for, and their faces were daubed with scarlet paint, glyphs of an unknown language. To emphasize their uniqueness, they carried not clubs, the traditional Earthwrought weapon, but swords, thin and pointed as the sting of a giant bee. For a moment Carac’s confusion obscured their identity: in a clearer moment he might have known them. But he did not doubt they were enemies.


Three of them menaced him with their shining steel. Others set about killing the stricken Stonedelver. They did not do so with relish, but were as efficient as surgeons. There was little blood. One of them took the rod and passed it to the creature that commanded them.


Bemused, Carac swung his club, barely keeping his assailants at bay. He backed down the tunnel to a place where no more than three of them could attack him at once. Thought of the rod had temporarily passed from him as he fought for his life, for he knew these creatures meant to kill him. They were silent, though their ferocious expressions made their intentions clear. Behind them Carac glimpsed their companions making good their retreat as the earth swallowed them. At least, Carac thought, I have no more than three of them to deal with. But a darker thought came with it: they were confident of a killing.


Among his own people, Carac was regarded as an exceptional warrior, and during his sojourn below the mountains of the Slaughterhorn in the northwest he had had to keep his wits about him or fall prey to the hated Ferr-Bolgan, Anakhizer’s grim servants. Even so, he rarely met warriors with swords. The three before him were not novices, and although the sword was customarily alien to the Earthwrought, these three were fast and accomplished. They had been selected for that reason, Carac guessed. One of them had sliced through the flesh of his arm before he had seen the move coming. He retaliated by catching the wrist of a second with a difficult back-handed blow. The bone did not break, but the assailant was forced to change hands.


Carac had stepped back to a place where the three attackers could not comfortably press him at once. He had the stamina to fight them for as long as necessary, but his concern was that the main body of them was in swift retreat. The rod of power would be lost and that must not be permitted. One of the attackers lunged a shade too carelessly and Carac brushed the sword aside before spinning his club back and bringing it down on the shin of his opponent. The tunnel echoed to the cry of pain. Carac’s elbow shot out and connected perfectly with the temple of the injured Earthwrought, who tumbled into another, deflecting what would have been a deft lunge. Carac had taken a number of bad cuts, but his opponents realized he was not going to be an easy victim. Their doubt began to show. Carac saw it and let out a roar that served two purposes: it was both a challenge and a cry for help. It galled him considerably to have to shout to any fellow who might be listening, but he had little choice. The sound shook the tunnel and the last of the uninjured assailants was momentarily caught unawares, thinking the roof might come down. Carac struck with great speed and agility, his club forcing down through the out-thrust sword, striking flat upon the skull of his opponent. Almost at the same moment Carac was knocked sideways by the rush of one of the others, and he flung his arms around him to prevent the killing strike of steel. Both of them tumbled to the earth, and although Carac prevented the sword from reaching him, he now saw the last assailant waiting for his moment to make the fatal thrust.


Sounds from up the tunnel came down to them all, and presently two of Carac’s Earthwrought companions were racing toward them, growling with anger. One of them came too fast and ran straight into steel, but the other had knocked the last of the invaders to his knees for his insolence. Carac rolled free of the being who had held him, and the latter was quickly clubbed.


“Who are these intruders?” cried Gromnar, holding his wounded flesh and wincing in evident agony. For a reply, the intruder on his knees sank forward on to his sword before he could be stopped, killing himself quickly. Carac was on his feet at once, but he saw that all three attackers were now dead.


Gromnar’s companion, Haarg, scowled deeply. “But I know the land of these Earthwrought! It is far, far from here.”


“Who are they?” snapped Carac, forgetting that he had been rescued from certain death. “They seem familiar.”


“Exalted,” said Haarg. “If the tales are true, they are from Mount Timeless. But why should they come here? And why kill you?”


Carac spat out a crude curse. “See that Gromnar is tended to. Don’t argue! You can’t run with a cut like that, Gromnar. Haarg, bring as many of our people as you can. Pick up my trail. I am following a score or more of these Exalted.” “He said no more, turning and passing the body of the murdered Stonedelver as quickly as he could. Haarg saw the huge corpse, but did not hesitate, helping the badly wounded Gromnar back up the tunnel.


As Carac raced away through the recently made passages of the Exalted Earthwrought, his mind sifted through what facts he knew about them. To most Earthwrought they were legendary, virtually mythological figures, and he had never been convinced of their existence until now. It was said that somewhere in the remote mountain fastnesses of the southeast of Omara there existed communities of Earthwrought who had fled there after the first wars with Man, when the Earthwrought were forced to go below ground to survive. Some of these communities dwelt deep under the mountains and had practically no traffic with the outside world, either above or below ground. Carac had heard of them because his own lands were in the mountains, and rich in rumor. The stories ran that somewhere at the heart of the mountains, where the Exalted held sway, was the fabled Mount Timeless, ruled by the Sublime One. Tales of this mystical being were numerous, fabulous, and Carac believed, exaggerated. He was said to control his own community of dedicated Earthwrought, the Esoterics, whose word was law in the mountains. They called themselves the Chosen of Omara and were devoted to the earth and the restoring of its body, the purging of all evils that had beset it, particularly from the hated Xennidhum, where once the Sorcerer-Kings had held sway. They were outside the laws of the scattered Earthwise, who were like priests to the many tribes of Earthwrought below Omara, and their views, and the views of their ruler, the Sublime One, were rigid and intractable. The Exalted, it was said, were their soldiery.


Carac wound his way slowly upward, surprised that the Exalted were not going deep below. They were able to travel as easily below ground as Men were above it, yet the party ahead seemed to be going up into the higher ground above the shores of the Inner Sea. Furthermore, Carac knew they were not making for the west, not for the moment. He had assumed that anyone who would steal the rod of Orhung would be acting for Anakhizer: the realization that the Exalted could be his allies became suddenly appalling, until he reflected again on their present course. If they were not intent on heading to the west, presumably they would seek their own master in the southeast, the Sublime One. But why should he seek the rod of power, which Carac knew had been fashioned and charged by the Sorcerer-Kings?


Before he knew it, he was at a narrow opening which led to the outside world. The Exalted had broken surface and were in fact climbing the southern peaks of the Heights of Malador. Carac paused before following, again smelling the coming of rain. As if in confirmation, a great flash of light daubed the peaks above him in garish whiteness, followed by a tremendous thunderclap. Droplets of rain as big as his thumb fell, increasing in volume, riddling the slopes in miniature cascades. Behind him he heard the chase, and he elected to wait for his companions to join him.


Haarg led them breathlessly, his club held ready for the kill, his face somber, his eyes filled with a fanatical determination. He saw Carac at once. Behind him were a dozen Earthwrought and one of the giant Stonedelvers, Jungmar.


“Gromnar is dead,” said Haarg softly, but the bitterness was in his words like venom. “The wound could not be closed.”


Carac’s face twisted in a grimace of suppressed fury. He turned to the storm and at once leapt up on to the rocks beyond. In the flickering light he had seen movement above that marked the flight of the Exalted, and he gestured for those behind him to hurry. The ground churned beneath them, but their feet were very sure and not once did they slip or falter. None of them spoke and the lone Stonedelver read in them the will to avenge their dead friend; it was as powerful a force as that of the raging elements about him, all the more terrible for its silence. The storm had unleashed itself on Medallion with an almost maniacal ferocity, the rain gushing off the slopes. Carac had been right, it would be a severe test for the tunnels at the Hasp.


It took an hour for the pursuit to locate the Exalted, They had not gone to earth, amazingly, for the storm ranted on, but had gathered in a large depression. Some way below Carac and his companions, the Exalted were studying the noisy skies. At first, Carac intended to lead a charge that would catch the enemy unprepared, but he saw almost forty of the Exalted now, and all were armed. He dared not risk leading his party to death, nor could he be responsible for the probable death of Jungmar, the loyal Stonedelver, hunched up beside him in the deluge. Carac knew the huge fellow would attack without question if asked.


“Why are they here?” Jungmar asked.


Carac grunted. “Strange. They are exposed not only to this deluge, but also to Skyrac’s brethren.” He referred to the huge eagles of the higher peaks.


Jungmar pointed high overhead. Several great shapes were spiralling down, regardless of the storm. “I do not recognize these birds! If birds they are.”


Haarg was making himself as inconspicuous as he could against the dripping rocks. “They are not of these islands.”


The huge creatures came down, black-winged and fierce-eyed. They were not eagles and were far larger than any bird ever seen before by Carac and his companions. One of them reached the ground near to the Exalted and flapped toward them. An Exalted came to the creature, bent over by the lashing rain, holding out an object that was instantly recognizable. The rod of power. Carac watched with mounting alarm as a curved talon reached out and took the weapon. The beak of the great creature opened, itself hooked like a talon, but no sound emerged. In the half-light, only the eyes were visible, cold and full of malevolence. Within moments the creature was airborne, using a swirl of wind to glide high. As he went with his fellow creatures, the rod seemed to glow for a moment, blue on the black backdrop, but none of Carac’s companions spoke. They remained awed by the terrible presence of the sky beings and the black cloak of evil that they spread around them. Now they rose up like leaves, floating away as easily, far above the Inner Sea.


“East and south,” murmured Carac.


“Aye,” nodded Jungmar. “But to whom?”


Carac stared at him abruptly. “You are the swiftest here. Get word to the city as quickly as you can! The Emperor himself must be told of this. It is the weapon of Orhung that has been purloined.”


Jungmar paled visibly. ‘‘Orhung?”


Carac nodded. “The Created. Quickly, take your message to the Emperor.”


Jungmar paused no longer, doing as bidden, and within moments had blurred with the terrain as he sped away.


Haarg was watching the Exalted. “What of them?”


“I think we can do no more than watch them. But as the sky creatures have flown to the south-east, no doubt these will follow.”


“To the Sublime One?”


“Rather they do that than go to the west.” Carac did not need to mention Anakhizer and those he commanded. He knew that his Earthwrought were eager for positive action, anxious to avenge Gromnar. They were all quite prepared to attack the Exalted force if told to do so. Eventually Carac spoke to them. “We can achieve nothing here now. You must all return to the tunnels. This storm will test them severely. Do your utmost to expedite the working. The Emperor will need the passage to the open sea freed soon.”


“Do we not avenge Gromnar?” called a voice.


Carac glared at them, unafraid of a revolt. “Every death we suffer will be avenged. But not here. I will not waste you in death against so many.”


“What will you do?” called another.


Carac stiffened. “I will watch these intruders and see them off the island. Go now! Quickly. The Stonedelvers will need every pair of hands.”


The moment of rebellion was past. With final grimaces at the Exalted far below them, they began to go back. Haarg was the last of them and Carac caught him by the arm.


“See that the work is finished,” he told him, and Haarg would have said more, but something in Carac’s expression kept him silent. Instead he moved slowly away, still looking back at Carac, who appeared to have come to some grim and secret decision.


Soon afterward, the Exalted began to disappear, absorbed by the earth, as if they had never been. Carac stared at the storm-struck terrain and the still wild sky. Something in the earth moved him deeply and he felt not for the first time the tremendous pull of the land. It seemed to him at that moment that the earth of Omara sang to him, and from the unplumbed depths of the world the chords of all Earthwrought history swelled. He turned instinctively, to the southeast, understanding that there, beyond the horizons, the cradle of his people would always exercise its magnetism, as surely as any physical force could do. He thought of the wars he had seen and of his dead friends and of Gromnar lately cut down. As he did so, the song filled him and he shared his grief with the storm, alone in this remote highland, and yet part of its bones.


The Exalted had gone under the earth to the east. Carac let the call of the world guide him, and later, with the rain still driving down, he too, took the first steps on his long journey.









2


Elderhold


Ogrund gestured with his war club for his three younger companions to prepare themselves. They crouched in the narrow tunnel, eyes fixed on their scarred leader, each eager to begin again the hunt. Their faint body-glow lit the curved walls of the tunnel, picking out its particular shape, the arc made by the passage of the beast they were hunting. Ogrund’s face was a cracked maze, his eyes bright fires, and the younger Earthwrought saw in him at times like these the power of the past, his warrior days. They revered anyone who had fought at Xennidhum in the terrible black days of war, but Ogrund even more, for he had come away from that place as leader of the Earthwrought who had been there. None of them knew how that leadership weighed on him. It was a mantle he would rather not have had, for he had been given it after the death of the renowned Ygromm, the Earthwrought who had first befriended Brannog, and who had given his life to save Simon Wargallow of the Deliverers.


Whenever Ogrund thought of Ygromm, his pain was increased by the shadow of the Deliverer, now an ally to the cause and a friend to Brannog. But here in the tunnels, while the hunt was on, Ogrund closed out such grim memories. Ahead of him he could hear the hissing of the nightmare creature they had been pursuing for the last two hours. It was a murk worm, a deep earth dweller, from the north, under the deserts that were the Silences. Many such horrors had fled outwards from the vast desert masses, and although they tended now to live far underground, some of them ventured near the surface, terrorizing what life they found, hunting flesh. Ogrund had responded to a plea from a number of villages where Men and Earthwrought lived in relative harmony along the wooded foothills of the southern ranges in Elderhold. Since the war at Xennidhum, the people of these lands had put aside old quarrels and integrated well. There had always been relationships between the two nations in these forested parts, the tribes of both being scattered. Earthwrought were now accustoming themselves to life above ground, and Men were proving to be far more hospitable than ever before. It was true also that both races had much to achieve together in their efforts to ensure safety from the spawn of Xennidhum. There were numerous towers now along the edges of the Silences, watching for any evil that might try to rise from the deep sinks of those deserts, set there by the almost legendary Brannog, who had been a leader among the warriors who had brought about Xennidhum’s fall.


The ground in the tunnel glistened with a thick mucus, as if with the trail of a huge slug and the Earthwrought grimaced at it. Ogrund turned to the youths, a very rare smile on his face, although there was nothing friendly about his look. “Just think about what I’ve told you. We are the harriers! No heroics and no mad rush for a kill. This thing ahead of us would destroy us all in a moment. I’ve seen its kind. And what they can do. Just do what you’ve been taught. Keep the murkworm moving up to the surface.”


The youngsters all nodded, masking their dread, but delighted to be so close to the conclusion of this hunt. Ogrund grunted, turning from them. He moved on, then stopped, pointing. In the glow they could see the shape of the murkworm, packed like a grotesque maggot into the tunnel beyond. Its body was pale and blotched, its veins standing out like vines, gleaming with light and blood. The head was not visible, but Ogrund knew that it was wider than the body, with one huge eye and a mouth beneath it that would have frozen most people immobile. That mouth could extend like a giant snake’s, trebling in circumference; there were no teeth, but a long, sinuous tongue which moved deceptively quickly, dragging its victims to it. It could take anything up to the size of a horse and once held, the victims were smeared in mucus, shortly to be ingested whole. Only in a deranged realm such as Xennidhum could a creature like this have been spawned.


The surface was little more than twenty feet overhead now, although the murkworm had for the moment ceased making its escape tunnel. Ogrund knew it was daylight outside, hot summer daylight, which this monster would wish to avoid. But there were another two teams of harriers below it somewhere, forcing it upward. They meant to get it above ground, where others awaited it. Ogrund had warned his team that they must hold their ground if the beast tried to turn and strike. There was little room here, but the beast would be even more restricted than they were. It preferred deeper ground and rock, not enjoying the confines of these looser tunnels. If it had tried to enlarge a tunnel here in which to fight more freely, the ceiling would have fallen in on it. The soft upper earth was the fighting ground of the Earthwrought and their mobility in this soil would give them the edge.


Ogrund slipped forward and used his club to probe at the twisting tail of the murkworm. It reacted at once, whipping sideways, but the younger Earthwrought were staggered by Ogrund’s speed. Not only was he able to move out of range, but he had followed the blue of the tail and used his club to beat at it in midair. Twice more he did this and the murkworm spasmed forward.


“Spread out!’’ Ogrund called back. The others did as they were told at once, forming sub-tunnels in a fanning move that would block any sudden turn by the murkworm. But each of them wondered if he could perform even half as superbly as Ogrund, whose use of the club was almost magical. The ground heaved, shaken by a sudden contortion of the beast, and as they looked, they saw the tail end slither out of sight into darkness, moving with frightening speed.


Edging forward, the trio came to Ogrund in another passage, but he pointed upwards. The murkworm had disappeared. From across the fresh opening there came a growing light and moments later another band of Earthwrought joined them in the tunnel.


“It’s risen!” Ogrund told them and at once they moved outwards into a new formation. Gradually they began working their way up through the fresh-smelling earth, sensing the open air above them. The murkworm had done as they had wanted. It had fled to the daylight, unable to bear the constant harassment it had been receiving below.


The land here was undulating, rolling southward like a green tide up to the first of the high ranges, its slopes thick with deciduous forest. When the murkworm burst from the earth it was in a clearing, a wide area ringed with trees rich in summer greenery. The creature heaved itself on to the deep grass, shuddering in the unaccustomed glare of the sun, its back glistening like ice. A white membrane slid across its one huge eye and its head bobbed from side to side as it sought a means of escape from this trap of light. The shadows of the deep forest beckoned it.


At first it was not aware of the beings among the trees, but in a moment its discomfort was forgotten as it realized there was food here, and in abundance. Arching its thick but expanding neck, it writhed forward. The Men of Elderhold who had gathered, and who now saw the creature properly for the first time, were struck with awe. Several of them ran quickly away and only the bravest of them held their ground, clutching at their spears until their knuckles showed white. Among them there were Earthwrought, themselves grimly determined to stand their ground as they had been ordered to.


From out of the trees rode a tall figure, his steed foaming, its eyes blazing redly at sight of the monster before it. The murkworm heaved to a standstill, its eye glazed, moon-like. Three gray shapes emerged from the greenery, huge wolves with fangs bared, deep growls rumbling like thunder in their chests. The rider spoke to them and at once they were down on their bellies, sliding forward, devoid of any fear for this abomination from below. The warrior had cut himself a thick shaft of wood and had sharpened it to a precise point; he held it almost casually, but his eyes saw not only the murkworm but also the woods beyond it and those who waited there. Behind him a number of smaller horses came out into the daylight, war ponies, hardy and extremely sturdy, such as were bred in more northerly lands. They had caused much comment when they were first seen in Elderhold, for they carried not Men but Earthwrought, and the latter sat astride them as easily and as comfortably as any Man might have. Each carried the familiar war club, but also a pointed shaft.


Their leader was a Man whose name had already become a legend among the forest villages, spreading like fire from the war at Xennidhum, for this was Brannog, one of the heroes of the war and the Man that some of the Earthwise were calling King Brannog. He had chosen the Earthwrought as his people, the first overman to do so, and he brought, so the stories went, a new era for the people of the earth. With his travelling warriors, his Host, he had set about making the land safe in the aftermath of war.


The murkworm was watching the three wolves, aware of their hunger for it. Brannog was anxious that the creature did not flee underground once more, for if it broke the ring of Earthwrought who were following it and went deep, it would be lost. But he had been gambling on its total lack of fear. The murkworms were not mad, though their brains were small and capable of stealth, and if it were wise enough to wriggle away from the constant goading, it might well flee a massed attack. The timing of the kill would be vital. Brannog must let it attack with confidence. To the amazement of the watchers in the trees, he dismounted. His black steed tossed its mane and cantered back to safer ground.


Behind the murkworm, from out of the churned earth, there now came Ogrund and a dozen of his chosen warriors. They watched Brannog, waiting for his signal and the villagers knew that this was no chance engagement: it had been planned, possibly enacted before. Certainly there were many stories of how Brannog—Wormslayer some had named him—had seen to the death of many of these marauding creatures. Brannog lifted his spear gently and then gave a shout. Many things happened.


Ogrund and his warriors darted forward and struck at the rear of the murkworm, whose eye was firmly fixed on Brannog. The beast shuddered forward, far more quickly than anyone watching would have believed, ignoring everything else but the lone warrior, as if it associated him alone with its pain and inconvenience. Brannog’s wolves were up like bolts, leaping forward before the murkworm realized. Their fangs sank into the white flesh of its neck, fixing them there where the gaping mouth could not reach them. The murkworm continued its irrepressible charge, its tongue now sliding out. Brannog knew the awful danger of being taken by that tongue, but he calculated the timing of his movements coldly. When he was ready, he drew back his spear and sent it like a blur of light straight into the eye of the murkworm. The impact snatched the bulbous head round to one side and as it turned, the creature lost it momentum, tumbling over onto a curve of shoulder before spinning and writhing in agony. One of the wolves was flung free, but it landed upright and turned at bay, seeking the chance to follow up with a renewed attack. The other two, unharmed by the crash, held firm, growling loudly.


A gesture from Brannog brought a charge from his mounted warriors, who now lit their short spears and rode past the murkworm, plunging the fire into its soft underbelly. It thrashed about in agony, beating at the sky with its caricatures of hands, bloated human hands that made it look even more monstrous. Brannog had no sympathy for the beast; it had taken far too many victims for that. Ogrund and his harriers also came forward, but there was no need for their war clubs. A score of fire spears had set the blasphemy ablaze. In a moment even the wolves had to withdraw from the heat.


Brannog reached Ogrund and he clapped a huge arm around the Earthwrought’s shoulders. “Good work again,” he laughed, then turned to the harriers. “You chose well. Ygromm would have been proud of you.”


Ogrund did no more than nod, his face impassive, but if Brannog was genuinely pleased with his work, he was content. He would never, though, compare himself to his dead friend.


Some of the Earthwrought had been tried for the first time and as Brannog came to them, singling them out, they felt the power of the Man. For one of his own kind, Brannog would have been considered tall and strongly built. The tales were that he had come from the far northwest and had been a fisher of the wild oceans there, shaped by snow-capped mountains and rocky shores. But he was a man of the earth and had proved so many times, never more at home than when with the Earthwrought, below ground or above it. He had, so other stories said, power such as other Men did not have, earth power, and his daughter Sisipher was a sorceress, who could commune with the earth and its creatures better than any Earthwise.


The young Earthwrought felt dwarfed by the huge Man as he grinned at them now. “I know you all must be disappointed at not making the kill yourselves. But you must understand one thing very clearly if you are to be one of my Host. We are a unit. What you did was as important as the blow I struck. Without your acts, the murkworm would be alive yet. So I am pleased with you. I am impressed! That’s what you wanted, eh? To impress the legendary King Brannog?” He laughed and they heard in the sound the roar of the mountain wind and the rush of the falls, the rumble of the deep earth. Brannog turned back to Ogrund, who was now scowling in his customary way. “Do we take them with us, Ogrund? We need young hearts if we’re to carry this struggle deeper into the forests.”


Ogrund grunted and only someone who knew him well, like Brannog, understood that he was also pleased. While Brannog spoke to others of his warriors, he noticed a number of the villagers approaching. He went to them at once.


He pointed to the smoldering murkworm. “I suggest you make sure the creature is fully consumed by the fire. And never make the mistake of trying to cook the flesh of these things for food.”


The man who led the villagers was a little older than Brannog, yet he looked haggard and nervous. “Of course. We are only too glad to obey your commands.”


Brannog’s brows rose in surprise. “Commands? You must be your own men, Landwurd! I don’t command you. I was glad to help, but I’m not your king, in spite of what they say about me. These are your lands. We’re your guests, no more.”


“Yes, but—”


“We’ve all lived under the shadow of Xennidhum for too long. If you are attacked again, never hesitate to call on the Earthwrought, or indeed on any of the other villages. They stretch back far to the west, right to the new city of Elberon, where Ruan is ruler. So you have allies, I promise you.” He took Landwurd’s hand and gripped it firmly.


Landwurd was again amazed by the huge figure, who somehow gave the impression of being nine feet tall rather than a mere six. As he took the hand, Landwurd felt the power there, not simply human strength, but something else, as if he had somehow plunged his own hand deep into the earth. Brannog was unlike any other man Landwurd had ever met. There was much of the Earthwrought about him, for his skin was like theirs, thick and more coarse than a man’s, far hairier, and his face had an elemental shape to it, intimating at rock and the bones of the land, even of the winds. It was said that Brannog dwelt as much below the earth as above it and partook of its strange fruits, the foods of the smaller people, and even that he could move as they did, through rock and mountain where no ordinary man could go. Such things ought not to be possible, but Landwurd knew that the villages of Elderhold needed such beliefs if they were to climb out of their days of fear.


“Well, I am a poor host!” he suddenly blurted. “Here, Brannog, let me properly introduce my fellows. And then you must come to the village with your Host and we shall celebrate this killing.”


Brannog grinned. “Excellent. You’ll find, in ten years, that the stories speak of how a dozen monsters were killed this day and of the army of a thousand men who cut them down.’’


Landwurd smiled politely as his men came forward. He knew that Brannog rarely spoke of his part in the war at Xennidhum—would he describe that as an exaggeration of events, too? Probably, and yet it must have been the most terrifying experience any man could have had.


True to his word, Landwurd saw that the celebrations were thorough that evening. Men from six villages arrived to toast King Brannog and his remarkable company, and Brannog was heartened to see so many Earthwrought from the forest lands among them, evidence that the growing harmony between the two peoples had taken on a new strength here in Elderhold. His own followers, like Ogrund, were also more content than they had previously been, used to the idea of life above the earth and of the company of Men, who had once been called overmen as a term of scorn. Tonight there was laughter as it had never been in the forest, and the songs of the Earthwrought rang out proudly, the Men listening, enrapt, to the wonderful voices, joining them as the night wore on, and dancing to the Earthwrought pipes, the tunes of which were seldom heard beyond the confines of the delvings. In spite of the revels, Brannog found himself thinking of the great change in his life since he had left the fishing village of Sundhaven.


He drank quietly, enjoying the villagers’ excellent wine and watching his companions mingling by the fires. In those flames Brannog saw again the torches that had lit the streets of Xennidhum as the army had left it, pursued by the horrors of that place. He shook himself and thought of the year afterward, spent in organizing the construction of many defenses to watch over the Silences for signs of evil, and in making many journeys. The Earthwrought nation had, on the whole, welcomed the news that so-called overmen had fought alongside the smaller Earthwrought and Brannog had met several Earthwise, leaders of the varying Earthwrought tribes. When these had heard of Brannog’s friendship and fierce determination to bring their people out to the surface again, they were wary, but those who acted promptly became the inspiration for others. Yet it was an arduous task, for the Earthwrought were scattered far and wide, and there were hints that in parts of the world even the Earthwise beliefs were not held.


Brannog had moved further to the southeast, penetrating lands far from the Delta of the Three Rivers where his friends had been building their new city of Elberon. Brannog had not kept in as close a contact as he would have liked, but the word had come back to him that Ruan Dubhnor ruled now, a more than capable warrior who would surely make the city prosper. And Sisipher, Brannog’s daughter, had sent him the three wolves, once Ratillic’s beasts, who had also endured Xennidhum. Brannog could not speak to them as his daughter could, for she enjoyed a unique communion with all creatures, but the wolves understood him and his relationship with them caused many an Earthwrought to marvel. Through them, Sisipher had first told her father that she was going across the ocean to Goldenisle, for their old ally, Guile, the heir to the Empire, was being threatened by his enemies.


For a moment Brannog scowled as he thought of Ottemar Remoon, who had called himself Guile to hide his identity for long months. Brannog did not love the man, for Xennidhum had revealed a dark side to him that Brannog found hard to wipe from his mind, however unfair it was to judge him by it. Yet he had sought to make amends and Xennidhum had, after all, marked them all. Brannog recalled how he had received word of Ottemar’s abduction. He had not left these lands to go westward. Perhaps I should have done. I should have gone to Ruan’s wedding, he thought to himself, knowing that Ruan would have wanted him there when he took the hand of the tempestuous Agetta, daughter of the fierce Strangarth. Somehow, with his growing alliance with the Earthwrought, he did not relish a return to western cities.


I have many ties in the west, he mused. But my course lies before me to the south and east. As long as there are Earthwrought hiding below, afraid of the light, I will seek them out.


He had soon gathered to him a Host of remarkable warriors, their core made up of veterans from Xennidhum, Ogrund’s stoutest. To them had come other worthy Earthwrought from numerous tribes, and as the Host ranged about the forest lands, the scourge of Xennidhum’s refugees, Brannog had been given the title of king. He had refused it more than once, but as the Earthwrought had insisted on it, he made the title his banner.


“May I sit with you a while?” said a deep voice beside him. Materializing like a wraith beside him was an elderly fellow in a long robe, his balding head shining in the firelight. His name was Kennagh, one of the local sages, a man thought well of by his people. He looked apprehensively at the wolves, but they had fed well and took little notice of him.


“Surely,” said Brannog, glad to have his thoughts broken.


“Your Host is remarkable,” Kennagh said. “When word came that you were here in the forests, we were afraid.”


“Afraid!” said Brannog. “Why should you be?”


Kennagh scratched his head and studied his feet, though not in embarrassment. “This fusing of tribes, of nations, came swiftly. When the first Earthwrought appeared here some time ago, there were skirmishes. Nothing too fierce, but there was bloodshed. But our common foe united us. We needed a proper bond, a deeper understanding. Even now we have never met the Earthwise of those who have become part of us. He is somewhere out in the forest, like a creature of myth. But he is real, I know that. Your coming may have opened the way for him. It is my hope.”


Brannog nodded soberly. “When we fought at Xennidhum, it was a strange company. Deliverers fought beside us.”


Kennagh shivered at the reference. “Wargallow himself was there, so I hear.”


“Yet you still fear him?”


“We were visited by Deliverers only once. They filled us with dread.”


Brannog thought of his own village and of how Wargallow had left his grim mark on it. “My people felt this terror once. But no more. Wargallow is not the avenger he was. Believe me, he is an ally, and much valued.” And where is he now? Brannog wondered. I once knew that he pursued his own causes, his own drive for power. And yet, in the ruins of the desert city of Cyrene, he asked me to remove his killing steel, rid him of its curse. I refused him, and made him carry it like a sentence. Should I have been more merciful?


“Aye, well, these are strange times,” said Kennagh.


“You’ll not be persecuted by Deliverers again.”


“It is of unions that I would talk.”


Brannog suddenly grinned and put an arm about him. Kennagh felt as though a bear had taken hold of him. “Unions!” Brannog laughed. “Of course! And I need warriors. There are a good few here who would ride with me, eh?”


Kennagh nodded, though something was clearly on his mind. “Aye, you have much to do in Elderhold. Where do you go now?”


For a moment Brannog thought of the west and its troubles, but he turned instead to the dark masses of mountain in the south, obscured by the folds of night. “I’ve a mind to enter the mountains,” he said at last.


Kennagh did not cover his surprise. “May I ask why?”


“Something has been drawing me to them. I have been moving through the forests, cutting down the horrors of Xennidhum where I have found them, but when I reflect, I see that I have been moving ever southwards, looking for a pass.”


“Nothing much is known of the mountains—”


“There are Earthwrought there. The legends say that there are many of them, and one great community. If it exists, I must find it.” Brannog let out a sudden deep sigh. “I fear, Kennagh, that there is to be another war.”


“War?” Kennagh gasped, his whole frame shaking. “But with whom? The mountain Earthwrought?”


Brannog shook his head. “No. Something stirs in the far west. Word comes to me that Goldenisle has a new Emperor. Ottomar Remoon, who fought beside us at Xennidhum, has succeeded his mad cousin.”


“He covets our lands?”


Brannog smiled. “No, no. He is an ally. But we are all threatened by the darkness in the west. I may have to go to the Emperor with an army, if I can raise one.”


Kennagh looked appalled. “But this is terrible news.”


“Since the danger grows in power, I am committed.” Because my daughter is there, he wanted to say. And if she tells me I must go, I have no right to refuse. Something ties her to the west. Why? When she could have worked here, with her powers, to make my task so much easier. How the Earthwrought would have thronged to her!


“Then my reason for speaking to you is even more strongly founded.”


“Oh?”


“It is well known how you have built your Host and how you have joined together Earthwrought of many tribes. And of how they call you king.”


“If it unites them, then well enough.”


“But you have no men with you, none of your own people. Is there a reason for this?” said Kennagh softly, his anxiety deepening. He would not have enjoyed antagonizing this huge man.


To his relief, Brannog smiled. “Men? No, I have not been avoiding them. It is just that they cannot go where Earthwrought go. Where I can go. The gifts, the powers that the Earthwrought have, they somehow share with me. I eat with them and I take the secret nourishment from the earth itself. At times I wonder if I am not becoming one of them. I am not as other men, as you will have seen.” He laughed gently, holding out his hands. They were far larger than a man’s hands, made for pushing aside the earth, molding the very rocks. And in the half-light, Kennagh thought they glowed, though it must have been the fire. “I was not always this way. As a youth I fished the deep seas, as far from the shore as a gull!”


“Yet you ride, and have even taught Earthwrought to ride with you. It was unheard of until you brought your Host together!”


“Not so. Once, long ago, Earthwrought lived as men live, and indeed, they were men. I have heard their history from the stones of lost Cyrene. My cause is to bring them up from the earth and settle them on the surface of Omara. So I teach them the skills of men, just as they teach me their own skills.”


“It is well that you do so. But since you now spend more time on the surface, should you not consider having men ride with you?”


Brannog frowned at the fire, then looked again at the elder. He chuckled at Kennagh’s expression. “You think me insulted? Not at all. You are right. It would be quite reasonable. Until now, there has been no real need to have men with us. They would have impeded us.”


“Until now?”


Brannog thought over the elder’s words. “You think it is time I added men to my Host?”


“So many of them want to ride with you. They envy the Earthwrought. And I vow, they would wish to see this harmony spread. Such enmity as once existed in Elderhold is no more.”


“Yes, I realize that. It is not so elsewhere. So what would you have me do?”


“Obviously you choose your own followers—”


“Always. But if you have men here who wish to come with me, I will inspect them tomorrow, that is if any of them are fit enough to rise with the sun. By tonight’s revels, the evidence is otherwise!”


Kennagh smiled. “Oh, rest assured, there will be men up at dawn.”


“I will speak to Ogrund, my Earthwrought commander. It may take him a while to adjust to the idea, but if I got him onto a horse, I can get him to accept this. Yes, Kennagh, it’s a wise action and I’m glad that you’ve come forward with it.”


“I have one other thing to ask you, although I understand that you may think me interfering—”


“Nonsense! No man ever won a war alone. What is it?”


“There is someone I would like you to meet.” Kennagh had become serious again and Brannog could sense his nervousness. They rose together, Kennagh stiffly, and Brannog gestured from him to lead the way. He spoke to the wolves, telling them to lie still, and they did not move. Beyond the fires, near one of the village houses, stood a solitary figure, watching the festivities in silence. A sudden crackle of wood from a fire sent up a shower of sparks, and in the bright glow, Brannog saw that it was a dark-haired girl. He drew in his breath, for a moment thinking it was his daughter with her hair shortened. She stepped forward shyly, and he knew then that it was not.


“This is Ruvanna.”


She was, Brannog now saw, not a tall girl, little above the height of an Earthwrought and had a slight build, but with a firmness to her that suggested strength. It was a common feature in Elderhold’s women, and yet there was that about her that hinted at Earthwrought parentage, her skin, her broad features. She bowed to him as if he were indeed a king and he felt uncomfortable; her eyes looked down at the ground.


Brannog turned to Kennagh, saying nothing, though his unasked questions were plain enough.


“She wishes to go with you,” said the elder, his face paling.


Brannog snorted. “I have no wish to offend you or the girl, Kennagh—”


“She has healing powers—”


“So do my Earthwrought—”


“Not like these. She is no ordinary girl. She is one of the newer children.”


Brannog studied the girl again. What did Kennagh mean by this?


The elder understood his puzzlement. “Her mother was a village girl and her father was an Earthwrought,’’ he said simply. “There have been several such unions in Elderhold.”


Brannog gasped, realizing what it was about Ruvanna that made her familiar. “But that’s wonderful!” he said. He went to the girl and lifted her chin. His gaze met one of strong will, grim determination. And something else: was it anger? “So you have healing gifts?”


She nodded.


“And where are her parents now?”


Kennagh spoke softly. “Long since dead. Taken by a murkworm or some other such beast. They lived out in the forests.”


Brannog clenched his fists, studying the darkness and not the face of the girl, which yet disturbed him, though he could not think why it should. “Is that so?”


“Will you take her?” said Kennagh.


Brannog listened to the night, his mind far from this place. The music of Earthwrought pipes came again, and underlying it there was other music, but when he tried to hear it clearly, it faded. Ruvanna’s nearness reminded him even more of his daughter, whom he had once allowed to leave him, to follow her own life, only to see the peril into which he had plunged her. He had gone after her, and so had begun his new life. The girl before him was no older than Sisipher had been; less, seventeen perhaps. Brannog thought of the west: should he have gone back, to find Sisipher again? Or was he right to expect her to come here? I have other responsibilities!


He glanced briefly at Ruvanna. “It would be unreasonable of me to take you,” he said gruffly. “I am sorry.” He turned away and the night took him, so that he did not see the flare of anger in the girl’s eyes. For a long time she stared at the darkness, unaware that Kennagh had also left her.
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Ruvanna


Shortly after dawn, as the company of warriors rode out of the village, the sounds of their horses muffled by the grass, Ruvanna watched them from high above, pressed flat to the top of a knoll. The dew was damp and felt cold to her stomach, but she welcomed its embrace, content to be so close to the earth. Sometimes, stretched over it this way, she could feel its pulse and sense the Earthwrought part of her echoing its sighs. Now she could hear each soft hoof-fall as it touched the ground, resonating. She could have closed her eyes and counted off each warrior as he left, those that rode and those that walked, for King Brannog always had his runners with him. But her eyes were wide open, avid for a sight of the Host. She saw it wind away into the trees, going to the south and the far passes that would take it beyond these lands to the higher ranges and then the mountains.


Ruvanna had glimpsed Brannog’s huge figure at the front of the column, with Ogrund beside him. As promised, men of the village rode behind them now, together with the full company of Earthwrought companions. There were in all over a hundred warriors, and Ruvanna knew that there were probably twice as many less than three miles away, always keeping within range of their master. Her face flushed when she thought of the king. How dare he refuse me! A girl, he presumes, would be a liability. Or worse, a child! Yes, is that how he thinks of me? I barely reach his chest. But she smiled. She had spent her last day in the village. She would not linger here and when they found her gone, Kennagh would understand what had happened to her. Wherever Brannog took his Earthwrought, Ruvanna would go with them. She had waited for many years to decide on a course to follow, to see how she should use her gifts. As soon as she had seen Brannog and his Host, she had understood.


Before the last of the warriors below had left the village, Ruvanna had slithered backward and slipped away down the back of the knoll to where a tiny brook wandered amongst the rocks there. Using it to cover her trail, she sped away into the woods, fleet as a deer, though far more agile among the reeds and stones. No other creature was more at home in the forest and only the birds moved more quickly. She laughed as she went, something the villagers rarely saw her do, and her musical voice was absorbed by the woods, covered by it.


All that day and the next she followed Brannog southwards, never more than a few hundred yards from the Host, but none of them knew she was there, unless they mistook her sounds for those of a stealthy fox or creature of the woods. If any of the Earthwrought came near, she knew long before they could discover her and she took to the trees or slid under a rock. She became as the breeze, though none felt her stirring.


On the third night, while Brannog’s men built a fire, she studied their movements from a rock pile that loomed almost directly above them. Often at night Brannog and his smaller warriors would go under the earth, where it was easiest to keep themselves unseen by any who might be abroad, but since the men of Elderhold had joined them, Brannog had ordered his Earthwrought to spend more time getting used to sleeping aboveground and having a woodfire burning. Ruvanna had heard him telling them, with his usual amusement, that the fire would deter enemies and not bring them slinking in. Ogrund, she noted, was more than a little disgruntled and he seemed to her to be a singularly disagreeable Earthwrought, although his own warriors evidently held him in high regard. No doubt, thought Ruvanna scornfully, he is an Earthwrought given to much blood-letting when it comes to the fighting.


It was while she mentally poured her scorn on the unfortunate Ogrund that she allowed her own defense to slip in a most unaccustomed manner. Behind her, forming a semicircle that cut off the rock from the rest of the forest, three shapes moved. They were as silent and as phantom-like as the girl had been in her pursuit, and they used the night as if they were made from it. Low on their bellies, inching forward as imperceptibly as shadows, the wolves closed in.


Only when the first of them stepped onto bare rock did Ruvanna turn. She was on her elbows, arching her neck. Her gaze locked with that of the leading wolf and before she could draw another breath she saw the two others shutting off her retreat. Together the wolves dropped, but in a moment they would spring forward. From that distance they would be at her throat without again touching the ground.


Gnarag the Earthwise closed his eyes in meditation. In his chamber, deep below the earthworks of his small tribe, he felt reasonably secure from the complexities of the higher delvings. The lands around him were bare, rocky, too close to the mountains for his comfort, but high enough above the deepest parts of the forest to be free of its countless predators. Earthwrought should live to the north of here, or much further west, where the soil was more loose, more fertile. This place was barren, difficult to make good use of. His people were few, insular. Some of them had tried to persuade him, him, the Earthwise! that they should go even further south, to where the great communities of legend were supposed to dwell. He refused, just as he also refused to risk a move to the north and west. Too close to the Silences and the things that crawled out from that abominable place. No, his tribe must remain here, beset by fears and rumors, but not at the mercy of Xennidhum.


There was a loud rap at his door. How dare they! His people grew intolerably lacking in respect. I know I am old and doubtless vulnerable, he admitted, but such a knocking! It is impertinent. I am an Earthwise! Does it mean nothing?


“Enter!” he snapped, raising himself, though he was no longer as tall as he had been, and in fact was shorter than some of his people, who were usually shorter than their Earthwise. His bones ached, too, and most of his white hair had gone.


Two of the tribal leaders came in, both with fixed, sour looks. Gnarag could not remember ever seeing them display a sign of merriment or of contentment with their lots.


“What is it this time?” he grumbled. “Can’t you see I am busy?”


“There are strangers coming, Earthwise. Soon they will have entered our delvings,” said the first of his visitors, Shirag.


“Entered?” gasped Gnarag, appalled. “Do you need me to tell you this is not permitted?”


“Normally, sir, we would have killed them,” said Cannar. “Or at least have sent them on their way. But not these.” He glanced at his companion and the two of them said with their eyes that they shared some deeper secret.


“So who are they that they force such indignity upon us?”


“I think, sir, that they are Exalted.”


Gnarag shook visibly, banging his staff down into the earth, churning it. “Exalted! Have you been smoking forbidden weeds? Have your imaginations made fools of you?”


“Sir,” said Shirag, as reasonably as he could in the face of such derision, “I have some vague knowledge of the legends. These strangers are like no other Earthwrought known to us.”


“Do they claim to be Exalted?”


“No, sir. But they know of you and say that our tribe has been chosen by their master for a particular task.”


“Insufferable nonsense! Where are these impostors?”


Shirag was about to answer when a disturbance behind him made him spin around. Moments later a number of figures crowded into the chamber, much to Gnarag’s horror. The Earthwise suddenly looked even more worn, and twice as old. Instinct told him at once that he was indeed facing the supposedly mythical Exalted Earthwrought. Weakly he waved his own warriors away and within a short time he was alone with five of the outsiders.


The first of them pushed forward and glared at Gnarag with something akin to open contempt. “I am Ul-Zaan, from Mount Timeless. You have heard of it?”


Gnarag made no attempt to conceal his pure amazement at being confronted by these extraordinary Earthwrought. Their skins were repulsively pale, with visible veins and sparse hair, and they wore harnesses studded with, of all things, gems. Their faces were stained, something unheard of among the Earthwrought, the lines were drawn into sigils and glyphs of some language that Gnarag did not recognize. It was quite disgusting.


“Yes, I know the fables,” Gnarag murmured.


“Not fables,” snorted Ul-Zaan. “Mount Timeless exists.”


“Why have you come to me?”


“The Sublime One has chosen your tribe. Be honored.”


Gnarag had noticed that Ul-Zaan and his odious companions all wore swords at their belts. Was anything about them normal? “We are, of course, we are. But for what have we been chosen?”


“We have heard stories told on the surface and in the warrens—”


‘‘Warrens?’’ said Gnarag, as if he had been slapped across the face. Such a word was not used in respect of Earthwrought delvings.


Ul-Zaan ignored the interruption, his voice rising, “—that an overman has come among the forest tribes. From the war at Xennidhum.”


“Ah,” nodded Gnarag. “I have heard of this barbarian. His name is Brannog.”


“He has not been here?”


“Certainly not!” snapped Gnarag indignantly. “My people keep to themselves. We don’t permit other Earthwrought in here, never mind overmen.”


“Which is why you were chosen,” nodded Ul-Zaan with what could have passed for a smug grin. “What do you know of this overman?”


“Only what the rumors say. That he fights alongside Earthwrought and goes about destroying the vermin from Xennidhum. That’s all very well, of course. But he also encourages Earthwrought to live on the surface, and worse than that, mate with the overmen tribes! For his efforts he is called by certain renegades, King Brannog. The very idea is ludicrous!”


“You do not hold with the Creed of the Earthwise? That a day will come when Earthwrought and overmen will live together above the earth?”


“Pah! They would enslave us.”


“Then you reject this false king?”


“Of course I do.”


“That is well for you. But we want him here.”


Gnarag looked at the Exalted as if he had just passed a death sentence. “Here? Are you insane?”


“Would you question the Sublime One?”


“No, no, but I don’t understand—”


“Find a way of inviting Brannog to your warrens. He is not far from here, moving south to the mountains. It is said that he welcomes discourse with an Earthwise. Encourage him. Offer him the incentive of a pact, an alliance.”


“Surely you jest! This must be a test. I know I have not been openly supportive of the Sublime One, but—”


“It is to be a trap, you fool!” snorted Ul-Zaan.


Gnarag felt himself whiten with suppressed rage. How dare an Earthwrought, Exalted or otherwise, speak to him, him, an Earthwise, in such tones.


Ul-Zaan appeared to enjoy the effect that his rudeness was having. “Invite Brannog here, with a few of his Host, particularly those who fought with him at Xennidhum.”


“And if he comes?”


“He will, rest assured. When he does, my Exalted will deal with him.”


“You mean to kill him?”


Ul-Zaan laughed derisively. “You think I would bring him here for that? No, he’s to be taken to the Sublime One.”


“For what reason?”


‘‘It is not wise to ask questions about such things. Be honored that your tribe has been chosen.”


Gnarag straightened. This might not be so bad. If he could bring the overman here and have him removed by the Exalted, it would be an end to the matter, and the Sublime One would be pleased. “When do you wish me to contact the overman?”


“Select your messengers at once. I will tell them where Brannog is to be found.”


The wolves were about to pounce, just as they had pounced on the murkworm and torn at its throat. An instant before they did so, a single word-image formed in each of their minds, like a shout. “Wait!” it said, so imperiously that it could not be denied, solid as a rock face before them. Then, “Listen!,” less fiercely. They obeyed, cocking their ears.


“Your master’s camp is threatened,” came the voice of the girl.


At once all three wolves rose up from their pre-spring crouches and let out warning howls that echoed across the valley below.


Ruvanna turned to look down at the camp, totally unafraid of the wolves, as though they were no more than villagers she knew.


“I can’t see the intruders, but there are almost a score of them,” she whispered. “Earthwrought from the south. They come offering friendship, but they mean mischief. I can smell it!” She grinned at the wolves, who came to her, bristling but no longer intent on harming her. Their rapt attention was on the camp. As they sat with the girl, watching, anyone who had seen the four shapes in the moonlight would not have guessed that they were not all of the same pack.


In the camp, Ogrund responded to the howling of wolves as quickly as anyone. Some of the younger Earthwrought and men of Elderhold stood in silence, unsure how to react, but Ogrund was at the ring of guards at the camp perimeter at once.


“Brannog’s wolves,” he told them, who were unsure, glaring at the dark, half-prepared for an assault. Ogrund did not feel as comfortable with the wolves as Brannog did: Brannog treated them as he would have done pet dogs, though he knew their potential. Ogrund had seen the wolves kill, but he knew they were extraordinarily loyal, and he respected them for it.


“What do they want?”


“It’s a warning,” said Ogrund stiffly. “Be watchful.” He circled the camp, trying to study the dense forest by night. As they moved southward, he was less at ease. The bond that the Earthwrought felt for the earth, the land, was more tenuous here, and although the atmosphere was not one of menace, it yet held its dangers, its unfamiliar coldness.


Other guards hailed him and when he arrived at their vantage point, he saw a number of strange Earthwrought hovering in the trees beyond. They had asked to be allowed to speak to Brannog.


“Why do they come at night?” Ogrund asked himself. “And why the wolf warning?” But the Earthwrought seemed to be friendly, and they were unarmed. Ogrund permitted a small group of them inside the boundary. They were slightly built and lacking in strength, or so it seemed to Ogrund. He was acutely aware of their nervousness, but in the past he had seen much of this when Earthwrought met the Host for the first time. Already Brannog had achieved a legendary status and such apprehension was to be expected.


“Since you come by darkness, Brannog may be asleep,” Ogrund told them pointedly. “I am his right hand. What do you seek him for?”


“We are from a small community below the hills, where Gnarag is the Earthwise. He has heard of your cause and of the ambitions of Brannog. Is it true he has become a king among the Earthwrought?”


“It is,” nodded Ogrund.


“Then Gnarag would beg the favor of a visit from Brannog. If there is to be a new Earthwrought nation, Gnarag would know of it.”


Ogrund nodded again. These audiences were familiar. He understood the fears of his own kind, and their natural reluctance to consider abandoning the seclusion of the earth for the relative dangers of the surface. “I will see if the king is able to receive you.”
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