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   Enter the SF Gateway …


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


   

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





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


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


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


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Epigraph


The voice I hear this passing night was heard


In ancient days, by emperor and clown:


Perhaps the self-same song that found a path


Through the sad heart of Ruth, when sick for home,


She stood in tears amid the alien corn;


The same that oft-times hath


Charmed magic casements, opening on the foam


Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.


 


Keats, Ode to a Nightingale


 


 


 


 




 


ONE Naught availeth


 


 


1


 


Of all the cities of Pandemia, only Hub had no legend or history of its founding. Hub was a legend in its own right, and history was its creation.


Hub had always been. It was the capital of the Impire, the mother of superlatives, the City of the Gods. It sprawled along the shores of Cenmere like a marble cancer.


Alone among all the dwelling places of mankind, only Hub had never known sack or rape or the ravages of war. Forever it had lurked in peace behind the swords of its legions and the sorcery of the Four. Hub was graced by the spoils of a thousand campaigns and nourished on taxes extracted from half the world. Slaves in forgotten millions had died to build it, priceless artworks had crumbled and weathered away in its halls and gardens to make space for more.


It was the best and worst parts of a hundred cities, melted into one. Its finest avenues were wide enough to march a century abreast; its darkest alleys were slits where half a legion could have vanished without trace.


Hub was grandeur. Hub was squalor. Hub gathered all the beauty of the world and offered every vice. Its wealth and population were uncountable. Year in and year out, by ship and wagon, food poured into Hub to feed its teeming mouths, yet the humble starved. Hub exported war and laws and little else but bodies—especially those in summer, when the fevers raged. The rich imported their wine from distant lands, but their servants drank from the same wells as the poor, and they infected their masters.


All roads led to Hub, the imps boasted, and in Hub the greatest ways led to the center, the five hills, the five palaces. The abodes of the wardens, the Red, the White, the Gold, the Blue—beautiful but sinister, these were secret places, masked and buttressed by sorcery, and few went willingly to those. In their midst, highest and greatest, shone the Opal Palace of the imperor, seat of government and all mundane power.


To the Opal Palace came glory and tribute and petitions and ambassadors.


And to the Opal Palace came also, each in its own time, all the problems of the world.


At the center of Pandemia, Shandie thought, is the Impire. At the center of the Impire is Hub. At the center of Hub is the Opal Palace —although that isn't quite true, because it's too near the lake to be really in the center—and at the center of the Opal Palace is Emine's Rotunda, and at the center of the rotunda is me.


Am I, he amended hastily.


And that wasn't quite true, either, because the exact center of the great round hall was the throne, and he was standing one step down from the throne, on Grandfather's right.


He must not move. Not a finger. Not a toe. This was a very formal occasion.


And Moms had warned him: Ythbane was running out of patience with Shandie's continual fidgeting at state functions. Princes must know how to behave with dignity, Ythbane said, not twitch and shuffle and pick their noses on the steps of the throne. If he couldn't learn how to stand for a couple of hours, at least he would be stopped from sitting down for the rest of the day. Not that Shandie had ever picked his nose on the steps of the throne. He didn't think he really fidgeted enough that any of the audience could see. He didn't think he'd earned his last few beatings, but Ythbane had thought so, and Moms always agreed with anything the consul said. And Grandfather didn't even know who Shandie was now.


Grandfather was on his throne, so he was the center of the rotunda, and the palace, and the city, and the Impire, and the world. From the sound of his breathing, he was asleep again. Moms was on his far side, also on the first step; but she had a chair to sit on.


Dad had stood here once, he remembered. Where he was. Moms didn't talk about Dad now, not ever.


Keeping perfectly still would be much easier if you could sit down to do it. Shandie's knees were shaking. His left arm was a torment of fire ants from staying bent, holding up his toga. If his arm fell off, would that be counted as moving?


Ythbane would probably beat him anyway.


He was still sore from last time.


Grandfather snorted and snuffled in his sleep. Lucky Grandfather!


One day I will sit on that throne, and be Imperor Emshandar V.


Then I will kill Ythbane.


That was a wonderful thought.


What else should an imperor do? First, have Ythbane's backside beaten—right there, on the floor of the rotunda, where the fat delegate was still kneeling, reciting his nonsense. In front of the court and the senators. Shandie caught himself about to smile, and didn't.


Then be merciful and cut off his head.


Second, abolish these stupid, stupid togas!


Why should formal occasions require formal court dress, togas and sandals? No one wore them any other time. What was wrong with hose and doublet and shoes? Or even tights, which were the latest craze. Ordinary people never had to wear these ridiculous, scratchy, uncomfortable bed sheets. Sane, ordinary people hadn't worn things like these for thousands of years. Oh, my poor arm!


Abolish togas, that was certain.


And abolish all these dreadful formal ceremonies!


Why bother with them? Grandfather certainly didn't want them—he'd been weeping when they'd brought him in. The birthday homages had just started, too. They would be going on for weeks. What sort of a way was that to celebrate a birthday, even a seventy-fifth?


A birthday was one day. That's what the word meant. Birthday!


Shandie's tenth birthday was just a month away, and he was going to have a one-day birthday. Mostly awful ceremonial, too, but a party with some other boys if he was good, Moms said.


The toga was hot and heavy. Sunlight blazed down from the windows in the high dome, casting his shadow at his feet—but he mustn't look down.


The fat delegate from wherever-it-was came to a stuttering end at last, obviously as relieved as Shandie. He bent forward to place his offering beside the other offerings, then crawled back a pace and touched his face to the floor. Everyone looked up at Grandfather, and Shandie froze. Even his eyes. Don't blink while Ythbane is watching!


Grandfather was supposed to say something then, but all Shandie heard was another half snore.


As a consul, Ythbane stood at the head of the line of toga-clad ministers, nearest to the imperor. Shandie could feel those hateful eyes washing over him, looking for signs of fidgeting, but he stared rigidly across at the empty White Throne and did not breathe. Little tremors crawled over his scalp. If his hair stood on end, would Ythbane call that fidgeting?


Ythbane said loudly, "His Imperial Majesty welcomes the greetings from his loyal city of Shaldokan."


The fat delegate looked confused, but then realized he could begin his withdrawal. He had trouble managing his toga while crawling backward at the same time. Probably he'd never worn one of the stupid things before in his life. Now he was rising and bowing, and so on . . .


The chief herald ponderously consulted his list. "The honored delegate from the loyal city of Shalmik," he proclaimed. This one was a woman, one of only two women today. She was very ugly, but these were northern cities, so maybe she had some goblin blood in her. Goblins had been talked of a lot just lately, although Shandie had almost never heard them mentioned until a few weeks ago. In the spring, a horde of the little green vermin had ambushed and massacred four cohorts of Grandfather's legionaries while they were on diplomatic business—and tortured the prisoners to death! Marshal Ithy had promised Shandie he would punish them severely.


Twenty-four cities had delivered their birthday presents. That left four more to come after the woman. Then there would be some sort of petition—the Nordland ambassador was waiting in the background. A jotunn, of course. He was old, but he still looked strong enough to take on a century single-handed. Maybe his hair had always been that pale color. He would have those creepy jotunn blue eyes, too. Ugly, bleached monsters, Moms said. Imps were the only really handsome people.


Emine's Rotunda was very big. Shandie wondered how many people it would hold, but if he asked Court Teacher he would just make Shandie work it out on his abacus. Circles were tricky—was it times twenty-two, divide by seven, or the other way?


There were at least a hundred senators on the bank of seats around the north side, distinguishable from their guests and other notables by the purple hems on their togas. They certainly weren't keeping still. They were talking and reading and some of them were dozing, like Grandfather was.


The southerly seats held lesser people, even commoners, and they were being quieter, but he mustn't look around to see how many there were.


Emine II (q.v.), imperor of the First Dynasty, and legendary founder of the Protocol (q.v.), which brought the powers of sorcery under control by establishing the Council of Four Wardens (q.v.), occult guardians of the Impire . . . Without Court Teacher telling him to, Shandie had memorized a whole page about Emine and recited it for Moms, and she had been pleased and given him a candycake. She had made him repeat it for Ythbane that evening, and even Ythbane had praised him and almost smiled.


They were always pleased when he did bookish things well. They wouldn't let him do military things—things with horses and swords, although those were what he really wanted, because when he grew up he was going to be a warrior imperor, like Agraine. He wasn't allowed to do boyish things with other boys hardly at all now. And ceremonial things he hated and usually got beaten after, for fidgeting at. The price of being the heir. Moms said, but it was all Ythbane's idea.


The woman delegate on her knees had forgotten her words. She stopped, turning ashen pale. Shandie felt sorry for her, wondering if the city fathers would order her beaten when she went home to wherever-it-was. The silence dragged on. No one helped, or could help. The line of ministers remained motionless, staring over her at the opposing line, which was made up of heralds and secretaries. Farther away, the large group of delegates-who-had-done-their-speech looked hugely relieved that this wasn't their problem. The small group of delegates-who-haven't-done-it-yet looked terrified.


The woman began all over again from first genuflection, gabbling the words in a shrill voice. The senators in their comfortable chairs were paying no attention.


Those spectator benches went all the way around, except where the four aisles were, of course, but they still left lots of room in the middle. And in the center of that big round floor were the two round steps with Grandfather's throne on top. Today was a north day; northern cities paying homage, the Opal Throne facing north. Halfway between Shandie and the senators, the White Throne stood on a single step. That place belonged to the warden of the north, but it was empty. Shandie had never seen a warden. Not many people had. And nobody ever wanted even to talk about them, even Grandfather, but he at least wasn't scared of them. He was imperor, so he could summon the wardens.


One day I will be imperor and use Emine's buckler to summon the wardens.


Even before Grandfather got old, he had not been frightened of the witch and the warlocks. They couldn't touch him, he'd said; that was in the Protocol.


No one could use magic on Shandie, either, because he was family. Not that being heir apparent was much comfort when he was bent over Ythbane's writing table with his pants down. Any magic would be better than that.


The poor woman came to an end at last; eyes turned toward the throne; Shandie stopped breathing again. The pins and needles in his left arm were making his eyes water. If he wriggled his fingers just a little, very slowly, surely no one would notice and tell Ythbane he'd been fidgeting?


Ythbane spoke for Grandfather again; the woman scrabbled away; another delegate came forward to kneel.


Tomorrow would be East's turn—eastern cities bringing greetings, Grandfather seated facing east, toward the Gold Throne. Moms and Shandie, too. The senators would have the eastern seats, facing west. He wondered how the senators chose who came on which day, because that wasn't the whole Senate sitting there.


Not long to go now.


It was awfully hard to keep his knees from shaking, and they did hurt. He tried to imagine the witch of the north suddenly appearing over there on her White Throne, although it wasn't really white, being carved out of ivory. Bright Water was a goblin, and hundreds of years old. He'd heard people muttering that maybe she'd set the goblins on the Pondague legionaries, but he knew that only East would use magic on Grandfather's army. What was the word? He'd seen it in his history book. Pre-roga-tive! Prerogative (q.v.), whatever (q.v.) meant. Bright Water's prerogative was Nordland raiders, but it was silly of the Protocol to put a goblin woman in charge of jotunn sailors. South's was dragons and West's was weather.


If Bright Water ever did appear on her throne, then likely all the warlocks would appear, as well, each on his own throne—Olybino and Zinixo and Lith'rian. An imp, a dwarf, and an elf. That was silly, too. The Protocol should have made all the wardens imps, to protect the Impire properly.


One day, when Shandie got to be Emshandar V, then he would get to read the Protocol (q.v.). Only imperors and wardens ever did.


No sorcerer would ever come to a brain-melting boring meeting like this, though.


They were done! Now another herald was unrolling a scroll. Ythbane nodded.


"His Excellency, Ambassador from the Nordland Confederacy . . ."


Ambassador Krushjor came striding forward like a great white bear, followed by a half-dozen other jotnar, all shockingly half naked in helmet, breeches, and boots and nothing else—dumb barbarians showing off their hairy chests and hey-look-at-that muscles! Ambassadors were the only people excused formal court dress. They were allowed ethnic costume. It did look silly, though.


Oh, Holy Balance! Shandie realized that he could use some of those muscles himself right then. His left arm was sagging under the weight of the train draped over it. He tried to raise it and couldn't. It wouldn't obey him. It was dead.


But Ythbane couldn't have noticed yet. He was eyeing the jotunn ambassador, and having to lean his head back to do it. The consul was not big for an imp, and the older man was an average-size jotunn. Some of the younger jotnar in the back were even bigger, with bushy gold beards. And muscles! Bet they could hold up a toga for weeks if they ever had to. Moms called the jotnar "murdering monsters."


The senators had fallen silent, as if this were going to be more interesting than . . . Gods! There, up in the back row—how could he not have noticed sooner? Just in time, Shandie remembered not to move. It was Aunt Oro, right in there with the senators! He hadn't seen her in months. She'd been away at Leesoft. His heart jumped, then sank—he wanted to run to her, or at least smile and wave, but of course he mustn't move. He thought maybe he'd twitched a little on seeing her, but Ythbane was still watching the jotunn, so it wouldn't matter.


She'd understand that he must put duty first, and mustn't fidget on formal occasions.


Fancy Aunt Oro in with the senators! But of course she had senatorial rank. Much higher rank, really, because she was Princess Imperial Orosea. She even outranked Moms, who was only Princess Uomaya. So Aunt Oro could sit anywhere she wanted, but he'd have expected her to have a chair on the steps of the throne, like Moms. He wondered when she'd returned to court. He hadn't heard a whisper, and he was pretty good at picking up gossip, because he spent a lot of time around grown-ups and they tended to forget he was there.


Surely she wouldn't go back to Leesoft without coming to see him? He wouldn't mind a hug from Aunt Oro. It wouldn't be unmanly to let her hug him just once—it wasn't as if everyone did. Or anyone, really. Of course it would be unmanly to mention the beatings. All boys got beaten, and princes were special and had to be specially beaten. So Ythbane had said last time, making a joke—he'd added a couple of strokes, saying Shandie was being impudent by not laughing.


If Aunt Oro asked any questions, of course, he'd have to tell the truth, and if he was still limping . . .


"The matter of Krasnegar has already been settled, signed and sealed!" Ythbane was shouting. Bad sign. He shouted a lot these days. He'd never shouted before Grandfather got old.


Shouting wasn't going to do him much good with the jotunn, though. The big silver beard parted to show big yellow teeth. "With respect, Eminence—" He didn't look respectful. "—the document we initialed was merely a memorandum of agreement. It was always subject to the approval of the Thanes' Moot."


"And you were to send it—"


"It is on its way to Nordland. I respectfully remind your Eminence, though, that Nordland is months away, and the Moot meets only once a year, at midsummer."


The ministers were whispering at Ythbane's back, the secretaries and heralds fretting and shuffling. The jotnar were smirking. Ythbane seemed to swell, all pompous in his toga with a purple hem. "So it will not be ratified until next summer—"


"Isn't that obvious?"


"—but until then—"


"No! Until the news reaches Hub! You do realize that the return journey will also take months?" The pale-skinned old man leered down at the consul, and his manner was so like the one Ythbane himself used on Shandie that Shandie almost disgraced himself by giggling. Ythbane would kill him if he did that.


Ythbane swung around and whispered for a moment with Lord Humaise, and Lord Hithire, and a couple of other new advisors Shandie didn't know; then he turned around to confront the ambassador again, his face dark as a postilion's boot.


"The wording of the memorandum was very specific. Until the Moot's decision is conveyed to his Imperial Majesty's council, both sides shall act as if the agreement has been ratified in formal treaty. The king will remain in—"


"King?"


"Oh . . . what's his name? . . . the former Duke of Kinvale!" Ythbane was snarling. He was ever so mad now, and . . . Oh, no! Shandie's dead arm had drooped so low that the train of his toga was starting to slide off it. God of Children! What did he do now?


". . . and you were to nominate a viceroy pro tem, subject to . . ." The consul was growing even louder and madder. He would stay mad for days after this. Shandie needed to yawn. His toga was falling off him. He really needed to go pee. He wasn't much interested in Krasnegar—he'd overheard a few whispers that it was a sellout, that the Council had settled for a paper triumph and given the kingdom to the jotnar. If that was so, then Shandie would take it back when he was grown up and a warrior imperor, but right now he was too weary to care. Another pleat slid off his hand.


Ythbane had finished, but whatever he'd said had not impressed the big blond bear.


"I am an ambassador, not a plenipotentiary, Eminence, as you know. I never professed to have the power to override the thane's personal rights in this matter. Indeed, if he chooses to press his claim, then the Moot itself would back him as King of Krasnegar. The thanes would never infringe a privilege of one of their own number." He glanced round at his companions, who grinned; then he added, "Not this one's, anyway!"


"Kalkor is a murdering, raping, barbar—"


Now the ambassador swelled, and to much better effect than Ythbane had managed. He stepped closer, his fair face ominously flushed. "Do I report your words to the thane as official Imperial policy, or as your personal opinions?" His bellow reverberated down from the dome.


Ythbane fell back a pace. The ministers exchanged worried glances; the jotunn flunkies grinned again.


"Well?" roared the ambassador, still wanting an answer.


"What'th all the sthouting?" a new voice said.


Shandie jumped and looked around before he could stop himself.


Grandfather was awake! He was slumped awkwardly in his seat, but he was awake. His right eye was open, the left half closed as always, and he was drooling, as always, but obviously he was having one of his good spells, and Shandie was glad, glad, glad!—they were so rare now! It was as if the old man had gone away, like Aunt Oro, and it made Shandie feel all cozy-nice to see him come back, although it would only be for a few minutes.


And Grandfather had noticed Shandie! He smiled down at him. "You're toga'th come tooth, tholdier," he said quietly. But he was smiling, not angry at all! And Shandie must move to obey an imperial command, whether Ythbane liked it or not. Quickly he gathered up the fallen folds with his right hand, looping them back on his left arm, and he lifted that useless limb back into place and held it there. The pleating was an awful scrimmage, but it would have to do. He smiled briefly, gratefully, up at Grandfather, then turned to stare across at the White Throne again, going as still as a stone pillar again. Pity he'd had no excuse to move his feet a bit.


Ythbane had recovered from his surprise. He bowed to the throne. "A discussion of the Krasnegar matter, your Majesty."


"Thought that wath all thettled?" Grandfather's voice was very slurred nowadays, and quiet, but the words obviously staggered the courtiers. Clearly he still understood more than they had believed.


"Ambassador Krushjor's views of the concordat—"


"Memorandum!" the ambassador roared.


"Whaz 'e want?" the imperor mumbled.


Ythbane scowled. "He demands safe conduct for Thane Kalkor to come here to Hub to negotiate in person on a matter—"


"—he has the best claim to the throne of Krasn—" Krushjor bellowed, much louder than the consul.


"—burning and looting—"


"—thane of Gark, and an honored—"


"—ever dares show his face—"


Then . . . sudden silence, with everyone staring up at the throne behind Shandie's left shoulder. If it wasn't sorcery, then Grandfather must have gestured.


"Kalkor?" the tired old voice whispered.


"Yes, Sire! The same murdering raider who has been killing and looting all through the Summer Seas for months. The Navy's Southern Command has been completely reorganized over the matter, as your Majesty will recall, but too late to stop this Kalkor escaping westward, through Dyre Channel. He sacked three towns in Krul's Bay and is now apparently in, or near to, Uthle. He has the audacity to propose that he sail his infamous orca longship up the Ambly River—all the way to Cenmere!"


Ministers and secretaries shook their heads in disbelief. Senators rumbled with outrage. Shandie had been reading up on that geography just yesterday: the Nogid Archipelago, and the horrid anthropophagi (q.v.), and the Mosweep Mountains, and trolls . . .


"Worse!" Ythbane added loudly. "He, a notorious pirate, demands to be recognized as sovereign ruler of Gark, as if it were an independent state, so he can negotiate directly with your Imperial Majesty on the matter of Krasnegar. He furthermore demands safe conduct for—"


"Granted!"


Ythbane choked, stared, then said, "Sire?" disbelievingly.


"If he'th here behaving himthelf, then he'th not looting thomewhere elsh."


There was a long, shocked silence, then the consul bowed. "As your Majesty commands." The senators were glaring.


"When he leavth, tell the Navy," Grandfather said wearily.


Smiles flashed among ministers and secretaries and heralds. Ripples of mirth rolled through senatorial ranks. The jotnar scowled angrily. Ythbane even put on his smile face, briefly—which wasn't a smile like anyone else's.


Shandie heard a sort of groan from Grandfather and desperately wanted to turn and look, but he daren't, and besides, he was suddenly feeling awfully sick in his stomach. There was a funny ringing in his head, too.


"Safe conduct for Thane Kalkor and how many men, Ambassador?" the consul inquired with icy politeness.


"Forty-five jotnar and one goblin."


Ythbane had already turned to give orders, but at that he spun back to Krushjor, "Goblin?"


Grandfather was snoring again. The sunlight was fading.


"A goblin," the ambassador said, "male, apparently."


"What's he doing with a goblin?"


"No idea. Perhaps he looted him from somewhere? You ask—I won't! But his letter was very insistent that he will be bringing a goblin with him to Hub."


Suddenly the ringing in Shandie's ears swelled to a roar. The step swayed beneath him. He staggered and heard himself cry out.


As he pitched forward, the last thing he saw was Ythbane's dark eyes watching him.
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Far, far to the east, evening drew near to Arakkaran. Yet white sails still sprinkled the great blue bay, and the bazaars were thronged. Palms danced in the warm and salty winds—winds that wafted odors of dung and ordure in through windows and scents of musk and spices and gardenias along foul alleys. All day, as every day, by ship and camel, mule and wagon, the wealth of the land had flowed into the shining city.


Jotunn sailors had toiled in the docks, while elsewhere a scattering of other folk had plied their trades: impish traders, dwarvish craftsmen, elvish artists, mermaid courtesans, and gnomish cleaners; but these outsiders were very few amid the teeming natives. Tall and ruddy, swathed mostly in flowing robes, the djinns had argued and gossiped as always in their harsh Zarkian dialect; they had bargained and quarreled, laughed and loved like any other people. And if they had also lied and cheated a little more than most—well, anyone who didn't know the rules must be a stranger, so why worry?


At the top of the city stood the palace of the sultan, a place of legendary beauty and blood-chilling reputation; and there, upon a shaded balcony, Princess Kadolan of Krasnegar was quietly going insane.


Almost two days now had passed since her niece had married the sultan, and Kadolan had heard nothing since. Inosolan might as well have vanished from the world. Of course a newly married couple could be expected to treasure their privacy, but this total silence was ominous and unsettling. Inosolan would never treat her aunt this way by choice.


Kadolan was a prisoner in all but name. Her questions went unanswered, the doors were locked and guarded. She was attended by taciturn strangers. She would never have claimed to have friends in Arakkaran, but she did have many acquaintances now among the ladies of the palace; persons she could address by name, share tea and chat with, whiling away a gentle hour or two. She had asked for many, with no result.


Especially she had asked for Mistress Zana. Kadolan had a hunch that Zana's was the most sympathetic ear she was likely to find, but even Zana had failed to return her messages.


Something was horribly wrong. By rights, the palace should be rejoicing. Not only was there a royal wedding and a new Sultana Inosolan to celebrate, but also the death of Rasha. Arakkaran was free of the sorceress who had effectively ruled it for more than a year. That should be a cause for merriment, but instead a miasma of fear filled the air, seeping from marble and tile to cloud the sun's fierce glare.


It must be all imagination, Kadolan told herself repeatedly as she paced, but an insistent inner voice whispered that she had never been prone to such morbid fancies before. Although no one outside Krasnegar would have known it, and few there, she was almost seventy years old. After so long a life, she should be able to trust her instincts, and her instincts were shouting that something was very, very wrong.


She had left Inosolan at the door of the royal quarters. Two nights and two days had passed since then.


The days had been hard, filled with bitter loneliness and worry. The nights had been worse, haunted by dreams of Rasha's terrible end. Foolish, foolish woman! Again and again Kadolan had wakened from nightmares of that awful burning skeleton, that fearful, tragic corpse raising its arms to the heavens in a final rending cry of, LOVE!—only to vanish in a final roar of flame.


Four words of power made a sorcerer. Five destroyed.


Master Rap had whispered a word in Rasha's ear, and she had been consumed.


The balcony was high. Over roofs and cloisters Kadolan had a distant view of one of the great courtyards, where brown-clad guards had passed to and fro all day, escorting princes in green or, rarely, groups of black-draped women. Horsemen paraded sometimes. They were too far off for her to make out details, and yet something about the way they all moved had convinced her that they were as troubled as she.


She had erred.


So had Inosolan.


A God had warned Inosolan to trust in love, and she had taken that to mean that she must trust in Azak's love, that in time she would learn to return the love of that giant barbarian she had married.


And then, too late . . .


He was only a stableboy. Kadolan had never even met him until that last night in Krasnegar. She had not exchanged a word with him directly. She did not know him. No one did—he was only a stableboy! Not handsome or charming or educated or cultured, just a commonplace laborer in the palace stables. But he had saved Inosolan from the devious Andor, and when the sorceress had abducted Inosolan, he had shouted, "I am coming!"


How could they have known? Crossing the whole of Pandemia in half a year, fighting his way in through the massed guards of the family men, removing the sorceress by telling her one of his two words of power—even if he had not planned the terrible results.


The God had not meant Azak. The God had meant the stableboy, the childhood friend.


It was all so obvious now.


Too late.


And the boy . . . man . . . Rap?


At best he was chained in some awful dungeon somewhere, under peril of the sultan's jealousy. At worst he was already dead, although she feared that death itself might not be the worst.


Even that last awful night in Krasnegar, Kadolan should have realized that a stableboy who knew a word of power was no ordinary churl. And somewhere on his journey he had learned a second word; he had become an adept, a superman. That was an astounding feat in itself, but even two words of power could not save him now.


To and fro . . . to and fro . . . Kadolan paced and paced.


She had been Inosolan's chaperon and counselor. She should have given better advice.


She had tried, she recalled. She had been inclined to trust Rasha, where Inosolan had not. What better things might then have happened? Who now could know? Kadolan had warned against the flight into the desert, which had ended so ignominiously, in defeat and forced return. But Kadolan had not been insistent enough.


So Inosolan was doomed to a life of harem captivity, bearing sons in an alien land. Her kingdom was lost, abandoned by the impire and the wardens to the untender mercies of the Nordland thanes.


And the boy Rap was dead or dying, and that guilt tortured Kadolan worse than anything.


Love or mere loyalty, neither should be so cruelly repaid.


She had never put much stock in magic. She was not a very imaginative person, she knew, and she had never quite believed in the occult—not even when she had sensed the death of Inosolan's mother and gone racing back to Krasnegar, fleeing from Kinvale at three days' notice to catch the last ship before winter. In retrospect, that had been a miraculous premonition, and yet she had refused to believe, she had never told anyone. Holindarn had accepted that her arrival was a merely a fortunate coincidence. Inosolan had been too young to wonder about it at all.


The balcony had grown insufferably hot below the westering sun. Reeling with weariness from her endless pacing, Kadolan tottered indoors and sank into a padded chair.


By the palace standards, her new quarters were almost an insult—old and shabby, absurdly overfurnished with ugly statuary in the style of the XIVth Dynasty, which must be loot from some long-forgotten campaign. It was almost as if she had been locked up in a boxroom until someone figured out what to do with her.


Why, oh, why would Inosolan not answer her messages?


Had they ever reached her?
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Farther down the hillside, in the middle of the city, evening shadows lay cool and blue across Sheik Elkarath's jeweled garden, and the air was fragrant with jasmine and mimosa. The earliest stars twinkled, fountains tinkled.


Master Skarash was definitely tipsy now. He reached for the wine bottle and discovered that it was empty. He tossed it into a hibiscus. How many did that make? What did it matter? What was the cost of a few bottles of wine against the profits to be made from a major business partnership? Opportunities like this came rarely in any merchant's lifetime, and Grandsire was going to be enormously proud of him. Of course the details were still somewhat obscure and extremely complex, and would have to be worked out very carefully in the morning, when both parties were more alert, but there was no doubt that this evening's jollity would reap huge wealth in the future for the House of Elkarath. It would be the first coup of a very long and successful career.


Skarash bellowed loudly for one of his cousins to fetch more wine. He peered blearily at his drinking companion.


"You did say exclusive license, sir?"


"Absolutely," said the visitor. "The Imperial court prefers to deal with a single supplier for each commodity—or even several commodities. It saves superfluous bookkeeping, you understand."


Skarash nodded wisely, hiccupped, and shouted again for wine. How wise Grandsire had been to leave him in charge until his return! "How many commomm-odities would you expect?"


"Many! But enough of tedious business. Let us talk of lighter things. I understand you have only recently returned from Ullacarn?"


"Thatsh absholutely correct. How did you learn that?"


"On the same ship as the sultan?"


Skarash nodded again as a shrouded maiden—a cousin or one of his sisters, perhaps—scurried out from the house with more supplies.


"From Ullacarn?" the stranger inquired, smiling. For an imp, he was extraordinarily handsome. Very cultured and likable. And he had the polished accents of a high-class Hubban. Skarash had been listening carefully to those rounded vowels . . . not lately, though.


"Yesh," he found himself explaining, "I went directly. By camel. Not that we traders go directly, you unshersand . . . understand . . . because we wander. Right?"


"Of course," the stranger agreed with another winning smile. "And the sultan?"


"The sultan and Grandsire made a small detour."


"Detour?"


"Through Thume!"


"No! The Accursed Land? Now you have really intrigued me!"


A little later Skarash found time to wonder if he had been wise to mention that Grandsire was a mage, and now votary to Warlock Olybino himself, but the imp poured out more wine himself and proposed a toast or two, and the conversation continued without significant interruption.


Talk droned; insects hummed.


"But how on earth could even a mage have tracked them down in such a wilderness?"


"Ah!" said Skarash, being mysterious. He really ought to call for some food, to mop up all this liquor slopping around in his insides. Djinns were notoriously susceptible to alcohol and tended to shun it for that reason. He never normally indulged in it himself. "Well, the sorceress had given Grandsire a device to trace the use of magic, you see . . ."


 


 


4


 


"Aunt?"


Kadolan blinked her eyes open. The room was dark. Her head felt thick and a nasty taste in her mouth told her she must have been asleep. Then she made out the shrouded figure standing in the moonlight.


"Inos!"


"Don't get up . . ."


But Kadolan struggled to her feet and reached out, and they came together and hugged.


"Oh, Inos, my dear! I have been so . . . er . . . concerned! Are you all right?"


"All right? Of course, Aunt!" Inosolan broke away and turned toward the window. "Of course I am all right. I am the most cherished, tightly guarded woman in Arakkaran. Perhaps in all of Zark. How could I not be all right?"


Kadolan's heart shattered at the tone. She moved forward, but her touch caused Inosolan to edge away.


"What are you doing all alone, sleeping in a chair, Aunt? Have you dined yet this evening?"


"Tell me, dear!"


"Tell you what?"


"Everything!"


"Really! You want the details of my wedding night?"


Kadolan gulped and said, "Yes, I think maybe I do."


Slowly Inosolan turned to face her. She was swathed from head to floor in some sweeping white stuff. Only her eyes showed. "Why, Aunt! That is not a very ladylike question."


"Don't joke, Inos. There is something wrong."


"Intruders have been breaking into the palace and killing guards."


"Inos, please!"


"There is Rap. He is in prison."


"Yes."


"Recause of me. That is wrong—that a faithful friend should suffer for trying to aid me."


"In a few days, when the sultan has had time to repent of his anger . . ."


Inosolan wrung her hands. "Do we have a few days?" Her voice quavered, then steadied. "What are they doing to him, Aunt? Do you know?"


"No, dear. I have asked."


"I dare not. Azak promised no more bloodshed, but he is insanely jealous. I never knew what that phrase meant before. It's a cliché, isn't it, insanely jealous? But in this case it's exact. He forbids me even to think of another man. To plead for Rap again would doom him instantly. And what he did in the Great Hall . . ."


"We shall do what we can, dear."


"Little enough, I fear."


Silence fell, and the two stared at each other in the diffuse glow of the moon beyond the windows while Kadolan heard the pounding of her heart. "There is more, isn't there?" she said.


Inosolan nodded. "I never could deceive you, could I?" Then she raised a hand and removed her veil.


Oh, Gods! Kadolan closed her eyes. No! No!


"Rasha died too soon," Inosolan said.


"She had not removed the curse!"


"No, she hadn't. She'd said she would, but she hadn't got around to it. He was going to kiss me."


Even in that spectral glow, the marks were plain. Two fingers on one cheek . . . the print of thumb on the other. And the chin! Burned into the flesh.


How frail was beauty! How fleeting!


Gone now. Gone! Hideous, scabbing wounds!


Shocked, stunned, Kade staggered back and tumbled into her chair. She stared up at Inosolan in shivering, impotent horror.


"The pain is bearable," Inosolan said. "I can live with that."


But the marriage . . .


Oh, Gods! The marriage?


"He still cannot touch a woman," Inosolan said bitterly, "Not even his wife."


The room seemed to blur, and Kade wasn't sure if that meant she was about to faint or if her eyes were just flooded with tears. "What can we do?" She had not dreamed that things could get worse, but they had—Inosolan condemned to a chaste marriage, doomed to lose even Azak's one-sided love, for he would surely turn against a woman he craved and could never possess.


"There is only one thing we can do," Inosolan said in a futile attempt to sound calm. "What we tried to do before—we must go and seek occult aid."


"Master Rap?"


"No, no! He is only an adept. It will take a full sorcerer to cancel a spell."


"Sorcerer?" Kade was too horrified to think properly.


"The Four, the wardens. A curse set upon a monarch is political sorcery, so they should be willing to remove it. And heal my face, I hope."


Kade took a few deep breaths, but her brain was dead as flagstones. "Well, I have always enjoyed sailing, and a visit to Hub at last—"


"No."


"No?"


"You are not coming. He will not allow it. I have come to say farewell, Aunt. And Gods bless." The usually musical voice was flat and cold as a winter pond. "And . . . and thank you for everything."


"But when?"


Somewhere a door creaked, and boots clacked slowly on the tiles in the corridor. Kade struggled to rise and failed.


Inosolan came and bent to kiss her cheek. "It will be days before the court realizes he is gone," she whispered quickly. "Officially we shall be touring the countryside. That will hold for a week or two. After that . . . well, the Gods will provide. And Prince Kar, of course, will be in charge here."


Hub? "You can't go veiled in Hub!"


"I can't not!"


Oh, Holy Balance! May the Good preserve us—Inosolan had lost everything now, even her beauty.


The boots were almost at the door. Only one man had unimpeded access to any room in the palace.


"Remember Rap," Inosolan breathed. "Do what you can. He'll be safe with Azak gone, I'm sure. There is a fast ship," she added, a little louder, "headed west, and a carriage waits. He thinks we can just reach Qoble before the passes close. Wish me luck, Aunt. Wish us luck?"


"But the war?" Kadolan cried. "Isn't the Impire massing troops in Ullacarn?" Zark was about to be invaded. A djinn sultan journeying to the enemy's capital . . .


"Just one more risk to take," Inosolan said brightly. "It will be a most interesting journey. Gods be with you, Aunt. We'll be all right. We'll be back by spring—my husband and I . . . look after yourself."


The door swung open, and a tall shadow stood there, its jewels faintly shining.


"Gods be with you both," Kade said, and watched Inosolan glide silently away, like a wraith, following Azak into the darkness.
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However much Andor might be enjoying himself out in the sheik's pleasance, back in the dingy kitchen quarters of the rambling mansion, the chairs were hard and the hot air rancid with scents of long-dead cooking. Gnats and moths twirled around the smelly lamps and held races on the low ceiling. Gathmor crossed his ankles the other way and eased his back. The bulky djinn on the other side of the table scowled at him briefly and went back to scratching his armpits. He had not spoken a word to Gathmor all evening, which was fine by Gathmor; from the smell of him the oaf was a camel driver by trade, now being used as watchdog to make sure the jotunn behaved himself. Gathmor would like very much to see him try. He'd observed many others wander through the scullery during his long wait; he'd take on any two of them cheerfully.


The women, on the other hand . . . Even wrapped like corpses, they moved like elves, and there was something challenging in all that concealment and the swirl of cloth as they hurried past on their master's business. It really caught a man's imagination; made him watch the folds shift for a hint of how much lay beneath, and where. The flame-red eyes . . . After all, Wanmie must have died in Kalkor's massacre, and in some ways that was beginning to feel like a long time ago. In some ways. Not that she'd have grudged him a nibble or two at another table, once in a while, had he ever wanted that. He was very tempted to try speaking to the next shrouded maiden who came through—and not just to rouse the camel driver, either.


He'd had as much boredom as he could stand. He'd been in this squalid pesthole for four or five hours, capping two days of useless talk and argument and mostly waiting around. Waiting for Thinal, or Darad. And now Andor. Or being a common porter—sometimes a man would do for a shipmate what he wouldn't dream of doing for himself.


A large youth stuck his head round the door. "You! Your master wants you."


Gathmor smiled and said softly, "Did I hear you correctly?" The camel driver brightened and glanced at the youth. For a moment the evening began to look interesting.


"Your friend?" the youth said, scowling.


" 'Employer' would do," Gathmor admitted, and heaved himself to his feet. "Lead on, Valiant." Turning red faces redder was the best fun he'd found in Zark so far. It wasn't much.


He swung his bundle up on his back and followed. Common porter!


When he reached the door, he saw that Andor was as good as dismasted. So the sailor took the proffered lantern in one hand and a firm grip on the imp's arm with the other, and steered him out into the night before the cheerfully wine-scented farewells were finished. The door thumped shut behind them; bars and chains rattled behind it, and the night was hot.


It was also dark. He'd been rash, Gathmor realized, going outdoors before he'd got his night eyes back; he wasn't used to these landlubber games. He pulled Andor back into the doorway again, raising the lantern high to peer at all the shadows. Andor hiccuped discreetly.


There were a lot of shadows, but most of them were too small to conceal anything. The walls were very high, but moonlight played its magic in places, and some windows still glowed here and there. A few households kept lamps burning above their doors.


"Uphill or downhill?" Gathmor said, when he was satisfied that there were no footpads close.


"Uphill, downhill, in my lady's chamber . . ."


"Call Sagorn!"


Andor sniggered. "I think I'm too drunk to remember how. Gods, but that kid was a trader! I couldn't get a thing out of him sober. Ooops, I think I'm going to call the gnomes."


"Do it, then, or bring Sagorn now and do it next year."


Andor reeled into a corner, but there were some things even Andor could not do elegantly. Gathmor studied the shadows and the narrow moonstruck sky roofing the canyon and tried not to listen. Serve the sleazy twister right!


He was getting very tired of the whole bunch of them. In the last two days he'd been working with all five—one at a time, of course—and Evil knew how confusing it was. He'd no sooner get one straightened out than he'd be dealing with another and having to start all over.


"Awright!" he said when silence returned. "Tell me what you found out, or else call Sagorn and let me have his ideas firsthand."


"You boneheaded Nordland blackguard!" Andor gagged a few more times, but nothing more happened. "I still think we're wasting our time. Why don't we go back down—"


"Don't try it!" Gathmor snarled. "It didn't work the last time and it won't now."


Andor could probably still talk him into leaving Arakkaran and abandoning his shipmate. He'd done so two days ago, and they'd sailed on the dawn breeze. But only Jalon could work the pipes to summon real winds, and when Andor had called Jalon, Jalon had simply waited until Gathmor recovered his wits and stopped threatening. Then they'd come back to Arakkaran. Andor's charm was irresistible, but it wore off. Jalon was a jotunn, and a real man inside, despite his puny exterior.


Andor started to speak, groaned briefly, and vanished.


Sagorn stood in his place, pale face and silver hair shining bright in the light of the lantern. He sighed approvingly. "Nicely done, sailor."


"What did he learn?"


"Ah!" For a moment the old man stood in silence, pondering or perhaps merely rummaging through Andor's memories. "Uphill," he said, and began striding into the dark. Adjusting the bundle on his back, Gathmor moved to his side, and the shadows danced away at their approach, only to sneak in softly behind again.


"What did Andor find out?"


"I never thought I should be grateful to a gnome," Sagorn remarked. "But Dragonward Ishist outshines any doctor I have ever heard of. He must be the equal of—"


"You're going to need medical help again very shortly, you know."


The scholar chuckled dryly and slowed his pace. He had begun to puff already. "We could use Ishist right now, couldn't we? If what we heard about gangrene is true, then the faun hasn't long to live. His healing powers must be failing."


Gathmor shuddered. Before noon Thinal had gone over the palace wall again, so that Andor could interview a couple more guards. The trouble was that then he'd called Darad to ensure their silence, and all the others were becoming understandably alarmed by the sudden epidemic of anemia in their profession.


"And Darad saw Princess Kadolan on a balcony," Sagorn remarked. "That's important, although none of the others realized."


The alley entered a tiny square, and Gathmor peered around nervously. "Last warning—don't play games with me, Sagorn."


The old man snorted. He was wheezing now, but obviously headed back to the palace. How long could their luck last?


"Is there a solution?" Gathmor demanded.


"Certainly."


"There is?"


"Certainly. I have known it since Jalon called me yesterday. I just didn't want to raise your hopes by mentioning it."


Gathmor promised himself revenge on this scraggy old bookworm—someday, somehow. "Raise them now."


"More magic! Rap is merely an adept. His powers have kept him alive this long, despite his injuries, but since he can no longer speak to talk his guards into—"


"I am only an ignorant sailor!" Gathmor shouted. "But I am not stupid. I know all this." The old windbag always used too many words, but he seemed to be dragging this story out deliberately.


"Will you tell the world? Keep your voice down! Now, do you want to hear or not?"


"What is the answer?"


The two jotnar emerged onto a wide road, better lit by the moon. There was no wheeled traffic in these early-morning hours, but a band of men went by on the far side with lanterns and suspicious glances, guarding a fat merchant encased within them like a yolk.


Sagorn was laboring, puffing harder. "More power! If we can learn another word, then I will be an adept, also, and so will Andor, or Thinal, or Jalon, or even Darad. I admit that the thought of Darad as an adept is . . ." He sensed Gathmor's fury and broke off. "That is the answer! Another word of power."


What madness was this? "And where exactly do you propose finding one of those now, after failing for a hundred years?"


Sagorn chuckled dryly. "I know exactly where."


"Where?"


"The girl has one."


"Rap's princess? She does? You're serious?"


"Absolutely! One of Inisso's words has been handed down in her family. Her father passed it to her on his deathbed. It was perhaps the reason the sorceress abducted her. But I couldn't be sure . . . She does not seem to have had fair fortune, and even a single word normally brings good luck."


"Now you're sure?" Gathmor was certain he was overlooking something in this argument.


"Yes, I am. That was why we have been cultivating Master Skarash all afternoon. He was one of her companions in the desert."


"One word? A genius? What's her skill, then? What's she good at?"


Sagorn sniffed disparagingly. "That seems to be still a mystery. At least the djinn boy told Andor he didn't know. He may not have been informed, of course, but at one point in their adventures, she was definitely exercising some sort of power. It was how his grandfather was able to find her again."


"Grandfather?"


"Elkarath himself. He's a mage. But he isn't here. He's still in Ullacarn, working for Warlock Olybino now. Forget him. We must find Inos and persuade her to share her word of power with me. Or with one of my associates. Then we can save Rap!"


"How?"


Sagorn paused to rest, leaning against a high stone wall—the wall of the palace grounds, in fact. He took a moment to catch his breath and wipe his brow. "The faun is no fighter, but with two words he held off the whole palace guard. Imagine Darad with two words! Another word will bring many new skills, of course, but it must also strengthen the skills we've got now. Gods—Thinal will be able to walk out the door with the sultan's throne under his arm."


"Listen!" Gathmor swung around to stare toward the corner. There were gates to one of the palace yards just around there, and he could hear . . . Yes! Horses.


He doused the lantern, but the two of them were still far too conspicuous in the moon-washed street. "Come on!" After grabbing the old man's wrist, he began to run across the road, feeling the straps of his bundle dig into his shoulders at every step. There was a dark alleyway on the far side, but farther uphill, closer to the approaching cavalry. The hoofbeats were very near now.


Djinns were insanely suspicious folk, even in daylight.


He had no sense of change, but suddenly the wrist he held was different. He let go, and Thinal hurtled out in front, heading for cover like a rabbit, with Andor's overlarge garments flapping around him. No hero, Thinal. Ladened by his pack and the dead lantern, Gathmor couldn't keep up with him. He watched the little thief vanish into the shadows, heard the hooves grow louder, and saw the leaders wheel around the corner just as he reached the alley also and plunged into the welcome darkness.


It was not an alley, merely an oversized alcove, and he was brought up short by a high, solid fence. Of Thinal there was no sign whatsoever.


Cursing fluently, Gathmor dropped the lantern, swung his pack down to the ground, and began fumbling with the ties—there was a sword inside. But he knew he'd been seen, and one man couldn't hold off an army. He was a fist-and-boots man, anyhow—he'd never used a sword in his life. He stopped, gasping for breath, knowing it was useless. A prowler near the palace at this time of the morning, running away . . . he was a dead man! Sweat trickled icily down his ribs.


The horses never broke stride. A dozen cantered by his patch of darkness, then a coach, rumbling and bouncing, and a solitary giant of a man on a black stallion, and finally another twenty or so horsemen, riding on inky shadows in the moonlight.


And they were gone. Their clamor died away down the hill, and the silence of the night returned, broken only by his own hard breathing.


Gathmor jumped as another man dropped nimbly at his side, Thinal coming down from above, having scaled a sheer wall in his inimitable style.


"Funny time of day to be going for an outing," the thief remarked in a puzzled tone.


Jalon scowled at him. Of all the five he knew Thinal least. The kid'd been busy, these last two days, but he did his work alone. Gathmor had caught glimpses of him, but they'd exchanged few words. Slight and foxy, the young imp was also nondescript and unmemorable.


"Come on, then," he snapped. "I need my stuff."


Common porter! Snarling, Gathmor set to work on the pack. Then he paused. "What's the old man's plan, exactly?"


"Kadolan," Thinal said, stripping off Andor's fancy robes. "Darad saw her on a balcony. He doesn't think, of course."


"So I gathered. Why her?"


"Hurry! Because no one can possibly get close enough to Inos to have a private chat, right? No man, anyway. You know how djinns guard their women." Stripped bare now, he pushed Gathmor's hands away and the bundle yielded swiftly to his thieving fingers. "But I may be able to get to her aunt—she won't be so well guarded."


"And then what?"


Thinal began emptying the pack, tipping out all the miscellaneous garments and equipment the team had collected for their nefarious exploits. He found the shorts he wanted and pulled them on, dancing round on one foot at a time, then he went hunting for his shoes. Burglars disliked floppy robes.


"Then Jalon."


"Jalon?" Gathmor didn't think he was usually so stupid. The occult gang was deliberately trying to confuse him. Sagorn was a schemer and Thinal a sharpie. He was only an honest sailor.


Thinal pulled the sword from the pack and hung it on his back. It was a fine dwarvish blade, but the hilt was so distinctive that it might as well have had Stolen from the Palace of Arakkaran written all over it. Once inside the grounds, he could call Darad to use it anytime there was need of violence. He peered up at Gathmor. "Then . . . then we'll improvise. Got a better plan?"


"No," the sailor admitted angrily. "But you have. Out with it!"


"Inos tells Jalon her word. As adepts, we rescue Rap . . . Don't wait around. This may take all day, or even longer. Look for us . . ." He paused, thinking. "The North Star Saloon, dawn and dusk and noon? If none of us shows in two days we're dead. All right?"


"Why Jalon? And shouldn't you find a shadier stretch of wall to climb?"


"Not at this time of night. No one around."


Gathmor opened his mouth to argue, but it was too late. Leaving the sailor standing in the scattered mess of clothing, the kid sprinted across the empty street and seemed to flow straight up the wall on the far side. In moments he had vanished over the top.


Gathmor waited for sounds of discovery, and there were none.


He sighed and bent to stuff all the clothes back in the sack.


Then he straightened.


Wait a minute!


Rap was dying—chained to the floor, all his bones broken, his tongue burned out, gangrene . . . Even if Darad or Thinal had become adepts, they wouldn't be sorcerers. They might rescue Rap, but they couldn't cure those awful injuries!


But did Inosolan know that Rap had been broken like that? If she thought he was just locked up in a cell, then she might very well believe the gang's story and hand over her word of power—and it wouldn't do Rap a damned bit of good!


The stillness of the night was shattered by an explosion of jotunn curses.


Of course they'd duped him!


They would dupe the girl!


And Rap would still die.
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"Shandie! Shandie! Oh, my poor baby! Shandie!"


The voice came from a long way away, a very long way. It sounded much louder than it could possibly be, because that was Aunt Oro's voice, and she had a very soft voice, always, and she never shouted.


He was lying facedown. Because.


He was asleep, really. The room was dark, the bed soft. Sleep.


"Shandie!"


He smiled. He was glad she had come, and hoped she would see his smile in the dark and know he was glad, but he was much too much asleep to say anything. The world was all very woozy, and if he tried to wake up then he would feel his sore butt, and he didn't want that.


"Shandie! Speak to me!


He mumbled, tried to say he would see her tomorrow. Didn't think it came out right, because his mouth was all woozy, too. Moms had given him the medicine. To take the pain away.


More than usual medicine, 'cos it had been a very big beating. He'd been a very bad boy. He couldn't remember just how, but he had. Ythbane had been very, very disappointed in him.


Sleep . . .


"And what are you doing in my bedroom?"


That was Moms this time. She was shouting. Oh, dear, Moms was angry.


"I'm visiting my nephew! And what is a nine-year-old doing still sleeping in his mother's bedroom, may I ask?"


That was Aunt Oro again, but it didn't sound like Aunt Oro, who was sweet and cuddly and never, never shouted. 'Cept she was shouting now.


So was Moms. "He's my son and I'll decide where he sleeps. And I'll thank you—"


"What's the matter with him? What have you doped him with?"


"Just a mild sedat—"


"Mild? He's dead to the world! Laudanum? It must be laudanum! You give your own son laudanum?"


"Mind your own business!"


"This is my business!"


He was starting to cry. He could feel tears. He didn't like all this shouting, and he wanted to sit up and tell them to stop shouting over him, but he couldn't even lift his head, 'cause it weighed ever so much and was so woozy. Dark. Woozy. Sleepy.


"It is not your business!"


"Yes it is! He's my nephew, and heir to the throne. And who did this?"


Ouch!


"See?" Aunt Oro, shouting louder. "This sheet is stuck to him. Caked blood! No bandages, even?"


"Too swollen. Just compresses."


"Who did it?"


"He was disciplined."


"Disciplined? You call this discipline? I call it flogging."


"He disgraced himself today."


Yes. Now Shandie remembered. He hadn't just fidgeted. He'd fallen down and interrupted the ceremony and shamed himself before the full court. Of course he'd had to be beaten for that.


"He fainted! I saw. Grown men faint when they have to stand too long. Shut up and listen to me, Uomaya! Hear me out. I saw. He fainted like a soldier on parade."


"They get punished—"


"He's only a child! He shouldn't even have been there. Certainly not made to stand all that time! Of course he fainted!"


"And I will see my child reared as I choose. I repeat, it is none of your business . . ."


"And I say it is . . ."


The voices came and went; louder, softer. Like waves on Cenmere. Rock me to sleep . . .


"This book? What sort of book is this for a boy of his age? Encyclopedia Hubbana? Is that all he gets to read?"


He did love Aunt Oro, but did wish she would go away now, stop shouting, let him'n'Moms go to sleep. The voices faded . . . then came back loud again.


"There'll have to be a regency declared, won't—"


"Oh, so that's what brings you back to Hub? Think that you can get yourself made regent, do you—"


"Who else? You, I suppose? Daughter of a common soldier? Gods! Who else? Not that slug Ythbane? Eeech! The rumors are he dyes his hair. Does he?"


"How the Evil should I know?"


"How indeed?"


Moms screamed then, so loud that Shandie almost wakened. The fires of Ythbane's switch burned hot again; he heard himself groan.


"Quiet!" Aunt Oro said. "You'll waken the boy. Now listen to me, Uomaya! I don't care who shares that fine bed of yours. I don't care if he does have a blue tint to him. But I won't let either one of you be regent, nor both together. Shandie's a minor; I'm next in line. You've been trying to cut me out. Gods know I don't want the job, but I've got a duty. What's wrong with Father, anyway? Is that your doing, too? What are you doping him with?"


"Don't be ridiculous! He's old—"


"He wasn't old a few months ago! Not like that. I heard the rumors, so I came back and—"


"Well, it's none of my doing. And it isn't poison, because we've changed his attendants several times, so it's just some sort of old-age sickness. And it can't be sorcery, not on him."


"What do the wardens say?"


Please! Shandie thought. Oh, please go away and let me sleep, please. When you wake me, then it hurts.


"Wardens?" Moms laughed. "You think I talk to witches and warlocks? They must know, but they haven't spoken."


Aunt Oro groaned. "And of course they won't do anything."


"They can't do anything. That's the Protocol, dearie. Family's exempt. No magic cures for us."


The voices sank lower. Shandie sank away into dark wooziness again . . . and was roused by another voice.


"Your Imperial Highness! An unexpected honor!"


The consul!


Angry. Oh, dear.


Shandie discovered he was weeping again, into the sheet. He hadn't been bad again, had he? No more, please, no more!


"Consul Ythbane! Are you responsible for this torture?"


"That is not your affair, Highness."


"Yes it is! Why wasn't I informed of my father's illness?"


"We didn't think you'd be interested. You bury yourself out in the country all the time, breeding horses. The council saw no point in worrying you."


"And you're trying to ram through a regency for yourself, aren't you? You and Uomaya? Don't think I haven't heard."


Shandie had never heard Aunt Oro be angry like this before.


"Heard what?"


"That you're lovers."


"Watch your tongue, woman!"


Aunt Oro gasped. "You dare threaten me? It is you who must beware. Why else would you be in the princess's quarters in the middle of the night? You've been waiting until the old man's completely incapable, and then you're planning to marry her and—"


"And the opposition has summoned you. I expected this, of course." Ythbane's voice was getting deeper, which was a bad sign, but quieter, which was nicer. "Well, let me give you a warning, Princess Orosea. Your dear husband—how is his clock collection?"


"Fine . . . I mean, what on earth has Lee's clock collection got to do with anything?"


"They're dwarvish, aren't they? Most of them? He trades with dwarves. Dwarves make the best clocks."


"So?"


Aunt Oro had stopped shouting. Nicer.


"The Dark River border is alight again. Open war may have begun already. Trading with Dwanishian agents will be taken as evidence of treason."


Mumble.


"But I do! Lots of witnesses. Documents. So here are my terms, Highness! You leave Hub by morning, or a Bill of Attainder will be laid before the Assembly at noon."


Mumble. Weeping? Who was weeping?


Moms laughing. Good.


"I shall also have some documents for you to sign before you depart. Within the hour."


Mumbles.


Soft mumbles.


Whispers. Quiet. Dark. Sleep . . .


 


 


Naught availeth:


Say not the struggle naught availeth,


The labour and the wounds are vain,


The enemy faints not, nor faileth,


And as things have been, things remain.


 


Clough, Say Not the Struggle Naught Availeth


 


 


 


 




 


TWO Darkling way
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"Who's there?"


Kadolan twisted her head as far round as she could—which wasn't very far these days. She overbalanced and grabbed at the bed for support. She had been praying.


Again a faint sound on the balcony, a flicker of movement in the moonlight . . . A burglar? In the palace of Arakkaran, with its innumerable guards? Inos had mentioned intruders—


"Princess? Highness? My pardon if I frightened you."


Her leaping heart took wing altogether, and she gasped with the pain of it.


"Doctor Sagorn?"


"It is I," said the soft, dry voice. "I fear my entry was unorthodox."


Kadolan thought of how high that balcony was, and remembered a ruby brooch, and understood. The thief . . . whatever his name was . . . Sagorn gave her no time to catch her breath.


"My garb is not very seemly, ma'am," he said. "Perhaps I may scout for a robe of some sort? I apologize for waking you so suddenly."


She did not sleep on the floor, but in an embarrassing situation like this, a true gentleman would always imply he had seen much less than he had. "How extremely kind of you to come, Doctor. Please do go into that room there, and I shall be with you in a moment."


He murmured, and she heard a shuffling, cautious tread. Then she levered herself up from her knees and fumbled to find her housecoat. She allowed a few moments for her unconventional visitor to make himself decent, and for her heart to finish its slow descent from the heights, and for a quick adjustment of her nightcap over her curlers.


Then she went in. He was a blurred dark shade in a chair, with specter-pale shanks connecting it to the floor. Something that was probably a sheathed sword lay at his feet. She settled herself carefully in a chair opposite.


"Lights may be inadvisable," she said cautiously.


"Indeed they may! I regret disturbing your sleep like this."


"I was not sleeping." She would not mention nightmares of incandescent sorceresses. "I was invoking the God of Love."


After a thoughtful pause, Sagorn said, "Why Them?"


"Because it must have been They who appeared to Inos. I can't think why none of us realized. Trust in love, They said."


He sighed. "How true! And Inosolan did not, did she?"


"She did not realize! We believed that you were all dead—that the imps had killed you."


"And the faun, also, obviously."


"Yes. May I offer some refreshment, Doctor? There is usually some fruit and—"


He raised a pale blur of a hand—her night vision had never been good, and now it was terrible. "That is not necessary."


"So how did you escape from Inisso's chamber, Doctor? And how on earth did you manage to bring Master Rap here, all the way from Krasnegar in so short a time?"


Sagorn chuckled dryly, an oddly nostalgic sound. "I did not bring him. He brought me."


Ah! Sudden relief! "Then he is not only a seer, he is a sorcerer?"


"Just an adept, ma'am. He knows two words of power."


"His own . . . and you told him yours?"


Pause. "Yes, I did."


"That was extremely generous of you."


"It seemed advisable at the time," he murmured, and she wished she could make out his expression.


For a moment neither spoke—there was just so much to say! Kadolan's head was whirling as she became aware of all the possibilities.


"You are good friends, then, you and Master Rap?"


"Fellow travelers on a strange road. But I have come to appreciate Master Rap. Even for a faun he is . . . 'tenacious' would be the politest term. He is steadfast and honorable. I owe him much."


Detecting curious undertones, Kadolan waited for more, but apparently there was not to be more.


"So to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit, Doctor?" Formality was always the safer path in emotional moments.


He threw back his head and guffawed. "Kade, you are a wonder! You do recall . . . but I suppose this is no time for reminiscences."


"Hardly," she murmured. "If the guards find you, you may have enough time to write your entire life story."


"Or no time at all?"


"Exactly."


How long ago had it been—thirty years? Longer . . . she happily married in Kinvale, her brother passing through on his travels with his mentor Sagorn. Good times, but long ago, and she would not allow him to promote a passing encounter into a friendship that had never been. Sagorn had been much older than she in those days, and more a tutor than a friend to Holindarn. Keep it formal.


"Well, now," he said. "The boy is now in jail, I understand."


"That is true. He is lucky to be alive."


He chuckled. "Then age must rescue youth. You and I must organize his escape before the sultan changes his mind."


Had there been an odd timbre to that remark also? Since her eyesight had started failing, Kadolan had come to depend much more on nuances of tone than she ever had in her youth. She felt a twinge of caution, as if some young swain at Kinvale had overstated the value of his estates or boasted of his prospects in the military. Her hunches in such matters were usually reliable. Men trusted words more than women did, as a rule, and hence were less mindful of how they were spoken.


"But of course!" she said eagerly. "How do you propose we go about it, though? The sultan gave orders that he was to be most strictly guarded."


"Quite! I have seen palaces in my time, but never one so like an armed camp. I do not believe that a rescue is humanly possible . . . mundanely possible!"


Carefully Kadolan said, "So?"


"It would seem that the God's caution to Inos referred to the stableboy. Not Andor, certainly. Nor, I suspect, the sultan."


"Is Master Rap in love with my niece?"


Another of his dry chuckles . . . "Ha! He has fought his way past warlocks and sorcerers and dragons, out of jails and castles, jungles and pirate ships, through storm and shipwreck to reach her side. And I think in return he would happily serve her as ostler for the rest of his days."


Kadolan tried to swallow the nasty knot in her throat. Just as she had feared—a stableboy! And a faun! The Gods had strange ideas sometimes. How could she have known?


"Then we must do everything we can for him. Explain your plan, please."


"I propose that Inosolan make amends for her failure to trust in love."


That startled her. "Inos? A single word from her to the sultan would—"


"No!" Sagorn said sharply. "A word to me."


"Oh!" Now Kadolan saw, and her distrust swelled up like a summer thunderhead. Dawn was coming. The sage's face was a little less of a vague paleness. She could see his eyes now. "Her word of power, you mean, Doctor?"


"Exactly. The sultan took precautions against an adept escaping. He ordered that the prisoner must not be allowed to speak, and must be watched at all times, and so on. He did not consider the possibility of another adept attempting a rescue, and I am confident that an extrication could be effected by an adept. We—my associates and myself, that is—know at present only a single word, and we reduced our power when we shared it with Master Rap . . . not that we grudge the sacrifice, of course. No regrets! To be truthful, the loss was not as severe as I would have expected. Perhaps our word is known by many people, so sharing it with one more made little difference. But a second word is certainly requisite for the venture I have proposed."


Kadolan sat and thought for a while, hoping to hear some more before she explained the problem.


"And if he dies in jail," Sagorn said, his voice a little harder, "then what we gave away will be returned to us."


"So you hope to go to Inos—"


"I think Jalon may be the answer here, ma'am. He is a skilled mimic, of course, and quite expert at female impersonation. Zarkian costume could hardly be more suited to the purpose. If you were to invite your niece to your quarters to hear a remarkable female singer, then I doubt that the sultan would object." He waited for reaction, then added testily, "And after that, you will have to arrange a private interview, of course. That should be possible, I think."


Kadolan took a deep breath. "Sharing the words is always risky, is it not? You yourself explained that to us. Of course your own integrity is beyond question, Doctor, but if Inosolan shares her word with you, then can you guarantee your associates' good behavior afterward? Or would she fare like the woman in . . . Fal Dornin, I think it was?"


He sighed. "She is well guarded here, ma'am."


That was not much of an answer.


"It is the only possible solution!" he insisted.


The first breath of morning twitched the drapes with a hint of impatience. Time was slipping away.


She cut the knot. "It is impossible. The sultan and sultana are not in residence."


Sagorn released a long hiss of breath. "When do you anticipate their return?"


"At least two weeks," she said cautiously. That was true.


Silence. She saw him rub his cheek. The sky was growing brighter beyond the arched windows. Dawn came swiftly here.


"Too late. Doctor?"


"Yes." There was a note of defeat in that voice, and Kadolan did not like the implications.


"Have you any word of Master Rap's condition?" she asked.


The lanky form seemed to sink deeper into the chair. "Not good, ma'am. Not good at all."


Hmm! He had not mentioned that sooner, and she wondered why. It would have added urgency to the request.


Give him a word of power, indeed!


"In any case, would it not have been better strategy for Inos to have passed her word directly to Master Rap? A mage could not be held captive; even Prince Kar said so. And more in keeping with the tenor of the God's command, too?"


Sagorn uttered a sort of hollow chuckle. "The point would seem to be moot. And just how could the sultana have ever visited that dungeon without the sultan finding out and stopping her?"


There was another answer, though. Kadolan's prayers had been heard.


"Could you visit that cell, Doctor?"


"Me, ma'am?"


"You and your . . . invisible companions."


His pale eyes glittered in the feeble wisps of dawn light. "Why do you ask?"


Aware that she was fencing with a celebrated mind, and must certainly lose the match very shortly, Kadolan said, "You could take a message?"


"Possibly, at the risk of all our lives. What message would be worth it?"


"A very confidential one."


She did not need dawn to be aware of his suspicion. "I wish you to take me now to see Master Rap," she said firmly, and was surprised at how firm that was, considering the way her insides were behaving. "We had better go at once, as daylight is not far off."


Sagorn stayed still as a crouching leopard for long seconds. Then he said, "I never could understand how so powerful a sorcerer, a former warlock, could have known but three words."


It was hopeless. "Doctor?" she said blankly. "We must hurry if—"


"Inisso gave one word to each of his three sons."


"That is the legend." She began to rise.


"The words now known by Inosolan and Kalkor and Angilki. But the fourth descended in the female line?"


Hopeless! Kadolan sighed and sat back again.


"Do tell," he said coldly.


"Yes," she admitted. "The kings have never known of it. When our mother died, Holindarn was still a bachelor, so she passed it to me. But always it belonged to Krasnegar—so that there would be another available if it were needed, I suppose. When he married Evanaire, then of course I told her."


"'Of course,' you say? Few would!"


The ancient secret was out. Kadolan had laid herself open to murder now. "I don't think it can be a very powerful word, Doctor. Evanaire was a marvelously popular person, but she had always been a sweet girl. And I am no worker of miracles. Never have been. Just a useless aristocratic parasite."


"And the finest chaperon and trainer of young ladies in the Impire!" He thumped the arm of the chair, raising a puff of dust. "I should have guessed! The missing fourth word!"


"I never believed in it . . . but I did feel something when Evanaire died. The very day."


"Of course you would—your power had increased! And your niece needed your talent!" He was suddenly excited, the scholar slaying a mystery. "And it was not Inos whom Elkarath detected working magic in Thume—it was you! Your occult power at work when your ward was in danger!"


"Gracious!" She had not thought of that. "How did you ever hear about that?"


"The missing fourth word!" he said again . . . gloatingly?


She hauled herself to her feet. "Missing no longer. I wish to share it with Master Rap."


Still Sagorn remained in his chair. "How ironic! When the imps were breaking down the door and Inosolan and I were arguing about telling the boy our words to make him a mage—there you were with a fourth word, and could have made him a full sorcerer!" He cocked his head quizzically. "Would you have done so, had he been willing?"


"Probably." She had not been required to decide then. "Had I thought that Krasnegar needed it. I truly fear it may not be strong enough to do any real good, but . . . who knows? Let us go and try to give it to him now."


Sagorn stared up at her unwinkingly. He had draped a woman's robe over himself, and did not seem to be wearing very much under it; his scrawny arms were bare. "You are either a very brave woman or a very foolish one, Kadolan. You are suggesting something that is absolutely impossible."


"What happened to your devoted friendship for Master Rap?"


"Tell me the word, and I will get him out of that cell. I swear!"


"No, Doctor. I shall tell it to the stableboy or no one."


Tension crackled in his voice. "Why, for the Gods' sake?"


"Because I think you are sent. You are the answer to my prayers." Suddenly the strain won, and her temper flared, as it had done perhaps three times in her adult life. She shouted. "Now, which is it to be? Do you help me, or do I yell for the guard and turn you in?"


His jaw dropped. "This is utter madness, Kade!"


"I mean it! I shall scream for the guards."


"But I cannot take you myself! I should certainly have to call Andor to help, and anything he can't handle will need Darad. They will know what I know, and Gods know what they will do."


She nodded. "It will be a very interesting journey. Try to find something to fit in that closet there. There are some ancient masculine garments. Now, if you will excuse me for a moment, Doctor?"


Heart thundering wildly, she headed back to her bedroom.
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Kadolan had not dressed herself faster in fifty years, yet all the time she was doing so, she was thinking of Sagorn's warning about Darad. Sir Andor, of course, might very well try to charm her into babbling her word of power to him now that he knew of it, but the words themselves were supposedly proof against magic, and Andor without occult amplification she thought she could rebuff.


Come to think of it, last year his talent had challenged hers head-on at Kinvale, and she had held the field.


But Darad! When that monstrous man had attempted to abduct Inosolan, it had been Kadolan who had thrown the burning oil on his back. All the other injuries and indignities he had suffered thereafter had stemmed from that, and she could not believe that the slow-witted jotunn killer would be prone to ready forgiveness. If Sagorn needed to call Darad, then her little expedition was going to sink without trace, and she with it.


She hesitated at the door. "I am ready, Doctor."


"Would that wrapping a turban were as easy as bandaging!" he said. "Have you any small implements?"


"What sort of implements?"


"Little knives or hat pins."


"Hat pins, Doctor? In Zark? Really!" But she went and fumbled among her things, and remembered the tray by the bed, which yielded a fruit knife. Then she jumped as Sagorn strode in, bedecked in the loose garments and flowing cloak of Zarkian nobility. They were dark, but the light would not yet admit what color—green, probably. There was a strong odor of must about them and his turban was crooked, but anyone close enough to question such details would have much more pressing queries about his pallid jotunn face.


She bobbed a curtsy. "I congratulate you on your tailor. Doctor."


He chuckled. "I couldn't have asked for better, could I? If words of power bring good luck, then perhaps these are a good sign. Our luck is holding."


He accepted the little knife, and a few pins, and a buttonhook. He declined a shoehorn and a belt buckle.


"Lead on, Highness," he said. "And may your God of Love be with a pair of old fools."


Kadolan found that remark in very poor taste, and decided he must be nervous. She led the way down the corridor, being as quiet as possible. She was somewhat nervous herself, truth be told. She tried to remember that she was doing this for Inosolan, who surely deserved a little luck at last.
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