



[image: Cover Image]







THIEF OF DREAMS


Adrian Cole


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com









Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









PREFACE


THE LAST DAYS OF MAN


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


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


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


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


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


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


They now begin their search for the western lands anew, knowing that it will be a matter of time before Zellorian finds what he seeks and taps in to these dreadful forces.


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


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


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









THE CSENDOOK MILITARY REGIME


The Csendook are governed by the GARAZENDA, a body comprised of all the principal generals, the foremost of which form an inner council, the MAROZUL.


Subordinate to the generals are the military commanders, the ZARU, their captains, the ZOLUTARS, and their armies, or Swarms, which are comprised of warriors, the ZEMOKS.


Csendook names are generally family names, with rank or title built into the name, usually as a suffix. Thus a member of the Marozul would have a name ending in -MAR, such as Zuldamar; a member of the Garazenda, who was not one of the Marozul, would have a name ending in -GAR, such as Xeltagar; a Zaru would have a name ending in -ZAR, such as Auganzar, and so on.


Certain Csendook, who have not earned enough battle honours to give them the right to their full title, do not have part of the title suffixed to their name, such as Cmizen, the Keeper of Eannor.


Apart from the Zemoks, Csendook are usually addressed by subordinates by their rank or title, thus Vorenzar is addressed by his warriors as ‘Zaru’ and not by his name. Auganzar, the Supreme Sanguinary (a title unique to him) is also a Zaru, and is addressed as such by his contemporaries.


The principal Csendook characters encountered in MOTHER OF STORMS and THIEF OF DREAMS are:


ZULDAMAR, a member of the Marozul


HORZUMAR, a member of the Marozul and friend of Zuldamar


XELTAGAR, one of the Garazenda, a renowned Csendook fighter and veteran of the wars, fiercely supportive of Auganzar


AUGANZAR, the Supreme Sanguinary, appointed to develop the process of Man’s enslavement


VORENZAR, a Zaru loyal to Auganzar, one of his personal bodyguard, Auganzar’s Thousand


GANNORZOL, a Zolutar under the secret orders of Zuldamar, with certain responsibilities for the world of Eannor


CMIZEN, the Keeper of Eannor


ETRASCU, an Opener, a hybrid being used specifically for the creating of gates between worlds of the world cycle, assigned to Cmizen and Eannor


IPSELLIN, another Opener, assigned to Auganzar, and through him to Vorenzar









BOOK ONE


VORENZAR









1


EANNOR


The tunnel stretched ahead into the distance, its walls seeming to contract and expand in the wavering lights held by the frontrunners of the company, an illusion of instability and change. Vorenzar, the new Keeper of Eannor, rode at the head of the company, two hundred strong, and not once on the long march did he look back or to the side, his eyes filled with visions of the future and the world he was about to take control of. Eannor, a world of mystery, shunned by the Csendook, abandoned because of the catastrophic events that were said to have taken place there, events that had resulted in the near annihilation of the world, the death of the renegades, the servants of the Imperator Elect, last of Mankind.


Beside Vorenzar, on a smaller beast, rode Ipsellin, his Opener, a being who was half the size of the huge Csendook, partly of the warrior race, and partly something else, a hybrid whose origins were lost in the far past of the Warhive’s creation. The Openers were strangely rotund, neckless and with wattles of fat hanging under their chins, their eyes milky, their hair like a wiry down across their skull and upper backs. Ipsellin was no exception, his broad face creased in an almost permanent frown. He wore a voluminous tunic, emblazoned across its chest the twin scarlet rings that were the emblem of Auganzar, Supreme Sanguinary of the Csendook, whom Vorenzar served.


Vorenzar was dressed in dark war-mail; at his side he carried the twin swords of a commander going forward to battle, though he was on a peaceful mission. Strapped to his back was a long rectangular shield, embossed with the scarlet twin rings, the ‘eyes of Auganzar’ as they had been dubbed by his troops, his selected Thousand. Beyond Vorenzar were a score of his own picked Csendook, the finest fighting beings he could find, and behind them were two hundred of the new warriors, the moillum, the gladiators: these were Men, trained by Csendook, Men who began as slaves, captured in the last of the wars, who had elected to become what they were rather than die in some pit, slaughtered by beasts for the amusement of their conquerors. They had accepted a new role, knowing that if they fulfilled it well, they could expect more from life than any defeated army should ever hope for.


Ipsellin held aloft a light, nudging his charger closer to the beast ridden by his master. It was a xillatraal, a quadruped that resembled a huge horse, but which also had reptilian features, a scaly hide, an elongated head and a forked tongue; it was carnivorous, prone to temper, and took firm handling, though the Csendook had formed as unique a relationship with the fierce creatures as Man had with the horse. Vorenzar’s beast, though large and terrifying, accepted its burden without complaint, as though it shared the power of his position.


Vorenzar glanced down at the bulbous figure riding uneasily beside him. ‘This Pathway seems to me to be unduly long. I seem to recall a shorter one.’ He was referring to the fact that the Opener had brought him to Eannor before, on a spying mission for Auganzar. It had been a different trip then, with only the two of them, garbed in secrecy and stealth.


Ispellin’s eyes rolled. ‘The journey always changes,’ he said in a hoarse whisper, as though his voice would offend the walls. His mouth was a scarlet orifice: the Openers had no teeth, they ate no solids. ‘It is to do with conjunctions, Zaru. But the Path I have opened for you is nearing its end. Eannor is not far.’


Vorenzar grunted. He understood a little about timing. Only an Opener could bridge the worlds of the great Cycle with a gate, a Path, and without proper timing the Path could snap like a stretched thread, a ruptured artery. It was an uncomfortable thought, for if it happened, travellers would be flicked into instant oblivion. Vorenzar had visited numerous worlds of the new Csendook empire, but he never relished the journeys between them. And this one seemed to be taking far too long: there was a smell of blood in the air.


However, the tunnel began to open out, light streaming into it from a source ahead. A short while later the company came to the end of the Path. Like a cave into a hillside, it widened, revealing the terrain and vegetation of a world. Eannor. The almost forgotten world, the place where Man had made his last stand, and where his Imperator Elect and all the leaders had perished.


Vorenzar grinned as he surveyed the peaceful scene below in the deep valley. Trees grew thickly, a river gleamed beyond them, and hills rose up, verdant and fertile, beyond them high mountains dressed in a lace of snow. The sky was a blue vault, smudges of clouds in the distance. There was no hint of desolation, no trace of destruction, no gaping world-wound, no ruins. Eannor looked almost a virgin world. Did the Garazenda who controlled the Csendook really think this place was Man’s tomb? Auganzar had never believed it. Which was why he had first sent Vorenzar here. To search. To find the means by which Man’s Imperator Elect had eluded the Csendook, and to track him down to whatever world he now hid upon.


Movement on the slopes caught Vorenzar’s eye, and he dropped his visor. In a moment a small figure rode towards him from the low trees, behind it two others, though they were more cautious than the first figure. Vorenzar grunted: they were Csendook warriors, Zemoks, and therefore born cautious.


The first rider, mounted on a young, temperamental xillatraal, came upon him swiftly. The being was not unlike Ipsellin, though not as rotund. An Opener, its face coated in sweat from the unprecedented exertion, its eyes filled with agitation. Its beast bucked and turned, reflecting the anxiety of its rider.


‘I was expecting you,’ said the Opener. ‘I am Etrascu. But, Zaru, I was to fetch you – to meet you beyond the Path at –’


‘I have an Opener of my own,’ said Vorenzar impatiently, dismissing Etrascu’s protestations with a brief wave.


Etrascu glared open-mouthed at Ipsellin, his eyes coming to rest on the renowned twin circles of the latter’s tunic. ‘It was not necessary, Zaru –’


‘You seem offended,’ said Ipsellin, his voice thickening with scorn.


Etrascu’s xillatraal turned and he struggled to bring it under control. It had sensed the beast that Vorenzar rode, the mass of creatures arrayed behind it, emerging from the Path. ‘Not at all,’ stammered Etrascu. ‘Merely surprised. As you know, Eannor is a restricted world –’


‘Indeed,’ cut in Vorenzar. ‘I intend to keep it so. Everything I do here will be in absolute secrecy. The Garazenda are most specific.’


‘I should have been told,’ muttered Etrascu. ‘No one should open a Way to Eannor without –’


‘Where is your master?’ snapped Vorenzar, ignoring the complaints.


Etrascu was looking in horror at the moillum who had formed ranks on the hill slope. They were Men! How many of them were there? And they were all armed! Was there to be a battle here? But why? Surely the Supreme Sanguinary had not sent them here to do battle with the Csendook guardians, the watchdogs of Eannor, his own people? But Etrascu knew it would be dangerous to ask more questions. Instead he began to ride back. As he did so, the two Csendook that had followed him came up, their faces set.


‘You are the Zaru, Vorenzar?’ said one of them stiffly.


Vorenzar nodded, acknowledging the commandership.


‘You are welcome, Zaru.’ The Csendook looked back at the company, the large number of moillum. Behind them the hillside was as closed as it had been before Ipsellin’s working. ‘I am Ulbok, serving under the Zolutar, Cmizen. I am to take you to him.’


‘Have arrangements been made to accommodate my Zemoks?’ said Vorenzar, gesturing to his Csendook.


‘They have, Zaru,’ nodded Ulbok. ‘And there is an area set aside for the others, as was ordered.’ He made no attempt to hide his distaste for the Men.


‘Then lead on,’ said Vorenzar, ignoring it.


Etrascu heard this exchange with mounting dread. What did it mean? Why had he not been told? Why should Vorenzar have been allowed to open his own Way here? Etrascu looked at Ipsellin, but the Opener ignored him, his gaze deliberately fixed elsewhere as the entire company began to move down the mountain, led by the two Csendook of Eannor.


The ride took two hours and brought them down into the cool trees of the valley and to a place where it widened out. On a precipitous hill overlooking the river, a castle had been carved out of the native rock, its black windows gaping down with interest on the newcomers. Ulbok and his companion picked their way up the single, winding path that led to the base of the castle, and one by one the company followed, entering the shadows of another tunnel that took them out to the sunlight of the inner castle court. Walls towered over them ominously, dwarfing them.


Vorenzar, however, did not feel in the least humbled. He was too elated to be on Eannor again. His previous trip here had been furtive, dangerous. This time it would be very different. The taste of power had given him an appetite. He looked about the sombre court, wondering if its captain, Cmizen, would show himself. He evidently preferred to try to hold on to his dignity; he would be waiting in the castle, in his hall of office. Vorenzar grinned inside his helm. He dismounted slowly.


‘See that the moillum are properly housed,’ he told one of his Csendook. He turned to Ulbok. ‘You will attend to my Zemoks.’


‘Of course, Zaru. Ovarz will show them to their quarters. If you will come with me.’


Vorenzar gestured to Ipsellin to join him. Etrascu shuffled out of view, but Vorenzar guessed that he would be scuttling up some inner stair to have a last word with his master before Vorenzar confronted him. Vorenzar smiled to himself. He felt completely at ease here, though he wondered how many eyes looked down upon him from the huge fortress walls. But those eyes would have seen the twin circles, the eyes of Auganzar. And they would know how far-seeing those eyes were.


Vorenzar took a leather satchel from his saddlebags and nodded to Ulbok. Together with Ipsellin they mounted the outer stair and passed within the fortress.


It was a gloomy, cold place, not built for pleasure, but as a house of war, a testament to the battles that had once been fought on Eannor. Man had first built this bastion, but Csendook had added to it, expanding it. Vorenzar nodded to himself. It would be a fitting setting for what he had planned.


High up in the castle, he approached a chamber where several guards waited stiffly. Their eyes gazed ahead of them, but Vorenzar knew they would be longing to gaze at him, to see what kind of a Csendook the legendary Supreme Sanguinary had sent here to their forgotten realm.


Ulbok spoke to them and they opened the thick doors to the chamber beyond. A voice spoke in low, guttural tones. Vorenzar and Ipsellin walked past Ulbok and into the chamber. Like the castle, it was austere, its walls bare except for a number of stacked weapons, spears and shields.


There was an elaborate desk between Vorenzar and the Csendook he had come to see, Zolutar Cmizen, who had risen, keeping himself behind his desk. He was unusually short, his stature not as broad as one would expect for a Csendook Zolutar, but Vorenzar knew that he had been picked to come to Eannor because he was weak and unambitious, a warrior who could be trusted to keep to himself and to do the minimum required of him. His skin was pale, as though, unlike his Zemoks, he did not spend much time in the sunlight of this pleasant world, and his eyes were sunken, his large teeth uneven in his mouth.


Cmizen saluted, too stiffly, holding himself rigid. His fear of the intruder he could not quite disguise. His eyes shifted nervously from Vorenzar to Ipsellin, who himself felt no awe at being before the Zolutar. There were other captains in the ranks of the Csendook who filled him with coldness with a mere glance.


‘It is a pleasure to have you here, Zaru,’ said Cmizen, though his expression suggested that pleasure was the last thing he felt.


Vorenzar took off his war helm and dropped it noisily on the desk. Papers fluttered to the floor. He ignored them, enjoying Cmizen’s expression as the latter’s eyes followed the drift of the sheets, and did not meet his own cold eyes. ‘Good. I am sure I shall enjoy Eannor.’


‘Yes, of course. As you know, Zaru, it is not the devastated world it was believed to be –’


‘I understand all that,’ said Vorenzar, cutting him off. He dragged one of the wooden chairs over and sat comfortably in it, gesturing for Cmizen to sit. The Zolutar did so, though slowly and as if he might be in pain.


‘Quite so, Zaru,’ he said, clearly unsure of himself and how to react to the commander. Vorenzar’s face was the face of a true warrior, the hunger for battle, for the hunt, carved there in every fierce line. Such a warrior had not stood on Eannor for many years.


‘You have received orders from the Supreme Sanguinary, I believe?’ said Vorenzar.


‘I have.’ Cmizen reached across the desk and fumbled among the papers until he brought out written instructions, though he knew by heart what they contained.


‘And do they refer to further instructions?’


Cmizen nodded. ‘To be brought by you, Zaru.’


Vorenzar grunted and thrust the leather pouch across the desk. ‘You’ll see that they are signed by the Supreme Sanguinary himself, approved by the Garazenda.’


Cmizen broke the seal and pulled out the papers, reading them quickly, a sheen of perspiration gathering above his brows. He nodded, sitting back.


Vorenzar could see the mixed reaction on Cmizen’s face. ‘They are clear?’


Cmizen looked up at him. ‘Why, yes. Yes, Zaru, quite clear. Though I am a little puzzled –’


‘Oh? What is it that puzzles you?’


‘I had assumed that you were coming here to relieve me of my command and that my Zemoks and I were to return to the Warhive, or to be sent to another region to act as Keeper, or something appropriate to my rank.’ He was beginning to babble. ‘But I see from these orders that I am to remain here, under your command –’


‘It concerns you?’


‘No, no,’ said Cmizen quickly. ‘I just thought it perhaps wasteful. I know I am not the most valuable of the Garazenda’s servants –’


Vorenzar scowled. Such a Csendook was hardly worthy to be a warrior. But the Zaru masked his thoughts. Cmizen had been picked for his weakness. In the past the Garazenda had wanted Eannor sealed off. In that sense, Cmizen had been useful.


‘But you know Eannor better than anyone,’ said Vorenzar.


Cmizen glanced uncomfortably at Ipsellin. Why had the Zaru found it necessary to bring his own Opener? Surely Etrascu was ideally discreet? No one could have attempted to study Eannor without alerting him. ‘I have not made a study of the world,’ said Cmizen. ‘That was not my brief –’


‘You know its history.’


‘Well –’


‘Its true history. You have kept its secrets well. To the Csendook nations it is a desolate world, a world destroyed by Man in his abortive attempt to break free of the cycle of worlds. The Supreme Sanguinary is most pleased with the way you have strengthened these myths.’


Cmizen waited. He knew there was more to this, far more.


‘The Garazenda have decreed that Eannor should be forbidden to all Csendook. In a sense they have cursed it. You understand why?’


Cmizen straightened, speaking now as if reciting lines he had learned by heart. ‘Man is worthy of contempt. In attempting to escape us, he destroyed Eannor. It is a testament to his folly, and a witness to the futility of all Man’s works, the evil of his ways, his lust for sorcerous powers –’


Vorenzar nodded impatiently. ‘Yes, yes. It is the picture that the Csendook nations have, and rightly so. But you know better.’


Cmizen’s pallor became paler. ‘I know that Eannor is not a wasteland –’


‘And?’


‘It would be a fine world for Csendook to live upon.’


Vorenzar leaned forward. ‘And what of Man?’


Cmizen frowned, his fingers interweaving, his tension evident. ‘Man, Zaru? There are no Men here. Only those you have brought.’


‘You’ve searched the entire world?’


Cmizen nodded. ‘There are no Men here, Zaru. No intelligent life forms.’


Vorenzar sat back with something approaching satisfaction on his face. ‘I’m sure you are right.’


‘Man may not have destroyed Eannor, Zaru, but clearly he destroyed himself in his efforts to create a Path into another realm –’


‘Beyond the world circle?’


‘So it is believed.’


‘By whom?’


‘I have had Etrascu, my Opener, study the ruins –’


‘So there are ruins?’


‘Yes. It is a place I have sealed off. I think it unsafe. The reek of death clings to it still.’


Vorenzar nodded thoughtfully. ‘I will have to visit this place. Where is your Opener?’ He had guessed that Etrascu must be lurking somewhere near at hand.


Cmizen reached for a tiny bell and shook it. It tinkled musically and within minutes the Opener appeared from behind some thick drapes. He came forward and bowed.


‘The Zolutar tells me you have studied ruins here on Eannor,’ said Vorenzar.


Etrascu looked up at Cmizen, but the latter nodded.


‘The place where the last of the Men attempted their making of a Way,’ said Etrascu. He shifted uneasily, as if speaking of things that disturbed him.


‘I understand,’ said Vorenzar, ‘that they failed, and in so doing destroyed themselves. Have you any proof, any evidence, to suggest the contrary?’


Etrascu looked stunned by the question. His eyes rolled and his wet mouth opened and closed. But he recovered himself. ‘Zaru, I have not. Forgive me, but probing the ruins is very dangerous –’


Ipsellin’s voice hissed from the shadows. ‘Have you attempted an Opening?’


Etrascu gasped. Was that why he was here? To attempt such lunacy? ‘Of course not! As an Opener, you know the fundamental laws that govern our chain of worlds. To break out of the circle would lead to a void, a vacuum. Utter annihilation. Had you seen the ruins –’


‘Oh, we shall,’ said Vorenzar with a smile.


‘Zaru, you cannot mean to attempt an Opening,’ Etrascu suddenly blurted, falling on his knees before Vorenzar. ‘You cannot!’


‘Why should you think I would do such a thing?’


‘You have brought this Opener. You have no need of one here! I am the Opener. Assigned to the Keeper –’


‘Your master has been relieved of that post. I am the Keeper of Eannor. Ipsellin is my assigned Opener, by Auganzar’s hand.’


‘But you must not attempt an Opening!’


Vorenzar was not angered by the sudden outburst, but it intrigued him. ‘I ask you again, have you already done so?’


Etrascu looked up imploringly at Cmizen, who nodded once more.


‘We have,’ said the Zolutar, as Etrascu seemed incapable of answering.


Vorenzar leaned back. ‘I see. What happened?’


‘Etrascu almost died. He made a number of attempts to probe beyond the ruins, beyond the very walls of Eannor. He is not without skill,’ added Cmizen, looking accusingly at Ipsellin. ‘But he encountered a darkness, an atmosphere of pain, of death. It is as if the area around the ruins and beyond them is drowned in suffering, in the disaster that befell the Men who died there.’ He fell silent, eyes downcast, though it was not out of pity for Man.


‘You talk of ghosts?’ said Vorenzar coldly. ‘Of Man’s mythologies? Have they drawn you in, Zolutar? Have Man’s dark gods claimed you?’


Cmizen shuddered, but did not look up. ‘I am Csendook. I abjure such things, Zaru. But there are dark places we do not understand. Nor should we try to.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Have you come to attempt an Opening?’


Vorenzar gestured for Etrascu to get up off his knees. ‘It seems to me,’ he said after a moment, ‘that such a course would be foolish.’


Both Etrascu and Cmizen looked relieved. Etrascu turned to see Ipsellin looking smugly at him, as if he enjoyed the discomfort of the Opener.


‘I have other instructions,’ said Vorenzar. ‘And you will learn them soon enough.’ He waved Etrascu away, and with a brief bow the Opener left the chamber. Ipsellin looked behind the drapes after he had gone, but there was a door beyond, and Etrascu had indeed left the company.


‘You are to remain here on Eannor, with your full complement,’ Vorenzar told Cmizen. ‘For you, nothing has changed, except that you will answer direct to me and it will no longer be necessary for you to forward any reports to the Warhive. All reports will be through me, and through me alone. I must make that clear at the outset.’


Cmizen indicated his written orders. ‘It is in here, Zaru.’


‘Excellent. And any reports that I send back to the Warhive will go with my Opener, Ipsellin. For the time being, Etrascu is not to be used for any duties connected with Opening. If he is, I will have him executed. Is that clearly understood?’


Cmizen frowned, but nodded. ‘Of course, Zaru. But I must assure you that he has my implicit trust –’


‘I’m not doubting his loyalty. But my orders are precise and they are from the Supreme Sanguinary, who appointed Ipsellin.’


Cmizen looked at the twin rings, the eyes of Auganzar on Ipsellin’s robe. Did any other Opener wear them? ‘Then have no reservations, Zaru, Etrascu will not be used.’


Vorenzar cleared his throat as if he had said all that he intended to on the matter. He rose and walked around the chamber, studying the weapons, some of which were very old, possibly once belonging to the armies of Man. ‘Tell me, Zolutar, are you familiar with the policies of the Garazenda regarding Man?’


Cmizen had also risen, but he felt dwarfed by the bulk of the warrior. ‘Why, yes. I hear that the Crusade against Man is virtually at an end. Auganzar has initiated a new way forward. An enslavement policy.’


Vorenzar turned to him. ‘Not all of the Garazenda approve of this policy. They would rather we pursued Man to the ends of the world cycle and wiped him out. What do you say to that?’


‘Laudable, Zaru, but possibly not very practical.’


‘That is how the weight of opinion went,’ agreed Vorenzar. ‘And it’s why I’m here. You are no doubt aware that I’ve brought two hundred moillum with me.’


‘Yes, Zaru. It is also in these papers.’


And you’ll have seen them from your high tower, unless I miss my guess, thought Vorenzar. ‘Quite. They are the first phase. I will have many more such gladiators brought here. Eannor will remain a restricted world. A world where the very best moillum can be bred and trained.’


‘I see,’ said Cmizen, not understanding at all.


‘Think of it,’ said Vorenzar, with unfeigned enthusiasm. ‘Armies of them! Trained to serve us. Can you imagine what it will mean to the Csendook worlds, having entire battalions of enslaved gladiators, fighting each other for our pleasure! The Crusade may be over, but the wars go on, Zolutar. But in a new way. And where there are pockets of resistance in our worlds, where Man still struggles against us, we shall send in the moillum. They will do our work for us.’


‘Forgive me, Zaru, but can we be sure of their loyalty?’


Vorenzar grinned. ‘Ah, a question repeatedly asked. But the moillum will have everything they could wish for. And Eannor is a splendid world, is it not? A world that any Man would enjoy. There will be every pleasure here for him. We shall bring his women to him, and breed selectively. Eannor will become a farm.’ He laughed as he thought of it. ‘Yes, a farm, with the moillum our beasts of burden.’


Cmizen’s eyes widened. There was much in what Vorenzar said. Eannor was far from being devastated. It seemed to be an excellent world, and one which the Csendook nations would have revelled in. Doubtless they would have wondered at the fairness of using it to breed human warriors, but the Garazenda had obviously given much thought to their grand design.


‘It will take time, naturally,’ ended Vorenzar. ‘Lifetimes, perhaps, but you will be here at the inception, Zolutar Cmizen. Something to be proud of, I think.’


‘Indeed, Zaru.’


Vorenzar grunted with satisfaction. ‘Very well. We will discuss this in greater detail later. For now, I’ll see to the housing of my Zemoks, and the moillum.’ He waved Ipsellin to him, and together they left the slightly bewildered captain behind them.


Alone on the stairs, descending to the lower courts, Vorenzar and Ipsellin spoke quietly. ‘You are certain that his Opener cannot work without your knowing it?’ said Vorenzar.


Ipsellin’s face screwed up with contempt. ‘Quite sure, Zaru. He is little better than a first cell Opener. He would not dare an Opening, not matter how small, for fear of my knowing.’


‘When we have used him, we will dispose of him.’


Ipsellin did not hide his smile. ‘Do you think that fool Cmizen was taken in?’


‘About the colonising of Eannor?’ Vorenzar grinned. ‘Oh yes, he’ll believe it. He has to, because he needs to feel secure. Terror rules him. He will have to know why we are here eventually, but by then it will not matter. How many Zemoks does he have?’


‘I sensed only a few in this fortress,’ said Ipsellin. ‘Perhaps a hundred.’


Vorenzar shook his head. ‘Auganzar is sure there must be more. As many as a thousand. And unlike Cmizen, I suspect they will be hardened warriors. They were sent here to make sure no one interfered.’


Ipsellin’s fleshy smile widened. ‘Ah, but you command them now, Zaru.’


Vorenzar nodded. ‘Yes, they will be in no doubt of that. When they see the eyes of Auganzar upon them, they’ll be swift to obey me.’


‘In everything, Zaru?’


Vorenzar looked down questioningly at his Opener.


‘Even to death?’ said the bloated figure, his voice like that of a serpent in the shadows.


‘That is the duty of any Csendook warrior. To make whatever sacrifice is required of him. Even to death.’


Ipsellin watched the Zaru stride off to attend to his Zemoks, knowing that for Vorenzar there was no remorse, no pity. His course was set, no matter how deeply the blood ran. It was ever the Csendook way, a thirst they would carry with them until they, too, were overrun. If such a thing would ever happen.
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A HUNTING ACCIDENT


Zuldamar stared at the reports before him; though he had read them all a number of times. They were well written, their details clear, concise, so that nothing had been left open, at least in the eyes of anyone who did not guess the truth, that the reports were a fabrication. In exasperation, Zuldamar got up and paced slowly about his huge chamber. He was one of the principals of the Marozul, the High Command of the Csendook nations, and yet even here, in the comfort of his own offices, he felt threatened. Murder stalked among his colleagues, he knew it.


A voice whispered politely in the air, transmitted from beyond the great double doors of the chamber. It was a guard announcing the arrival of his colleague and fellow Marozul, Horzumar. Zuldamar admitted him, knowing at once by his friend’s face that he was equally as disturbed by recent events.


‘You’ve seen the reports?’ said Horzumar. In his belt he wore a short stabbing sword, something he had not always carried in the halls of office.


Zuldamar gestured to the papers on his desk.


Horzumar grunted. ‘Yes, I have a copy. They have been very thorough.’


Zuldamar crossed to another table where a tall pitcher and glasses rested. ‘Drink?’


Horzumar nodded tiredly, sitting down as if this was as much his own chamber as Zuldamar’s. No other Csendook would have taken such a liberty, but Horzumar and Zuldamar worked these days in almost constant companionship, a fact which would, ironically, work in their enemies’ favour in some respects.


Zuldamar handed him a glass of wine and he himself sat. For a while they did not speak, as though gathering their troubled thoughts. Zuldamar was the elder of them by a number of years, a huge being, in his prime, seven feet tall and with the formidable build of a Csendook warrior, battle-trained and experienced, though he had not fought for a long time. Horzumar was younger, slightly less heavily built, though to a Man he would have still seemed huge. His head seemed always to be moving, his eyes restless, looking about him as if he were on the field of battle, suspecting every shadow, though he, too, had not fought for a long while, though he had lately taken to energetic training, as if he expected to be sent to some remote battle front.


‘Another assassination,’ said Zuldamar at last.


‘Is it time we expressed our thoughts to the Marozul?’


Zuldamar shook his head. ‘How can we? What would an investigation reveal? Xindezar got himself into a compromising position. It was too easy in the end for the death to he arranged.’


‘Auganzar is overreaching himself,’ replied Horzumar, banging down his empty glass so that he had to steady it.


Zuldamar could see that the death had badly shaken him, which was unusual. Horzumar was usually able to remain exceptionally calm in any crisis.


‘We know that he murdered Gannorzol, then other Zolutars. That was bad enough, Zuldamar. But now a Zaru! How long before he begins eliminating members of the Garazenda?’


‘You think we are the targets?’


Horzumar snorted. ‘At first I presumed that all Auganzar wanted was to dispose of all those who stood in his way over this business about Eannor. We made the mistake of thinking he would be quite content to control the training of the gladiatorial armies, the new enslavement of Mankind. But this obsession he has with searching for the Imperator Elect –’


‘He seems to want him very badly. I never could understand why. Man has fallen. Even if the Imperator Elect were to come back, what powers would he have? Or Zellorian? Even if he is alive –’


‘I cannot believe it.’


‘Auganzar believes it.’


‘He has no proof.’


‘But he’ll scour Eannor for it.’


‘Yes,’ nodded Horzumar. ‘I had assumed we could forget about Auganzar once we allowed him to use Eannor as a base for the gladiatorial armies. Let him play his hunting games. But his ambitions grow.’


‘Just as his power grows,’ observed Zuldamar. ‘It is incredible, is it not? Since that incident in the arena, Auganzar has become almost a creature of myth.’


‘Our race does not enjoy peace,’ said Horzumar irritably. ‘The Supreme Sanguinary has become the new warlord. In the eyes of the warriors, he is the hope for the future, the wielder of the sword, the one who will feed them.’


‘Their adoration feeds him,’ agreed Zuldamar. ‘I think he wants to take his place among the Marozul. He already has as much say in military matters as any one of us.’


‘I think he wants more than that. I think he wants to replace the Marozul.’


Zuldamar would have sneered at such a statement once, but not now. The traditions of centuries were undoubtedly in danger. ‘Become supreme ruler?’


‘That is what he seeks,’ said Horzumar coldly. ‘Xindezar’s death has convinced me of that. Consider: he was loyal to us and to the Marozul who are strongly with us in the belief that the Crusade should have ended, a stop put to the colossal wastage of the wars. More than once Xindezar had been given an opportunity to join the ranks of Auganzar’s Thousand, his elite corps –’


‘Had he?’ said Zuldamar.


‘Oh yes. He had been approached.’


‘It does not surprise me. He was a superb warrior, very quick on his feet. He served under Xeltagar before transferring to our internal guard.’


‘Some of the veterans wanted Xindezar with them. But he refused. He was training up his own small school of moillum, and had a family –’


Zuldamar gasped. ‘They are not mentioned in the report. Have they –?’


‘They are safe. I have seen to that. Auganzar is careful about the extent of his murders. He wiped out the entire household of Gannorzol, but since then has been careful not to arouse suspicions by such wholesale murder.’


Zuldamar nodded, picturing in his mind’s eye the flying accident that had brought the death of Gannorzol and every living member of his household, his entire line felled in one stroke. It had seemed curious that they should all be together at the time, but nothing could be done to show that it was anything other than a crash, a mysterious fault in their craft that could never be identified. Gannorzol, too, had been loyal. He had known all there was to know about Eannor and its secrets, and he had carefully monitored all reports from there, ensuring that Zuldamar and no one else saw them. Without Gannorzol’s complete dependability, the secret of Eannor could never have been kept. But Auganzar had taken that secret from him. And from that moment the sword in his hand, given to him by the Marozul, had begun to swing round to face them.


‘Where will he strike next?’ said Horzumar.


‘He seems to know which of the Zolutars and Zaru are closest to us, even though some are secretive about it, He has a network among us, and yet we have none among his followers.’


Horzumar glowered at the polished stone floor as though something in its design infuriated him. ‘Three times I have tried to infiltrate his system. Each time my spies have failed.’


‘Murdered?’


‘No. Released from duty. Transferred back. Auganzar has been careful, even in that. He reported back to my Zolutars that he was grateful for the suggested promotions, but felt that the quality of the Zemoks sent to him did not quite match that quality looked for in a member of the Thousand, or indeed in the forces they command. Somehow, if we send in spies, Auganzar knows they are from us, no matter how indirect and discreet we are when we plant them.’


‘So he is able to toss our agents back in our faces. “Grateful for the suggested promotions” indeed!’


‘He feels very secure in his strength,’ nodded Horzumar. ‘But even so, he takes no risks and shows no hint of complacency.’


Zuldamar got up and poured more wine for them. ‘Then what are we to do? If we take no action at all, we are like stones upon a beach, awaiting the incoming tide.’


‘I agree,’ said Horzumar, taking the wine and sipping at it thoughtfully.


‘Can assassination be considered?’


‘I’ve thought of it a hundred times,’ replied Horzumar. ‘But Auganzar will have thought of it above all. He must know that he has enemies who would gladly strike off his head, or thrust a knife in his heart. But aside from an open kill, how could we get near him?’


‘It would have to be indirect.’


‘So indirect that it would be complicated, and so complicated that it could fail on any number of accounts.’


‘Open opposition to Auganzar would not work,’ said Zuldamar, again pacing about. ‘There are too many of the Garazenda who either support him in his new role, or who are blind to the assassination committed in his name. I am afraid, my friend, that you and I are seen by too many of our colleagues as alarmists. They simply don’t believe in the dangers we point to. And some of them may think we are deliberately attempting to fabricate deceits aimed at bringing Auganzar down.’


‘I’m sure you are right,’ nodded Horzumar bleakly.


‘There may be another way,’ went on Zuldamar thoughtfully. He put down his glass. Horzumar waited for him to say more, knowing that if there were useful ideas to be found anywhere, they would come from Zuldamar. ‘These schools, farms, whatever we call them –’


‘For the moillum?’


‘Men. Our hated enemies. Who once hated us as passionately as our warriors hated them. Now that they have been subjugated, do they forget their old hatreds?’


‘They are settled very carefully. I hear that those who serve in Auganzar’s moillum are very content.’


‘Can they all be? Content? As slaves?’


‘The alternative is death.’


‘So they feign contentment to remain alive?’


Horzumar sighed. ‘In theory, one would expect it. But from what I have learned, Auganzar’s Zemoks are able to select Men who are genuinely content. Their lives as gladiators are, in some ways, to be envied. They are well treated, and in many cases have more pleasure in life than they would have had hiding from our Swarms on some remote world, where many of them are culled from. Again, the Supreme Sanguinary has excelled. No other schools are as eagerly sought by Men as his.’


If Horzumar had expected his friend to scowl resignedly at this, he was surprised. Zuldamar nodded as though the words brought some comfort to his troubled mind. Abruptly he thumped the table, rocking the glass pitcher. ‘There! An opening in his armour. His vanity.’


‘What do you mean?’


Zuldamar turned to Horzumar with a faint grin. ‘We cannot get a Csendook in to his system. He has everyone vetted. But could we get a Man into it?’


‘A gladiator?’


‘Yes.’


‘But what good would it do? The moillum never get near Auganzar. He may see them in training, or in battles, but always from a distance. None of the moillum could kill him.’


Zuldamar shrugged. ‘No. But it will be a beginning. One Man. One who hates us –’


‘He would serve us no better than Auganzar, surely –’


‘Then he must be schooled by his fellows. Men who do serve us. There must be moillum who are as content with their lots serving our schools as those of Auganzar.’


Horzumar suddenly gasped. ‘Why, of course! Xindezar’s moillum. They would be appalled by his death, fearing the worst for their own futures.’


‘Secure them,’ said Zuldamar. ‘See that they are promised the protection of one of our own schools, the best we have. And find from among them a Man who we can use against Auganzar. A Man we can teach to hate. And if there is none among them, then we will find one from outside the Warhive, fresh from one of the worlds, a Man still burning with hatred. Let his own fellows teach him that there is a way for him to strike back at the Csendook.’


‘By joining Auganzar’s moillum.’


‘A beginning,’ nodded Zuldamar, sitting again, looking more content.


‘This Man will have to be exceptional. A warrior of the highest order. Auganzar’s agents are not easily satisfied.’


‘The Man will have to be exceptional if he is to survive as a spy.’


‘Then we must begin searching at once.’


They fell silent, considering their plan, until one of the guards spoke, his voice gentle in the air. ‘There is a request from the lower chambers, sir. A visitor requests permission to be admitted.’


‘Who is it?’ said Zuldamar, annoyed at being disturbed at such a time.


‘The Supreme Sanguinary, sir.’


Zuldamar and Horzumar looked at each other for a moment, neither able to cover his surprise.


‘You are expecting him?’ said Horzumar, though it was perfectly clear that Zuldamar was not.


‘An uncomfortable coincidence. Shall I admit him, or would you rather leave first?’


Horzumar gave the matter a moment’s thought. ‘On reflection, I’d like to remain, if I may. Auganzar will learn nothing by seeing us together that he does not already know. And I would like to see his reaction to the death of Xindezar.’


‘Very well.’ Zuldamar called out to the door, ‘You may admit the Supreme Sanguinary.’ He rose and put away the wine, tidying his desk, though he left the report of Xindezar’s death upon it.


They waited in silence, thinking over the brief plan they had made, wondering how they could extend it towards their committed goal, the downfall of the Csendook about to visit them.


The guard signalled Auganzar’s arrival and he was admitted. He bowed to them both as he came in, showing no emotion whatsoever at meeting both of them, as if he had known they were together. Had Horzumar left clandestinely, Zuldamar realised, the Supreme Sanguinary would have suspected his actions.


Auganzar’s face was handsome, though its lines were hard, as if they spoke of the wars he had known, the terrible battles in which he had fought as a young Zemok, when the conflict with Man was still raging on a dozen worlds. He was dressed in sombre, military colours, and in the present company these leant more than a hint of aggression to his bearing. At his side he wore the twin swords of a warrior, and both his hosts glanced at them disapprovingly, though there was no reaction from the huge warrior. His entire mien was well studied, a presence that put terror into the hearts of his enemies with a mere glance. Even the Marozul flinched before this embodiment of power.


‘And what brings you to us?’ said Zuldamar as affably as he could, after they had all seated themselves. They might have been discussing a military banquet.


‘Two matters, Marozul,’ said Auganzar, getting straight to the point. These Csendook were his enemies, he knew that. They would have his head today if they could find a legitimate way to remove it. Probably they had been conspiring against him only a few moments ago. But it did not greatly concern him. He knew their strengths. Ironic that it was these two who spoke so strongly in favour of having a Supreme Sanguinary in the first place! How they regretted that decision now.


‘Presumably,’ said Zuldamar, ‘the first is the untimely death of our colleague, Zaru Xindezar.’


‘Exactly that,’ said Auganzar, a faint smile on his lips. He tapped a report he had been carrying. ‘I have studied this in depth. I take it you have also done so?’


‘We both have,’ said Horzumar, staring directly at the Supreme Sanguinary. He had faced him before, and knew the absolute coolness with which this warrior went about his business. He could generate deep fear with a single glance, but Horzumar was not prepared to back down an inch.


‘An unfortunate business,’ said Auganzar.


‘Indeed,’ nodded Zuldamar, waiting.


‘I wanted to speak about the death to you informally, which is why I did not ask for an audience with the full Marozul.’


Still Zuldamar said nothing, face bland.


‘In a way, I feel partly responsible for the young warrior’s death.’


Horzumar felt himself tensing. He’s taunting us! Throwing this killing in our faces! Damn him –


‘How can that be so?’ said Zuldamar mildly.


‘Xindezar was an excellent warrior. He fought under the veteran Xeltagar, as you probably know –’


‘Xindezar’s record is well known to both of us,’ said Horzumar, unable to remain silent, though he could sense that Zuldamar wanted him to be so.


‘I was considering approaching Xindezar, formally requesting that he be released to my own corps.’


‘Really?’ said Zuldamar, as though this was a surprise to him. ‘Though I have to say again, Xindezar was excellent. I am sure he would have been greatly honoured.’


‘Regrettably,’ Auganzar went on, moulding his deceit effortlessly, ‘he must have heard of my intentions prematurely. Sometimes word does leak out, though I am very hard on those responsible. Very hard.’


‘Ah, then Xindezar knew that you would ask for his transferral?’ said Zuldamar.


‘I think so. Otherwise, why would he have made such a rash attempt to impress me with his competence as a warrior? This expedition that he was on,’ and again Auganzar tapped the report. ‘Baiting killdreen. He was understaffed and underequipped. And then he attempted to bring one of the beasts down on his own.’


‘That’s your interpretation?’ said Zuldamar.


‘I can hazard a guess, Marozul –’


‘You haven’t considered the possibility,’ cut in Horzumar, ‘that he had no intention of hunting killdreen at all, that he was merely taking a party of Zemoks and moillum into the hills for other training.’


Auganzar smiled gently, as though consoling a relative. ‘I am afraid I am party to certain things not contained in the report, Marozul.’


‘Such as?’ said Zuldamar.


‘Some of the Zemoks talk among themselves. My own Zemoks hear things. Apparently they are saying that Xindezar deliberately went out in search of killdreen in order to fulfil an old custom. That of a hand-to-hand killing of a black lion. Of course, I cannot substantiate this, which is why I would not wish to bring it before the full Marozul. But it suggests to me that Xindezar did this foolish thing in an attempt to secure a place among the Thousand.’


Clever, thought Zuldamar. Very neat, and typical of him. Should he be challenged on it, he’ll produce witnesses, naturally. A dozen Zemoks who will swear that Xindezar would have done anything to join the Thousand. Like so many other Csendook.


‘I am sure we are grateful for this news,’ said Zuldamar with a deliberate look at Horzumar that told him, be silent! It’s no time to argue. Already Auganzar would have ensured that other Marozul had heard of this, indirectly.


‘I also think,’ said Auganzar, ‘that should this be made public, it would reflect badly on Xindezar, and his family. It would be better, I think, that such a promising warrior be remembered for his past. The report says that the attack of the killdreen pack was unforeseen, and that there were more of them than usual, and that they were in an area where it was thought they no longer hunted.’


‘None of the beasts were killed or captured?’ said Horzumar.


‘They had fled back over the mountains,’ confirmed Auganzar.


If they had been caught, Horzumar knew, they would have been found full of drugs, their tempers enflamed. No investigation would ever uncover such facts now.


‘Your advice, as always, is sound,’ said Zuldamar, and Horzumar marvelled at his friend’s duplicity. ‘Let us honour Xindezar, and do our best to cover over his impetuosity. I don’t think we need to display it, do you?’


‘Of course not, Marozul. And again, I am troubled by my own, indirect, part in this tragedy.’


‘You set the highest of standards,’ said Zuldamar. ‘It is what we asked of you.’


Auganzar nodded, displaying just enough hint of remorse to have been convincing to anyone who did not know the truth. After a brief silence he went on. ‘The other matter, Marozul, concerns Eannor.’


Again Horzumar felt his blood heating. Auganzar could hardly have touched on a more sensitive nerve.


‘The new Keeper has taken up his post?’ said Zuldamar, as if they were once more discussing trivial matters that he had no real interest in, but as a Marozul must recognise as an act of protocol.


‘Vorenzar is there, Marozul. But I am asking that the former Keeper, Zolutar Cmizen, be asked to remain there. In fact, I have taken the liberty of issuing orders to him that he does so, under the command of the new Keeper, Zaru Vorenzar.’


Zuldamar thought over this quickly. Cmizen was weak, but like Gannorzol, he was loyal, his fear of the Supreme Sanguinary goading him to remain loyal to Zuldamar, who received his reports. If Cmizen remained on Eannor, he would fall prey to Vorenzar quickly, having no stomach for conflict.


‘Is there a particular reason?’ said Zuldamar mildly, as though he had no concern one way or the other. ‘Cmizen is not very gifted, and no warrior. I’m not sure what use he would be if we recalled him, but what is there for him to do on Eannor now that he is to be, as far as I can tell, redundant?’


‘As I understand it,’ said Auganzar, ‘Cmizen has had very little to do on Eannor, the world being as it is, badly ravaged by events there.’


‘Come, come,’ said Horzumar. ‘You are well aware that Eannor is not the devastated world that it was given to be. The Marozul have their own reasons for wanting to perpetuate the myth of its dangers –’


Auganzar raised his hands gently. ‘Of course, I realise I have not had the support of all the Marozul in pressing for the use of Eannor. I know that it is not a graveyard, but I do agree it should be a forbidden place. It will be, to all but the chosen few who are sent to it, under Vorenzar. I have to say, at risk of incurring your further anger, that I believe Eannor to be the perfect breeding ground for the moillum. With the imposition of secrecy, we could make a formidable force of them.


‘The subjugation programme goes better than we could have hoped.’ He held up more reports. ‘On six worlds that were a constant problem to us, Man has capitulated. Many have been brought to the Warhive and have already been put into moillum schools. My intention, with approval, is to use Eannor to create a force that can go out to the last of the renegades and bring Man to heel, fully to heel.’


‘Admirable,’ said Zuldamar, knowing that this was yet further deceit. The Supreme Sanguinary had his Zemoks on Eannor for one reason, and one reason only: to hunt for the Imperator Elect, whom he believed to be alive. Auganzar was, Zuldamar was sure, obsessed. Perhaps there would be a way to turn that obsession on him, use it as the weapon that would ultimately bring him down?


Horzumar had no alternative but to follow Zuldamar’s lead. He nodded. ‘We may yet differ over how Eannor should be used,’ he said. ‘But that’s as may be. Tell me, what possible use could you have for Cmizen? If you intend to make Eannor a training ground, and a hard one, probably the most exacting in the cycle of worlds, I would have thought that Cmizen would be the last Csendook you would want there.’


Auganzar smiled as though taking the point well. ‘Of course, Cmizen will have no place in Vorenzar’s force. He would indeed be the last one chosen for it! But he has other abilities. Since he has been there, he has kept the secrets of Eannor well. Let him continue to do so. Vorenzar will be busy. I will be sending to him some of the most difficult moillum, those who refuse to do as we wish. I know that we have promised death to those who cannot accept our lordship of them –’


‘You would use Eannor as a prison, too?’ said Zuldamar.


‘Dissidents should be killed. But some of them could be potentially fine moillum. On Eannor their rebellions would be wasted, for they would have no one to turn to. I would have them segregated. There would be two schools. One for the converted Men, the finest moillum we could train. The other for the rebels.’


Horzumar smiled. ‘And you could pit them against each other, use their rivalry to tighten up their strengths.’


Something struck Zuldamar, an idea as bright as a shaft of sunlight, but he showed none of his inner emotion. ‘Supreme Sanguinary, you and I have not always agreed on matters. But in this matter I find your arguments most persuasive. Your ideas impress me.’


‘Thank you, Marozul. I confess I brought them to you rather than the full Marozul, knowing that if I could convince you of the worth of my ideas –’


‘Not quite the correct protocol,’ smiled Zuldamar. ‘But it does you credit, as your tactics so often have. Yes, I think we can support such an idea. Do you not agree, Marozul Horzumar?’


Horzumar read the promptings of his friend and smiled. ‘Well, if you want the truth, I was wondering what we could possibly do with Zolutar Cmizen anyway.’ And they laughed gently as though the matter was sealed.


After a few brief pleasantries, Auganzar departed. As soon as he had gone, Horzumar’s face clouded.


‘I have missed something,’ he said. ‘But I went with you, Zuldamar. What is it?’


Zuldamar patted him on the arm, an oddly intimate gesture. ‘Don’t you see? We have our lever. Eannor as an off-loading place for Man’s dissidents! How perfectly this fits into our thoughts of earlier.’


Horzumar’s eyes widened. ‘Of course! And if Cmizen is to remain there, we may yet depend on him to help us.’


‘If his nerve holds. But Eannor is where we will breed our assassin, my friend. When Auganzar puts his proposals to the Marozul, we’ll agree, but on condition that we send a percentage of the moillum from our own schools. So that the Marozul are properly represented.’


‘And we’ll have a team of assassins, an elite corps. The sword that bends back on its wielder.’


They laughed gently together and Zuldamar again brought out the wine. But in his mind one unspoken thought remained. Why did Auganzar want so many moillum on Eannor?
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WORLD GATE


Ipsellin sat in the centre of the gloomy chamber, his eyes closed, his mind focused on his deep thoughts, all else closed to him. The search time was almost over, the listening, the attuning as the Openers called it. He did not know that he had a visitor, who sat silently opposite him in the shadows, watching his face patiently, not making a sound, expression blank. Vorenzar had his own thoughts to consider.


When Ipsellin opened his eyes, he was immediately alert, as though he had been pretending sleep, but Vorenzar knew better. The Csendook waited.


‘As I thought,’ said Ipsellin. ‘There have been no attempts to send information back to the Warhive.’


‘How can you be certain?’


‘Only the Opener could do it. And since we have come, he has made no attempt.’


Vorenzar relaxed. ‘He knows you would sense such an attempt.’


‘Of course. He is very concerned for his future.’


‘Now that you have confirmed Cmizen’s fear of communicating with the Warhive, it is time to proceed with our work. And we shall need Etrascu for that.’ Vorenzar stood up and left the chamber, his Opener walking softly behind him.


Cmizen was also in his chamber, brooding over papers that he did not really see. Whatever it was that Vorenzar wanted here on Eannor, the real truth of it had yet to emerge. But Cmizen’s nights had been sleepless since his coming. And Etrascu had smelled fresh blood in the air, a breeze from the future perhaps. Cmizen was a Csendook: he should not believe such things. But this was Eannor, and the hidden horrors of its past were very tangible ghosts to him.


There was a knock on the door, which opened at once to admit Vorenzar. Cmizen stood up, noting with distaste that his Opener was with him. The eyes of Ipsellin strengthened Cmizen’s fear, as though the bulbous figure had its own purpose, a purpose of pain, murder perhaps. Ipsellin’s contempt for Cmizen was very clear, though Cmizen dared say nothing of it to Vorenzar, who would have been offended.


‘Are things to your satisfaction, Zaru?’ asked Cmizen.


Vorenzar grunted. ‘Excellent. We have begun the training programme for the moillum. As I anticipated, they feel at home in this place. My Zemoks report that they behave well, not like slaves at all.’


‘That is good,’ said Cmizen, relieved. But why should Csendook make life comfortable for our slaves?


‘In view of this, I feel I can afford the time to look around. Travel further afield.’


Cmizen felt the coldness gathering in his gut. He knew well enough what was coming. He had been expecting it since Vorenzar’s arrival several weeks before.


‘If your duties are not too pressing,’ Vorenzar went on, ‘perhaps you could show me something of Eannor.’


‘Of course, Zaru.’


‘And we’ll need your Opener.’


‘Zaru?’


‘Fetch him.’


Behind him, Ipsellin’s face wore the smug grin that Cmizen assumed must always be fixed there. It had become part of his own restless dreams.


They had not travelled far from the fortress. A range of low hills rose up before them, wooded and innocuous to the eye, though an odd silence hung over them, and even a long look at them revealed no sign of life, no distant flap of wings.


Vorenzar gently stroked the long neck of his xillatraal. He had felt it tense beneath him, a reaction to the hills. Cmizen’s own beast was decidedly uneasy, rising up on its hind legs, having to be brought sharply to order; it unsettled the smaller beasts of Ipsellin and Etrascu. Vorenzar had elected to bring none of his Zemoks or moillum with them, and again Cmizen wondered at the secrecy of his purpose.


‘Beyond these hills,’ he said. ‘Sealed.’


Vorenzar said nothing, nodding for his guide to lead them upwards.


The path they found was overgrown, bushes tangled on either side of it, spilling over, almost blocking the way, but the xillatraal forged through the obstructions, Cmizen leading. The journey upward into the hills was conducted in silence, though Cmizen felt as though he would cry out in protest, his nerves wearing thinner by the seeming indifference of the Zaru and his Opener. Could they not feel the air of this place? Hear its murmurs of outrage like tiny waterfalls?


Vorenzar understood the peculiar powers of the Openers, which in some ways cut across the beliefs of the Csendook, the rejection of the supernatural, of sorcery. But he was himself rigid in his own rejection of such things. There would be no demons here, and if there were guardians, his warriors would deal with them, without recourse to the trickery of so-called magic. Even so, Cmizen’s dread had become more deep-rooted than it had been at the fortress. Whatever they would find beyond the hills, it was a focus for that fear, and Etrascu seemed likewise disturbed by it.


Ipsellin glanced up at his master, his own brows clouded. ‘There is an evil here,’ he said softly so that neither Cmizen nor Etrascu heard him.


‘A trap?’ mouthed Vorenzar. ‘Should I return with a force?’


Ipsellin shook his head. ‘I can deal with it. But it may be dangerous. There is a smell of old blood. Overpowering.’


Vorenzar frowned. He could sense nothing, only the silence. But he had known it was a place of death they were coming to.


They entered the low trees which huddled over them, blotting out most of the light. There was no undergrowth, as if the earth here could support the life of the trees and nothing more: their trunks were thin and pale and reminded Vorenzar of corroded spars.


Over the brow of the hills they went, the land dropping away steeply, almost as if in to a gorge, chiselled by streams that whispered through it like spirits, loosening the dark loam, making it unsafe. The company had to pick their way carefully downward. Etrascu led now, knowing the path by instinct, for none was visible. Cmizen had pulled his cloak tightly about him as if caught in a sudden winter’s breeze, though Vorenzar ignored the cold embrace of the air among these trees. Their trunks were pale, like leeched corpses, but he shook himself free of the images of death.


The journey downwards seemed interminable, the slope far deeper than the one they had climbed to reach the hill crest. But at length Etrascu pulled up his snorting beast and indicated a darkness below. It seemed to be a wall cut from huge blocks of black rock, stretching across the forest, its top obscured among a wild tangle of branches and vegetation.


‘Who built this?’ said Vorenzar, his voice almost smothered by the air. It had become even colder, almost as though the coldness seeped out of the wall like a miasma.


‘Man,’ answered Cmizen.


‘The valley of sacrifice is beyond,’ said Etrascu.


‘You’ve seen it?’ said Vorenzar.


‘Once,’ said Etrascu, with an anxious look at Cmizen, who was visibly shivering, his face white in the shadows.


‘And is this where Zellorian brought the remnants of the Imperator Elect’s people? His last desperate stand against us?’ said Vorenzar, raising his voice, throwing it at the wall in contempt. But the black stone absorbed the sounds as if he had whispered.


‘Yes,’ nodded Etrascu. ‘It is where they attempted the Opening.’


Vorenzar nodded slowly, guiding his beast up and down the wall, looking at it, trying to fathom it, weigh its strength. It did not seem high, but there was a strange solidness about it, as if it could resist the might of an ocean. But somehow he had the distinct impression that it had not been set here to keep back an army, but to contain something. The mythical power of Zellorian?


‘Where is the gate?’ Vorenzar challenged Etrascu, ignoring Cmizen, who seemed incapable of speech anyway.


Etrascu looked to his master, but got no response.


‘One will have to be made,’ said Ipsellin, coming forward. ‘The wall is continuous, self-sealing. I have seen the constructions of Men on other worlds.’


Vorenzar did not criticise him, valuing his judgements. ‘Then let Etrascu make an Opening through it.’


Etrascu shuddered. ‘It will take blood?’


Vorenzar frowned. ‘The place beyond is part of Eannor. Why should it need blood.’


‘It is Eannor, Zaru,’ nodded Etrascu. ‘But the Men who came here were powerful. Just as the Openings between worlds are made in blood, so is the gate to this wall.’


Ipsellin trotted his xillatraal down the slope, closer to the wall. He could hear the fears trapped within the wall, almost see the faces of the dead as they watched him. They were in the blood, he told himself. A Csendook would not understand that, but as an Opener, blood spoke to him, a river of life, with its own recording of what was once the flesh that housed it. And blood was the flesh of the world cycle.


He turned and trotted his beast slowly back. He looked meaningfully at Etrascu. ‘I agree. A little blood will open this wall.’


Vorenzar ignored Etrascu’s look of horror. ‘Do it,’ he hissed.
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