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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.






 

 

Wizard’s Domain

 

 

This story is first in the collection, although it was published in 1980, because it is the first piece of fiction I completed. Before this, everything I began ended in the middle. I was living in Chicago; it was 1971. I can still recall the sense of intense satisfaction that filled me when I wrote the final sentence and realized that yes, it was done. I started submitting the story to markets in 1972. It was rejected everywhere for four years. (Ted White lost it.) In 1977 David Hartwell accepted it for Cosmos, but the magazine folded before it could appear.

It had gone through several rewrites by this time. In 1979 Ellen Kushner, then assistant editor at Ace, read it and liked it. After requesting some revisions, which were made, she bought it for the fantasy anthology Basilisk.

It is a story about power, and is set in the imaginary country of Ryoka.

 

* * *

 

They tell this story in the Eastern Counties of Ryoka. The house by Kameni Bay is gone, covered by the restless sand. If Shea Sealord lives, he is old, and his power gone. But the bay remains, gray and cold. Froth-white curls rise from it and ride to shore again, and again. Wind whips the surface of the vagrant sea, and if you stand on the rocks that breakwater the bay, you will hear that it does, indeed, make the sound of a man sobbing.

At the time of the making of this tale, there were wizards in Ryoka, greater wizards and lesser. Some had names that folk could say. Others were nameless. Some lived in caves, and fields, and mountains. And some lived in houses, wearing the guise and speaking the language of mortals. One of these was Shea. No one is quite sure when he first appeared, riding his ship Windcatcher, sailing up to the harbor in Skyeggo, not tall, not small, a silent man dressed in gray. He built a house on the shore of Kameni Bay, and hired servants to tend it, and commissioned a ship to be built in Skyeggo harbor, and when it was built he hired sailors to sail it. He paid in gold that did not melt. The ship sailed south, and there were those that swore it would not return. But when it did, laden with spice and timber and silver ore and all manner of precious things, the whispers ceased. When Shea built a second ship, and a third, the merchants of Ryoka wondered. The second ship sailed, and the third, and they both returned. In this manner Shea Sealord drew people to his service, and they say few regretted it. Thieves and knaves found no place with him, but honest folk were well-rewarded. In time there were a few such folk who could, if asked, call Shea “friend.”

One of these was Rhune. He had captained the first ship, not knowing where he was going or what he would find, trusting the word of the wizard. (What he found, in the southern lands, is not a part of this tale.) He was a big man, silent, slow to anger, but feared on the docks for his skill in combat. He was often seen walking through the city or on the shore of Kameni Bay with Shea. No one on the docks was surprised when Shea named him master of his fleet.

But one autumn Rhune was gone—vanished overnight, they said—and it was whispered through the city that he had somehow offended his wizard master, and had paid an unnameable and terrible penalty for that offense. Folk said he was dead, or worse, that he was not, but prisoned somewhere, in some hell known only to magicians. The whispers swelled until they seeped through the Eastern Counties. But they stopped wherever Shea turned his cool, sea-gray eyes. Folk learned not to say Rhune’s name where the Sealord might hear it, and Birne, another of Shea’s captains, was named the new master of the fleet.

But memories fade, and human loyalties are fickle. New tales filled the marketplace and docks of Skyeggo. One autumn afternoon Shea said to his servants: “I shall be walking by the bay. Do not disturb me.” And the servants bowed, and did not wonder at the order, for they had heard it many times, though (to tell the truth) not so often of late.

Shea walked to the edge of the sand. He watched the rush and retreat of the waves. They swirled around him, never touching him, always leaving him a clear space in the wet sand. He stepped forward. They retreated.

He spoke aloud. “Rhune?”

In his mind the water answered. Come to gloat, Shea? Does it give you satisfaction to know me imprisoned here?

Shea said nothing, but he gestured with one hand. The sea changed. The wind stormed and sang and scraped the waves. They flung themselves against the rocks.

He calmed them. “You are still angry.”

Have I not cause? cried the voice only he could hear.

“Had I not cause?” Shea responded.

A long time passed before the answer came into his mind. You had cause.

Shea half-smiled. “Rhune, would you be free?”

Silence.

“You will never ask it, though,” he said softly. “I know you. Will you buy it from me. Rhune? I will free you now, for a price.”

What price?

“I need your help.”

My help?

“I need your skills, and your strength. I need your knowledge of men. I need your guile, my traitor, and your deceit.”

The water sobbed. For a long time there was no reply. Finally the words came. I will help you, Lord.

Shea smiled truly, and lifted his hands to call the winds.

In the bay, a great whirlpool of water rose, like dark and liquid smoke, sucked out of the ocean by the wind. It was huge, and black. It sank lower, and lower. When it reached the height of a tall man a head emerged from it, and when as it sank further there appeared shoulders, chest, waist, until a naked man stood knee-deep in the waves. Slowly he waded to shore. He was tall and broad, with fair hair that fell past his shoulders. He was breathing hard, and shivering.

Shea took off his gray cloak, and swung it over those muscular shoulders. “Come.”

Together, neither looking back, they walked across the beach to the house.

 

* * *

 

The morning sun came through the eastward windows: also came in the sound of the sea. Rhune sat by the window, listening to the sound of the waves. He had not heard that sound for a year: the sea does not hear its own music.

There were clothes laid out for him at the foot of the bed. He remembered, with some amusement, the look on the faces of the servants when he walked into the house, naked, dripping. Shea had given a few orders and vanished into the back of the house. Servants, all of whom he knew, brought Rhune a towel, clothing, food. He had almost forgotten the taste of bread, the feel of silk.

With sunlight streaking the colored floor tiles, he dressed now and went out through the terrace doors to find the master of the house. As he had expected, Shea was sitting on the beach.

The Sealord turned as Rhune padded across the sand. “Good morning,” he said politely. “Did you sleep well?”

Rhune smiled. “Yes. Thank you.” Quietly he settled himself beside the wizard.

Shea said, “Your reappearance has somewhat shaken my household.”

“Where did they think I was?” Rhune asked.

“They do not think about such things,” said the wizard.

Rhune looked down at his hands. They were no different than when he had last seen them, a year back. As I should not have thought about wizardry and the things of wizardry, he thought.

He held his anger silent, and said, “They are wise. I’m sure the sailors and captains on the docks will be equally surprised.”

“I did not bring you back to be captain, or sailor,” said Shea.

“Why did you bring me back?” said Rhune.

Shea said, “To be a warrior, To join me—if you will—in a task of great import and high adventure.”

Rhune cocked his head and glanced at the wizard somewhat quizzically. Shea was not wont to speak dramatically, except in jest. But the gray, changeful eyes were serious. Shea pointed at the water.

“Look,” he said.

Rhune looked at his prison, and saw a volcano, all green and gray and moving, rise from the waves, spewing wet fire.

It fell into the bay again, and the waves made by the fall surged up the beach, detouring around the two seated men.

“Of what does that remind you?” said Shea.

Rhune said slowly, “That’s easy. The Firemountain.”

Four days’ journey off Ryoka coast the great volcano sat. It was ruled by the Firelord, Seramir. The volcano lay quiescent now, its fire seeming spent. Yet once Seramir had been very powerful. Seventy years back his ships had sailed from the Firemountain, black ships with red sails and brightly painted dragons on their bows. Grim men with weapons had tramped from the ships to strip the wealth and beauty from the towns of the eastern shore.

Khelen the Sorceress, greatest magician of her day, had come from the west to pit magic against magic. Tales of that battle are still told from one end of Ryoka to the other. It was a terrible fight. But Khelen prevailed. Ships smashed, men beaten, drowned, or buried, Seramir had begged peace. By the terms of that peace he was confined to the Firemountain, forbidden to sail or to cause others to sail beyond a day’s journey from its shores.

Yet he was still feared in the coastal counties. People spoke with fear of the red-eyed lord of fire. And trading ships sailing to and from Skyeggo paid a toll in gold to the captains of the tall dragon ships.

“The Firemountain, yes,” said Shea. “Where Seramir Firelord lives, and watches—and hates.”

“Hates?” said Rhune, who knew something of hatred.

“Hates—the land, its cities, its people. He ages now. His power wanes, and so he loves it more, and craves its increase. Yet the only power he has over all Ryoka is the power of the toll—he who is lord of Fire! It galls him. He does not need gold, what is gold to a wizard? I can make gold out of sand. So can he. He craves mastery.”

The certainty in Shea’s voice made Rhune shiver. “Is he mad?” he asked.

“A little. Even magicians were born human.”

I can understand him, then, Rhune thought. I was mad, once. “You spoke of war,” he said. “I thought, when Khelen bested him, Seramir swore never to make war upon Ryoka again.”

“He swore never to send ships or men to bum cities and plunder the land. He keeps that oath. Only”—Shea shifted, and sand slid down the side of the dune—”it seems that the fires of earth itself have of late grown restless. From all over Ryoka, out to the very edge of the Western Counties, come reports of crevices opening in the earth, rocks shifting and falling, streams steaming. The cliffs at Mantalo erupted a month ago, drowning ships and men in spouts of liquid fire. Forty died. A little firemountain grows now in the harbor.”

Rhune remembered the harbor of Mantalo, blue and white and gold, filled with tall-masted ships bobbing in the sun. A horror filled him. “Seramir has done this?”

“I believe so.”

“How can his power reach so far?”

Shea half-smiled, as if in approval of the question. “Some device or tool which he has found or bought or made permits him to extend his will even to the Western Counties. There are tales of such things in the lore books.”

“Can he be stopped?”

“He must be,” said Shea. “But Khelen is dead, and there are few with the power to thwart him. Malice—the will to twist and ruin—drives him now.”

Rhune looked across the bay. “You are Sealord,” he said. “Can you drown his island in ocean?”

“I have no device with which to reach across distance. To best him I must go to him.”

Rhune blinked. “Would he not know you?” he said doubtfully.

“I would not go alone, nor as myself. You are right, he will be expecting me, or someone like me. But what if Rhune—friend, servant, and traitor to Shea Sealord—were to be freed by him in a moment of mercy—or weakness? He might sail to the Firemountain. And with him, naturally, he would take his servant.” Shea folded his hands in his lap, and his gray-green eyes gleamed, unfathomable as ocean.

Rhune closed his own eyes against their power, listening to the lift and fall of the sleepless, ever-patient sea.

I can’t, he thought. I can’t play such a part.

“If I refuse to do this thing,” he said, “will you prison me again?”

“Look at me,” said the Sealord.

Rhune opened his eyes. Shea’s gray glance searched his face. “If in truth,” said the wizard, “the ocean has washed from you your ability to charm, to deceive, and to lie, then I will find some other way to counter Seramir, and you may go from here. But if you say so, be sure you speak truth.” Shea’s voice grew very soft. “It is no longer in your power to lie to me.”

Rhune bowed his head. “Please,” he said, “let me think.”

Shea left him. He sat alone (as he had not been for many months—the ocean is never alone) smelling the salt air. Gulls rode the currents, calling to one another. He tried to picture the harbor at Mantalo as it must look, broken and dark with soot. It made an ugly image.

He dug his bare feet into the sand. His head felt thick and sluggish. The wind ruffled his hair, and he turned his face to the east to watch the rising sun coat the sea with light.

Once he had had guile and treachery aplenty. He remembered Osher, who had thought himself a wizard, and had been only a vicious, flattering fool. But he had not seemed foolish. He had measured his victim well, and his flatteries and baits had worked.

He said, “Without you, Shea is nothing. You build and stock his ships. You choose his captains and crews. You are his fleetmaster, and his chief counselor. Am I right in this? Yet you name him Lord. Lands, ships, lordship—it is through your effort that he keeps them. Only in his magic is he your master. Do you not resent it? You ought to. You call him ‘friend,’ but I will give you what he has never deigned or dared to give you—magic. Surely he fears you, and is no true friend, or else he would have offered it to you long ago.”

With these words and others like them Osher fueled Rhune’s ambitions. Two words from Shea would have ended it. But Shea seemed not to notice. One moonless autumn night, Rhune himself had opened the gates of the house, this house, and broken the neck of the guard who tried to shout a warning. Puffed with the desire for magic, he had let Osher and his soldiers in, to capture and dungeon Shea.

But Osher died, and Shea sent the raging sea into his house and tore it to rubble. Frightened, as he had never been before, by that power, Rhune fled, traveling west and north, away from the sea, hoping that Shea’s power would fade. But everywhere he ran streams, rivers, lakes, springs, the very water in the wells rose to bar his passage. Chilled, hungry, refugeless and raging, he surrendered, and Shea bound him with chains cold as ice, and brought him to the bay.

His hands twisted against each other. A year he had rested in it, not eating, not sleeping, part of the ocean and the tides, but conscious, and human, if one can be human and still be ocean. In it his ambitions and his pride had dissolved, washed away by the endless rocking of the earth. He thought they had dissolved.

But the anger, like a lump of iron in the earth, remained. (Two words from you, Sealord, and it might never have happened. But you saw nothing, said nothing. Only at the end did you speak.)

At last, with memories crowding his mind, he rose, and went to look for Shea.

He found him in the library, holding a rolled scroll.

“I will do it,” he said.

Shea nodded. Gently he fingered open the brittle paper. “I thought you would.” His face was unreadable, but his voice held a subtle mingling of sadness and relief.

 

* * *

 

It took Shea some three weeks to make preparation for the journey. Some of his tasks were practical and some were magical.

During that time, Rhune stayed near the house. Shea had asked him to, saying, “It will be best if your coming is a surprise to Seramir, if he does not even know that you are free. If you go into the city there will be talk, and he has agents in the city.”

Rhune agreed. There was no one he wished to see in Skyeggo. The terms of his old life had been washed out of him. By day he walked in the sunlight, or swam in the bay, delighting in the feel of the sun and water on his skin. In the afternoons, he practised weaponry and combat with the house guards.

In the evenings, he sat with Shea in the library, listening to the magician speak about the Firelord. “The island is his domain,” Shea said, “and all that lives on it is his. Trust no one. The most guileless-seeming scullion may be a spy, or worse, a creature made by Seramir out of fire. He has that skill, as do all the element-lords.” He spoke casually, as if he were not one himself. “Eat no food that has been prepared with fire unless you see others eating it. The fire-folk do not eat. Any food made with fire may be spelled to trap you.”

“But you will be with me,” said Rhune. “Can I not watch what you eat?”

“We may not always be together,” said Shea.

The last few days before the journey, Birne, the fleetmaster, came to the house. Rhune spent most of those days on the beach. One morning he was walking when Shea called to him. Rhune went to the Sealord’s side. “Walk with me,” said the wizard.

Obediently, Rhune followed him into the meadow west of the bay. The grass was lush, well-watered, as all Shea’s lands were. Once more, the wizard began to speak of the Firelord.

“I desire him to trust you,” he said. “If he trusts you, he will boast to you of his powers. He may even tell you about the device with which he wreaks such destruction upon Ryoka. But I do not think he will tell you where it can be found. I shall have to search his rooms for it. If I cannot find it there”—Shea paused, and with a deliberate, studied gesture, snapped the head from a daisy—”I will have to make him tell me where it is.” A yellow bee buzzed up angrily from his fingers, circled him once, and flew away.

Rhune said, “Can you not destroy this device at a distance, from the harbor?”

Shea shook his head. “Seramir guards his mountain well,” he said. “Once he is bound and weakened, it would be possible. But I cannot bind him from a distance. Even face to face, the task is difficult. It is not easy to capture a wizard in his own domain.”

Rhune said, “I know.”

Shea half-smiled. “You are a strong man,” he said. “But the chain with which I bound you was common steel, locked with a binding spell. It would not hold Seramir. Anything made with fire is subject to his command.”

They continued to walk across the meadow. Finally Shea halted, beside a bare circle, brown and hard and strange amid the luxurious grass. “Therefore we will forge a chain,” said Shea. Again he looked at Rhune. “You wished once to do magic, did you not?”

Rhune set his teeth. “I did.”

Shea knelt by—not on—the bare spot. Rhune copied him. “You shall. Hold one hand out to the center of the circle, and wait.”

Rhune obeyed. Soon he felt a vibration, as if the earth itself were soundlessly humming. The sensation was unpleasant, though not painful, and it was weakening. “Pull back!” said Shea.

Rhune pulled his arm back. It trembled with tension, as if he had been holding a heavy weight. “What is it?” he asked.

Shea said, “A place of power. They are sometimes called witch’s circles. As a lens can focus sunlight, so this spot can focus the power of mind that we call magic.”

Rhune rubbed his arm. “I don’t understand.”

“As a volcano is a pool of the earth’s unseen fires, and a spring the release of underground waters, so this circle is a pool, a well, a spring—whatever image suits your mind—for magic. They can be used, by those who know how to use them.”

As I do not, Rhune thought. He gazed with some trepidation at the circle of power.

Shea said, “It will not hurt you.”

The reassurance stung. Rhune said, “What do I do?”

“Put both hands in the circle.” Shea put his own hands forward as he spoke. “Choose from one of those pictures, pool or well or spring, or make another in your mind from what I told you. Make the picture clear and strong, and then see yourself as drawing substance out of it.”

Rhune extended both hands into the barren place. For a moment he was at a loss. Finally he visualized beneath the bare earth a huge magnet. It was old, brown, heavy rock, and it pulled as the pole pulls at the compass. Rhune felt the pull. “I thought it would be easy,” he said.

“No,” Shea said, “it isn’t easy. Don’t stop.”

Rhune clenched his eyelids shut and pulled against the rock. It dragged back at him, pulling strength from him, pulling thoughts, loves, fears, hopes, pulling senses and nerves, pulling heart and lungs—his breath burned in his throat—pulling legs and arms and fingers, pulling blood and bone and brain... “Feel,” said Shea. He guided Rhune’s shaking hands to something so fine it felt no thicker than an eyelash. “Do you feel it? That is our chain.”

“I feel it,” said Rhune. The words came in grunts. He opened his eyes. Shea’s fingers were shaking, too, and his arms and shoulders were trembling. His face was streaked with sweat.

Rhune’s fingers crooked. He felt as if he were being drawn into the earth. The top of his head was white-hot.

“Take your hands from the circle!” snapped Shea.

Rhune withdrew his hands. Lying back in the cool grass, he crossed his arm over his stinging eyes, and waited for the world to cease spinning like a manic top.

“Good,” said Shea.

Rhune struggled up. “Show me.”

Shea held out his palms. They looked empty. “Extend your hands,” he said. Rhune held his hands out, palm up. Shea laid—something—over them: four strands, as light as gossamer. Rhune stroked them. They were fine as human hair.

“This is all?” he said.

“Try to break them,” said Shea.

Rhune felt along the length. They were long enough to tie a man down, provided there was something to tie him to. Wrapping them around his hands, he braced and pulled, until the muscles stood out in his throat. His shoulders and wrists knotted and cracked. Blood roared in his ears.

The invisible chains did not break.

“They—they’re strong,” he said.

Shea took them, with a gesture that seemed to sling them around his neck. “They cannot be cut, and they cannot melt. The only thing which will undo them once tied, is our thought, woven in the breaking as it was in the making.’’ He smiled. “Thus Seramir, once bound, is unlikely to attempt to harm us, because he will never then be free.”

“I hope he knows that,” Rhune said.

“He will,” Shea said. Standing, he held out his hands and walked once around the bare spot, singing.

“What is that?” Rhune asked when he had done.

“I laid a warding spell on the circle. There is power in it now deadly enough to kill any unwary animal or a child. The spell will keep anyone from blundering into it until the effect fades.”

They returned to the house. At the door to the library. Shea said, “Will you be practicing in the pavilion this afternoon?”

Few magicians are warriors. But, watching Rhune break up a sailors’ fight on the docks, Shea had grown intrigued with the arts of weaponry and wrestling. He had asked Rhune to show him what he knew, and over the years it had become a pastime between the two men. At Rhune’s suggestion Shea had had a practice pavilion built near the house on Kameni Bay. It was in the garden, and was not, strictly speaking, a pavilion, but a square of lawn protected by a light awning, and walled on three sides with trellises. Flowers dangled from the trellis rungs, so that the smells of sweat and oil mingled with the scent of roses.

“I had thought to,” said Rhune.

“I should like to join you,” said the wizard. “I have neglected it, in the past year.”

Something bitter twisted inside Rhune’s mind. He bowed. “As you will, lord,” he said.

 

* * *

 

Crouching, right hand knife-edge out to protect his face and throat, Rhune circled. His feet shifted in tight short steps. His body was slick with oil. Two arms’ lengths from him, Shea matched his movements, gray eyes watchful. This was their fourth encounter.

Around the perimeter of the pavilion, the guards watched. Shea had not ordered them there; they had wandered by, casually it seemed. Rhune wondered if they thought he was a threat to Shea. It was an ironic but, he concluded, not a stupid suspicion.

The first two matches had been with wooden knives. Shea had won them both. He was deadly with knives. The third match had been wrestling, which Rhune had won, as he was about to win this one.

Shea feinted a punch, and followed it with a true one. Rhune seized the extended arm and twisted it in a circle. Shea’s whole body spun with the motion. Rhune yanked the arm upward until the wizard’s thumb touched his shoulder blade and scythed the wizard’s legs out from under him. Shea dropped, free arm curling to protect his head as he fell. Rhune followed him to the grass and held him there, arm locked, his knees on Shea’s spine.

“Two and two,” he said, and let go.

Shea rolled upright. He was breathing hard. “Winner’s choice.”

Rhune flexed his fingers. “Staves.”

With staves they were even; Rhune was taller, with a longer reach, but Shea was swifter. Nodding, Shea beckoned a guard to throw down two staves from the rack. “The red one,” he directed, as the man hesitated. “And any other.” The red staff was the sturdy oak one that Rhune had cut and polished himself, three years ago. No, Rhune reminded himself. Four years ago. A year had passed since he’d touched it. He picked it from the grass, feeling the familiar slant and warp and pattern of the grain.

“You kept it,” he said.

Shea half-smiled. “I don’t throw things away.”

He dropped into stance, one foot forward of the other, hands spaced evenly on the cudgel. They circled slowly, feinting and withdrawing. Rhune struck twice but Shea was ahead of him both times. I don’t throw things away. Am I a thing? Rhune thought. His hands tensed on his stick.

Slowly, and then faster, Shea began to push the attack, whirling his staff in jarring blows that Rhune was hard put to it to block, to the head, the groin, the stomach, the legs. The guards murmured approval. Rhune twisted and blocked and countered, feeling himself pressed. Suddenly he saw an opening as Shea, careless in victory, swung his staff at an almost horizontal angle to Rhune’s ribs. Rhune stepped inside the blow and swung his own staff into the pit of Shea’s stomach.

The shock of the strike went into Rhune’s hands and up to his elbows. He had not meant to hit that hard. Shea doubled and fell, gasping, fighting for breath.

Rhune dropped his own stick and knelt. “Shea?”

“All right,” whispered the wizard. He gestured with one hand. Rhune glanced around. Three guards had crossed the border of the practice space, their eyes worried. At the gesture, they halted. Rhune put his hands under Shea’s arms and helped him to sit.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean that.”

Shea took a deep breath. He coughed. “I swear there’s a hole in my spine,” he said. “Your match, I think.” Standing, he stretched. Rhune rose. Suddenly Shea whirled, swift as a cat, and his right hand, knife-edged, slashed Rhune’s neck.

Rhune rode the blow back, shaking his head to clear it, falling into a defensive posture automatically—but Shea did not follow up.

“You’re recovered,” Rhune said. “I wish I had your recovery time.”

“You don’t need it if you don’t get hit, and you don’t, very often.” Shea started for the house, then changed his mind. “I’ll come in a while,” he said. Rhune could not tell for whom he was speaking, Rhune or the guards. “I’m going for a swim.”

Rhune put the staves back on the rack himself. He smelled his own stink. The sigh of the spray on the breakwater rocks seemed inviting. Finally he followed Shea’s footprints east. He scrubbed himself clean of the oil with sand, and ducked in and out of the surf a few times. The westering sun laid a red track over the surface of the bay. Rhune closed his eyes, wondering how much more Shea had to do before they could leave.

He found himself listening, and laughed at himself. Shea was agile and silent in water as if he had been born in it. All he could hear was the hiss and moan of spray.

Suddenly a green wave rose up and up like a wall, and Shea came sliding down the curl like a dolphin riding a wake.

Beckoning, the Sealord said his name. Rhune rose from where he had been sitting. “Come walk,” said Shea. They walked, stitching a path of prints down the wet sand.

Fear began to grow in Rhune: fear of the future. Finally he could no longer stand the silence. “Shea, I don’t want to go.”

He felt Shea look at him. “Afraid?”

“Yes! Not of Seramir.”

“Of what?”

Rhune clenched his fists. “Of myself, and what I might do.”

“Go on.”

Rhune looked at the bay. “I broke faith with you. I—you were right to name me traitor. Might it not happen again?”

There. He had said it.

“It might,” said Shea. He sounded very calm. “I think it will not. Besides, I broke a kind of faith with you.”

“How?” Rhune said. It was not what he had expected Shea to say.

“Do you not know?” said the wizard. Rhune shook his head, unsure of the Sealord’s meaning. “Strange. But you are still angry. Surely you must have wondered why, of everything the ocean took from you, the anger remains.”

He sat on the sand. Rhune sat beside him. “I always had a temper,” he said. The clinging sand made him itch; he brushed it off, watching the shadows move and slide over Shea’s face.

Shea said, “We built the fleet together, you and I, Rhune. It took ten years.”

“Yes,” said Rhune. The rush of memories made his heart twitch with pain.

Inexorably the quiet voice went on. “You loved that life—the life of the docks and the ships. You were the best fleetmaster this coast has ever seen.”

Rhune bowed his head. “I thought I was.”

“We only lost one ship. It was Waverunner, do you remember? She foundered in the fourth year, in the autumn gales. The other ships wore black sails for a month. All the hands were lost.”

“I remember it.”

“That was the first year I thought of giving up the fleet,” said Shea.

Rhune jerked his head up. “You never spoke of it.”

“I know. I should have. I blamed myself for those deaths.”

“Could you have prevented them?” Rhune asked.

Shea shook his head. “No. But it was my ship they sailed, my route they followed—my will that kept them in the water. For that I am responsible. Power over wealth, over lives—that is not always a good power to give to a sorcerer. It’s too easy for us to abuse it.”

Rhune said, “You did not abuse it.”

Shea sighed. He lifted a handful of sand from the beach, and let the grains slip through his fingers. “I think I did. Remember the day we sailed Windcatcher to Mantalo, to ride the waves?”

Rhune smiled. “I remember.” He recalled the feel of the wave cresting under his thighs, and the great green hole it carved in the sea before it fell. He had ridden it down, without even a piece of wood to hold, with death a thunder in his ears, and Shea’s laughter ringing through his veins...

“It was good,” Shea said. “Terrible, and beautiful, and you trusted me to keep you safe...”

“Yes,” Rhune said.

“Yet I could not—did not—spare a thought to keep you from Osher’s whispers and his greed. If you needed wealth, I should have given you wealth.”

Rhune’s heart lurched. “Given me wealth? I killed a man last year to try to take that fleet from you—and now you say you should have given it to me?” His voice rasped. He stood, legs shaking. He stared at Shea’s upturned, shadowed face. “I’ll see you dead before you give me anything!”

 

* * *

 

Two days later, they sailed for the Firemountain.

Shea called a wind into the sails to speed them on their way, but it was still past sunset when they saw to the northeast the red glow of the Firemountain against the blackening sky. As they sailed nearer, they saw red streamers reflecting off the water. “What is that?” Rhune whispered.

Shea said, “The mountain’s heart is restless.”

Three lengths offshore they were intercepted by a ship. It had red sails, and painted on its black hull was the golden image of a firedrake. Lanterns glimmered along its prow.

“Halt,” came the call from the ship.

Rhune repeated the order to Shea, who was handling the boat. Like an obedient servant, Shea furled the sails and bent to oars to hold Windcatcher in her rocking trough. The name on the little ship was not Windcatcher, nor did she look as she usually did, trim and sleek and white, nor did Shea look like Shea. All these things he had changed, with magic. Only Rhune looked himself. It made him feel exposed.

“Who are you?” cried the voice from the big ship. “By what right do you trespass into the domain of the Firelord?”

Rhune filled his lungs. He saw Shea’s nod of encouragement and trust. “My name is Rhune,” he called. “I enter by right of refuge!”

From the pause that followed his announcement, Rhune guessed that his name was not unknown to the voice. Finally the answer wafted down to them. “Follow us.” Shea shipped the oars and raised sail. Slowly they tacked in toward the docks, keeping as far back as they could from the dragon-ship’s long white wake.

The harbor was lit with great red torches. By their light, Rhune could see along the docks and into the interior of the island. Shea had not told him what to expect, and as he gazed he felt the muscles of his face slacken in surprise. Built up the sloping side of the volcano was a mighty stone city. The streets were wide and smooth, paved with stone. Red banners with the dragon device waved everywhere. It was night, but all through the myriad streets and alleys people moved. Rhune counted thirty ships anchored in the harbor. Over all, the mountain rumbled softly, like a sleeping dragon.

The master of the ship that met them directed them to a berth amid the boats, and waited for them to leave the craft. He bowed to Rhune. “Welcome to the Firemountain,” he said. “Come with me.” They followed him (Shea at Rhune’s back, as was proper) to a great stone palace. Its sides were smooth as water, and they shone like scarlet glass.

Guards barred their passage. But the master of the ship drew them aside. Rhune heard his name, and then Shea’s. He kept his face impassive. Finally the guards moved from the door. It swung open, into a long dark hall.

A silent man beckoned them into the darkness. “Come,” he whispered. They paced after him through an immense, windowless corridor. Torches flickered in the silence. He opened yet another door, and pointed. “Go.” Rhune swallowed, and went in. Shea came afterward. He had changed his face and coloring and also the way he walked. Rhune kept having to glance twice at him before he remembered that this was Shea.

The room was hot, and rich with tapestries, rugs, heavy, polished furniture, and red-gold ornaments. Rhune paced. He did not want to sit down. He itched for a bath and some cold water to drink, feeling dirty and rough from the journey.

A small door popped open in a wall. Rhune stiffened. A man walked toward him. He wore red and black. His hair was gray. His face was white, and his eyes deep ebony. In them a steady red flame seemed to burn. “Good evening, traveler,” he said. His voice was deep. “I am Seramir, Lord of this mountain.”

Rhune bowed low. His palms were clammy with sweat. “Lord, my name is Rhune.”

“Rhune, who once served Shea Sealord?”

“That is right.”

Seramir signalled. A servant entered, carrying a golden tray. She set it on the table and pulled two chairs to the table’s edge. The Firelord sat. “You are welcome to my kingdom,” he said. “You are no doubt hungry and thirsty from your journey. Let us eat, and then talk. Your servant”—the dark, burning eyes found Shea, where he stood silently against a wall—”may find food and drink in my kitchens.”

Rhune tensed, remembering Shea’s admonition to him, that he should eat nothing prepared with fire. “I am not hungry, lord. Thank you.”

“But after so long a journey you must be thirsty,” said the Firelord. He poured something from a golden pitcher into a golden cup. “It is a tiring sail from Kameni Bay.” He pointed to the velvet-backed chair. Gingerly, Rhune seated himself at its edge. The Firelord held out the cup. Rhune took it. “Dismiss your servant, Rhune Fleetmaster. Drink, and be refreshed—if it is not discourteous of me to offer liquid to a man who has so recently been an ocean.”

There was no help for it. Rhune gestured to Shea to depart with the Firelord’s servant, and took the cup. He hoped the goblet held water but no, it held wine. He sipped it. It was red and rich, a Ryokan vintage, flavorfully spiced. “I am not a fleetmaster, lord.”
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