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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.







PART ONE


AUGURIES




1


SEA BORNE


Each night for almost a month, the man’s face had haunted the girl, Sisipher. At first, asleep, she was barely aware of the intrusion, but slowly the features of the face took shape, floating on the surface of her dreams. It was a strange face, full of contradictions, for though it was the face of a comparatively young man, it was somehow not a young face. Some private agony had aged it; its torment was evident in its eyes, but they also held a resolve, a remorselessness of purpose, so that it almost seemed as though the man could step from dream to reality without effort.


As if bursting from a pool, Sisipher woke, crying for air. Beside her it was not the intense gaze of that face that hovered, but that of Brannog, her father. He reached out at once with a sponge and gently dabbed at her forehead. Not seeing him, she did not respond, her mind clouded. He was about to speak, but he realised he would not reach her. Let her sleep if she can, he thought. In a moment her eyes closed and she sagged back among the twisted sheets. The face was no longer waiting for her. She seemed at peace.


Brannog, turning in the candlelight, motioned to another girl who waited by the door, her face white. Cautiously she came forward and took the preferred bowl. Her eyes were fixed on the now inert Sisipher as if expecting her to wake in confusion. The girl, Eorna, had watched Sisipher convulse with this fever (if fever it was) on several nights recently. It seemed unusual to her that by day Sisipher behaved as if nothing was wrong with her, yet by night there was an element of madness in her fever. Yet Eorna shared none of her conjectures with Brannog: he cared too much for his daughter.


‘It grows worse,’ he said quietly, his anger muted.


Eorna studied his broad back as he spoke. Even sitting his height was obvious; his arms were well muscled, his hands callused with years of working with nets and ropes. He had a weather-beaten, solid face, his eyes like the eyes of an eagle, always alert, and to Eorna (as to many others in the village) he stood out from others around him, a dominant but gentle man. And yet what warmth there was in him seemed to be directed solely at his daughter.


‘What will happen to her?’ Eorna whispered, drawing closer to his side. She wanted to place a hand upon his shoulder, but instead gripped the bowl tightly as if it gave her comfort.


‘The dreams that troubled her as a child were never like this.’ It was true, for Sisipher had often gabbled to him, sitting on his great knees as a child, speaking nonsense about other realms, which she conjured so vividly. Such things had never concerned him in those days.


Beyond the tiny window of the attic room the night winds raced down off the mountains and into the bay. For three days and nights these winds had gusted with uncanny strength, even for this stark coast in the winter months. Just as the winds raged, so Sisipher’s nights worsened, as though the storm outside perfectly balanced that within. Brannog shut out the thought. Absurd. Coincidence. But Sisipher’s invisible nightmare raised up in her father’s mind ghosts that were never at rest. He could feel the power of the elements about his home and village, as though there was a purpose in their violence, yet he knew there was nothing beyond the raw power of the storm. Like the sea, it had no being, no divine will. Such things were not held within Brannog’s world. There was no power, no magic, no gods. Yet he shuddered as he listened to the snarl of the wind, an echo of his daughter’s turmoil.


Is this your mother’s gift, curse of her blood? he wondered, thinking of her mother. He had found her in a coastal village far to the north, where she had lived in an isolated community, a remote village that clung grimly to its independence. In Frostwalk there had been an almost unique will to shut out the world. A squall had forced Brannog into its harbour, where the fishers had admitted him reluctantly.


He had been young then, hotheaded, and had defied his father by insisting on wandering the seas for a while before settling to the life prepared for him. Inexperience and poor weather had left him no alternative but to shelter in Frostwalk, where he had met Sisipher’s mother. At once he had fallen in love. While her people were never hostile to him, they gave him no encouragement to stay. But the girl had. Later she told her people that she would have no one but Brannog for her husband. I can never leave Frostwalk, she told Brannog. You must remain here if you want me for your wife. He had argued, of course, but his love had been intense enough to triumph over duty to his home village. He had married and had stayed, masking what it had cost him, though his wife had understood such things and had loved him the more for his sacrifice.


The chain that bound him to Frostwalk was strengthened by the birth of Sisipher, and for a few years he had felt secure in the company of the taciturn inhabitants. He fished with them, never far from land, his skill and strength much envied, for he was shaped by the power of the sea, and he had laughed with them. Even so, their secretiveness sometimes disturbed him, as though they behaved differently when he was not with them. His wife shared this twilight secret of Frostwalk, though never fully with him. He could not touch this thing, but it touched him with fear.


Eventually his wife had told him that she had been born with a gift, rare but not unique. It was, she said, the gift of telling, though she had repressed it since birth. It is only because I love you that I tell you this, she said. Power. The impossible, his mind cried. Yet nothing could divert his strong love for her. Frostwalk, she had told him, had a claim upon her gift that she could not deny. He remained sceptical until the day she predicted the death of a child beneath a miniature avalanche: the child was made to take another path than the one it had chosen to play along, and later there was a fall that would have killed it as prophesied. To Brannog, the gift was a curse. To view tomorrow could not be right, natural. No good could come of such a thing, even though it had saved the child’s life. His dark belief was vindicated on the day that his wife confessed to him that she had foreseen her own doom. He scorned both her tears and her insistence. Frostwalk had become eerily withdrawn, as if already in mourning. The fishers had known.


When his wife fell to the sudden sickness, Brannog’s heart had frozen. In two days she had died. The elders of the village had covered her and taken her away for a secret burial, though not at sea, as was the custom with Brannog’s people. Devastated, Brannog had shut himself away and had wept. He had never seen her again. Afterwards he was told nothing, but the people of Frostwalk shared his grief. Sisipher had been three years old. Her mother’s final words to Brannog had been that Sisipher, too, had the gift of telling, which had been handed down over many generations, though for what real purpose, no one knew. You have a choice, she told Brannog. Stay in Frostwalk and help your daughter to fulfil whatever purpose calls her, or return with her to your father’s home. Perhaps the gift within her will die if you leave. Brannog knew that it had cost Sisipher’s mother much to say this, the final evidence of her unwavering love for him.


A few days after her death, he took the infant Sisipher to his boat, quietly murmured a farewell to the fishers of Frostwalk and set sail for his first home. No one had called him back, but he had read their unexpected deep sadness, for his going as much as for the child’s. At home he had been welcomed heartily, and if his father’s people had had any misgivings about his past and his new daughter (a Frostwalk child, no less!) they did not let them show. Very soon his people had made him one of them again, as though he had been away but a few days, and already the young bloods looked to him for guidance in times of decision.


He never spoke of the gift within his daughter to anyone, and said nothing to her. Fifteen years ago he expected it to wither and die, but the thought of it tormented him even now. This past month it had done so increasingly.


‘What does she see in her dreams?’ came Eorna’s voice beside him. Her plump figure brushed him deliberately as she leaned forward, her bosom like an offering. She wanted to help, to please him, but he so rarely smiled, and gave her no encouragement. At least there was no other woman in his life, save Sisipher. Eorna felt the familiar stab of jealousy.


Brannog had been aware of Eorna’s desire for some while. It needed no gift of telling to see it. But he did not want her. It was not possible for him to love any woman as he had loved his wife. Casual physical love he would not consider, not with a servant girl like Eorna. She was not beautiful, nor alluring, yet perhaps it would have been good to take her. But she wanted things he could not give her, and he had no wish to cause her pain or shame.


‘See? If I knew that,’ he said, ‘I would put an end to whatever troubles her.’


Eorna nodded, eyeing the girl. Sisipher was a young woman, yet no more than a year younger than herself, pale-skinned and slender—not quite beautiful (and Eorna’s eye was honest, not marred by spite) but attractive in a subtle way that could, if she used it, turn the head of many a man. Her eyes were immediately arresting, like no other eyes seen in these lands, betraying her lineage. It was known that in her past the secrets of mixed races were buried, but no one ever dared speak frankly of this to Brannog.


‘You have been with her for many hours, Brannog. Will you rest now?’


His eyes remained on Sisipher. ‘Aye. You should not have roused yourself.’


‘I do as I am bid,’ Eorna sniffed, meaning, I am a hired servant, no more. It was true, for in return for her keep here, she worked with the other girl, Harla. Both girls had no other homes. Harla’s parents were dead, as were Eorna’s, whose only relative was her sister, who could not keep her. Brannog’s home was an inn, though rarely used as such now except as a place for the men of the village to gather and to drink. Travellers were rare so far north, even in the summer months. The two girls kept the inn for its host.


Brannog ignored Eorna’s pointedness, and she sensed that this was no time to press herself upon him. He turned to her, but movement on the bed alerted him at once.


Sisipher had opened her eyes. She gave the impression of someone looking vaguely across a landscape and seeing something in the distance. Her hand gently tugged at her father’s sleeve, and as she spoke he heard the laughter of the storm.


‘He’s coming,’ she said, but there was no hysteria, no frantic movement now.


‘Who?’ said Brannog at once.


For a moment she seemed anxious, frowning, but then her eyes closed. She was asleep again, if indeed she had been awake. Brannog turned abruptly to Eorna, who looked puzzled by what she had overheard.


‘Another dream,’ he said, getting up. ‘This is some fever. I have seen such things before. Say nothing, girl, eh? It has no meaning. Don’t speak of it beyond this room. You know how men will talk.’ He gently gripped her arms and she made no attempt to move away, even though his fingers hurt her.


‘As you wish,’ she nodded, knowing that he could no longer ignore her and what she wanted for them both.


Even so, he loosed her, turned quickly and straightened the sheets. ‘Go and rest. It is late.’


Dismissed, she withdrew. Something in Sisipher’s words had worried him, she had seen that. But she smiled. At least she had something, a tiny hold. He wanted her silence. She became so preoccupied with trying to devise a way to use her fragment of power that she did not wonder why he should be so anxious not to have his daughter’s words repeated outside.


Brannog’s shadow danced on the wall and he glared at it. Who would be coming? What had his daughter seen? For years he had lived with the dread that someone would come from Frostwalk to claim her back, to demand the right of the village to her gift. Now the girl had been terrified, but of what? Brannog bunched his fists, straightening up his great frame as if preparing for a physical conflict. The storm roared, ignoring him. The village would have to sit out its rage. It could not last. He thought of the sea beyond the harbour, unchained, ruler of them all. No one could survive it in such a mood.


It had been a hard, cruel winter, far worse than any other that Sundhaven could recall. The stone houses, built into rock ledges that had been hewn from the lower skirts of the mountains, were safe enough from the excesses of wind and driving sleet and snow that alternated in gusts from the heights, or beat in from the sea beyond the jetty breakwater. Men of Sundhaven had died this winter, their fishing ships not returning, the small fleet decimated. It was rare to lose a single man of their hardy breed to the weather, for they had a strength of will to match the ferocity of the elements. Yet something in this cold season had turned upon them like malice.


Under the brow of sheer cliffs, the houses of Sundhaven were embedded in shadow, blending into the greyness like boulders. Only the arms of the breakwater and the sweep of cliffs on either side of the cove had checked the cutting edge of any seaward gale enough to permit Sundhaven’s survival. As dawn fought for birth, the windows rattled, faces peering out at the attacking sea, the lash of waves. The thoughts of each man and woman who could not sleep for the din were that it must end soon. For three days the fishers had not been out on the water, and already the fish harvest had been a disastrous one. The warehouses behind the quay were not large, but were yet less than half full. Without fish—the coin of Sundhaven—the men would not be able to trade with the other ports for fuel for their fires, or for candles, or for clothes, or for food with the farmers of the coastal estuaries to the south. True, a subsidy might be negotiated, but it would have to be repaid in time. The promise of spring was not good. The threat of hunger swirled around the village with each freezing gust of the wind.


Brannog held up an oil lamp to a window of his drinking hall, scraping the frosted glass with his nails. He would not be returning to his bed this night. He stared out through the jagged hole he had made. The night was not pitch, but grey, half-lit, the white spume falling like snow beyond the walls of the quay. This was no place for Sisipher. She had never said so, but she was not content here. In a way, they were all penned like sheep on a mountainside. Brannog had left once, but his duty was to the fleet here now. He had no spirit remaining to try for a new life. What, then? Submit to Eorna’s eagerness? She worked hard, and would doubtless be capable of bearing many children. He could never love her, which did not seem fair. But what of Sisipher? It was not too late to find her a better life. Small wonder she was visited by nightmares in this desolate place. Perhaps in the spring he should take her with him to the south on one of the trading voyages. Possibly she would find a cause in one of the towns to draw her, some better purpose. But he scowled. A girl alone in a place like that would be prey to many dangers.


Something raced across his vision. He squinted out at the jetty that ran around one arm of the cove. There were men there, bent over, buffeted by the wind, which threatened to cuff them over the side into the boiling water beyond. At once Brannog made for the door. He tore back the thick bolts, set down his lamp, and thrust his huge head into the icy blast. It was almost as though he had pushed it underwater as the shock of the cold hit him. His eyes narrowed to slits, but he could discern the men, fishers of the village. They were pointing along the curling arm of the jetty.


‘A prow,’ came a shout, heard only because of a freak twist of the wind, which flung it back into the snarl of another great gust. Brannog withdrew, but quickly prepared himself for a dash into the tumult outside. Dressed in thick, fur-lined skins, he stepped outside and fought hard to slam the door against the wind’s determination. A dozen men were running now, and Brannog grimaced at the knowledge that others had not slept, but had been watching the play of the storm. But what had they shouted? A prow? A ship? Out in this madness?


Brannog felt himself hurried by the wind, as if it were eager to show him its spoils, his steps quickening along the slippery quay and on to the jetty. He joined the group of men and like them tried to study the heaving swells of open sea beyond. Each wave that rose up obscured that behind it, dashing itself at last into countless jeweled fragments against the jetty wall. The men felt the wall shake and the salt spray stung their eyes, but they ignored it as they had done since childhood.


‘Who called prow?’ shouted Brannog, his arm gripping that of a companion.


‘Yarnol,’ came the reply, almost a snarl. The man pointed. ‘Out there!’


‘Have you seen it?’


‘Aye!’ came a shout beside them. ‘I swear it. A prow! No mast. Tom away, likely. But she floats.’


‘She’ll never make shore,’ Brannog cried, and with the wind streaming like a torrent in spate off the land, the men all knew he spoke the truth. But they were fishers and could not help but search with their eyes for this doomed vessel, even though it would be sudden death to put out a ship to help. After a moment the distant prow rose up like a knife, slicing apart a rolling crest, black and glossy as a seal, and the men marvelled that it should be pointed towards the land. A freak gust must have sent the rudderless hull twisting around. Minutes later the prow rose up again, battering through the swells; still it faced the cove. The faces of the watchers were intent with disbelief. Brannog heard a voice within him, the calm voice of Sisipher as she spoke from her dreams. He’s coming.


Brannog jolted, watching for the prow as a bird of prey watches the ground beneath it when sensing a kill. That prow could not sail into this wind, could not reach the cove. No man among them would have said otherwise, and when the black prow rose yet again, still aimed unerringly at them, they drew back in uniform amazement. Nothing was said now. Words were not necessary. Each man understood that something outside his knowledge approached. A deep fear stirred in them all. They were not superstitious, for they had no time for supernatural concepts and believed only in what was around them. As the prow drew on, heedless of the battering of wind and wave, the men craned their necks, searching for a sign of life within it. They saw none, yet willed the ship to survive.


With a final surge, the small ship rode through the jaws of the stone jetties and bobbed into the cove. Along the quayside there were now gathered some score of villagers, and storm lamps flickered. Brannog was one of the first to race along the jetty, all the time watching the dark boat as it was flung about by the waves. Even here it defied the wind, but as it reached the pebble shallows it dipped, disgorging two distinct figures like sacks of ballast. Brannog scrambled down a flight of slick steps, almost slithering into the harbour. He splashed through the shallows. The water was like ice, but he surged through it with other men close behind him.


Now upon the shingle, the two figures rolled as if drowned, half-floating as a wave dragged them back into its embrace. Like weed they eddied, floating outward.


‘Hurry!’ yelled Brannog, even though he knew they must be corpses. No man could live through such a voyage. The rescue party, hampered by the water and furious wind, came to within twenty yards of the bodies. One of them was again discarded upon the shingle. Incredibly it stirred, then rose to its feet, groggy as a man fuddled with drink. Somehow it waded to its companion and dragged him laboriously ashore, Brannog and the fishers had jerked to a halt, watching this without moving, held back by the same irrational fear that had gripped them as the boat tumbled into the harbour. The first man hauled his heavy catch up the beach, until, far enough from the clutching foam, he collapsed.


Brannog’s gaze was diverted by movement on the water. The black-prowed vessel had swung away, and now that it had brought its sinister cargo ashore, seemed prepared to let itself fall prey to the wind that had sought to destroy it for so long. How eagerly the storm leapt upon the offering! Within moments the waves had dashed the ship against the rocks beneath the far cliff wall, and the sound of the structure breaking up was completely lost in the mirth of the wind.


Another party of men had come around the shore from Sundhaven, also having witnessed the eerie drama. They stood off from the two fallen men, seeming to wait some word, some permission to go to them. Brannog urged his own party on through the swell. Biting back his fears, the big fisherman bent over the man who had so miraculously pulled his companion from the sea. He was alive. Brannog reached down and with remarkable ease lifted him, supporting him around the waist. He found himself looking into eyes that were lucid, aware, almost immune to the terrible cold that surrounded them all. Yet the man felt warm.


Others crowded in now, helping Brannog to get the man ashore, but in their anxiety for him they neglected the other man, who remained prone where he had fallen. No one gave a thought to his being alive. The man that Brannog held coughed violently and thick pelts were wrapped around him. They had to get him inside quickly or the cold would kill him, they felt certain.


Brannog turned abruptly. ‘See to the other,’ he began, but his voice trailed away. No one had seen the other man move, but he now stood as if completely recovered, as though, in fact, he had never been through the rigours of the voyage and the frigid immersion. He was not looking at the villagers, but studied instead the open sea. Its frenzy beyond the breakwater had not subsided. Frozen in a tableau of bafflement, the villagers stared at the back of this grim figure. The man was tall, taller even than Brannog (by a head) and had a thicker, more massive girth. Even with his clothes plastered to him by the sea, his frame was huge. His hair was pale gold, smeared down now like weed over the back of his neck, and the arms that hung at his side were thick, sheathed from elbow to fingers in long black gloves. No one had yet seen his face, so that his age remained a mystery.


The wind died suddenly. One moment it raged as vociferously as it had done for days, and then, like a great shout expiring, it had gone. Silence came down like an avalanche and the fishers gaped in awe at the sky. Hanging over them, seemingly listening, the mountains waited. The man that Brannog had tugged from the water watched the sky as if it were his enemy. ‘The lull,’ he said. ‘Afterwards the storm will be worse’.


Scarcely had he finished speaking when the tide sighed, drawing back, as it often did when on the turn, releasing itself in a last surge of spray. But it was not yet time for the ebb. Brannog knew this, as did all his companions. The sea was their life, and they felt it as they felt the beating of their hearts. Every eye was upon the water. Quickly it slipped away from the beach, too quickly. Brannog expected the land to lurch, to betray their footing, for how was it possible for the waters to race away like this? Within minutes the cove had emptied, leaving its bottom bare, its mud and pools gleaming in the first searching beams of dawn. Crabs scuttled indignantly for cover, and here and there a small fish wriggled in desperation. Beyond the jetties the water retreated still further. Never, not even at the lowest of the summer tides, had the sea drained itself so far from the shore before.


No one spoke. They remained locked by amazement, stupefied by the bizarre terrain that had been uncovered. The man with his back to them turned now, showing his face partially. There was no amazement there, only a glimmer of what could have been fear. His voice came up to them as crisply as ice, cold, insistent ‘Get inside your homes Quickly! There is no time to delay. Guile!’ Apparently he was addressing his companion ‘Go with them Hurry now! I may not be able to protect you from this.’


The man Guile nudged Brannog. ‘We had better do as we’re told. He has the scent of something dire.’


There was no time for argument, not here, where so many impossible things had already happened. Brannog liked none of this, but the echoes of his daughter’s nightmare still ran along his nerves. He’s coming. This dark man, who sensed power? The fishers would call upon him to answer that. Brannog motioned his people away. They were glad to follow him. Guile went with them, seemingly recovered for the most part, though he could not control his shivering. Brannog glanced back once, and to his horror (he would not have described it otherwise) saw that the man beyond was again facing seawards, and now walking down the slope of the cove that led through the weed and cloying mud to the gap between the jetties. Brannog watched briefly, but then moved on, suddenly anxious to get inside and to attend to the roaring blaze of a fire. The fishers and the man called Guile reached the quay, where others held out more skins to the man from the broken ship. He was glad of them.


‘Brannog!’ cried a voice in the stillness. The big man swiveled. For the second time that dawn he found himself peering out to sea. A distant roaring announced the coming of yet another storm, no longer off the land, as if it had blown itself out to sea, turned, and now came back upon them. But it was not the storm that filled the fishers with terror. On the close horizon a wave was gathering itself like an army. Thundering like doom, it bore down upon the land voraciously, and by its sound the men gauged its height to be nigh on a hundred feet.


All around Brannog men were shouting, confused, racing this way and that, spilling into the houses, slamming doors and sealing the windows from within. Brannog did not move. He was transfixed. He was staring with the intuition born of certainty at his death. It bore down upon him just as surely as the death of his wife had come reaching for her. His eyes were hypnotised by the onrushing wave, but for a moment they caught sight of the remote figure out on the mud flats. From here it looked no more than a few inches high. What could the stranger possibly be doing there? He had chosen for himself an abrupt death, for the mountain of water would pound him to pulp as it fell.


Sundhaven will perish, Brannog thought, yet somehow the realisation did not leave him numb, and a strangely dispassionate mood took him. He watched the lonely figure that had chosen to sacrifice itself. Vaguely he saw it raise its black gloved hands, the fists balled. Brannog did not see the smile upon the face of the shivering man beside him, the man who had made no move to flee the impending destruction, though he had been warned to.


As the wave’s long brow curled in under itself like an immense fist, the figure in the bay stood its ground. It should have been inundated, buried alive, but it was not. Brannog’s deepest fears shot to the surface of his mind as he saw the wave split open, as though passing either side of an invisible rock. Before the two shimmering curtains of water could reform and break as one over the man and twin jetties behind him, both fronts veered aside, becoming two separate waves. The gap between them widened rapidly and they raced away from the cove. All that swirled into the cove was a light wash of surf, no higher than a man’s knees. Already the figure was returning. The two huge waves boiled towards the cliffs on either side of the coast, hidden from view, exploding on contact with a concussion that made the rocks blur in Brannog’s sight. He dropped to one knee. Even then he expected the spume of backwash to rush into the channel between the jetties, but it never came. Somehow it swirled past, sucked back out to seaward. Brannog knew as he saw it go that Sundhaven was safe. From the sea at least.


The man beside him nodded as though to confirm that no more had happened than he had been expecting. Brannog rose and clawed at his arm. ‘Your companion. He divided the wave! You cannot deny it.’


‘Yes.’


‘He will have to account for this. My people will be terrified.’


‘And you are not?’


Brannog was watching the man in the cove. He was climbing the steps up the jetty. He looked from his movements to be spent, but he had turned his back upon the sea as if it were some once fierce animal that had been tamed and which no longer presented a threat.


‘I have seen power,’ Brannog muttered softly, but as the wind had not returned, Guile heard him quite clearly. ‘I have seen the storm race to meet your ship, yet the vessel ignored it, as a living creature might have. And I have seen all the force of the sea scorned. Yet there is no power that can do this.’ But as he said this, he thought again of the village of Frostwalk, where the harvest had always been plentiful, and of the secrets that lurked there, power that had led its people to shut themselves away. And he thought of his daughter and the gift of telling, and of her prediction that the man now stumbling towards him across the quay would come. There was no doubt in his mind that it was this creature to which she had referred.


The man Guile sighed, waiting for his huge companion. ‘This world does not accept power, or high magic, or gods. They do not exist for you. But Korbillian is not a man of this world.’
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GUILE’S TALE


By the time Brannog and Guile had helped Korbillian into the inn, the huge man had succumbed to his extraordinary ordeal with the sea and had collapsed, unconscious, in their arms. There was now a blazing fire: Eorna had seen to it at once, having observed Brannog on the quay almost from the moment he had gone out there. Now she busied herself bringing logs into the long room and keeping a stock of peat blocks in readiness. Korbillian was stretched across the pelts before the hearth and Guile began stripping the wet clothes from him at once. Eorna made to help, reaching for the long gloves, but Guile gestured her away. For a second his look scared her and she turned to Brannog for guidance, but he shook his head.


‘Fetch something warm,’ he said ‘Soup.’


She obeyed at once. Brannog had already tossed fresh clothing and skins down at Guile’s feet. ‘You’d be wise to remove your own sodden clothes. A man can die of a chill like that.’


Guile satisfied himself that his companion had been made comfortable, however, before he stripped. His body was pale, lean, hardly a muscle visible beneath that taut skin, and his joints stood out in the flickering firelight. Where had his amazing strength come from that he had withstood that terrible cold? No man of Sundhaven would have survived it. Brannog saw before him a gangling figure that looked as though a strong wind could either pick it up and fling it effortlessly aside, or at least snap those brittle-looking bones in a single gust. Yet the key to the man’s obvious reserves was his face. The eyes were piercing, the features finely cut, as if wrought by a skilful artist bent on emphasising character. Intelligent, alert, even now, with exhaustion hovering at his elbow, Guile exuded a natural aura, which strangely served to put Brannog on his guard. And Guile somehow had about him a confidence bordering on the insolent, although Brannog had wit enough of his own to allow that this could be his own unfair judgement. Certainly he felt at a disadvantage, yet Guile could surely not match him for strength.


As Eorna returned, Guile finished wrapping himself up in Brannog’s welcome furs. Guile eagerly began on the hot soup that the girl placed upon a table beside him. Korbillian remained unconscious, curled up like a huge hound asleep beside the blaze. While Guile ate, the door opened from time to time and the room half filled with fishers, invited by Brannog, their shapes materialising like phantoms from the storm. Outside it had returned, the wind redoubling its efforts to uproot the village and fling it into the sea, just as Guile had said. The air in the hall moved, trembling with draughts that found out each minute chink in the defenses of the building. Dawn had broken, but the men yet needed oil lamps to see by; their wavering flames threw elongated shadows around the room.


‘Your name is Guile,’ said Brannog, so that everyone could hear. He had seen that all the men of the village were now here. He spoke the name in a way that emphasised its peculiarity.


‘That is so. It is how I have been named by men who consider themselves to be amusing. Even so, I have adopted it, as it amuses me.’


‘Are you comfortable enough to speak, or would you prefer to rest before you speak to us?’ No one would question Brannog’s right to offer this, not in his own home. By bringing the two strangers here he had accepted responsibility for them and for their actions. There were those present, however, who wondered why he had done so.


‘I will sleep later, if you will permit me. First, I feel that we owe you certain explanations.’ Guile said this with more than a hint of a smile on his lips. If it had been meant to set the gathering at ease, it had failed. Guile did not react to their evident suspicion.


Brannog saw no point in prolonging matters and replied bluntly. ‘Where are you and your companion from, and what is your purpose? When we have heard that, we will decide if we are prepared to act as hosts to you.’


‘You will hear my companion’s side of things when he is well enough to tell you. I give you my word that he will hide none of it from you. As for me—well, I will attempt to explain. My thanks for the broth. It has put back much of what the storm took away.’ He pushed the empty bowl aside, wiping at his mouth with a crooked finger. Leaning back, he eyed the company before him. Other men would have flinched under their combined stares. They could quite easily have torn him limb from limb, these hardy northerners, Guile knew, and yet Brannog had said they would be terrified. They hid that well, Guile noted, but he could sense their fear. Like woodsmoke, it hung heavily on the air.


‘You are men of the sea,’ he told them. ‘More at home upon it than upon the land, I would surmise. Some of you must have voyaged far out across that ocean outside.’


No one as much as intimated that his statements were accurate, but Guile was completely undeterred. He knew that his ease would work to his advantage. ‘Some of you may well have heard of the Chain of Goldenisle. It is a complex cluster of islands, some of them minute, others quite the reverse. Legends have it that the Chain was once one island, a vast continent, in fact, that the forces of nature saw fit to pull apart.’ The implication that the elements had acted with a will of their own was not lost on the fishers. Brannog wondered why Guile should couch his words in such a way as to arouse potential derision. He was, however, a stranger.


‘I digress. The Chain of Goldenisle. Is it known to you?’


Brannog answered for them. ‘By word of mouth only. We have no need to fish so far afield. And we could not know if we would be welcome in so remote a place.’


Guile chuckled. ‘Ah, wise! You are probably quite right. To sail unannounced into any of the ports of the Chain (even the tiny southern isles) would probably reap you an unwanted reward. Strange days are upon the Chain. The Emperor, who has taken the liberty of bestowing that grand title upon himself (for he was born a king but could not rest content with that), is at war. Or so he believes. Quite with who he is at war, no one is sure. But it is considered imprudent to inquire of the Emperor. It is, indeed, less than wise to seek the Emperor’s advice on anything. Quanar Remoon, you see, is quite mad. At least, I am convinced of it, as are more than a few of his highborn retainers. However, Quanar Remoon, Most High Descendant of the Bloodline, Emperor of the Chain, and so on, is also extremely powerful. There are those in his court who enjoy a large share in this power, and it well suits them to keep him happily raving atop his priceless throne.’


As his rambling tale unfolded, Guile was quite aware that his audience, hostile though it may have been initially, was secretly warming to his words. They were fishers—he had their mark—and it was in their blood to sit beside a fire and weave tales. Instead of cursing him and calling for a swift accounting of himself (which was what they desired foremost) they were ready to listen to his full account. Yet they remained like men hewn from forest oaks.


‘The Emperor, in keeping with the peoples of our world of Omara (as far as is known, and much is known of Omara in the Chain, for we are a travelled race) does not believe in the existence of gods, and of course, if he did, he would resent having to pay homage to them. Children speak of such things, of course, just as they speculate upon ghosts and other mythological fantasies. But the Emperor has made it quite clear that gods are not to be tolerated. Nor is any belief in magic, high or low, or power of any kind.’


‘We are not bound by his decrees’ cut in Brannog. ‘Yet these are also strongly held beliefs in Sundhaven.’


‘Indeed, as they seem to be over much of Omara. Quanar Remoon, however, reserves the right to invest certain amounts of power in himself. He has not yet gone so far as to declare himself a god, although given suitable encouragement, I am certain he would do so. Fortunately he has no magic powers, otherwise he would have worked some ghastly fate upon the whole of Omara. He is as petulant as a child, with no more self-control. Well, I have painted a brief picture of my Emperor. I was born in the shadow of the inner citadel’s walls, and I have to say here that my people should not be despised, as, for the most part they themselves are not mad. (Possibly some of them are, for I cannot claim to share the acquaintance of them all.) Yet the Emperor is a lunatic, enforcing laws that need no enforcing (being held in common belief) and being repaid with obedience. There is, of course, the war, but as the Emperor is the only one who knows much about that, little is said of it. We do have a most impressive army, and navy, but I have heard no reports of battles.


‘Now, I have no great wish to recount my own dull history in any detail. Once I was a man of some position at court, but like all such men I had my enemies, and suffice it to say they found a way to discredit me (a despicable business, a fabrication of lies built around alcohol and certain young ladies) and I was demoted far down the ranks. I became a mere clerk to one of the Administrators, whose task it was to keep an eye on me. I was as good as a prisoner, for my movements were restricted. As a clerk, I did have access to certain information, most of it exceedingly dry and boring, and I was required to keep ledgers and records by the score. My only compensation was that I was able to place my not unobtrusive nose into places where, had it been discovered, it would not have been welcomed.’ This remark brought not only a rash of smiles from the listeners but a distinct chuckle or two from the half-light. ‘It was from such a position of opportunity that I first learned of the arrival in the city of the man stretched out before you.’ Guile nodded at Korbillian.


‘He comes from afar,’ he went on, with a deliberate glance at Brannog. ‘You will hear that tale from him. So, to my own again. It was quite clear from gossip that I managed to glean from the halls of the court that the stranger was, how can I put it? A heretic? His views were, to say the very least, unorthodox, as you shall hear. At any rate, it was murmured that a man had come ashore on one of the lesser isles to the west of the Chain and had declared himself possessed of certain powers. Naturally he was assumed to be a simpleton. Had he chosen another country (if indeed he chose the Chain, I am not sure) he would very probably have been dismissed. Politely but briefly indulged, but ignored soon enough. However, word of this man of supposed power reached the ears of Quanar Remoon. He was unable to resist meeting him. No sooner had the imperial decree been uttered (the Emperor does not make requests, nor issue orders: each gesture is an imperial decree) than the stranger was brought to court. According to my informant’s report, there was a guard of some hundred fighting men sent to act as escort. This suggested to me that Quanar Remoon rather took the man’s claim to power seriously.


‘I could not have hoped to be present at the interview between Emperor and stranger, but something of that auspicious occasion did come down to me. The entire court buzzed in contemplation of the event. Again I must excuse myself from speaking for Korbillian, as he would prefer to do so himself (and I assure you he is far more eloquent than I in unveiling his cause) but I can say that he inspired great consternation. He openly professed to be able to unleash certain powers. How should a nation react to this? With laughter? Or with death? Whatever the choice, none would accept such a thing. And yet the Emperor (believing himself to be possessed of power) confused his subjects by tolerating the stranger and claiming to understand him. He went so far as to hold private conversations with the man, and I am sure that he hoped to learn from him the secrets of the power that he secretly believed him to possess.’


‘At the time of Korbillian’s sojourn in the citadel (although it was incarceration in truth) I was a man of open mind. I had no reason to go against the grain of public belief, the common holding that gods and power are mythologies. By power I speak of magic power, you understand. What some would call sorcery. Not power of position, power over others, control, military power. Oh, I understand all these things. Indeed, yes. Social stature, riches. I had dreamed of them all often. I had none of them, so not unnaturally I was envious of those who had them. My position was now intolerable. Having once been so much better off, I craved a means of reinstating myself. I strove to better myself, though I wondered if the Administrator who watched me was in the keep of my enemies. My curiosity for the stranger was intense, and grew more so. If he did possess power, if such a thing were truly possible, then how could someone like myself turn it to my advantage? It was, I agree, a foolish contemplation, but my nights were often taken up with such longings.’


‘Yet how could I, no more than a clerical menial, hope to meet this closely guarded stranger, much less borrow from him such arts as I could to better myself? I considered countless ways, but discarded each as hopeless. I took to enlisting the help of cheap wine to assist my plans, but in truth the potent stuff (which I was not used to) only enhanced my bitterness and resentment. To reach the stranger, I would need to reach the Emperor first, and this would entail such a complicated chain of command that I could have no hope of getting even close to the inner court. I despaired and drank even more wine. And yet one idea grew in my mind. It was a high risk, but wine makes one laugh at risks.’


‘One night, quite drunk, I summoned the most superior Administrator that I could (although his rank was not especially high) and I let it be known, quite loudly, that I had been the recipient of a vision. Not a dream, mark you, but a vision. It came, I insisted, from the stranger. I would divulge its details to the Emperor alone. My principal fear was that nothing more would be said and that the Administrator, Angat Fulwat, would dismiss the incident at once. At first he sought to drag the secrets of my vision from me (not by torture, as he was anxious that no word of my supposed vision reached other ears and brought officials running, dripping curiosity). I held resolutely to my desire to speak of the vision only to the Emperor.’


‘Angat Fulwat was equally resolute. Quanar Remoon did not speak to lowly clerks, much less discredited ones. “It is for your own good that you are kept away from the inner court,” he told me stiffly. “I doubt that he knows of your indiscretions personally, but if he did so, you can imagine what he would have done to you. He can be extremely unpleasant when it suits him.” That sobered me. I saw at once the strong argument of his words and realised I had allowed the wine to speak for me. “Forgive me,” I told the Administrator. “I overreach myself.” He seemed suddenly very thoughtful. “Mind you,” he said at last, “you do have a point. This vision may be of vast importance. The Emperor is anxious to solve the riddle posed by the stranger.” “I will describe it to you at once,” I told him, but he shook his head. “You will not! As you rightly say, the Emperor alone should hear of it.” With that he left me, now a very sober man, to my thoughts. I had trapped myself.’


‘Word was sent to the Emperor, unfortunately bypassing my enemies who would have snuffed it out, and he sent a dozen of his Imperial Killers to fetch me. Their title had always seemed rather pompous to me, as I doubted that any of them had ever killed anything larger than a cockroach, but when they confronted me, complete with armoured regalia, I promise you, my bowels almost betrayed me. The Killers were most awesome, and it struck me then that every one of them had doubtless been chosen as he had killed in his time, likely beginning with the least favourite member of his own family.’


Again there were chuckles among the fishers. Brannog would have smiled, but the business of the vision, however spurious, bothered him. Even so, he liked the man’s honesty, although there were still many disturbing things about his arrival here that had to be resolved. He had said nothing of the man he called Korbillian, and yet had told Brannog privately that he was a man of another world. Such things were not possible.


‘I was taken directly to Quanar Remoon, and although I had glimpsed him from time to time, this was the first occasion on which I had faced him close to. He was remarkably young and handsome, but his eyes spoke quite clearly of his madness. They never seemed to fix upon anything for more than a few seconds, as if he spent his waking hours gazing deeply into a world that no one else knew existed. Again, he would smile at unexpected moments, scowl inappropriately, or sigh or chuckle entirely at odds with conversations or events around him. Fortunately I was presented to him on a night when his humour was predominantly good. Angat Fulwat, to my undying gratitude, had seen to it that nothing of my past history had reached his ears before my interview. He would, Angat told me, otherwise have assumed me an assassin.’


‘It was only when I stood before him that it came to me that I must be at least as insane as the Emperor, otherwise I would never have let my tongue drag me into the situation I was in.’


‘“Ah,” said Quanar Remoon, with a smile that I felt in my stomach, “I perceive the man of vision.” You note he did not use the plural, thus totally obscuring the meaning. Again my stomach curdled. What, precisely, was he expecting of me? “I am most interested in what you have to say.” He was, incidentally, paying considerable attention to a fly, and I wondered at any possibility of his addressing it rather than myself. There was no one else present.’


‘“I must crave forgiveness, Lord Emperor, for having disturbed you with my dreams, but I thought it most prudent that you hear their content as you are known to be highly astute.”’


‘“I was not chosen as Emperor purely because I was my father’s son,” he commented, as though a great philosopher propounding a vast theory of life. I retained sufficient sanity not to argue. “Well,” he went on impatiently. “We are alone. I will hear more.” He sat and involved his hands with a bowl of rich fruit, so that again I could not be sure that he was listening to me. “In my dream,” I began, “I saw a man, a strange man, not of your Empire, who came out of the western darkness, wielding strange powers. He was making his way to your very gates, Lord Emperor. I feared that he would sunder them and advance upon your city.” I said no more for the moment, hoping to assess his preliminary reaction.


“Powers? What powers?” he replied, words muffled by the peach he was sucking.


‘“This man is lying,” came a cold, stern voice, and I shuddered as if someone had cast a bucket of icy water over me from behind. The strange man I had heard of (I had no doubt at all that this was the very same) had stepped from behind a pillar, quite brazenly, and now stood menacingly before me. Oddly, it was not his face that drew my eyes (although I had never seen its like before) but his arms. He had placed them on his hips, and from elbow to fingertip they were sheathed in gloves, as though dipped in midnight.’ Precisely as Guile had intended, every eye in the room went to the arms of the man stretched before the fire. The unusual gloves were clearly visible.


‘“Why do you say so, Korbillian?” demanded Quanar Remoon casually.’


‘“Kill him at once,” was the retort. “He is no more than an ambitious menial, seeking to impress.” As I heard this death knell, tolling my demise, as it were, I could already see my head adorning some high parapet of the inner courtyard. The Emperor rose at once but turned his back on both of us. He paced away, seemingly lost in thought, just as though his next decision would have repercussions the length and breadth of his Empire. As he moved away, Korbillian brushed past me, and his voice was a silken whisper.’


‘“I have just saved you from death,” he staggered me by saying. “The Emperor likes to make decisions for himself. No one else is allowed an original thought. Keep your wits, man.”’


‘“What do you want?” I whispered back, my eyes fixed on the Emperor’s back. He could hear nothing of our secret exchange.’


‘“I am a prisoner. I must not remain here. Trust me, as I will you. You must get me away.”’


The Emperor turned around, took a deep breath, then emitted a weighty sigh. “No, Korbillian. I have read his mind. Oh yes, doubtless a shock to you both. But I have already hinted at the powers I possess. And this man does not lie. He saw you in his vision, lusting for my city and for my power. It is time to dispense with the subterfuge.”


‘“I am not your enemy,” replied Korbillian in such a way that it was evident that he had spoken the words many times previously. “I came here to warn you.” I was naturally intrigued, but Korbillian did not elaborate.’


‘The Emperor waved his words away. “My man,” he addressed me (as a father addresses a son almost) and beckoned me to him. I went nervously. “Kill you? Absurd. A trick. No. Now, tell me about this strange man. Who is he? What is his purpose? Your dreams can unlock the truth he has hidden from me.”’


‘“My dreams, Lord Emperor, were so confused, so disjointed—.”’


‘“No matter. Reveal them. They will not confuse your Emperor.” His arm was about me (though I would have preferred the embrace of a constrictor) and his eyes closed in anticipation of I knew not what. But I chose the easiest course. I recited several dreams (all totally fabricated) which were as grotesque and obscure as my imagination could make them, riddled with symbols and splintered actions. At the end of my exhaustive confession, the Emperor nodded and began pacing about. He looked at Korbillian with a knowing smile. “These are things you did not tell me,” he said. “Things you sought to hide from me.”’


‘“They are the ramblings of an idiot,” said Korbillian, quite correctly, I have to confess, but he had the measure of Quanar Remoon, who seemed to believe exactly the opposite of anything the stranger told him. In a while I saw that jealousy was the reason for this.’


‘“What do my visions mean?” I asked innocently. “Have I done right in confiding them to you?”’


‘“Indeed!” laughed the Emperor. “Yes, indeed! Quite clearly this man has come here to poison me, usurp my throne, cast down my loyal Administrators, replace them with his own men (men who lurk within the city already, your dreams suggest) and carry war to the whole of Omara. You deny this?” he flung at Korbillian.’


‘Korbillian stared at him, and his coolness amazed me. “Quanar,” he said after a moment, “you said those very words to me when I first came to you. I denied them then; I deny them now. I am here to serve you.”’


‘The Emperor turned back to me. “Tell him!” he laughed. “Yes, tell him!”’


‘I gaped. “Lord?”’


‘“The dream—the final dream! Tell this upstart what happened in your last vision, the climax to your gaze into the future. Tell him the fate meted out to him.”’


‘My mind was racing like a rat trapped by fire, but a shaft of inspiration stabbed at me. “Oh, Lord Emperor!” I cried, dropping to my knees dramatically. “It was you, you who sent the visions! Your power cannot be denied. You sent these visions to me.”’


‘He scowled down thunderously, and if he had been holding a sword, I am sure he would have split my skull in two with it. Then his smile returned. “Of course,” he agreed gently. “You understand. I sent the visions. I will not explain why; the mystery is too deep for you.”’


‘“And the final vision—the fate of Korbillian—that too. You showed me how you had decided not to kill the stranger, but to grant him a fate much worse than that, more painful, more enduring.”’


‘Quanar Remoon’s smile faded. Had I overplayed my part? “Was the stranger not executed?” he demanded. “His pieces not scattered throughout the Empire, one to every island in the Chain?”’


‘“You are too cunning, too far-sighted,” I bowed. “You banished him to the eastern lands, Lord, placing upon him your curse, that he would tread their wastes for a thousand years.” It was the first thing that occurred to me, for in the city we had heard only the faintest rumours as to what lies in the interior of the great eastern landmass.’


‘“You have recalled every detail precisely, save one,” corrected the Emperor. “It was for a hundred thousand years.”’


‘“Ah, even so,” I bowed again.’


‘Korbillian had listened to this without a flicker of emotion, yet somehow I sensed his amusement. “I salute your genius,” he told Quanar Remoon. “To kill me would have brought my followers out from their holes like locusts. But to banish me,” he sighed. “Too clever. Now my followers will never find me, though of course you will have it announced that I have left. Doubtless you will not tell them where you have sent me?”’


‘“You are wrong. I will announce that I have sent you, under escort, to toil in the quarries of the far western archipelagos. Your followers can spend their time digging for you there.”’


‘Korbillian bowed to this seeming masterplay. “No one but you will know the truth,” he told the Emperor. “Except, of course, this man.” His words chilled me. I had assumed, for some reason, that we were allies, as we had been teamed against our mad ruler. But now I was unsure. I knew nothing of the man’s true purpose. “Unless you kill him, as I have already suggested,” he added.


‘“What pleasure it would give your enemy, Lord,” I hastily cut in. “To see you kill the man who has unmasked him.”’


‘Quanar Remoon frowned. “And yet you would know the truth, the location of his banishment. One indiscreet word and his followers would find him. I cannot risk that. Ah, of course! I will have your tongue cut out. And your hands will have to be struck off.”’


‘“I would rather die, Lord Emperor!”’


‘“And have this traitor laugh? I’ll not permit it.”’


‘“Then I must make the necessary sacrifice, Lord,” I babbled on. “The one hinted at in another dream, that I had not connected with this business, and yet which now, clearly, I see—”’


‘“I do not recall having sent any further dreams” retorted the Emperor, and my heart shrivelled under his gaze. “And yet, you speak of sacrifice?”’


‘“Yes, Lord. I have done what little I can to serve you. Now I have become a burden to you. Let me depart, therefore. Let me leave the Chain of Goldenisle, not to wander in exile, but to find a home elsewhere, where the secrets known to me can never fall into the hands of your enemies.”’


‘“I can recall the dream now,” said the Emperor. “Of course I do. The remote shores of the eastern lands.”’


‘“And for me?” I asked.’


‘“I have said.”’


‘“I thought you meant that for him, Lord Emperor?”’


‘“Indeed. But the details have come back to me. Since I am to send a ship to the remote east, I must place on board some apparent representative, otherwise people would wonder at the ship’s going. You will be that man. I will invest in you some wondrous cause, the conversion of the wild people of the interior. The formation of an outpost of Empire. And down in the hold of the ship will be this wicked man. Of course, once you have landed, you may both go your separate ways. Was not that the essence of the dream?”’


‘“The minutest detail is precise,” I agreed at once, although I was not a happy man.’
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HANDS OF POWER


Whatever unexplained power had given Guile the strength to survive the storm and sit before the gathered villagers to deliver his tale was at last beginning to drain out of him, and he began to look drawn. As he had reached what appeared to be a natural break in his tale, Brannog stepped forward and leaned across the table.


‘Perhaps you will give us what remains of your tale after you have rested,’ he suggested.


Guile sighed gustily and slumped back, though it was no theatrical gesture. ‘There is little more to tell. Quanar Remoon put us on a ship and we left the Chain the following day. His sailors had no liking for either of us—we might have had some grim plague for the way they treated us—so that when we came within first sight of your continent, they put us in the smaller craft and set us loose. The storm had already begun. I think they expected us to drown.’ He gave a prolonged yawn, rubbing at the salt that coated his face. ‘Aye. Sleep would be most welcome.’


‘I will find you a bed.’


‘No need. This is all I require. What a relief it is to have land beneath me again. I could sleep upon marble!’ Almost at once he had crossed to one of the bare benches before the fire, curling up on it, and like a cat had fallen asleep, though it was evident that his sleep was no cat-nap, but more like that of a man drugged. Within moments a murmur had broken out among Brannog’s folk.


‘He weaves a pretty tale,’ said Gronen, one of the elders, his face creased even more by consternation than by age. ‘But I for one am full of misgivings. You speak as the host, Brannog. What do you say to this strangest of tales?’


Brannog shrugged. ‘It is a half-finished tapestry. It presents us with more mysteries than it solves. The Emperor that he spoke of may well have been mad. If he believed himself to possess powers—magical powers—there would have been grounds to call him mad. But this man Korbillian also claims power. Are we agreed on what we saw outside?’


With the coming of dawn beyond the windows and the sudden bright sunlight on the sea, the storm had finally abated. Yet the echoes of its fury remained. ‘There was much talk,’ said another of them, Hengrom, a man of Brannog’s age, ‘of dreams. Could it be that what we have seen was illusion?’


‘I know what I saw,’ protested Yarnol with a sneer, and there was mutual agreement. It had been a shared experience.


Hengrom was determined, however, to put his point of view. ‘The man Guile spoke of visions sent to him by his Emperor. It was a trick of the tongue to baffle him, and a good one, but is it possible that a man can have the power to send dreams or illusions into the minds of others?’


Gronen snorted. ‘I know of countries where you would be executed for even speaking such a thing.’


‘But I beg you to consider,’ went on Hengrom, with respect for the elder, ‘if no illusion, then how are we to account for the breaking of that wave? Sundhaven should have been swept away by it—every last stone.’


‘I, too, would seek natural answers,’ said Brannog. ‘Otherwise we would see the fabric of our beliefs tearing before us. All I would say for now is, let us at least prepare ourselves for the possibility that this man Korbillian has tapped some source about which we know nothing. We must hear him speak before judging him.’


Gronen nodded. ‘I am not sure that we have the right to judge him. Perhaps we should allow him and his companion (I am not sure that Guile is not his servant, even his slave) to go from here unhindered. Be done with them both when they are recovered.’


Yarnol agreed noisily. ‘Aye. Guile claims the Emperor is mad. But perhaps Quanar Remoon was no more than furious that these men should claim power between them. Perhaps they fled the Chain of Goldenisle and the wrath of the Emperor. In which case, it would be foolish to harbour them.’


Hengrom was not so easily persuaded. ‘And yet, if they have saved our village from destruction, are we not in their debt?’


Brannog listened to the discussion mounting, and after a while put a stop to it. ‘The least we must do is hear them out. I feel they owe us the truth, no more. When we have that, we must consider what to do. Guile has said that he and his companion wish to explain themselves. For the moment, we must admit, they have thrown themselves on our mercy. Would it not be easy to kill them where they lie?’


‘I agree,’ nodded Gronen with a dignified cough that was meant to imply that these had been his feelings from the beginning.


Quietly the men dispersed, knowing that Brannog would send word to them all when the strangers were refreshed and ready to deliver up more of their history. As Brannog bolted his door (though there was no longer a need to do so) and turned back to the silent hall, he saw Eorna watching him. She offered him food and he nodded, sitting near the sleepers.


‘My thanks,’ he breathed, looking into the fire. For a moment Eorna lingered. He knew that she had listened to every word that had passed here, but did not begrudge her that. It was right that the women of the village should know. As the girl withdrew, he felt himself shiver. Dreams. All this talk of dreams, and of sendings. Sisipher’s dreams worried at his mind anew. She had known Korbillian would come. Why had he, Brannog, not told his fellows this? Why had he not confessed? They would have believed him. But he knew why. Fear. Fear that they would recognise in Sisipher the gift of telling, the curse. They did not believe in such things, and so when they appeared, they were to be destroyed. Abruptly he turned—Eorna. But she had gone. What must she be thinking? Had she read anything into Sisipher’s words? It angered him now that she had been there.


‘Eorna,’ he said to a moving shadow, but as the light struck it, he saw the face of his daughter. He felt guilty at once.


She came to him and touched his shoulder, as if healing some wound. His arm encircled her. ‘Is she your lover?’ she asked him lightly.


He bristled and she regretted having said it. ‘She is not,’ he said, but then smiled. ‘You should have slept on.’


‘I am awake now, father. I heard voices. Who are these men at the hearth?’ She studied the recumbent figures without alarm, but seemed puzzled. Travellers were rare in Sundhaven, especially in winter.


‘Cast up by the storm and fortunate to be alive. We must leave them to rest.’ He stood up, preparing to shepherd her from the hall, but she had slipped past him. She looked briefly at Guile, seemingly unimpressed by him, but as her eyes fell upon the face of Korbillian she recoiled.


Brannog was beside her at once. ‘A face of rare anguish,’ he said, but he knew the truth.


‘I have seen him, father! That terrible face. In my dreams—’
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