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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.













CHAPTER ONE



‘Jad, you’re an idiot,’ Lord Krader told me.


‘Thank you, sire. You know how much I always appreciate your invaluable criticism—’


‘Shut up, you fawning cretin, and let me finish. You’re an idiot, yes, but my son is an even bigger idiot. You, however, are also shrewd, devious, cunning and a born liar. You’re a natural survivor. Hopefully, you’ll keep my son alive while saving your own skin. That’s why you’re going with him on his hair-brained expedition.’


This was not good news. On the contrary, it was extremely bad news.


‘I am? But Lord Krader, surely you jest!’ I said, profoundly alarmed.


‘I never jest,’ he growled. ‘Rumour has it that you’re the court jester around here.’ As usual, he wielded his heavy sarcasm as if it were a battle-axe.


But I persevered. ‘I can’t go, sire. I’m needed here. Who would keep your court entertained in my absence?’


‘You know as well as I do that you’re a lousy jester, Jad. We can all do without your bad jokes, abysmal juggling and clumsy pratfalls for a few months. In fact, it would be a distinct relief.’


That hurt. It might have been true, but that didn’t mean I liked hearing it in such blunt terms. But then, Lord Krader had never particularly cared for me, even before I became his jester. For a warlord he was unusually fair-minded: a decent type of tyrant as tyrants go, I had to admit. I had many reasons to be grateful to him, but even as a child I’d inevitably managed to rub him up the wrong way. And I’d always found him an intimidating figure, both emotionally and physically. He was a barrel-chested man with massive arms; his imposing head was made larger by his thick grey hair and luxuriant beard. When he grinned, he seemed to have more teeth than any normal person. No one liked it when he grinned, particularly me.


‘But my Lord, I wouldn’t be of any use as an escort to the Prince,’ I tried again. ‘He needs the protection of an expert soldier. Captain Vilkter, for example. He’d be ideal!’


‘Captain Vilkter is a good soldier, I agree. One of my best men. But he’s also a bloodthirsty maniac. He’d be picking fights the whole time. He’d get himself killed, and my son along with him. No, you’re the best choice for this assignment. You’re an out and out coward.’


This catalogue of my character faults was being issued in Lord Krader’s grisly trophy room, the walls of which were studded with the glassy-eyed heads of his hunting victims: bears, deer and various other unfortunate beasts. As far as Lord Krader was concerned, my faults were numerous, and so far he was only skimming the surface. I tried another approach. ‘Sire, you know I’m a terrible rider. Horses and I just don’t get along. To be honest, horses hate me.’


Lord Krader was seated in a high-backed, throne-like chair. I was seated on a small stool so that he could look down on me. He leaned forward, gave me a malicious smile and said, ‘They’ve probably seen your act.’


I forced a laugh. ‘Very good, sire. I must remember that one. But seriously, if I ride for any length of time I get nauseous.’


‘The practice will do you good. By the time you return you’ll be an expert horseman.’


He had said the key word: ‘return’. There was no guarantee that we would return, of course, but I decided not to voice that grim possibility. After all, Prince Kender was his only son. I tried to think of yet another objection, but while I was doing so my gaze fell on the head of a ferocious-looking griffin mounted on the wall. It seemed to be looking directly at me, its silent message being: ‘If this happened to me it sure as hell can happen to you too.’


Lord Krader said, ‘My mind is made up. No more arguing. Now go and select a suitable horse. Preferably one that doesn’t bite you on first sight.’


‘Yes, my Lord,’ I said miserably. I stood up and turned to go.


‘Oh, and Jad—’


I stopped and turned to face him again. ‘Yes, my Lord?’


‘Don’t come back alone.’ And he grinned.


I got the message. He wasn’t talking about the horse.


I left the trophy room in a mood that was equal parts pique and gloom. I was piqued partly because of what Lord Krader had said about my jestering abilities – but in fairness, I had to admit I was probably the worst court jester in all of Urba. My every appearance at Lord Krader’s court induced groans and a number of shouted obscenities, most of them coming from Lord Krader himself. The fact that I hadn’t even wanted to be his bloody jester didn’t make me feel any better. But I’d much prefer continuing to try and make a fool of myself at court than to go off with Ken on a suicide mission.


I blamed the Day of Wonder. Nothing had been the same since the Day. Not that we in Capelia knew on the actual Day that the Day of Wonder was even taking place. The only out-of-the-ordinary thing that happened to us on the Day was that the magic light globes – a rare gift from the Elite – suddenly stopped working, plunging the entire castle into darkness. As a result, the town’s candle and torch makers were doing great business, but the castle remained dim and gloomy no matter how many candles and torches were installed. It was some five weeks before news reached us of the wondrous and world-shattering events that had taken place on the Day, and the days that followed.


And now, thanks to the Day of Wonder, Ken had gone stark, raving mad.


As I wandered disconsolately through the now very badly lit castle, it struck me how quickly one’s life can turn to shit. I’d woken up this morning, as usual, next to Tiri, one of the kitchen maids, without a care in the world. Well, with hardly a care in the world.


And now suddenly I was doomed. I began to feel angry. I decided to go in search of Ken rather than go and audition horses, as Lord Krader had ordered. Perhaps I could talk Ken out of his mad enterprise, I thought, though it was a somewhat futile hope. I was horribly afraid that Lord Krader was being overly optimistic in his belief that I would somehow keep his son alive. It was only a matter of luck that Ken hadn’t managed to get us both killed by now – he was forever coming up with reckless schemes, even when we were children. There was the time when we were both twelve and he decided to launch a two-man raid on Vurgun, our biggest neighbour and traditional enemy – the raiding party consisted of himself and me. Of course we were quickly captured and Lord Krader had to pay Lord Vorgal, Vurgun’s warlord, a hefty ransom for the return of his only son. It was touch and go whether I would be included in the package; fortunately I was, as a kind of afterthought. Then Ken had decided we should see how far we could up climb up the Wall. I was lucky to suffer only a broken leg that time – not by attempting to climb the Wall myself, but by breaking Ken’s fall when he landed on top of me. Ken survived unscathed …


I checked my watch by the light of a flickering torch. It was close to eleven p.m. and I knew where he was likely to be. The archery range was currently the Prince’s favourite haunt. He’d developed a new type of crossbow, capable of firing three bolts in rapid succession, and he delighted in testing his invention at every opportunity. While I had discovered a talent for conjuring in my late teenage years, Ken found he had a natural flair for engineering, though he applied this ability almost exclusively to weaponry. He’d come up with the idea for the three-in-one crossbow some time ago, but it was only since the demise of the Elite that he’d been able to build a working model. The Elite had had strict rules about how far we low-lifers were allowed to develop anything, and these rules were ruthlessly implemented. I shuddered as I recalled the fate of one of Lord Krader’s wise men, a member of his council of advisors, a few years ago. He’d prised from a ceiling one of the magic light globes, and the metal box it was attached to; he’d intended to take it apart to try and discover how it worked. His attempts to open the box all failed, but even so a group of Elite turned up at the castle the following day, arrested him and took him away. He never returned.


Before I went in search of Ken, I made a swift detour downstairs to the kitchen. As usual it was stifling hot in there. I found Tiri plucking a large goose. Tiri was a fair-headed, well-upholstered girl who verged on being pretty.


‘Tiri, I’ve got something important to tell you—’ I began, and then I paused. The goose was twitching. ‘Tiri, that bird’s still alive.’


‘No it’s not,’ she said as she continued her energetic plucking. Her face and bare, muscular arms were covered in sweat.


‘But it’s still moving!’


‘I’ve only just wrung its neck. It’s just nerves.’


‘Nerves? No wonder it’s feeling nervous. It’s not dead and you’re plucking it!’


‘It’s dead.’


‘If you insist,’ I said, feeling squeamish. ‘Anyway, listen, I’ve got something important to tell you.’


‘Jad, can’t you see I’m busy?’ she said irritably. ‘Tell me later.’


‘But it really is important!’


‘I’m sure it is. You’ve finally learnt to juggle more than two balls at once?’


Stung, I said sulkily, ‘It’s even far more important than that.’


‘Whatever it is, tell me tonight. Now go away, Jad, do. You’re distracting me.’


Deeply offended, I searched for a sarcastic retort, then, failing to find a suitable response I turned and flounced haughtily out of the kitchen. As I left, it occurred to me that I had a lot in common with that hapless bird: my goose was going to be well and truly cooked too unless I could talk some sense into Prince Ken.


As expected, I found him on the archery range in the grounds at the rear of the castle. Also as expected, he was playing with his new toy. As I arrived he fired off three rounds, then shouted for the distant manservant to move the target even further away. He beamed at me as he cranked the crossbow back to full tautness.


‘Look, Jad, look how quickly one can reset this beauty! The winding action on the windlass is so smooth a girl could do it!’


We are both twenty-three years old, but apart from being the same height, there all resemblances between us end. Ken is an exceedingly handsome young man, with a fine physique and a mane of thick black hair. He exudes vitality and good health and is so charismatic it’s downright sickening. Not surprisingly, women can’t resist him. I won’t say I don’t resent and envy him, because I do. I, on the other hand, may be just as tall, but I’m a thin, gangling figure with a long face and a ridiculous mop of red hair. It’s an ironic joke on the part of the gods that I certainly look like a court jester …


‘Ken, we have to talk,’ I told him seriously.


He frowned. ‘So talk away.’


‘Your father has insisted that I go with you on your spying expedition.’


‘Marvellous!’ Ken grinned at me. ‘I hoped he would. I had a word in his ear. We’re going to have a fine old time, Jad.’ He took aim and fired another three bolts, barely giving the servant time to clear the target area. ‘Damn. They fell short!’ he cried in disgust. ‘Still, a range of over a hundred yards is pretty impressive, wouldn’t you say?’


‘Indeed it is. I’m truly thrilled for you. Look, Ken, won’t you reconsider this entire plan of yours? It’s too bloody dangerous. You could get killed. More importantly, you could get me killed. Leave it to the professionals.’


He gave me one of his newly minted aristocratic looks. He’d clearly been practising in the mirror. ‘I am a professional, Jad.’


‘You know what I mean. Your father has sent out his spies already. There’s no need for you to risk your life as well. To risk our lives.’


‘I’m going to try and increase the tension,’ he said, ignoring my last plea. He rewound the crossbow, took three more bolts from his ammunition belt and reloaded.


‘Well, you’ve already increased my tension,’ I told him, crossly.


He ignored my comment and said, ‘My father’s spies are all men of little imagination. I, on the other hand, will be able to establish the big picture. This isn’t some minor skirmish between a few domains – the entire world is being affected by what has happened to the Elite. It’s vital my father receives reliable information about any potential dangers that might arise.’


I had to admit this was true, though I was surprised to hear Ken put it so well. I assumed, rather unkindly, that he must have been present at a recent meeting between his father and his council of advisors.


‘For example,’ he continued, ‘those timber merchants from Lexos who arrived last week said the warlord Camarra is busy launching a major campaign of conquest. He’s moving his forces towards the Citadel; apparently he plans to eventually conquer all of Urba. We need to know if there’s any truth in these rumours. And there are accounts of massed dragon attacks on domains at the other end of the world—’ He fired the crossbow again. The servant threw himself on the ground, but again the bolts fell just short of the target. ‘Damn,’ Ken muttered.


‘There hasn’t been enough time since the Day of Wonder for any real information from the other end of the world to reach us,’ I pointed out.


‘I know, I know,’ he said, irritably. The dragon story was probably just that – a story – but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try and learn as much as possible about what’s going on.’


I tried a different approach, adopting a serious tone. ‘Look, Ken—’


He held up a warning hand. ‘You know I don’t want you to call me that any longer. Especially when we’re not alone.’


I looked around. ‘But we are alone.’


He pointed at the distant manservant hovering by the target, no doubt dreading another fusillade. ‘What about him?’


I sighed. ‘Yes, your highness. Forgive me, sire.’


He laughed and clapped me on the back. ‘Swallow your misgivings about our journey. We’re going to have a grand adventure, I promise you!’


‘I don’t want a grand adventure,’ I protested, ‘I want to continue with my boring life right here.’


‘Oh Jad, surely you’d like a break from people constantly sneering at your attempts to be a court jester? It has to be very depressing for you.’


‘It’s a challenge,’ I said with a sniff. ‘One of these days I’ll make someone laugh. Apart from your mother.’


‘People never stop laughing at you.’


‘You know what I mean. I want the right kind of laughter.’


‘When we return from our mission you’ll get respect, not laughter.’


‘I don’t need any respect, your most royal of highnesses. And besides, you persist in this optimistic belief that we’re going to return from this exercise; it’s utter folly. It’s dangerous out there – far more dangerous than it used to be. I’ve heard the rumours too: there have been rebellions in several domains. Your royal credentials may offer you – us – no protection at all if the normal diplomatic customs have broken down along with law and order.’


‘Aha!’ he said, triumphantly. ‘You wrongly assume that I will be travelling as Prince Kender!’


‘You’ll be travelling as Princess Kender?’


He gave me a contemptuous glare. ‘I’m going to disguise myself as a commoner. You are now looking at Gideron Blaze, mercenary soldier. A cynical, hard-bitten, freelance swordsman. No scruples, and capable of doing anything if the price is right.’


I stared at him. I wondered what illustrated adventure story he’d taken this character from. I’d long given up reading such juvenile fictions, but Ken still devoured them avidly.


‘Yes, I see the likeness. Good choice of character. But who will I be? Black Basil, the notorious pirate?’


‘Of course not. You don’t need a disguise – you’re already a commoner. You can be yourself.’


‘Oh, thank you, your highness. So I’m a wandering jester, am I? A kind of freelance jokester?’


He thought it over. ‘I don’t see why not. You’ll be like a wandering minstrel, except you tell jokes round the campfire for money rather than play an instrument. Except—’ He broke off and gave me an apologetic look. ‘Perhaps you shouldn’t actually try to tell any jokes. Otherwise you’ll destroy your credibility.’


I bristled at his slur. ‘You want me to be a wandering jester who doesn’t tell jokes? That doesn’t seem very credible.’


‘Jad, you’re not credible as a court jester. You’ll be staying in character.’


I kept sulkily silent.


‘Just stick to doing magic tricks,’ he continued, ‘you’re good at them.’


‘You’re too kind. So please tell me why a hard-bitten mercenary is travelling in the company of a non-joke-telling jester, such as myself, who can perform magic tricks? What do I do – distract your opponents with my famous disappearing egg routine before you hack them to pieces?’


The Prince waved a hand dismissively. ‘We’ll think of something.’


‘Glad to hear it. When do you plan to begin this momentous expedition?’


‘Tomorrow. First thing in the morning.’


‘That soon?’


‘Is that a problem?’


‘I suppose not,’ I admitted. ‘It’s not as if I have a lot of affairs to settle before we leave.’ Actually, Tiri was the only thing I had to settle before I left. No doubt when I finally got to break the news of my departure and imminent death to her there would be tears aplenty; I intended spending the night consoling her. Actually, I thought I’d prefer it if she spent the night consoling me.


‘Don’t pack much,’ Ken told me, ‘we’ll be travelling light. And we can pick up supplies and anything else we need from the garrison at the Vurgun border.’


‘Fine. I’ll probably just bring a pen, ink and some paper. Just in case I have to write my will in a hurry.’


Ken gave me another hearty clap on the back. He does that a lot. It’s bloody annoying. ‘Cheer up, Jad, one day you’ll thank me for giving you this marvellous opportunity.’


‘When that day arrives I don’t know which one of us will be the more surprised,’ I muttered, cursing him under my breath. Don’t get me wrong: I love Ken like a brother. That’s not surprising as we were raised together more or less as brothers. I was only two years old when my parents were killed by a band of Vurgun raiders; after that Lord Krader more or less adopted me. Well, it was really the idea of his kindly wife, Lady Kalina. But, like most people, she did have an ulterior motive: she wasn’t able to have any more children after Ken, and she thought I would make a substitute brother and playmate: Ken was also two at the time I was orphaned. So I grew up in the castle with Ken, believing myself to be part of the royal family for several years, until the day I was taken aside by Lord Krader and told, in his customary blunt way, the reality of my situation. I was nine at the time. From then on I slept in the stables with the stable boys – and the bloody horses – though during the day I continued to be Ken’s companion, with my usual free access to all the royal parts of the castle. I suppose it was a strange childhood, but it could have been a lot worse. However, when I reached the age of eighteen, Lord Krader decreed that it was time I took up a trade. My choices were limited: I could join the army or become a lumberjack.


Trees. Capelia has a lot of trees. This is due to its location: it lies next to one of the two great Walls of the Gods that bookend Urba like, well … bookends. The giant red jewels that lie at the centre of each vast, blue Wall are the sources of the sun that, during the day, stretches the entire length of the world, all eight thousand miles of it. As children, we learned that the gods had created the Walls at the same time that they’d created Urba, out of the solid rock that constitutes much of the entire Universe. Capelia’s close proximity to the Wall was the reason it was cold the whole year round. Apart from the great jewel of the sun, the Wall had a circular series of huge holes, each several miles in diameter. From these holes torrents of cold air would periodically issue forth, and as a result of this cold climate, so the theory went, Capelia, like many areas that border the Wall, was thickly covered with trees. We have trees coming out of our arses. Stand anywhere in the domain and all you can see is what appears to be an endless forest curving upwards on either side of you. Capelia’s unique type of high-quality timber is the domain’s national asset, and its chief source of revenue. Well, its only source of revenue, really, so the profession of lumberjack is a pretty common one.


However, being a lumberjack involves a lot of scrambling up trees to lop off branches, and I have no head for heights. I also have no liking for falling long distances to the ground, which lumberjacks tend to do a lot. As for joining the army – again, I lack the necessary qualifications: namely, the complete lack of any ability when it comes to using any type of weapon. I am unable to engage anyone in a fencing match without closing my eyes, a distinct disadvantage. And the one time I tried to use a crossbow, Lord Krader almost declared a state of national emergency.


Again it was Lady Kalina, my substitute mother in a distant sort of way, who came up with a solution to the problem: she suggested I should be apprenticed to the court jester, who went under the stage name of Harius the Hilarious. Lord Krader, after a lot of pressure, I’m sure, from his wife, grudgingly agreed and so suddenly I had a new profession. I wasn’t exactly thrilled by the idea, but it beat the hell out of falling from the top of a tree, or getting skewered by a sword or crossbow quarrel. And it also meant I got to move out of the stables and into one of Harius’s small rooms at the top of the crumbling Green Tower. Harius had been the jester for years; Lord Krader had actually inherited him from his own father. He was a skilled performer in many ways: an expert juggler, he had an impressive range of conjuring tricks, did great impressions (his Lord Krader was a killer) and he could tumble in the most spectacular fashion. But not only was he getting very old, he also had a drinking problem. A very serious drinking problem.


I soon realised this once I became his apprentice. In theory, he was supposed to be passing on his skills to me, but this usually consisted of him handing me, say, a book called Juggling Made Easy before he headed off in the direction of the wine cellars. As a result, my skills as a jester didn’t perceptibly improve during the whole year I was Harius’s apprentice. As a juggler, I hadn’t even advanced beyond being able to handle one ball or club at a time. And when Harius told me, as he frequently did, that I was coming along ‘brilliantly’, I took his compliments with a pinch of salt: it was pretty obvious his critical assessment was more than slightly coloured by his wine consumption.


Despite the all-round lack of tutoring, I did manage to become an accomplished conjurer: I had discovered my natural aptitude for sleight-of-hand. But this and a talent for picking locks that I used in my much-underrated escapology routine did not leave me massively overqualified as an all-round jester.


This wouldn’t have mattered if Harius had managed to continue as the court jester, but, sadly for me, that wasn’t the case: the inevitable happened one night, during a banquet being held in honour of some visiting – and very important – timber merchants. Harius had that day imbibed a particularly large proportion of the contents of one of the wine cellars; that night, when he made his usual entrance at the top of the main staircase, he did a spectacular tumble down the stairs. On this occasion, his tumble was very spectacular, a tumble of breathtaking dimensions. He ended up in a heap in front of Lord Krader’s table, raised his head to issue a triumphant ‘Ta-dahhh!’ and promptly died – though no one realised this until the applause had finished, when Harius didn’t leap up to take his usual how.


At least Harius went out on a high note; it also meant I abruptly inherited his mantle as court jester, a position for which I was far from ready. I’ve successfully blanked out all memory of my debut performance, though I’m certain it didn’t involve any tumbles down the main staircase. I do remember that at the end of my act Lady Kalina clapped enthusiastically. She was quite alone in this.


I sighed, and turned my attention from our childhood back to the matter at hand. Ken was signalling to the manservant to collect the bolts he’d fired; the man’s relief was obvious even from this distance.


‘Finished with your practice?’


‘For now,’ Ken replied. ‘I’m going to the Compound.’


‘Again? You must know every inch of that place by now.’


‘Well, I find it fascinating. Don’t you?’


‘It gives me the creeps. When I’m in there, I keep expecting the Elite to return at any moment.’


‘No chance of that. Anyway, come with me.’


‘Do I have to?’


‘Yes. There’s more I want to discuss with you about our journey.’


‘Oh, good,’ I muttered as the servant, panting alarmingly, finally reached us. Ken gave him the crossbow and told him to return it to his workshop, adding a warning that the man’s life depended on the weapon reaching the armoury workshop undamaged.


Then we set off for the Compound together.










CHAPTER TWO



As we strolled unescorted through the town of Carvel, Capelia’s capital, people greeted Ken cheerily, the men bowing and the women curtseying as the Prince passed by. Children waved at him with no trace of fear or awe. Capelia, I’ve been told, is unusual among the domains in that the members of its ruling family are actually quite popular. True, Lord Krader has the odd bad egg lobbed at him, but that’s the extent of any form of blatant insurrection.


On the way, we made a brief stop at the temple to pay our respects to the gods. Ken placed a gold coin in the bowl in front of his favourite, Maurice, the God of War, while I dropped a bronze coin in the bowl of Agnes, Goddess of Good Sex. The statue of Agnes had breasts the like of which I’d never encountered in real life … and probably never would.


The Elite Compound is located in the centre of a cleared area beyond the outskirts of the town. Every time I see it, I experience a trickle of unease running up my spine. Like the castle, it dominates its surroundings, but in an entirely different way. The castle, with its towers and high battlements, looms over the town, while the Compound is a low-lying structure that exerts its influence by its sheer unnatural appearance. With its inwardly sloping walls, made of a substance resembling black glass – but it isn’t – the Compound is compelling because of the way it’s in complete contrast with its bucolic environment. It simply doesn’t belong. I’d grown up seeing the Compound quite frequently, but it still possesses an alien quality for me. I’d never got accustomed to it. And even though it was now empty and lifeless, its powers gone like the Elite themselves, it still exudes a sinister aura.


The Prince came to a stop when we were still some distance away and stood there staring at it. I don’t think he found it sinister; I think he has always admired the place. But I could never forget the terrible incident that happened here when we were both about eight years old. We, along with most of Carvel’s population, were forced to witness an act of Elite retribution. Lord Krader and Lady Kalina, being the ruling family, were obliged to take pride of place amongst the unwilling spectators; being a token member of the family at that time, I too was in a position to see everything exceptionally clearly. Twenty townsmen, chosen at random, had been lined up in front of the wall of the Compound. Exactly what transgression was being punished I can’t remember, but then, the Elite were notoriously arbitrary in all their actions, which was one of the things that made them so frightening. When the men had been positioned, ten Elite, clad in their traditional black and scarlet uniforms, stood in front of them. Above the grim scene hovered a number of black air-cars. I may have been only eight, but I was well aware of how deadly these vehicles could be …


After a long, cruelly drawn out wait the word was finally given. The Elite opened fire with their hand weapons. The townsmen burst into flames and died screaming. Then all was quiet, apart from the sound of crackling from the smouldering corpses. The smell of burned flesh stayed with me for ages; I had nightmares about the atrocity for weeks afterward.


Ken broke into my reverie. ‘I still can’t get used to the idea,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘The Compound is ours. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever imagine the day would come when I could enter the Elite Compound at will. Don’t you feel the same way, Jad?’


‘The Elite never figured in any of my wildest dreams, only my nightmares,’ I told him truthfully.


There was a large wooden ladder resting against one of the sloping walls of the Compound. It’s the only way inside – the Elite never put gates in their walls. There were two soldiers at the foot of the ladder. They’d been sitting until they spotted the Prince; now they were standing at attention as we approached them.


‘Anything to report?’ Ken asked them.


‘No. All quiet, sire,’ replied one of the soldiers. There had been some trouble with would-be treasure hunters – not that there was much left in the Compound to remove. Lord Krader had had the place stripped of valuables as soon he’d learned of the Day of Wonder.


One of the drawbacks of living at the end of the world is that you’re last to hear important news. Well, any news at all, actually. There were no Elite in Capelia on the Day of Wonder and so there was nothing to indicate to us the disaster that was befalling them throughout the rest of the world. Finally, weeks later, a group of traders arrived in a state of high excitement and I was amongst those who crowded into Lord Krader’s court as the traders told him and his council of wise men what had happened to the Elite.


For as long as records have existed, the Elite had ruled Urba. According to legend, they were invaders from another world who had used their magical powers to tunnel from their own world to Urba – which they then proceeded to conquer. The Elite, on the other hand, insisted they had brought us civilisation, whilst eradicating most of the deadly diseases that had plagued us. And they claimed they’d also established Order, preventing us Urbans from slaughtering each other in a worldwide war that was threatening to obliterate mankind from the face of Urba. The Elite arrived in the nick of time. They were our saviours. They said.


I don’t know how much of the old Elite legends I still believe in. I’m no longer as superstitious as I was when I was younger – I shed more superstitions with every passing year. These days I even have doubts about the existence of the gods.


Ken started up the ladder. I followed him. The Compound wall sloped at forty-five degrees, so it was a fairly easy climb. It was about fifteen yards high; I was relieved to get off the top of the ladder and onto the protected walkway that extended along the entire lengths of all four walls of the Compound. I couldn’t help glancing at the nearest array of devices that sat on one of the several masts that protruded high above the wall. When Ken and I were boys, we used to enjoy watching the devices move to follow us as we ran around the base of the walls. We’d been warned they were weapons, but as we’d never seen them in action we were, as small boys tend to be, fearless.


Today, as I stood on the parapet with Ken and gazed across the Compound, we still didn’t know whether they really were weapons – whatever their function had been, they were now completely inert, like all Elite devices had been since the Day of Wonder. The magic roof screens had also stopped working that Day. Before that, whenever someone tried to see into the Compound from some high vantage point, such as from the top of the castle’s highest tower, they were stopped by a kind of canopy that looked like a muted rainbow of shimmering patterns of light: rather pretty, but if you stared at it for too long it gave you a headache. Typical of the Elite …


I’d been in the Compound on three previous occasions, but it never lost the capacity to both surprise and unnerve me. The outside’s a fortress, but I wasn’t expecting what I saw when I first climbed the outer wall. I don’t know what I’d actually expected to see, but it certainly wasn’t a garden of extraordinary beauty: trees and wild flowers, lawns and ponds, the latter complete with fountains, all laid out to create an atmosphere of serene peace.


At the centre of the gardens was a flat-roofed, one-storey building; with its columns and marbled patios, it was also a thing of beauty. But closer inspection had revealed that charm was deceptive; it was designed to function as part of the fortress complex. We’d worked out that a system of metal shutters could be instantly deployed, to render the building impregnable; the flat roof clearly served as a landing area for the Elite air-cars. Also on the roof were arrays of more of the mysterious devices, including tall masts and dish-like objects. Lord Krader’s advisors had yet to determine what their function had been.


Ken and I descended a set of steps that led down from the parapet and began walking through the garden towards the building at the centre of the Compound. It might have been a beautiful setting but I still found it eerie, despite the familiar and reassuring sounds of birds in the trees. Apart from the birds, though, the Compound was devoid of life: no small animals of any kind, not even rats and mice, had yet been found.


And then the bird song suddenly ceased. A shadow passed over the ground ahead of us and for one terrible moment I thought it was an Elite air-car. We both drew in relieved breaths when we realised the shadow was caused by a young dragon flying over the Compound.


‘Damn,’ said Ken as he drew his sword, ‘I should have brought the crossbow.’


‘Yes, that’s exactly what we need to round off a perfect day – one pissed-off dragon.’


We waited nervously, but the dragon flew on, paying us no attention at all; as it disappeared from sight, Ken slipped his sword back into its scabbard and the birds resumed their singing.


‘It’s as if the dragons know instinctively that the Elite are no more,’ I said, still anxiously scanning the sky. ‘They’re becoming bolder by the day.’


‘So what do you really think happened?’ Prince Ken asked me.


It didn’t take a genius to know that he was referring to the Day of Wonder; that was pretty much all anybody talked about these days.


‘I haven’t had a revelation since the last time you asked me that question,’ I replied.


‘Oh, come on, Jad. I know you. You must have some ideas by now. I’m sure you’ve had your nose in any number of Harius’s books looking for a clue.’


As well as his living quarters, I’d also inherited the late Harius’s extensive collection of books. When he’d first introduced me to his library, I’d been surprised at the wide variety of subjects it covered – apart from the piles of books dealing with the noble art of jestering, of course – but later in my apprenticeship I discovered a little of Harius’s hidden past; it explained a lot about him, including the drinking. One of the advantages of growing up with Ken in the castle was that I picked up something of an education – a crude one, true, but it had included learning to read. And both my reading and my education improved during my exploration of Harius’s library … but none of his books could have helped explain what happened to the Elite.


‘I really have no new ideas about the Day of Wonder, Ken.’


‘Please don’t call me that any more. Even when we’re alone.’


‘But I can’t help it. I’ve always called you Ken … Ken.’


‘I know, but it’s a childhood name. It’s no longer … suitable. So please stop. Call me Gideron from now on. It would be good for you to get into the habit before we leave.’


‘Gideron,’ I said slowly. I still thought it was an extremely silly name. ‘So that’s “Giddy” for short—’


‘No! Definitely not “Giddy” for short,’ he said firmly, ‘Gideron. Now tell me what you think about the Day of Wonder.’


I shrugged. ‘Haven’t a bloody clue, to be honest.’


We’d reached the building. Again we stared at the rectangular pond, very different from all the other ponds in the grounds, and wondered what it was for. A wide, columned verandah extended along three sides of the building. Originally there had been chairs and tables on the verandah but these were now all in the castle.


‘You still don’t have a special theory of your own?’ Ken persisted as we entered the building through a wide doorway. I couldn’t help shivering. It wasn’t just because of the strange architecture – which looked like it belonged to a different world – it was also due to the lingering presence of the Elite. We walked into a small hall that ended in another doorway; mounted above it was the Elite’s emblem: a black and silver dragon with its wings spread and its mouth open in a snarl.


‘I suppose I accept the general theory,’ I said, ‘that somehow the Elite fell foul of the gods, who punished them by taking away all their magical powers in a single day.’ We were now in a large room that, like the rest of the building, contained lavish furnishings and more mysterious Elite devices, this time large thin plates of a glasslike substance, mounted on adjustable pedestals. I guessed, like everyone else who’d explored the Compound, that it was some kind of communal leisure room, though what manner of leisure activities the Elite had pursued within it I couldn’t even begin to imagine.


Ken said, ‘You’ve told me many times that you aren’t sure that the gods exist.’


‘Well, maybe I’ve changed my mind in the light of the Day of Wonder. After centuries of ruling Urba, the Elite mysteriously losing all their powers simultaneously suggests a supernatural force at work. If not the gods, then who else could perform such a miracle?’


‘If it was the gods, then it took them a bloody long time to answer our prayers. People have been begging them for centuries to deliver us from the Elite.’


‘True,’ I agreed, ‘and so why did they finally act now, after letting us suffer under the Elite for such a long time? Like I said, the Elite must have done something really out of the ordinary to offend the gods, but I can’t imagine what. Either that or there’s an entirely different explanation.’


‘Such as?’ asked Ken as he wandered out of the room. I followed him into a corridor.


‘I don’t know. Some kind of natural catastrophe perhaps. If their powers weren’t magical, but derived from another source, like some people think, then something drastic must have happened to affect that source—’


An overall picture of the Day’s events had been painstakingly pieced together by Lord Krader’s council of advisors, from all the traders, travellers and spies who had visited Capelia over the ensuing weeks. The one thing that was certain was that on the Day of Wonder, all the armoured air-cars of the Elite suddenly fell from the skies. The vehicles never went higher than three hundred feet, and often flew at lower altitudes, so many of the Elite travelling in the air-cars survived the fall, though most were apparently injured. Some were immediately attacked by low-lifers who couldn’t resist the gods-given opportunity, no matter what the future consequences. In each case, the attackers thought they were involved in an isolated, one-off incident – a lucky accident – and had no idea their experience was being repeated right across the world. At least, the wise men presume this was the case, and so far they’ve had no evidence to the contrary. It seems safe to assume that the events of the Day of which we had subsequently received first-hand eyewitness accounts occurred simultaneously throughout Urba.


It wasn’t just the air-cars that were hit: before long, the news that the Elite weapons – including those on the vehicles, their hand-weapons and those in the Compounds – were ceasing to function spread like a forest fire … and the slaughter began.


After all the Elite who’d been caught out in the open had been either killed or captured, attention then focused on the Compounds themselves; soon every Compound in every domain was under siege – and in every case, the siege was over very quickly. The only exception to this was the Citadel, the Elite stronghold. No one knew how many Elite were still living in the Citadel, but in theory, they too were helpless … or rather, everybody hoped they were. And there was the unpleasant possibility that there were surviving Elite in other unknown enclaves.


But as there were no Elite in Capelia at the time, no massacres occurred in our domain. When news of the Day of Wonder finally arrived, Lord Krader ordered an armed party into the Compound. Naturally, Ken volunteered to lead the party; I think he was more than a little disappointed to find that, as had been expected, the Compound was deserted.


In recent years the Elite had appeared – thankfully – to lose interest in Capelia; perhaps they found the place as boring as we did. It wasn’t unusual for the domain to be an Elite-free zone for long periods at a time. It had been nearly a decade since they’d forced Lord Krader to launch a major military campaign against one of his neighbours, and even longer since there’d been any ‘disappearances’ – periodically, in every domain, young girls would mysteriously vanish, never to be seen again. As any mysterious event in Urba had to be the work of the Elite, everyone knew the Elite were responsible for these ‘disappearances’, despite their official denials.


There were plenty of ideas and rumours – none of them pleasant – about the reasons behind the ritual kidnapping of young low-lifer women, but no one could ever find out for sure what happened to them because none of the women ever returned.


The Elite had always encouraged – no, insisted on – wars between the domains. At any one time, there would be dozens of battles happening across the world, each one with its appreciative audience of Elite watching the carnage from the safety of their hovering air-cars. These campaigns were never allowed to get out of control, though: if a warlord became too successful and showed signs of succumbing to ambition – maybe indulging a desire to spread his area of conquest – the Elite would stop him and his army with ruthless efficiency.


Nobody in Capelia complained at the Elite’s increasing lack of attention in our affairs.


‘If it was some kind of mechanical malfunction and not an action of the gods,’ I continued, ‘I don’t understand why the Elite didn’t put it right – carried out emergency repairs or whatever. It just doesn’t make sense.’ They’d never let anything stop them before, let’s face it.


‘They obviously didn’t have the time,’ said Ken. He’d picked up a large candle, lit it and began heading down the stairs towards the part of the building that lay deep underground. I dutifully followed him.


‘You’re forgetting about the Citadel,’ I said. ‘The Elite in their stronghold might be putting matters right, from their point of view, even as we speak.’


‘I haven’t forgotten about the Citadel,’ he said smugly. ‘That’s why our mission is so important.’


I stared at him in horror. ‘You’re going to the Citadel?’ I exclaimed.


‘We’re going to have a damned good try.’


‘We are? Oh joy.’


At the bottom of the stairs we entered another large, mysterious room. The feeble light our flickering candle cast couldn’t dispel the menace I felt lurking in the surrounding shadows. This room was also filled with the unfathomable devices of the Elite, but this was clearly no place for recreation. The chairs that faced the two rows of mysterious equipment were strictly functional. The equipment might have been vitally important; now it was all completely dead and useless, its magic gone.


‘Your father’s counsellors think this room might have been how the Elite in this Compound communicated with other Compounds across the world, don’t they?’ I asked Ken, telling myself I’d better start calling him by his ridiculous new name. Gideron. The mind boggled.


‘I believe so, but what do those old fools know?’ he said dismissively.


‘Well, even if the counsellors are wrong, at least their magical means of communication ceased at the same time as their weapons failed,’ I said.


‘Luckily for us.’ He led the way into the small room that interested him most of all. It was empty, except for a large circular hatch cover, more than six feet in diameter, set into the floor. All attempts to open it or cut through it had failed. Ken gave the hatch a petulant kick with his boot. ‘Damn, I wish I knew what lies beneath that.’


‘Perhaps your father’s dream: a vault full of Elite treasure,’ I said, then added half-seriously, ‘or perhaps it’s a tunnel that leads all the way to the original home world of the Elite.’


He started to laugh, then stopped. ‘You really think so?’


‘No, not really.’


‘So many unanswered questions,’ sighed Ken. ‘But hopefully we’ll get some answers on our journey. Be honest, doesn’t the prospect truly excite you, Jad?’


‘I’m positively tingling with anticipation … Gideron.’ I suppose a small part of me – a very, very small part of me – was excited at the prospect of getting away from both Capelia and my dismal career as a jester, but in the main all I could see ahead of us was doom and disaster. My dear friend and almost brother would see to that, I just knew it.


I must say I was surprised by Tiri’s reaction to my bad news: no sign of the expected flood of tears, no expressions of concern for my safety. ‘Lucky you,’ she said simply as she undressed in my tiny bedroom garret. She looked quite pretty in the candle-light – one of the few advantages of losing the magic Elite lights in the castle.


‘What do you mean, lucky me?’ I demanded.


She dropped her clothes onto my one and only chair and climbed into bed next to me. ‘Well, you are lucky to have this wonderful opportunity to travel.’


I stared at her. ‘Travel? It’s a suicide mission! The chances of my returning are less than nil!’


She gave a small shrug. ‘Still sounds like more fun than working in the kitchen. I’ve always wanted to travel.’


‘Fine. Then you go with the Prince and I’ll take your place in the kitchen. I bet I can pluck geese that aren’t quite dead quite as well as you can.’


‘You wouldn’t last a day.’ She kissed me on the nose. ‘Even a couple of hours of honest hard work would kill you.’


I resented that. ‘I work hard! Every day! You think being a court jester is easy?’


‘I don’t know. If I ever meet a real one, I’ll ask him.’ Sarcasm riddled the castle like a disease.


‘Oh, thank you very much! You’re supposed to be consoling me on my last night, not stabbing me in the heart,’ I muttered.


‘How do you want to be consoled?’ Tiri asked me.


I told her.


‘I think that can be arranged,’ she said, ‘but first I want to know what you’re going to bring me back from your trip.’


‘Hopefully, eight pints of blood in their original, non-punctured container,’ I told her.


‘That would be nice, of course, but it’s not what I had in mind,’ she replied, somewhat to my chagrin.


‘So what did you have in mind?’


‘Oh, any kind of loot would be nice. Preferably something in gold.’


‘Tiri, this is not a looting expedition, it’s a spying mission.’


‘I thought you said it was a suicide mission.’


‘It’s both,’ I said sourly.


‘I’m sure you can fit in a bit of looting when you’re not spying … or dying. I’d be very grateful. Like this—’


I groaned. ‘I’ll do my best,’ I said, ‘but I’m not promising anything.’


Tiri continued to console me, and very soon all my worries and anxieties about what lay ahead faded away – at least for a brief time. Later she said, ‘Forget what I said about bringing me back something made of gold.’


‘Are you sure?’ I was touched. I’d obviously misjudged her.


‘Yes. I’d prefer diamonds.’










CHAPTER THREE



‘This horse must die,’ I said with feeling. Once again it had stopped in front of a tree and was refusing to move, no matter how hard I dug my heels into its ribs. And once again Ken wheeled his own mount around and came trotting back along the track.


‘He’s playing you for the fool,’ he said, sounding irritated.


‘How can such a stupid animal know my profession?’


Ken came up alongside. ‘He may be a dumb beast, but he’s smart enough to realise you don’t know what the hell you’re doing. It’s probably the way you sit on him. He instinctively knows you can’t ride and he’s taking advantage of you.’


‘Sounds like every girl I’ve ever been involved with,’ I muttered, trying to tug the wretched animal’s head up.


Ken drew his sword and whacked my horse on its rump with the flat of his blade. The beast gave a whinny of protest, but immediately moved away from the tree and began to trot along the track at a fast pace. ‘A trick you should remember,’ said Ken with a laugh. ‘It works just as well with women as it does with horses.’


‘Somehow I doubt that!’ I thought of Tiri. If I’d ever swatted her rump with the flat of a sword during one of our bedroom encounters, I was pretty certain I’d have been found buried upside down in the potato locker the next morning. ‘Is that the technique you use with Princess Petal?’


‘Can we leave her name out of this, please?’ He no longer sounded amused.


‘How can you leave a name like “Princess Petal” out of anything?’ I asked. ‘Besides, she is your bride-to-be. Eventually. When’s the wedding date now?’


‘Shut up, Jad,’ he warned.


I decided discretion was perhaps the better part of valour when it came to discussions about the Prince’s forthcoming nuptials, and shut up, though I couldn’t wipe the grin from my face. The marriage between Ken and Princess Petal, from Acasia domain, had been arranged when they were both in their mid-teens, but Ken was in no hurry to claim his promised bride. The Princess was physically attractive, but insipid in the extreme, and I had a sneaking suspicion that Ken had contrived this expedition as yet another excuse to postpone the unhappy event.


It was the morning of the second day of our Great Adventure, and to say that I was saddle-sore didn’t even come close.


‘Your buttocks will toughen up … in time,’ Ken had told me reassuringly, unable to hide a smug smile. He, of course, was as formidable a horseman as he was a crossbowman.


‘Oh, just what I’ve always wanted,’ I grumbled, ‘tough buttocks.’ It had taken an effort of will to remount the damned horse that morning. We’d spent the night in an inn, where the Prince, predictably, was treated like royalty, and I was treated … as usual. Still, at least I had a comfortable bed for the night and the food and drink was adequate, as was the hot bath in which I was able to soak away – if only temporarily – my aches and pains.


But from now on it would be very different: we would be camping in the woods every night. Ken maintained that as we’d be entering Vurgun later in the week, and sleeping rough while travelling through that domain, we should start getting ourselves accustomed to making camp.


I still didn’t understand why we needed to start roughing it any earlier than absolutely necessary; there were plenty of decent inns in Vurgun. Ken, predictably enough, didn’t see it that way. ‘We must keep a low profile while in Vurgun,’ he said seriously, ‘my face is too well known there.’


‘Your whole face or just your profile?’ I muttered.


So when we left the inn that morning, we avoided the main road and took to a series of narrow tracks. Again, this was Ken’s idea; I assumed it was supposed to be practice for being furtive. But thanks to my stupid horse and his penchant for pretending he couldn’t go around trees, this choice of routes was slowing us down, and so Ken decided to return to the main road, much to my relief. He pointed out that we needed to call in at the garrison fort near the Vurgun border, to pick up supplies for our expedition, and to meet the garrison commander, who was no doubt desperately excited at the prospect of entertaining a royal visitor.


Once we were back on the road I was able to keep my untrustworthy steed a good distance from the trees on either side, and we made faster progress.


‘After we leave the garrison remember that I will be Prince Kender no more,’ said Ken.


‘I know. Henceforth you will be Gideron Blaze, hard-bitten mercenary, and so on. How could I possibly have forgotten, Ken?’


‘Jad—’ he said, warningly.


‘Sorry. Gideron. And I will no longer be Jad the Jester.’


‘You want to change your name?’


‘Not just my name. I want a new profession as well. I don’t want to be a jester any more.’


He gave me a look of surprise. ‘You don’t? What do you want to be instead?’


‘If I tell you, you’ll just laugh.’


‘That’ll be a change.’


‘My point exactly. I’ve taken to heart what you said to me a couple of days ago. I’m fed up with the constant sneering at my attempts to be a jester. I want a new identity. One that people will respect.’


‘So what do you want to be now you’re a grown-up?’


‘An assassin.’


I will give Ken his due – he did try not to laugh … for about fifteen seconds in all. Then he guffawed so loudly he almost fell off his horse. ‘An assassin!’ he eventually managed to gasp. ‘Where did you get a crazy idea like that?’


‘It’s not crazy. People respect assassins.’


He gulped for air for several seconds, then said, ‘People fear assassins. And a lot of people have contempt for assassins … but respect? I don’t think so, Jad.’


‘I disagree. Fear is a form of respect. As for contempt … well, I think I’d rather people were contemptuous of me for being an assassin than for being a court jester. A bad court jester.’


‘By the gods, you’re serious, aren’t you?’ he said as he wiped his eyes.


‘Very.’


‘So you’re just going to introduce yourself as an assassin to people we meet along the way? As in, “Hello, I’m Jad the Assassin. Mind if I share your campfire for the night?” That’ll go down well.’


‘Of course not. It will be more subtle than that. With your help.’


‘My help?’


‘Yes. You’ll drop meaningful hints about my profession in passing. The odd mention of suspected links with the Guild of Assassins, but you’re not sure. We’ll cultivate an air of mystery about me. Am I an assassin or not? Give people something to talk about.’


‘Oh, they’ll talk about you, that I guarantee. Jad, you don’t look like an assassin. You look like … well, don’t take this the wrong way but you look like a jester.’


‘Perfect look for an assassin, I’d have thought. Besides, it makes more sense for Gideron, the cynical, hard-bitten mercenary, to be travelling in the company of a mysterious assassin, rather than a jester who can empty a court full of people faster than an outbreak of dysentery. Oh, and from now on call me Usborne.’


‘Usborne? That’s a silly name.’


‘I really don’t think getting into a silly names competition is a good idea, do you? You’d win hands down on that one, Gideron.’


After a few minutes of surly silence, Ken said, ‘You know absolutely nothing about being an assassin.’


‘I know enough to convince people I might be an assassin,’ I told him. ‘And I have this—’ I reached into one of my saddle-bags and produced an old, leather-bound book. I leaned over and handed it to him. He took it and looked at the cover, raised an eyebrow.


‘The Book of Poisons. Where did you get this?’


‘From Harius’s library. This was amongst a pile of books on the medical uses of herbs.’


He handed the book back to me. ‘How curious. I wonder why he had it.’


‘I think that in his younger days he had an interest in all manner of unusual subjects.’ I hesitated, then decided Ken might as well know the truth about Harius. ‘He had an eventful life before he became a jester in your grandfather’s court. He wasn’t from Capelia for a start.’


‘Really? I didn’t know that.’


‘He rarely talked about his past, but sometimes, when he was even drunker than usual, he would drop hints and tell me fragments of his life story. I tried to get him to elaborate during his more sober periods, but he’d always refuse. However, one night he let slip that he originally came from the domain of Ashtor—’


‘Ashtor!’ said Ken in an awed tone.


‘—and that he’d been an officer in Lord Emminence’s army.’
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