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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Chapter One


Sunset in the Tower


He wakes me, the young scribe who I can no longer see. I have slept away the afternoon and it is evening. I was far away, dreaming of the lands that stretch away below this tower; the lands I travelled through in my youth.


But now I am awake, I become the Abbot of Forgeholm once more. I rise from my chair. There, through my gummed eyes, I see an orange glow: the sun is setting over the Fire Mountains. I raise my palms to it and give the scribe the evening’s blessing: May our lord Reh find Galadrian’s golden thread in the night’s labyrinth. May his sun barge fly across the heavens: may its rays shine on you, friend Kereb.


My mind is not on the words. Dreams of the past still haunt me. Tonight Kereb and I will finish the final chapters. Time has come full circle – in my end is my beginning: this story began in this tower. Now it will end here too.


I was twelve when I first came here, carried half-dead from the temple below to these heights where everything beneath, the monastery and its people and the mountain and the passes, seem miniatures of another world, far removed. For many years my only companions were this worm-eaten desk, these dusty alembics and retorts, this narrow cot and the three books that my master Manichee gave me before he died.


They stand propped on the mantel over the fire-blackened hearth, catching the light of the setting sun – in that exact same place where I placed them when my time came to leave.


All those lands that I visited in my youth are described in one of the books: Thrulland, Surrenland, the Nations of the Night, Ossia, Attar and the Land of the Lost City, Iskiard.


But my travelling days are over – it is the other two books that draw me to them. They have remained unopened since the day I returned forty years ago, though every evening I take them down and touch their covers – as I do now.


The first book is dedicated to my god: Reh, Lord of Flame and the Reborn Sun. The Book of Light. I hold it close to my eyes: its tarnished silver edgings and the lapis lazuli set into the four corners of the ancient leather cover catch the beams of the falling sun and blaze with a blue-white light: the colour of magic. Every evening I hold it like this – I do it not from devotion to my god but knowing every evening that she used to do this: silently praying, holding the book up to the westering sun.


Now I pick up the smallest of the three of the books. I feel its leatherbound boards; I remember its colour: that of the soot-blackened mantel on which it has lain all these years. My fingers tingle, as if I held a living, breathing thing. From within I feel a barely discernible pulse: it is the pulse of magic, my friend.


All my craft lies in it: no thicker than a thumb; no longer than a hand, its leather worn and warped by fire and water and the hands of a hundred adepts that lived before me, Manichee the last. His words of farewell echo: ‘Learn it well. For in it is every form of pyromancy known to the Flame. With it you will summon fire even from wind and ice, and bring lightning from the heavens.’ Oh master, I did so, and smote our enemies.


I replace the books. Kereb is silent. He is anxious to get on with the evening’s business – the dictation of my history of the Wars of the Flame and the Worm. He has no reason to love me. I do not pay his way, or have a rich living in my gift. It is the High Priest in far-off Perricod who has sent him here, has ordered him to share my exile, when once he expected greater things. Together we endure our sentence. Mine is for life, his perhaps will end when our work, this history, is finished.


And tonight it will be, if Reh and my memory allow.


So Kereb sits with pen and ink, ready, maintaining the charade of diligence when he and I know we might spare him the pains of his labour. Do they think I am deaf as well as blind? Do I not hear after each night’s dictation the horse’s hooves clattering in the cobbled yard, the shouts of the rider, the heavy gates groaning open? And in the silence of the night the sound of the hooves echoing back up the pass, off each crag, over each hairpin. I follow the rider in my mind’s eye: five days and nights, all the way to Perricod, post after post, until he stands at the gateway of the temple.


Only the High Priest knows what happens to my words. Perhaps he reads them, a rueful smile upon his face, as he sees only the ranting of a heretic and a fornicator. Perhaps that is what I am. But also I am a heretic and fornicator who tells the truth: a truth too dangerous for him.


And yet, tonight I will begin as I do every evening: I will speak to the shadows. Pretend that someone else but the High Priest will read these words; tomorrow, or the next day, or in a thousand years …


I take a deep breath. There is a particular smell in the air: it is that time when the flowers that grow up the side of the tower begin to close; their scent drifts away like a faint memory.


The sunbeams have gone. I remember how a mellow violet hue sits upon the mountains on evenings like this and how the lizards bask on the warm rocks that hold the last of the afternoon’s heat. The heather will come in a month or two. Heather! We never dreamed of such a thing in the cold years of my boyhood. The flowers even of that most hardy plant would not bud in the year-long cold, the absence of the sun.


Below I hear voices and laughter in the refectory. I can picture the scene. A yellow light blazes from the kitchen windows and doors, like golden fire. The acolytes are sweating over the pots. Over the clatter I hear a verse of a bawdy country song. Once more they have been at the cider that the farmers bring up from the orchards on the plains far below.


But the laughter doesn’t displease me. I have made an oath: let the laughter continue. Never again will the fear and the beatings return to Forgeholm. Though I am Abbot, I am a man as well.


It is now properly night: all the world is covered in shadows, just like it was forty years ago, when the darkness covered the sun and the earth even during the day.


Until she came and relit the sun. The day returned and once more Reh showed his face to her, the Lightbringer.


In my early years when I first lived in this tower, Reh’s return would have meant everything to me, everything that I lived or cared for; for was I not a priest of the Flame and the Reborn Sun? But listen, scribe: now I am old; gone are the certainties. If only I could return to the sweet and certain prejudices of youth, not flinching at anything – even the blood sacrifices and burnings – whatever was prescribed in that self-same book, the Book of Light that sits upon that mantel; for in those certainties is the only happiness.


But now I have no certainties – apart from what lives in my heart. Believe me, Kereb, I have seen the original of the Book of Light – it is dust; I have met the ghost of Marizian the Mage, he who wrote it – he wanders not in paradise but in the damned region of Shades. And as for Reh? I have travelled through the heart of the sun and found the sun that burns in my heart. That is all that matters: the light within. Let it burn for the transitory moment that we have on this earth – let it burn in the fleeting laughter of those novices in the kitchen below, in the brief colours of a wildflower, the fugitive cry of a bird in the sky: for all that burns within eventually consumes itself, and dies.


But now I need that fire again, however dimmed. The darkness of the mind, in which the thoughts of old age are entombed, grows deeper as the night, the time of Iss, draws on. Old evils stir like ghosts in my memory, just out of sight.


Though the war is won and Iss’s cities and temples razed, the enemy is never dead, but merely sleeps. Where there are underground places – vaults and catacombs, even the grave itself – he waits, like a coiled serpent, the Worm that eats its own tail until time is no more. O children of Reh, be wakeful.


Now, Kereb, let us begin.


My name? You know it by now if my words are known. And if they are not, then my name is dead along with my words. But I will speak it one last time. It is Urthred of Ravenspur, Priest of Flame.


Once I had a face that no man or woman could look upon. Yet with it I found love. Now I, like the sun, have turned full circle: now I have an old man’s face, a face that the young despise, and once more I am alone. In my beginning was my end. Sunrise and sunset; light and dark: the world has turned through them again and again. Yet the greater darkness has been averted and only one remains for me, the darkness of the end.


Before it comes, I will speak, though I speak only to shadows.


Let this tale, the last of Thalassa, begin …




Chapter Two


The Coming of the Bare-Backed King


Thrull. The fourth day of winter. Mist comes as night falls.


The demon, Nekron, is a hundred yards long, carried by a thousand feet, a horned skull head, his skin a million dully glittering obsidian scales. He slides between the houses, his body slithering from side to side, toppling gable ends and supporting walls. He leaves a glistening track behind. Now each height and depth bears the silver trail of his passing so that in the moonlight penetrating the mist, the granite-cliffed city looks as if silver thread has been wound round and round its sides.


The demon’s time on earth is short. Already, steer-sized slabs of viscous skin slough off, the great maw gapes and sinks to the ground, scraping slowly along it, bone and teeth breaking away.


The demon climbs: up to the temple square, his thousand legs more and more sluggish, ranks of them collapsing under his weight. But at last he is upon the summit of that cursed city. In a rage his tail thrashes into the bases of the two temple pyramids of Iss and Reh, toppling walls, fracturing their bases. The pyramids crumble, masonry breaks off their side and falls over the cliffs, toppling slowly down on to the houses of the Lower Town in a dusty avalanche.


Nekron dissolves into a vast lake of his own green acid; the bubbling liquid burns downwards, searing through the stones of the temple square, scorching a vast crater in the summit, percolating down into the catacombs below, burning holes through the many levels of the underworld, even to the Silver River a mile beneath.


Below one of the ruined crags, a human hand pokes out of the rubble; the skin a mottled blue and chalk white, the edge of the cloak sleeve visible: purple and brown. The colours of the god of darkness – Iss. The man’s soul is with his master. A leatherbound book has fallen from his dead hand. The Holy Book of Iss: the Book of Worms. And on the open page, this is written: On the fourth day of winter Thrull will be destroyed.


The cold wind blows over the marshes. The pages of the book start to turn, over and over, nearly faster than the eye can see: a date, a sigil, a drawing, a kaleidoscope of wormy lines are momentarily glimpsed. Then it comes to rest on the very last page, where the vellum is yellowed and the lines of ink are smudged and faint, but where this prophecy is still legible.




In the year after the coming of Nekron – Iss’s enemy and Reh’s hope, the Lightbringer, will pass into the land of Shades and there she will die, and the light of the sun will die with her. Lord Iss will come from the stars and establish a kingdom upon this earth. And all shall praise him, the Dark Prince who shall reign forever in the eternal darkness.





The winter passes. No spring or summer come. The earth is frozen, the sun hidden. The time of darkness is beginning.


All through the winter the blizzards howled in from the Fire Mountains. Many leagues to the south of Thrull stood Perricod, ancient capital of Surrenland, in the great horseshoe loop of the River Donzel, its towers and grey battlements rising above a wasteland of snow. It was a city once dedicated to Reh, but now its ruler, Lord Sain, was dead and its walls stood unguarded to any who might brave the winter wasteland to come to it.


This evening, three months after the destruction of Thrull, the shortest day of the year was ending prematurely. Just after noon the sky had darkened and the starving wolf packs that roamed outside the city walls started to howl.


Inside the city only one inn remained open of all the dozens that had once done a brisk trade with farmers, soldiers and merchants. It was called the Gryphon’s Head, a ramshackle hostelry hard by the northern gates. This evening there was no throng in its common room and the fire within had burned low, giving light but no heat. There was no food save horsemeat nor wine save the vinegary lees of the vintage before the great freeze.


The few remaining guests whispered to one another, falling silent every time a blast of wind rattled the door. The afternoon grew darker and darker. The guests had much to discuss. Vampires were already abroad in the city and rumour had it that an army of the Undead was marching from Tiré Gand, and that this very night they would arrive and the thousand-year rule of Reh in Perricod would finally be at an end.


The city was lost anyway: plague and famine had come to it months before. Worse, the bitterness of the winter and the absence of the sun could only mean one thing. Surely this was the beginning of the final night of man, when the sun disappeared for ever and Lord Iss returned to earth?


The patrons of the inn shook their heads gloomily, but there was a certain expedience in their gathering here. Even though they were not enthusiasts of the Dark God and his doctrines, they went under his protection: the outside of the inn’s door was chalked with the symbol of the Worm, the serpent consuming its own tail, signalling that all those gathered gave themselves to Iss’s guardianship.


Outside, huddled figures scurried down the streets in the premature darkness, leaping over the frozen races of the open sewers, avoiding passing under the eaves of houses where spear-shaped icicles hung ready to fall, skirting the piles of the dead, their stiff limbs pointing from the carrion heaps at every street corner like the stiff boughs of trees.


A tramp of feet, and presently a column of men dressed in the dark god’s purple and brown robes appeared. The acolytes of the Worm. Fierce-looking, sallow-complexioned, shaven-headed thugs, their faces covered with boils from lack of sleep and poor nutrition. Each was armed with a thick stave three inches across, four feet long, a serpent head carved upon its end. At their belts they carried pouches filled with soot. They drove the few malingering townsfolk from their path with blows and snarls.


They passed the inn, and plunged into the jumbled labyrinth of streets, seeking the houses of the unconverted that had no serpent symbol, striking each unmarked door with the staves, the sound putting those therein in mind of the six hammer strokes of doom predicted in the holy books: the hammer strokes that would announce the end of the world.


And after the noise of the staves died away, the acolytes cried out to those in the houses to hear the words of the dark scripture: how the sun would not rise again after this night.


And many of the people who heard their words, who in better times, when the temple of Reh had been strong, had warmed their hands at the execution pyres of such heretics, looked out of their mullioned windows at the sky as dark as a coal scuttle and believed that, indeed, the evening of that endless night had come. Meekly they donned their darkest clothes and left their houses, heads bowed low in shame, to follow the procession of shaven-headed acolytes through the city to the temple of Iss.


But those who refused to open their doors or shouted curses back were singled out for a worse fate. The acolytes reached into their pouches and pressed their soot-covered palms on to the doors, leaving a mark – the Black Hand. Later, when the night was darkest, the Undead would come, as they came every evening, digging through the cellars of the marked houses, or climbing through the windows, taking all those they could find.


Now as darkness settled the wolf packs closed in, as they did at every dusk, surrounding the northern gates, not daring to enter the city, for the scent of their enemy, man, was still thick in the air, but knowing their time would come soon. Their howling was as high and persistent as the noise of the keening wind.


But then they fell silent. The wind died too. A sudden mist appeared in the streets. The acolytes froze, their heads cocked to one side, listening.


At first the only sound was the hissing of snow particles gently blowing down the frozen streets. Then came the sound of a horse’s hooves on the metalled road that led to the north over the frozen fields.


Gradually the rider emerged from the gloom of the evening. He was mounted on a grey gelding. He rode into the northern gatehouse of the city: there were no guards left to challenge him. The horse’s shoes rang off the cobbles and echoed as he passed through the archway and into the grey streets of Perricod.


The patrons of the Gryphon’s Head gathered curiously at the windows and stared at him as he rode by. He was the first man who had been down the northern road in months. But there was no sign he had spurred his horse through the wolf packs, or that he was now unduly concerned by the growing dark or the savage cries of the acolytes echoing about the streets. He rode easily, rolling gently on the swaying back of his mount, a born horseman. He had no saddle or harness but rode bareback, as if horse and rider were one whole, not needing the usual accoutrements of control to find one equal understanding. He rested one hand on the horse’s withers, the only gesture towards balance or mastery. He was covered from head to foot in a cloak of grey wolf fur, rimed with ice and hoar frost from the driving blizzard. The cloak spread down to the hindquarters of the horse and over its flanks. On its hood the head of a wolf stood with jaws agape baring yellow teeth and eyes that gleamed with malignant life.


Under the wolf’s-head cape the rider’s eyes were nearly as fierce of those of the dead animal. He rode down the street in the direction the acolytes had gone and was soon swallowed by the shadows of the houses which leant over horse and rider, the sound of the hooves muffled in the snow drifts.


For several months horse and rider had wandered the wilderness south of the Fire Mountains. The rider’s name was Fazad Falarn. He was only thirteen and a half. A noble by birth, from the age of five he had been a slave. But now only a faint vestige of boyhood and none of slavery remained on him. His face was burned nut brown by the cutting wind. A hard intelligence played around his eyes; the skin surrounding them seemed prematurely lined. There was no vulnerability in his look.


He rode on slowly through the streets, paying no heed to the buildings that overarched his way, not stopping to inspect the inns or shops, which were boarded shut in any case. The long months of travel had taught him that a man must always seem to know where he is going in a strange city, even if he doesn’t.


The horse carried him into the southern part of the town. Then the gelding snorted, great puffs of vapour billowing from his nostrils, and whinnied quietly. Fazad sensed it too: danger ahead. A now familiar smell of burning. Then he saw four or five figures fleeing a house. Through its mullioned windows and diamond-shaped panes he saw a ruddy orange glow. A fire, raging; he felt the blast of its heat. Looters.


Another lawless town. He had seen many.


He rode on, not looking back. Then the crowded streets of the old town fell away, and he saw through the murk of snow and dusk an open place in front of him. Trees like black skeletons lurched out of the mist. He was in a park. This must be the area he was looking for: the nobles’ quarter. Snow cloaked everything, but he sensed he was in a broad avenue leading to the southern walls, where the meander of the encircling river formed a great bend. The horse’s hooves sounded on broad paving stones. This was the way to Lord Sain’s palace. His long journey was nearly over.


A sudden gap in the snow fall and now he saw it, half a mile in front, standing on a small knoll, its wide roofs slightly upturned in tiled waves, pagodas on its three eaves tops, its worked-stone walls and wooden doors and window frames blackened by fire.


He uttered a word, and the horse came to a halt. The rider stared at the ruins for several moments, then sighed and wearily nudged his mount forward again.


Now he concentrated on either side of the avenue. Here there were lesser mansions, giving off a desolate, long-abandoned air. As he passed by them he heard the ghosts of children cry with laughter, the gentle calls of their dead mothers, the shouts of spirit men. The dead spoke and he heard: he was no stranger to them, had been with them all his life.


The darkness was now almost absolute though it was but late afternoon. He searched for signs of life in the dark houses: a light, or a plume of smoke from a chimney. Nothing.


But dark figures lurked outside the deep gateways of the abandoned mansions. Their purple and brown robes were almost indistinguishable from the shadows. The servants of Iss were here already. His eyes fixed on the snow and ancient lichen frontages over their heads, the carved coats of arms of the nobility could still be discerned on the architraves of the gate’s facades. But he saw no lights, no possible welcome in the dead windows of the mansions. Every now and again he would murmur to the horse and it would slow. On each occasion his master stared hard at the faded heraldic designs in the near dark. Then each time, with a slight click of his tongue, and no other command, the horse set off again.


Eventually he came to a gloomy mansion, in the lee of the fire-gutted palace of Lord Sain. Dark poplars reached up to the darkening sky from its park. Its entrance was shadowed by a grey stone cornice supported by tapering pillars. He squinted again and saw carved on the stone architrave the sign of a sun and a bushel of corn. He murmured and the horse came to a halt, and he dismounted stiffly and stared at the iron-studded wooden door, barely visible in the shadows under the overhanging porch. There was a black handprint on one of the panels.


One of the Iss acolytes had been observing his halting approach down the avenue from some ruins across the street. His name was Tarant – a sallow-faced, hollow-eyed young man. He had travelled to Perricod from his home city, Tiré Gand in Ossia. At first the rider had been too far away in the dusk to make out any details, but the cloak and the ghostly whiteness of the horse had given both a sinister appearance and he had quailed at approaching them.


But he was desperate. Three nights already on the freezing streets, and not one soul converted and brought to the dark halls of Iss! His master, a gruff fellow from the Mother Temple in Tiré Gand, had no patience with those who did not pull their weight. Tonight he had been told to bring in a convert or he would be sent back to Tiré Gand, through the wolf-inhabited wasteland: not an attractive prospect.


As the rider dismounted, Tarant now saw that, under the voluminous cloak, this new arrival was no more than a strip; a weakling perhaps. Tarant mustered his courage and stepped out into the street and approached him, a dog-eared copy of the Book of Worms under one arm.


‘Sir …’ he began but got no further as Fazad whipped round at the sound of his voice. His face under the wolf cape was revealed in the faint gloom. A nervous, triumphant smile twitched on Tarant’s face. The rider was but a boy: easy meat. He took another step forward but then locked eyes with the child and stopped. Strangely the boy’s brown eyes were hard and empty of fear; lupine, as if indeed he had been lent kinship with the wolves by the cloak he wore.


The acolyte swallowed hard, seeking for words. A child was but a child after all, could be brought round by persuasion. He took yet another step nearer. ‘That’s a fine horse for one so young,’ he said, making to pet the gelding’s mane. The horse’s nostrils twitched and suddenly he reared, threatening the acolyte with his hooves.


The Ossian backed away. ‘Whoa,’ he said, trying to shield his body with the massive tome in his arms. Fazad held up his hand – the horse instantly calmed, his front legs returning to the ground.


The boy’s eyes never left the acolyte’s. ‘What do you want?’ he asked. His voice was high, but only with youth, not fear.


‘Just to talk,’ the acolyte replied, his eyes nervously darting from rider to horse and back again. He remembered his mentor’s words: there were no easy converts; even babes in arms might at first resist the doctrines of Iss, but they would eventually come to recognise the Lord of Darkness. ‘Master, you see how things stand,’ he began as persuasively as he could, waving generally at the settling darkness and the frozen street. ‘It is nearly night, the sun may not return on the morrow. You must think of your soul – what will happen to it in the Prince’s dark midnight.’


The boy stared at him, no emotion in his dark eyes. ‘Be sure of this: the sun will rise again,’ he said flatly. ‘Now leave me alone.’


The acolyte, seeing the horse was quiet, stepped forward, grasping the sleeve of the boy’s fur cloak. ‘Come,’ he whispered, ‘my friends are waiting, in the cellar of the house yonder.’ He leaned closer, so the boy could smell his breath, a strange mixture of cloves and camphor. ‘One bite, then eternal life will be yours!’


The boy’s lips twisted in anger at the touch, but before he could reply, one of the massive wooden doors of the gate at his back swung open with a bang. Boy and acolyte both turned quickly to see who had opened it. A large man stood in the entranceway. He was clad in a simple faded brown woollen tunic, his trunk-like legs exposed despite the cold, his bulk silhouetted by a glowing lamp set on the floor behind him. One of the sleeves of his tunic was bunched up to the shoulder joint, showing he had lost the arm some time in the past. He held a stout axe in his one hand, its edge glinting in sharp contrast to the blueing of the rest of its blade.


His dark eyes were fixed firmly on the acolyte: there was no mistaking the menace in them. Tarant began to back away.


‘I’ve told you what would happen if you came again,’ the man said in a bass growl, his eyes falling on the black hand symbol on the door.


The acolyte had continued to retreat and was way out in the street again. He clearly felt himself a safe distance from the one-armed man, for now he risked replying: ‘Your door is marked, seneschal. The Risen Dead will be with you this night or the next …’


The man snarled and took another step into the street, the axe upraised. The acolyte’s next words evaporated on his lips and he took to his heels, fleeing into the twilight.




Chapter Three


The House of the Iremages


Fazad’s rescuer took one or two steps after the acolyte, then stopped, glaring down the road until the man had disappeared in the gloom. He was breathing heavily, his massive chest rising and falling.


After a few moments he seemed to remember the boy’s presence and turned to him.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked. The boy merely nodded, staring at the axe. The man followed the direction of his gaze, then laughed gruffly. ‘Come,’ he said, ‘I mean you no harm, only those vermin out there.’ He narrowed his eyes when he saw how young Fazad was. ‘It’s late to be out. What is your business here?’


‘I am seeking Gurn, seneschal of the Iremage family.’


‘Then you have found he whom you seek; Gurn is my name. And now you know mine, what is yours?’


‘I … I am Fazad.’


‘Fazad?’ Gurn repeated, his dark brow creasing, as if trying to remember where he had heard that name before.


For the first time, the boy averted his gaze, as if unsure of how he should say what had to be said next; as if it had been too long since he had last spoken anything, and the words, so often rehearsed in his mind, would not come out.


‘Well, boy,’ Gurn prompted.


Fazad swallowed, mustering courage, then turned back to the seneschal. ‘Is it true that your lord, Artan Iremage, swore an oath with Count Falarn of Thrull, to eternally protect each other’s honour and blood, even in death?’


The giant’s ruddy face instantly lost colour and his dark brows knotted; he was suddenly suspicious. ‘You speak strange words of introduction, lad. But it’s true: such an oath was indeed made on the walls of Thrull before the great battle.’


‘And is Lord Artan still alive?’


Gurn shook his head. Now it was his turn to swallow hard. ‘No, he is dead: I alone of all the hearth servants returned to this house.’


The boy regarded him solemnly. ‘Then you are the last man alive who can fulfil Artan’s pledge.’


Gurn’s frown deepened. ‘Tell me: who are you, how do you know of this oath?’


The boy straightened. ‘I am Fazad, the son of Count Falarn. Sold into slavery after the battle of Thrull, now I am free once more.’


‘You have escaped? From where?’


‘From that self-same place of which you spoke – Thrull.’


‘Thrull? But it is three hundred leagues away.’


Fazad looked away, down the long avenue back into the centre of the city and beyond, to the frozen countryside, in the direction of the Fire Mountains and Thrull beyond them. ‘Aye – three hundred leagues,’ he replied. ‘And you ask yourself: how could I, but a boy, survive the cold, the snows, the wolves? And sometimes I ask myself the same question.’ He paused, turning once more to stare at Gurn as if sizing up the older man. ‘Do you believe in magic, seneschal?’


‘Magic? Another strange question.’ Now Gurn looked away. ‘Perhaps once I believed,’ he said softly, ‘I believed until that day on Thrull field when our battalions were mown down like sheaves and the vampires leapt from their graves and our sorcerers stood uselessly by. After that I don’t know what I believe in.’ He pointed behind him at the armorial carvings. ‘Except in this house and the honour of its family.’


Fazad turned and patted his horse on the withers. ‘Three things have brought me safely here over the Fire Mountains, through the forests of Bardun and over the plains of Surrenland. Cloud here is the first. Do you recognise his name?’


Gurn shook his head.


‘This is Baron Illgill’s mount.’


‘Illgill?’ the seneschal repeated as if in a dream. At his master’s name, Cloud whinnied slightly and stepped forward through the snow to snuffle at Gurn’s tunic. The seneschal stared wonderingly at the grey gelding, which looked back at him with soulful brown eyes, not unlike his rider’s, eyes full of a lambent half-human, half-animal intelligence.


‘He is no normal mount, but has lived, generation after generation, in the Illgill palace in Thrull. He speaks to me and I to him. He has carried me through all the dangers, brought me here, where he knew there were friends,’ the boy continued.


‘This story is strange; but strangely true also,’ Gurn answered. ‘But you spoke of two other things that have brought you here.’


Fazad nodded. ‘The second is fate: fate and half-remembered words that my father told me on the day of that battle that ended his life, for even when the soldiers of Iss sold me into slavery and I served as a lowly pot boy, those words came into my mind, like an echo.’


‘What words were these?’


‘He told me of the blood oath between our families, and that if anything were to happen to him I was to come here, to Perricod, and seek out the sign of the bushel and the sun.’


‘You found the sign, but you knew my name too. How is that?’


The boy was silent for a moment. ‘Magic again – for as I rode through the city it was as if I saw it as it was eight years ago, before the battle of the marshes. The sun shining, the streets full of people, all those who now are dead. I heard their voices. And then I saw you as you were then, younger, and the children cried out to you as you walked the streets, and I heard them call you Gurn, seneschal of the Iremage clan, and then I saw your dream self pass into this house and I snapped back, and once more it was cold and dark, but there on the lintel I saw the sun and the corn sign and I knew I was safe.’


Gurn’s face paled as if indeed a shadow of his old self had brushed by him. He looked from the boy to the shadows which were closing tight all around. ‘This seems as if it will be a long tale.’ He patted Fazad on the shoulder. ‘I believe you are who you say you are. Tonight and always the blood oath holds between the Iremages and the Falarns. Come inside.’ He thrust the axe into his belt and then pushed open the other double door leading into the mansion. ‘Lead your horse in here.’


‘Cloud needs no leading,’ Fazad answered. He jerked his head, and with a little whinny, the horse walked in. The seneschal shook his head in wonder, then gestured for Fazad to precede him and bolted the gates behind them. They now stood in a small cobbled courtyard open to the darkening sky and covered with a thin layer of snow, a stable block to one side. The seneschal pushed open the stable door and Cloud docilely entered, followed by the two humans.


After the bitter cold outside, the stable was warm and redolent of new-mown hay. An old nag stood tethered in one of the stalls, eyeing them curiously as they entered.


‘This is Wildfire,’ Gurn said, stroking the horse. ‘She brought me back from Thrull.’ The seneschal filled a manger with some straw from a hamper overhead, then threw a blanket over Cloud’s back and dextrously buckled it under his belly with his one hand.


When he saw the horse was comfortable he turned to Fazad. ‘Come, now. Cloud is seen to; you need food and warmth yourself.’ Despite the wolf’s-fur cloak, the boy’s lips were blue and he was shivering from the cold.


Gurn took Fazad by the arm and helped him back through the courtyard to where two steps led up to a massive stone doorway. The door stood ajar and yellow lamplight flickered from within. When they had entered, the seneschal thrust the door shut and bolted it behind them.


Fazad found himself in a great stone hall with rusted suits of armour on stands on either side, and arms arranged in intricate patterned circles on the bare stone walls. Gurn led him through to the right to a room heaped with broken furniture, partially draped with dust sheets. A fire blazed in the hearth and a pot containing gruel rested warming on the hearthstone.


Gurn pointed to a rough trestle and the boy shrugged off the fur cloak, which fell about his ankles. Now he was inside the house and the cloak had been removed, he somehow looked less feral, less wild – a frail, trembling child. Gurn offered him some of the gruel and watched as the boy ate greedily. ‘Now,’ he said when Fazad was finished, ‘tell me of your journey.’


The boy wiped his lips with the back of his hand. ‘It’s a long story.’


The seneschal pointed at the dark skies outside the windows. ‘Neither of us is going anywhere. It is night, and no one wanders the streets of Perricod, as they did in better times. None, that is, but the cursed worshippers of Iss.’


‘And the Undead?’


Gurn nodded heavily. ‘They as well. But we are safe here. Tell your story.’


So Fazad began. He told how after the battle of Thrull he had been enslaved and sold to an innkeeper. How seven years later, one dark night, as dark and as vampire-haunted as this one in Perricod, Jayal Illgill, long thought dead, had appeared like a ghost at the inn where Fazad was enslaved. The haunted young man, his fate seeming to hang off him like a shroud – seeking for something.


How Jayal had confronted him and told him never to forget his noble lineage. How that night for the first time it was as if Fazad had woken from a long dream and felt shame for his condition and hatred for those who had enslaved him. How his father’s words had come back to him, telling him to go to Perricod, and he’d sworn that once more he would be a Falarn. How Jayal had entrusted Cloud to his care.


After Jayal had gone, he thought that his humdrum existence would reassert itself. Yet that night was to hold even stranger things in store. The fires blazing in the city; the Creature of the Spike breaking its shackles and flying off into the night; the demon, as high as the battlements, rising up from Marizian’s tomb, destroying everything in its way. And then the Undead bursting into the inn, falling on the living. It was then he had run to the stables and taken Cloud.


In the end the horse had saved him, taking him through the vampire-haunted streets of Thrull until the gates were thrown open at dawn and they rode through the hordes of Dead in Life and out on to the causeway over the marshes. But even then strange things had happened: the light that glowed briefly from the top of the Pyramid of Skulls and the comet that rose from it into the sky – an omen, perhaps, that the followers of Reh were not forgotten. Afterwards Fazad and Cloud had ridden all day down the causeway over the marshes, and up into the mountains, until the city was far below.


How then they had halted and seen the temples of Reh and Iss falling in an avalanche of pulverised stone down the sides of the granite mountain. The end of Thrull. They rode on through the devastated lands of the south, all the way to Perricod.


He finished. Gurn’s face had a faraway look, as if he still followed the comet into the satin night of the sky and had heard nothing else. Then he stood abruptly. ‘This is news! Faran Gaton’s city is destroyed; he too perhaps. Maybe the slaughter of the battle was not in vain.’ He took in a great breath, his chest stretching the seams of his tunic, then exhaled, very slowly. ‘Aye, great news. The blood we shed at the battle is redeemed.’


‘Tell me of the battle,’ Fazad asked, suddenly eager, boyish. ‘I speak as though I remember that day, but it is really nothing more than a blur.’


Gurn eyed him for a long minute, then glanced at the sinister cloak lying on the floor. The boy had spoken of three things that had brought him here. Cloud and Count Falarn’s words were two. He began to suspect that this outlandish garment would be the third. But whatever the mystery of the cloak, he sensed that it would not be easily teased from the boy. He decided to give him breathing space and talk first.


‘Very well. I will tell you of the battle.’ He stood and began to pace the room restlessly.


‘We arrived in Thrull a day before Faran Gaton’s armies. That night we saw the corpse lights burn on the marshes and we knew that they were burying the Undead in front of their battle lines. We feasted in your father’s palace; we feasted, but we were weary after the long march and a little afraid – we had seen the size of Faran Gaton’s army. So dinner was a cheerless event, which ended early. The next morning, just as the sun rose, we marched with the Falarns on to the marsh. And there we drew up our battle lines next to each other’s …’


Gurn paused, his eyes falling on the fire as if conjuring up the spirits of the dead in its flames. ‘We were on the left wing. For a while neither we nor the Ossians advanced, but merely stood, exchanging arrow fire. The air was dark with missiles. More and more men fell, and I could see my soldiers trembling, barely holding the line where we had been ordered to stand motionless. But then, ignoring the hail of fire, my master rode out and spoke with your father. They both threw their heads back and laughed, the sun glinted on their armour and their plumes, and they saluted each other with their lances and rode back. A brave sight, and all the soldiers cheered, thinking that with men like those victory must be ours.


‘Where a moment before we had been rigid in fear we now turned to our fellows in the line. Tongues wagged, jokes were cracked, bets were made: who would take the first blood, that sort of thing. They were so young, my men – they thought death could never touch them.’ He turned and fixed Fazad with an avid stare. ‘But it did – took them like reaped corn, and their voices are heard no more.’


‘Go on,’ the boy urged, leaning forward eagerly.


Gurn sighed. ‘It is not good that a boy hears these words, but tell you I must, for a son must hear how his father passed from the world.’ Again his eyes took on a faraway, abstracted look. ‘The first charge went badly for us. The mud slowed us. Their archers filled the air with sorcerous arrows that cut us down. Some said that Illgill fell, his horse shot from under him. Faran’s army began to advance, pushing the centre and right back and back, only we who stood on the left wing held. We were swiftly cut off, the Ossians pouring across our front and flank. And there our own battle began.


‘The day drew on, an inch gained, an inch lost. I remember the setting sun, low on the Fire Mountains in the west, a fiery ball, sending orange lances through the spears of our ranks. Then we began to move forward and our lances threw shadows like the spokes of a wheel, circling over the faces of my comrades: shadow and fire, shadow and fire …


‘The night came and the buried Undead sprang howling from their graves. Faran’s van advanced ever closer to our centre, but then I saw your father, Count Falarn, gesturing to my master, pointing. Faran Gaton must have forgotten about our little battle on the wing; he was eager to be in for the kill. For there in the light of the corpse pyres we saw Faran’s palanquin, a thing of black lacquer and silver armour, shaped like a serpent borne on four carrying poles, four men to each pole, labouring under its armoured weight.


‘A hundred yards, no more, an arrow shot; but all our arrows were spent, and between us were our attackers, two lines of the Mourners of Lethe. Aptly named, like all the battalions of Tiré Gand. Many a widow did they make weep that day. As one we all saw this was our last chance, the last chance for the Flame.


‘And then my master gave the signal and I raised a horn to my lips, the same I still keep in that old chest over there.’ He pointed to a dusty trunk in a corner. ‘And I blew it and we charged, with one mind and one voice. We carved through the lines of Faran’s men, right to the palanquin. Not many of us still lived, but I stumbled on, my axe ready, eyes only for the black curtains covering the litter.’


Gurn stopped abruptly, right at the end of his pacing of the long room, his back to Fazad, then swirled melodramatically, a fierce look on his face. No doubt he did not consciously wish to scare the child but his expression was spine-chilling. ‘The curtains burst open, and he was there: Faran Gaton, Nekron.


‘He stepped down, a dark-bladed sword in his hand. His palanquin-bearers lay slain on either side, and he had no guards left. I stood alone in front of him, my axe came up. There was a mad blood lust in my heart. Vampires cannot die, I knew, but I would cleave his head from his neck, let him seek it about the field, kicked like a ball hither and thither. But then my eyes caught his, even as my axe swung: suddenly the blood lust was gone …’ He threw out his single arm as if trying to steady himself, his eyes clenched shut. ‘Instead, dizziness, and a sense of falling. Mesmerism. His eyes were like a whirlpool. I was sucked in, deeper and deeper into the vortex; my axe was stayed, half lifted above my head, and his sword came round like a scythe, through my arm. I saw it happen as if it happened to another. The arm fell to the ground, the sword deflected off my cuirass. I stared at the stump, but no blood came, for the blade must have been sorcerous, cauterising as it cut. I stared at the wound, and then at Faran. It was as if I stared into the mouth of Hel, a long and depthless drop, then I fainted quite away.’


His voice moderated, no doubt suddenly realising the terrifying effect his words had had on the boy. ‘My men were loyal, and though I would have had them save themselves, those around me snatched up my body even as our lines broke and the slaughter deepened. They carried me back to the surgeons’ tents, but the bone-menders had fled. So they joined the retreat, and fighting every inch, brought me back down the causeway, back to the Fire Mountains.’


‘And what of my father?’ Fazad asked.


Gurn turned away, shaking his head. ‘He fell leading that charge, surrounded by Faran’s personal guards. He died a brave man, a hero – if only the Flame had more men like him.’


The answer seemed to satisfy Fazad: he stared mistily down the room, a gleam of pride in his eyes.


Gurn continued. ‘I alone of this household returned to Perricod.’


His hand went up to the stump where his arm used to be. ‘And now? Now when the vampires are out in the streets, I feel them in this wound. And Faran Gaton’s face swims in front of my eyes and I curse myself for a weak-willed fool who didn’t strike in the seconds that I had. Oh for that time again. Let the god and ghosts of the Iremages and Falarns forgive me!’


He sighed, shaking his head. ‘I have guarded the house these last seven years, not knowing why, for no Iremage will ever return.’ He stared moodily at the fire. ‘Perhaps it is for the honour of the thing that first I kept the looters away; now even when the winter clouds cover the sky and it seems eternal night has come, and with it Iss and his devilspawn – yet honourable actions are never empty ones: that is what my father told me, and I would tell my own son, if I had one.’ His eyes seemed to mist slightly. ‘Maybe my trust has been repaid. You have come, and I have been able to pay a blood debt to one of my master’s friends. Reh has made it so. You are welcome, Falarn’s heir.’


‘Though I have no estates, nothing but my horse and my cloak, and all the riches of the Falarns are lost, I thank you from my heart. Wise men say the gratitude of the poor man is the most sincere,’ Fazad answered.


‘It is very true. But before you sleep, there is one more question. You spoke of three things that brought you here. One was Cloud, the other the words of your father. What was the third?’


The boy sucked in his breath. ‘Haven’t you guessed?’ he asked, looking at the discarded wolf cloak.


Gurn studied it for a moment. The dead red eyes of the she-wolf gave back a sinister gleam. A shiver went up his spine. He quickly stooped and placed another log on the fire to hide his sudden fear.


‘I will tell you how I got it, and then I will tell you what it does,’ Fazad said in a voice barely above a whisper. Now it was his turn to rise and pace the room. ‘I rode Cloud over the Fire Mountains; we passed over the foothills of Surrenland. One day we reached the hills overlooking the city of Bardun. But a haze of smoke hung over it. The Legions of Ossia had got there before us.


‘I scrambled down and found a vantage point and saw the place was full of the legions of Tiré Gand – it was the Temple of Reh that was burning. I hadn’t eaten for days, and I thought Bardun was my last chance. I was in despair, but knew it was death to enter the city. I found a cave in the woods. At night, from my vantage point I could see the main square, all lit by torches. The inhabitants were rounded up, some were set on stakes and in the stocks, and …’ His voice trailed off.


‘The vampires came?’ Gurn supplied.


Fazad nodded. ‘Aye: it was just like the stocks in Thrull. I heard the cries, but there was nothing I could do. For the next week I wandered about the caves, Cloud following. There I found one or two of the city folk who had escaped, and they shared their meagre scraps of food with me.


‘The woods were full of Ossians rounding up refugees. I fled further in and found a new cave, deep in the greensward. At first I was too frightened to enter: four dead cubs lay outside, pierced through with arrows, black fletches like those used by the legions of Tiré Gand. There was wolf spoor outside and grey wolf’s hair caught on the tangled undergrowth at its entrance. Cloud whinnied and seemed afraid. But it was bitterly cold out, and I had but a thin cloak to keep off the wind. Presently I gathered my courage and left him and I entered alone and saw that another refugee had got there before me: an old crone, sitting wrapped in this very cloak in the shadows. Her eyes had all the appearance of evil, yellow in colour, and I was about to flee, but she called softly. I smelled her breath when she spoke – it was sour. She told me to stay; I was safe for a while. The soldiers had just been and would not return for a day or so. Despite her strange appearance, I was tempted by her offer. I had no need to go outside again to tether Cloud, for he never strayed far from where I was. Besides, my eyelids were drooping with tiredness. I sat and must have fallen asleep despite my fear.


‘The old lady’s voice came to me as I slept. I must leave Bardun, travel to the south, to Perricod: live to take revenge on the Worm. I must take the cloak, it would help me, without it I would die. My dreaming self protested, telling her she must keep it; she was old, she needed protection against the cold. But again and again she told me to take it. Then something disturbed my dream and I woke. Outside it was the pre-dawn grey. There was a commotion at the cave mouth and I got to my feet and stumbled out. Cloud was jumping around as if scared by a wild animal. I soothed him, but when I went back into the cave, I found the old crone was gone, the cloak lying neatly folded on the ground, and at the back of the cave something I now only saw in the dawn light: an old female she-wolf lying dead, her eyes half eaten by maggots, killed by the same hunters who had slain the cubs outside. The cubs must have been her last litter.


‘I stared at the cloak for some time, feeling its aura, its magic, but I was growing cold once more, for though it was day, the bitter wind was unrelenting. How many nights of sacrifice had there been in the city; how many vampires were there left who had not been satisfied – who had not drunk the blood of the living? Many, I suspected. Soon even more of them would move into the hills, scenting out any last refugees. Without another thought, I donned the cloak.


‘At first I felt nothing.


‘I approached Cloud, but he wouldn’t let me anywhere near him; the scent of the cloak set his nostrils flaring and he pawed the ground. But eventually I soothed him and I mounted up and we rode, rode like the wind, out of the woods, past the burning city.


‘As soon as we were in open country I heard the howls of the wolves, and then I sighted them, their red eyes beaming in the gloom, their tongues lolling. Hungry. First there were only one or two, but then more and more. I called to Cloud and he began to canter and then to gallop, but even over the sound of the hooves, I heard a panting sound and looked back. A dozen or so wolves were following. I encouraged Cloud to go faster. He was skittish, but he galloped on, quicker than ever before. The wolves ran behind.


‘Eventually Cloud tired and began to slow. I looked behind fearfully, and my heart nearly stopped: more had joined the original pack, and now a hundred wolves followed. I thought we would be ripped to shreds, but the wolves had slowed too, and looked at me, their heads tilted to one side, their tongues lolling from their mouths, for anything like dogs expecting a command. I was hungry and saw a farm. Maybe there would be food. I shooed the wolves then, and they skittered away, just as when you shy a stone at a pack of dogs; but they came back, a trusting look in their eyes. I dismounted, watching them nervously, for I knew I could ride no further, but they didn’t approach me, merely followed when I entered the place.


‘The vampires had got there first; the farmer and his family were slaughtered. But I felt no horror. No, worse, I felt a strange savage triumph at that terrible sight, and my nostrils twitched at the smell of the blood and my heart began to beat quicker. Reh help me if my mouth didn’t water a little. I turned quickly from the dead and went to their larder and scavenged for food.’ He fixed Gurn with his soulful brown eyes. ‘Yes, even where blood soaked the floor, I scavenged, like an animal. Even as the wolves pulled the blood-drained corpses of the farm people to pieces I ate the dead family’s bread and dried meat, and the sight of the poor ruined bodies didn’t touch me a whit, or rather it incited my own hunger so I ate with a barbarous appetite. And as week followed week and the cloak never left my back and more wolves followed me, the more I became one with them in my needs and instincts.


‘On we rode. Strange noises echoed in my head, growls and snarls, a language I now understood but at first had not. It was as if I were with the wolves, part of their pack – no, I was their leader. Their wildness had become part of me.’ He glanced down at the garment lying in a heap on the flagstones, then looked up again, catching the seneschal’s eye. ‘Do you need to hear more?’


Gurn shook his head heavily. ‘You have said enough. The cloak is magical: it has ensorcelled you. That crone was no old woman but a wolf spirit.’


Fazad nodded. ‘Yes. It was she who passed into me, wishing revenge on those who had slaughtered her and her cubs. The spirit of the wolf still lives in it – the longer I wear it, the more I take on the attributes of the wolf: cunning and stealth, ruthlessness …’ His voice trailed off and he stared again at the item on the floor, the flames of the fire playing over it so the eyes on its cape gave back the strange gleam once more.


‘Come, child,’ Gurn said, ‘now you are safe. You no longer need that damned garment. Promise me: never wear it again.’


Fazad looked at it, then back at Gurn. ‘It’s too late. A week ago I woke in a house a few leagues north of here. We had got there at dusk and there again human corpses littered the floor and the wolves fell on them. I woke amongst the scattered bones and the feral smell of blood and fur. I was disgusted and ripped the cloak from me and ran from the house, calling to Cloud, who came trotting to me. And I mounted up and rode an hour or more. But still the wolves’ voices were in my head; on and on they sounded until I could bear it no longer. I stopped and turned Cloud and returned and there put on that cloak again, for once put on, it can never be put to one side again.’ His voice was uncertain, wavering, as if somewhere still he had a grain of hope that one day he would escape its malign influence. He glanced nervously at the discarded garment. The glinting red eyes of the animal gleamed back with a proprietorial air.


He sat once more, wearily, his head in his hands. ‘Will the acolytes return?’


‘Perhaps,’ Gurn replied. ‘Every night, they pass up the road hammering and shouting, but they are scared of me, for they know I don’t fear them, their god, not even death itself. However, tonight I’ll be cautious.’


He left the room and went into the flagstoned hall. Fazad stood and followed him. A bitter chill crept under the jamb of the mansion’s door. Gurn listened at it, but all that could be heard was the keening of the wind and the distant crackling of the fire behind them. He turned and found Fazad staring at the armorial displays high on the wall.


‘There are weapons enough for an army here,’ the boy said.


‘Aye, if we had an army. This was once a great house, as great as the Falarns and the Illgills. But now you are the only one of those three families left alive.’


‘And Jayal.’


‘Yes, Jayal. What happened to him?’


The boy shook his head. ‘I never saw him again after that night.’


‘Then he, too, is dead.’


The boy looked up almost shyly. ‘No, I believe he’s still alive.’


‘Go on,’ Gurn said.


‘When he came to the inn, Jayal had a sword. I saw it glowing even through the scabbard in the darkness of the inn’s stables. All I know of magic, I have learned since I first put on that wolf cloak. But I recognised that light as magical. When I saw it first, it was as if my heart lit up with its energy.’


‘And?’ Gurn asked, encouraging him.


‘Why, anyone who carries such a weapon is too strong to die,’ Fazad answered with wide-eyed ingenuousness.


Gurn chuckled mournfully. ‘Fazad, I have seen so many who thought the same thing: warriors who believed that a fire-forged amulet would avert the blades of their enemies; sorcerers who conjured spells and threw energy fields about them thinking that arrows wouldn’t pierce them. But each and every one of them is dead, for magic cannot avert steel and muscle for long.’


Fazad shook his head. ‘Not this sword. This was no useless talisman. Its power was alive, of older times …’


‘Perhaps, perhaps …’ Gurn said, leading Fazad back into the fire-lit room from the hall. His look was not unkindly. ‘Who can tell? What I want to know is why he risked returning to the city, into the heart of his enemies. Surely he knew it to be suicidal?’


‘He asked for a woman at the inn: Thalassa Eaglestone. He had no joy from the patrons. What’s more, he attracted unwonted attention to himself. He saw that my master would betray him. I showed him the way over the roofs and that was the last I saw of him.’


Gurn nodded his head. ‘If I remember, this Thalassa was his betrothed. Perhaps that explains it. When you are older, you’ll understand that love can drag a man into places he shouldn’t be …’ He clenched his single fist, shaking his head. ‘But I don’t think he would have come for her alone. I’d wager he came back with another purpose as well. He must have been seeking the Baron, his father. Even in Perricod people say the Baron is alive, that he fled to the north, there to gather strength in the Flame’s cause in the dark times.’


He gestured at the shadowed rafters above their heads. ‘What darker times than these? We need the Baron now as Iss’s eternal night beckons – he was the only lord capable of rallying each ruler to his cause. Now is a time of prophecy: on one hand the Worm tells us how black midnight will last for ever, and on the other the priests of Reh how the Second Dawn is not far away. Which will prevail? I do not know: we can only pray, pray that the Baron if he’s still alive will return from the north at the head of an army. Otherwise I know what will happen in this city soon: you have seen it yourself in Thrull. The vampires grow and grow in number. And the same I hear happens all throughout the western world.’


‘What is to be done?’ Fazad asked.


The older man stood in silence for a while. There was something charismatic about this strange boy. An aura, whether granted by the wolf cloak, or through some natural factor of his birth, gave him even at the age of thirteen an air of command, an allure. For the first time in seven years – seven years in which, if Gurn was honest with himself, his spirit had quietly festered in this place, a place now no better than a memorial to his dead lord – he found that his heart was beating a little bit faster, the palm of his hand slightly damp with sweat as his thoughts raced.


Perhaps the Flame was not dead yet: friends could be rallied to the cause, a movement started against the worshippers of Iss. After all, no one out there had yet heard the welcome news that Thrull was destroyed, Faran Gaton’s power base broken …


He looked up: his own mounting excitement had not spread to his guest – Fazad’s eyes had begun to droop, exhausted from the journey and his long tale. But Gum’s thoughts raced on. He paced up and down the room until he had made his decision, and, when he had made it, he involuntarily clapped his hand on his thigh, making Fazad start from his doze and look at Gurn with blurry eyes.


‘That horse of yours must have another journey,’ the seneschal said. ‘You see how it is in this city: the legions of Tiré Gand are moving south and will soon appear, and there is no army of the Flame to oppose them. Imagine: Perricod will fall in a single day when it has resisted Iss for a thousand years and a hundred sieges! But the day has come. The Flame will die in this city – we must leave.’


‘But there is nowhere else in this world to go – Surrenland is the last country free of the Worm,’ Fazad said, dropping his tired eyes sadly once more.


Gurn shook his head. ‘You’re right: there is nowhere on this continent, but the Flame still burns across the seas. There is still Galastra.’


‘Where is that?’


‘It lies over the Astardian Sea. I have heard that the queen of that land, Zalia, is a friend of the Flame,’ Gurn continued. ‘She lost her husband in the war. Tomorrow we will set out. The journey will be hard: a hundred leagues. First the wolf packs, then the great forest of Darvish, then the ocean, but we will get the news of Faran’s destruction to her.’


Fazad might have hoped that this final proclamation would be the cue for going to bed, for in truth he could barely keep his eyes open for tiredness, but Gurn had other things in mind. He went to the old oak chest that stood in a dusty corner of the room. From it he pulled a white silk banner and an ivory horn, the same he had blown before that forlorn charge at Thrull seven years before. This he tucked at his belt. Then he unfurled the banner, holding it high in his single hand. It was ripped and crudely stitched back together, a golden salamander on a white field, surrounded by the bushel and sun motif that Fazad had seen on the architrave outside the mansion. The boy could imagine the one-armed man struggling over many nights to repair it, holding the twine in his teeth and the needle in his hand.


‘The Iremage flag,’ Gurn announced. ‘My master would want us to take it, the White Rose enfold him, to where the Flame still burns.’ As his words faded, he looked at Fazad expectantly, but found that the boy’s lids were closed and he was fast asleep on the settle. Gently, the older man lifted the boy’s legs on to the bench so he lay flat; under his head he placed the bundled wolf cloak as a pillow and over him, as he might once have covered the honoured dead of Thrull field, he draped the tattered banner, now the symbol of his reborn hope.




Chapter Four


To the Astardian Sea


They rose before dawn the next day. Fazad handed Gurn the Iremage banner and then retrieved the wolf cloak from the floor. Gurn thought to protest, but for the moment held his tongue. The cloak had protected Fazad from the wolves outside. Today they would need its powers again.


After a hasty breakfast they carried their supplies out to the stables. Outside the world was shrouded in a bleak twilight: the northern wind had died and the snow finally stopped; a sinister silence reigned over the city. The thick mist that had descended the night before still blanketed the sun, cutting out the little light that might have been expected on this mid-winter’s day.


They led the horses out of the mansion, and Gurn locked the doors. He looked wistfully at his master’s property, turning the large brass key in his hands as if memorising the moment. Perhaps this was the last time he would ever be here.


Then they heard a new sound filtering through the stagnant air.


The muffled sound of armour and mailed boots, a large formation, moving towards them. Soldiers. Strangely there were no voices, no shouted commands. Then another sound came through the drifting fog. A sound that no soldier who had been on Thrull field could ever forget. Bone horns. As hollow as death, sounding from every corner of the foggy city. The Undead Legions of Tiré Gand had entered the city during the night. More bone horns echoed from every quarter: Perricod was lost.


A dark mass, the front of a column, appeared in the grey murk advancing down the avenue towards Lord Sain’s palace.


Fazad and Gurn hesitated no longer, but mounted hurriedly and spurred their horses off in the opposite direction. Within minutes they had skirted the ruins of the palace and reached the second gate in the south-west of the city. Here a massive arched bridge crossed the wide reaches of the River Donzel. They rode through the bridge guardhouse and out on to the highest arch of the bridge. They reined in and looked back the way they had come. Above the undulating mist they saw the tops of standards advancing down the wide avenue, gilded skulls bobbing atop the poles. The ensigns of a whole legion of six thousand men. Over the tramp of boots came the muffled sound of a single set of horse’s hooves clattering over the frozen cobblestones.


The seneschal’s face was deathly white. ‘I saw those standards on Thrull field. The Drinkers of the Viaticum. They came from their graves when the sun went down. Undead, veterans of a thousand wars.’


‘But the sun shines!’ Fazad said, pointing to the pale disc fighting through the overcast.


‘It shines, but doesn’t penetrate the fog,’ Gurn answered. ‘Come,’ he said urgently. ‘Before they scent our blood on the air.’


Fazad shivered, and Cloud, sensing his master’s thoughts, turned and lengthened his stride, his hooves clattering on the flagstones of the bridge. Soon they reached the ice-covered water meadows on the other side, the stalactites on the branches of the willows like frozen waterfalls. They hastened over the ice, through an abandoned village and onwards over its fields, to the metalled road which now turned westward.


They rode on for several hours through the winter wasteland. From a mile or two behind they could hear the moan of the legion’s cow horns: the Drinkers of the Viaticum had followed them over the bridge. Were they pursuing the two fugitives? Or did their purpose lie to the west, over the Astardian Sea? Had they been sent to destroy Galastra?


Strangely, there was no sign of the wolf packs. They seemed to have vanished into the mist. The day progressed: now they had to spell their horses, especially Gurn’s ancient nag, whose pace grew ever slower. The Undead closed the gap. The rider they had heard in Perricod seemed to scout in front of the column. From time to time they heard the solitary horse’s hooves behind them, ringing on the road surface.


Three or four times the bone cow horns rang out again: yet never to signal a rest: each time it seemed a sign for their pursuers to lengthen their stride. Each time Fazad muttered to Cloud to hurry, but Gurn’s mount was fading fast.


By late afternoon, the sun had still not appeared. They guessed that the legion was only a few hundred yards in the mist behind. Both Gurn and Fazad were nodding with tiredness despite their terror. Finally, the seneschal had to dismount and lead his horse. But the long ride had taken its toll. Soon Wildfire sank to her knees and couldn’t be encouraged back up, though Gurn pulled lustily on her bridle. The sound of the advancing legion came closer. He left her where she lay and mounted up behind Fazad.


All that day and that night and into the next morning the pursuit continued. Cloud rode on unfatigued, even by his twin burden, but the Undead behind also needed no sleep or rest.


Both riders were exhausted; Gurn only keeping his seat by clumsily holding on to Fazad’s wolf-skin cape with his one hand, and Fazad by lacing his hands round Cloud’s withers. But even the gelding’s pace slowed noticeably as the day continued.


Gurn broke the long hours of silence. ‘Boy,’ he said. Fazad had been nodding, but now came wide awake. He looked back.


‘We are too slow. They are catching us.’ Gurn slid from the horse’s back. ‘Take Cloud – the forest I told you about is ahead: hide in it. When the danger is past go on to Galastra. May Reh be with you.’


Cloud had pulled up the moment Gurn had slipped off his back. He pawed the stones of the road surface impatiently as he scented the Undead getting closer. Fazad looked down at the older man from the horse’s back. ‘You forget – I am a Falarn; we have a blood oath with the Iremages. We don’t abandon our friends.’


‘Why should two die? Go, I beg you. It is nearly night, their strength increases with the darkness. Tonight they will catch us.’


‘Come, mount up,’ Fazad, said, offering a hand, his voice stern, belying his tender age. With a groan, Gurn hauled himself back, his eyes gluey and almost shut. Fazad hurriedly urged Cloud forward again, but the horse needed no encouragement, and the short break seemed to have given him renewed energy.


They continued in a trance as the light leached away from the white shroud of fog surrounding them. But then Cloud halted abruptly, jarring both of them awake.


‘Why have you stopped?’ Gurn asked from behind. Fazad didn’t answer. Gurn peered past him: through the mist he saw the boles of oak trees and their bare branches dripping with condensation.


Darvish Forest. It stretched from this point all the way to the coast. In better times he and his master had hunted in it. But there was no safety from the Undead in its depths. Even if the sun were to miraculously return, the shade of its trees would shelter the vampires. The pursuit would continue.


Fazad slipped from Cloud’s back. ‘They are waiting for us,’ he said, his voice as it seemed to the weary seneschal quivering with excitement.


‘Who?’ he asked.


The boy merely gestured at the tree line. Then Gurn saw something he hadn’t noticed at first: movement, in the shadows of the trees. At first it was as if he saw a layer of grey smoke nearly indistinguishable from the mist, close to the ground, writhing in and out of the boles of the trees. He thought his eyes were playing tricks; it was as if the ground had become a moving, living entity. Then he saw what it was.


Wolves, hundreds if not thousands. So thick as to cause this mirage of coursing grey smoke. They were strangely silent, the noise of their rough fur against the bark of the trees the only sound. His blood turned to ice. Fazad took a few steps forward, a strange growl coming from the back of his throat. His face was transformed, stretched into a strange grin, his arms outspread.


‘What are you doing, boy?’ Gurn whispered.


Fazad heard him. He stopped and looked back up at him, the dead eyes on the wolf cape glinting in the dying yellow light filtering from the western sky and through the trees. ‘These are our friends, seneschal. You are safe. They will obey me.’ As if in answer to his statement there came the first protracted howl from the dark woods.


Fazad advanced on the line of wolves in the shadows of the trees, both arms raised. The howling of the wolves grew and grew as he neared. Gurn watched impotently: the boy was deluded; he thought he was invincible – instead, surely he would be ripped to pieces.


Then a sound from behind – hooves on the road. Cloud executed a half-turn towards the noise. Coming out of the mist was a solitary rider on a white mount, not so much a horse as a ghostly apparition, its bones sticking out of its ribcage, which lay open and decayed on its flanks. The rider wore white armour; not the white of purity, but the grey chalk-white of a corpse, its great helm open, revealing a shrivelled, mummified face in which yellow teeth smiled from beneath empty eye and nose sockets.


Cloud whinnied, backing from the terrible apparition. Gurn glimpsed Fazad by the trees, arms still raised. Then several wolves broke from the shadows, their tongues lolling from their mouths, picking up acceleration. Cloud reared, and Gurn had to desperately cling to his mane to keep his seat.


Then the wolves were past him, snarling, arrowing towards the skeletal rider. The Undead yanked on his rein and with a twitch of his stirrups the skeletal horse turned and disappeared into the mists, pursued by the loping wolves. There came a mild gust; the fog billowed, thickening, blanketing the scene. The sound of hooves and the howling of the wolves was silenced.


Gurn urged Cloud forward towards the woods, where he found Fazad waiting alone. The remainder of the wolves had melted back into the shadows, but Gurn saw a thousand eyes glowing in the near darkness. He turned back to Fazad.


‘You see, seneschal?’ the boy said. ‘The wolves are our friends.’


‘Your friends, maybe,’ Gurn answered, ‘but not mine.’


‘We will have need of them again before this journey is finished.’


‘Perhaps,’ Gurn grunted. He eyed the dark forest. Weeks of journey lay ahead, and at any moment these creatures could turn against them. But what lay behind? The Drinkers of the Viaticum. ‘Let them come, but keep them at a distance.’


A small smile appeared on Fazad’s lips, the first Gurn had ever seen.


‘I promise,’ the boy said. Then he mounted up again and they entered the forest.


If winter in Perricod had been bleak, the depths of Darvish were even more so. League after league the grey boughs of leafless trees and their skeletal branches drifted past. How unlike the autumn, when Gurn had come here with his master, Artan, for the wild boar. He remembered how their horses had churned up the first fallen acorns on the ground; how the changing leaves had charged the glades with bronze and gold; how the woods had been full of the muted light and the sweet melancholy of the dying year.


They rode on for several days, following the highway to the west, camping at night in the foresters’ abandoned villages. It was as if the rest of humanity had simply vanished: there was no sign of the woodsmen and the charcoal burners that Gurn remembered from his previous visits, who had once lived in the settlements. For the moment they heard no more of the bone horns of the pursuing legion. At night the wolves ringed their campsite, but as Fazad had promised, none approached closely.


Each night it was the same, as they lay down in one of the abandoned village huts: the howling of the wolves, rising and falling through the frozen clearing. Gurn tried to sleep in front of the spluttering fires of damp green wood which was all that could be found in village after village, but he was too anxious: the howling of the wolves seemed to come closer and closer as the nights wore on. But Fazad slept, wrapped in the wolf cloak, his face contorted into a strange rictus, emitting the occasional grunt or snarl. Gurn realised the boy was far away in his dreams, in the surrounding forest, with his brethren. But Gurn himself only dozed fitfully until the sun had once more risen and instilled the grey freezing mist with a pearly light.


Then Fazad would stir and the fierce look would drop away like a mask and he would glance about him in surprise, as if not recognising where he was, what these rough-hewn wooden walls and crude pieces of furniture were. Many a time, as Gurn prepared their modest breakfast of oats and water, he would speak of how he had ranged the woods in his dreams with the wolves. And how far down the highway to the east he had heard the boots of the Undead legion marching onwards through the night. Gurn never answered him, thinking that to speak would be to encourage him, wondering how long he or the boy could continue like this without going mad.


Thus they rode on, for two weeks or more, the road, the foresters’ villages and the mist unvarying so it seemed that they remained still while a barely changing scenery of overhanging trees passed by.


One night they made their camp in a clearing occupied only by a solitary wooden hut, its walls greened with moss, inside its few sticks of furniture festooned with spiders’ webs. It was that time of evening when Fazad would habitually slip into his troubled sleep. Their conversation had dried up a long time before, but this evening, Gurn, though he had lived as a virtual hermit in the Iremage house for the past seven years, felt he would go mad if he didn’t talk.


There had never been glass in the windows of this crude hut, but the shutters were open despite the bitter cold. Gurn looked out at the dark trees surrounding the clearing: white wisps of mist played in and out of them. He sensed the glowing eyes of the wolves watching them. Though many of them roamed the forest, there were always a hundred or more ringing their nightly camp.


The boy’s eyes were closing with fatigue. Soon he would be in his dreamworld with the wolves again, slipping even farther from humanity. Even as Gurn watched him, the desolate howling of the wolves began. Gurn saw Fazad’s eyes open a crack at the sound, and got to his feet quickly.
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