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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.







 


Although it is not reliably documented, it is claimed by some that the Chain of Goldenisle was once not a vast archipelago, but a ridge of low mountains pushing out from the main continent of north western Omara into the sea as a long peninsular. Little of those times has survived, and the legend of the Flood itself is now considered by most to be no more than that, an imaginative exaggeration of actual history. Yet fragments of Flood mythology abound, and there are those among the varied peoples of what is now the Chain who persist in their belief that, after the Flood, invaders came from the east (the actual word used in the native language of the surviving legends is “outsiders”), subdued the survivors of the cataclysm and founded their royal houses on the islands. It was then, these legends have it, that the Remoon Dynasty took root and apparently when the islands were given the name, Chain of Goldenisle.


The Remoon personal histories are themselves reticent on the settling (those that are accessible) with few references to violence and none to war of any consequence, although that may be a deliberate, if diplomatic, sin of omission. If there was strife, it appears to have been minimal, and in any event racial harmony does seem to have followed. One curious legend has, however, survived along with the more obvious ones. The conquered peoples not taken by the Flood, the legend goes, put a curse on the House of Remoon (in itself interesting if it is true, as it lends weight to other theories that these original peoples believed, unlike their conquerors, in some form of divine power). They cursed the House of Remoon with madness and disorder, and whether or not there was any effectiveness in the so-called curse, the history of the House of Remoon has not been exactly lacking in disorder, and while one might argue that sanity is a somewhat relative condition, it is interesting to note that more than a few members of the Remoon families have been less in possession of their faculties than other normal, rational men.


Perhaps it is this poorly documented but nevertheless secretly acknowledged fact that has led to the quiet persistence of the legend, and perhaps it explains why, in certain circles, the royal seat of the House of Remoon is referred to as the Throne of Fools.


from Goldenisle,
an Anonymous Alternative History
(Private library of Eukor Epta,
Administrative Oligarch to the Emperor.)




Part One


ENVOY




1


Snow Hunt


Guamok felt as if he’d been out in the ice-fields for weeks, though in effect the young lad had been here little more than a day and a night. It had been too easy to boast to the other ice-village youths yet to be blooded that his first killing hunt would be easy, especially with a tough old hunter like Inguk to act as his seeker. The reality was different. The two of them had huddled together in a snow den for the bitter night, assaulted by a lacerating wind; it was so very different from the village, and even that was a grim place when the wind sharpened its cutting edge. At first it had been a relief to get up and creep out into the long, slow dawn behind Inguk, but after a two hour trudge through the white nothingness, featureless as oblivion, Guamok’s confidence was numbed. Let the snow-seals appear soon, he whispered to the empty ice.


Visibility was not good, the light poor, and although the wind had dropped, a swirl of powdery snow danced about them. Some of the villagers would have taunted Guamok: “It is all sent to make your test worthy, Guamok. It is not just a snow-seal you are trying to best. A quick kill would mean nothing, eh?” They had made it sound easy, taking a snow-seal, but Guamok had heard from others who had made the step to manhood that it was never easy: the snow-seals were killers and they knew Guamok’s people of old. If they found them, they were as ruthless as the men. Inguk was renowned for his skill, but he was an old man, Guamok had thought many times during the night. His strength must be limited.


As though he had heard the critical thoughts of his ward, Inguk stopped, head down. Slowly he swung to and fro like an ice-wolf; Guamok wished they had been allowed even one of those beasts for the hunt, but the law permitted one seeker only, and even he was not allowed to use a weapon unless an emergency arose. Inguk had not, blessedly, been listening to Guamok’s mind. What then, snow-seals?


“You hear it, boy?” he grunted, his eyes fixed on the ice as if he could already see the prey.


“I hear the whisper of snow, Inguk,” replied Guamok.


Inguk remained very still for a few more moments, then shook his head. Guamok moved beside him and for once the old man was content to let the boy walk with him. Usually, when out hunting, the old man was lost in the work, hardly speaking, but otherwise his tongue was as energetic as that of any other of his people.


“Did you sleep?” he suddenly said, his face wrinkling into a thousand miniature crevasses.


He’s laughing at me, Guamok thought. “Unexpectedly well, Inguk.”


Inguk laughed, but softly, for he was too wary of his surroundings to disadvantage himself in any way. “You must learn to lie better when you are a man.”


Guamok wanted to retort, to cover his flush of shame, but Inguk stiffened, listening. “Snow-seals?” the boy breathed.


Inguk shook his head. “We’ll see none this day.”


The words didn’t come as relief to Guamok. He wanted this over. Another day? “Where are they?”


“They’ve been here,” Inguk sniffed. “They left quickly.”


“Was it our coming?”


Inguk chuckled, but there was no scorn. Patience was his strength. Age must bring that, thought the boy.


“Snow-seals do not fear men,” said Inguk. “You have been told that. You must hold on to what you are told. It is not always repeated. Snow-seals kill. Few things frighten them, especially when they are in a pack.” He was still again, listening.


“What do you hear?”


“Your ears are younger than mine, Guamok. What do you hear?”


Guamok tried to stretch his ears, his hearing. He could hear the wind, channelled by the chunks of ice that now thrust up like snapped bone. There was something else, quickly, then gone. The boy’s eyes betrayed that he had heard the odd sound.


“Ah,” nodded Inguk. “I thought I had not imagined it.”


“What was it?”


“It does not belong here.” Inguk’s smile was gone. Now he looked slightly puzzled. There could be fewer more experienced men of the ice, Guamok knew, and yet here he was, unsure of himself. He must be very old, Guamok concluded. Does he hear as well as he once did?


Gesturing almost irritably, Inguk led them on. They moved in silence for almost an hour, but the strange sound they had heard did not come again in that time. Guamok told himself it had been the wind, which varied its voice among the scattered shapes of the ice-fields. But he thought of the snow-seals, which Inguk had said had been frightened away, or so he had implied. Then again, perhaps this is the old man’s way of adding to my test. Yes! That must be it. To teach me true fear, and how to overcome it. He smiled to himself, taking a little comfort from the thought, trying to keep faith with it.


It seemed a long time later that they dug themselves an ice-pit and burned a piece of oil-soaked munna wood, brought by the traders from the warmer northlands. With it they were able partially to cook slices of their meat ration. While chewing on it, Inguk became a little more like the imp of the village, expansive and full of tales of his past life, though had they all been true they would have filled a dozen lives.


“What was your first hunt like?” Guamok asked him.


The boy had touched a nerve: Inguk liked nothing better than to elaborate on this. “Not planned,” he grinned. “Not like you young men today. No seeker for me to guide my steps. No! Life was harder, you see. Fewer of us. Lived by the spear, slept with it in your hand.”


“That must have been hard for the love-making,” Guamok laughed.


Inguk looked angry for only a second, then guffawed. “What do you know about such things?”


“Only what I’ve heard,” Guamok said hastily, anxious to atone for what was obviously a mistake.


“I should hope so! Time enough for all that when you get back from the hunt, provided all goes well. Then I daresay all the girls will want to share your furs.”


“You think so?”


“Be careful, Guamok! Remember to choose your mate, otherwise one will choose you, and you may come to regret that.” Inguk laughed openly, so much so that he didn’t hear the sound that came quickly overhead, then was gone. But Guamok heard it, and his spear lifted instinctively into a defensive position, ready in an instant to strike.


Inguk’s face fell and he groped for his own weapon. For a moment he looked old, defenseless. Then he had recovered himself, but the anger made him scowl. “What was it?” he snapped.


Guamok was as alert as an ice-wolf, but he shook his head. “Gone again.”


“Well?”


“It was in the air, Inguk,” said the boy, struggling to form an image. “Like a bird passing. Did you hear it?”


“I should lie to you and say I did,” said Inguk. “But this is a hunt. Your hunt, Guamok. Only the truth will keep us alive. I missed it. You see how easily one becomes foolish? I did not hear it. But I will not fail you again.”


“No bird could be that large,” said Guamok, ignoring the old man’s embarrassment; there was no time for such things.


“Sounds distort, you know that, Guamok. The snow is closing; it made a wall for the sound to build from.”


“What bird would fly in this?”


Inguk did not answer. Instead he drove the point of his spear into the smoldering munna wood and raised it like a torch. The hunt was to go on. Guamok knew that they could survive many days in the ice-fields, for Inguk would see to that, and he had the extraordinary gift of his people for finding his direction no matter how bad the weather. When it was time to go back, he would find the village without effort. In time, so they had told Guamok, he would also develop this skill. It was the inheritance of his people.


Silence closed around them now, the good mood of the fireside meal gone. Whether it was fear of what he had been told, or fear at having been caught unprepared, Inguk was sullen, a rare mood indeed for him. He walked ahead as if banishing his ward to his place, and Guamok was even more determined to stay alert. Anger would not refine his awareness. I must concentrate!


When the sound came from above again, they were both ready. Something beat at the air, huge wings, and there came a strangled cry, one of pain, though that was all they could recognize in it. Inguk dropped to his knees, waving for Guamok to do the same, but the boy had already done so. A shadow passed over them, the sound rushed by, then out in the grayness they heard another cry. They remained like sculptured ice for long minutes.


“Is it seeking us?” Guamok whispered.


Inguk shook his head. He seemed, if anything, relieved. “I may be wrong, but there is distress in that cry.”


They could hear now the distinct beating of wings, a thumping of the snow, still beyond vision. Inguk’s spear was pointed sharply ahead, clear notice that he was prepared to use it: Guamok was not to be left to face this alone, blooding or not. Cautiously they stole across the snow like thieves, toward the sound of floundering wings. Another cry, more of a deep croak, drifted to them, much closer. In a moment the veil of snow thinned so that they could see, and both of them, even experienced Inguk, had to stifle gasps. Beyond them was a creature they had never before seen and of which no legend spoke. It was a huge bird, or so they assumed at first, for it had very long, leathery wings, one of which was crumpled up beneath it, clearly broken and the cause of its agony. Its head was elongated, and instead of the hooked beak of a scavenging gull, it had a long, pointed beak, serrated with teeth. It flung up its head, oblivious of the watchers, of everything but its pain, and a fine spray of blood drifted down about it; the snow around it was crimson. It had been in some terrible battle.


Neither man spoke, but both held their spears ready for a kill. They both studied the creature as a hunter should, wondering if it could be eaten, for here was meat that would serve the village for long days if edible. The thing thrashed about, lizard-like, growing visibly weaker. It had no feathers, its dark hide scaled, its feet not webbed like the sea birds here, but curved into sharp talons, not made for ice-fields. Inguk had heard of meat eaters in the warmer northern lands, and of how they plucked their living prey from the land. This must be one such bird, though no tale he had ever heard spoke of such a creature as this.


He motioned Guamok in. “Now, boy. Take great care. If you make the killing strike, your blooding will surpass that of all those that have gone before you.”


Guamok’s fear vied with his pride, but as he moved in, he thought of Inguk, the renowned hunter. He could not have many years left, but this should be his final glory. “This is an honor that I cannot deny you,” he told him.


Inguk’s eyes were on him for only a second before turning back to the prey. The boy means it! he thought. He does this out of respect and not fear. Inguk grinned. “The beast is yours, Guamok. But I will mark your words. You’ll be a man yet.”


Guamok was about to step forward and try for the exposed neck of the dying bird-creature, but as he did so it reared up, exposing its pale chest. Guamok looked, spear arm drawn back, and he could see what must be the heart, beating beneath the scales. How it throbbed! That is my target, he shouted within, releasing his weapon with all the strength he could get from his wiry body. The spear blurred as it went through the air, the point striking the center of the chest, the weapon sinking, sinking. The bird let out a scream of pain, wings buckling back, eyes glazing. Then its chest tore apart like fabric, as though the point of the spear had severed the last tendons that held it together, and blood gushed from the huge tear.


Inguk dragged the startled boy back, both amazed by the effect of the throw. This flood of matter should have been impossible, too extreme a result. There was worse to come, for something tumbled out of the frightful wound, as though the very organs of the beast had ripped from their beds and slithered on to the bloodied snow. The beast toppled to one side, its last breath gasping from its open beak. Spasms of movement shook it, and Inguk recognized them as the after-death twitches of a slain beast. He had seen enough killed prey to know that much. Even so, neither he nor the boy wanted to approach.


Long minutes after the beast had ceased all movement, they still waited. “There!” Inguk pointed. In the fallen entrails, something stirred. Inguk lifted his spear, not wanting to use it, to spoil the boy’s victory, but knowing he may have to.


Guamok thought he must be losing his mind. It was a man! Now on its knees, now standing, a figure rose, steam curling from it like smoke, as though it had got up from its own funeral pyre. Inguk made a choking sound, his spear wavering. Guamok pulled the weapon from loose fingers, but it was not so that he could cast it. They watched as the figure lurched forward, a step, two, two more, then, barely clear of the thick lake of blood, it fell into the white embrace of the snow. It remained as motionless as the dead bird.


Neither Guamok nor Inguk trusted himself to speak. That man had been inside the bird. Inside it? It was not possible. And yet, there he lay. They had seen—but what had they seen? It had been a bloody death, and one that easily confused the eye. But both men had decided on a single truth.


“How can this be?” said Guamok at last. Being a youth, his mind could more easily accept the new. Inguk, with most of his life and his experience behind him, could hardly digest the horror. He merely stared. Watching became insufficient for Guamok, who stepped forward. Inguk would have stayed him, but this was the boy’s kill, his blooding. Let him act.


Guamok stood above the fallen man. He heard the gentle snow whisper around him, already filming both man and dead beast in a cloak of powder. The body before him was too filthy to be clearly recognized, but Guamok, still holding Inguk’s spear, bent down. He put his free hand to the man’s arm. There was a little warmth, and it was not the blood of the beast. Guamok touched the neck, feeling by instinct for the pulse. He found it.


“Alive!” he called to Inguk, who now shambled forward. For the first time, Guamok saw the old hunter as ancient, the years bowing him. He had carried his responsibilities for long enough. Now Guamok must shoulder his own, whatever the weight.


‘‘Better come away,’’ said Inguk dazedly, keeping his distance.


“No.” Guamok was emphatic and the old man knew it. “We must help him.”


“Such a vile birth,” muttered Inguk. “He can only have been sent by evil.”


“If he had been sent,” argued Guamok, “he would not have been dropped at our feet. See, one thrust would end him.” He held the point of the spear at the fallen man’s neck. He had no intention of killing him, and Inguk nodded.


“We must make a snow den at once. Light the munna wood. I will begin cleaning him,” Guamok went on, and now the command was his. Inguk would not argue.


Later, walled in by ice in their snow den, heated by glowing munna wood, they studied the man they had saved. He was tall, well muscled, his head shaven, his features not those of a man of the ice-fields. Inguk’s people had very little geography: the man could have been from anywhere on Omara. In spite of his extraordinary arrival, he was, it seemed, in superb physical condition. They could not wake him, for he seemed to be in either a deep sleep or a coma. Inguk had seen this before, and it led, he said, to a gradual wasting and death. Guamok clung tenaciously to the belief that the man would survive, would come to eventually.


By his harness, now cleaned by the youth, Inguk declared the man to be a warrior. He had no weapons, though strapped to his belt was a long metal rod. Guamok had touched it, but it was cold, a length of metal that could be of no discernible use, except to beat at an opponent, or perhaps to kill a snow-seal or whatever prey the warrior would hunt.


“How far are we from the village?” Guamok asked Inguk.


“The snows are easing. Two days if we move quickly.”


“And if we take him?”


Inguk shook his head, not so much in disapproval as in doubt. “He cannot walk. Like that, carried? A week.”


The man’s eyes fluttered open, which had the effect of startling both watchers into tumbling back. The head lifted, but the eyes were vacant, seeing nothing. In a moment the man had subsided. His lips were trying to form words. Guamok leaned over him, but whatever he said was foreign, unintelligible.


“We cannot stay here long,” said Inguk. “The snow-seal packs will be back, now that you have slain that beast. And it is us who will become the hunted.”


“Yes, I have thought of that. You must go back to the village. Bring help.”


“But you have not returned from your blooding—”


“My place is here, Inguk. I have to remain. Bring help.”


Slowly Inguk nodded. “Very well. If he dies—”


The boy laughed softly. “No, he won’t die. Go quickly.”


Alone, Guamok found his vigil far more eerie, and more than once he felt the coming of the snow-seals, drawn to the blood of the beast in the snows. He had thought of going out to it and hacking off chunks of meat, but something told him it would be poisonous. He slept, always hoping that he would wake to find the warrior sitting up, watching him, but the man did not stir. Guamok was tempted to leave him, to go back and search for the village, but he was not sure that he would find it. He did not have Inguk’s skill in that yet.


But the old man had not deserted him. Guamok had momentarily wondered if Inguk would merely write him off at the village, preferring to say the boy had failed, killed by the snow-seals, but Guamok refused to accept such a thing.


When Inguk did arrive, with a sledge and two other men, it was with a great shout of relief that the boy ran to meet them.


“Still alive?” said the old hunter, nodding at the half-buried snow den.


“Yes. He’s eaten nothing, but it makes no difference. It’s as though he’s asleep.”


The two men who had come were seasoned hunters, men in their prime, chosen by the village chief, Yannachuk, for their toughness. They did not smile and hardly spoke. In their eyes Guamok was just a boy, no matter what he had done here. But when they saw the man and later the remains of the huge bird, they spoke kindly to Guamok and told him there would be a celebration when he got home. They appeared to have taken charge, however, for they put the man on the sledge and saw to his being moved. Guamok was left to follow on foot with Inguk.


“Yannachuk did not take the news of the stranger well,” Inguk explained. “While recognizing that you have acted with great honor in saving him, he is afraid.”


“Yannachuk?” said Guamok, surprised. “Our chief?”


“You do not understand, Guamok. Such things complicate life. We know very little about this man. Where he came from.”


“Then I am out of favor—”


Inguk squeezed his arm in an unfamiliar show of emotion. “Not so, boy! Though I should not say ‘boy.’ You have become a man. You are blooded. Yannachuk has already declared it. But you must forget the stranger.”


“Why?” said Guamok suspiciously. “Is he to be killed?”


“Not by us. But Yannachuk has sent for the Deliverers. It is for them to decide.” And the old man spat, as if to remove a bad taste from his mouth.


Guamok shivered, pulling his skins tighter. Deliverers! The cloaked men from the mountain fort that everyone went in fear of. To invite them! Yannachuk must be mad, or frightened. But why should the stranger cause this? There was a mystery here, and the youth wondered if he should take Inguk’s advice and have no more to do with it.


Arrol Rainword sat comfortably in the wooden chair that had been placed for him in the center of the dais. A drooping canopy overhung it, to keep the snow off, while blazing tapers sent up plumes of thick smoke at each corner of the dais. Behind him, the Deliverers waited like statues in their dark cloaks. Rainword, their leader, belched softly, pleased with the meal he had been served by his host, Yannachuk, chief of this particular village, if one could grace such a pitiful place with such a name. Word had come that the hunters would soon be arriving with the boy who would be a man, and his odd prize. Most of the village had turned out to see how Rainword would judge them.


The Deliverer prided himself on his inscrutability, although he had left all the villages in his demesne in no doubt as to how he liked to control things throughout these lands at the edge of the ice-fields. Obedience was the first law of survival here, and even Yannachuk, the fiercest of the chiefs, had accepted that. The Deliverers were not to be questioned, they were the law, and the Abiding Word that they brought was to be followed.


Rainword’s face masked his deep thoughts. He was wondering if there could be any connection between the sudden appearance of this stranger he would soon be meeting and the recent messenger from the Direkeep, the principal citadel of the Deliverers, far to the north. There its ruler, the Preserver, sent out his watchdogs to keep Omara free of the dangerous belief in gods and power, punishing those who fell into the evils of such thinking. Here, deep in the southern wildernesses of Omara, Rainword had found a demesne where he would not be disturbed, where he could all but forget the Preserver, his master, and set himself up as lord. Here, the Abiding Word had long been revised to suit Arrol Rainword and his faithful Deliverers, and he had been neglected for many years. Until now.


First, the messenger. A Deliverer from the Direkeep itself had come, announcing that the Preserver was no more. There had been an extraordinary turn of events in the Direkeep, exacerbated by a man who was said to be from another world. Another world! Rainword had scoffed. Was this messenger insane? Did he not know the penalty for saying such a thing? But the man had gone on to say that the stranger, Korbillian, had proved his case, winning the support of Simon Wargallow, the Preserver’s most esteemed servant. At the mention of Wargallow, Rainword began to take the messenger more seriously, for it was a name to bring a chill to the coldest of lands. Between them, this man Korbillian and Wargallow had destroyed the Preserver and revoked the Abiding Word. Revoked it! The foundations on which the lives of the Deliverers had been built were now pulled away, or so it seemed. Rainword was ordered, ordered no less, to send representatives to the Direkeep with all haste, to confirm his acceptance of the new rule. It was to be invested in Wargallow. Rainword shuddered at that. Wargallow our ruler? He would never permit Rainword his current freedom.


It had not taken Rainword long to decide. During the night his men had silently despatched the messenger, giving his blood to the earth. If Wargallow really had seized control, he would not be coming here for many a long year, if ever.


Rainword studied the falling snow intently. And now this. Another of these strangers. From another world? He would have to put down any such thinking quickly. But it would be interesting to see what this man had to say, if he could be revived. Perhaps he would die anyway, which would simplify matters.


The villagers had begun murmuring, and in a few moments they parted to let the sledge through. It stopped at the foot of the dais, met there by Yannachuk. Rainword rose and stood above them all. He saw below him the two hunters of the chief, their sledge and the man stretched upon it, covered in furs, and beyond them stood the youth and the old hunter.


“You are the two who found him?” Rainword called to the latter.


Inguk and Guamok came forward and bowed, though the face of the old man was wrinkled with hatred he made no attempt to disguise. Guamok, trying to keep his voice steady in the presence of the all-powerful Deliverer, explained what they had seen, sparing no detail. The villagers kept silent, not wanting to do anything that would incur the wrath of the Deliverer, for he had had men killed before now. Rainword listened attentively. He had no doubt that the boy spoke the truth, but the truth did not always suit him.


“A boy, not long away from his mother’s side and a man who looks to be the oldest in the tribe,” said Rainword coldly when Guamok had finished. “Talking of great birds that give birth to men. I see.”


Yannachuk turned away, scowling. Rainword was not going to believe the youth. That was bad.


“Has the stranger revived?” said Rainword. “Has he spoken?”


Everyone looked at Guamok. He straightened and tried to look directly at Rainword, but he could not meet those deep set eyes, that frosty stare. “He tried to talk, sir, but such few words that he said were meaningless.”


“He did not dare to speak of gods, or magical powers? You are not hiding anything are you, boy?”


“He speaks the truth!” snapped Inguk, staring at the Deliverer now with undisguised hatred. It had been a black day for the people of the snows when these killers had first arrived from the north.


Rainword nodded, marking the old man’s stare. Here was a rebellion to trample down. If this stranger revives, Rainword thought, and talks of power, and if it is true what I have heard about the Direkeep and this man Korbillian, that power does exist, and if this stranger before me has power, what should I do? Bow to his power? If I do so, if I so much as recognize it, I will lose credibility with these scum, and quickly after that I will lose control of them. No, it is unthinkable.


“The Abiding Word speaks of the sin of power, and of those who transgress. There is no power, there are no gods.”


Automatically, as they had been trained to do, the villagers repeated Rainword’s quotation, obedient as children. They felt the closing of the dark-cloaked ones around them.


Rainword pointed to the prone stranger. “There is evil here. It cannot be tolerated. This is a transgressor. Will any deny it?” As he spoke, his eyes searched for the youth’s, but met again the cold stare of the old man. And you, too, will perish this night, old man. Your age will not protect you.


“Give his blood to the earth,” Rainword said softly, but every man and woman heard him. At once a dozen of the Deliverers stepped forward, drawing from their cloaks their killing steel, the twin bladed sickles that replaced their right hands, given to them as young men when they had first served in the Direkeep. They raised these in unison, the light from the torches flashing from them like pain as they fell. The stranger should have been cut to pieces in moments.


Instead there was a flash of light so powerful that the entire village fell to the snow, eyes dazzled by the glare. Rainword toppled back into his chair, hands over his eyes as if he had been blinded. Guamok was the first to see what had happened. The metal rod strapped to the stranger’s belt was glowing as if molten; the steel of the Deliverers had struck it. Now each of the Deliverers was on his knees, gasping for breath. Guamok saw one of them beside him: his killing steel had been reduced to dripping metal, soft as running blubber, ruined. All those Deliverers who had struck at the stranger were similarly smitten. And on the sledge the man was sitting up, his eyes open like a man in a dream.


Rainword had staggered to his feet. All but three of his Deliverers had survived the explosion of light, and they stood at his back, their killing steel exposed. The stranger got groggily to his feet and stared up at the cloaked figures above him.


“Which of you,” he said, his voice carrying on the night air, “is Korbillian?”


It seemed to take an age for anyone to move. Guamok was open-mouthed, watching the stranger, while Inguk could see the stupefaction on the face of Rainword. His men had been brushed aside as if they did not exist, their steel hands destroyed. They were powerless!


“A sign! A sign!” shouted the old man. He shook his spear, then pointed with it to the fallen Deliverers, some of whom looked to be dead. The villagers began to react at last.


“Strike that man down!” snarled Rainword, holding up his own killing steel.


But Inguk was a seasoned hunter, and he knew the weaknesses of his prey. He saw now that this was a moment he had prayed many months for, the precise moment to strike. Rainword was ripe for taking, and it had to be now. Inguk thought of the boy, and of how he had offered him the glory of the special kill. For that he would repay him. The old hunter raised his spear and with uncanny speed he flung it. Rainword realized what was happening too late and his effort to knock the weapon aside was futile. It tore into his gut, racing through him, thudding against the back of the carved chair, pinning him like a moth. His eyes widened, his mouth flopped open, but there was no sound. Behind him the three Deliverers were dumbfounded, but they were far too slow to react. A score of villagers, their hatred released like flood waters by Inguk’s act, leapt up beside them, and before Yannachuk could shout, they had cut them down, joyfully tossing the corpses off the dais for others to kick or jab at with short spears.


Inguk roared with laughter and clapped Guamok on the shoulder. Nonplussed, the boy laughed too, although it was nerves and not bravery. In all that company, only Yannachuk seemed able to keep a cool head. He came forward to the stranger, who still looked about him in utter confusion as if caught up in a dream he could not explain.


“Quickly, I cannot stop this madness now. You had better come with me, or they may kill you also.”


The stranger nodded, like a man in a play in which he had no real role. “Korbillian,” he said faintly. “Is he here?”


Yannachuk shook his head, watching as his people finished their bloody sport with the slain Deliverers. He had feared Rainword and his grim followers, but this night’s work was well done. They had not thought it possible. As he pulled the stranger away from the dais, a hand clawed at his feet. One of the Deliverers was not dead, but lay in the snow, gazing up through his agony.


“Spare me,” he hissed, his voice hardly audible. “Spare me and I’ll tell you where Korbillian can be found.”


Yannachuk glanced at the metal rod of the stranger, now hanging inertly at his belt. He dared not risk this man’s anger. Curtly he motioned for some of his hunters to bring the stricken Deliverer to his own hut, and they dragged the man to his feet. The villagers growled their disappointment, Inguk waving another spear he had found, but Yannachuk turned on them with a shout and they were content to let him and the stranger go. In a moment they were breaking open kegs of ale they had been keeping for their next celebrations, and toasting their new champions, Inguk and Guamok.
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Eukor Epta


From the window high above the stark buildings on Tower Island, the view of the city of Goldenisle was spectacular, and Eukor Epta, Administrative Oligarch to the Emperor, studied it now as he studied it every evening, enjoying the play of the sunset on the waters of the inner sea of the great island of Medallion, silhouetting as it did the higher towers of the city that could be seen across the bay in the west. Over its shadowed bulk towered the immense cliffs, protecting it like avaricious gods, emphasizing its impregnability. The city could not be approached overland: the only way to it was through the narrow northern straits into the inner sea, the Hasp, that formed the only break in the coast of Medallion Island. The ships of the Empire gently ploughed the waters of the inner sea, where a score of smaller islands formed particles in the complex structure of the city. It was on the largest of these, two miles from the shore of the mainland to the west, that Eukor Epta had made his own private retreat.


As with other evenings he had been thinking long on the strength and weakness of the Empire. Secure from external threat, it faced an inner turmoil, one that promised to come to a head before very long. Soon it would be the time of change; only the very strong would survive. Eukor Epta could smell the salt in the seas far below him, and as he turned from the window he caught the scent of something else. The city was not as it had been in its great days. Parts of it had fallen into disrepair, and they hinted at dissolution. Its Emperor, Quanar Remoon, was dying. Eukor Epta grimaced as he thought of the madman who had accelerated the decay of the proud city. He would not live for much longer. Word of his death would be brought soon, and Eukor Epta waited patiently for the event.


When the knock came on the door of this high chamber, no servant opened it. There were none up here, just a few private guards down at the base of the tower, their instructions precise. No one would pass them unless the Oligarch had sent word.


“Enter.”


A young man did so, closing the door behind him and walking cautiously across the carpeted chamber. He could barely see his host, for there were two thick candles set upon the only table, and Eukor Epta stood deliberately before them. His guest bowed, eyes upon the floor. The tall figure of the Administrator did not move or speak and stood impassively. What was visible of his face was devoid of emotion; he did not believe in wasting a gesture, an expression, for he shared his mind with no one. To the majority he was a ghost, a name only, never seen, almost legendary. The shadows that cloaked him were woven from fear and he stood now like a threat.


The youth before him, Muriddis, remembered the first time he had been permitted to meet the Oligarch. His father had taken him to him when he had just passed his twelfth birthday. After a short conversation, his father had left and Muriddis, quaking, stood like a rabbit before the fabled Administrator. Eukor Epta’s words of that day still came back to the youth.


“Tell me about Goldenisle,” he had said, unexpectedly.


Muriddis had started to blurt out his geography and history lessons, but the Administrator stopped him with a curt chop of his hand. “Not that lip-service, boy. You know better. Tell me what your father has taught you.”


Muriddis began again, talking softly about Goldenisle before the Flood, before the land sank and the sea rose, rushing in to the heart of the island to form inner waters, to create Medallion Island and the Chain.


“And the kings?” Eukor Epta had prompted. He made it sound as though he were indifferent to the boy’s answer, but Muriddis had known that his entire future depended on his reply. His father had told him what to say.


“From outside. They took the islands.”


“And the Remoons?” said Eukor Epta, referring to the Dynasty that had ruled the Empire for centuries.


Muriddis’ father had warned him to be honest. Eukor Epta was of the Blood, he had said. Remember that, my son, when you quake before him, as you will do. He is of the Blood, as are you and I and your mother.


“Thieves,” said the boy. “The Remoons are thieves.”


Eukor Epta had looked hard at him then. After a long time he had said, “Remember that always, Muriddis. They are not of the Blood. The Empire is not theirs. They came after the Flood and grew fat after its ravages.”


Now, standing before the Administrator in silence, Muriddis felt no less afraid of the man. He had more power than anyone in the Empire other than the Emperor, and in truth he had more say in the running of things than Quanar did. Since that first morning, Muriddis had been before him only a handful of times, but there was no getting used to his presence. Even to serve him was to know fear and doubt, for to make an error or to go beyond the bounds he set would, Muriddis was certain, lead to a swift death.


“What have you to tell me?” he asked the youth.


“The Emperor has fallen deeper into the coma. His physicians have said that it will soon be over. A few days at the most.”


“When was the last ministration made?”


“Mid morning, sire. I attended to it myself. There is nothing to suggest that anyone has suspected me. The physicians have not said that it is poison. They attribute the deterioration to Quanar’s mental condition and see it as inevitable. They have said that it has come more quickly than they supposed, but I have been discreet in my inquiries. If they think of murder, they do not talk of it. The Emperor is not popular, even among his own.”


Eukor Epta nodded, his face betraying nothing. The poison had been brought from the southern lands of Athahara over a year ago, and the man who had brought it had conveniently disappeared long since. But the stuff had proved perfect. And this youth was to be admired for his loyalty.


“See that the word reaches me the instant the Emperor dies. Then melt into the city. We may not meet again for a long time, if at all. But you will not be forgotten, Muriddis, nor your family. Have you a wife yet?”


Muriddis swallowed hard. “No, sire. A girl—”


“She is of the Blood?”


The youth nodded.


“Good. Our work will not be over for a long time yet. A lifetime, perhaps. Patience is our greatest weapon. There will be another Emperor soon.”


“Another Remoon, sire?” said the youth, and the Oligarch noted the trace of scorn in his voice. There was a genuine contempt for the rulers in it: his family had schooled him well.


“For a while. The sword is strong, but the arm that wields it is stronger. So, go back to the city.”


There was so much more that the youth wanted to say, but a glance at Eukor Epta made him think better of it. Evidently the gaunt man was pleased. But whatever plans he had made, he would share with no one.


Muriddis bowed and withdrew.


Eukor Epta went again to the window and watched the city, his eyes drawn to the faint lights of the distant palace that rose over the dark streets and clung to the skirts of the steep cliffs. Quanar was taking a long time to die, but Muriddis was quite correct when he had said few would mourn him. His irrationality, his almost complete madness had made it intolerable to have him controlling the Empire. His removal would have been a service to any Empire, but if the Law Givers or the Imperial Killers, Quanar’s private guard, suspected foul play and the hand of the Administrators, Eukor Epta would be equally as swiftly removed. Muriddis would have to be rewarded well for his discretion.


The object of Eukor Epta’s thoughts had left the tower and now climbed into the waiting boat. Two of his own servants were waiting for him there and as they poled the boat from the tiny quay, the tower guards drew back into the darkness. Muriddis said nothing, unsure of his own feelings. He had been slowly poisoning the Emperor for six months, and now that he had almost completed the task, he had been more or less dismissed. He could well understand Eukor Epta’s mania for secrecy. But how could he go about his life now without knowing what was happening in the greater plan? What exactly did Eukor Epta have in mind? Not revolution that was obvious. At least, it would be no bloody coup. The machinery of Empire was too wieldy to assault. But once Quanar died, who would rule? It was said by many that he was the last of his line.


Drawing his cloak about him in spite of the warmth of the early night, Muriddis sat back and let his silent servants row him back to the city. The boat was about a mile from the quays when it had to turn aside to let another, larger craft pass. There were soldiers in it, and one tall figure in the stern. It watched them keenly, although its face could not be seen. Muriddis kept his head down, out of sight. It would not be wise to let anyone know that he had visited the Administrator. Few men had set foot on Tower Island, and those that had would not speak of such a thing. Muriddis turned to watch the boat disappear, and wondered if it, too, was about to visit that most forbidden of places.


Had the youth waited a little longer, his thoughts would have been confirmed, for the boat drew alongside the same quay that Muriddis had lately left. The armored figure in the stern of the boat disembarked, stiffly saluting the guards at the base of the tower. They recognized him at once and stood aside.


Eukor Epta was surprised to hear another knock on his door. He opened it himself to find one of his guards standing there, face wet with perspiration, the man evidently embarrassed at having to race up the long flights of stairs to get here.


“Your pardon, Administrator, but you had to be told. The Acting Commander of the Armies is here, demanding an audience.”


Eukor Epta’s first thought was for Muriddis. Had the youth been seen? But he nodded. “It will be in order. Send him up.” He went back to his room. This could only be a matter of great importance for Fennobar himself to come here. However, it would not be considered strange or out of order by any observers for the Administrative Oligarch to be visited by the Commander of the Armies, particularly with the crisis in the palace.


Fennobar entered, swiftly closing the door, and the two men faced each other like combatants. Eukor Epta was motionless, cold, but the soldier was obviously alert, restless, as if he had just stepped from a brawl. He flung off his cloak and hooked his huge hands into his belt, the pose he struck for addressing subordinates. Though he did not like the Administrator, he grunted a greeting. He needed him, and Eukor Epta had immense power and influence.


Eukor Epta studied the soldier without a flicker of apparent interest. As usual Fennobar appeared anxious, irritated or upset by something that had gone wrong. He was a fine fighting man, excellently built, strong enough to wrestle a wild bull if it came to it, but he had no patience. Everything had to be done at once with him, forcefully. There was no subtlety about the way he acted, or dressed or spoke. And if a single plan went awry, his temper would burst. Even so, such men were needed and they had their part to play in Eukor Epta’s way of things.


“Another emergency?” said Eukor Epta sarcastically, though he didn’t smile.


Fennobar growled, missing the jibe. “In a way, yes.”


“I hear Quanar will not live much longer.”


Even this didn’t seem to pacify the big man, who clutched the back of a chair and leaned across it. “Elberon is dead!” he snorted. “It’s been confirmed. All those tales that have been trickling back across the sea from the east were true. He’s dead.”


“Who told you this?” A keen observer would have seen the tightening of Eukor Epta’s jaw, his roused interest. Fennobar saw nothing, only a blank stare.


“I’ve had ships out in force, dammit! They’ve sent patrols close in to the Three Rivers. You know of the place? That eastern continent is drained by three great rivers, and they empty into the sea together. I’ve had a ship up that delta. They’re building a city there! A city, dammit!”


“I have heard rumors. But surely, Fennobar, if Morric Elberon’s death is confirmed, you should be pleased. The Supreme Commander of the Twenty Armies—”


“That ridiculous title!”


“Our Emperor bestowed it upon Elberon. But if his death is confirmed, it would seem logical that his deputy should be promoted. Do you have any reason to doubt my support when the Chamber of Administration meets to decide the issue?”


“Of course not!” But the lie was quite clear to Eukor Epta. It pleased him to think that this oaf should wonder. Fennobar would have said more about loyalty, but he knew there was no point in trying to delve into the Administrator’s mind. He would rather plunge his hand into a pale of serpents. “You’ve pledged your support, but that isn’t the problem.”


Though his expression never wavered, Eukor Epta felt a twinge of uncertainty. “Well?”


“Elberon deserted the Empire over a year ago, we know that. He was supposed to be on a campaign of Quanar’s, seeking new lands to conquer in the east. But Elberon was gathering a rebel army of his own.”


“With which to overthrow Goldenisle, yes, I am aware of that.”


Fennobar pretended not to have heard. “A good many men flocked to Elberon’s banner.”


“He was a superb soldier.”


“Aye, but he didn’t intend to take control of the Empire for himself. His intention was to put Quanar’s cousin on the throne. Ottemar Remoon.” Now let’s see you sweat on that, Administrator!


Eukor Epta did not react. “The possibility had not escaped me. Go on.”


“He was here, wasn’t he? A prisoner?”


“Ottemar? In a way, but he was never an official prisoner, as that could have been embarrassing politically. But he was kept in the palace, out of Quanar’s way. The Emperor has a phobia about relatives, as you know. Ottemar effected an escape, the manner of which was quite remarkable. It was at a time when Quanar was still on his feet, still wandering the throne rooms, making wild decisions, threatening to cut off the heads of anyone who slighted him. And at a time, I recall it only too well, when his personal guards, his Imperial Killers, still jumped to obey him for fear of themselves being cut to pieces for the royal hounds.”


“It was when that stranger was here, the lunatic who claimed to be from beyond our world. The man Korbillian.”


It surprised Eukor Epta that Fennobar remembered the man’s name. “Indeed. Ottemar used the so-called madman to gain an audience with the Emperor. Those responsible for allowing it were dealt with very quickly. But somehow Ottemar, always a slippery-tongued character, talked the Emperor into banishing himself and the stranger.’’


“To the east.”


“Quite. But I made certain that the ship that carried them also carried men of mine. They killed Ottemar and Korbillian. The ship was destroyed in a storm, but one of my men survived. He confirmed the death of Ottemar and the so-called man of power.’’


“Then your man lied.”


The Administrator felt as though a cold blade had been thrust into him, but still he did not react.


“My men are chosen carefully, Fennobar. They do not lie to me.”


“Then he was mistaken. Perhaps he only thought the two men died. This Korbillian, from what I hear, did possess strange qualities. Men feared him. Even your assassins. Your survivor probably thought they both drowned in the storm. But they lived.”


“And?”


“They met up with Elberon. My spies confirm it! After that, the story gets very confused. Instead of gathering, they split their forces. Ottemar and Elberon marched inland.”


“Into the eastern mass? For what reason?”


“War.”


Eukor Epta frowned slightly, a concession to surprise. “That seems extravagant, Fennobar. On whom?”


“There was some evil kingdom there that threatened not only Elberon’s new lands, but those of others in the east. Other rulers joined him to go to war on this common enemy. It was during the war that Elberon fell. Many of his men with him.”


“But not Ottemar?”


“No, damn him! He is alive. My men have seen him. He calls himself something ludicrous—”


“Guile,” nodded Eukor Epta. “Very apt. And Korbillian?”


Fennobar shook his head. “Dead. Even his supposed power couldn’t save him from whatever it was he fought in the east. Not many came back from that war and they don’t talk openly about what happened there. Those who did return rejoined the men left behind and now they have built a city in the lands beyond the delta. And do you know how they have named it?” The soldier looked furious. “Elberon! They’ve dared to call it Elberon!”


“And who rules this city?”


“Not Ottemar. He keeps himself to himself. No, it’s a young buck by the name of Ruan Dubhnor. Another renegade.”


Eukor Epta digested all this with a slow nod of the head. So Korbillian had perished, that was good. There had been an aura about him that had been worrying, and if he had possessed the secret powers of old, he could have been extremely dangerous. And Ottemar had survived! That would have to be attended to, and quickly.


“So when our accursed Emperor dies,” growled Fennobar, again pacing about, “who is to be Emperor? Ottemar may be in self-imposed exile, but he is a Remoon. The last of them.”


Eukor Epta allowed the soldier to fume for a while before enlightening him. “Not so.”


“What do you mean?”


“There’s the girl.”


Fennobar looked appalled. “Tennebriel! Are you—”


“Mad?” Eukor Epta smiled, but Fennobar felt cold as he realized he had been about to say it.


“She could not rule! A teenage girl—”


“I agree. But Ottemar could. If he returned to Goldenisle, many would support him. He’s Quanar’s cousin, the rightful heir. History and birth are with him. And as Commander of the Armies, even you, Fennobar, would have to offer him your sword.”


Fennobar was trying, with difficulty, to think. He knew he had no skill at politics and that the Administrator was far ahead of him. But he couldn’t see what the man was driving at. “If I did support Ottemar, what then?”


Again Eukor Epta smiled. “Oh, is this a threat?”


Fennobar was silent for only a moment, but then he erupted with laughter. It was too loud to be genuine; his fear was evident. “It is not what you want.”


“I want only what is best for the Empire,” said Eukor Epta without emotion. “Ottemar is his own man. He would be little better than Quanar. No doubt he would fall to the same illness of mind. It is often so with the Remoons, is it not?”


“So you prefer Tennebriel—”


“She could be taught the correct way to rule. She would be glad to have the advice of the Administrators and the Law Givers. And I doubt that she would wish to interfere in military matters. No, that would be left entirely in the hands of the Commander of the Armies.”


Fennobar gave it some thought, nodding.


“You and I, Fennobar, would have the responsibility of ruling.”


It would be like allying oneself to a serpent, Fennobar thought. But the prize! To rule. Not just to be Supreme Commander, but to have even more power. Eukor Epta would control it all, but even so! Fennobar grinned. “Then let it be Tennebriel.”


Eukor Epta smiled now, as if confiding in a close friend. “There would appear to be an object in our way.”


Fennobar, the predictable buffoon, pulled out his broad sword and stroked its flat edge. “A minor detail.”


Euktor Epta shook his head. “Ah, but not so minor.”


“Pah! Let me take a small fleet into the delta. I’ll raze this new Elberon and put them all to the sword. You shall have Ottemar’s head within a month.”


“Yes, I would appreciate that. But let it be attached to his body.”


“You want him alive?” Why couldn’t the man speak plainly!


“Yes. Kill as many of his people as you wish. But I want Ottemar alive. Bring him here, to Tower Island, in secret.”


“But if I destroy Elberon and capture him alive, word will spread—”


“Then think again, Fennobar. Come now, if you are to be Supreme Commander, you must use your wits, man! You are as good a warrior as the Empire has, I know that. But to rule, Fennobar, you need a good mind.”


“Secrecy?”


“Stealth, and above all think of Ottemar’s chosen name. Guile. He is the enemy, I promise you. If he wins the throne, you and I will be removed. Your quarrels with Morric Elberon were well known. Ruan Dubhnor would likely be created Supreme Commander. As for Administrative Oligarch—who knows? Some puppet of Ottemar’s. What hope would our Empire have?”


“What do you suggest?”


“Abduction. Subterfuge. Take a single ship into the delta. They would never expect us to abduct Ottemar. No blood unless there’s a fight. No burning. Just a simple theft in the night.”


“Very well—”


“Don’t bring Ottemar to me yourself. From now on, you and I must not meet until Tennebriel is enthroned. We must conduct our business apart, but we will use men we can trust. If citizens knew that we planned together, they may grow suspicious. What happens to the Empire must be seen as the natural course of events.”


“I agree. I have men who will do as I ask them, and no questions, men who have fought beside me, men whose fathers I have honored—”


“I understand such things well, Fennobar. They are your strength. Even so, choose with care. You are entering a new arena now. The prize demands extreme effort and care.”


Fennobar sheathed his sword. Normally he would have shaken hands on such a bargain, but not with this man. He nodded. “You will have your prisoner. But why not let me kill him?”


“Ah, but I want you to make it look as though you have killed him. How you achieve this I leave to you. I imagine you have men who are good enough at such things.”


Fennobar’s scowl deepened. “Of course, but—”


“Those who know his true identity will consider his cause ended if they think him dead.”


“And if I am not to have him killed?”


“I want him here, secretly imprisoned. No one would dream that he was our prisoner.’’


“But why?” Fennobar looked stunned.


“Leave politics to me, Fennobar. He is our insurance.” Eukor Epta laughed coldly. “If it ever transpired that rebel factions, Remoon factions, threatened us, think of the hold we would have over them if it came to an ultimatum. But I would not foresee such a thing. Ottemar will rot on one of these impregnable islands.”


Fennobar grunted. “I see how the game must be played. A good strategy. Then I will have Ottemar abducted, although it will seem that he has been murdered. Already I know the men I will send to do it. Should I disguise them?”


Eukor Epta shrugged. “As long as they do not go to the east as men of Empire.”


This time Fennobar’s laugh was genuine. “Excellent! I have a good deal to learn about government.”


Indeed you do, Eukor Epta thought. “I will be expecting a visitor then. I shall enjoy meeting Ottemar Remoon again.”


After Fennobar had left, Eukor Epta summoned his closest guards. “I am not displeased that you allowed Fennobar to visit the island, but in future, no one is to be allowed into the tower unless I have given prior consent. Should Fennobar attempt to visit me without such an appointment, use force to prevent him entering.”


The guards nodded. They would obey without question.


In his high chamber, Eukor Epta closed the shutters and sat in a chair. He thought in silence for over an hour, moving in his mind the pieces on the vast gaming board that was the Empire. Fennobar was useful, his ignorance vital. With Ottemar here, locked away in the tower, Eukor Epta would have a crucial hold over Tennebriel. She would be Empress, but she would be so much easier to control if she knew that Ottemar was alive, and could be brought forward as a rival at any time. Perhaps his being alive was no bad thing after all, and could be turned to advantage.


He must visit the girl soon and begin putting the seeds of unease in her mind. She was a simple enough child, with a mind that would never mature as a woman’s should. Not a Remoon, but with all the weaknesses of that House. He had prepared her well, and if his plans bore fruit, she might yet prove the tool with which he could bring the Empire back into the hands of those whose legacy it properly was.


What had he forgotten? Oh yes, of course. The assassin who had reported the deaths of both Ottemar and Korbillian. In the morning he must be found and executed. And someone would have to be sent to this city of Elberon, someone who could be trusted. Someone of the Blood. Muriddis, perhaps.
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Tennebriel


Eukor Epta had his own private ways of visiting the many islands and islets of the inner sea of Medallion Island. Beneath each was an ancient warren of tunnels, known by the Administrator to be the remnants of the former city before the geological upheaval that resulted in the inundation of the land, when the sea had swallowed half of the island. Few of Goldenisle’s inhabitants today believed the old stories, he knew, except for those who were of the Blood and kept the faith, but it suited him well, for it enabled him to keep many other truths to himself. The complex warren he now used was one of them.


It was a journey of half an hour underground from Tower Island to the heavy door where he now stopped. He set his small brand in the iron bracket and opened the door with a key from the ring beneath his cloak. Beyond the door there was another to unlock and re-lock, and in the corridor beyond this was a brand that had been set into its bracket earlier by the servants Eukor Epta had confined to this island. No one ever came to this place by boat, for it was a sheer-sided chunk of rock, thrust up from the floor of the inner sea, its top choked with vegetation, the home of a thousand bird colonies. Yet facing east, away from the city, concealed from the eyes of anyone happening to pass below in a ship, was a villa, with its own walls and cultivated gardens, a miniature paradise surrounded by verdant chaos. It was here that Tennebriel, distant cousin of the Emperor, was kept, and had been for many years since her third birthday.


The few who tended her were Eukor Epta’s most carefully selected servants. There were male guards who never entered the villa itself, posted about the isle to ensure no one came here and who had not even seen the girl. And there were the women, who treated their ward with great care and saw that Tennebriel had all that she wanted, save her freedom. As with the men, they were never allowed to leave the island.


The Administrator unlocked a final door and entered a beautifully maintained chamber. After a long climb up a spiral stone stairway he came to the villa’s rooms. They opened out on to a balcony, high over the dark waters of the inner sea. Eukor Epta knew at once that the girl was awake in spite of the hour: her perfume drifted on the air. Something moved in the room and he turned, eyes not yet accustomed to the faint light from the lamps, but it was the elderly servant, Ullarga. The old woman moved back into the shadows like a ghost. Of all the servants, she was the closest to the girl, for she had once been a handmaiden to the girl’s aunt, Estreen. She knew that she was alive only because it suited Eukor Epta to have her here.


Out on the balcony, Tennebriel had been staring out to sea, but she turned slowly, showing no surprise when she saw who had come. She was no longer a girl, but a tall woman, almost 19, with tumbling ringlets of black hair that would have taken away the breath of most men. Even in the poor glow from the night lamps there was a sheen to it. She wore no more than a thin gown, for the night air was warm, and it served to heighten her slim figure, a vision that would have intoxicated a thousand suitors had they been able to reach her. Eukor Epta himself felt the familiar rush of excitement at seeing her, his magnificent animal. The servants had groomed her superbly. For a moment he allowed himself the rare pleasure of seeing her outlined against the backdrop of night, bowing his head slowly.


“Tennebriel my dear,” he said. “It is a joy to see you again.”


“Eukor!” she said, eyes widening, her expression like that of a little girl receiving a visit from a favorite uncle who has been away. “You haven’t called for so long.”


It had been two weeks, but he let it pass. She knew nothing of time. What she owned in beauty, she lacked in mind. “Pressing matters, sweet child. But tell me, how have you been? Are the servants looking after you?”


She pouted, his words her cue. “Well, yes, I suppose so. But I get so bored, Eukor. All this waiting. Sometimes I think I have been here for at least a hundred years.”


He watched, fascinated, as her eyes changed with each word, her face alive, extraordinarily beautiful. She would make a superb Empress. “Matters of state, Tennebriel. Tedious, but so essential to those of us who struggle to keep the Empire stable. You will find out.”


“When I’m Empress,” she said quickly. It was a familiar statement.


He nodded. “Yes. Your cousin is very ill. He will not live for more than a few days, I am sure.”


Her face lit up girlishly. “Then I can take the throne soon!”


He smiled indulgently and came closer to her, touching her hand. “Patience, my girl. It is not so easy.”


She flushed, anger arching her brows. “But you said so.”


“Yes, yes. But you must try to remember the difficulties.”


“Tell me again.”


“Very well.” They sat together and it was an effort for him to ignore her beauty, to resist touching her more intimately, though he was certain she would not have resisted. She had always been pliant with him, being so simple, trusting him, believing in him as if the world could not move without a word from him. “When Quanar Remoon dies, he will be the last of the Royal House, the Remoon Dynasty.”


She nodded, enjoying the story, though she had now heard it many times from him.


“You know that there are three great Royal Houses in Goldenisle: the Remoons, the Crannochs and the Trullhoons.”


“Yes, and I’m a Crannoch.”


“Yes.” He wondered how much of this she would be able to recall. It was important for her to grasp it and so he was patient enough to go over it again and again. “Your father was Vulder Crannoch. His brother, Colchann, married—”


“Estreen!” she said as he deliberately paused.


“Good! Yes, Estreen. And who was Estreen?”


“She was the sister of—” She thought about it for a moment. “The Emperor, except that he wasn’t an Emperor. He was the King because Quanar Remoon is the first Emperor.”


“Exactly. Estreen was the sister of Khedmar Remoon, who was Quanar’s father. Khedmar wanted to unite the three great Houses so that there would be peace in Goldenisle. His brother, Dervic Remoon, married one of the Trullhoons, and his sister, Estreen, married your uncle, Colchann of the Crannochs.”


“Yes, and when I was very small, I was betrothed to my cousin, Ildar, who was Estreen and Colchann’s son.” She clapped her hands, pleased with herself.


“Excellent. Can you go on? What happened to all the children?”


She concentrated hard. “There was a big battle. All the islands went to war and lots of people got killed.”


Eukor Epta smiled patiently. The girl never forgot about the war. He had not given her all the facts, though she would doubtless find out many of them in time. He had simply told her that she had been betrothed to her cousin, Ildar, but in fact she had been married to him when she had been 2 years old. Ildar had been 21, a hot-headed, ambitious youth, who had not the wit to keep his ambition under harness. He had been found committing adultery with Anniani, wanton wife of the King, Khedmar, and when the monarch heard of this, chaos broke out. Enraged, Khedmar had had both Ildar and Anniani executed on the royal bed. As a result, Feinnor Crannoch, head of that House, had declared war on the Remoons. It was a complete disaster for the Crannochs, for the Trullhoons had thrown in with the King.


“Nearly all the Crannochs perished,” said the girl. “My father, my uncle, and my betrothed; Vulder, Colchann and Ildar. Even my grandfather, Feinnor.”


“That’s correct, Tennebriel. You do well to remember it. The Remoons destroyed almost all of your family. Only Estreen survived, and she lives yet, hiding somewhere in the north of the islands that were the Crannoch home.”


“And me,” she grinned. “Because you saved me and hid me.”


“There had been enough killing. Yes, I brought you here, though many think you died. Now then—what else? You are the only Crannoch child left from their House. What about the Remoons?”


“Khedmar had three children. There were two little baby girls. I’m sorry, Eukor, I forget their names—”


“No, no. It doesn’t matter. Arrani and Erinna.”


“They weren’t very strong and they died when they were tiny.”


“Yes. A few weeks.”


“Then there was Quanar Remoon, but he’s always been a bit mad.”


“Yes, goon.”


“He succeeded his father and made himself the first Emperor, but now he’s ill. Is he really going to die soon?”


“I’ll speak of it in a moment. Go on.”


“He hasn’t got any children. He didn’t have a wife.” She was frowning with concentration. “And then there’s, mm, the Trullhoons. I think there was one called Ludhanna.”


“You’re doing very well,” he smiled patronizingly. “Yes, Ludhanna. She married Dervic Remoon, Khedmar’s brother. Her own brother is Darraban, and he has two sons, Andric and Rudaric, but you needn’t concern yourself with any of them. They are all alive, but they keep to their eastern islands and have no real claim to the throne.” It was not the whole truth, for Dervic was Ottemar’s father, and it was this link with the throne that had allied the Trullhoons to Khedmar in the war.


“I know the rest!” cried Tennebriel. “Ludhanna ran away from her husband with a pirate and they both drowned. Served them right. But she and Dervic had a daughter—no, a son. His name was—”


Eukor Epta leaned closer. “Think hard. It’s very important. The most important name of them all.”


She looked anxious. “Oh!” she snapped. “Wait—Ottemar. Ottemar Trullhoon!”


“Nearly. It’s Ottemar Remoon. Which is why it’s so important. Ottemar Remoon. Remember it.”


“Is he dead?”


Eukor Epta would have said yes, but after what Fennobar had told him he had already thought hard on his next moves. “I think so. But there is a grain of doubt. I am almost sure of it, for he went to the eastern continent, a terrible place full of monsters and strange beings.”


“So if he’s dead, all the Remoons are dead. And I was betrothed to Ildar, whose mother was a Remoon, so I am a little bit Remoon.”


“Enough, my sweet girl, to claim the throne. Yes.”


She clapped her hands in delight, but after a moment frowned again. “But what if Ottemar Remoon is alive? Won’t he be Emperor?”


Eukor Epta was pleased that she had picked this up as it gave him an easy way in to his deeper control of her. “Ah, that is the question. If he is alive, and I am sure that he cannot be, then, yes, it is possible that he would have a stronger claim that yours.”


She looked at him petulantly as if she would strike him. “Then he must be killed, Eukor. You will have to kill him for me.”


He smiled. “Don’t worry. I have men looking for him. But I’m sure he’s already dead, my dear. Though if you became Empress and Ottemar did return, it could be embarrassing. You would have to step down, and we wouldn’t want that, would we?”


“No! He can’t have the throne!”


He patted her again. “You understand these things very well, my dear. But you know that I will protect you, don’t you? You must be Empress. Ottemar is no more fit to rule than his mad cousin. If I do find him alive, I will keep him on one of my islands, eh? Where no one will ever find him. Only you and I and his guards will, know he’s alive.”


A wicked look came to her face. “Eukor,” she said, gripping him with her slender arms so that he sucked in his breath. “Will you find a bad island? Just a cold rock, with no gardens? Somewhere where he can be tortured?”
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