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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.







BOOK ONE
THE SANCTUARY




1
WINDMASTER


It was early morning when word came to the village. Dawn had barely broken, the air was still crisp and the faintest of breezes stirred the trees that closed around the foot of the earthwork slopes. Winter had passed, and the season of high winds and storms was over; the land dozed under a more peaceful sky. Hounds, stretched across the thresholds of their masters’ homes, cocked their ears at the sound of the far wind as if hearing it speak to them of the vanished winter. A number of them growled low in their chests.


Although the village was under no threat from any of its neighbours, there were always a number of guards set about its perimeter at night, beyond the earthworks. Most of them, like the hounds, were more asleep than awake. Occasionally they met and exchanged a brief conversation.


Two of them spoke now, leaning on their wooden javelins and gazing out across an opening in the forest where a track stretched upwards through the trees to hills in the west. The men knew someone was coming, riding quickly from the foothills, for the breeze had already warned them, whispering in the dawn light like a lover.


‘He comes in haste,’ said Gadrune, wondering if he could also taste panic on the air.


Decran yawned. He was getting too old to stand guard any more. But his pride wouldn’t let him relinquish the authority that went with the post. ‘Aye. I expect the horse is as tired as I am.’


Gadrune grunted, concentrating. He moved slowly through the low trees, and although he was aware of who was coming, he still concealed himself. ‘Warn the others,’ he said, not taking his eyes off the track.


Decran nodded sleepily. Gadrune was being unnecessarily fussy: if this were an enemy coming, he would hardly ride so noisily and openly upon them. But he turned back to the embankment, seeking one of the rows of tiny chimes that would wake anyone not yet out of sleep. They tinkled as he touched them lightly, the notes floating over the earth and down to the lodges beyond.


In a moment the rider burst out of the trees across the clearing and raced furiously over the open ground, the steed wide-eyed but eager. The young man riding the animal would have raced on past Gadrune, but the latter blocked his path well before he could be met. The rider pulled up, earth flying about his mount, his cloak whipping about him as if he had brought a minor gale with him.


‘Gadrune!’ shouted the youth, though his physique was that of a seasoned warrior. Gadrune gaped, recognising him at once. It was Tronmar, a son of this very village, who had been chosen to go westward to serve higher masters. But how the lad had changed! His eyes held a wildness, his whole bearing a military stiffness, and even his voice, speaking the single word, cut like a weapon. But what now shocked Gadrune more was the steed. As he studied it, he realised it was no ordinary horse, and though it stamped its feet and drew breath with a snort, it had something else about it, a darkness almost, as though the elements had shaped it and given it powers of its own. Its lower legs seemed lost in a haze for a moment as if the beast could be part phantom.


Gadrune felt himself stiffening with sudden fear. He tried to mask it quickly. ‘What storm brings you here, Tronmar?’ He could scent no fear in the youth, only excitement.


‘Not ill news. But I must speak to the clan elders quickly. They must be prepared.’


‘For what?’


‘Vittargattus, clan chief of the Vaza, is sending out his shaman, to speak to all the Vaza clans. I bring you word of Kuraal, who will be here this very day.’


Gadrune raised his brows, looking across at the trees as if he would see the renowned shaman standing there already. ‘Kuraal! Why should such a powerful man visit us?’


‘You will hear soon enough,’ said Tronmar. He dismounted, calmed his steed and spoke to it. It turned and slipped like mist into the forest. Gadrune walked beside the youth towards the embankment. ‘I know very little,’ Tronmar told him. ‘But Vittargattus is mobilising.’ He spoke softly, as though mindful of the least breeze, thinking it might steal the words.


Gadrune felt his heart pumping. Mobilising! War? Surely the ambitions of the clan chief did not stretch further than the almost limitless lands he already had.


They came down over the earthworks to the first houses, which merged in with other trees, wisps of smoke drifting up from their thatched roofs like the last of the mist. Decran had already brought a number of the elders and senior warriors together, and though they smiled at Tronmar and gave him welcome, they could not conceal their inner qualms at the change in him. The youth was a messenger of the clan chief’s men. It might mean a tax levy, or worse, a call for soldiers to go west. And Tronmar’s very bearing spoke of the latter.


Above the central court of the village, crouched in the thick branches of the trees like cats, silent and invisible, a trio of young men watched the arrival of Tronmar. They, too, had reached the instant conclusion that the former son of the village had come here to fetch arms rather than tax. One of the youths, Armestor, was about to speak, when the eldest of them, Ussemitus, motioned him to be still.


The voice of Tronmar drifted up clearly on the air which had become very still, the breeze dropping to nothing. ‘I can tell you very little myself. The Blue Hair will do that when he arrives. Listen carefully to what he tells you.’ He looked about him, ears cocked. ‘I should not say it, but he is powerful, and not to be disobeyed. I have seen what the Windmasters can do.’


‘What does he mean?’ said Armestor nervously, unable to keep his tongue still. ‘What’s a Blue Hair?’


‘Sorcerer,’ hissed the other lad, Fomond,


‘The old mothers say that to scare you,’ snorted Armestor, though by his face he was not convinced.


‘Shut up!’ said Ussemitus.


‘I must ride south and let other tribes know of Kuraal’s coming,’ said Tronmar, his eyes for a moment scanning the trees where Ussemitus and his companions hid. But he turned back to the elders. ‘Do you know anything of the mountains in the north east? Has anything been seen there?’


‘Not since the night of the Falling Sky,’ one of the elders answered, and there were confirming nods.


Tronmar grunted. Then he thanked them and went back swiftly to the outer embankment. In a short while he had ridden away as quickly as he had come, leaving behind him an excited murmur in the village.


Ussemitus and his companions slipped down from the trees and found another way out of the village, going to a private place of their own about a mile from it, a rocky outcrop that overlooked the path, where they could feel reasonably safe from prying eyes. A gurgling stream nearby muffled their whispers from ears that might otherwise have strained to catch their secrets.


Ussemitus was the strongest and fittest of the trio, being unusually muscular for one of his race, for the villagers of these forest clans were generally thin and wiry. Ussemitus also had a keen mind, which his friends were quick to respond to, not least because he questioned things about the world that they preferred not to, something which had brought him under the watchful eye of the elders from an early age. If there were rebels in the camp, they invariably found their way to Ussemitus. Even so, he was by no means a villain and not considered one, for he put the safety of the village before anything else, something which the elders respected in him.


He leaned back among the rocks, warmed now by the rising sun. ‘Kuraal,’ he murmured. ‘The Blue Hair.’


Armestor had only recently attached himself to Ussemitus and his companions, and was a year or two younger. He was even thinner than most of his fellows, something which helped account for his almost perpetual nervousness. He had a pinched face and eyes that were never still, alert as a cat’s. ‘Is he a sorcerer?’


Ussemitus shrugged. ‘He’s a shaman. Vittargattus has many, and they are ruled by an inner ring, the Windmasters. They’re supposed to be able to control the storms and converse with the wind elementals.’


Fomond grinned. He enjoyed such tales, though he had always been more sceptical than wary, unlike Armestor, who was a devout believer. Fomond stroked the wooden knife that he always carried. ‘They say that, no doubt, so that they can keep a grip on poor simpletons like us.’


‘You ought to be more careful,’ admonished Armestor. ‘The wind hears everything.’


Fomond’s grin widened. ‘I bless the wind,’ he bowed. ‘But no one rules it.’


‘I don’t think we should dismiss the shamen too lightly,’ said Ussemitus. ‘I’ve heard some strange tales about them. Especially the Blue Hairs, though they’re supposed to be a secretive lot. Kuraal is from the inner ring, and will have the ear of Vittargattus himself.’


‘So he’s a Windmaster?’ said Armestor, impressed.


‘Yes. And as such would not normally have anything to do with such a remote village as ours.’


Armestor’s eyes bulged. ‘Why do you think he’s coming?’


Ussemitus looked across at Fomond, who nodded. ‘Interesting that Tronmar asked about the north eastern mountains.’


Armestor was about to speak, but something out in the trees alerted him and he ducked down. Instantly Ussemitus and Fomond were on their bellies, listening for movement. In a while they heard soft calls and rose up, relieved. Two more of their companions were coming, Arbos and Gudrond. Arbos was a tall fellow, his face seemingly a permanent frown, though he was good-natured enough in his way, and Gudrond was shorter, as nervous at times as Armestor.


‘Heard the news?’ Gudrond said.


Ussemitus nodded patiently, sensing Fomond’s annoyance. Fomond had no time for Gudrond and found him garrulous and crude. Ussemitus, however, guessed that Gudrond’s bluster was meant to impress and was essentially harmless. ‘Yes. We’re to be honoured by a visit from a Blue Hair. We were just saying that we thought it might have something to do with the Falling Sky.’


‘That was ages ago,’ said Armestor. ‘Just about forgotten.’


‘Not by Vittargattus, nor his spies,’ said Ussemitus.


‘Maybe the Windmasters caused it,’ said Fomond, though it was clear from his expression that he was being facetious.


‘You think so?’ said Gudrond, taken in.


Fomond snorted. ‘No, you fool. They fear the mountains.’


‘I think you’re probably right,’ said Ussemitus. ‘But we’ll know when Kuraal gets here.’


‘When will that be?’ said Armestor.


‘Half a day,’ said Fomond, as though he had already seen the clan chief’s shaman far away.


‘Well,’ said Gudrond. ‘I’ve business in the village. There’s a certain wench expecting me –’


Ussemitus saw the look of derision cross Fomond’s face, but said nothing. Gudrond would learn to curb his boasting in time. It may yet be a painful lesson.


Towards the middle of the afternoon the wind began to rise in pitch, tugging at the branches, spinning dust in the village. The sun slipped under a cover of racing cloud, huge grey shapes that sped like harbingers from the west. Everyone in the village had been told; they had been preparing busily since Tronmar’s visit, as though Vittargattus himself was coming. Ussemitus and his companions had dutifully helped with the preparations, though they found it irksome. It seemed there was to be a feast tonight: nothing was too good for Kuraal and his party. Word had come that it was fifty strong, a guard of picked Vaza warriors. The young girls giggled and ran about excitedly; the elders shook their heads in anticipation of this visit, knowing that the clan chief must be preparing for conflict and probably on a large scale. But who was the enemy? What had the north-east to do with it?


The men of the village were inspected repeatedly, all of them decked for battle, their spears sharpened and dressed with fine plumes. They lined up to be studied until they thought the elders would never be satisfied.


A sudden gust of air heralded more cloud and shadow, until dust swirled in from the west, sent, it was said, by the shaman. When figures and horses materialised at last, they found the village ready for them, the narrow street lined with silent, reverent villagers. Among them Ussemitus and his companions waited, eyes fixed ahead of them, though Fomond glanced once at Ussemitus and upwards in mock exasperation. Armestor and Gudrond were rigid, like hares caught in the shadow of a diving hawk.


Kuraal rode at the head of his party, his horse moving at a gentle trot, its gaze haughty, so that all those who followed behind seemed to do so at its express command. Ussemitus could not keep from looking at the magnificent grey. His companions, however, were far more interested in the shaman.


He was very tall, his face unusually dark, framed in long wisps of hair that reached his waist. It was light blue in colour, carefully dyed, and looked to be the texture of silk, something which had the women gasping in amazement. Kuraal had a sharply pointed nose and eyes that were cold, lidded as though protected from a climate of sandstorms. He did not come from the northern forests, though no one doubted his loyalty to the renowned clan chief.


The Blue Hair dismounted before the village elders, his warriors following suit. A place had been prepared for the horses in one of the stockades and they were led away without fuss. Kuraal nodded silently to the elders, and after a few hushed words which no one else heard, he was escorted into the central long hut where the day’s preparations had been centred.


‘Now we wait, I suppose,’ grunted Armestor. Only the elders and selected warriors of the village were to go in to the banquet and to hear the words of Kuraal.


‘Never mind. We’ll hear the rest tomorrow,’ said Fomond.


‘Shall we go and talk to some of the soldiers?’ suggested Ussemitus. ‘They must know something about the clan chief’s intentions.’


The others agreed at once, and they did join other villagers in going to Kuraal’s guards, most of whom had not gone in to the hall and were to be housed in another long hut. After a moment, Ussemitus slipped away from the growing chatter. It was easily achieved, for his fellows were eager to hear what news they could and no one noticed Ussemitus go to the rear of the long banqueting hut. Fomond was already there, grinning at him. He pointed upward.


‘You first. I’ll keep watch,’ he said.


Since they had been children, they had been using this secret way in to the hall, where they had heard many an intriguing bit of news about the village and the clans of the forest lands. It was a secret they shared with no others, another link in the particular bond that had always kept them as close as brothers.


Ussemitus shinned up the wall easily, squeezing himself in through a gap he had made in the thatch earlier that afternoon. Moments after he was inside, Fomond was beside him. They pulled the thatch back into place, listening to the sounds below them. They were straddling the thick beams of the long hut, coated with dust and shadow. Slowly they edged along them, moving out to a point where they could see what transpired below clearly, and hear every word. But they were high enough up in the darkness not to be seen.


There was little conversation: the shaman had brought with him an atmosphere, as though he was not quite human. He sat at the head of the long table, guards at either side of him, and ate sparingly of the cooked meat put before him, though he seemed satisfied with it. He should, mused Ussemitus, it was the best venison, freshly killed. Kuraal’s guards were less mannerly, eating with the appetites of men long on the road, though they were careful not to drink too much of the rough mead, which was notorious throughout the lands of the Vaza.


The moment came at last for Kuraal to begin speaking. Silence was instant, and Ussemitus felt it outside the thatch as well as within, a great pall of it, as if the whole of the north paused to hear this message.


Kuraal did not stand. He merely sat back, wiped his thin lips and gestured for his plates to be removed. He sipped at the mead and then looked at the anxious faces. ‘Some time ago,’ he began in a harsh voice, ‘there was a storm, if storm it was.’ Everyone knew what he was referring to. ‘In the north-east. In the mountains. My brothers and I have been observing those mountains very carefully. We have spoken to the storms about them.’


No one whispered, nor moved. Fomond nudged Ussemitus, but the latter ignored him.


‘Has anyone in your forest lands learned anything about the night of the Falling Sky?’


For a long time no one spoke. They had all come here in the expectation of knowledge, being given secrets, not to be asked questions. But at last one of the villagers rose. This was Scoramis, not an elder, but one of the most respected of the huntsmen.


‘In my work,’ he said, ‘I travel to the limits of our lands with my trackers, sire. We have been far north of here. We have seen lights in the mountains. That is all, sire. Lights. But of strange hues.’


‘You’ve seen no one?’ said Kuraal coldly.


Scoramis shook his head, sitting down.


Kuraal nodded. ‘There are intruders there.’


The company was moved by this, and even Ussemitus felt a stab of surprise. Intruders. The word cunjured up numerous meanings, but the Blue Hair had made it sound like a curse.


‘They are not from our world,’ went on Kuraal. ‘Though we cannot say where they are from. From a darkness beyond us, and of an evil that cannot be tolerated. We have spoken to the storms, but the storms have not answered us on this. The intruders, I say again, are not of Innasmorn.’


The shaman waited until the whisperings and mutterings had died down. Now he rose, and in doing so seemed to grow abnormally in height. ‘Vittargattus is already preparing for war.’


Ussemitus glanced across at Fomond, barely seeing him in the shadow. ‘War?’ he whispered, the word hovering like the threat of disaster.


Fomond shrugged. ‘What kind of evil has come to the mountains?’


The voice of Kuraal cut through their thoughts. ‘I am here to warn you all of this menace. We know little about it. Only that it will spread from the mountains and seeks to destroy us all. We must take the war to the north-east before this happens. Vittargattus mobilises in the west at Amerandabad. You must prepare to join him when he comes. Your warriors must be made ready, armed, primed.’


‘Will the clans go into the mountains?’ someone asked. They had never been traditional Vaza hunting grounds.


‘Not at first,’ said Kuraal, and his features changed as if he were about to draw on some deeper wisdom, an echo of the storms he spoke of. ‘We will conjure up and send a storm upon these intruders, a scourging that will weaken them, and then our armies will close in from the west and south.’


Ussemitus and Fomond looked hard at each other. ‘Whoever these intruders are,’ said Ussemitus, ‘they are feared. Has no one communicated with these people? It is a rash war if not.’


Kuraal was gazing upwards, eyes fixed on some remote darkness. His face changed and he scowled under hooded brows. He lifted his hand and moved it gently as though stirring the air. In a moment a breeze eddied about him, quickly becoming a gust. Something moved invisibly within it, something feral and angry. It span and plates clattered off the table as if the gust spread. Kuraal pointed up into the rafters and it was as if he had flung the eddying pool of air upwards. Ussemitus suddenly found himself caught in it, the air surging around him, buffeting at him, and then there were claws, unseen but vicious.


Fomond leaned back, gripping the beam with his arms and legs to prevent himself from toppling. Ussemitus was less fortunate. The wind howled like an animal, tearing at his hands. He could not hold on and fell, crashing down on to the table amidst a debris of tankards and platters. There were angry shouts; weapons were pulled out, and in a moment he found himself pinned. His shoulder ached where he had landed on it, but there were no bones broken. Fomond gaped down at him helplessly, but he could do nothing.


Kuraal smiled in his cold way, gesturing for Ussemitus to be brought before him. His own guards pointed their swords at the youth and to his complete surprise he saw that they were not made of wood, but of metal. But such things, surely, were forbidden.


‘You were saying?’ Kuraal challenged him.


Ussemitus straightened up, clinging to what little dignity he had left. He cleared his throat, aware that the elders were livid. They would expect an accounting for this intrusion.


‘Well?’ said Kuraal. ‘Something about a rash war? You seem singularly well advised.’


‘I know nothing about these intruders,’ said Ussemitus. ‘I knew of the storm in the north east, as we all do.’


‘You would rather Vittargattus sent gifts to these people?’


‘Who are they?’ Ussemitus heard himself say, as if he had been prompted by some inner voice.


‘Sire,’ began one of the elders, anxious for Ussemitus.


But Kuraal gestured for silence. ‘Who are they?’ he echoed. ‘They are a danger to us. A race of beings from far beyond us. They have brought with them the ancient curse.’


This was the first allusion he had made to this and his audience reacted as though he had waved fire in their faces. Even Ussemitus felt his throat constrict.


‘Oh yes,’ nodded Kuraal. ‘They have brought with them the kind of powers that once destroyed our ancestors, the powers which we have forbidden. Things of steel, artefacts, metals.’


Again Ussemitus looked at the drawn swords and seeing his look, the Blue Hair took one of the blades from a guard beside him. ‘Metal,’ he said. ‘Very little is used on Innasmorn. Only certain items are made of metal, blessed by the Windmasters, protected from the dangers they once bore. These warriors are close to your clan chief. They carry the blessed metal. But not so the intruders.’


Ussemitus felt himself going dizzy. There were so many legends, so many myths, about the past, the first people on Innasmorn. And about the artefacts they had used, the dreadful weapons that had brought death to so many races of the world. But in spite of his welling fears, he found himself speaking again, unable to prevent the flow of words.


‘Who has seen them? Who has spoken to them?’ he called above the noise.


Kuraal gazed about him impassively until everyone was quiet. ‘Spoken to them? We shall speak to them with fire and with storm. In a year we will be ready. Will we not?’ He directed this last at the elders, and none of them could meet his gaze. But they nodded in silence.


‘I suggest,’ Kuraal told Ussemitus, ‘that you look to your training. You seem a strong youth. I will forget the unfortunate circumstances of our meeting. You just remember your duty.’


Ussemitus bowed, and was led from the hall by one of the elders and two of the senior village warriors. Outside, the elder, Philotor, struck him hard across the face.


‘You have brought shame to us! How dare you act so irresponsibly! Have you no conception of how important Kuraal is to Vittargattus?’


Ussemitus wiped his face, keeping his eyes down. There was no point in defending himself from this verbal onslaught.


‘You’re lucky he didn’t have your head on a plate. Now get back to your tasks. If Vittargattus says it’s war, then we arm ourselves and join his ranks.’


They left Ussemitus and returned to the hall. He moved away, conscious of a number of people watching him. In a moment he was joined by Fomond.


‘We’d better keep well away until the Blue Hair has left,’ said the latter. ‘I thought they’d skin us!’ He chuckled.


Ussemitus clapped him on the shoulder. ‘They need us, though, eh? Our bows.’ He led his friend away and up over the earthworks into the forest.


Fomond knew from his silence, however, that he was far from content. ‘It still troubles you, this business?’


Ussemitus nodded. ‘Kuraal? No, he could have had us flogged, but it would have been embarrassing for the village. It erodes support.’


‘I mean the intruders. If they are what Kuraal says, we could be in grave danger. The Curse –’


‘I am just surprised that no one has communicated with these people. I remember some years ago there was talk of a battle with the marsh clans. They were supposed to have insulted us and for a while there were rumours, insults, a few scuffles. We prepared for an invasion, and so did they. In the end, when the elders got together they decided that it was all so much hot air. A misunderstanding. There was no reason for war, and a good many lives must have been spared.’


‘Surely this is different,’ said Fomond.


‘How do we know?’


‘We can’t.’


Ussemitus chuckled, for once less serious. ‘Perhaps we ought to find out.’




2
THE INTRUDERS


They rode for ten days through the forests, heading northwards, screened from the sky by the thick vegetation, dwarfed by the huge trees. Mostly they followed the paths and narrow trackways of the huntsmen, as there were no villages, but now and then they had to strike out into virgin forest so that they could keep moving towards the foothills of the north eastern mountains. To the surprise of Ussemitus and to Fomond’s slight misgivings, Armestor, Gudrond and Arbos had insisted on joining them on their northern quest, although Ussemitus wondered how seriously Gudrond would take it. However, they accepted Ussemitus as their leader without question, and while they were on the move, they followed his decisions, keeping quiet, knowing that although there should be no enemies here and no predators likely to molest a group of them, the sky had ears. These lands were in the main unknown.


Fomond was the most sceptical about the intruders and the so-called Curse, but Ussemitus recognised that there was a threat of some kind, however veiled. If the elders knew where the company had gone, they would extract a punishment. Kuraal, if he learned of this, would either be furious or pleased, depending on what information was brought to him. Ussemitus knew that Fomond, like himself, was bored with village life, not sure that he wanted to spend the rest of his days in thrall to it; he had said so often enough. Arbos seemed similarly dissatisfied, though he was always one to work without complaint. Armestor and Gudrond paid lip service to their own unrest, Ussemitus knew, sure that they put their sense of security first. They both enjoyed this sort of escapade, but at the end of it there was always a comfortable return to the village. This time it might not be that way.


By a clear brook they stopped, Arbos keeping watch on the forest ahead while the others drank and cut strips of dried meat they had brought, chewing in silence.


Gudrond sat back among the ferns with a loud belch. ‘Think these intruders will be friendly? Will they have any women with them?’ he said to no one in particular.


Fomond scowled at him but did not respond.


‘Why?’ said Armestor. ‘Are you thinking of enslaving a couple?’


Gudrond laughed. ‘There’s a thought. Cause a stir in the village, eh? Derenna and Fulleen would take spears.’


‘Over you?’ said Armestor sceptically.


‘Probably,’ nodded Gudrond. ‘Can’t keep them out of my bed –’


Fomond said something under his breath and got up to join Arbos in the trees. Gudrond looked at them for a moment but then turned back to Armestor, a more sympathetic audience. ‘And there’s that young daughter of Vuldur’s.’ He went on to describe what he would like to do to the girl and he and Armestor began a discussion of the merits of the village girls. Ussemitus gave Gudrond a brief look of contempt, then moved away.


When Arbos and Fomond came back to the stream for a last drink, Gudrond was still describing an imagined encounter with yet another of the village girls. Ussemitus could see the anger on Fomond’s face so decided to put an end to this.


‘Enough of that, Gudrond,’ he said crisply.


Gudrond coloured. ‘It’s true. She –’


‘You talk about girls as if you knew their ways well,’ Ussemitus went on, with a grin. ‘But if you ask me, you’ve yet to have one. If the truth were known.’


Gudrond had gone scarlet. ‘You must be mad!’ he protested.


‘There’s no shame in being unbroken,’ Ussemitus told him, enjoying his acute embarrassment. ‘Now mount up and let’s hear no more of these fantasies.’ He turned his back and walked over to where the horses were tethered.


Armestor chuckled and Arbos nodded as though he had seen an arrow go into Gudrond, who was clearly livid. His fury was an evident testament to the truth of Ussemitus’s words.


When they mounted up and rode on, Gudrond became sullen and silent, responding occasionally to some comment from Armestor, though he did not mention women again.


They found a steep valley that led up into the foothills like a natural path. Arbos went on ahead to scout its sides to see if it would take them past the first significant rock barrier. They had slept comfortably in the trees, as natural to them as beds, though they knew that it would be their last night in the forest. The open ridges and bare rock above them looked daunting: none of them had been beyond the forests before.


Armestor had been on an early hunt and returned with a small deer draped around his neck. Ussemitus and Fomond were both fine shots with a bow, but Armestor had an almost magical skill with it. They were about to compliment him, when a shout from above made them all turn. Arbos was sliding down through the bracken, his face agitated.


‘Where’s his horse?’ grunted Fomond.


‘I’ve seen them!’ gasped Arbos, his usually calm features transformed. ‘A score of them. Camped up in the hills.’


‘What are they like?’ said Ussemitus.


‘I didn’t get too close, but as far as I could tell, they’re much like us. But they carry metal, and wear it about them.’


‘It must be them!’ said Gudrond.


‘I left my horse not far,’ said Arbos. ‘Bring your own, though we should advance on foot when we get close. There’s a ridge where we can overlook them.’


They wasted no more words, but hurried to their mounts, Armestor strapping the deer to his expertly. In a moment they followed Arbos up the narrow valley and out of the shrub on to bare rock. They followed a steep slope of stone upwards, the higher hills rising sharply, with the first of the mountains looming over them beyond like deep blue banks of cloud. No one spoke, not even to question Arbos further. In an hour they came to the place where he had tethered his horse. It looked at them calmly as though nothing could alarm it.


Arbos led them on their bellies to the crest of a stone ridge and down below they had their first view of the intruders. A fire was burning, and sitting around it were a score of warriors, dressed in light metal that gleamed as they moved. They wore scabbards that also gleamed – metal – and where their swords were exposed, they too, were of metal. There was an extravagance of it! Beside them on the rocks there were war helms, also cast in metal, and where they had stacked their javelins, the sun gleamed from the metal points that had been fixed to them, and from the ornamentation on their shields.


Most of the company had been drinking and washing in the stream that rushed through the valley. Ussemitus studied their faces, not sure what he had expected to find. The men looked similar to his own people at first glance, but they were taller, stockier and more thick-set. Where they had bared their arms, they were more muscular, so that the men seemed far heavier altogether, their faces fuller and wider. They spoke a language that Ussemitus did not recognise, but it did not seem so alien, and many of the men were laughing or talking idly in a way that any forest folk might do. Apart from their weapons there was nothing immediately sinister about them. Could they possibly be from some far part of Innasmorn?


Fomond pointed out one of them to Ussemitus, who frowned. It was a young woman, probably no older than he was. She, too, wore light armour and a sword, but her hair had been cut short like that of the men. A number of her companions consulted her and she seemed to be giving them instructions. Ussemitus felt his chest lurch. A woman in command?


‘What shall we do?’ whispered Armestor, his face pale. Both Fomond and Arbos were watching Ussemitus, waiting for his instructions.


‘They must not see us,’ he said. ‘We will watch them as long as we can. But we should spread out, and watch for guards. Keep within hailing distance. At noon, meet again here, unless they move out. Then we mount up and follow.’ He had no need to repeat this. In a moment his companions had melted away and he knew they would soon have taken up posts as ordered. Ordered? he repeated to himself. Already I speak as if I command a military unit. Yet I came here to question the value of war.


He wriggled downwards through the rocks and scrub, though he made no sound and did not expect to. He had been playing at doing this since he was a tiny child. If any of the party below heard him, they made no show of it.


After an hour he was some twenty feet above them. They had not started to move and seemed camped for the day, though they erected no shelters. Occasionally the woman would speak to them, asking them something, but they shook their heads. She looked up at the sky more than once, as if expecting to see something in flight and Ussemitus wondered if she thought there would be predators here. Perhaps she was aware of the dangers of the wind, the powers of Innasmorn. As far as he knew there were no dangerous birds here, at least not dangerous to him and his kind.


His attention was drawn to some banks of fern beyond the stream and he realised that something was hidden by them, something of great importance to these intruders. The young woman was receiving reports about it from the warriors, and by the expression on her face, she was concerned. Ussemitus watched her pace about in frustration, as though she were trying to weigh a major decision. Her face fascinated him. It was far less dark than the faces of her own people, and like the men, was fuller featured, with eyes that seemed from here to be neither blue nor brown, which he found most unusual. She had full lips, their redness highlighted by her pale skin and he found himself thinking that she was beautiful. He grinned to himself, knowing this was no way to be considering potential enemies. There was danger in these people and he should not forget it.


What did the ferns conceal? He must find out. Slowly he made his way around the ridge, confident that he would not be discovered: the intruders were relaxed. It took him another hour to find a place where he could safely look down into the fern banks. What he saw there made his heart judder.


Artefact!


A dark-metalled shape, long and sleek, gleaming. It looked hard, its angles deep green, smooth but immutable as stone. The upper part of the pod-like object seemed to have been removed, almost like a layer of thick skin. Several of the intruders were inside it, so that Ussemitus wondered if it could be a boat of some kind. He had never seen one, but he had been told of such things. Inside the strange craft there were few clues as to its true nature, for its lines were smooth, though they looked soft, as if easily punctured. There were no visible controls, just a few indentations, like hand prints. The intruders were carefully examining filaments that were as delicate as small clusters of root, using thin metal tools, though they preferred their hands, for fear of bruising the craft. Beyond them there were two openings in the earth, with heaped soil beside them, though Ussemitus could not guess what they were for. Burial? But of what? Surely no one had died in this place? There were no signs of a battle.


As Ussemitus watched, shocked by this vision of something about which he had been warned since he could first speak, the ancient curse, the young woman came through the ferns to watch the men as they worked. She shook her head sadly, but one of them gesticulated. There seemed to be a brief argument, but the girl was in control of these men. The workmen got out of the craft and stood back from it. The man who had been arguing with the girl got into it. He gave her an anxious glance but she nodded to him, an unspoken command.


Ussemitus had to stifle a gasp as a sudden roar from beneath the craft shook it, like the sound of a great beast in pain. Was this thing alive? What sort of monster could it be? He watched in amazement as it lifted itself gently from the flattened ferns and hovered a few feet above the ground. The noise fell away to nothing. The man inside was trying to maintain his hold, like a man struggling with the reins of a horse that has to be broken, his face lined and perspiring with effort. In a moment there was another sound, a deep groan, and the craft dropped back into its fern bed.


Whatever the craft did, it was damaged, Ussemitus surmised. But could it fly? Was that its purpose? It had risen from the ground. Men rushed to it now, leaning over it, talking to it softly. The pilot looked stricken by grief, as if a favourite horse had broken a leg.


Ussemitus realised that these craft, animal or not, would be an extraordinary weapon in the hands of an enemy. Kuraal would have to be told of the intruders.


Shouts across the valley made him jerk up. There was a scuffle somewhere among the rocks. Three armed men were dragging Gudrond down from the rocks into the camp. The idiot must have panicked when the craft roared into life and given himself away. Ussemitus prayed that the others kept their heads and kept out of sight.


As he watched, another figure sprang from cover. It was Armestor, his wooden knife drawn. He was no seasoned warrior, no master of the knife, but the three intruders were forced to stand back from their prisoner as Armestor came at them. Ussemitus was staggered. He had never imagined Armestor acting with such bravery. But it was suicide, for the warriors drew their swords and disarmed Armestor in moments. Mercifully they did not kill him, but forced him to join Gudrond. Both were marched down into the camp.


Ussemitus had little time in which to make a decision. Both men were dead if he left now. Fomond and Arbos would probably get away and meet him back in the forest. What sort of pursuit could they expect? What other powers did these intruders have? Someone must get back to the village.


He was about to begin his own withdrawal, when Ussemitus saw the young woman below. She had glanced up at the sounds from above, her hand on her own weapon, and her eyes searched the trees and bushes about the valley. But as the prisoners were brought to the camp, her attention went back to the craft. Ussemitus could see then her distress, the tears that glistened on her skin. She walked around the craft, only half watching the valley, her anguish very plain. Though she gripped the haft of her sword, her free hand touched the body of the craft as though it were the flesh of someone very dear to her. She came to the place that was under the watcher, too distracted by grief to look upwards for any danger, no more than a few feet from Ussemitus.


Ussemitus put his long wooden knife in his teeth and quickly leapt, the ferns cushioning his fall. Before the girl knew what had happened, he had put an arm about her neck, his blade at her white throat. She tried to throw him, but his own skill at wrestling ensured that his grip was locked. There were cries of outrage from the men, and a dozen swords flashed, but no one dared come forward. The position was clear in any language. The girl again tried to struggle and Ussemitus marvelled at how strong she was. But he was adept enough and held his ground. He watched as Armestor and Gudrond were taken into the camp. He moved the girl forward through the ferns. The men sidled along warily, unable to get behind him. By the stream they all faced each other. Armestor and Gudrond, who had both been appalled at being captured, now saw their leader with the girl. Ussemitus jerked his head at them, indicating that they should join him, but swords barred their way.


‘Tell them you’ll kill her!’ shouted Gudrond, his nerve giving.


‘You’d be wise not to,’ said the girl softly so that only Ussemitus heard. It was like a body blow to know she spoke his tongue, but he did not show it.


‘If my men have to die, so be it,’ he whispered back. ‘But I’ll not trade for you. There are others above us. An arrow points at each of your men’s hearts.’


All trace of grief, of weakness was gone from her now, but he could feel her heart thumping. ‘What do you want of us?’


Ussemitus eyed the intruders. They were aching to attack him, but dare not. ‘I did not come to fight. Tell them to sheath their blades and you’ll not be harmed.’


‘And your archers?’


‘They’ll not attack without provocation. They’ll drop their bows when your men do as I ask. They have my strict orders and will not disobey them.’


The girl nodded, barking something at her men, and although they were evidently reluctant to do as she ordered, they put away their swords, watching the forest about them. Armestor and Gudrond leapt across the stream like startled cats and stood close to Ussemitus, though neither of them spoke.


‘What do you want?’ said the girl again.


It was only now that Ussemitus realised he had been pressed close to her, the light metal she wore. He released her, but held on to her wrist so that she could not pull away. Armestor and Gudrond had heard her speak their tongue and were wide-eyed in surprise.


‘I have been sent to question you,’ said Ussemitus. ‘Do your warriors all speak my language?’


She shook her head. ‘A few of them only. But they are all learning. It is our hope that your people will traffic with us.’


‘In what?’ said Ussemitus, his voice thick with suspicion.


‘Knowledge. Release me and there will be no conflict here. You are free to go as you wish.’


Ussemitus nodded thoughtfully. His concern now was for his men. He turned to them. ‘Go back up to the ridge. No one is to leave it. Is that absolutely clear? No one.’ He looked at Gudrond, knowing he would want to race back to the village without another thought. But both he and Armestor were too afraid to disobey.


They went back across the stream. Some of the warriors looked as if they might bar the retreat, but the girl called out to them. Ussemitus watched his men go back up the ridge, pleased that Arbos and Fomond had remained under cover. He could not be sure that the girl was to be trusted, but if four of them got away there would be more chance of the village being warned. He had to take a risk of some kind with the girl. He released her hand and dropped his knife arm.


She turned to him and smiled, for a moment taken aback by his face. Like the few people of this world that she had observed, he was slender by her own race’s standards. His features were thin, almost sharp, yet handsome, his eyes a startling brown, his hair long but fine, covering most of his ears, which seemed large in proportion to his face, yet in no way ugly. When he moved, it was with the peculiar lightness and grace of his kind, as though he might lift into the air and she remembered that she had heard that Innasmornians were one with the elements.


There was a movement behind her, but she called out an imperious command, her eyes not leaving those of Ussemitus. ‘My name is Aru,’ she told him. ‘Of the family Casruel.’


‘You are not of Innasmorn,’ he said simply. Beneath her gaze he felt suddenly very vulnerable.


‘No. But I hope that my people and I can live here. We have not come to make war.’


‘You seem well armed.’


‘You would not begrudge us precautions?’


‘You carry much metal. You wear it.’


She had seen that his knife was made of wood, primitive, though his bow looked more expertly crafted. ‘We are in a strange world. We have to protect ourselves.’


Ussemitus managed a smile. ‘Perhaps.’


‘Am I to know your name?’


‘In a while. First I must talk about other things.’ He nodded back at the ferns, which again concealed the craft.


‘Your people fear such things?’ She said it in such a way that he knew she understood the answer. How long had her kind been studying his?


‘What do you know of our history?’ he asked her.


‘Almost nothing. Will you teach me?’


‘Perhaps.’


One of her warriors came to her and spoke sharply. He was a tall man, twice her age, his face lined, his eyes angry, as though he was not used to peaceful missions, but conflict. Though Ussemitus did not understand his words, he knew that the man resented him and could feel the hot impatience. Aru was far calmer and spoke soothingly. The man muttered and waited, staring at Ussemitus in clear mistrust.


‘He is angry with you for threatening my life,’ said Aru, smiling. ‘But I told him you acted as he would have done.’


Ussemitus had no wish to be patronised. ‘Where are you from? How did you come here?’


‘We have made our home in the mountains to the north. We came here by three of the craft you have seen.’


He was about to protest that the mountains were not their true home, but the question of the craft intrigued him more. ‘How could you come in such craft?’


She looked saddened for a moment, her eyes turning. ‘If they had not been hurt, I would show you. They move above the ground.’


‘As a bird can?’ he said, his worst fears realised.


She laughed softly and he felt himself drawn by the sound. ‘Not quite like a bird. They glide on the air, a little like a ship on a lake, or the sea.’


‘And do the wind gods help you?’


‘In a way,’ she said, though something about his question disturbed her.


‘My people have a long history. It is said that such things once did great harm to us. They angered the storm gods and brought destruction to Innasmorn. Since your craft are now damaged, the wind gods must have struck them down.’


She attempted to cover the hurt his words had given her, though he saw it in her eyes. ‘If you say so. But we meant no harm, no sacrilege. Please believe me.’


Ussemitus wanted to do so, but how could he be certain these warriors meant no harm? ‘Why are you here?’


‘To find peace. We are alien to your world. Our own is –’ She hesitated. ‘Destroyed. Lost to us.’


His eyes narrowed. ‘Destroyed? How?’


‘There was a war. For many, many years. We sought sanctuary and found Innasmorn. We have not come here to fight, but to recover. If you take me back to your rulers, I will show them –’


Ussemitus frowned. If this could be true! If the intruders did not mean harm, then there was no need for war. Vittargattus might be mobilising without cause. Yet the intruders, the metal-bearers, had fought a war that had destroyed a world. With artefacts? ‘If you are what you say,’ he told her, ‘then it is pleasing news. But I have only your word, and you are a total stranger to me.’


‘Yes. What would you suggest? If you wish it, I will come alone to your people.’


His heart cried out that yes, this would be a perfect solution. But he dare not let his heart rule him in this. ‘I cannot take such a risk,’ he said eventually. ‘I do not mean this as an insult to you, but you would be in danger.’


‘Could you not protect me?’


‘You don’t understand the way my people think. There are those who would see you as a threat. Whether you intended us harm or not, they would never trust you and your kind. Metal –’


‘They have an aversion to it?’


‘The history is long. Yes. I have little power of persuasion.’


For a moment she looked away as though at a scenario from her own past. ‘There are those who seek only war among my own kind, I fear.’ She looked at him again. ‘Then if you will not take me to your people, will you come to mine?’


‘To the mountains?’


‘Yes. Bring your entire company. You will be made welcome. We will share what we can with you. Whatever you seek to learn about us.’


At this the man beside her coughed and leaned over to speak.


Ussemitus snorted. ‘He pretends not to speak my language, but I think he knows it well enough.’


Aru laughed at this, and to Ussemitus’s surprise the burly warrior also laughed. He came forward and although Ussemitus stepped back, held out his hand.


‘Here, lad, take my hand. It’s offered in peace. I’m Denandys, captain under the Casruel banner. I’m a soldier, but I’m not here to make war.’


Ussemitus thought it prudent to take the man’s hand. He felt the strength in it. ‘My name is Ussemitus.’


‘Well met, Ussemitus. Will you and your men be guests in our mountain home? The Casruel knights will be your surety of safety. Aru’s words caused me some anxiety as you might expect a soldier to blanch at the thought of any secrets being shared. But if your people and mine are to get together, we have to talk.’


Ussemitus felt himself warming in spite of himself. Surely these people did not mean harm. They had done nothing but protect themselves. And in their world, metal must be part of normal life. They could not have known it would be considered evil on Innasmorn.


‘I am not an elder of my village,’ he said. ‘Those who are with me are, like me, fledglings –’


‘I cannot believe that,’ said Denandys, his use of Innasmornian a little clumsy. ‘You handled yourself with skill. Have you seen battle?’


Ussemitus did not answer. ‘I have not been vested with any rank. For me to go with you to your home might not be acceptable to my people.’ And if we all go, he thought, we could be killed off easily. I must remain cautious. There is so much to lose if I do not.


Aru intervened, perhaps sensing Denandys’s growing exasperation. ‘I understand, Ussemitus. We both have cause for care. But somehow we must bring our peoples together. If we cannot, there may be conflict. But it would be one of ignorance.’


‘Yes, I see that. What do you suggest?’


‘Go back to your elders. Tell them that you’ve met us and that we seek a meeting, on whatever terms your people wish.’ She looked at Denandys. ‘We have to do this,’ she told him in Innasmornian, but he was nodding.


‘Very well, Aru. No arms. No artefacts.’


‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘Since we are the intruders, we must make the sacrifices. Ussemitus, I will go back to my own people. There are those among them who lack the patience and understanding of Denandys. But I am sure that between us we can arrange for proper communication to begin.’


Ussemitus smiled. He took her hand and shook it awkwardly, a gesture which seemed to please her. ‘Very well. How are we to know when we are ready to begin?’


‘It will take us two weeks to reach our mountain home on foot.’ Aru told him. ‘Let us meet here a month from today.’


‘Very well.’


They watched from the ridge as the strangers began the steep climb up into the mountains. Aru and Denandys gave a last wave an hour later, then they were gone from sight. They had buried three of their strange craft, beating the earth solid over the graves, and Ussemitus had watched as they spoke words over them as though they had lost comrades, friends. Aru herself had wiped at a tear, and Ussemitus was left to ponder on this new aspect of the mystery.


Gudrond turned to Armestor, saying softly, ‘You saw him touch her by the hand? The look in his eyes? Is she a witch, Armestor?’


‘Don’t be a fool,’ Armestor hissed, afraid that the others would hear.


‘You saw their arms. Their metal artefacts. Why would they carry such forbidden things? Ussemitus is a fool if he’s been taken in by this girl and any promises she has made. He may think himself above lust –’


‘Lust? Why do you say that?’


‘Perhaps desire clouds his judgement. All I’m saying is, we’d better look after ourselves, that’s all.’


Armestor glanced sharply at him. But Gudrond looked away. ‘I don’t think they’re here for war,’ said Armestor. But he wondered. The girl had not been without beauty.


Beyond him, Ussemitus was wondering about war as well. He had made a dangerous agreement, and yet, deep inside, he felt right in his judgement. He looked up at the skies for a sign, but the vaults of heaven were blue. That in itself seemed propitious.




3
IMPERATOR ELECT


The view from the gardens, he thought, was superb. Quite apart from the beautifully arranged shrubs with their exotic blooms and stunning range of colours, there was the vista itself, which looked out over a lake dotted with rich green islands to the mountains beyond. These rose majestically, invitingly, alien yet enchanting, a foreign world that promised still further wonders. The Imperator Elect breathed in deeply, delighted at the fragrance of the flowers, the mist of perfume. His architects were to be praised for this miracle of engineering. How far away the wars all seemed, and how perfect a sanctuary Innasmorn was. He shuddered briefly as he thought of the bloody battles, the slaughter, the Csendook. The way they had swarmed across an Empire that had lasted a millenium. The war had seemed to last as long. Was it really over?


‘Your pardon, sire,’ said a voice, breaking in to his darkening thoughts.


He turned to see Gannatyne, one of the principals of his Consulate, whom he had magnanimously agreed to meet here in the gardens. Gannatyne was less tall than the Imperator, a man who, though middle aged, looked far older, not wearing the mantle of his office well. His face was lined, pale, as if he should spend more time out in this marvellous air instead of being cooped up in the narrow confines of the Sculpted City. His eyes looked tired and he spoke with something of an effort.


The Imperator Elect saw a momentary image of Gannatyne as he had been before the Empire had begun to collapse, before the fury of Csendook aggression. The endless days of the withdrawal from the Empire to this sheltered world had taken their toll on his subjects, and where once men like Gannatyne had been strong, dedicated, they were now tired, their spirits worn away, pained at the loss. Yet what have I lost! he told himself. I am like a parent robbed of its family!


‘Thank you for permitting me this private audience.’


The Imperator inclined his head. ‘You look troubled, Gannatyne. You should learn to relax. Your people have made an extraordinary job of the gardens. And one would have thought they had scooped out the lake bed and constructed the entire thing. It looks so perfect. Can’t you find time to take a little more pleasure in such things? One would think a Csendook Swarm about to descend upon us.’


Gannatyne managed a thin smile. ‘The Csendook are never far from my thoughts, sire. It seems a miracle that we have evaded them.’


‘They’ll not find Innasmorn. Not in another millenium.’


I wish I shared his confidence, Gannatyne thought to himself. But he sees what he wishes to see, hears only what suits him.


‘You are right, sire. The war has made me edgy.’ Gannatyne followed the Imperator along the winding pathways of the gardens, knowing he would not have long to speak to him privately. His mind would not focus on affairs of government for long.


As they made their way to an even more secluded place, the Consul’s thoughts strayed back over the wars. How they had raged, in world after world, and how many millions had died? The Csendook were intent on genocide, their superior strength battering back Mankind, squashing resistance, wiping out cities, worlds, an empire. In the end it was decided to seek a place where the Imperator Elect, symbol of resistance to the enemy, could be hidden away out of reach of his conquerors with his Consulate and the fittest of his defenders. But it had been a long and difficult search for a door out of the cycle of worlds that made up the empire. Zellorian, Prime Consul and a man of great knowledge, had spared no efforts to find such a door. And at last he had found this haven, this strange world of Innasmorn. Even now Gannatyne was not sure how it had been done, or where Innasmorn actually was. If it were truly in another dimension, or a world parallel to those of the empire, then perhaps they had escaped their enemies after all.


The Imperator Elect yawned, though he could not be tired, for he rose long after dawn every morning. He pointed lazily through a gap in the trees, trees which had been geometrically planted and artificially nurtured to reach maturity in a period of months, to the buildings below. ‘I can hardly believe my eyes when I see how fast the city has risen up. And it is a true city.’


‘Yes, sire. It has grown very quickly out of the bowels of the mountain. Our people have slaved over it.’ Unlike yourself, who think only of pleasure, and who do nothing but amuse yourself here in the palace we built with our pain.


‘Has it taken their minds off pursuit? I trust it has, Gannatyne. We must look to the future. It is why we came here, is it not?’


There’s not an ounce of guilt in him, Gannatyne thought. How few we left behind, a number of crippled worlds, barely surviving. Yet he cares nothing for them. Only that he is here, his own bed soft, his table full. ‘Of course, sire. And it is of the future that I wish to speak.’


The Imperator nodded, though his interest still seemed focused on the plants. In spite of his excesses, he was a lean man, not yet forty, his complexion darkened by the sun of this world, his hair thick, not flecked with grey, his face as smooth as that of any boy. There was a darkness around his eyes, but otherwise he looked like a man who led a simple, carefree life, and who had never seen war or killing, or streets running with the blood of his people.


‘Ah, the future,’ he nodded. ‘The city must be finished by now. What is it to be? Another?’


‘I wanted to discuss the people of Innasmorn, sire. The inhabitants.’


The Imperator studied the erratic flight of a bee, grinning as it swerved clumsily to avoid him. ‘Oh yes. What about them?’


‘I have, as you know, had a number of our knights sent out to study them. Civilisation exists here, though it is not advanced –’


The Imperator grunted. ‘Quite so. Zellorian also has his sources of information, and he tells me these people are primitives. I gather he has studied their language.’


Gannatyne cursed inwardly as he had done many times before at the mention of Zellorian, whose power over the Imperator was considerable. ‘Indeed, sire. There has been contact with a few Innasmornians who dwell beyond the lakes on the shores of the northern sea. But they seem a remote race. I’m not sure that all Innasmornians are primitives. It is true they seem to have no technology –’


‘None at all?’


‘No, sire. But as you know, our own technology cannot sustain itself as it once did –’


‘But Innasmorn must have resources beyond dreams –’


‘Perhaps, sire. But we were able to bring such a pitiful amount of our own with us. We are very limited in what we can achieve. I am convinced that our technology will have to undergo drastic change.’


The Imperator at last showed signs of being interested in the conversation. ‘Change? What sort of change?’


‘If Innasmorn is to be our future, and we are to have no contact with the worlds we have left, then we must adapt –’


‘And sink into barbarism?’


Gannatyne felt himself shudder at the ludicrous comment. But he held himself in check, drawing on his reserve of patience. ‘Not at all, sire. But we will have to learn new skills. How to harness the powers of this world. At the moment our knowledge is sketchy. I am convinced that we should do everything we can to foster relations with the inhabitants.’


‘But surely, Gannatyne, we cannot expect to learn from primitives? An inferior species? According to Zellorian’s research, these people are one step removed from cattle! What could they possibly teach us? Besides, they seem to look upon us as aliens, intruders. They may even think about taking up arms against us, although it would be quite ridiculous of them to do so.’


Gannatyne smothered his fury. Zellorian had already poisoned the Imperator’s brain. ‘I know very little about their religions, sire, but they live in a different way to us. They are not cattle, sire. They have built their own empires, they have their own network of nations, and they are numerous. And this is their world.’


The Imperator Elect turned to him, brows raised. ‘Then are you saying that I should have sought their permission to bring us here?’


Gannatyne tried to be patient. ‘I did not mean that, sire. You know that I would not wish to be impertinent to you. But surely we could offer them some of the benefits of our knowledge in exchange for theirs?’


The Imperator smiled condescendingly. ‘Gannatyne, I know that you and a good many of your fellow Consuls think me dull-witted. But I’m not entirely a fool, you know. I’ve studied history.’


Gannatyne would have laughed aloud had he not known what the consequences of such an act would mean. He did not reply.


‘Consider the Csendook. I know we would rather put them from our minds altogether, but we can learn from them, in spite of their savagery. They bred carefully, selectively. They became the strongest and most powerful race in the Empire. Quite extreme in their methods, but it’s in their nature to be utterly ruthless. Man, however, was far less severe. We spread out, world by world. Our moderation undid us.’


Gannatyne felt his blood running cold. This was Zellorian talking.


‘And here We are. Beyond our rightful empire in some other region. We will begin again, following the dictates of life itself.’


‘Sire, you think we should be more like the Csendook? Crush those life forms we consider to be inferior?’


The Imperator took a deep breath. He was offended. ‘You misunderstand me, Consul. Look at this garden. Have you ever seen anything more beautiful? There is not a weed in sight. The trees, shrubs, flowers, all grow without a blight. Do you see a seared leaf?’
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