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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Chapter One


A Light Upon the Plains


It was night. The bloodshed was nearly at an end. The Battle of Thrull was lost. Baron Illgill stood upon the mound on which his tent had been pitched that morning. The slopes on all sides were carpeted two and three deep with the dead and the dying. Only a few of his men remained with him, hemmed in by the massed ranks of the enemy’s crack troops, the Reapers of Sorrow. They stood on the lower slopes of the mound, their ivory horns sounding far and wide over the marshland. Each one wore a skull mask beneath their helmet. Each one stared bonily at the small circle of the Baron’s men. They were about to charge.


The Baron prepared for the end. He threw down his shield. The lead casket in which the Rod of the Shadows was kept was at his feet. He opened it and a dazzling white light stabbed into the air. He saw the enemy’s ranks flinch back at the unexpected light. Reverently, he removed the glowing object and wrapped it in a legion standard. Though it was covered, the Rod glowed through the red and orange thread like a magic lantern, illuminating the corpses that lay like mown sheaves of corn on the slopes. He raised the Rod in his left hand, his sword in his right.


The taking of the Rod had started the war, and now, as it was raised before them, it acted as a goad to Faran’s army. The Reapers of Sorrow threw themselves forward in a tide of copper armour, their cow horns blaring like the voice of death. They struggled up the slope, their feet slipping on the dead, the ranks behind pushing them forward. Swords clashed and sparked. But the forward momentum of the Reapers was inexorable. The Baron was pushed backwards by the mass of bodies until he lost his balance and fell into the side of his tent.


He struggled back to his feet. The skull-masked enemy were milling around him. He struck out to left and right, saw his sword buckle the neck plate of a Reaper of Sorrow. He parried a blow, then pushed his assailant back with the brute muscles that years of training had given him. But now more Reapers came from the right, he fell back, parrying with the Rod. A blow from a copper mace exploded in a coruscating flash of light as it cut through the cloth and struck the enchanted metal. For a moment all he could see was the after-image of the flash. Now the crush of bodies was such he had no control over his movements. He was being carried away to the left, down the slope. He stumbled and fell, rolling over and over. Still he clutched the Rod. He struggled back to his feet, but another surge pushed him back again, towards the depths of the marshes, away from the gates of Thrull. He struggled against the tide of bodies, but it was futile: his feet were lifted from the ground. The press of men was so tight that he felt himself blacking out.


Then his vision cleared as the crush eased. He was miraculously free. He looked towards the top of the mound, but it was now a long way away; a faint eminence silhouetted by the lights of the corpse pyres.


His heartbeat began to slow and with it came rational thought. He was safe. And with that knowledge came guilt. Why had the enemy swords not touched him, when all his men had fallen like butchered steers? Was it because the light of the Rod had blinded them? Or because they were afraid, seeing in its light a man who, having lost everything, was not afraid to die, and not afraid to kill a few of them while doing so? Or was there a divinity in the face of a ruler that shone out, paralysing the hand that would kill him?


A ruler? No, he had lost everything: the city and the kingdom he had once commanded. He was only a mortal: carrion feed like his men. It was fate that had protected him, pushed him away from the slaughter, left him unscathed when the rest had died. A fate that had decreed he would live; live to see what he had set in motion fulfilled. Had he not sent his son Jayal on a quest that very night, a quest that would bring the Worm to its end, even if this battle hadn’t?


However it had happened, he had been spared. Now he must make good his escape. He struggled on through the marshes, the dark peat sucking at his ankles. Men moved in the darkness all around him, but he couldn’t tell whether they were friend or foe. To the east he saw the great walls of Thrull looming upwards into the night beyond the bulk of Marizian’s tomb.


Marizian’s tomb: that was where it had all begun. Marizian, the author it seemed of all this woe, this bloodshed. The Baron knew that what he had discovered there had set him upon a circle of pain; one that he would never escape until his death.


He wondered whether his friend, the High Priest Manichee, had escaped; but he remembered the Elder’s words – Manichee had known he was going to die. He at least would have found final peace in the battle.


The Rod was heavy, weighing down his left hand. Though it was swaddled in the legion’s colours, he felt its power, its heat beginning to burn his hand and the left side of his face even through the visor of his helmet. Its light lit up the surrounding mist in a penumbra of blue-white light. As he trudged on, other fugitives moved in and out of the area of illumination; shambling figures caught in harsh silhouette. He glimpsed their features: his own men, haggard, blood-soaked, their stares a thousand miles in front of them, not caring what they blundered into, or how many times they fell. The exhaustion of a defeated army.


His black and red armour was clearly illuminated in the light of the Rod. If his men recognised him, they didn’t rally to their commander. He remembered an old saw passed on to him by his father: a victorious general has many friends, but a defeated one is always alone. He was left to himself in the circle of light, the blood rage slowly dying from his ears and a deep despair taking its place. He walked alone through the night. He thought of the past and, more and more as the night wore on, of his son.


Eighteen years he had forged him in his mould; uttered harsh words; given him beatings; toughened him to the world. For the Baron had seen the curse, seen what would happen to the city the Illgills had inherited, the city even now being pillaged, its inhabitants being put to the sword.


Others had seen it too. The seeress, Alanda, had spoken to him months before, even before he had dug into Marizian’s tomb, warned him what would come: this night of slaughter, the curse so heavy that his son had had to be returned by magic from the dead. But he had marched his army out in the morning light, sent thousands to their deaths. Why? Fate, the groove of destiny from which no man could escape but plough onwards down it, even into the teeth of destruction.


But, Reh willing, his son would be over the causeway by now, climbing up into the Fire Mountains, an open road before him to the south. And beyond? Surrenland, the Astardian Sea, the deserts of the south. He turned to look behind him, but the night hid the road and mountains. Somewhere out there was hope, a future. The hope was in the sword his son would find in far-off Ormorica. Dragonstooth, a weapon that could change destiny, just as this Rod might have done if Manichee had used it earlier, resurrected the dead and sent them back out on to the field as blood-crazed revenants, as deadly as Faran’s vampires. He must save the Rod: one day he would find a man who could wield it, another pyromancer as skilled as Manichee had been.


His feet had been carrying him in an arc around the northern curtain wall of the city. After hours of wading ankle high through the sucking bog, he found himself miraculously on solid ground. The ancient roadway to the north – its broad flagstones sunk into the marsh, some huge stretches of it swallowed up in the black swamp. In his mind’s eye he could see it running arrow straight to the north. Now there was a distinct route to follow, he set out with renewed strength. Somewhere up ahead, fifty miles or so, were the first foothills of the Palisades. He would carry the Rod over them, into the Northern Lands, past Shandering Plain and the Nations of the Night, all the way to Iskiard.


The records of those who had gone there in ancient times, the survivors of the Legions of Flame who had gone to war with the Nations, had written that the road to the north still survived, even in the mountains.


Now he conjured a mental vision of those as yet invisible passes, glowing in the night. Winter was only just beginning, the snowdrifts wouldn’t be too high yet. A man might pass over them still.


He set off again, wading on through the pools of swamp water, sometimes sinking to his waist. He felt the ooze sucking him down, his armour a dead weight. But the light of the Rod burned in his soul, a voice spoke to him, telling him that it must never be extinguished in the mud. He fought out of the bog’s muddy grip time and time again, his limbs aching. He forced himself to concentrate, to look ahead for danger. He saw bubbling sink-holes, deeper even than the swamps he had survived, sink-holes which could swallow a man in a second. He skirted around them, hacking his way through man-high bulrushes with his sword. In his other hand, the Rod burned, blistering his skin. He squinted against the relentless light.


Only dimly did he become aware that, beyond the blinding glare, the sky had taken on a grey hue and that it was nearly dawn. He looked back to the south. The rock of Thrull thrust up from the marshes some ten miles behind: a dark column of smoke reached up into the heavens. With that smoke went his home and his dreams: the Hall with his ancestors’ paintings he saw in his mind’s eye as an inferno, the study where he had left Jayal his instructions, the demon that guarded them, all consumed by the very fire he worshipped.


He tilted his head back and laughed at the irony of it all. Then he shook his head, trying to clear it. This was not the way: with such thoughts he would go giddy with madness; it would be too easy to slide down into that abyss from which there was no return. Instead, he turned his eyes to the west – now he could see the Fire Mountains clearly, just emerging from the darkness, strong black lines against the satin of the night – had Jayal made it to safety?


He knew the boy would: fate and prophecy could not be denied. Even his survival seemed ordained – somehow he had known he would get away – why else had he constructed this elaborate plan for Jayal to follow him to the north? Given him his own mount, Cloud? When he had written the letters that he’d placed in his horse’s saddlebags on the eve of the battle he had wondered why he had done so; wondered why he had written them even. Now he knew.


And now there seemed providence of another order: in the stark light of dawn, he saw a riderless horse by one of the marsh pools, its reins thrown over its head, cropping at the grass. He waded towards it, sheathing his sword and stripping off one of his metal gauntlets; the horse whickered at the light of the Rod as the Baron approached and flinched away slightly but the Baron made soothing noises and placed a hand on its withers, calming it. He placed his foot in one of the stirrups and hauled himself up, placing the Rod across the pommel of the bloodstained saddle. The gelding tossed its mane, feeling the unwonted heat on its back, but seemed biddable enough.


He looked across the expanse of grey water in front of him. The mere was some hundred yards across. For a moment he contemplated jilting his destiny, taking the Rod and throwing it into the waters. Already the hand that had held it all night long, despite the protection of his metal gauntlet, burned agonisingly. Surely this instrument was as much a curse as a blessing? Let the marsh decide the fate of humankind. Was he not only mortal? Was not the weight of this object, as Manichee had warned, too much for him alone to bear? He felt its power and its terror as he never had before. If he threw it into the waters maybe another generation could take up the quest? He’d heard of long-lost corpses reappearing perfectly preserved in the peat of the swampland. Wouldn’t the Rod resurface too, be found by some wanderer in some indeterminate time from now?


But even as he thought these thoughts, he felt the magic of the Rod: magic that gave power, that was a drug, which promised its wielder access to a hidden world locked from mortal eye; power that would make a man omnipotent. Its power was an addiction, an addiction he’d first experienced when he’d penetrated Marizian’s Maze and seen the Rod glowing in the tomb. An addiction he could no longer quit.


He must have remained thus for an hour or so, as he contended with himself, for when he looked up again the red ball of the sun had risen fully over the Niasseh Range. Silently some fellow survivors had come up and now stood around him by the edge of the mere; they wore the differing colours of the legions that, the previous dawn, had been arrayed against Faran’s army. Now their surcoats were ragged and torn. Many of them were wounded. Their faces were grey, exhausted, yet they all stared at him, and in their looks he saw an accusation.


Why did they haunt him like this, accusing him, blaming him for their defeat? Couldn’t the fools see that it was ordained, just as the sun’s rising was ordained? Even as he watched he saw more men coming like grey wraiths through the mists. One or two were still mounted on battle-weary nags. They trailed the remnants of gay caparisons in the mud, like melancholy creatures who drag the failed dreams of youth behind them.


Not a word was uttered. They stared at him, as if expecting him to speak.


Enough of ghosts! Illgill set his boots to the gelding’s flanks, the horse tossed its head, whickering: it was tired. But another kick set it moving, its head low to the ground. Illgill’s head was bowed as well, low over the pommel. Horse and rider skirted the mere, finding a way through the high bulrushes. Through the haze of exhaustion. Illgill heard the sound of sucking footsteps behind and the rustle of reeds, and he knew some of his men had chosen to follow. He didn’t look back to count them; the Rod filled his mind, its light telling him that if needs be, he alone would cross the mountains and go into the Northern Lands.


He rode all the morning, his eyes never leaving the ground in front of the horse’s mane, knowing only that he followed the line of the old road, for the horse’s hooves occasionally rang on the ancient, mossy stone. The horse at least had a sense of self-preservation, though he no longer did: he would not have cared if it had carried him into the deepest part of the swamps.


Not once did he look behind until, towards the end of the day, he saw the ground begin to rise in a series of low folds at the furthest rim of the marshes. The foothills: the mountains themselves were still nearly invisible, grey outlines reaching up to the sky in the misty air to the north.


It was then he stopped, and wheeled the horse and looked at those that followed. They came through the shreds of fog like ghosts. Stumbling forward without apparent volition, their heads bowed. But when they saw the horse and rider had halted, each in turn came to a stop and raised their weary heads to him. Now, though his brain had been numb all this time, the discipline of the parade ground returned, and he began to count them methodically, as if he were at roll call in the Temple Square. He lost his count once as his head nodded and nearly dropped to his chest in exhaustion, but he caught himself and forced himself to begin the count again.


One hundred and thirteen in all, all that remained of the Hearth Knights and the Legions of Flame: men at arms, lancers, ballistae teams, archers. One hundred and thirteen of the twenty thousand. Yet suddenly the humming was gone from his mind, and his vision cleared. One hundred and thirteen, he thought – enough perhaps for what he had in mind.


He turned his horse once more to the Palisades, knowing that he had an army of sorts. And if the men had come this far, would they not follow him to the land beyond the Palisades; a land where no one had gone in one thousand years?




Chapter Two


The Legion of Flame


The battle had taken place at that season where a few last mild autumn days contend with the icy finality of winter. But in the saw-toothed mountains of the Palisades it was always winter, whatever the time of year. Ice crevasses, glaciers, dragon-tailed ridges covered waist deep in snow. The Baron’s men had little climbing gear: a few short lengths of rope salvaged from back packs, some improvised spikes hammered from daggers. It was suicide to make the attempt, but there was no choice: they had marched into the mountains knowing there was no looking back. And they died as they went; uncomplaining.


The avalanches took most of them. The snow had begun to fall in earnest as they passed through the foothills. Ahead, the overhanging snow cornices on the ridges and peaks looked dangerous already, looming precariously over the ancient roadway as it began to switchback upwards.


The first avalanche came the second day in; there was a clear blue sky and the looming peaks were visible. They saw the snow break off from a cornice high above them. The column halted, looking at the fall as it snaked and curled down the slope coming towards them, a thing of strange beauty. Then the roaring came, the roaring that obliterated everything else.


The Baron had heard climbers talk of the claws of an avalanche, the powder reaching forward in front of the snow following behind. After that day, how he came to hate the sight of the powder drifts outracing the thunderous mass of packed snow as it fell down from the snow-gabled peaks like surf upon a storm-swept beach! Then, swifter than the fastest horse, swifter than a jaguar, a white lava, opposite of fire, came roaring over them. A lava which set like cement around its victims.


That first day it took an hour to reach the first body. Many of the rescuers suffered frost-bitten hands – they had no digging tools. Despite their efforts, the man was dead already, suffocated by the packed snow.


Only four others were lost that first time, but, on the next day, another avalanche struck and thirty were taken at a stroke. After that second avalanche the Baron had told the survivors to stop digging: there was no conquering this white sea that reared all around them, a white sea in which all hope was lost, in which their ant-like progress was an insignificance in the numbing chaos of snow and rock. Let the snow swallow them, he prayed, if Reh so willed.


They climbed upwards, the road giving way to a barely visible path. They dug snow holes at night to shelter from the bitter wind. As they neared the highest of the glassy blue peaks the blizzards swept in, lifting men bodily from their handholds and toppling them to their deaths, and in the blizzards came the banshees, screaming spirits placed here by the gods to prevent egress to their hidden world north of the mountains. Their noise was like cloth ripping, but a hundred times louder, accompanied by a ghostly ululation that modulated high and low as they swooped and soared in the bitter winds. Some men went mad with the noise and threw themselves over the precipices.


Yet, it was not the avalanches or the banshees, but thirst that was their greatest enemy. A paradox: in that sea of frozen water, no amount of eaten snow could assuage it. The climb was arduous, and the men sweated more liquid than they could ever take in from handfuls of snow. Many of them became dehydrated, then delirious. They would disappear from their shelters in the night, no doubt led away by feverish mirages of water. No one saw them go, or where they fell. But every morning fewer and fewer men emerged from the snow.


In the Baron’s mind, in that place untouched by the howling of the wind and the thirst, he carried a map of the mountains, imperfectly remembered from a map he had studied in his youth: the legendary names of its summits, once the subject of schoolboy fascination, now of fear. Ever upwards into the sky, peak succeeded peak, but always he looked for one, the one that stood on the very roof of the world. At last it loomed out of the driving snow, white and brittle, spear-shaped in a sudden break in the clouds: Segron Height, the highest of the Palisades. Below it was the only pass over the mountains.


It was then he dared count his men again, for the first time since the marshes. He did it slowly, pedantically, passing a snow-bitten finger over their ranks. But this time the count would not have taken long, however deliberate he had been: only fifteen had survived; ninety-eight had perished.


Men had come to the pass below Segron before. The last had been those in another Legion of Flame a millennium earlier. They had been in a crusade against the dark creatures who lived in the north. But no comfort was to be found in their expedition: no one in that legion had ever returned to Thrull, and they had gone in the summer. Now winter sat perched for ever on the ridges, in the shadows of the dying sun.


Only once after that legion had men attempted the crossing. Furtal, the court singer, had once sung of it on a cold winter’s night in the palace on the Silver Way. He had been the only man to return from the mountains in that later, equally disastrous, expedition. He had never spoken of what had happened apart from in the lines of that cryptic lay:




In halls of glass on Segron side


An army stands in armoured pride.


Ahead the summits of despair,


The Plain of Ghosts and ancient fear.


South – the hearth that never warms


The home of widows, the child who mourns.





As night fell on the day of the counting they approached the col beneath the peak. Another storm threatened. A shadow in the banked snow covering a rock buttress indicated there was a hidden cave in the lee of the mountain. They crossed a frozen tarn and broke down the curtain of ice covering the cave mouth.


Inside, in the blue depths of the cave, they found their predecessors. They seemed to be grey statues, row upon row, huddled at the back of the chamber. Corpses, frozen and perfectly preserved in the ice. Their ancestors dressed for war, a war a thousand years old: antique armour, embossed, sporting wave-shaped shoulder pieces and pointed helmets. The ancient battle standards stood frozen like sheet metal by their sides.


The cave was miraculously warm after the wind chill outside. But the temperature was nevertheless well below freezing. Staying would lead to death in a short time; then they would join these dead ancestors.


Illgill didn’t know where the voice came from, but it was a voice that belonged to another time; when his engineers had at his command dug in Marizian’s tomb, over the protests of the priests of Reh; a time when he had commanded the gates of Thrull to be thrust open and all his armour had poured on to the marshes to face Faran Gaton; a time when his word was the law.


It was a voice that the men heard and obeyed, despite their exhaustion, for all but two followed him as he ordered them to leave the cave and the dead behind. As for the two who remained, they already had the look of dead men. The Baron gave them one last glance and plunged into the blizzard that now raged outside.


In the driving snow they found some cairns leading down the other side of the col. Some of the earlier legion had evidently survived and gone on to the north.


There were so few of his men left that now, at least, there was enough rope for them to tie themselves into a line. They descended an ice slope in the roaring gale, so wind-smoothed it seemed a linen sheet pulled tight over the shoulder of the mountain. A world of peaks and cloud lay right beneath their feet; each step seemed a step into the chasms that called up to them. Above them, the ice cornices hung precariously from the lee of Segron’s north face. They looked up at them, waiting for them to fall. All that could be heard was the howl of the wind, the crunch of their worn boots and the swish of threadbare clothes as they struggled through the knee-high snow. But the avalanche never came, the wind abated, as if the ancient gods had at last conceded: they would live.


Illgill had been in a dream for days, hunger and thirst barely assuaged by the pitiful rations that his men had brought, and from the meat of the horses, his included, slaughtered in the foothills. But thirteen had survived. And he still had the Rod, the Rod that cast a bright light as the clouds descended once more and they struggled through the white-out.


They inched down, tied together by the scrap of rope: sometimes it was as if he pulled the others, other times they pulled him. They were parts of one organism, consciousness obliterated, completely taken over by the battle for survival. Men fell off the razorback ridges; without a word the others hauled them back up again and the men would, without a murmur of thanks, begin their crawl downwards again.


Then, finally, they were off Segron’s highest slopes. They descended a glacier fractured by six-feet-wide crevasses, crossing the blue chasms on fragile snow bridges. Twice a bridge fell with a dull explosion of powder. Both times the fallers were hauled back, the men’s eyes empty of fear, beyond exhaustion.


The end of the glacier. A hanging valley below. They descended through the black and white wasteland of a scree slope, the view hidden by the thick mists that rose around them, curled about as if inspecting them, then soared up to the heights.


As he descended and the danger seemed to lessen, Illgill began to snap out of his torpor; a certain madness which he acknowledged as a strength entered his spirit so that his heart beat quickly again, despite the ice in his soul. His veins felt inspirited: all thirteen had survived the descent from Segron Height. A legion of sorts.


Providence or the Rod, or maybe both together had preserved them: they had scaled the Palisades.


But then the blizzard descended again. They huddled in their snow shelters for two more days. Two more died of frostbite; another walked off into the blizzard while the others slept, never to be seen again. The ten who remained also suffered, but their minds were toughened, for the crossing of the Palisades would have tempered any man to steel.


These are the names of the nine who accompanied the Baron: Endil Sparrowhawk, Gorven Whiteblaze and Andul, Gorven’s brother, three Hearth Knights; Nyrax the Brave; Zar Surkut; Otin, the sergeant-at-arms of the Surkut family; Minivere, a Surren noble who’d joined Illgill’s ranks just before the battle, and Argon and Krastil, the only two enlisted men to have survived. History has forgotten the other names: the frostbite cases; the madmen; the fallers; those who remained in the cave when safety was so near.


The two who died on the last descent were buried in cairns and their swords planted on top. Illgill and the nine others set off again, roped precariously together by the length of frayed hemp, none of them now with the strength to haul up another if they fell. Their food was down to the last few frozen pieces of horse meat left in their pouches. Their thirst was desperate, despite the snow they incessantly crammed into their mouths.


At the close of that day the clouds lifted and they saw the sunset for the first time in a week. The blue and white of the mountains was transformed to purple and rose in its glow. And, through a gap between two snow-covered peaks, they saw something else. A dull triangle of green framed by the mountains; the Plain of Ghosts. To the east they saw a blaze of ruby-red light in the falling sun beams: Shandering Plain, the battleground of the gods, a wilderness of isinglass, reflecting the sun’s fiery plummet into the western ranges. Beyond, like faint traceries on the powder-blue sky, they could see columns of white smoke reaching up to the heavens: the smoke that still rose from the final holocaust, when the gods had fought one another ten thousand years before.


Illgill turned to face his men. He felt alive for the first time in the whole deadly passage and his blistered face shone with a messianic zeal. He told them what they saw was the Land of Lorn, the home of the gods written of in the epics and the Book of Light. The nine looked at one another, not even daring to hope that they would reach it, so far away did it seem from their lonely perch. Then the wind got up again and began to howl, and another storm hurtled in, as if enraged that even so few had escaped the passage. They swiftly dug shelters in the drifts. That night they heard the voice of the ancient god of the mountains, howling and raging over his domain, looking for the survivors who had dared his vengeance, as they clung tightly to each other, seeking a last heartbeat of warmth.


They dug themselves out the next day when the storm had abated; it was the last storm, as if the fair land below them now stretched its influence up to the forbidding peaks and made the winds less fierce. The sky was cerulean blue and, for the first time in two weeks, they saw birds of prey riding the thermals above them. None of the survivors once looked back at the black buttresses of snow and ice behind them that had claimed so many of their number. They followed a gorge between two eroding cliffs; it was steep, but they inched their way down the side of a torrent of black water, carefully negotiating the sides of the waterfalls which plunged downwards to the mythical land below.


And thus the ten came to Lorn. They carried with them few mementoes of their previous glory: Zar had with him the coat of arms of the Surkut family swaddled around his frozen body like a cloak; the Sparrowhawk war banner, shredded into constituent threads by the winds, still fluttered from the stump of Endil’s lance, the same he had broken against the copper armour of one of the Reapers of Sorrow at the battle a month before. Others clutched small mementoes of their previous life, of their families and friends. But they still bore their weapons proudly, as proudly as they had that morning, a morning that seemed so long ago, in Thrull.


And Illgill still held in his hand the Rod wrapped in the now charred remnants of the standard; the standard of the Legion of Flame. The light had burned him, the wound in turn suppurating and then cauterised by the heat. His face was blistered and raw from being so close to the shining light, day and night.


After the gorge, the mountains relinquished their icy grip with surprising ease. The torrents became gaily rushing streams sparkling in the sunlight – the first stand of conifers appeared huddling around a gem-blue tarn filled with water so clear that every rock and pebble beneath its surface was as distinctive as if it were seen in a mirror. Strangely, the air felt warmer here than it had on the other side of the mountains, though a month had passed and winter should have set in long before.


Here and there were patches of rocky ground clear of snow. They were close to life once more. They joked, forgetting the dead, as they slaked their thirst in the waters, enjoying the beams of the sun.


And when they had drunk their fill, Illgill held up his maimed hand, silencing them. Below them they could see a patchwork quilt of ancient fields and roughstone walls cut through by the white rushing brooks. But the walls were merely lines in the hillside and seemed abandoned for generations. Evidently the people who had lived here had been a civilised race. But he knew from the books and the prophecies that here also dwelt mankind’s greatest enemy: the Nations of the Night. Surely the signs of this extinct civilisation were proof enough that evil forces had driven mankind from this northern world? Across the dun plain below he could see another range of snaggle-toothed peaks. The Broken Hines: the home of the Nations of the Night.


Yet, as he looked upon those sinister mountains, wondering, there came a warm breeze blowing from the north. Was it a sign that better things lay beyond that accursed country?


Illgill set the Rod upon a rock and turned to the others. His face was peeling and burned, his lips so chapped that he struggled to speak, but the words came eventually.


‘Below, our future lies – behind is death and dust. How many brothers did we leave in the mountains?’ He raised his eyes to the peaks, now all innocence in the blue sky. ‘We won’t forget them, though their graves will be never found. They are part of the mountains, their spirits will live with Reh’s sacred birds – they will not taste corruption, but will wait, perfectly preserved, as they died, for the Second Dawn. Now there are only ten, but we are a fellowship, bound by the Rod and the standard of the Legion of Flame. This is our legion now – all of you are my hearth brethren. History will sing of us in years to come.’


‘Where will we go?’ asked Gorven.


Illgill pointed to the north. ‘When I dug in Marizian’s tomb, I saw his magical scrying device, the Orb. It showed me all the world, a world long lost to our fathers. Beyond the next range of mountains is a forest, the forest of Lorn. It holds the second prize, the second artefact that Marizian brought from the north: the Talos, the Man of Bronze.’ He picked up the Rod again and lifted it reverentially to the sun, holding it out in two hands, like an offering. ‘By the Rod’s power, we will find him.’


‘What is this Man of Bronze?’ Gorven asked.


A smile broke the Baron’s ravaged lips: ‘He was the champion of Reh. Clad in bronze armour from top to toe, he stood thirty cubits tall; his gaze was red fire that melted his enemies before him.’


‘And he will obey you?’


The Baron shook his head. ‘Not I: the Book of Light says he will only obey one called the Lightbringer.’


‘But don’t you carry the light, the light of the Rod? Are you not the Lightbringer?’


Once more, Illgill smiled faintly, his frozen beard crackling as the ice splintered off it. ‘Not me, but one who comes after.’


Zar spoke: ‘But from the Book of Light we know Marizian brought three objects of power from the north – what of the third?’


Now a shadow passed over the Baron’s face. ‘The third? It is the sword Dragonstooth. It is in the southern lands.’


All as one turned their heads back to the towering peaks behind them.


‘But, lord, how will we get it now?’ Zar asked.


The Baron’s look was abstracted, as if he hadn’t heard him at first, then he shook himself from his reverie. ‘Well asked, but more difficult to answer. When I saw the battle was lost, I knew desperate measures were called for. Do you wonder what happened to Jayal?’ The others were silent, clearly thinking that the Baron’s son had died in the battle. But there came a sudden gleam into the Baron’s eyes. ‘I have sent him to the southern lands to fetch the sword.’


‘One man?’ Zar asked. ‘There were over a hundred of us before the Palisades – now there are only ten. What chance does he have of crossing the mountains on his own?’


There would have been a time when the Baron would have choked off the questioning words in mid-sentence, but the mountains had made all of them equal, so he heard him out. ‘The Flame and Providence will deliver him,’ he said patiently. ‘Have faith – Jayal is my son.’


‘Amen to that,’ Zar said and the other men answered feebly with a cheer which was instantly whipped away by another blast of warm wind from the north.


Without another word Illgill stumbled down the slope towards the north, the Rod held out in front of him, bathing his face in a blue-white luminance. His men trailed behind, fear of the terrible burns on his face and arms, fear of the mad light in his eyes making them keep each other’s company rather than his.


They reached the plains and saw the line of an old road, slightly raised over the flat prairie in front of them, disappearing arrow straight towards the sinister mountains ahead. Though darkness was falling fast, they did not quibble when the Baron set off down it, the Rod blazing in the coming darkness.


And thus the Legion of Flame came to the Land of Lorn.




Chapter Three


Imuni


Seven years later.


The other civilisations that had, like Lorn, once existed north of the Palisades had been destroyed in the battle of the gods ten thousand years before. Their cities were razed to the ground and the kingdoms left desolate, inhabited only by dark creatures spawned by the fires of destruction: the Nations of the Night.


Yet on the northern slopes of the mountains was another place that no southerner had ever laid eyes upon; though the Baron and his legion had passed nearby seven years before. A tiny pocket of humanity had survived through the hardships and calamities of the intervening centuries since the battle of the gods. Their numbers had been whittled down over the generations, and the survivors now dwelt in a small village clinging to the mountain slopes. Its name was Goda.


It was a tight huddle of grey stone buildings, its roofs nearly invisible in the stony valley in which it nestled. Beyond the jigsaw of roofs the steep, grey, barren slopes of the mountains suddenly flattened out and became as smooth as a table top. Here there was a small area covered with a patchwork of emerald fields, like green ponds nestling in the valley: green for the yak pastures, and burnt sienna where the corn had just been harvested, some black where the stubble had been burned.


The landscape that surrounded the village was dramatic. To the north the river gorge ended in a sharp V between two mountain slopes. There, the river Goda seemed to pour over the edge of the world in a graceful arc falling three thousand feet in a white torrent to the plain, the empty grassland the village folk called the Plain of Ghosts.


The plain was shaped like an amphitheatre: the Palisades to the south, and, to the north, a series of jagged peaks, the Broken Hines, the home of the Nations. A line of lesser mountains to the west connected the two ranges. To the east, the Broken Hines expired in a broken series of gullies and dark ravines. Beyond, where the sun rose, a desert spread away, flat and empty, to where the edge of the world must be; for there it seemed to vanish, just where it met the sky. This was Shandering Plain, the final battle place of the gods. Beyond the edge of the world, white columns of smoke reached up, like chalk against the blue of the heavens. Beyond the horizon there was just a vast emptiness of air. The villagers spoke of travelling to that fearful place and tumbling over its edge, falling endlessly down.


The plain was bisected by the line of a great gorge running north to south. It showed on the grey flatlands like a giant crack. It was called Iken’s Dike. The river Goda, after its three-thousand-feet fall, was sucked into its depths, flowing on, the villagers believed, to the centre of the earth, to Iss’s underworld. To the south the Dike disappeared into the Palisades in a huge cave known as Harken’s Lair, named after the charioteer of the gods. Some said that this chasm was where the dragon steeds of the gods had been stabled in the elder times.


To the north, the Dike travelled to the flank of the Broken Hines and disappeared into another cave beneath the highest peak – the mountain called Ravenspur.


The Broken Hines: a place of evil. Even the appearance of its peaks was sinister, made more so by a dark mist that for the last two years had cloaked its scarred slopes, snaggle-toothed peaks and knife-edge ridges of red sandstone. Ancient ruins clung to the summits and occasionally dark shapes could be seen swooping through the cloud. It was from there every winter the wolf packs came, and, when the winter gales howled loudest, the Great Wolf itself, Fenris. And there, every two generations, the Black Cloud gathered, as it did now, presaging the dark time to come.


The cloud hung there in defiance of a wind, curiously warm and balmy though winter was coming, which swept over the grasslands and the villagers’ eyrie. Some said this beneficent wind came from the kingdom of Lorn, a place none of the villagers had ever seen. It blew all year long, its warmth only slightly dissipated in the winter months.


The villagers had no written records, and their knowledge was passed on orally from one generation to the next. Their headman performed the offices of priest. His name was Garadas; he lived in the largest house in the village. The villagers bowed their heads respectfully when he passed, for in him was carried the wisdom of their people, handed down from one headman to the next from the days of Marizian, the wizard who long ago had founded this place and built the shrine in the mountains.


Garadas knew what the appearance of the Black Cloud meant. It had last come a hundred years before in his grandfather’s time. The warm wind would soon die out. In the months afterwards spring would be late and there would be a long winter. It was then that the Nations of the Night came from the dark realm where they had brooded all the intervening years and marched northwards to the magical kingdom of Lorn hoping to snuff out forever the fire that sent the warm wind to Goda.


Goda was surrounded by the highest mountains of the Palisades, each named by the villagers’ forefathers’ forefathers: Segron Height, the Sleeping Giant, the Anvil, the Arrowhead, and many more. The spirits of their ancestors lived in the snow-cloaked peaks, where the eagles took their bones from the burying plot above the village. The ghosts lived in the clouds that stood straight out like sails from their summits in the clear blue sky, at one with its great stillness.


To the right of the village an ancient road came down from the mountains between Segron Height and the Sleeping Giant. This was the road that the great wizard Marizian had taken on his journey from Iskiard to the southern lands, a journey from which he had never returned. No one from the village went near it now, not since a day nearly seven years before.


Marizian had promised their ancestors that one day the southerners would come to this land. At dusk that day a villager tending his flock on the cliff tops had seen a group of ant-like figures moving northwards on the road far below. No one had been seen on it for forty generations. They could only be men from the southern lands, the ancestors of the people of Goda. Perhaps, at last, they brought news of Marizian.


There was a ropeway that went down the mountainside by the falls of Goda connecting it with the plain below. The ice had still not set in and Garadas led some of the men down it. The climb had taken many hours and complete darkness fell during that time. In the blackness the men had seen in the distance a blazing light on the road, moving slowly north towards the Broken Hines.


The first snow of the season had begun falling, slowing them even further, so it was only as dawn broke they reached the plains. On the road they found only barely distinguishable footprints in the snow on the roadway; instead of waiting for them, the strangers had gone on towards the Nations of the Night, a place the villagers dared not follow.


They had debated long and hard. Were these the ones Marizian had told them to wait for? Why had they passed down the road, without turning towards Goda? But then a glint of something bright and metallic high up in the mountains behind them caught their attention. A flash as if of metal glinting in the sun. Despite the dangers of the season, Garadas had led them up the ancient road, higher than any of them had dared climb before.


For two days they climbed, high into the places where their ancestors dwelt beneath Segron Height. There they reached an ice slope and saw before them what they had seen from the plains below. The glinting sword planted atop a cairn of stones: a grave. They went higher up and found dead bodies frozen in a cave beneath Segron Height. Clad in armour, carrying golden and silver standards, their frozen faces and limbs like marble. They had the physiques of giants. Footprints led out of the cave as if the dead had come to life.


The villagers had fled in terror, a blizzard claiming two of them as they descended. Whoever had come down from the mountains could not have been mortal. Only Marizian had crossed them before, and he had been half a god.


So they had returned, and on many an evening since they had gathered in Garadas’s house and told the story of the frozen warriors under Segron Height.


Now the seventh winter after their discovery was coming. It was time for the people of Goda to make their annual sacrifice at the shrine above the village. Two thousand feet above the village at the head of the river valley stood the ruins of the city which had been founded by Marizian. Here were the remains of what centuries of wind and weather had left, piles of stone no more than a few feet high, but the street plan was still visible in the ascending wilderness of rock. The ruins reached up until they ended in a mighty stone buttress under the summit of the mountain. There some lava spill at the birth of the mountains had frozen into a huge wave of rock. Their ancestors had carved a mighty, fifty-feet-wide staircase into it, leading up to a flat plateau on which grew a stand of oak trees. There were four trees, symbolic of the four deities who lived within the cave behind it.


Every year, a solitary nightingale made its nest in the grove. No one knew where it came from, or whether it was the same one that came through the generations: it seemed immortal. In the early summer its song rang out bravely over the ancient ruins, but now, as winter drew in, its strain grew ever more plaintive until that day when winter was come and at last it flew to the south.


Each autumn a sacrifice was made to the four spirits who lived in the cave. Lots were drawn to decide who among the young girls of the village would make it. This year the headman’s daughter, whose name was Imuni, had drawn the short straw. She waited anxiously for the day to come as summer waned. For the offerings that the people of Goda sent with the young virgin had to be made before the day the nightingale flew. Not too early, when the bird still sang, for then the offerings, of wine, snow and a bouquet of corn and flowers, would lose their potency: the snow would melt, the wine sour and the plants wither. Then the village would be plagued by heavy rainfall that would spoil the crops, mildew the fruit on the trees and reduce the harvest. But even worse if the offering was made after the bird had left; that would bring a year’s bad luck to the village: miscarriages to the women folk, famine and disease, and blizzards that lasted well into the spring.


A yak was sacrificed every year and its entrails inspected by the headman to predict when the nightingale would fly away. So far, Garadas had always predicted right. Earlier generations had not been so lucky.


It was three hours before dawn on the day Garadas had prescribed for the offering. Imuni waited in the cold in the front room of the stone house: once it had been a matter of pride to her that she lived in the largest house of the village, and her father and mother kept servants. But, at this hour, the house resembled more a tomb than a dwelling place; she had never been up so early. There was no bustle as there was customarily in the place, no fire in the grate, no smoke hung from the low rafters and the packed earth floor was cold from the mountain air.


Most evenings, the senior men of the village would come here and chew betel and talk of village affairs, drinking fermented yak’s milk until late into the evening. But none had come last night – nor would they again until she returned: if she returned. If only she could have her past life back! She was only nine. Her duties up to that day had been simple: to fill the leather drinking beakers, to receive from the old men in return kind words and the presents of the scrimshaw they had whittled during the hours they spent tending their flocks. Only a short while ago, that had been her place, and all she had ever wished for.


But now the grate was cold, and the chill of the earth floor seeped through her thin sandals. All was silent. Only the presence of her mother, Idora, sitting on a stool by the door, gave her any comfort. Outside, the night was at its darkest: no animal stirred in the barns, and the cocks were silent in their roosts. The world seemed poised, suspended, waiting for that moment when her mother would give her the sign to leave the house, and go up the mountainside to the lonely cave.


The cold and the fear combined together; she couldn’t stop her body trembling. She wondered, even if it had been allowed, whether she could have managed to speak.


A week ago the prospect of the journey had been so distant; now it seemed to have come rushing upon her like the swiftest horse. It was often dark when she got up, but this darkness was the blackest she had ever known – the silence absolute. There was only stillness, the silence of a mountain’s heart.


She started as her mother rose abruptly. Some inner clock had told her the hour had come. Imuni’s heart leapt into her throat as she stood too. It was time for her to leave. Her mother pulled a thick wool coat from a peg by the front door and draped it over her shoulders. It was slightly too large for her and its hem trailed on the floor, rasping slightly when she moved. Next her mother handed her a tallow lamp flickering in a terracotta jar, and then the muslin bag that contained this year’s wreath, the refermented yak’s milk and lastly, taken by one of the men folk from one of the slopes above the village the day before, the bag of snow; she could feel the frozen brittleness of its crystals through the sides of the bag.


All was ready. They went to the door of the hut and her mother took her out into the street. No one waited there for it was considered bad luck for the coming winter if anyone saw the virgin on her way up the mountain. The girl had to go alone and unobserved. Her mother whispered to her, her breath condensing on the chill autumn air.


‘Remember: keep the lamp alight, Imuni,’ Idora said, a slight tremor to her voice giving away her anxiety. Imuni nodded silently. ‘Let the god of the sun speed you so you are at the shrine before him.’ Then she caressed the child’s face and nodded down the street.


Imuni now thought of a thousand questions she wanted to ask Idora: anything but walk up the dark road ahead. But, before she knew it, her feet were moving over the broken paving of the street, the coat trailing behind on the frosty pavement. She looked back when she got to the last house, where the white stupa glowed in the feeble light of her lamp. Her mother was invisible in the darkness. There was no one there for her now.


She took a deep breath, then she was on her way, the night swallowing her up, the strange objects and clothes her mother had given her occupying her mind sufficiently for her to be out of the village before she realised again that she was alone and afraid. Through the orchard of crab apples: her feet crunched on the windfalls, then the second stupa loomed out of the darkness ahead.


She glanced back at the sleeping village, tempted to hide the sacred objects and wait until daylight. She would tell the villagers she had gone up to the old city and made the offerings. But no, the next girl who went there would see nothing had been left the year before. If the winter was fierce and many died, or if more deformed or stillborn children came, they would blame it on her. She climbed past the stupa, and into the wilderness of rock, stumbling over the stones littering the rough track, her eyes straining for the next waymark.


After a little while, she looked back to the east, towards Shandering Plain, but no glimmer of light shone there yet: it was still at least two hours before dawn. Her mother, in her anxiety for Imuni to be at the shrine at the prescribed time, had sent her off early. She had thought herself grown up for her age, serving the old men in her father’s house while the other children slept, but now all the fears of childhood returned. Every gust of wind through the fir trees, every shadow cast by the stunted bushes by the wayside, held terror. She thought of the wolf packs that roamed the mountains. Three years before the child who had been sent to the mountain had disappeared: only later had they found a fragment of cloth that could have been her cloak … That had been a bad winter, the stored grain becoming mildewed, the remainder running out well before the thaw. Many had died of hunger, their bodies carried up to the burying ground where the eagles came to take the bodies to heaven …


She walked in the cold, the wick floating on its sea of fat, trembling and guttering with each gust. Alone in that fragile pool of light, as if she were a separate universe from the dark one that surrounded her. It was almost a surprise when she came to the first grey wall of the ruined city and saw the terraces mounting up above her. She took the path upwards to the great cliff through the place where her ancestors had lived and died, feeling their ghosts close in the air around her. Pale avenues where feet had once trod, the empty spaces where the thresholds of houses had been: she could almost hear their voices, their laughter, their cries … Then at last she reached the end of the ruins.


She looked up at the set of great steps carved into the mountainside. They rose up to the holy grove from which she could just hear the plaintive notes of the nightingale’s song over the noise of the wind. The bird was still there. She was not too late.


Now she paused. This was as far as she had ever come before: none of the children would go up to the grove and the cave beyond it, even for a dare. But other girls who in previous years had made the sacrifice had told her what lay beyond.


The cave lay beyond the holy grove. It had been excavated from the cliff long ago in the time of Marizian. A dozen yards on in the dark shadows of the cavern was the chamber of the statues. There were four of them arranged on two ledges, three feet high, one above the other.


Three human figures stood on the first and lower ledge. The faces of the figures were said to be extremely weathered by the meltwater that dripped from the ceiling, but enough could still be seen of what the villagers had carved under Marizian’s instructions those centuries before.


First there was the figure that all the girls before her had feared most, he who stood at the centre of the three: the Demon. The face was a whirl of scars and devastation, without a nose, without ears or lips, deep holes gouged where its eyes should have been. It held its hands before it, like the claws of a bird of prey. Even though it was only a stone effigy, the figure had filled each of her predecessors with terror.


Two more figures stood on each side of the demon. To the right was the figure of an old lady, slightly stooped and wrapped in a thick cloak, her features aquiline and sharp. To the girls, there was something familiar in the face: even though the features were water ravaged, the woman’s kindly expression bore an uncanny resemblance to any one of the many old ladies of the village. The contrast between the Old Lady and the cruel Demon that stood by her side was stark: surely this woman represented all that was good; the scarred one, evil?


Next the Warrior. The girls who had gone up to the shrine before her had told her, hiding their smiles behind their hands, of the handsome features of the youth, the power of his limbs, the nobility of his high forehead, the brave sword he carried in his hand … There was no one in the village, they said, amongst the young men who could compete with the man’s beauty, though he was made only of weathered stone. They all prayed quietly, the girls who came to this place, that their future husband would look like the Warrior.


Finally, the highest plinth. This figure lay flat on the ledge. The virgin of the mountains, the Lightbringer, the object of the sacrifice and the guardian spirit of the village. She who was woken by the first beams of the light every day as they travelled over the eastern plains into this cave. If the Warrior was said to be the epitome of male beauty, the Lightbringer surely was that of womanly grace, Imuni’s predecessors told her. The Lightbringer’s eyes were closed, her fine features framed by a luxuriant growth of hair. Her body was moulded by a flimsy dress, slightly dishevelled. The body was fair, tall and slim, taller than even the tallest man of her village.


So the scene in the cave had been described to her a hundred times, and the description, through constant repetition, had become familiar, almost like an old friend. But now she was alone on the mountainside in the darkness any comfort in its familiarity had long gone, replaced by stark fear: she would sooner have travelled into Harken’s Lair or the Broken Hines than the cave mouth above her.


Once more she looked behind her to Shandering Plain: was there now the barest hint of grey light in that direction? Hurriedly she felt in the satchel and drew out the offerings, hugging them in the crook of one arm, holding the lamp with the other. The steps beckoned her, but first she must rehearse the prayer. What were the words her mother had so painstakingly taught her? She sought for them, but she was too terrified: the words would not come:


‘Spirit of Light …’ Then what?


All she could remember was a line begging the guardians of the shrine not to harm her. But of course they would if she came without the words! The Demon would wake; she would die in its talons.


She began to cry, her shoulders heaving spasmodically. She must find courage, the light was growing every second. She blinked back her tears and saw a definite greyness in the sky to the east, marching over the ruins. The outlines of the mountains were suddenly visible in the dimness. But still the words would not come. She closed her eyes again, her mind a blank. How many precious minutes did she stand thus, rigid with terror?


When she looked again she saw that there were now orange and red flecks in the eastern sky, barring a grey cloud rolling in from the north. The snow had begun to melt through the bag into the crook of her arm. Soon it would be too late: the sun would strike the statues in the cavern and there would be no offerings there to greet the Lightbringer.


She would have to enter the cave without the prayer. She swallowed hard and began climbing the steps hurriedly. She arrived at the top breathless. In front stood the grove of four trees; suddenly the nightingale’s song seemed transformed, not the uninhibited gush of trilling notes that she had heard before, but a harsh and mocking caw. How? When its voice had seemed so beautiful before? But the sun was rising: time was running out. She ran through the shadows of the trees.


Then she was at the entrance to the great cave. One last look behind: the golden disc of the sun was rising over Shandering Plain, shadows raced across the flat expanse and over the flanks of the mountain, throwing their buttresses and crags into sudden relief. She turned and hurried into the darkness, one step, then two, then she tripped on the hem of the trailing cloak: the lamp slipped from her grasp and shattered. The spilt oil caught light, licking at her feet as she struggled back to her feet. In the flames she could see the ledges at the back of the cave.


Empty. The lower course was empty: the statues of the Demon, the Warrior and the Old Lady were not there. Had her mother lied to her? Had they never existed? But something still lay on the top ledge – it must be the statue of the Lightbringer. But even as she craned her neck to get a better view of it she saw the chest of the statue rising and falling slowly in the growing light of the morning … It was alive.


She took a step back. Then a shadow fell over her: she turned. A silhouette stood outlined by the golden disc of the sun and the flames of the lamp: a figure that blocked out the light. She could not see its face, but she saw the claw-like arms hanging by its side as it came towards her.


The Demon had woken …




Chapter Four


The Fiery Cross


Thrull.


As the first beams of the morning sun swept over the marshes, Urthred stood on the top of the Pyramid of Skulls. He held Dragonstooth above his head. The sun rose slowly over the rocky eminence of the city, throwing it into stark silhouette, burning through the mists, driving the undead into the lee of the pyramid, their bodies igniting, burning, reducing to tarry pools … Once more Reh had defeated his brother, Iss, in the dark labyrinth of the night. The god had struggled back once more to light the world of humans.


The sun gave Urthred power, the seeds of fire that lay dormant in his veins were inspirited by its rays. He knew he and his companions must leave this place: the undead were dying, boiling away as the sun curved around the pyramid; soon they would all be destroyed. But there was still danger in Thrull: Faran was there, and so was the demon that Faran’s sorcerer had summoned. Nekron, eater of souls. Darkest of Iss’s avatars. The ancient prophecies of Marizian were fulfilled: five thousand years before he had seen this day, seen this destruction, how no one would live in the city or on the surrounding marshes after nightfall.


Urthred shut his eyes, seeing the seeds of fire dancing there behind the closed lids, like fireflies, moving in erratic patterns. His power had returned, the power that he’d had in Forgeholm as a boy, when he had conjured the Flame Dragon from the air, when he had known that he was a pyromancer. Ironically, he had lost that power in the flames that had burned him, scarred him for life. Now it was back. Love had made it so; love gained and love lost. His whole body tingled with those sparks of power, now coalescing, coming together in a fiery mass so his inner mind was full of their flames. No longer would he need the magic of this mask. Now they would fly, fly with the rays of the sun spreading over the land; fly he knew not where, except that it would be the land promised him by Manichee, the place where the secrets of his past and his future would be revealed …


His soul was as the eagle’s before a flight: already imagining the blue sky and the sound of the wind beneath its wings though it still rested in its nest. So his whole spirit yearned upwards, towards the newborn sun. He opened his eyes one last time and looked down at his feet. A thousand skulls lay there, but he had eyes only for one. The one that stood proud of all the rest: lightning-blackened, its jaw agape as if laughing at the folly of the world – all that remained of his master, Manichee. He bade him a silent farewell, the thunder of the raging flames in his ears almost drowning his thought. The world began to spin upon its axis and no longer could he control the power seething within him.


He didn’t hear his words of power, words once learned from Manichee’s book of pyromancy, which came here unbidden from the molten lake of his heart. For his mind was beyond conscious thought: he only saw Dragonstooth, the sword a crucifix held up against the red ball of the rising sun. And his energies soared into the crosspiece of the hilt and through it, his mind following. Vatic, unconquerable, an eagle that would soar to the sun.


Then the world began to spin faster and faster; the rock of Thrull and the sun blurred. And as it spun, he glanced desperately at Thalassa, lying at his feet; thinking, despite his faith, that this might be the last time he saw her; that Reh might choose to take them into the heart of the sun, into the Hall of the White Rose where all was extinguished in ineluctable light. He snatched the vision of her, her tangled, golden-brown hair, her features whiter than snow … Then, with a stab, he saw the twin puncture wounds oozing blood, her ripped dress exposing one rosy-tipped breast, and a savage gash across the top of it. And though half of him now flew upwards, half remained, wanting to reach out to the soft down of her cheek and stroke it …


The thought nearly brought him back, to the earth, to its desires, its damnations and soft lusts. He nearly fell backwards from where his spirit now was, a distant speck in the blue dome of the sky, a fall that would have killed his soul like a winged bird falling to the ground. But once more he shut his eyes and became what he was predestined to be: a creature of the fire and not of earth. Desire burned away as paper in a flame, like white, weightless ash ascending to heaven. He went with it and the others too: Thalassa, Jayal and Alanda – he sensed them with him in the inferno. And his flesh was left behind and he saw Thalassa as she would be, had been in the Lightbringer’s shrine: a purer vision, the glowing Naiad who had stood transfigured before him then, who had cracked open Marizian’s tomb and showed the mysteries of the ages to be no more than crumpled dust and bones.


Then, conscious thought was obliterated by the speed of their flight, so now he only saw and sensed.


He felt the power of the sword ignite like a fiery brand snatched from the heart of the sun. The sword, several pounds of inert metal a moment before, now seemed feathery light. He flew with it. The world spun around him, the light of the sun became smaller and smaller, until it became a tiny vortex of light towards which the sword was pulled. Then even that light was snuffed out and he followed the fiery cross of the sword through a maelstrom of howling blackness, where the air shrieked and groaned, where the wind went from cold to hot, to cold again. Like a pilot fish at the side of a shark, so did Urthred follow the sword through that ocean of darkness until, ahead, the tiny vortex of light appeared again, and then his vision was filled with the gold and orange flames of the dying sun. He plunged into the flames, flames just like those of the Hearth Fire at Forgeholm, but flames that this time didn’t burn.


Then there came a feeling of dislocation, as darkness returned and his flight rapidly ceased and he felt his spirit fall like a plunging hawk to the earth. But not the unconsciousness that overcomes some who fall to their deaths, nor a bone-crushing impact …


He found he stood on solid rock. His first sensations were of cold and, once more, an utter darkness. But then he realised that his eyes had been momentarily blinded by the dazzling light of the sun. As the blackness ebbed away, light did return, from the blade of Dragonstooth which he still held over his head, glimmering whitely in the darkness, but with much diminished power, as if its energy had been drained by the journey. He stood on a low stone dais in a dark cavern, its black rock sparkling with condensation in the coruscating light of the sword. A fresh breeze came from in front of him, carrying with it the melancholy call of a bird; a nightingale perhaps.


He turned. Jayal was to his right, shaking his head as if recovering from a blow. Alanda, her pale face even whiter than usual, stood on his left. All their breath condensed in the heavy moisture-laden air. They had survived, but where was Thalassa? He swivelled and saw a stone ledge behind him. She lay upon it, laid out like a figure on a tomb. She was exactly as she had been before: unconscious, her breathing laboured, the wound at her neck trickling blood. But alive. Once more a prayer came to his lips. They had come through the heart of the sun. He had touched Reh and lived. Surely they had been blessed by the god’s preserving spirit.


He stared at Thalassa for a moment more, drinking in the sight of her. Then he turned away, his head was still spinning. How much time had passed? The journey through the heart of the sun had seemed to happen in a second and take an age at the same time. What time and place was this?


He lowered Dragonstooth and, reversing its blade, held it out to Jayal. ‘Here,’ he said. The young knight took it almost unconsciously, his head still swivelling to left and right, unable to comprehend their new surroundings. He stared at Urthred and then at the sword, seeking for words, but none came.


Though Urthred’s head still spun, his sense of urgency had come back to him. He climbed the step up to the higher plinth and knelt next to Thalassa. He reached out his gloves, but then drew them back, seeing their steel-tipped claws, cursing. They would rip that fair skin … How he longed to touch her, but he knew he could only look. Alanda had recovered her wits. She too climbed up to the ledge, and knelt on the opposite side to Urthred, shrugging off her travelling cloak and covering Thalassa with it. She touched the girl’s brow.


Her eyes met the slits of Urthred’s mask. ‘She is in a fever,’ she said.


He stared at her face, his mind racing. ‘The Ways of Light I know,’ he said slowly, ‘but those of Iss are a mystery. But I have read that the soul of one who is bitten is not forfeited to the Worm if he who has taken their blood is destroyed.’


Jayal had now drawn close and stared at Thalassa in the half light of the sword. ‘I saw the vampire who bit her burned away by the sun.’


‘I, too – burned by the fire. It is the only way to kill one of the Dead in Life for ever,’ Urthred said.


‘Then she’s not infected?’


He turned to look at the young Illgill. ‘I can only pray, my friend.’


‘She needs warmth,’ Alanda said.


‘There is none here,’ Urthred said, looking around the dank cave.


‘What land is this?’ Jayal asked.


Urthred got slowly to his feet, his eyes straying to where the breeze came freshly from the cave mouth. ‘It isn’t even dawn here. We have travelled from the middle latitudes of the world where the nights are shorter. So, we are in the north or south.’


‘You don’t know which?’


‘Again,’ Urthred replied, ‘I can only guess – but I think we’re in the north, beyond the Palisades, as Manichee promised.’


‘Then it should be winter here. Feel the air; it is warmer here than it was in Thrull.’


And Urthred did feel it. The chill was only the cold of the predawn. It was swiftly being dissipated by a warm breeze funnelling down the corridor in front of them. What had been written of the lands north of the Palisades? Was it not a land of perpetual winter? What then was this breeze? For a moment his heart sank. Could he have been wrong? Were they no nearer the objects of their quest: the Man of Bronze and the Rod of the Shadows?


He stared at Dragonstooth; he knew enough of the hidden correspondences of magic: like attracted like. Thousands of years before, all three artefacts had been brought together by Marizian; now they were scattered. Would not a secret magnetism draw them back together again, as a lodestone attracts metal to it? Was that not what the prophecies had promised in the Book of Light? And when the three were reunited it was written that the shadows would be driven away from the sun, and the followers of Iss defeated … Then he remembered: he had been in Marizian’s tomb. He had seen the Book of Light: it was dust. Nothing was certain, not even the prophecies with which later generations had perhaps glossed the scriptures. He stepped down from the plinth.


‘You and I had better go and see what world this is,’ he said to Jayal. The young knight nodded, trying to see what lay beyond the dim arc of light cast by the sword. The song of the bird came from in front of them again.


‘What bird sings when it is dark?’ Jayal asked.


‘There is only one: the nightingale,’ Alanda answered from behind.


‘We must take the light,’ he said to the old lady, nodding at the glimmering blade.


‘I will watch Thalassa,’ she replied.


The two men walked cautiously down the corridor, the warm breeze getting stronger. Grey light came from a rectangular entrance in front of them. The branches of trees could be seen beyond it. The bird song came to them again; though they strained their eyes, they couldn’t locate its source in the dark boughs. Jayal sheathed the sword lest the light betray them to any enemy nearby, then they went forward, emerging on a ledge of rock. The land was dark, though they could see a wide flight of steps carved into the rock slope in front of them. In the distance they could hear a muffled roar; it took Urthred a moment to recognise it: a river roaring down a gorge. There was no light save the greyness in the sky in front of them: it was as if every star in the sky had been extinguished.


Gradually, the light increased in front of them. It was strange, watching a second dawn in such a short span of time. Was this not how it would be at the end of time when Iss’s powers would conquer the sun as it rose? But the Book of Light told how even in that absolute darkness a second dawn would come in which the reborn sun would rise above the world, forever conquering the dominion of the night. That was the world’s hope. Urthred felt a shiver of premonition, as if he had been blessed with a vision of the end of time.


Then he saw a flickering glow-worm of light in the darkness below them. Both men instinctively drew back into the shadows of the trees. Below them, the glow-worm hesitated then began to zigzag upwards towards their position. They watched as whoever was coming hesitated again. To the east, the dawn’s light grew in intensity so they could now see the shapes of mountains all around them and an expanse of grey ruins cloaking the mountainside below them. In the silence, they heard a reedy voice reciting fragments of a song, carried up to them by the blustering wind. Then the light came on, up the flight of steps. The melody of the nightingale suddenly ceased, as if sensing the newcomer.


Now the sky was flecked with red and orange. The first barred stripes of cloud emerged from the gloom like ripples on a grey sea.


‘What shall we do?’ Jayal asked


‘Go and warn Alanda. I’ll see who this is,’ Urthred said. Jayal nodded and, keeping low, stepped back into the cave. Urthred crouched down in the shadow of one of the trees and waited. Presently, a slim figure dressed in an oversize wool coat hauled itself on to the platform and stood hesitantly, silhouetted by the light in the east. He saw the face of a young girl in the light of the primitive lamp she held in her hand. Even from this distance, he could see the terror on the girl’s face, the trembling of her lips, the nervous glances she cast into the shadows.


Now he saw that it was only a girl, he would have left his hiding place, but he knew what effect the mask would have on anyone he approached too suddenly. He remained in the shadows of the trees. The sky behind was brightening all the time. He could see that she carried some objects in the crook of her arm. Then the edge of the sun appeared on the distant horizon and the shadows covering the mountains fled away. In a moment she would see him. But then the girl stirred herself and, with one last desperate look to the east, plunged into the cavern.


Urthred followed as quietly as he could. Sunlight poured down the shaft at his back. The child ran in front of him, then stumbled on the hem of her coat so she tripped. The lamp fell from her hand and burst into flame on the floor. In an instant she was up again and ran on. Urthred skirted around the pool of burning oil. The girl had stopped. She stood in front of the first empty plinth, Thalassa still lay on the second. Alanda and Jayal were nowhere to be seen. The girl began backing away, then turned and saw Urthred – and screamed, a scream that sent a spike of anguish through him as, reflected in the horror in her face, he saw what she must see.


He held up his hands placatingly, but the child staggered backwards again. It was then Jayal and Alanda emerged from where they had been hiding in the shadows at the end of the cavern. The girl ran right into them. Jayal reached out a hand to steady her but the unexpected touch drew yet another fit of hysterical cries from her. The items in her hands fell to the floor as she struggled. Then Alanda stepped in front of her, and a strange transformation overcame her, a sudden stillness, a recognition. Urthred saw what it was: Alanda could have been a blood relation of the girl’s – her grandmother perhaps. They both had the same aquiline features, high foreheads, blue eyes. The girl stared at her for a moment, forgetting the terror of a second before. Then, remembering where she was, she glanced behind and, seeing Urthred again, backed away, right into the furthest corner of the cave. But Alanda was already speaking, trying to soothe her.


‘Tell her I mean her no harm,’ Urthred said.


‘I have,’ Alanda replied, ‘but she keeps repeating over and over the same word: the Demon.’


‘She speaks our language?’


‘A version of it, as it would have been spoken centuries ago.’


‘That is strange.’


Alanda shook her head. ‘Not if we are in the northern lands as you suppose: all our knowledge was brought from the north by Marizian, including the language we speak now. This girl’s people must have been here for centuries, ever since he passed through the land.’


‘You look so like her.’


‘As well I might,’ Alanda said, never taking her eyes off the child. ‘As I have told you, priest, my people came from this land as well, from a place called Astragal. My guess is it’s not far.’


‘We’d better find out exactly where we are,’ he said.


‘Then don’t come near – she’s terrified of you.’


‘Tell her this thing is only a mask.’


‘She’s only a child. How could she not be afraid?’ But nevertheless, the girl had calmed a bit hearing the human words coming from behind the mask. She now looked from one to the other of them as they spoke.


‘Now, child, do you understand me?’ Alanda asked.


The girl nodded her head.


‘Then tell me what your name is.’


The girl mumbled something, but Alanda had heard. ‘She’s called Imuni.’


‘Where do you live?’ she asked coaxingly. The girl again said something inaudible to the two men, nodding fractionally towards the cave mouth as she did so.


Alanda turned to Urthred and Jayal. ‘A place called Goda: it’s a little way down the mountain. She is the headman’s daughter.’


‘Why has she come here alone, in the dark?’


Again, Alanda asked a question, and the girl mumbled a reply. ‘She came to make an offering at the shrine,’ Alanda said, pointing at the bag lying on the floor. ‘But when she got here she found that the three guardians had woken.’


‘She thinks we are guardians?’


Alanda nodded gravely. ‘She says three statues stood on that lower plinth: statues that resembled us.’ Now the two men turned to stare at the ledge. Light streamed down the cave on to it and they could see three lighter, unweathered circles on the lower plinth. They were unblemished by rainwater as if something had once stood on the stone. Each of them remembered how after they had arrived they had stood in those exact same spots on the ledge.


Urthred’s hand went up to touch his cloak as if he expected it to be made of stone rather than wool. But the material was soft. The stone had become flesh.


‘Then, if we are the guardians, who is the shrine dedicated to?’


Alanda’s eyes didn’t leave their faces. ‘The Lightbringer.’


They turned and stared at where Thalassa lay on the highest plinth, her face a ghastly white in the sun.


‘Someone knew the Lightbringer would come, that her spirit would inhabit the statue, give it life?’ Jayal asked incredulously.


Alanda nodded. ‘Marizian: he wrote the books of prophecy. He saw this day.’


Urthred was still looking at Thalassa’s face. ‘He may have seen this day, but did he see what has happened to Thalassa, that she has been bitten by the Dead in Life?’


‘There may be a cure,’ Alanda said.


‘Let Reh make it so,’ Urthred replied, the weight on his heart telling him otherwise.


Alanda knelt by the village girl and took her hand. Imuni returned the grip fiercely; she was still staring fearfully at Urthred. The old lady coaxed her to look round at her. ‘Imuni, we mean you no harm. We are travellers, from the south. Have you heard of the southern lands?’


The girl nodded slowly. ‘My father speaks of them. When I was very little, strangers came over the mountains from the south.’


‘Strangers?’ Jayal asked in sudden excitement. ‘Did they come here?’


The girl shook her head. ‘They went north across the plains. But my people found their dead in the mountains.’


‘But some survived?’


‘Yes: they carried a burning light with them that could be seen even from the village.’ The girl’s words came rapidly, encouraged by Jayal’s rapt attention.


He turned away, and stared at the cave mouth. ‘It must have been the Rod – its light was brighter than anything I have ever seen. My father is alive,’ he said, his eyes alight with sudden hope.


Imuni by now had calmed enough to relax her grip on Alanda’s hand.


Urthred delicately picked up the fallen bag in his steel talons and pulled open its drawstrings: inside he found a nosegay, a broken pot that gave off the scent of alcohol and a black bag from which moisture was seeping.


‘What were you going to do with these offerings?’ he asked Imuni.


‘They are for the Lightbringer and her guardians,’ Imuni answered. ‘The poppies and the corn for the Old Lady; the wine for the young Warrior; the snow for the Lightbringer …’ Her voice trailed off. And nothing for the one she called the Demon, Urthred thought wryly.


‘Why snow?’ he asked.


‘The first snow of winter will wake the Lightbringer from her sleep. So that her light will not pass from the world in the dark season.’ Urthred looked at the bag. Marizian had no doubt been the one who had ordained that it should be so, foreseeing some future event where it might have significance. An event, perhaps, like Thalassa’s wounding. Sometimes some long-forgotten truth lingered behind these old rituals.


‘What were you to do with the snow?’ he asked.


‘I was to place it in on the Lightbringer’s lips.’


Urthred looked questioningly at Alanda who nodded slightly. ‘Then do as you would have done if we hadn’t come.’


‘But she is alive,’ the girl said.


‘No, she sleeps – she needs to be woken,’ Urthred said.


The girl looked at Thalassa’s unconscious body uncertainly. Alanda pulled her gently to her feet and led her from the shadows. Imuni glanced fearfully at Urthred, then down at the bag in the pincers of his glove. She reached forward with shaking fingers, and took the black bag and pulled open the top, revealing a mess of half-melted snow within. She pulled out a handful of crystals which shone in the early morning light.


‘Go on,’ Urthred said, nodding towards Thalassa. Hesitantly the girl approached, glancing back frequently, but with the eyes of three strangers upon her, she was too scared to disobey. She mounted the step and, crushing the snow in her fist, trickled the ice water on to Thalassa’s pale lips. The icy beads fell on to them, then ran down her chin. Thalassa moaned slightly. But did not wake.


Alanda stepped up on to the plinth and crouched next to her. ‘Thalassa?’ she whispered. Thalassa stirred slightly, then a faraway smile broke over her lips and she cracked open her eyes.


‘Can you see me?’ Alanda asked.


‘The light,’ Thalassa whispered, shutting her eyes tight again, ‘it’s so bright …’


‘We are all here, child: I, and Urthred, and Jayal.’


‘What happened?’ she asked dreamily, as if she were about to slip back into unconsciousness again.


‘You must stay awake, child,’ Alanda said urgently. ‘You were bitten by a vampire, you may sink into the second sleep …’


A sudden expression of pain crossed Thalassa’s face. ‘I remember now: I was on the marshes, on the pyramid of skulls, the Undead …’ She moaned as the memory of the struggle came back to her. ‘I was bitten, it’s true. Alanda, I am infected!’ Her face cracked in despair.


‘The vampire who bit you is dead.’


Thalassa touched the livid puncture wounds on her neck and winced. ‘And yet, I feel it: its poison is in my veins …’


‘That may be the wound and not the venom,’ Urthred said. ‘Open your eyes again,’ he commanded, and she did so.


‘It’s so bright,’ she complained again.


‘But you can still look into the light—’ He gestured behind him with his gloves. ‘How could you abide the sight of the sun if you were one of them?’


‘You forget, priest, the change comes slowly, not in an hour.’ Nevertheless she did lift up her head, fighting her giddiness and clenching her eyes. She squinted at the sunlight streaming down the passage; her pale skin seemed to glow like alabaster.


‘Where is this place?’


‘In the north – the magic of the sword brought us here in the blink of an eye. Faran is far away, we’re safe.’


‘Can you stand?’ Alanda asked. Thalassa hesitantly swung her feet from the slab and placed them carefully on the floor. She pushed herself up and stood, her legs trembling like a newborn foal’s. Urthred and Alanda steadied her. All the time Imuni stared at her with saucer eyes. ‘Who is this?’ Thalassa asked, noticing her for the first time.
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