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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.







PREFACE


THE LAST DAYS OF MAN


Man once ruled over an Empire that stretched throughout countless worlds, worlds that formed a complex cycle, a self-contained chain.


In his hunger for knowledge, Man unlocked the door to another realm, that of the alien race, the Csendook, and thus began a thousand year war in which these ferocious aliens, faster and stronger than Man, began the inexorable conquest of his Empire.


In desperation, facing extinction, Man’s Imperator Elect and his Consulate sought to escape the Csendook tide. On the world of Eannor, the Imperator’s Prime Consul and principal scientist, Zellorian, used dark and forbidden powers to create a gate into a separate cycle of worlds, a feat thought to be impossible. Zellorian brought the Imperator Elect, his remaining Consulate and the last of Man’s army through to the world of Innasmorn, the Mother of Storms.


Innasmorn is a world of elemental forces, where the storms are worshipped as gods by its inhabitants. They, who are themselves pardy elemental, have no use for technology and have almost completely outlawed the use of metals. When they learn of the arrival of the intruders, the Men of the Imperator, they begin preparations for a war.


However, a small group of Innasmornians under Usse-mitus, a woodsman, question the decision of the Wind-masters to carry war to the intruders, about whom little is known. Ussemkus meets Aru Casruel, a girl who flees the Sculpted City, where the Imperator has built a base in the mountains. Aru warns Ussemitus that Zellorian is prompting the Imperator to subdue the people of Innasmorn. Those in the Sculpted City who would prefer an alliance and peace with the races of Innasmorn are being eliminated by the ruthless Zellorian.


Ussemitus and Aru search for a forbidden land far in the west of Innasmorn, which is said to contain ancient powers. They fear that Zellorian will seek out these powers and attempt to harness them in his new thirst for control. With the help of Quareem, a renegade Windmaster, Zellorian attempts to release the storm-of-the-dark, terrible destructive forces chained by the gods of Innasmorn, but Ussemitus and his companions enlist the help of the Windmasters and thwart Zellorian’s ambitions.


As the shadow of a new war threatens to embroil Man on Innasmorn, the victorious Csendook declare their own Crusade against Mankind ended. A Supreme Sanguinary is appointed, Auganzar, and he is given the task of subduing the last surviving Men in the original world cycle. Auganzar creates gladiatorial schools, where Men are trained as moillum, human gladiators who have exchanged their freedom for service to the Csendook. They perform in the Games and are used in hunting down their own fellow Men who will not capitulate, for which the moillum are well rewarded.


But Auganzar is obsessed with the belief that the Imperator Elect is still alive and that somehow he has evaded the Csendook and achieved the unthinkable, breaking through the very fabric of the world cycle to whatever lies beyond. When the Csendook military rulers, the Garazenda, learn that Auganzar may be seeking the Imperator Elect, some of them, led by the Marozul, Zuldamar, embark on a secret plot to assassinate hiin, as they have no desire to renew the costly Crusade.


Auganzar sends one of his loyal commanders, Vorenzar, to the world of Eannor, where it is believed by most Csendook that the Imperator Elect perished along with Zellorian and his principal supporters. But Vorenzar is charged by Auganzar with searching for any trail that might lead to the Imperator: he is told to find him at any cost.


Using an Opener, one of the Csendook sub-races bred for the creating of gates between worlds, Vorenzar finds a way through to Innasmorn, aided by a strange, ghost-like guide that promises him power. With a handful of survivors from the carnage of the Crossing, Vorenzar hears of and searches for a land in the far west of Innasmorn that is said to contain absolute power, the World Splinter.


Meanwhile, Ussemitus and his companions also journey to the lands of the west in search of the fabulous land, knowing that Zellorian will be seeking its powers for his own ends. The gliderboat of Ussemitus is pursued by another similar craft, the quasi-human death machine, a black gliderboat, created by Zellorian.


Ultimately Ussemitus and his companions reach the World Splinter, an immense fragment of a lost world of power, and in a grim struggle defeat Vorenzar and his minions and turn aside the corrupt power of the black gliderboat. The dark powers that Innasmorn once chained are now embroiled in the conflict, using the evil in Vorenzar and in Zellorian’s terrible servant to release a Malefic, a nightmare force that prepares to unleash the old powers of the night.


As Ussemitus prepares to defend Innasmorn from the ravages of these forces, Zellorian determines to crush the remaining resistance to his control of the Imperator Elect. He foils a plan of Consul Pyramors to get rebel aid to the outlawed Gannatyne, and reveals to Pyramors that his lover, Jannovar, is not dead as he thought, but alive in the old world cycle they have left.


Zellorian sends Pyramors back to Eannor in exchange for the safety of his rebels. As he travels through the gate between world cycles, Pyramors meets an Accrual, a parasitic being that feeds on the blood and sacrifices that create gates. The Accrual promises Pyramors a return to Innasmorn if he acquires sacrifices for it.


On Eannor, Pyramors is captured by servants of the Csendook Marozul, Zuldamar, and his presence is kept a secret from those who serve Auganzar. Zuldamar’s Csendook persuade Pyramors to help them in the assassination attempt on Auganzar, in return for which they will find Jannovar.


Pyramors progresses through the gladiatorial schools, the warhalls, preparing for the Testament, the ultimate gladiatorial games held on the Warhive, where he will have the chance to kill Auganzar. While he moves upward through the system, Pyramors is hunted by Auganzar’s servants, Zemaal, masters of the hybrid tigerhounds. He is also being searched for by a spectral, a spirit being of Innasmorn, sent to the world cycle by Ussemitus.


Helped by Jannovar, Pyramors triumphs at the Testament, but before he can destroy Auganzar, is forced to flee with Jannovar down into the depths of the Warhive. They find their way back to Eannor and the zone of sacrifice, readying for a return to Innasmorn, but are confronted by Auganzar. A bargain is struck: in exchange for the secret of the way to Innasmorn, Auganzar agrees to let Pyramors warn his allies that the Csendook are coming. Auganzar seeks only the Imperator Elect and Zellorian. He gives Pyramors six months to take his allies to safety.


And on Innasmorn the armies of Vittargattus and Ond-rabal are about to unleash the storms of Innasmorn upon the Sculpted City. Ussemitus and his allies seem powerless to prevent wholesale chaos.




BOOK ONE


WAR WOLVES
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THE RENEGADES


Silence and darkness.


They were one, like the great emptiness before time, before the birth of the first world. Complete and utter, infinite. Ussemitus was barely conscious of himself within it, like a lost thought, in danger of being smothered by the infinity that surrounded him. Used as a lens for the powers within the World Splinter, he had focused the Mother’s power, directing the course of the servant spectrals out beyond this place, beyond Innasmorn itself, to Eannor and further, to the Warhive.


The first spectral he had sent was lost, damaged in the arenas of the Csendook world, absorbed somehow into the sword of their Warlord, Auganzar. But the other had succeeded in its task and guided Pyramors and the girl, Jannovar, back through the bloody path between world cycles to Innasmorn. There was terrible danger on this path: the blood-hunger of the Accrual, the monstrous parasitic being that stalked the path. It was aware of Pyramors, and what had been promised it. But the spectral had evaded it.


Even so, Ussemitus felt his own powers drained, his mind and body weak, in need of long rest. Somehow he had brought Pyramors back, but only just. He would have brought him here, to the World Splinter itself, to safety, to a haven where he could prepare him for what was to come. But the energy of the spectral was all but burned up. In desperation, a gate had been opened, somewhere far short of these western lands: in the mountains, east of the Sculpted City. There, at least, there should be a degree of safety from Pyramors’s enemies, and possibly a way to the rebels that had filed the city.


But for now, Ussemitus had fallen again into the exhausted sleep, deep down in the womb-like retreat of the World Splinter, where fresh power could be tapped, pumped into him. He had no contact with Pyramors. There was no way that he could offer him further help. Not yet.


The dark closed in. The Mother gave him deep rest: there were so many things he must do for her if he were to fulfil the destiny she had planned for him. But she felt a tremor of unease. There was something within him, a fierce will, that would wake with him, and question. Would he accept the answers?


They had been travelling through the rugged mountains for almost two months. At first they had no real idea where they could be, but Pyramors calculated that they were in the eastern mountains, north and east of the Sculpted City. The spectral that had guided them so heroically through the paths of the Accrual’s lair, had not been able to take them further, to whatever destination it had wanted to find. When its energy had been spent, it dissolved into the air as if it had never been. With it had gone all hope of contact with whatever controlled it.


Pyramors found it difficult to control his frustration. This was Innasmorn, in a totally different world cycle to Eannor, yet he was countless miles away from the city. But Jannovar was thrilled to be free of Eannor and the Csendook worlds, and said so repeatedly. She knew the urgency of Pyramors’s quest, but to be here was, to her, like a part of a dream she had never-expected to fulfil. She did nothing to hold back their journey, but she would have been perfectly content to remain with him in these mountains, alone and wrapped up in the love that had grown between them. She could never be the woman who had once been his lover, her own sister – Jannovar, whose name she had taken, and which she would always insist on keeping.


Pyramors came through the tangle of undergrowth as lithely and as silently as a cat. Strapped to his shoulder was the recently slain carcass of a creature not unlike a young buck deer. They were mercifully plentiful in this part of the mountains, and he and Jannovar had been able to eat well.


He parted the branches in front of him to see the rock pool. It was one of the most suitable places they had found since beginning their trek through the mountains, naturally sheltered from predators by the rock wall behind it and the drop down to the valley below, with tightly packed copses on either side. The pool was fed by a tumbling stream that ran out at its far end as an overspill and dropped in a fine spray to the lands below.


Pyramors smiled. Jannovar had stripped off her clothes and bathed in the icy pool. Now, with the sun at its zenith, she was standing on a smooth rock at the edge of the pool, her hair flung back. She twisted it to wring the water from it, the sunlight gleaming on her naked body.


Pyramors drew in his breath. He knew that body now, every line of it, its texture. So like the Jannovar that had been, and yet not her. He accepted it now. They were not the same. At first he had made her a substitute, and she had encouraged it. But they learned quickly that it would be impossible to persist in this illusion. She must be loved for who she was.


Looking at her now he knew that he loved her, not as her sister. Their time in these mountains had opened a new way for him. Though his life was mapped out ahead of him, his time not his own, she was an intrinsic part of it. Did she understand? Could he ever make her believe that, although his past could never be wiped away, she meant so much to him now? It had taken him a long time to realise it himself.


He slipped from the bushes, confronting her with a grimace as if he were a bandit.


She gasped, not having heard him approach, and almost tumbled back into the waters.


He was beside her at once, arms about her, laughing. He bent to her and kissed her, and for a long moment they clung to each other above the valley.


‘A beautiful creature like you should take more care,’ he laughed softly. ‘If you were attacked in such a remote place, who would come to your aid?’


Her arms tightened about him. ‘Then I’m safe from attack, now that you’ve arrived?’


‘That isn’t what I said.’ He kissed her again, but a moment later his head jerked up.


She knew at once that something was wrong. She had come to understand and trust his uncanny sense of hearing. He gestured to her clothes and she bent down to them, dressing swiftly while he dropped the carcass and slipped his sword from its sheath. She knelt among the rocks, eyes scanning the bushes around them and the rocks above. She saw nothing.


Pyramors had noticed a subtle change in their surroundings: she saw him tense. He held his blade ready. Were there men in these forests?


‘D’you have a name, fellow?’ came a gruff voice.


Pyramors did not react, but his pulse throbbed. The man had spoken in his own tongue. He was no Innasmornian.


‘There are half a dozen arrows aimed at your chest, fellow. Spit out your name,’ came the voice.


‘Pyras,’ said Pyramors, using the alias he had used among the Csendook.


‘Never heard of yer. Who D’ya serve?’


Pyramors knew from the man’s tone that he was not one of the Imperator Elect’s guard, nor part of any unit of Zellorian’s. He must be one of the rebels. But he had to be sure.


‘Myself.’


‘What about our illustrious Imperator?’


‘I love him as deeply as you do.’


There was silence for a moment, and then the first of the branches were pulled apart. A weatherbeaten face poked through, the man’s beard thin and ragged, his eyes as sharp as a hunting bird’s.


The man grunted as if he recognised Pyramors but could not place him. It would be true of many of the rebel soldiery, who would never have met the Consul or been close to him. The man’s attention strayed to the girl among the rocks.


Behind him another warrior emerged. ‘Pyras my arse,’ he said under his breath, his own face splitting in a grin. ‘It’s Pyramors.’


Pyramors knew him at once. It was Lascor, one of the soldiers from the Sculpted City whom he had helped to escape.


Lascor came forward, bowing. His wide grin suddenly changed as he straightened. ‘Sire, I must apologise. For myself and for Kelwars here. Our life in the mountains has roughened our tongues.’


Pyramors nodded, though he did not mask his relief. He studied the two men critically. Lascor was of medium build, as fit and muscled as any of the moillum Pyramors had left on Eannor, his face clean-shaven and deeply tanned. There was something in his manner that spoke of his freedom, something that was missing in a moillum, as though he had been born to this terrain.


Kelwars, whose smile had become an unwitting scowl, was much the leaner of the two men, his chest thick with hair, his arms bare but tattooed exotically. The bow slung over his shoulder looked as if it would take two ordinary men to draw it, and his hands were scarred and calloused.


‘How far is the city?’ said Pyramors.


Lascor was puzzled by the question. Pyramors guessed that he would have assumed Pyramors had come from the Sculpted City. But the warrior pointed across the valley to the next range of peaks. ‘Fifty miles or more.’


‘And Gannatyne?’


Lascor gestured back beyond the woods. ‘Ten or so. In the fortress of Starhanger. But it’s not safe to go there. Zellorian has strengthened its defences.’


‘I’ve arrived here by a somewhat tortuous route,’ Pyramors told them. ‘All of which I will explain in good time. Who commands you? Are you directly under Jorissimal?’


Lascor nodded. ‘Yes, sire. He controls all our units. Sire, have you left the city altogether?’ He glanced at Kelwars, but the latter looked away, as though uneasy.


‘I have. It is no longer safe for me, nor for any of our sympathisers. Zellorian is conducting searches designed to destroy all who oppose the Imperator Elect.’


Kelwars was listening, but his eyes could not keep from Jannovar, who had risen up from her place of hiding. She tossed her head, freeing her hair of more water, unaware of how stunning she looked.


‘This is Jannovar,’ said Pyramors, holding out his hand to her, though his eyes remained fixed on the two men. They both saw the challenge in them, as if Pyramors expected them to comment.


Both Lascor and Kelwars inclined their heads as Jannovar took Pyramors’s hand, but Pyramors could see the sudden tension in them. Her presence here would undoubtedly pose questions, if not to them then certainly to their stern leader. But maybe they would not know about Jannovar, and what had occurred on Eannor at the time of the Crossing. Possibly her name might mean nothing to any of them. Better if it did not.


‘A pleasure to meet you, my lady,’ said Lascor.


‘Her father was an Ekubal,’ said Pyramors. ‘So you will accord her the respect that noble house is due.’


‘But of course, sire,’ said Lascor, and both he and Kelwars again inclined their heads.


Pyramors casually picked up the carcass of the creature he had slain and slung it over his shoulder, sheathing his sword. ‘Will you take us to Jorissimal?’ It was an instruction, not a request, and the men recognised it.


If they were curious, they kept their feelings to themselves, but the power of Pyramors was known to them, and their men, all of whom showed their delight at having the Consul among them, knowing that he was Gannatyne’s strongest ally, the centre of the rebellion.


As the party made its way up through the forest, Pyramors asked for reports, and Lascor brought him up to date on their situation. Apparently there were a number of rebel nests, places hidden high in the mountains where patrols from Gannatyne’s prison could not find them. Zellorian’s guards spent as little time out of the garrison as they could, knowing that it was secure from any attacks. It seemed unlikely that Gannatyne could be freed. No one had been able to get into the garrison to find out anything about him although word from the Sculpted City had filtered back to the rebels that he was alive, living the life of a hermit within his prison. Lascor explained that the Sculpted City had fallen silent for some months and that there had been no fresh escapes, which seemed strange. He wondered if the rebellion there had ended somehow.


Pyramors was reluctant to say much about it.


Lascor told him that Jorissimal was undecided as to what to do. Should he make an attempt on the garrison and free Gannatyne if at all possible? If he succeeded, it would mean that more of the men of the Sculpted City would rally to the rebellion. Or should the rebels use their strength to help others out of the Sculpted City? Jorissimal had decided it must be one thing or the other: the rebels were becoming exasperated at the lack of decision.


‘It’s our families,’ said Lascor. ‘Many of us have wives, children, in the Sculpted City. They cannot be safe. We have always assumed Zellorian would not dare take action against them. He’d only be fuelling the rebellion, would he not? But at the moment it seems as if the rebellion is at a standstill.’


Pyramors listened to all that was said, encouraging the rebels to speak openly. He did not speak his own mind, offered no solutions, but promised them that when he sat down with Jorissimal, something positive would be done.


Out of hearing of the Consul, Kelwars spoke softly to a companion. ‘The whispers I hear speak of betrayal. That Pyramors himself ended the rebellion in the city. Guard your back, Tennegar, and watch every shadow from now on.’


They sat alone, looking out from the high place at the mountains, the twilight glow beyond them. In the camp below them there was little sound, and the fires were carefully shielded. Pyramors had to remind himself that this was Innasmorn, an alien world, a world of other races, beings who were outside the wars of man. But how long could they remain so?


Jorissimal sat with him, equally thoughtful after their long, private talk. He was a sound warrior, a man in his early fifties who had seen considerable action in the Csendook wars, and Pyramors would trust him with his life. But even Jorissimal had frowned at the news his Consul had brought with him from Eannor. He had listened-thoughtfully as Pyramors had explained all that had happened to him since being sent through to Eannor by Zellorian. But he had deliberately played down the fact that he had told the rebels in the city to give up their rebellion.


‘Csendook,’ murmured Jorissimal at last, breaking the silence of the night air. ‘Coming here.’


‘In less than four months,’ said Pyramors.


Jorissimal shook his head. ‘You lead us. No one will deny you that, sire. But to bring Csendook to this world, this haven—’


‘I have brought Zellorian’s doom, no more than that,’ said Pyramors curdy. He was well aware of the horror his decision would have for his people. It would seem like a betrayal. But he must teach them it was to be revenge for Zellorian’s betrayals.


‘Can you be sure Auganzar will keep to his bond? He is, after all, a Csendook. They are sworn to destroy all mankind.’


‘I trust him to do what he promised me. But we have only a few months to save our own people. When Auganzar arrives with his Swarm, he will obliterate the Sculpted City and anyone he finds there.’


‘And after that? When he has the head of the Imperator on one pole and that of Zellorian on another? What is to prevent him seeking mastery of this world?’


‘He’ll leave it. We’ll be spared.’ Because I could have had him and his Swarm killed, Pyramors told himself. I could have given them to the Accrual, though Auganzar found that out. I did not know, but Auganzar understood. How can I explain to my people the bargains that were struck? That he gave me Jannovar. How could they see that as anything but just another deceit, a betrayal? But how much do they know about her? The question burned, but he dared not ask it.


Jorissimal would have pressed Pyramors on this, but he could see that he would unlock no more detail than he already had. But Pyramors seemed assured. For whatever reasons, he trusted the Csendook. It was unprecedented. No treaties had ever been struck with the aliens before.


‘Our position is critical,’ said Pyramors.


‘If we could free Gannatyne –’ Jorissimal began.


‘We don’t have enough men yet. I’ve not seen the garrison, but we could destroy ourselves trying to get in. We need a stronger force.’


‘Then you’ve decided to return to the Sculpted City?’


‘We must get our people out, their families. Call all the rebels together, Jorissimal. Bring their leaders to me. We have to do it soon.’


Jorissimal rose, studying the black skies overhead as though they had been lowering, intent on listening to what had been said. He nodded. ‘I’ll send runners out within the hour.’


Some time later, in the shadows of the cave that had been provided for them, Pyramors and Jannovar held each other. He kissed her gently, meaning to talk softly of the things to come, but she silenced him and drew him down beside her on the skins and furs. They made love gently, forgetting for a brief time the fears they both felt about the coming weeks. Jannovar knew well enough that the conflict would begin soon.


‘You must remain here,’ he told her at last. ‘You have endured enough terrors with me.’


She would have argued, would have told him she would gladly remain with him even at the head of his warriors, but she knew him well enough to know that it would be pointless. He would not take her. She had known the moment would come.


‘Is it to be soon?’


‘The leaders will gather. I’m taking them to the Sculpted City. We have to bring our people out, even though Zellorian may believe the rebellion to be over. Even though he no longer persecutes them, they will not survive the coming of Auganzar.’


She shuddered in his arms. She would never forget the terror of the zone of sacrifice on Eannor, the confrontation with the Supreme Sanguinary. She could never share Pyramors’s trust of the alien warlord.


‘But it will end,’ he avowed. ‘Then our lives will be our own. There’ll be no more hiding, no more slavery.’


Again she kissed him, holding him with a barely concealed desperation. They loved again, until the dark, brooding stillness of Innasmorn drew over them both.
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VOICE OF THE NIGHT


The two men stood on a balcony that overlooked the city. As twilight fell, darkening, the mountains that pressed close to the very walls, lights blazed in the streets below. Innasmorn, with its strange winds and temperamental storms, had made the citizens cautious. They had no liking for ambiguous shadows or for the darkness of this world’s night. And in the Sculpted City there were other reasons for a man to be wary of the silent hours.


Both men were dressed in the robes of the Consulate, white and flowing, though they were ready to make for their homes and their families, where they would be glad to put off the responsibilities of their posts for another night. But they could not slough off their concerns so easily.


Inevitably, as they looked at their city, they turned to stare at the rock wall that rose up from its eastern extremity, the wall that was the beginning of another range, rising sheer to the clouds. There were buildings cut into its base, for the city had been cleverly constructed within the valley, using as many natural features as possible. But there were no lights in those buildings, and in the face of the mountain the openings were unlit, as though they might be the caves of huge bats or other aerial creatures. Occasionally something seemed to pass there, insubstantial as a shadow, and both the Consuls frowned in thought. Somewhere high up within that rock wall, the Prime Consul worked on whatever new design he had for the future of the city. While in the palace, a fortress that rose up in the heart of the city, dominating it in a tradition that went back to the remotest beginnings of man’s history, the Imperator Elect and his immediate servants thrived, careless of Zellorian’s work and the city’s needs.


The first of the two Consuls, Tremazon, shook his head in an exasperated way. ‘Innasmorn is not a haven, Gratello. It has become a prison.’


Gratello, the elder of the two by a dozen years, looked about him cautiously, although there was no one likely to be near them in this private place. He ran scrawny fingers through his white hair. ‘You’re beginning to sound like one of Gannatyne’s supporters,’ he replied with a nervous laugh.


Tremazon grunted. He was in his mid forties, though the events on Eannor, the Crossing and the settling on Innasmorn had taken a premature toil. ‘I’m not a young man. I’ve had my fill of wars.’


‘You think Zellorian plans war? But surely the so-called rebellion is over.’


‘We’re his fools, Gratello. His fodder.’


‘Have you only just begun to realise?’


‘Of course not. But I’ve never thought rebellion sensible, not while Zellorian holds such power.’


‘But you do now?’


Tremazon looked closely at his companion. They had been friends for many years. But no one spoke of rebellion, treason, without putting his life at stake. Zellorian ruled this city. It was easy to lose a friend, no matter how old, when one courted rebellion.


‘I have tolerated many things, even the casting out of strong men like Gannatyne, for the good of the city. For the safety of my own family.’


‘Judgements we have all had to make,’ agreed Gratello.


‘But we are not free men.’


Again Gratello looked about him. ‘You know what you are saying?’


Tremazon nodded to the far rock wall, the towering fist of Zellorian’s power. ‘What does he do there? What control do the Consulate have? None! The Imperator is quite content to revel in his freedom here. He does nothing but amuse himself. He has never had so much freedom. Affairs of state no longer matter to him. They are left to the Consulate, or rather, to select members. What responsibilities do you and I have now? Duties that could be performed by clerks! We are on the Consulate to govern, Gratello. Not to organise the building of houses! To supervise the storing of grain!’


‘Not all of the Consulate have such minor duties.’


‘No. They do not. Some Consuls have grown greatly in power. Men who have no business being on the Consulate at all. How can we possibly tolerate the likes of Onando? That little pig of a man! He would sell his own mother if it meant another step closer to Zellorian.’


‘He spends much time with the Prime Consul, as do others who are as uncouth and unsuitable,’ Gratello agreed.


‘I regret my past weakness,’ Tremazon told him abruptly. ‘I acted from cowardice –’


‘We all have our people to think of –’


Tremazon glared at him. ‘No. We should have had more spine.’


Gratello drew in his breath. ‘Tremazon, we must trust each other. If we speak our minds fully on this matter—’


‘Betrayal is death. If you spoke of this to Zellorian’s supporters, I am already marked.’


In the light from the brands below, Gratello’s face was glistening, a sheen of perspiration coating it. They were toying with fire. But Gratello could not believe Tremazon had come to test his faith: he could not really be one of Zellorian’s fools, seeking to trap him.


‘I’m with you, you know that.’


Tremazon breathed a sigh of relief. He could see that his words had frightened his old friend. ‘We’ve trod the safe path for long enough. It’s no longer safe. You know that Gannatyne has allies in the city?’


‘Even now? Well, I had guessed as much. But since Consul Pyramors left us, there have been few reports of men slipping away into the mountains. If there is insurrection, it is well hidden.’


‘Have you talked to any of the other Consuls?’


Gratello paled. ‘No! It is dangerous.’


‘We may have to now. There must be others like us, who secretly long to bring Zellorian down. Not those who we suspect of being Gannatyne’s allies, as Pyramors was, but others who have never dared even to whisper their misgivings. We must find them, Gratello, whatever the dangers.’


Gratello dabbed at his face. The night had become oppressive. ‘You’re right, of course. We must find them.’


As he took his leave of his friend, he heard him speaking as if to the strange night air of this world. One word still hung in the air and seemed to drift back to him. Prison. How many more were there like Tremazon who had not dared even to breathe their loathing of the Prime Consul?


High above the tower where the two Consuls had secretly spoken to each other, the wall of the eastern range rose up, a dark threat above the city, a symbol of the power of the man who roamed its inner passages and complex mazes, constructions that his arts had built for reasons he alone knew. No one came here to these upper bastions apart from his most trusted warriors and servants, creatures who were utterly bent to his will. There was no question of their lack of faith; they revelled in his power, their own lusts and greed.


Zellorian had not slept for many nights. He sat in his wide central room, staring at the huge charts that were spread out on the marbled floor before him. His gliderboats had been far across the skies of this alien world and had brought back to him the fragments of knowledge that had enabled his cartographers to make some sense of the lands of Innasmorn, though there were countiess gaps in the picture.


Always the World Splinter beckoned him. A huge source of power, closed in and dangerous, it mocked him across the vast wastes of a world. He would assault it, raid its treasures. When he was properly prepared. His fleet was growing: Wyarne, the Artificer whose constructive powers were second to none, worked incessantly on refining and enlarging the fleet. Surely the moment would soon come when the World Splinter could be taken.


Zellorian slumped back in the carved chair, hand over his eyes. His head roared with inner sound, the darkness at the back of his thoughts heaving like a sea, the waves rising and falling urgently, as though they would break on the shores of his consciousness, revealing to him whatever secrets they held, the shapeless thoughts he had only glimpsed in his dealings with the powers of this diabolic world. Mother of Storms? Of nightmares.


One of the uneasy thoughts rose up from the murk and would not be shut out. Its features shaped themselves from the black foam. Zellorian recoiled in surprise, but he could not dispel the vision, even by opening his eyes. It hovered before him like a mist.


The air in the chamber trembled, then began to spin. Zellorian made to rise from the chair, but the force of the air held him down. It was as though a wind had entered the room, spinning and rising in pitch, though the chamber was buried deep in the heart of the mountain.


In the centre of the chamber, above the outspread charts, the face from his inner vision formed. It writhed as though unseen hands pulled at it, twisting it, moulding it, and the eyes were filled with pain and then with fury, with hatred. He knew them, as he had known them for months. They were a curse, a haunting, unavoidable, following him down into his dreams, and now, it seemed, back from them.


Vymark.


He had been a warrior, one of his best. But he had been crippled in the Dhumvald, and after that the best of him had been used by Wyarne to create a gliderboat with terrible powers, powers that Zellorian had controlled from here. But something darker had fused itself with the gliderboat, a power too great for Zellorian to control. And that power had taken over.


For a moment it was Vymark, the former warrior who stood before Zellorian. He might have been alive, resurrected and restored. The Prime Consul gaped. Could the power of Innasmorn have done this? This was flesh and blood, real.


‘Do you know me, master?’ said Vymark. It was his voice, every syllable perfect. He stood arrogantly, with a confidence that Zellorian recognised.


Zellorian rose. ‘You are whole?’


But to his horror, Vymark shook his head and laughed, though this was no familiar sound. It grated, became a horrible mockery of laughter. Vymark’s face again began to change, as did his body, rippling and undulating, stretching, becoming something other than flesh, a machine, a dark and sleek craft.


‘Is this not what your arts did to me, master?’ said the voice of Vymark within Zellorian’s mind. It was true, for this was the gliderboat that Wyarne had created—the craft that had flown far to the western lands, only to be smashed from the skies by the storms of Innasmorn over Shung Nang.


‘Destroyed, you assumed?’


Zellorian had no need to answer. The thing before him read his thoughts, plucked answers from them at will.


Again the air trembled, and this time one of the gliderboat’s wings altered dramatically, becoming something that resembled the claw of a giant bird of prey, a savage instrument of torment. It reshaped itself in an instant, the whole craft squeezing up into darkness that spread to become a warrior again.


Zellorian gasped in horror, recognising that this was no longer Vymark. Far taller, stockier, it wore the black armour of the hated enemy. Csendook. The war helm formed itself, a symbol of the power and indomitability of the aliens. The warrior lifted its arm and pulled off the great helm, revealing its face.


‘I was Vorenzar, a Zaru under the direct command of Auganzar, Supreme Sanguinary of the Csendook nation,’ snapped the creature in its own tongue, though Zellorian understood it well enough. ‘You wonder why I am a part of this hybrid thing before you.’


Part of it? Zellorian’s mind cried out. How could this creature possibly be part of the thing Wyarne had created?


‘Oh, but I am,’ said the Csendook. ‘You may have thought yourself secure on Innasmorn. But I came through, and I was not alone.’


Out of the gathered darkness behind Vorenzar, other beings formed, more of the Csendook warriors.


‘A small party of us came through. We were guided by servants of the Mother of Storms.’ Vorenzar spoke the name with utter contempt. ‘The Mother intended to interfere with our race. But other powers as great as hers deterred her. Her plans were maimed.’


Zellorian watched, unable to move, as the Csendook shapes began to merge with that of Vorenzar, until they had all become one being. Flickering with power, the lone warrior glared at the Prime Consul, face a mask of livid hatred.


‘You came through?’ Zellorian mouthed the words, appalled.


‘Oh yes! Through the world gate. Thousands of my people were slaughtered so that we could achieve this goal. The Mother brought us here as part of her scheme to destroy the Csendook race. Something that would appeal to you, Prime Consul.’


Zellorian could not hide his inner loathing of the Csendook, his ultimate dream of taking back from them the Empire they had snatched, in their lust for genocide.


But Vorenzar did not fall on him for his black thoughts of slaughter. Instead he laughed, an unnatural sound. His mouth twisted, and his body began to heave, changing shape once more, becoming a shapeless mass, a pitch black entity. The eyes of Vymark looked out from that shape, eyes filled with fresh suffering, then malice, then a new hunger. They were the eyes of a force that Zellorian did not recognise, a being from the deepest reaches of his nightmares.


‘We share common goals, Prime Consul,’ came a new voice, and it was as though the evils of a dozen worlds shaped themselves into that voice.


‘I … do not understand you.’


‘Oh, but you will, you will. There are so many things we must share. So many goals we must work towards. I know what it is you crave. I have tasted your desires, I have supped at the very same table. Your lust fattens me.’


An inkling of the truth struck Zellorian as he thought of the renegade Windmaster, Quareem, who had first taught him of the powers of Innasmorn, of her dark side, the storm-of-the-dark, and powers beyond it.


‘Ah, you begin to understand. I am an envoy of those powers. They have been chained for an eternity. Those Malefics. But know this, one of them is free. I am its mouthpiece here. And already I have seen so much. Beyond Innasmorn. The world cycle is a duplication of another, of more, perhaps. You, Prime Consul, understand these things. You have traversed the paths between them. As the Malefics would.’


The darkness throbbed in the chamber, as if it would swallow Zellorian, but he could not resist it. Like a man driven to the need for sexual release by his lover, he could not refuse what was being given to him.


‘I do not ask you to serve us. You will become one with us. You will have power absolute. All that you have ever craved and more. You will restore your Empire, slaughter your foes. We will feed on them. We will use them to engorge ourselves, and the Mother will be humbled before us. Innasmorn will be ours, the storms our breath.’


Zellorian felt giddy. His mind had already been invaded. He had felt the intrusions for a long time, the seeds that had been sewn and which made it impossible to reject anything now. But the power offered to him!


‘There are things that must be done if the Malefics are to be freed. Powers to be tapped. Enemies to be destroyed.’


Zellorian nodded at the balled darkness, the eyes that were not human eyes. ‘Name them.’


‘This city in which you dwell is under threat.’


‘From whom?’


‘The people of Innasmorn have drawn up their armies. Already they are in the mountains, bearing down on your city. They have many Windmasters with them, and these beings can gather much power. They have already used it to mask the progress of the armies from the eyes of your people.’


‘Armies?’ said Zellorian, shocked. ‘What armies?’


‘Vittargattus, clan chief of the Vaza nations. And Ondrabal, King of the southern tribes. An uneasy alliance, and yet both are bonded by their hatred of Man. Thousands of their warriors are camped in the foothills.’


‘Innasmornians!’ snorted Zellorian. ‘They dare to bring war to the Sculpted City!’


‘Their Windmasters will hurl chaos upon you. Many of your people will die in the confusion. The Innasmornians will wait until the deluge is over before they swarm upon you. Your people will be reduced.’


‘I, too, have powers,’ snapped Zellorian, but the darkness before him laughed in scorn.


‘Does this city matter? It is an outpost, a useless gesture. Man that was is a spent force. Why should you protect this shell? You have what powers you need. You have your gliderboats, your technicians. If you stay here when the seige begins, you will suffer.’


Zellorian looked aghast. ‘Are you telling me that I should flee? Withdraw from this place?’


‘Withdraw, yes. Abandon this city to the Innasmornian rabble. Once they have destroyed it and put your people to the sword, they will disband and go back to their forests and lowlands. But you will have another sanctuary, where you will not be found. And where you can begin to learn, to create new gates. The sweet powers you crave will be open to you.’


A slow smile crept over the features of Zellorian. It was quite true. Why should he waste his energies on the last of his race? They were no better than the Innasmornian peasants. While the Malefics … ah, but they were so much closer to the heart of real power. To his own desires. Empathy with them would lead to greater voyages of discovery. Perhaps it would open up paths to the world cycles, make them as accessible as the rooms of a house.


‘You are already beginning to understand,’ said the voice of the Malefic, hearing every thought.


‘How do we begin?’


‘Prepare to leave,’ said the voice at once, pouncing on Zellorian’s words. ‘Another city will be ready to receive you, a far place, where even the boldest of Innasmorn’s adventurers do not stray. You will be summoned.’


The wind rose afresh, and in its coiling powers, Zellorian felt the departure of the shadow being. He sagged back, exhausted.


He may have slept, he could not say. But hours later he rose from his seat and left the chamber. There was no evidence to show that anything had been here, any dark force. But he knew it had not been an illusion. The whispers in his mind were there yet. If he summoned them, they would answer.


Outside, in one of the many corridors, he was met by one of his guards, a man whose face was without emotion, one of a new breed of creatures who never allowed his personal views to surface and who reacted to Zellorian’s commands as a machine would. Consequently the guard ignored Zellorian’s harrowed features, which were ravaged by lack of sleep, the eyes sunken and dark, the skin stretched taut over the bones beneath. The lips were similarly tight, bloodless, and there was the coldness of stone about the Prime Consul, the wild look of the fanatic.


‘I want new instructions sent out to certain of the Consulate,’ Zellorian told the guard.


‘I will despatch them with all haste.’


‘The restrictions on leaving the city are to be tightened. No one is to leave until further notice. No one. Tell the Consulate that it’s because of an investigation into a fresh rebellion. I’ll give you the names of those who are to be told.’


As they walked down the echoing corridor, Zellorian spoke the names that came easily to his lips now, the names of the men who he could trust to undertake whatever instructions were given to them. Perfect puppets, their strings the strings of fear as much as they were strings of avarice.


Zellorian smiled to himself. He’d leave them all to rot when he left for this new destination promised to him.


‘Onando,’ he said, adding the name to his list.


‘Will that be all of them, sire?’


‘Yes. Oh, there is another.’ Mustn’t forget that particular fool. He was too old to do anything other than what he was told, and his wife’s health had not been too good since arriving on Innasmorn. The old fool would do nothing to jeopardise his beloved family.


‘As you command, sire. Gratello.’
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GRATELLO


‘We simply can’t wait any longer, Jubaia. Three days ago I told you that was all we dare stay.’ Aru tried not to sound tired, but the days of waiting, of uncertainty were closing around her like a palpable thing. The mountains oppressed her, the skies of Innasmorn hanging like a threat, no longer offering the shelter they had come to represent. And she could feel Jubaia’s gloom, his deep fear of the city below them.


‘Where are the spectrals?’ Jubaia said, thinking aloud. ‘I was sure Ussemitus would have sent them back to us by now. But in the west I can detect only silence, darkness.’


‘Do you think anything has happened to him?’


Jubaia understood her feelings for Ussemitus, but discreetly did not refer to them. ‘There must be so much for him to contemplate in that place.’


‘And Pyramors? Can the spectral really bring him back from Eannor?’


Jubaia shrugged in the darkness. ‘I cannot say, my lady.’ After all they had been through, he still insisted on calling her that. She wanted to admonish him for it, but she knew it was only her nerves fraying.


‘Look, I can’t sit here like this. I have to enter the city.’


Jubaia knew that she could not be stalled for too long. He was surprised she had been as patient as she had, her anger of earlier gradually subsiding, though her fierce desire to act had not. ‘It will be too dangerous—’ he began, but it was a token protest.


‘No more dangerous than when you were dropped into Shung Nang.’


Well, I—’


‘Yes. You put your life at risk, little thief. There are hundreds of my people in the Sculpted City, and if the Windmasters attack, they may all die. Come on, wake the gliderboat.’


‘What will you do?’


‘I’ll get to as many as I can. Warn them that they mustn’t resist the invasion. If they give themselves up to Vittargattus and Ondrabal, they’ll be spared.’


Jubaia grimaced, gargoyle-like, in the shadows. ‘Are we certain the Vaza clan chief will be merciful?’


‘You go back to him and meet up with Armestor and Fomond. Talk again. Do what you are best at doing.’


‘Which is?’


‘Persuading,’ she laughed.


In spite of himself, he grinned. He knew that Ussemitus would have been furious with him if he had known that he was considering agreeing to Aru’s almost suicidal request. But she was right. There was very little else they could do.


‘The best chance I have,’ Aru went on, ‘is with the gliderboat fleet. When the storms break, the last thing the people in the city will do is try to take to the skies.’


Jubaia gasped. ‘But, my lady, that will be even more dangerous!’


‘That’s why you’d better come back here with the gliderboat. I’m going to need both of you when I break out. Meanwhile I’m just praying that Ussemitus will send spectrals. But the gliderboats will be our only hope of getting the families out of the city.’


Jubaia’s last shreds of humour were gone. He shook his head slowly, though he could not hope to dissuade Aru from her intention, even though Ussemitus would be furious.


‘Let’s go while it’s still dark,’ she insisted.


Jubaia could feel the inner dark of Circu, her own fear of this place, this city with its harrowing memories, forcing her deep within herself. Softly he spoke to her, rousing her. She resisted him, as though she would sleep on, no longer a living entity, merely a machine. But he knew it was a facade to protect her.


‘We must do this,’ he whispered to her mind, probing deep down into the fear, the sorrow that also gripped her.


It will be swift, she told him. I will not linger in that hated place.


Jubaia turned to Aru. ‘Hold on tightly. We will make a pass low over the city. Where do you wish to land?’


Aru clung to the prow of -the gliderboat as it hovered above the ground. ‘Make for the western wall. I’ll tell you when.’


As they left the safety of the ledge, high up in the mountains, and dropped down into the darkness of the wide valley of the Sculpted City, they were aware of the night skies overhead, the writhing clouds. A storm gathered there, and they wondered if the Windmasters had already started to commune with the wild elements, the gods of Innasmorn, exhorting them to muster for the assault on the city. Aru would once have scorned such a notion, but she knew better than that now.


Jubaia could feel Circu’s tension, and again she closed herself off, not speaking inwardly to him. Her fears transmitted themselves to him and he shared them. This city of Man did not belong on his world, even though some of its people were to be allies. The towers loomed up, monuments to the power of an alien nation, conquerors, under the will of Zellorian, the monster who would suck Innasmorn dry if it suited his designs.


There were no other craft in the night skies. Aru thought it unlikely that any would be patrolling after dusk. Man probably thought himself secure in this remote haven. Circu moved with tremendous speed, dropping almost vertically before levelling out almost at valley bottom level, approaching the walls of the city as if she would smash into them. Jubaia and Aru clung tightly to the craft, their eyes streaming, the wind almost forcing the breath from their bodies.


‘Slow down,’ Aru tried to shout, but the words were flattened in the rush of air.


The gliderboat swooped up and over the wall, but if there had been knights on patrol, they would have seen only a shadow, a cloud. Within the city, the craft slowed, arcing round and dropping to the level of the towers and parapets. Aru found a place that she thought would suit her, a maze of little alleys, poorly lit. She nodded and Jubaia talked the craft down into one of the wider streets, hovering yards above its dark throat.


‘You’d better come back for me,’ Aru grinned, then put her sword between her teeth.


Jubaia felt a stab of remorse at letting her go alone, but he knew there was no alternative. He merely nodded, feeling foolish. Then she was over the side, immersed in darkness.


Circu knew she had gone and did not wait for a command to leave. She aimed her nose at the skies and rose up at a speed that nearly punched Jubaia out of the craft.


‘Do you wish to eject me, too?’ he shouted, but his gladness at getting away from the city at least tempered his cry.


I’d have caught you, came the soft retort, a reminder of how she had been, but afterwards Circu fell silent again, and Jubaia was left to reflect on what it was that had so disturbed her. This city, he guessed, had much to answer for. Already it was falling away far below them, and he wondered at Aru’s safety.


Armestor groaned in his sleep, about to be carved up by whatever creature it was that had him at its mercy. But Fomond jerked him out of the nightmare, sparing him from the crushing jaws.


‘Come on. Up! Armestor. They’re back.’


Armestor rubbed at his eyes, gazing sleepily at the fabric of the tent. The air inside was thick and clammy, despite the fact that the armies were now high up in the mountains. Fomond looked as though he had slept soundly and without a care. He grinned at his companion, bow slung over his shoulder.


‘Who is it?’ grunted Armestor, shedding his pelts and reaching for the water pitcher.‘Ussemitus?’


A brief frown crossed Fomond’s features. He shook his head. ‘No. The gliderboat. News from the Sculpted City.’


When they emerged from the small tent, which had been deliberately pitched near that of Vittargattus and his principal Windmasters, it was to see the clan chief, Azrand


and Ondrabal all staring up at the skies. The unmistakable shape of the gliderboat was dropping slowly towards them.


‘I see Jubaia,’ whispered Armestor. ‘But unless Aru is hiding within, he’s alone.’


Vittargattus turned, and seeing the two Innasmornian woodsmen, waved them over to him. Azrand bowed slightly, the least hostile of the three, but Ondrabal’s eyes were fixed on the gliderboat, the craft fascinating him.


‘Tell your friends to join us,’ said Vittargattus. ‘They’ll not be harmed.’


Below the outcrop of rock where they stood, the tents of the twin armies were wedged into a long valley, disguised from the skies by their colours, pale greys and drab browns. Many of the warriors had emerged into the early morning light to stare up at the strange aerial intruder, and more than a few arrows had been nocked in case this was the beginning of an attack. But no one would release an arrow until either Vittargattus or Ondrabal gave the word. Their power was absolute.


Fomond bowed to the clan chief. He stepped forward and stood at the very lip of the outcrop, waving up to the gliderboat. Armestor was quite right—only Jubaia sat in it.


‘Come down to us, Jubaia,’ Fomond called.


Above him, some thirty feet overhead, the gliderboat hovered, absolutely still, and Vittargattus marvelled at the control exercised by the machine. Surely, though, this was an unnatural thing. There must be an evil in it for it to be thus. Did the Mother not warn of the Curse of metal artefacts?


‘You must step down to us,’ Fomond told Jubaia. ‘You will not be harmed.’


Armestor watched, but he was also glancing behind him to see the gathered Windmasters and Seers. To his horror he saw Kuraal among them, the Blue Hair who had once sought the lives of Ussemitus and his companions. Kuraal’s eyes had narrowed to slits, his loathing of the alien craft printed clearly on his face.


Jubaia persuaded Circu to drop within feet of the rocks, though she promised him she would wreak havoc among these arrogant warriors as she called them if they attempted to harm him. But Jubaia alighted and the craft lifted slightly, still hovering. This caused an even greater stir among the warriors, for they knew then that the strange craft had a life of its own.


Fomond gripped Jubaia’s hand and pumped it. ‘Where is Aru? Is there word of Ussemitus?’


Behind him the shadow of the clan chief fell over them both.


‘Tomorrow we will be at the south of the valley that opens out on to the city of Men,’ said Vittargattus, raising his voice so that his gathered warriors could hear him. He turned to Ondrabal. ‘My brother from the southlands and I will wait no longer. Windmasters and Seers will begin their workings. They will send the storms upon our enemies. Disaster will smite this city. It will know again the Falling Sky of its birth, but this time the city will not rise up.’


Jubaia felt like a small creature about to be crushed to a pulp by the sheer force of the huge clan chief. And Ondrabal looked as though his very expression could shrivel his opponents’ resolve.


‘What news have you brought?’ prompted Fomond.


Jubaia bowed. ‘Sires, we understand your eagerness to smite your enemies. They are not aware of your presence in these mountains. Their city is at your mercy.’


‘I trust this is no trap,’ said Ondrabal, his voice cutting the air like a blade.


Jubaia grimaced. ‘Indeed not, sire. No trap.’


‘You begged us for time,’ interrupted Vittargattus. ‘What have you achieved? Where are the people you wished to rescue? Are they ready to meet us and throw themselves on our mercy?’


‘We have not yet been able to bring them out of the city,’ said Jubaia, swallowing hard. ‘Aru Casruel has gone into the city in an attempt to bring them out—’


Ondrabal stiffened. ‘The woman has gone into the city?’


‘Sire,’ said Fomond, ‘I say again to you that we pledge our lives on her trustworthiness. She will not betray you.’


‘So you have said,’ nodded Vittargattus. ‘But what does she intend? How will she get her allies out?’


Jubaia’s expression contorted into an even more pained one. ‘She has a reckless plan, I fear. But she understands your intention to release the storms and follow them up with an assault.’


‘Even though that may mean her death?’ said Azrand.


Jubaia nodded. ‘The destruction of the city and its Imperator Elect is uppermost in her mind. She would gladly sacrifice herself if she had to in order to achieve that end.’


Vittargattus grunted. ‘Whether she lives or dies, she will be assured of that. These intruders will die. And what of Ussemitus? His hunt for powers in the west?’


‘Is there word?’ said Azrand, with some eagerness.


Jubaia nodded. ‘There is. He has communicated with us, and shown us something of the powers he has tapped. From the World Splinter he has sent out spectrals, spirit beings that do his bidding.’


‘And where are they now?’ said Ondrabal.


‘Recalled, sire.’


‘Recalled?’ echoed the King. ‘Will they not help us, or your allies?’


‘It seems that their exercise requires great energy. I fear that Ussemitus needs to rest. But he will send them again.’


Ondrabal turned to Vittargattus. ‘We have been tolerant and patient with this strange alliance. But now that the day of war comes upon us, we cannot deviate from our intent. When we begin the attack, we spare no one. Otherwise we risk both armies.’


Vittargattus faced Fomond. ‘Well? You understand?’


‘The death of the Imperator and his Prime Consul are paramount. Ussemitus would agree,’ said Fomond.


Armestor, whose throat had dried up, managed to speak at last. ‘That is understood, sire.’ He could not bring himself to look at Jubaia.


The little thief indicated the gliderboat overhead. ‘Yes, it is understood, lords. But will you permit me to return to the craft so that I can attempt the rescue of Aru and any of her allies when the assault begins?’
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