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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.







Those who seek power should consider this, that Omara understands very well its paradoxical nature.


If Omara should bestow power upon her life forms, this power gathers its own momentum in such a way that it detaches itself from its source: it becomes independent, self-indulgent, even destructive to that which gave it birth. Thus Omara’s will to survive is not always best served by her children.


Power can take many forms; it can be expressed as love or as madness.


Love can be corrupted by power, and the power which love bestows can itself lead to madness: some would say, divine madness.


Attributed to Einnis Amrodin
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Part One


THE CHOSEN




1


Tannacrag


Ascanar heard the piercing scream in his mind. He had been trained to ignore such things, but there was a quality in the scream that could not be closed out, a wildness that spoke of unique fear, of terror beyond the bounds of any known pain. Though the madman was locked away in a rock cell of the island and his screams could not be heard here, still they remained fixed in the ears of those who had heard them. The exiled Administrator was not disturbed by the mental echoes; he felt no sympathy, no compassion for the wretch who suffered. Yet the implications intrigued him and had done since the creature had been discovered and brought here. Fortunate that he had fetched up on the rocks of this place, the bleak island of exile to the last few surviving Administrators of Eukor Epta’s days of control. Ascanar almost smiled. No, the scream was not to be ignored at all, for it was a sound of hope to those who had been shut away from Medallion and the Empire.


The Administrator’s thoughts were broken by a tapping at his door. He admitted his colleague, Dennor, an older man, whose expression suggested that his distress was not under control. Ascanar waved him to a bench: there were no luxuries here on Tannacrag. Everything spoke of austerity, of coldness. The banished Administrators, those few who had survived the Inundation of Medallion that had preceded the crowning of Ottemar Remoon, had been allowed to bring little else with them but their wits. Tannacrag had previously been uninhabited, a sterile rock squeezed between larger islands that skirted the south west of Medallion, rearing up precipitously, difficult to approach by sea and even more difficult to scale. No more than a few miles long and one across, it had a poor soil and little shelter. Ascanar, now the spokesman for his once powerful faction, had complained bitterly but in vain about such a banishment, saying that it was little better than execution.


‘You can have the latter if you prefer,’ Simon Wargallow had told him in a private audience after Eukor Epta’s defeat. At that time the Deliverer had made no secret of the fact that he would have been happy to put every last Administrator to the sword. Ottemar was more lenient, and Otarus, the Law Giver, was relieved at the less barbaric decision.


The fact remained that Ascanar and his people were now herded on this rock like sheep. They had no women, Wargallow had insisted on that much. All they had been given was time, and when that ran out, their line would end. Those of the Blood who had survived the brief war could never hope to reform into a unit of any power. Their defeat had seemed humiliating and final.


Until the arrival of the madman.


‘They’re here,’ said Dennor, his chest heaving with effort. He had once been quite a sturdy man, but Tannacrag had given him a chill that worked havoc in his lungs. He wheezed, coughing perpetually, his eyes dulled. His spirit, Ascanar could see, was almost broken. Even his hope looked beyond restoration. Too many of his fellows had become like this.


Ascanar had not sat down. He nodded, standing above his visitor and placing a hand on his shoulder. Dennor was puzzled. Such familiarity from the former Oligarch of Eukor Epta was uncharacteristic: Ascanar was usually indifferent and as aloolsas his master had been. But the touch was cold. Ascanar looked thoughtful for a moment. Somehow his sharp features did not seem to have been affected by the grim sojourn on this rock; his eyes were as penetrating and clear as they had ever been. How he maintained his strength, his dignity, was beyond the older man. It must be something unique to the higher orders of the Administrators. There were younger men here who had the same stubbornness of will.


‘Who is with them?’ asked Ascanar. He left Dennor’s side and gazed out at the grey afternoon. It obscured the stark fangs of rock beyond the sill, but could not muffle the perpetual snarl of the sea.


“The Emperor himself has come.”


Ascanar’s teeth flashed. It was almost a smile. ‘He could not resist.’ Then the rumours were not unfounded! Even Tannacrag had ears, though they had to strain to catch the whisperings of Empire. But the Remoon was not without his weaknesses. That much was true, it seemed.


‘He is well protected,’ said Dennor. ‘If we dared to attack him—’


Ascanar made a dismissive gesture with his bony hand, but his impatience softened. ‘Attack? You think I am tempted to attack him here? And what would we use? Rocks? There isn’t a sword on the island.’


Dennor bowed his head apologetically.


Ascanar spoke less harshly. ‘There are other ways to bring a dog to its knees. They may take longer, but time is one weapon we do have.’ He turned back to Dennor, suddenly brisk. ‘Is the madman secured? Is every passage to him sealed?’


‘Be assured, sire,’ Dennor nodded vigorously.


‘Are there any Stonedelvers with the Emperor? I know they hate the sea, but they were the ones to cut this prison from the bare rock of the island. It seems they’ll do much for the Emperor, including crossing the sea if he asks it.’


‘No, sire. There are none. Nor of the smaller ones, those of the earth.’


Ascanar frowned at the thought of the Earth wrought. The Remoon had taken Eukor Epta by complete surprise when he had brought together so many strange allies. It still seemed amazing that he had done such a thing.


‘Earthwrought,’ Ascanar murmured. ‘Then if there are none of them, the madman will not be discovered prematurely, and taken from us. Where is the Emperor now?’


‘Barely landed. About to mount the outer stair. He has a score or more of his guardsmen with him. And, I think, Otarus.’


Ascanar nodded. ‘The Law Giver? That’s not unexpected. He keeps close counsel with the Emperor.’


‘There’s one other, sire,’ went on Dennor, his voice dropping, as if he feared he might be overheard. Ascanar noticed immediately and his eyes narrowed. ‘Well?’


‘I did not see his face—’


‘You saw enough to form a conclusion?’


Dennor nodded. ‘The Deliverer.’


Consternation vied with fury in Ascanar’s expression, but for only a moment. ‘Wargallow?’ Surely the man was in the east. ‘He has kept his return here a secret. Are you sure it was him?’


‘Perhaps it’s my fear of the man, sire. Yet something in the way this man walked, his closeness to Ottemar—’


‘You did well to voice your suspicions. If it is Wargallow, our task tonight may be far more difficult.’ Ascanar straightened. ‘But we are committed.’




The crossing had been difficult. Reaching any of these forsaken rocks had always been a treacherous business, and even the fishermen of Medallion were wary of them. But, Ottemar Remoon mused as he stepped ashore, it was the reason why Tannacrag had been selected as the place to imprison the supporters of his former enemy, Eukor Epta. Any man sent to such an inhospitable place would rot, or lose his mind. Ottemar looked up at the steps that had been wrenched out of the cliff by his loyal Stonedelvers. It had not been a task they had enjoyed, for the stone was not easy to work, and the sea seemed to mock their every effort with scorn, but they had understood the reasoning behind the task and had laboured with a good will. Aumlac, their ruler, was as faithful a servant to the Emperor as any man. The work done here was far from beautiful, but it served its purpose.


On the stair, Ottemar looked down at the churning waters as they flung themselves endlessly at Tannacrag’s walls, cutting into them, working at them with a tireless energy that would never be stilled. Frowning, he turned away, as if the vision put unwelcome thoughts in his head. He gave his arm to the man beside him, Otarus, who had pulled his thick cloak tightly about him as protection from the gusting wind. Behind them, silent and seemingly unmoved, the shadow that was Wargallow followed.


The doors to the crude fortress of Tannacrag were iron bound, proof against the hostile weather. Torches blazed beside them, the wind tearing at them and pulling from them long tails of bright yellow. In the glow, a number of pale faces studied the climbers. The last of Ascanar’s people waited, their eyes as cold as the sea, their minds closed. But this would be no trap. It would be, Ottemar was convinced, no more than a plea for mercy, a less gruelling way of life. He had not discussed it in detail with Wargallow. Indeed, the Deliverer had been almost permanently busy since his return, a month ago, from the east. He had, nevertheless, insisted on coming on this short voyage to the home of the exiles, as though he feared the Emperor’s disposition to be lenient.


‘If you consider this meeting so important that you yourself must attend it,’ Wargallow had said, ‘then perhaps you’d better take me with you.’


Ottemar had simply shrugged, though inwardly he had wished that the meeting could have happened while Wargallow was away. He had told Wargallow as little as possible: that he had received a message from Tannacrag, a missive signed by Ascanar, requesting an audience. He would have bluntly refused, but something had happened which could not be ignored. The Administrators had found a broken craft on the outer rocks of the island, and among the wreckage there were a number of dead seamen, and one who was alive. There was a madness in him, but among his wild cries and screams, there were some intelligible sentences. He had come from the far west. So much had Ottemar revealed to Otarus and Wargallow. He had burned the missive before speaking to either of them, and thus they had not seen the final sentence written in the precise hand of Ascanar. Yet those words burned brightly still in Ottemar’s mind.


He was one of Rannovic’s men.


The doors to Tannacrag’s fortress were opened and the Emperor’s party entered, the guardsmen forming an easy line on either side of him. They looked to be relaxed, unwary, but they had been chosen for their skill. Only a reckless or desperate force would have attempted to abduct or kill Ottemar. Wargallow understood Ascanar better; it would not happen here.


There was a hall, a drab place in comparison to the opulent halls of the rebuilt city of Medallion, and its walls were bare, not one tapestry nor statue adorning them. For windows it had narrow openings high up, each fixed with a grille. Though there was a log fire blazing comfortably in a wide hearth, there were no carpets, no rugs, and the tables were of dark wood, the chairs little better than benches. Ottemar scowled at them as he walked through them to meet his host. Tannacrag was far more of a prison than he had realised. Perhaps Wargallow would approve, but the Emperor wondered if it were wise to treat Ascanar and his people with such pointed derision.


Ascanar waited alone near the fire. He wore a single robe of coarse material which contrasted with the woven pelts of the Emperor and his retinue. He held himself well, a tall man, with the sharp features of his race, his dark hair swept back from a high forehead, his brows pencil-thin but marked. Whatever he had suffered here on Tannacrag, it did not show at the moment. He had a look of power about him, a spirit that would not be easily broken. And he had a coolness, something that seemed to set him aside from fear, and it leant him an air almost of contempt. He stepped forward and gave a polite bow of his head.


‘I am honoured, sire.’ There was no warmth in his voice; it might have been fashioned by the elements of the island about him.


Ottemar gestured to his guardsmen and at once they withdrew to the extremities of the hall, though mindful of their charge.


‘I would offer you wine,’ said Ascanar, with a hint of a smile, ‘but you will appreciate that the vine does not prosper on Tannacrag.’


Wargallow had let his hood fall and Ascanar was thankful that he had been warned that it might be the Deliverer who was coming. Had he not known, he may well have shown enough brief surprise for Wargallow to notice. He missed nothing, and as his eyes met those of Ascanar, the latter studied him briefly. Dressed in a dark cloak, the Deliverer hid both hands within ft. Ascanar had seen that terrible right hand only once, in the Hall of the Hundred when Wargallow had first arrived on Medallion. It was a frightful instrument, that killing steel, reputed to move with blinding speed, and capable of despatching death quickly. The face of the Deliverer was calm, unmoved, and Ascanar reflected that he had never seen a man so completely in control of himself before, save possibly his own former master, Eukor Epta. But even he had fallen to the steel of the easterner.


Otarus, on the other hand, looked tired, hurt by the cold of the island. He wore numerous thick pelts and furs, and his white beard spilled over them in a silent cataract. He was an old man now, his face lined and weary, but in his eyes there yet burned the spirit that had rallied his own supporters in the difficult days before the Inundation. Ascanar nodded to him in deference: he had been a worthy opponent and one not to be taken lightly, even now.


The Emperor, like his predecessors, remained an enigma. He was still a relatively young man, though already the stress of controlling the Empire was beginning to show in his face, that and something else. Ascanar thought he already had the measure of this. And Ottemar must know it, too, else he would not have come.


‘And you’ll appreciate that we did not come here to drink with you,’ said Wargallow.


Ascanar switched his gaze back to the Deliverer, but kept his face as blank as he could. He expected no mercy from Wargallow. And with him, there was no lever. Was there a weakness in him? Something that could be gripped and used to manipulate him? Ascanar doubted it. Control of Wargallow would have to be achieved in other ways. Could he ever be used against the Emperor? Again, it would take a lifetime to achieve it.


‘Your missive spoke of a survivor,’ said Ottemar.


How much of the note had the others seen? wondered Ascanar. But he suspected Ottemar had not shown it to them: it had been too direct in its conclusion.


‘Yes,’ nodded the former Oligarch. He gestured to the seats, and Ottemar and Otarus sat at once. Wargallow preferred to go to the fire, though he did not take his arms from his cloak.


Ascanar sat with the Emperor. ‘Although you provide us with supplies and enough food to live, some of the younger men here like to amuse themselves by scaling the rocks and hunting gulls’ eggs, or sometimes fishing. Tannacrag does not offer a wide range of diversions—’


‘Which is why it was chosen,’ said Wargallow to the fire. He had no time for Ascanar’s sarcasm.


‘On such an expedition,’ went on the latter, ‘a boat was discovered. It was a curiously crude vessel, having been constructed, it seemed, in haste. And it looked as if it had been made from a larger craft that had been in some way damaged. It had come to grief on the western rocks of the island, and those who had been reckless enough to sail in it had either drowned or been pulped on the rocks. The sea here has a particularly spiteful nature, which is why I discourage my people from thoughts of crossing it.’


‘Have any tried?’ said Otarus.


Ascanar smiled, though he was being patient. ‘In their minds, they all have. Otherwise, no.’


‘But one of the men in this wrecked boat did live,’ said Ottemar, leaning forward. ‘Is he still alive?’


Ascanar looked into the Emperor’s eyes for a long time. It was impossible to miss the need there, the hunger. Ascanar leaned back, aware that Wargallow was looking down at him. ‘Yes. The man is alive.’


‘Where is he?’ said Ottemar, his hands working at each other for warmth.


‘Here on Tannacrag,’ said Ascanar calmly. ‘Quite safe.’


Wargallow listened, wondering why it was that Ottemar should show so much interest in this shipwrecked sailor. He was of great importance to the Emperor, but Wargallow’s gentle questioning had yet to discover why. The sailor had come from the west, but there was more to it than that.


Otarus coughed. ‘You must know that you cannot hide him from us.’


Ascanar shrugged. ‘For a while I could. Your Stonedelvers would dig him out, no matter how deep we buried him. But, of course, you want him alive.’


‘You mean you’d have him killed before we could find him,’ said Wargallow. This was the language he understood.


Ascanar gave a very brief nod. ‘I have nothing, not even my freedom. All I have is this madman from the sea.’


‘What condition is he in?’ said Ottemar.


‘To be frank, he will not live for very long. He eats, but unless he is closely watched, he tears at himself, or tries to throttle himself. Then there are calmer periods. Sometimes he is quite lucid—’


‘How lucid?’ said Ottemar, too quickly.


‘He talks of his voyages, though they sound as if they are voyages of the mind—’


‘Voyages in the western seas?’ prompted Otarus.


‘It is why I assumed he would be important to you.’


‘And why,’ added Wargallow, ‘you assumed you could use him.’


Ascanar again nodded. ‘Tannacrag is a prison. You chose it well. I want to be able to leave it and to take my remaining people with me. We know that we have lost Medallion. But there are lands in the far south, beyond the city of Thuvis in Athahara, where we could go. We have accepted our loss. In the south we would hardly be a threat to the Empire. Is that such a high price?’


Ottemar again answered quickly. ‘Perhaps not.’


‘The madman,’ went on Ascanar, looking directly at the Emperor, ‘has spoken of many things, most of which mean nothing to me. Much of it will, I am sure, mean nothing to you. But he has spoken of Anakhizer, and of how he is preparing for war.’


‘We know of such things,’ said Wargallow calmly.


‘He has spoken of the Deepwalks, the forests that cover the shores of the west. From which no man has returned.’ Ascanar turned round to meet Wargallow’s gaze. ‘Until now.’


‘You attach significance to that?’ said the Deliverer, with a look of mild surprise. Ascanar knew it to be feigned: he understood such guises perfectly.


He smiled. ‘Only because the madman seems to have been into the forest. His party found a way into it, and some of them returned.’


‘Without their sanity,’ said Wargallow. ‘Which could suggest that any man who follows them would be a fool. Your information would seem to be a little flawed in value.’


Ascanar was not at all put out by Wargallow’s dismissal. ‘Others of the party did not return, and one might suppose they suffered the same fate that befell their predecessors.’


‘Has the madman spoken of them?’ said Ottemar, tensing.


‘The rest of his party? Vaguely.’


‘And are they dead?’


Something in Ottemar’s voice warned Wargallow that the truth of the matter was close to the surface. What had he missed? Men had tried to penetrate the western continent before. Why should this expedition be so important? But then, bright as a beacon, the answer came to him. How could he have forgotten!


‘Who led this party?’ he asked, looking not at Ascanar, but at Ottemar.


‘I repeat,’ said the Emperor, ignoring the demanding eyes. ‘Are they all dead?’


‘Not if the survivor is to be believed,’ said Ascanar.


‘Who led the party?’ said Wargallow again, but he knew. Ottemar’s anxiety proclaimed it.


‘Someone of value to us?’ said Otarus, puzzled by the sudden tension.


Ottemar got to his feet. ‘Are they alive?’ he breathed.


Ascanar shrugged. ‘The madman hints that a group of them survived the foray into the Deep walks but they have been taken—’


‘Taken?’ repeated Ottemar, his face suddenly haggard. ‘By whom? Anakhizer?’


‘Possibly. The forest, perhaps. But you must put these questions to the seaman yourself.’


Ottemar looked across at Wargallow, and Otarus could see that there was an understanding between them he did not share. He had become used to this. ‘Who led the party?’ the old man said into the sudden silence. ‘Do you know?’


‘A former pirate,’ said Ascanar. ‘A man who once had a high price on his head, but who now rules the Hammavars, and who has made good their rift with the House of Trullhoon.’


‘Rannovic!’ gasped Otarus, his brow wrinkling. ‘But why should he sail to the west! who knows better than Rannovic how dangerous those lands are?’


Wargallow watched Ottemar, knowing who the former pirate had taken with him on his voyage, knowing also that Rannovic would not have made the voyage had he not been beguiled into doing so. But this was no place to bring it into the open, not before Ascanar. Unless he knew the rest. Could he? He was sure of his strength in this bartering, sure that he had enough to win his freedom.


‘You say the Deepwalks have claimed Rannovic and his party,’ said Wargallow. ‘But that they are alive.’


‘The madman has said as much,’ said Ascanar.


‘By now they may be dead,’ said Wargallow. ‘It would have taken weeks for the ship to have reached Tannacrag from the west. And even if we sent a fleet to look for Rannovic, how would we find him?’


‘Ask Helvor, as he names himself. I did not bring you here to waste your time.’ There was a steel edge to Ascanar’s voice now. ‘He knows the way into the forest. Your friends may yet be alive.’ He directed this last to Ottemar, who flinched. There was no mistaking Ascanar’s understanding of the Emperor’s fears.


Wargallow returned to the fire. He knew precisely how strong a grip on the situation Ascanar had. Rannovic was not the prize, although he had become a worthy ally to Ottemar and alone would have been worth trying to save. But Rannovic, like Ottemar, had a weakness, and it may yet undo both of them. Sisipher, Brannog’s daughter. Wargallow heard many rumours and tales: he was too discerning a ruler to ignore such things. In Medallion’s streets he had heard of how Rannovic had tried to seduce Sisipher when she had first been captured by the Hammavars, and of how, in spite of her rude dismissal of him, he had yet kept a place in his heart for her. Wargallow also knew that Ottemar loved the girl. He had made a fool of himself over her once, but she had forgiven him that. Although she had come to love him in return, she had not let their duty to the Empire stand aside for them. She had left Medallion shortly before Ottemar’s child had been born, and she had easily persuaded Rannovic to take her in his own warship. And they had blundered into the west! To the Deepwalks. What had they hoped to achieve there!


And now Ottemar, who was yet obsessed by the girl, would want to pursue her, Wargallow felt certain. He had a beautiful wife, the superb Empress Tennebriel, who had given him a strong son and heir: he had the Empire, its numerous allies, its great strength against the coming darkness; he had the support and loyalty of a dozen nations. Yet still he would seek his happiness elsewhere. Did he, perhaps, possess the legendary Remoon madness, the curse of his ancestors? Whatever his feelings, Ascanar had found them out and knew the entire history of them. He had calculated precisely how eager Ottemar would be to search for Sisipher.


The former Oligarch said blandly, ‘Shall I take you to my guest?’


Ottemar was looking at Wargallow’s back. ‘Rannovic is one of our most faithful allies. If he is alive, we have to search for him. If we do not the entire Trullhoon House will be up in arms. You know well enough that my mother, Ludhanna, was a Trullhoon—’


Wargallow swung round. ‘I understand your history well enough, yes! And I agree that Rannovic and his party should not be abandoned. But this is an expensive way to pay for it. To free Ascanar and his followers.’


‘Would you weigh that against our allies?’ snapped Ottemar. ‘And if it gives us a way in to the west, Simon, a path to the forest and beyond—’


Otarus shook his head. ‘Sire, surely this is a matter for the Hall—’


‘No!’ said Ottemar and the word struck the walls and rang back. ‘I am the Emperor, not a puppet. The matter is decided. Ascanar, you will have your freedom. A ship will be prepared for you, manned by my navy. You’ll be taken south, around Athahara and put ashore in safety.’ He took from his neck a chain and seal and held it out to the former Oligarch. ‘Here’s my word on it. Witness this,’ he called to Otarus, loud enough so that the guardsmen would also hear.


Otarus gasped; this made the decision irreversible.


Ascanar bowed slightly. He took the proferred seal and held it in his hands for a moment, then returned it to the Emperor. ‘So be it.’


Ottemar swung away from his companions and paced back into the hall.


Otarus rose, going to Wargallow. ‘This must be done as vowed,’ he whispered to the Deliverer. ‘We must uphold his promise. It is the law.’


Wargallow nodded patiently. ‘Yes, yes, Otarus. In spite of what you may have heard about me, I am not without scruples.’


‘I suppose Ascanar can be no threat to Goldenisle now.’


‘I agree. But I do not like to see the Emperor being so precipitate. He should not rule by passion alone. I agree that Ascanar’s people should be released, as my own enemies in the east were. But such decisions should not be made by one man. What else will Ottemar insist on, eh?’


Otarus nodded solemnly. ‘He should consult the Council on such matters.’


Wargallow gently guided the old Law Giver by the arm, and they followed Ascanar and the Emperor, the guardsmen falling into step behind them. Wargallow concealed his amusement at Otarus’ anxiety, and at his own hypocrisy: he had ruled the Deliverers as a dictator since Grenndak’s fall.


Ascanar led them through a number of corridors and came to stairs that led upwards and not down into the heart of the fortress as expected. A number of doors had to be unlocked on the way, for Ascanar had been very precise in his preparations. Had Wargallow or anyone else attempted to find a way to the hiding place of the madman, they would have arrived far too late to prevent his death. And Ascanar belonged to a breed of men who would have sacrificed themselves rather than allow their enemies the pleasure of taking their prisoner without due payment.


The place where the madman was kept opened as a ledge over the sea. The wind howled beyond it, and the surf greyed as it pounded the cliffs below. Those who guarded the madman were relieved when Ascanar came to them, knowing by the presence of the Emperor that their unpleasant vigil would soon be over.


Helvor was bound to a rock, although it was evident from the condition of his ropes that he had chafed at them so often he had frayed them and they had been re-tied more than once. Ascanar went as near to him as he dared and held aloft a torch. By its shivering light Helvor’s face looked wild, his eyes wide and staring. His hair was long and filthy, his beard a dishevelled bush. Thick strands of saliva hung from his chin, and his mouth sagged as if the jaw had been broken.


‘Is this how you found him?’ said Ottemar, appalled by the spectacle.


‘He grows worse,’ said Ascanar, himself unmoved. ‘From time to time he is calmer, and speaks for minutes at a time in a reasonable way, though much of what he says is strange.’


As if in response, Helvor jerked. ‘I’ve seen them,’ he said suddenly, eyes yet focused on the distant shore of his delusions. He seemed transfixed, as though he could envisage again what he had once seen.


Ottemar moved closer. ‘What are they?’ he said in a hoarse whisper.


‘Dark, dark,’ gasped Helvor. ‘I see their eyes, their hateful eyes, no eyes of men! Dark armour, spawn of night! And the bloated ones, the grasping flesh-eaters—’


‘Ferr-Bolgan!’ murmured Ottemar.


‘Oh, yes! A thousand of the maggot vermin. But see these others! These black-helmed killers. What are these, with their curved steel?’


Ottemar glanced back at Wargallow. ‘Steel? The Ferr-Bolgan do not carry blades—’


‘And who is beyond them!’ cried Helvor. ‘Ah, we saw its kind when we lost Teru Manga. Herder! See him gloat as the curved blades rip!’


‘The Children of the Mound, in the west, just as we feared,’ Ottemar nodded, turning again to Wargallow. As he did so, Helvor erupted, flinging himself forward against the ropes. One hand snapped free of its thongs, but before he could fasten his nails in Ottemar’s flesh, Ascanar thrust the torch at him. Helvor cowered back at once, spitting like a wolf.


‘There are chains on our ships,’ said Wargallow from the shadows. ‘We’ll take him from this place.’


‘And my ship?’ Ascanar asked of Ottemar.


‘In two days it will be here. Be prepared to leave.’


Ascanar bowed. Everything was already prepared. He had known Ottemar would not be able to resist the bait. So the girl was as precious to him as the stories told.


Wargallow had already left the chamber. Otarus and the Emperor followed him. ‘How will you interrogate the creature, sire?’ Otarus asked softly.


Ottemar’s face was drawn. ‘I will leave that to Wargallow.’


Behind them there was a piercing shriek, and in it a sound of utter despair. Otarus watched the Emperor go down. The mantle of Empire sat heavily on these men, Otarus mused. It hardened them, as fire tempered steel. But in these days there was no other way, it seemed. It was the time of steel. Wearily he descended, and the stairs seemed to him then to reach down into an endless dark.
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A Conversation with the Empress


Tennebriel studied the calm waters of the Inner Sea from the balcony. The day was cloudless, sunlight sparkling on the water, shaping the distant Heights of Malador clearly. Directly below the Empress the streets were being rebuilt even now, more than a year after the Inundation and Ottemar’s coming to power. The Stonedelvers and their smaller companions, the Earth wrought, had done a remarkable job restoring the city, reshaping it and raising it from its own rubble, making of it a more splendid city than it had previously been, and the gardens flourished anew, their foliage and plants blossoming in spectacular fashion. To an outsider, it was as though the city had never known destruction. Tennebriel knew little of what it had been like before her marriage to Ottemar, as she had been a virtual prisoner on Tower Island, one of Eukor Epta’s strongholds in the Inner Sea, but all those islands had collapsed, and the sea now was clear of them, save for one or two isolated rocks inhabited by bird colonies. Yes, the Stonedelvers were a strange race, and their skill with stone was almost magical, for they seemed to be able to shape it as a potter shaped clay, and they were able to move quickly below the earth as if they were wraiths within it. And more than that, they were intensely loyal to the throne. It was true that Ottemar had given them back their ancestral home, Malador, but it was not mere gratitude that made them the faithful servants they were. Tennebriel had heard much of how her husband had journeyed to the north where they had once been in exile beyond Teru Manga, and of how he had brought them out of the grip of their enemies. But she had been able to glean little of that history from Ottemar, who spoke of it only occasionally, and did not say much about his part in what had occurred.


The Empress turned from the view, stretching as lithely as a cat, her hair cascading around her like silk, shimmering in the morning light. On the balcony with her was a cradle, and the child in it slept. She glanced at him, smiling to herself. How quickly his first three months had fled. She resisted the urge to lift him up and cradle him; it was always a joy to do so. Her love for the child was intense.


She thought of her husband and of her unusual relationship with him. There had been times when she had thought she must flee her life here and take her chance in the outside world, of which she heard only whispers, and other times when she wondered if she should find a way of destroying the Emperor. But as the first few months of her marriage passed, she began to realise that she could never hate Ottemar. She had never loved him, thinking that love had been burned out of her by the murder of Cromalech, who had been her lover. The child had taught her that she had been wrong to think that. Ottemar himself had never professed to love her. He had explained this very soon after their marriage, politely, a little nervously, telling her that he did not wish to cause her distress or make her life unpleasant in any way. She smiled when she thought of the day when he had tried anxiously to explain that they must one day have an heir, a child that would make the fusion of the three royal Houses absolute. It had taken him hours to come to the point, and clearly he had dreaded her reaction.


She had known then that what he asked was not unreasonable, even though she felt no desire for him. A little pity, perhaps, but that was no reason to share his bed. But the matter of an heir could not be ignored. She had suggested that they have an heir as soon as they could, making it quite clear as well that she wanted a child out of duty and that alone. Ottemar had not been stung or bruised by her reply. For him it was a matter of duty also.


That day, when they agreed on the child, marked the beginning of a new understanding. They spoke to each other after that of private things, sharing secrets that they would not have shared with any other. For the first time Ottemar spoke of the girl he loved, Sisipher, and of some of the times they had spent together before he had become Emperor. His passion for her, Tennebriel knew at once, was fierce. How well he hid it from those around him! And in turn, she gave him the truth of her own past, and of how she had been Cromalech’s lover. Ottemar had been moved to tears by her description of his death, perhaps because he had thought of his own lost love, forbidden to him now, and they had wept gently together. It was then that they had made love for the first time, and although they did so again during the weeks that followed, Tennebriel felt sure that the child had been conceived that first time, out of grief, out of their tears for the past.


Tennebriel’s respect for her husband was great. As soon as he knew that she was with child, he ceased coming to her and made no more demands on her. Their friendship grew, and in each other they had found someone to whom they could divulge things they would share with no one else. Ottemar also spoke of affairs of state, which he seemed to find increasingly tedious, and Tennebriel agreed that royal protocol exhausted her more than anything. But she had the child and worshipped it. Ottemar never interfered, though he loved his son, anxious to do whatever he was required to, guided by Tennebriel. He made life as pleasant and as interesting as he could for her, and almost everyone in the city assumed them to be an excellent match.


Life would have been acceptable, but for the rumours that crept ever in from outside the islands of the Chain. The smell of war hovered over the western horizon. Ambassadors arrived constantly, and Ottemar spoke to old friends from the east, where much was happening. Wargallow, his most faithful envoy, was recently returned from there, bearing some secret that Ottemar would not disclose. It was to do with power, for the impending war with Anakhizer was to be over power. Such things were not beyond the Empress and she dearly longed to know more, but she had to find out about these things indirectly.


From the shadows of her rooms, a figure emerged, and Tennebriel grinned as she saw who it was. It was the beautiful eastern girl, Dennovia, who had been brought by Wargallow and his party from the lands of legend beyond the eastern sea some weeks previously. Apparently it had been Wargallow himself who had suggested that this stunning girl, herself no more than a few months younger than the Empress, be given to her as a Companion. At first Tennebriel argued with her husband that she would rather choose her own Companions, but when she heard about Dennovia’s background she became intrigued and had agreed to the post being made official.


Dennovia was about to kneel, but Tennebriel snorted. ‘There’s nobody here, Dennovia. Don’t bother with that now.’


Dennovia smiled, brushing back her own dark hair, and went to look at the child. ‘And how is little Solimar? He has your looks.’


‘Do you think so?’ replied the taller girl, pleased.


Dennovia was always relaxed when she knew they were alone. She had been amazed by the city when she had been brought here under the protection of Simon Wargallow and King Brannog, and for some time she had expected to be either married off to some noble, or secreted away in the palace where she could not make a nuisance of herself. She had even wondered if one day she might be killed, having once been the mistress of Mourndark, Wargallow’s enemy. But it was true that she had saved Wargallow’s life beyond the eastern continent. Perhaps this was his way of repaying her for that. She had met the Emperor, a strange man, who looked to Dennovia to have more on his mind than others would have thought, and she wondered if it had been Ottemar who had suggested she become a Companion to his wife. Whoever it had been, the decision had thrilled Dennovia, and as it turned out, greatly pleased Tennebriel, for the Empress had lived a closeted life and knew very little about the outside world. Although Dennovia had been here little more than a month, she had already provided the Empress with endless tales and anecdotes. Not only that, but Dennovia’s exploits, her hinted affairs with a number of palace officials, which had begun almost the day she had arrived, were a source of endless fascination to the Empress, who would listen avidly while Dennovia whispered her stories of intrigue. There had been times when the Empress would have spoken of her own dead lover, but she had refrained. She wanted nothing to make her or her son vulnerable in any way.


‘And what is happening out in the wicked city today?’ Tennebriel smiled.


Dennovia took a deep breath, smoothing down her short dress with her hands, conscious of her beauty. She considered Tennebriel to be quite the most beautiful woman she had ever seen, though the girl did not use her beauty to its best advantage. But Dennovia knew also that she had her own beauty, which she had honed like a tool, using it with such expert skill that she suspected very few men in the Empire could ignore it if she used it on them. Men spoke of power, but Dennovia knew there was power in her beauty.


‘I have heard,’ Dennovia began, and was at once cut short by the laughter of the Empress. ‘My lady?’


‘“You have heard,”’ repeated Tennebriel. ‘You always say it as though you had been hiding behind a door and caught something, whereas I’m sure you must have drawn it from the unsuspecting lips of one of your lovers.’


Dennovia giggled. ‘Well, to be honest, I did spend much of the night with Fornoldur, one of Ottemar’s guardsmen.’


‘Not while he was on duty, I trust?’


‘Now, you know that discretion is my watchword—’


Tennebriel laughed again, enjoying herself. How Dennovia had the nerve to carry through some of her exploits she could not imagine. Did Wargallow know what the girl was up to in the palace?


‘Anyway,’ Dennovia went on, ‘I was with Fornoldur. Did you know that your husband had received a message from the Administrators?’


‘The exiles?’


‘Yes, on Tannacrag. Ascanar sent a message, asking for your husband to visit him. In person.’


‘Ottemar would never go to such a place. He would have sent one of the court.’


‘You would have thought so,’ said Dennovia softly. ‘But some of Fornoldur’s fellows in the guard were summoned the other night. They went the next day to Tannacrag. And Ottemar was with them. So was Otarus. And of course, Wargallow.’


Tennebriel shook her head. ‘He’s scarcely back from the east and already he’s busier than the rest of the court put together. He and his other Deliverer—’


‘Coldrieve? Yes, I’ve not been able to find out what it is they have been working on. War plans, no doubt. Be thankful they are allies; Wargallow is very powerful.’


‘I sometimes wonder if he is more powerful than the Emperor.’


Dennovia caught the edge to the comment. ‘Possibly, in some ways. But they serve each other, I know that. Wargallow’s loyalty to the Empire is built on a strange fanaticism. He sees the Empire as the salvation of Omara. There is no danger of him using his power against your husband.’


‘Well, you know these things better than I,’ nodded Tennebriel, though her fears remained. She had not known Dennovia long enough to be absolutely certain of her. If what she said about the Deliverer was true, he was indeed a champion to be admired, as were all Ottemar’s unusual allies.


‘I am a stranger,’ said Dennovia. ‘I have no right to demand your trust. But I can promise that your husband is well served. In all things now there is one real enemy.’


‘The evil in the west? Anakhizer?’


‘Yes.’


‘I hear of him constantly. Why does he not attack us? How long is he to go on preparing for this war?’


‘We may know soon.’


‘You have heard something?’ said Tennebriel eagerly. The thought of another war, and one as terrible as had been promised, horrified her, but this waiting, this expectation, was at times unbearable.


‘Ottemar went to Ascanar. It seems there was a shipwreck on Tannacrag. A small craft, but somehow it had made the crossing from the far west.’


Tennebriel’s eyes widened. ‘The west?’


‘You have heard of the Deepwalks?’


Tennebriel gasped. ‘Yes, of course! But surely the ship didn’t come from there? Even our war galleys don’t roam along that coastline.’


‘The men in this ship had been into the Deepwalks. They fled, but their ship was destroyed on Tannacrag, and they were all killed, save one. And Ascanar had him.’


‘Where is he now?’


‘Somewhere below us in the palace. Fornoldur doesn’t know where. He’s under strict guard. Whatever ordeal he endured in the west and after made him into a madman. But something of his story was saved. He was brought here by the guardsmen, and Wargallow.’


Tennebriel looked thoughtful. ‘Ottomar has been restless lately. In fact, yesterday his temper was very short. He hardly looked at the child. He was abrupt with me—’


‘And he’s upset the Law Givers.’


‘Oh?’ Tennebriel was surprised. Otarus was rarely put out by her husband, and had been particularly supportive of him.


‘Ascanar only gave up the madman for a price.’


‘I can’t believe he would be in a position to make demands on us. The Administrators are lucky to be alive. Many would have had them executed.’


Dennovia leaned forward, though there was no danger of her being overheard. ‘The price he asked was his freedom—and that of all his followers.’


‘Then Tannacrag has softened his head,’ sneered the Empress.


‘But the madman is here.’


Tennebriel frowned. ‘Ascanar traded this madman for his freedom?’


‘It was the Emperor’s express command. Before Wargallow and Otarus, he pledged his word on his seal. Already Ascanar and his followers are at sea, bound for southern lands. Tannacrag is empty.’ Dennovia tossed back her head, pleased that she had been able to shock her companion.


‘Then this madman must be exceedingly valuable! Who is he?’


‘Helvor. His master is well respected by Fornoldur and his guardsmen. He is Rannovic, formerly a Hammavar freebooter, now one of the Trullhoons’ high ranking captains.’


‘Rannovic,’ Tennebriel echoed. ‘Another of my husband’s particular allies. They fought at sea against Eukor Epta’s forces. And you say Rannovic was in the west? In the Deepwalks?’


‘I can’t find out why. Perhaps he was on a mission for your husband.’


Tennebriel mused upon this. ‘Possibly. The Empire seeks as much knowledge as it can muster about the west. Ottemar wants to take a fleet and an army there, to carry the war to Anakhizer before he brings it to us. But the Deepwalks bar the way.’


Dennovia’s eyes flashed. ‘Then Rannovic has found a way through them. Helvor has been brought here and questioned—’


‘By whom?’


‘Wargallow.’


Tennebriel shuddered in spite of herself. ‘Torture?’


‘No. The man was mad, his mind locked in turmoil.’


‘You think that would deter the Deliverer?’


Dennovia looked angry, but she guarded her reactions carefully. ‘He is not that ruthless. Helvor had to be interrogated. His information is vital. There would be ways to take it from him without violence—’


‘How?’ Tennebriel was relentless. She knew how important Wargallow was to Ottemar, but wondered how much of a threat he could be to him if he so chose. Wargallow was far too self-contained for her to be sure of him.


‘I know that Brannog’s wife, Ruvanna, has certain skills. They say she was able to search the mind of a Child of the Mound, and draw from it such knowledge as she needed. And I have seen her shape elementals from the very mud of the sea bed—’


‘Then did she question the madman?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Perhaps it was Wargallow, with his killing steel.’


Dennovia would have denied this, knowing the Deliverer no longer carried the steel hand. But she must not divulge that truth, nor say what it was he carried in its place. The safety of the Empire depended on the keeping of that secret, and she knew her life depended on silence. ‘No, I am sure he did not torment Helvor. But he had to learn what he knew of the west.’


Tennebriel nodded. ‘I see. Then it may be that Ottemar will force the hand of his court. If there is a way through the Deepwalks, he will want to muster his army and sail.’


‘You don’t approve?’


Tennebriel went to the balcony and looked out at the sea. The picture was one of serenity, a vivid contrast to the things which sped through her mind. ‘They won’t let him go,’ she said.


Dennovia stood beside her. ‘The Emperor?’


Tennebriel sighed. ‘I know why he’s so restless. This business explains it. More than ever he will want to take his forces to the west. Such action may well be approved, but if it is, the court will never permit Ottemar to go. He will have to stay here, to protect the Chain.’


‘You think he should go?’


Tennebriel turned to her with a thin smile. ‘His happiness concerns me. He and I are not lovers, Dennovia, you may have guessed as much. But we rule. Our first duty is to the throne, and to our son. But Ottemar’s happiness is important to me.’


‘But if he goes to the west—’


‘And faces its dangers? He would be more content to do that than sit here, chafing. That would destroy him. He should go.’


Dennovia chewed her lip thoughtfully. ‘There is to be a counselling. In secret. These matters are to be discussed. I believe there are factions who would not support the sending of the navy and army to the west, even if there is a way through the Deepwalks.’


‘Has Fornoldur told you this?’


‘No, no. He is only a party to so much. This is not something I have been told, but I’ve spent a lot of time in the company of Brannog and Wargallow.’ She had told and retold her life in the east to Tennebriel. ‘I’m sure they have a different view of things.’


‘Different to whom? My husband?’


‘Their answer is to go secretly to the west. Not with an army, but with a selected elite company.’


‘For what purpose? What could they achieve?’


Dennovia had said nothing about the rods of power, nor of Anakhizer’s control of them. ‘They might find a way to the heart of the enemy before he discovered them.’


Tennebriel considered it. ‘It would be a reckless journey. But in view of the past, I suspect the sort of exploit Ottemar would relish.’


Dennovia shook her head. ‘He would wish to go, for certain, but—’


Tennebriel realised what she meant. ‘Of course! The court would be even less inclined to permit it. In fact, it would be forbidden.’


‘If it is decided that such a quest is to be undertaken, only those with particular skills will be chosen. There will be no room for anyone else. So even if he were not Emperor, Ottemar would have to remain.’ Dennovia had not said it unkindly, and Tennebriel did not turn on her angrily for saying what was the truth.


‘No, you are right, Dennovia. Ottemar confesses he is no great fighter, and he does not possess skill with a sword, or with an axe or bow. He has no other power, not like the Earthwrought, or that extraordinary fellow, Brannog. Nor does he have the cold-blooded determination of Wargallow.’


‘You have no love for the Deliverer,’ said Dennovia, looking away for a moment.


‘He frightens me! Oh, I know he is said to have killed Eukor Epta, for which I should heap praise on him, but—’


‘Trust him, with your life.’


Tennebriel seemed to be about to ask something, but before she had made her mind up to do so, Dennovia had moved away. She was studying the city below. ‘Why do you think your husband wants to go on this journey, however it is decided?’ she asked abruptly.


Oh, I know why, Tennebriel said to herself. I know why Rannovic left Goldenisle, and who persuaded him to go. If the Hammavar is alive, and Sisipher is with him, Ottemar will go after them. If the girl is in danger, he will want to seek her out. But this is not for Dennovia to know. Ottemar and I have shown the Empire our union. He dare not make a fool of himself now. If Dennovia knew, how far would it go?


Dennovia broke into her musing. ‘He has every good reason to stay. And reason would dictate that he should.’


‘History may have something to do with it,’ said Tennebriel, groping for a moment at straws. ‘The Remoons have had their failures in the past. Ottemar’s predecessor, Quanar, almost brought ruin upon the Empire. Ottemar is anxious to show himself to be equal to the crisis—’


‘By putting himself at risk? After all that he has achieved? The Empire is stronger now than it has been for hundreds of years,’ said Dennovia, forcing home her point so strongly that Tennebriel felt her fabrication dissolving. She was no longer accomplished at subterfuge, whereas Dennovia had made an art of it. ‘He should not go,’ said Dennovia.


‘Well, no—’


‘Just as he was too quick to agree to Ascanar’s release. He did so without consulting Wargallow or Otarus, and they were standing beside him when he pledged his word.’


‘He is the Emperor—’


‘His enemies would murmur of the Remoon Curse. Does Ottemar’s heart rule his head?’


Tennebriel gasped. The arrow of truth struck home. She could hardly conceal it from Dennovia. ‘I cannot speak of these things, Dennovia.’


There was a brief pause, a silence that threatened to break open with secrets. Dennovia smiled. ‘You are not lovers, my lady. You have told me so.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He loves another, perhaps?’


‘That is not my concern.’


‘It is easy to tolerate such things when one is indifferent. Men are ruled by their passions. Such things make fools of them sometimes. Such things make them cast aside duty, loyalty—’


She knows! ‘What are you saying!’


‘Only that I understand such things in men.’


Tennebriel almost told her then, almost spoke of Cromalech, but she said nothing, her lips tightening, her hands clenching, though not in anger.


‘My lady,’ Dennovia went on softly, ‘I wish to go on this voyage, too.’


As if the girl had completely changed tack and spoke of other things, Tennebriel gaped at her. ‘I don’t follow you—’


‘Whether a fleet sails, or whether it is one ship, I want to’


Tennebriel laughed, breaking the tension. ‘Surely you’re not bored with the city already!’


Dennovia smiled patiently. She looked away. ‘No, I can think of no other place where I would rather settle. I cannot imagine anywhere in Omara to compare with Goldenisle.’


‘Yet you want to go to the west?’


‘Those who go may not survive. I understand what it is they will face there. I have seen something of those grim powers. It is because those who go there may die there, that I want to go. But not because I want to die!’ She laughed nervously, but recovered herself. ‘How foolish you must think me!’


Tennebriel put an arm about her, suddenly understanding. ‘Does Fornoldur mean so much to you?’


Dennovia’s eyes widened and she threw back her head and laughed, the sound echoing pleasantly around the balcony. ‘Fornoldur!’


‘Why, yes. I’m sure he’d be picked to go, even on a single craft. He is one of the finest warriors we have.’ Just as Cromalech was—


‘Fornoldur!’ repeated Dennovia. ‘Oh, mistress, how little you know me! Fornoldur is my toy. I have used him, just as I have used others. To learn things. If I need information, I have to pay for it.’


Tennebriel released her, not sure whether to laugh or frown.


‘I was trained as a concubine!’ Dennovia laughed. ‘And I will not pretend that it is always unpleasant. Fornoldur is a good man. He has given me pleasure. But I could never love him.’


‘Then who?’


Dennovia grinned wickedly and moved away. ‘He’ll be on that ship that leaves for the west. And I wish to be near him.’


‘Who is he? Tell me, I insist!’ said Tennebriel, her face lighting up. They were both laughing like young girls.


‘Let us share our secrets,’ said Dennovia at last.


Tennebriel still smiled, but she felt an inner coldness growing. ‘Secrets? What do you mean?’


‘Who is it that the Emperor loves?’


To her surprise, the question came as a relief to Tennebriel. She had assumed Dennovia would demand the name of her own lover, the dead Cromalech. What harm would it do to tell her of Sisipher?


‘If I tell you, it must be our secret, Dennovia. There are those who know it already. But if I find out that you have given such knowledge to others, my anger will be hard for you to bear.’


Dennovia nodded. ‘I ask only for myself.’


‘If you do manage to sail to the west,’ said Tennebriel, trying to excuse herself, ‘you would find out anyway. It is Sisipher, King Brannog’s daughter.’


‘Ah. Then I had guessed.’


‘You knew?’


‘No, but it seemed to fit a pattern.’


‘So tell me, who is it that has so besotted you?’


Dennovia suddenly scowled and Tennebriel could see for once beneath the soft exterior of the girl some of the hardness that must be there. ‘I’m not besotted with him! And he thinks little enough of me.’


‘Come, come. Don’t make me guess.’


‘You may not approve my choice—’


‘Dennovia!’


For once the eastern girl did not meet the gaze of the Empress. ‘You must never tell a soul. It is Wargallow’s shadow. I have known him since the Direkeep. Harn Coldrieve.’




3


A Private Council


Shortly after midnight, in one of the three private halls of the central palace, the counsellors met, called together privately by the Emperor. Such guards as there were on duty had been detailed to stand watch outside the chamber’s single door, admitting no one until the session was at an end. They had become used to these activities in the last month, knowing that they must be a prelude to war. After them there was always more preparation, messages sent out across the Empire, by sea and air. The day edged closer, the guards whispered, when it must begin. The city held its breath nervously, ill at ease and restless.


In the small chamber, Ottemar’s counsellors met around the table. The room was not particularly well lit, as if the shadows could further privatise their talks and keep their secrets from the anxious ears of the outside world. Ottemar sat at the head of the table, his face pale, a little pasty in the glow of the candles, and his hands fidgeted with the medallion hanging from his neck, his eyes slowly taking in the gathered company. Otarus sat on his left, frail but determined and next to him were Renodas and Ulbric, his principal Law Givers. They were a little younger than Otarus, men in their fifties, but both of them had about them the look of stoicism that had been the mark of their loyalty to Goldenisle in the face of Eukor Epta’s cruel administration. Renodas was tall, clear-eyed as an eagle, while by contrast Ulbric was a short, plump man, with a bristling moustache, his own eyes lined and sunken, as if he were discomforted, although he seemed no less dignified than his tall companion.


Beside Ulbric sat the burly figure of Kelloric, now the ruler of the House of Trullhoon. Like the Law Givers, he was in his fifties, but unlike them, he was a warrior, a son of the sea, his face weatherbeaten and full of grimness, as though he had known only war all his life. His left cheek bore a white scar to remind anyone who might doubt his personal involvement in the battles of the past that he was a man who led by example. He sat with his arms folded, a solemn stare fixed ahead of him as if at a distant sea horizon. Perhaps, Ottemar wondered, he thought of his cousin, Darraban, who together with his sons Andric and Rudaric had drowned in the Inundation, when the Trullhoons had almost been wiped out at a single stroke. Beyond him, at the far end of the table, sat the Deliverer, Harn Coldrieve, the only one of his people who Wargallow had brought with him here from the destruction of the Direkeep in the east, although it had been agreed that many more of the survivors would be admitted to Goldenisle. Though Coldrieve looked as cold and chilling as the killing steel he carried, he was utterly loyal to Wargallow and the Empire. His sharp face was unreadable, and if he knew himself to be the cause of speculation, of covert glances, he never let his feelings on the matter be shown.


Ottemar’s eyes moved around the table to where Brannog sat, and even now, a month or more since he had come with Wargallow from Elberon, his presence still took the Emperor by surprise. Ottemar had first met him what seemed like an eternity ago, in the remote fishing village of Sundhaven. Brannog had, even then, been a formidable figure, a huge man, his body muscled and honed by the fierce seas he sailed, and although he had lived among a rugged people, he had stood out from them. But time had wrought remarkable changes in him, adding to his strength. Since he had become one of the Earthwrought, a King among them, he had undergone physical changes: he was yet a man, but there was an earthiness about him, a hardness, and his face had in its make-up something that spoke of the earth people, and of stone and rock. His hands on the table were massive, as if with a twist they could snap it. If he had once been dour and not prone to humour, he had changed in that way, too, Ottemar had noted. But he put that down to the girl who sat beside him, almost diminutive in his shadow: Ruvanna, herself blessed with the Earthwrought characteristics, now his wife. She had a mop of jet black hair, the envy of many of the women of court, particularly as she never had to attend it in the way that they did theirs, nor did she use paints and powder to enhance the shape of her eyes or lips. It was as though she had just walked from a forest, as a deer might, though the image enhanced her, added to her own strange enchantment. She was not beautiful, though pretty, but she had power, just as Sisipher had power, and it shone from her eyes, just as her deep love for Brannog shone like a nimbus about her.


If Brannog loomed over his wife, she was even more dwarfed by the other huge being beside her, who found it awkward to sit at the table as his companions did. This was Aumlac, leader of the Stonedelvers. He was a few inches taller than Brannog, but extremely wide, his shoulders far broader than any man’s, and he looked as though he had been carved from solid rock and then imbued with life. His arms were proportionately thick, his hands huge. But his face spoke of intelligence, his eyes as sharp as those of Renodas, and it was almost as though he resonated with the power of the earth that was in him. He smiled briefly at the Emperor, and Ottemar took heart from the knowledge that Aumlac’s people were among his most loyal subjects.


Next to him sat Harrudnor, ambassador of Ruan Dubhnor, the ruler in the new city of Elberon. He, like Kelloric of the Trullhoons, was a warrior, and he had proved himself worthy more than once in Ottemar’s service. He looked to be a little nervous here, finding himself in company that he considered far above his own station, but Ottemar had privately impressed upon him the importance of his role, and the status of Elberon. Harrudnor, a tall, handsome fellow in his thirties, was, like Kelloric, happiest at sea, and he longed for the day when the plotting and planning and awful waiting would end.


The final member of the gathering was Simon Wargallow, who sat at the Emperor’s right hand. He knew well enough that many of Goldenisle’s people saw him as a familiar shadow, as though he had replaced Eukor Epta and was, like the Administrator, a puppet master. But those who knew him, and most of those here knew him well, trusted him, and not out of fear. Of all the members of the council, however, he alone sat with his hands well hidden.


Ottemar suddenly nodded, breaking the silence with a cough. ‘I’ve called you together privately for what may be the last time. What we decide here we may need to keep from the Hall of the Hundred.’


‘There are developments?’ said Kelloric, his arms still folded, though his eyes twinkled as though he had caught the scent of a battle. No matter how peaceful the Empire became, the Trullhoons and Crannochs would always remain volatile people.


Ottemar turned to Wargallow, gesturing for him to explain.


‘The last time we gathered,’ said the Deliverer, ‘we argued the merits of two possible strategies. Whether to carry the war to the west with a full invasion force,’ and he looked at Ottemar as he said this with a wry grin, ‘or whether to send in a smaller force—’


‘The navy was never readier,’ growled Kelloric. ‘Almost as strong as it was before the Inundation, and better organised. Even since our last meeting, both the Trullhoon and Crannoch yards have worked furiously. And Harrudnor promises even more ships from Elberon.’ Once the burly Trullhoon started speaking, it was not easy to stop him. ‘Since Anakhizer still has not launched an offensive, which is a mystery to me if he is such a force, then why do we not—’


‘Yes, yes,’ nodded Ottemar with a grin. ‘Your argument strengthens, Kelloric. But hear Wargallow out, please.’


The Trullhoon nodded patiently, though Ottemar knew that the big man would not be able to contain himself for many more days. He did not have the understanding of his cousin, Darraban, the ability to bait a trap and wait, but his loyalty was vital, and he had the trust of the Crannochs, having been given the position of commander of the navy of Goldenisle. There were other Trullhoons whom the Crannochs might not so readily have accepted.


Wargallow nodded. ‘It is only the nature of the western terrain that has kept us back,’ he said, although he knew there was more to it than that. ‘To plunge an army into the Deepwalks without any real knowledge of the place might be our undoing. Possibly what our enemy waits for, though I don’t think so.’


‘We know what Anakhizer wants,’ said Ottemar, and both Brannog and Ruvanna looked at him. There were things the council had not been told, secrets that only a select few were party to. The time to reveal them was now it seemed.


‘The rods of power,’ said Wargallow, and he went on to speak about them for several minutes, explaining that Orhung of the Werewatch had carried only one of a series of them. ‘Anakhizer has them all,’ he told the gathering, and those who had not known looked at him with appalled expressions. ‘Except one.’


‘But such power,’ gasped Otarus, ‘could destroy all life on Omara with consummate ease!’


‘As a unit,’ Wargallow agreed. ‘But Orhung’s rod escaped Anakhizer’s raid, and we have it safe.’


‘Here?’ said Aumlac. ‘My Stonedelvers have told me how it was purloined by forces from the far eastern lands.’


‘It has been recovered,’ said Wargallow. ‘Very few of us know where it is kept, but you will appreciate, I am certain, that there are good reasons for this. It is safe, I promise you.’


Kelloric grunted. He was thinking of the rumours he had heard that his aides had brought to him of certain smiths being employed privately, below the palace, reputedly by Wargallow and his henchman, Coldrieve. This would likely be something to do with that.


‘What can this single rod do?’ asked Ulbric.


‘While we possess it, Anakhizer is loath to attack. But he will make every effort to find it, of course. Without it, his strength is weakened. And it can be used against him.’


‘From here?’ said Ulbric, screwing up his face so that his eyes almost disappeared.


‘No. As we said before, there is an alternative to sending out the war fleet. A small company, bearing the rod. An attempt to find a way to Anakhizer’s lair, to drive home a single assault like a sword to the heart.’


Ottemar stared at the bare table before him. He did not favour this method of attack, and had said so previously.


‘What are these developments?’ said Kelloric. ‘Just that we have the rod? If Anakhizer seeks it, surely it would be guarded better if we took our army and fleet with it to protect it.’


‘In some ways I agree,’ nodded Wargallow. ‘But then it would be a simple matter for Anakhizer to mark our progress, especially once we landed. He would focus all his power on us. The outcome would be unpredictable. We could not be sure of victory.’


‘And defeat,’ said Aumlac, his deep voice rolling around the stone walls like a threat, ‘would be final. Omara would be left unprotected. Even Ulthar’s forces in the east would be at risk.’


‘I yet fail to see,’ grunted Kelloric, ‘what possible chance a small unit would have of success. No one has ever traversed the Deepwalks. An army might.’


‘It’s the old sticking point,’ said Otarus. ‘But I believe Wargallow may have the answer.’


‘There’s a way in,’ said Wargallow.


Only Ottemar and Otarus, who knew this, did not react with a gasp or an expression of amazement. Once the company had settled, Wargallow spoke of Rannovic’s ship and of the return of Helvor.


‘Helvor was the last of them,’ he said. ‘He died, in spite of our efforts to save him. But there were, as Ascanar promised, times when he spoke clearly, almost lucidly, of the voyage to the west. A good deal of what he said was garbled, and some of it meant nothing. He used names and descriptions I could not make sense of.’


‘But Rannovic found a way into the Deepwalks. There is a river, and some sort of promontory that Helvor named the Claws. I have tried to sketch the details that he gave me.’ With his left hand he took from his robe a scroll of parchment, and in a moment he had spread it on the table. The company gathered around it. It was crudely drawn, but along its lower half was what Wargallow described as a coastline. ‘The coast rises as a very sharp, overhanging cliff, topped with hills, an effective barrier to the Deepwalks for its entire length. But here, where the river cuts a way through it, is the passage Rannovic took.’

OEBPS/images/9781473206908.jpg
%TEWAY

ADRIAN
COLE

THE GODS
IN ANGER

‘ADRIAN COLE HAS A MAGIC TOUCH’
ROGER ZELAZNY





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





