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  Introduction


  These were the mid-Eighties. Victoria, Vancouver Island, Canada. I was sharing a townhouse flat with Ian C. Esslemont—Cam—down in James Bay. We’d both dropped the academic half of careers in archaeology to pursue the dream of writing and were enrolled in the undergraduate creative writing program at the University of Victoria. Our longstanding friendship was characterized by the convergence of interests, but not always and not in everything, especially what each of us was in the habit of reading.


  At the time Cam was immersed in the existentialists of Europe and the magic realist writers of Latin America. I was reading Viet Nam war literature. There were instances of crossover, books and stories we thrust at each other in our enthusiasm. Going After Cacciato with its Moebius loop storytelling. Ignácio Brandão’s And Still the Earth, a magic realist dystopic science fiction novel. We were young, still single, ballsy and ferocious in our literary passions. We were reading stuff that broke the confines of convention and this fuelled our own rather frenzied but probably feeble efforts as young writers.


  For all the highfalutin pretensions of that stuff, there was something else going on at the time. We’d both grown up reading fantasy and science fiction. Again, coming at things from two very distinct directions. My earliest serious reading came with the reissue of the novels of Edgar Rice Burroughs (those Frazetta covers...) by Ace and Ballantine; onward to R. E. Howard, Talbot Mundy, H. Rider Haggard, leading finally to what was for me the pinnacle of epic fantasy: Donaldson’s Chronicles of Thomas Covenant; for science fiction it was Leigh Brackett, Andre Norton, Asimov, Clarke, Zelazny, Harry Harrison, Ursula Le Guin.


  Cam’s reading list came from another planet.


  Back to Victoria. In the midst of all that academic zeal, the late-night writing sessions to meet workshop deadlines, the pissing around at the university pub, the girl-chasing, Cam and I were gaming. From AD&D beginnings on to GURPS, we were busy putting our anthropology backgrounds to an entirely nonsensical use (or so it seemed at the time), fashioning a world that didn’t exist but could exist (one of the reasons I have so little hair on my head these days is from tearing most of it out after purchasing the first box-set called Forgotten Realms and unfolding the huge colour map enclosed—only to find it ... well, lacking in certain details relating to principles of geography, cultural anthropology, economics, etc.).


  On his move out from Winnipeg, Cam had trucked along a couple boxes—his favourite books, presumably—and so, at last, we come to Glen Cook. There was plenty of beer-drinking in those days so my recollection is hazier than I’d like, but I think the first novel of Glen Cook’s that Cam handed to me was The Black Company. Might have been The Starfishers. What I do recall, however, is what reading The Black Company did to me.


  I was floored. Recall, we’d been reading literature that broke the rules. And I had been devouring every damned thing ever written by vets of the Viet Nam war, good and bad. Suddenly, here, in my hands, was a work of fantasy that took hold of the genre by its throat and squeezed. And even more enticing, it had the voice of the best of the Viet Nam novels I had been reading.


  I’d had my fill of evil overlords, princes in shining armour, damsels whose greatest talent was screaming in perfect ascending octaves. If another novel featuring a young farmboy with secret royal bloodlines reached me I was ready to walk into the Pacific and not come back. If I saw one more Dark Lord vowing to lay waste to everything (Now why would any Dark Lord want that?) I was heading for a monastery, tonsure in tow. With but a few exceptions, it seemed that fantasy wanted to stay in the adolescent wish-fulfillment stage, where good was blindingly good and evil absurdly, comically evil. Where everyone spoke in a high diction unintentionally caricaturing something from the Middle Ages.


  And then there was Glen Cook. Suddenly, there was ambivalence, there was ambiguity, suspect motivations, heroes with flaws. There were droll, often cynical points of view. There were throwaway lines that could make you howl.


  This stuff. It was grown-up. It had wit. It was clever and sly. And it was dark.


  I do recall descending on the various bookstores in Victoria—and thereafter wherever my archaeology work and other travels took me—hunting down everything Glen Cook had written. And it wasn’t easy. There was his science fiction—spectacularly good, hard-bitten and complex. And there were, rare as nuggets of gold, the novels of the Dread Empire. Mystery and wonder began with the damned titles. A Shadow of All Night Falling. Reap the East Wind. With Mercy Toward None. Poetic, arcane phrases. Dark, savage lines. Into these tales I plunged, as avid a fan as any you could imagine. This was the fantasy writing I wanted to read. This was what I was looking for.


  In our gaming sessions, Cam and I played the writing of Glen Cook. Not the specific details of his stories (we were too bound up in creating something unique, even then); but the sensibilities—the characters, their voices—and the pervasive brooding, mysterious atmosphere, the droll commentary, the penchant for outrageous understatement. Fantasy with an older voice, a wiser voice, perhaps. Fantasy with the flaws of the real world coolly, clinically transposed into a place of deadly magic, terrible wars and exhausted refugees.


  You could picture some long-lost prince, stepping in from the usual mill of fantasy writing, his plate armour bright and polished, his fair hair luffing in the wind, his teeth bright and his cock boldly bulging his breeches (okay, scratch that last bit), stepping into one of Glen Cook’s stories, standing there at the roadside, and some ragtag, exhausted, grim-faced troop of soldiers ride past, every hoof kicking mud and horseshit and worse all over the hapless bystander. Well, I can, anyway. I picture it with a nasty smile.


  So, I thank Ian C. Esslemont for pushing on me that first novel by Glen Cook. Thanks, mate, and yeah, you know what’s come of all that.


  And, with humility and deep respect, I thank Glen Cook for showing what was possible. I’ve been quoted elsewhere as saying that he had single-handedly changed the field of fantasy—and he has, for me and for many others, writers and readers both. Yet still I wonder, was the genre ready for him back then? Given the struggle I had finding the volumes of the Dread Empire series, I suppose the answer is “no.”


  Are we ready for him now? I think so. I hope so. Oh, the moribund tropes persist, sagging the bookshelves, groaning with revisitations of that host of clichés so dogging the genre. We’re still seeing the life and times of privileged royalty and the evil wizards plotting slaughter (and, presumably, economic suicide). We’ve still got tens of thousands of ghouls, kobolds or whatnot lurking in subterranean cities desperate for the next foolish adventurer. Dwarves in mountains and elves in forests. Yet, increasingly, we’re seeing trope-smashing writers in the genre, the Paul Kearneys, Tim Lebbons, Scott Bakkers, all of whom—consciously or not—are treading in the wake of Glen Cook.


  Kudos for Night Shade Books for reviving this extraordinary series, and as for asking me for an introduction to the second volume of the Dread Empire series, well, I never imagined I would ever find myself in such a situation. There is of course no way to know, but I do wonder if I would have found myself on this path, writing the novels I am writing, if not for Glen Cook.


  I might have had this idea, about a young farmboy, see? And a lost birthright, and there’s this sorcerer named Malefic Malodorous the Mean....


  



  Steven Erikson


  Victoria, British Columbia


  Canada


  April 2007
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  Chapter One


  One

  The Disciple


  The moon splashed silver on the waste. The scrubby desert bushes looked like djinn squatting motionless, casting long shadows. There was no breeze. The scents of animals and men long unwashed hung heavy on the air. Though the raiders were still, waiting, their breathing and fidgeting drowned the scattered sounds of the night.


  Micah al Rhami, called El Murid, the Disciple, concluded his prayer and dismissed his captains. His brother-in-law, Nassef, whom he had given the title Scourge of God, rode to the ridgeline a quarter-mile away. Beyond lay Al Rhemish, capital of the desert kingdom Hammad al Nakir, site of the Most Holy Mrazkim Shrines, the center of the desert religion.


  Micah eased his mount nearer that of his wife Meryem. “The moment is at hand. After so long. I can’t believe it.”


  For twelve years he had battled the minions of the Evil One. For twelve years he had struggled to reshape and rekindle the faith of the people of Hammad al Nakir. Time and again the shadow had forestalled foundation of his Kingdom of Peace. Yet he had persevered in his God-given mission. And here he was, on the brink of triumph.


  Meryem squeezed his hand. “Don’t be afraid. The Lord is with us.”


  He lied, “I’m not afraid.” In truth, he was terrified. Four years earlier, at Wadi el Kuf, the Royalists had slain two-thirds of his followers. He and Nassef had survived only by cowering in a fox den for days, poisoning themselves with their own urine to stave off thirst, while he battled the agony of a broken arm. The pain and terror and exhaustion had branded themselves on his soul. He still sweated cold when he recalled Wadi el Kuf.


  “The Lord is with us,” Meryem said again. “I saw his angel.”


  “You did?” He was startled. No one else ever saw the angel who had chosen him Instrument of the Lord in this struggle for Truth.


  “Crossing the moon a few minutes ago, riding a winged horse, just the way you described him.”


  “The Lord was with us at el Aswad,” he said, fighting bitterness. Just months earlier, while besieging the fortress of his most savage enemy, Yousif, the Wahlig of el Aswad, he had fallen victim to a shaghûn’s curse. The Wahlig’s own son, Haroun, had cast a spell of pain. He could not shake it because a prime tenet of his movement was total abjuration of sorcery.


  “The children saw him too, Micah.”


  The Disciple glanced at his offspring. His son Sidi nodded, as always determinedly unimpressed. But his daughter, who yet bore no name, still had awe sparkling in her eyes. “He’s up there, Father. We can’t fail.”


  El Murid’s nerves settled some. The angel had promised to help, but he had doubted.... He doubted. The very Champion of the Lord, and he doubted. The shadow kept insinuating itself into his heart. “Just a few days, little one, and you’ll have your name.”


  The Disciple had come to Al Rhemish once before, long ago, when the girl was but an infant. He had meant to proclaim the Lord’s Word during the High Holy Days of Disharhun, and to christen his daughter on Mashad, the most important Holy Day. The minions of the Dark One, the Royalists who ruled Hammad al Nakir, had accused him falsely of assaulting Yousif’s son, Haroun. He had been condemned to exile. Meryem had sworn that her daughter would bear no name till it could be given on another Mashad, in Most Holy Mrazkim Shrines liberated from the heretic.


  Disharhun was but days away.


  “Thank you, Papa. I think Uncle Nassef is coming.”


  “So he is.”


  Nassef swung in beside El Murid, thigh to thigh. Thus it had been from the beginning. Meryem and Nassef had been his first converts—though Nassef seemed more ambitious than dedicated to a dream.


  “Lot of them down there,” Nassef said.


  “We expected that. Disharhun is close. You heard from your agents?” Nassef deserved his title. His tactics were innovative, his fighting savage, and his espionage activities cunning. He had agents in the Royal Tent itself.


  “Uhm.” Nassef spread a rolled parchment map. “We’re here, on the eastern rim.” The capital lay at the center of a large bowl-like valley. “King Aboud’s people are camped in no special order. They aren’t suspicious. All the nobility have gathered at the King’s quarters tonight. Our agents will attack when we do. The serpent should lose its head in the first breath of battle.”


  The Disciple squinted in the moonlight. “These things you have marked? What are they?”


  “That’s Hawkwind’s camp on the far side.” The Disciple shuddered. The mercenary Hawkwind had commanded enemy forces at Wadi el Kuf. His name stirred an almost pathological fear. “This by the Royal Compound is Yousif’s camp. I thought both deserved special attention.”


  “Indeed. Catch me that brat of Yousif’s. I want him to take his curse off me.”


  “Without fail, Lord. I’m assigning an entire company to the Wahlig’s camp. None will escape.”


  “Meryem says she saw my angel. The children did too. He is with us tonight, Nassef.”


  The Scourge of God eyed him uncertainly. His faith, the Disciple suspected, was entirely of the lip. “Then we can’t fail, can we?” Nassef gripped his shoulder momentarily. “Soon, Micah. Soon.”


  “Go, then. Begin.”


  “I’ll send a messenger when we take the Shrines.”


  



  The sounds of battle reflected off the walls of the valley. They could not be heard outside. The voices of nightbirds were louder. One had to go to the rim to hear fighting. El Murid stood there staring at the soft glow of the amulet he wore on his left wrist. His angel had given it to him long ago. With it he could call down lightning from a cloudless sky. He was wondering if he would have to aid Nassef with its power.


  Little was visible from his vantage. Only a few fires speckled the soupy darkness below. “How do you think it’s going?” he asked Meryem. “I wish Nassef would send a messenger.” He was frightened. This was a long chance taken on one pass of the dice. The enemy was vastly more powerful. “Maybe I should go down.”


  “Nassef is too busy to waste men reassuring us.” Meryem watched the sky. War she had seen before, often. Her husband’s angel, never. Till tonight she’d never entirely believed.


  The Disciple grew increasingly uneasy, becoming convinced the battle was going badly. Each time he rode with his warriors something went wrong.... Well, not every time. Way back, when his daughter was an infant, he and Nassef had overrun Sebil el Selib in a night attack not unlike this. Sebil el Selib boasted the most important religious center outside Al Rhemish. From that victory all else had grown.


  “Come relax,” Meryem said. “You can’t do anything here but upset yourself.” She led him back through his white-robed Invincible bodyguards, to a mass of boulders where his household waited. Some were sleeping.


  How could they? They might have to run at any moment.... He snorted. They slept now because they knew they would be in flight a long time if the battle went badly.


  He, Meryem, and Sidi dismounted. His daughter rode off to inspect the pickets. “She’s got the el Habib blood,” he told Meryem. “Only twelve and already she’s a little Nassef.”


  Meryem settled on a pallet provided by a servant. “Sit with me. Rest. Sidi, be a dear and see if Althafa made that lemon water.” Meryem snuggled against her husband. “Chilly tonight.”


  His nerves had steadied. He smiled. “What would I do without you? Look. The bowl is starting to glow.” He tried to rise. Meryem pulled him down.


  “Relax. You hovering won’t speed things. How do you feel?”


  “Feel?”


  “Any pain?”


  “Not much. A few aches.”


  “Good. I don’t like Esmat drugging you.”


  If there was anything he disliked about Meryem, it was her nagging about his physician. This time he ignored her. “Give me a kiss.”


  “Here? People will see.”


  “I’m the Disciple. I can do what I want.” He snickered.


  “Beast.” She kissed him, sneezed. “Your beard. I wonder what’s keeping Sidi?”


  “Probably waiting for the lemon water to be made.”


  “Althafa is a lazy slut. I’ll go see.”


  El Murid leaned back. “Don’t dawdle.” He closed his eyes and, to his surprise, felt sleep stealing up.


  Screams startled him awake. Where?... How long had he dozed? A strong glow from the valley now.... Shouts. Cries of fear. Charging horsemen limned against the glow, like demons storming from the fires of Hell, swords slashing....


  He staggered to his feet, sleep-fuddled, trying to recall where he had left his sword. “Meryem! Sidi! Where are you?”


  Must be fifty of the enemy. Coming straight at him. The Invincibles were too scattered to stop them. Already they were slaughtering his household.


  The old terror seized him. He could think of nothing but flight. But there was no flying, as there had been none after Wadi el Kuf. He could not outrun a horseman. He had to hide....


  A child ran toward him, crying. “Sidi!” he bellowed, fear forgotten.


  A horseman swerved toward the boy. Another horse flashed in from the side. “Girl! You fool,” El Murid breathed as his daughter blocked the enemy rider. She paused an instant, face to face, while Sidi raced for the rocks.


  “Meryem!” His wife was running through the thick of it, chasing Sidi. The rider slid past the girl, slashed. Meryem cried out, stumbled, fell, began dragging herself toward the rocks.


  “No!” With no better weapon at hand, El Murid hurled a stone. It missed. But for an instant Meryem’s attacker looked his way.


  “Haroun bin Yousif!” He swore. Then, “But who else?” His old enemies were always close. Yousif’s family were the Evil One’s leading champions. This youth had begun doing him evil at age six, when he had caused a horse to throw him. He had broken an ankle in the fall. It pained him still.


  His amulet flared, bidding him call down the lightning and end this persistent plague.


  The Invincibles beset Haroun and his henchmen. El Murid lost track of the action. It drifted away as the Invincibles regained their composure. They outnumbered the attackers considerably. A half-dozen remained around the Disciple and his wife.


  He clutched Meryem to him, ignoring the blood wetting his clothing. He thought her gone till she squeaked, “I did it this time, didn’t I?”


  Startled, he laughed through his tears. “Yes. You did. Esmat! Where are you, Esmat?” He grabbed an Invincible. “Get the physician. Now!”


  They found Esmat cowering in the shadow of an overhang, behind a pile of baggage, and dragged him forth. They were not gentle. They flung him down at the Disciple’s feet.


  “Esmat, Meryem is hurt. One of those hellspawn.... Fix her up, Esmat.”


  “Lord, I....”


  “Esmat, be still. Do what you’re told.” El Murid’s voice was hard and cold. The physician got hold of himself, turned to Meryem. He was closer to his master than any man but the Scourge of God. Closer, in many ways. His master might collapse if he lost his wife. El Murid’s faith, huge as it was, was not sufficient to keep him going.


  



  Nassef rode up to where his brother-in-law paced. “We’ve won, Lord!” he enthused. “We’ve taken Al Rhemish. We’ve occupied the Mrazkim Shrines. They outnumbered us ten to one, but panic hit them like a plague. Even the mercenaries ran.” Nassef glanced at the moon as though wondering if some high night rider hadn’t stirred the panic on behalf of his chosen instrument. He shivered. He abhorred the supernatural. “Micah, will you stand still?”


  “Huh?” The Disciple noticed Nassef for the first time. “What’s that?”


  The Scourge of God dismounted. He was a lean, hard, darkly handsome man of thirty who bore the scars of many battles. He was a general who rode at the head of a charge. “What’s the matter, Micah? Damn it, stand still and talk to me.”


  “They attacked us.”


  “Here?”


  “The Wahlig’s brat. Haroun. And the foreigner, Megelin Radetic. They knew exactly where to come.” El Murid gestured, indicating the casualties. “Sixty-two dead, Nassef. Good people. Some were with us from the beginning.”


  “Fortune is a fickle bitch, Micah. They fled, and by chance stumbled onto you. Unpleasant, but these accidents happen in war.”


  “There are no accidents, Nassef. The Lord and the shadow contend, and we move at their behest. They tried to kill Sidi. Meryem....” He broke into tears. “What will I do without her, Nassef? She is my strength. My rock. Why does the Lord demand such sacrifices?”


  Nassef wasn’t listening. He was gone, seeking his sister. His stride was strong and his voice angry. The Disciple stumbled after him.


  Meryem was conscious. She smiled weakly, but did not say anything. The physician shook while Nassef questioned him. The Scourge of God had a quick temper and grim reputation. El Murid knelt, took his wife’s hand. Tears filled his eyes.


  “Not so bad,” Nassef said. “I’ve seen many a man survive worse.” He patted his sister’s shoulder. She flinched. She had refused Esmat’s painkillers. “You’ll be up for the girl’s naming, little sister.” His hand settled on the Disciple’s shoulder, gripping so tightly El Murid almost cried out. “They will pay for this, brother. I promise.” He beckoned an Invincible. “Find Hadj.” Hadj was El Murid’s chief bodyguard. “I’ll give him a chance to rectify his lapse.”


  The Invincible gaped.


  “Now, man.” Nassef’s voice was low, but so hard the warrior ran. Nassef said, “We lost a lot of men. Won’t be able to follow through. Wish I could go after the mercenaries. Micah, go ahead into the city. The Shrines and Royal Compound should be cleaned by the time you get there.”


  “What’re you going to do?”


  “Go after Haroun and Megelin Radetic. They’re all that’s left of the Wahlig’s family.”


  “King Aboud and Prince Ahmed?”


  “Ahmed killed Aboud.” Nassef chuckled. “He was my creature. Was he ever upset when I wouldn’t let him become king.”


  The Disciple smelled the ambition hidden behind Nassef’s gloating. Nassef wasn’t a true believer. He served Nassef alone. He was dangerous—and indispensable. He had no peer on the battlefield, save perhaps Sir Tury Hawkwind. And that mercenary captain no longer had an employer.


  “Must you go?”


  “I want to do this myself.” Again the wicked chuckle.


  El Murid tried to argue. He did not want to be alone. If Meryem died....


  His son and daughter arrived during the exchange. Sidi looked bored. The girl was angry and hard. She was so like her uncle, yet had something more, an empathy absent in Nassef. Nassef recognized no limitations or feelings he did not experience himself. She held her father’s hand, saying nothing. In moments he felt better, almost as if Esmat had given him a potion.


  He realized that he hadn’t needed Esmat’s painkillers tonight. Stress usually aggravated his old injuries and the curse of that beast Haroun.


  The Wahlig wasn’t satisfied keeping the movement bottled up in Sebil el Selib for a decade, he had to train his whelps in sorcery as well. The kingdom would be freed of that heresy! Soon, for tonight the Kingdom of Peace had undergone its final birth agonies.


  He looked at Meryem, bravely trying to bear up, and wondered if the price of heaven were not too steep. “Nassef?”


  But Nassef was gone already, leading most of the bodyguard out after the Wahlig’s brat. Tonight the boy had become the last Quesani pretender to Hammad al Nakir’s Peacock Throne. Without him the Evil One’s Royalist lackeys would be left without a rallying point.


  A dark, angry, vengeful sore festered in the Disciple’s heart, though love and forgiveness were the soul of his message to the Chosen. The riders clattered and rattled and creaked into the night. “Good luck,” El Murid breathed, though he suspected that Nassef was not motivated by revenge alone.


  His daughter squeezed his hand, rested her forehead against his chest. “Mother will be all right, won’t she?”


  “Of course she will. Of course.” He sped a silent prayer up into the night.


  


  Chapter Two


  Two

  The Fugitives


  The desert smouldered like the forges of Hell, the sun hammering the waste with sledges of heat. The barrens flung the heat back in fiery defiance, shimmered with phantoms of old oceans. Charcoal-indigo islands reared in the north, the Kapenrung Mountains standing tall, forming reality’s distant shoreline. Mirages and ifrit wind-devils pranced the intervening miles. There was little breeze, and no sound save that made by the animals and five youths stumbling toward the high country. There were no odors save their own. Heat and the dull ache of exhaustion were the only sensations they knew.


  Haroun spotted a pool of shade in the solar lee of a sedimentary upthrust protruding from a slope of bare ochre earth and loose flat stones like the stern of some giant vessel sliding slowly into a devouring wave. A dry watercourse snaked around its foot. In the distance, four spires of orange-red rock stood like the chimneys of a burned and plundered city. Their skirts wore dots of sagey green, suggesting the occasional kiss of rain.


  “We’ll rest there.” Haroun indicated the shadow. His companions did not lift their eyes.


  They went on, tiny figures against the immensity of the waste, Haroun leading, three boys straggling in his footsteps, a mercenary named Bragi Ragnarson in the rear, struggling continuously with animals who wanted to lie down and die.


  Behind somewhere, stuck to their trail like a beast of nightmare, came the Scourge of God.


  They stumbled into the shadow, onto ground as yet unscorched by the wrath of the sun, and collapsed, oblivious of their beds of edged and pointed stones. After half an hour, during which his mind meandered in and out of sleep, flitting through a hundred unrelated images, Haroun levered himself up. “Might be water under that sand down there.”


  Ragnarson grunted. Their companions—the oldest was twelve—did not bestir themselves.


  “How much water left?”


  “Maybe two quarts. Not enough.”


  “We’ll get to the mountains tomorrow. Be plenty of water there.”


  “You said that yesterday. And the day before. Maybe you’re going around in circles.”


  Haroun was desert-born. He could navigate a straight course. Yet he was afraid Bragi was right. The mountains seemed no closer than yesterday. It was a strange land, this northern corner of the desert. It was as barren as teeth in an old skull, and haunted by shadows and memories of darker days. There might be things, dark forces, leading them astray. This strip, under the eyes of the Kapenrungs, was shunned by the most daring northern tribes.


  “That tower where we ran into the old wizard....”


  “Where you ran into a wizard,” Ragnarson corrected. “I never saw anything except maybe a ghost.” The young mercenary seemed more vacant, more distant than their straits would command.


  “What’s the matter?” Haroun asked.


  “Worried about my brother.”


  Haroun chuckled, a pale, tentative, strained excuse for laughter. “He’s better off than we are. Hawkwind is on a known road. And nobody will try to stop him.”


  “Be nice to know if Haaken is all right, though. Be nice if he knew I was all right.” The attack on Al Rhemish had caught Bragi away from his camp, forcing him to throw in his lot with Haroun.


  “How old are you?” Haroun had known the mercenary several months, but could not recall. A lot of small memories had vanished during their flight. His mind retained only the tools of survival. Maybe details would surface once he reached sanctuary.


  “Seventeen. About a month older than Haaken. He’s not really my brother. My father found him where somebody left him in the forest.” Ragnarson rambled on, trying to articulate his longing for his distant northern homeland. Haroun, who had known nothing but the wastes of Hammad al Nakir, and had not seen vegetation more magnificent than the scrub brush on the western flanks of Jebal al Alf Dhulquarneni, could not picture the Trolledyngjan grandeur Bragi wanted to convey.


  “So why did you leave?”


  “Same reason as you. My dad wasn’t no duke, but he picked the wrong side when the old king croaked and they fought it out for the crown. Everybody died but me and Haaken. We came south and signed on with the Mercenary’s Guild. And look what that got us.”


  Haroun could not help smiling. “Yeah.”


  “How about you?”


  “What?”


  “How old?”


  “Eighteen.”


  “The old guy that died. Megelin Radetic. He was special?”


  Haroun winced. A week had not deadened the pain. “My teacher. Since I was four. He was more a father to me than my father was.”


  “Sorry.”


  “He couldn’t have survived this even if he hadn’t been hurt.”


  “What’s it like, being a king?”


  “Like a sour practical joke. The fates are splitting their sides. King of the biggest country in this end of the world, and I can’t even control what I see. All I can do is run.”


  “Well, your majesty, what say let’s see if there’s water down there.” Bragi levered himself up, collected a short, broad knife from the gear packed on one of the camels. The camels were bearing up still. Haroun drew his belt knife. They went down to the thread of sand. “I hope you know what you’re looking for,” Bragi said. “All I know is secondhand from your warriors back at el Aswad.”


  “I’ll find water if it’s there.” While Megelin Radetic had been teaching him geometry, astronomy, botany, and languages, darker pedants out of the Jebal had instructed him in the skills of a shaghûn, a soldier-wizard. “Be quiet.”


  Haroun covered his eyes to negate the glare off the desert, let the weak form of the trance take him. He sent his shaghûn’s senses roving. Down the bed of sand, down, bone-dry. Up, up, ten yards, fifty.... There! Under that pocket of shadow seldom dispersed by the sun, where the watercourse looped under the overhang.... Moisture.


  Haroun shuddered, momentarily chilled. “Come on.”


  Ragnarson looked at him oddly but said nothing. He had seen Haroun do stranger things.


  They loosened the sand with their knives, scooped it with their hands, and, lo! two feet down they found moisture. They scooped another foot of wet sand before encountering rock, then sat back, watched a pool form. Haroun dipped a finger, tasted. Bragi followed suit. “Pretty thick.”


  Haroun nodded. “Don’t drink much. Let the horses have it. Bring them down one at a time.”


  It was slow business. They did not mind. It was an excuse to stay in one place, in shade, instead of enduring the blazing lens of the sun.


  Horses watered, Bragi brought the camels. He said, “Those kids aren’t bouncing back. They’re burned out.”


  “Yeah. If we can get them to the mountains....”


  “Who are they?”


  Haroun shrugged. “Their fathers were in Aboud’s court.”


  “Ain’t that a bite? Busting our butts to save people we don’t even know who they are.”


  “Part of being human, Megelin would have said.”


  A cry came from the clustered youngsters. The oldest waved, pointed. Far away, a streamer of dust slithered across a reddish hillside. “The Scourge of God,” Haroun said. “Let’s get moving.”


  Ragnarson collected the boys, got the animals organized. Haroun filled the hole he had dug, wishing he could leave it poisoned.


  As they set off, Bragi chirruped, “Let’s see if we can’t pull those old mountains in today.”


  Haroun scowled. The mercenary was moody, likely to become cheerful at the most unreasonable moments.


  



  The mountains were as bad as the desert. There were no trails except those stamped out by game. One by one, they lost animals. Occasionally, because they were trying to keep the beasts with them, and because they were so exhausted, they made but four miles in a day. Lost, without roadmarks, scavenging to stay alive, their days piled into weeks.


  “How much longer?” Bragi asked. It had been a month since Al Rhemish, three weeks since they had seen any sign of pursuit.


  Haroun shook his head. “I don’t know. Sorry. I just know Tamerice and Kavelin are on the other side.” They seldom spoke now. There were moments when Haroun hated his companions. He was responsible for them. He could not give up while they persevered.


  Exhaustion. Muscles knotting with cramps. Dysentery from strange water and bad food. Every step a major undertaking. Every mile an odyssey. Constant hunger. Countless bruises and abrasions from stumbling in his weakness. Time had no end and no beginning, no yesterday or tomorrow, just an eternal now in which one more step had to be taken. He was losing track of why he was doing this. The boys had forgotten long since. Their existence consisted of staying with him.


  Bragi was taking it best. He had evaded the agony and ignominy of dysentery. He had grown up on the wild edge of the mountains of Trolledyngja. He had developed more stamina, if not more will. As Haroun weakened, leadership gradually shifted. The mercenary assumed ever more of the physical labor.


  “Should have stopped to rest,” Haroun muttered to himself. “Should have laid up somewhere to get our strength back.” But Nassef was back there, coming on like a force of nature, as tortured as his quarry, yet implacable in his hunt. Wasn’t he? Why did Nassef hate him so?


  A horse whinnied. Bragi shouted. Haroun turned.


  The animal had lost its footing. It kicked the oldest boy. Both plunged down a slope only slightly less steep than a cliff. The boy gave only one weak cry, hardly protesting this release from torment.


  Haroun could find no grief in his heart. In fact, he suffered a disgusting flutter of satisfaction. One less load to carry.


  Bragi said, “The animals will kill us all if we keep dragging them along. One way or another.”


  Haroun stared down the long slope. Should he see about the boy? What the hell was his name? He couldn’t remember. He shrugged. “Leave them.” He resumed walking.


  Days dragged past. Nights piled upon each other. They pushed ever deeper into the Kapenrungs. Haroun did not know when they crossed the summit, for that land all looked identical. He no longer believed it ended. The maps lied. The mountains went on to the edge of the world.


  One morning he wakened in misery and said, “I’m not moving today.” His will had cracked.


  Bragi raised an eyebrow, jerked a thumb in the direction of the desert.


  “They’ve given up. They must have. They would have caught us by now.” He looked around. Strange, strange country. Jebal al Alf Dhulquarneni was nothing like this. Those mountains were dry and almost lifeless, with rounded backs. These were far taller, all jagged, covered with trees bigger than anything he’d ever imagined. The air was chill. Snow, which he had seen only at the most distant remove before, lurked in every shadow. The air stank of conifer. It was alien territory. He was homesick.


  Bragi, though, had taken on life. He seemed comfortable for the first time since Haroun had met him. “This something like the country you came from?”


  “A little.”


  “You don’t say much about your people. How come?”


  “Not much to tell.” Bragi scanned their surroundings intently. “If we’re not going to travel we ought to get someplace where we can watch without getting caught on the trail.”


  “Scout around. I’ll clean up.”


  “Right.” The northerner was gone fifteen minutes. “Found it. Dead tree down up yonder. Ferns and moss behind it. We can lay in the shade and see anything coming.” He pointed. “Go past those rocks, then climb up behind. Try not to leave tracks. I’ll come last.”


  Haroun guided his charges up and settled down. Bragi joined them moments later, picking his resting place with care. “Wish I had a bow. Command the trail from here. Think they gave up, eh? Why, when they were willing to kill themselves in the desert?”


  “Maybe they did.”


  “Think so?”


  “No. Not Nassef. Good things don’t happen to me. And that would be the best....” Tears sprang into his eyes. He brushed them away. So his family was dead. So Megelin had died. He would not yield to grief. “Tell me about your people.”


  “I already did.”


  “Tell me.”


  Bragi saw his need. “My father ran a stead called Draukenbring. Our family and a few others used to get together to go raiding during the summers.” Haroun got little sense from the youth’s story, but his talking was enough. “... old king died my father and the Thane ended up on opposite sides... Haaken found what he wanted when we joined the Guild.”


  “You didn’t? You already had your own squad.”


  “No. I don’t know what I want, but it isn’t that. Maybe just to go home.”


  Again moisture collected in the corners of Haroun’s eyes. He smote the ferns. He couldn’t become homesick! It was too late for unproductive emotion. He turned the conversation to cities Bragi had visited. Megelin Radetic had come from Hellin Daimiel.


  Shadows were growing in the canyon bottom when Ragnarson said, “Don’t look like we’re going to have visitors today. I’m going to set some snares. You can eat squirrel, can’t you?”


  Haroun managed a feeble smile. Bragi was baffled by the dietary laws. “Yes.”


  “Hallelujah. Why don’t you find a place to camp?”


  Unbent by the sarcasm, Haroun levered himself upright, leaned on the fallen tree. Amazing, the changes in life. A king, and he had to do for himself. He’d never had to when he was a Wahlig’s fourth son.


  



  “People up ahead,” Ragnarson said. Haroun raised a questioning eyebrow. “Can’t you smell the smoke?”


  “No. But I believe you.” Twice Bragi had taken detours around mountain hamlets, not trusting the natives. Inimical or not, their presence was reassuring. Civilization could not be far.


  “I’ll go scout it out.”


  “All right.” Close now. So close. But to what? Though they had pushed less hard since deciding the Scourge of God had given up, Haroun remained too weary, too depressed, to determine a future course.


  Get away from Nassef. Get over the mountains. One down and the other almost accomplished. Vaguely, somewhere in the mists: hammer the Royalist ideal into a weapon that would destroy the Disciple and his bandit captains. But he knew no specifics, had no neat plan ready to unveil. He was tempted to follow Ragnarson when he rejoined his mercenary brethren.


  Bragi certainly smelled the end of their flight. He kept talking about getting back to his unit, to his brother, or at least to Guild headquarters at High Crag, where they would know what had become of Hawkwind’s companies.


  Haroun wanted to be a king less than Bragi wanted to be a soldier. Become a mercenary? Really? It would be a life circumscribed by clearly stated rules. He would know where he stood. “Foolish,” he whispered. Destiny had assigned him a role. He couldn’t shed it simply because he didn’t like it.


  Ragnarson returned. “About twenty of your people up there. Almost as ragged as we are. Couldn’t tell if they’d be friendly or not. You go take a look.”


  “Uhm.” They should be friendly. El Murid’s partisans had no cause to cross the mountains. He crept forward, eavesdropped.


  They were Royalists. They had no better idea where they were than did he and Ragnarson. But they did know there were refugee camps somewhere nearby. A chain of camps had been financed by the Wahlig of el Aswad and his friends, at the suggestion of Megelin Radetic, back when it had become apparent that the Disciple was a serious threat.


  Haroun stole back and told Bragi, “They’re friends. We ought to join forces.”


  The northerner looked dubious.


  “We wouldn’t have to worry about natives anymore.”


  “Maybe. But after what I’ve been through I don’t trust anybody.”


  “I’ll talk to them.”


  “But...”


  “I’m going.”


  



  “Hey,” Haroun said. “There’s one of my father’s captains. Beloul! Hey! Over here!” He waved.


  They had been in camp half an hour. The two boys had collapsed and been forgotten. Haroun had wandered dazedly, unable to believe he’d made it, looking for someone he knew. Ragnarson had tagged along, eyeing everyone warily.


  The man called Beloul set his axe aside, stared. His face blossomed. “My Lord!”


  Haroun flung himself at the man. “I thought everybody was dead.”


  “Almost. I’d feared for you as well. But I had faith in the teacher. And I was right. Here you are.”


  Haroun’s face clouded. “Megelin didn’t make it. He died of wounds. Here. You remember Bragi Ragnarson? One of Hawkwind’s men? He saved my life at the salt lake, and during the siege of el Aswad? Well, he did it again at Al Rhemish. He got cut off from his outfit.” Haroun could not shut up. “Bragi, this is Beloul. He was one of the garrison at Sebil el Selib when El Murid attacked it way back when.”


  “I remember seeing him around el Aswad.”


  “He was the only survivor. He joined my father and was one of his best captains.”


  Bragi asked, “How do I get to High Crag from here? Soon as I rest up a little....” They were not listening.


  “Everyone! Everyone!” Beloul shouted. “The King! Hail the King!”


  “Oh, don’t do that,” Haroun pleaded. And, “We got lost in the mountains. I thought we’d never get through.”


  Beloul kept shouting. People gathered, but with little enthusiasm. Fear and despair stamped every weary face.


  “Who else made it, Beloul?”


  “Too early to tell. I haven’t been here long myself. Where is the teacher?”


  Haroun scowled. The man was not listening. “He didn’t make it. They all died, except a couple kids. The Scourge of God himself was after us. Took us a month to shake him.”


  “Sorry to hear it. We could use the old man’s counsel.”


  “I know. It’s a weak trade, Megelin for a crown. He saved me for a kingship. So what am I king of? This isn’t much. I’m the poorest monarch who ever lived.”


  “Not so. Tell him,” Beloul appealed to the refugees.


  Some nodded. Some shook their heads. Which depended on what each thought was expected.


  “Your father’s party established dozens of camps, Lord. You’ll have a people and an army.”


  “An army? Aren’t you tired of fighting, Beloul?”


  “El Murid still lives.” For Beloul that was answer enough. While El Murid lived Sebil el Selib and his family remained unavenged. He had been at war for twelve years. He would remain so as long as the Disciple survived. “I’ll send word to the other camps. We’ll see what we have before we start planning.”


  “Got messengers going west,” Bragi said, “let me go along. All right?” No one answered. He spat irritably.


  Haroun said, “Right now I’m content just to be here. I’m exhausted, Beloul. Put me to sleep somewhere.”


  He slept and loafed for three days. Then, so stiff he could barely walk, he left his hut and surveyed his new domain.


  The camp surrounded a peak in the northern Kapenrungs. So many trees! He could not get used to the trees. When he stared through gaps created by axes, he saw an endless array of forest. It disturbed him as much as the desert disturbed Ragnarson.


  He hadn’t seen the mercenary for a while. What had become of him?


  Beloul reported, “Forty-three people came in today, Lord. The mountains are crawling with refugees.”


  “Can we handle them?”


  “The teacher’s friend knew what he was doing. He put in the right tools and stores.”


  “Even so, we should move some out. This is a resting place, not the end of the journey.” He glanced at the peak. Beloul was erecting blockhouses and a palisade. “Where’s my friend?”


  “He left with the westbound courier. Very determined lad. Wanted to get back to his own people.”


  For a moment Haroun felt vacant. The time of flight had created a bond. He would miss the big northerner. “I owe him my life three times, Beloul. And I’m powerless to do anything in return.”


  “I let him have a horse, Lord.”


  Haroun scowled. Not much of a reward. Then he indicated the fortifications. “Why all that?”


  “We’ll need bases when we start striking into Hammad al Nakir. Al Rhemish isn’t that far.”


  “If you know the way through.”


  Beloul smiled. “True.”


  Haroun looked at the trees, at the river coursing along the foot of the mountain. It was hard to believe his homeland wasn’t far away. “It’s so peaceful here, Beloul.”


  “Only for a while, Lord.”


  “I know. The world will catch up.”


  


  Chapter Three


  Three

  The Fat Boy


  Sweat rolled off the fat boy. He sat in the dust and mutely cursed the Master. This was the season for the north, not the boiling, rain-plagued delta of the Roë. Necremnos had been bad in springtime, Throyes worse a month ago. Argon, in summer, was Hell. The old man was crazy.


  He opened one dark eye, cocked his brown, moon-shaped face, studied the Master.


  Was there ever such a wreck? The shadow of the Foreign Quarter Gate helped, but even midnight could no longer conceal his age and debility, nor his weakening mind, nor his blindness.


  The old man was napping.


  The fat boy’s hand darted to a tattered leather bag, whipped back clutching a rocklike bun.


  The Master’s cane cracked dust. “Little ingrate! Damned thief! Steal from an old man....”


  Yes, he was past it. Once getting food had been difficult. Just a year ago the problem had required total concentration.


  The old man tried to rise. His legs betrayed him. He tumbled backward, cane flailing.


  “I heard that! You snickered. You’ll rue the day....”


  Passersby ignored them. And that was a dire portent.


  Once the Master had drawn them against their wills. With his tricks and banter he had stripped the smartest of their money.


  Singsong, the old man called, “Brush aside a veil, see through the eyes of time, penetrate the mists, unlock the doors of fate....” He attempted a sleight-of-hand involving a black cloth and crystal ball, bungled it.


  The fat boy shook his head. The fool. He could not admit that he was past it.


  The fat boy hated that old man. He had traveled with the itinerant charlatan all his life. Not once had the old man mouthed a kind word. Always he had strained his imagination to torment the child. He had never permitted the boy a name. Yet the fat boy had not run away. Till recently the very idea had been alien.


  Sometimes, when he managed the price, the old man would surround prodigious quantities of wine. Then he would mumble of having been court jester to a powerful man. The fat boy, somehow, had been involved in their falling out. Now he paid the price, whether it had been his fault or not.


  The old man had instilled a strong guilt in his companion.


  He meant it to be his security in his declining years.


  The fat boy, brown as the earthen street, sweated, swatted flies, and wrestled temptation. He knew he could survive on his own. He had the skills.


  Sometimes, when the Master dozed, he performed himself. He was a superb ventriloquist. He spoke through the old man’s props, usually the ape’s skull or the stuffed owl. Occasionally he used the mangy, emaciated donkey that carried their gear. When feeling bold he would put words into the Master’s mouth.


  He had gotten caught once. The old man had beaten him half to death.


  That old man wore a list of names, varying according to whom he thought was chasing him. Feager and Sajac were his favorites. The boy was sure both were false.


  He chased the secret of a true name doggedly. It might be a clue to his own identity.


  Finding out who he was, now, was the main reason he did nothing to improve his condition.


  He was unrelated to Sajac, that he knew. The old man was tall, lean, and pale. He had faded grey eyes and blondish hair. He was a westerner.


  Yet the boy’s earliest memories were of the far east. Of Matayanga. Escalon. The fabled cities of Janin, Nemic, Shoustal-Watka, and Tatarian. They had even penetrated the wild Segasture Range, where the Theon Sing Monasteries, from their high crags, overlooked the shadowed reaches of the Dread Empire.


  Even then he had wondered why he and Sajac were together, and what drove the man to keep moving and moving.


  Sajac appeared to be sleeping again.


  Hunger clawed at the boy’s belly. He could not remember not being hungry.


  His hands darted.


  Nothing. The sack was empty.


  The old man did not react. This time he was asleep.


  Time to do something about their naked larder.


  Coming by money honestly was hard enough in the best of times....


  He waddled along, looking incomparably clumsy and slow. And, though he was not fast, he was quick. Quick and subtle. And daring.


  He took the guard captain’s purse with a touch so deft that the man did not cry out till he had entered a sweltering tavern and asked for wine.


  By then the fat boy was three blocks away, buying pastries.


  His liability was that he was too memorable.


  The guard captain, though, committed a tactical error. He shouted his promises of punishment before having his criminal in hand.


  The fat boy squealed and took off. He could be enslaved, if not maimed or beheaded.


  He made his escape, and returned to Sajac before the old man wakened.


  His heart pounded on long after he had regained his breath. This was his third close call this week. The odds were turning long. People would start watching for a fat brown boy with quick hands. It was time to move on.


  But the old man would not. He meant to put down roots this time.


  Something had to be done.


  Sajac wakened suddenly. “What have you been up to now?” he snapped. “Stealing my food again?” He seized his cane, probed the bun sack. “Eh?”


  It was full.


  The fat boy smiled. He always bought the hard rolls because the old man had bad teeth.


  “Thieving, I’ll warrant!” Sajac staggered up. “I’ll teach you, you little pimple....”


  The fat boy hadn’t the strength to run. He whimpered. The old man plied his cane.


  Something had to be done.


  Once his persecutor tired, the fat boy whined, “Master, was man to see you hour passing.”


  The time had come.


  “What man? I didn’t see anyone.”


  “Came while Master meditated. Was great man of city. Offered obols thirty for guaranteed divination of chicken entrail, to choose between suitors of daughter. One poor, one rich. Man prefers rich, girl loves poor. To keep secret from daughter, same said come by midnight. Self, told same Master was in possession of sovereign specific to overcome love, same being available for obols twenty extra.”


  “Liar!” But the cane fell without force. “Twenty and thirty? At midnight?” That was a lot of wine, a lot of forgetfulness.


  “Truth told, Master.”


  “Where?”


  “On High Street. By Front Road, near Fadem. Will leave gate open.”


  “Fifty obols?” Sajac chuckled evilly. “Get me my potions. I’ll mix him something fit to grow hair on a frog.”


  The fat boy, generally, could sleep under the worst conditions. But he could not doze while awaiting midnight.


  The rains came, as always, an hour after nightfall. The old man huddled in his cloak, the fat boy in his rags. The time came to confess his lie or go on.


  He went on.


  He put the Master astride the mangy donkey, led the animal through silent streets, up hills and down, by back ways, making turns for confusion’s sake. Neither robbers nor watchmen bothered them.


  Their course took them past the seat of the Fadema’s government, the Fadem. Still no one challenged them.


  Finally they came to the place the fat boy had chosen.


  Argon sits on a triangular island, connected to other delta islands by floating causeways. The apex of the triangle points upriver, and it is there that the girdling streams are narrowest. It is there that the ancient engineers built the walls their tallest, with their feet in the river itself.


  A hundred feet below, and a quarter-mile south, lay one of the pontoons. It linked Argon with suburbs on a neighboring island. Beyond, in the deeper darkness, lay fertile rice islands, the foundation of Argon’s wealth.


  The fat boy did not care. Economics meant nothing to him.


  “Is necessary to walk from here,” he said. “Great Lord say bring no beast to mess garden.”


  The old man grumbled, but let the boy help him down.


  “Is this way.” He took Sajac’s arm.


  “Damn you!” the old man snarled a minute later, rising from a rainwater pool nearly four inches deep. “That’s twice.” Whack! “You did it on purpose.” Whack! “Next time go around.”
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