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Introduction
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A world’s destiny hung in the balance. In the distant past a god had fallen to Q’zar, vanquished during a battle with other gods in the firmament. It was said that the god died, but his weapon did not. The Wardragon had the guise of a common mailshirt, but it was powerful, alive, and very intelligent. The people of Q’zar were spared the evil of the Wardragon for a thousand years, because it had been broken in the great fall, and many of its links scattered. Alas, learned but unwise war-lords and wizards such as the Preceptor and Fa’red began to gather the scattered links together, thinking to become masters of the restored mailshirt … but they did not understand the ways and deceits of the ancient and forgotten mindsmiths.
The Wardragon was not the weapon of a god, the Wardragon was the god. Anyone who wore the completed mailshirt would become its slave, not its master. Aided by the unlikely allies, Daretor and Zimak, the young sorceress Jelindel unwittingly achieved what the greatest of kings and sorcerers had been unable to do for a thousand years: she reassembled the Wardragon. Too late, she realised her mistake, and in a battle of magical energies that turned allies to traitors, and even swapped the minds of Daretor and Zimak with each other’s bodies, she destroyed the Wardragon and brought peace to Q’zar.
But the Wardragon was more resilient than Jelindel had realised …




Chapter 1 [image: Ch-line]


The Mailshirt’s New Host
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Ras liked to watch the heavens, in fact he never tired of it. He knew the planets by heart and all the major constellations and even the names of some stars. He did not know what the stars were, but he thought they were pretty, and that seemed to be enough. Often though, he did have a glimmer of a deeper understanding of all things, and that greatly confused him. So too did tantalising glimpses of his wandering life and various wives and children. Truly there were things in his history that confounded him. It was as though he had led many lives all rolled into one.
He had sat out on the hillocks every night since he was young, tending various clans’ flocks and watching the stars. Only once had he lost a sheep and that had been to a wolf. He had tirelessly hunted down and killed the predator, chopping off its paws and bringing them back to Falser, the clan chieftain, to prove what he had done. Falser had laughed heartily and slapped the youth on the back several times, vastly amused by such single-mindedness in one so simple-minded.
Ras knew people laughed at him but his own spirit was so light that he never minded. Sometimes he laughed with them, which made them laugh even harder. He even felt sorry for them. They worked in the forests or the mines or sometimes in the city down by the sea, and seldom looked at the sky. They had families and friends, which he did not, but they stayed indoors at night and rarely acknowledged the heavens. Most of them could not name a single star. Only one old mage in those parts could do that, and lately even she had had trouble remembering all the astrological signs, patterns and events.
If the shepherd wished for anything it was for a spyglass. The old mage had described the wondrous device to him, and talked of how it brought the images of stars closer. She had even shown him one, and he had seen pockmarks on the moons of Q’zar, along with many more stars than the unaided eye could discern.
A shadowy nighthawk flew over the clearing where he watched the flock. Ras sighed. If only he could fly like the hawk. He would soar up into the sky and visit the moons and maybe even the stars. The old mage had once told him that the stars were very distant suns and that worlds like Q’zar went around them, just as Q’zar went around its sun. The mage had said that when he lay on his back on a hillock gazing up at a particular star, there was every possibility that another young man lay on his back on a planet circling that very star, gazing back at Ras. Ras liked that idea. It gave him a warm happy feeling but it also filled him with a vague unease at times. It was as if he should or did know all this but the knowledge was hiding from him.
Ras sat up straight. A shooting star streaked across the heavens. He quickly fumbled out his pouch, removed a tiny talisman made of eagle feathers and clay, and chanted a brief prayer that was more like a wish. He asked White Quell if he might one day travel to the stars.
As if in answer, the earth rumbled and the sheep began to bleat frantically. Ras was suddenly catapulted into the air. He hit the ground hard, the air knocked out of him. Then he was tossed up and down as the earth moved in sickening rolls beneath him. After what seemed a long time, but was probably only seconds, the rumble stopped. An utter silence fell. Sheep, insects, night birds, the night itself, all were hushed.
That was when Ras saw a bright gleam in a canyon several hundred yards away. It was like a golden fire, half glimpsed, or else like light gleaming off a warrior’s helmet. He quieted the flock, singing them a soft soothing song, then he set off into the canyon.
Even without illumination he rarely stumbled or put a foot wrong. Ras knew these hills the way a blind man knows his own house. A thick cloud of dust from an avalanche hung in the air. Ras could smell it, taste it. It got into his hair and clothes. He coughed several times. At last he came to the point where he felt sure he had seen the light, but there was nothing there now.
Ras turned in a full circle, and even stopped for a moment and stared straight up at the bright star, Angeera, as if it might reveal something. He took a step toward a precipice and as he looked back down, he was inexplicably bathed in golden light. He dropped to his knees, staring at a great fall of rock in the faint starlight. Exposed now, for the first time in who knew how long, were the jagged raw shoulders of the ravine, filled with fissures and pocked with holes. Halfway up, protruding from the disturbed earth, was what looked like a sleeve of golden links.
Muttering protective prayers, including one against acne, Ras made his way to the gleaming object. He was scared, but unable to stop himself. He took several slow measured steps closer, and knelt beside the artefact. He started digging. It took some time and he gashed his fingers on the sharp rocks, but he did not care. Here was a golden treasure, such as the old folk told of in their hearth stories. Princes and pirates were known to bury treasure, though Ras forgot that daemons and ogres did also. In his excitement, Ras could think of nothing, except a strange conviction that a star – one of those golden suns the old mage spoke of – had fallen from the sky and become buried in the earth.
Ras continued to dig.
When he had scooped out a sizeable hole, he sat back on his haunches and marvelled at the thing he had uncovered: a glorious mailshirt, made of thousands of tiny links, and so beautiful it made his heart ache. Even in the dark it glowed, as if there were life in it.
Without hesitation, the awestruck youth pulled the mailshirt on over his own ragged poncho. Childishly pleased he gazed down at himself, admiring the splendid figure he cut.
Then slowly his expression changed.


There was much grumbling in the encampment and little discipline. Fires burned brightly, often with no attempt to conceal them, and the voices of men carried far on the night air. Kaleton, a lieutenant to the warlord, strode angrily between the tents, a rage building inside him, yet he could say nothing. Here sprawled the ragged remnants of a once great army, the imperial guard of the Preceptor himself. It had once been a force which none could match.
Now it crouched in barren foothills, drinking the bitter local wines, its collective belly rumbling with hunger and discontent. Each night more and more soldiers deserted, and there was little the commanders could do. Kaleton had his hands full just trying to stop the Preceptor making an example of deserters caught in one of the local towns. The Preceptor believed that terror would reunite his fast dwindling army. But Kaleton knew that nothing would shatter the army’s fragile loyalty faster.
For now it was best to turn a blind eye, let the deserters go, and hope that most would come back when the warmer weather returned and good pillaging was to be had once more. Though that possibility was also slim.
The Preceptor’s time had come and gone, it seemed, and though he had grabbed the sword of fate in a mighty two-fisted grip, he had not held it for long. He had been bested by a slip of a girl. A girl who had turned out to be a very powerful archmage, though that did not assuage the insult.
Kaleton grunted sourly. He had stayed with the Preceptor longer than any other, his loyalty – though constantly tested – a thing of puzzlement to those who left. Sometimes even he was puzzled. Sometimes he had to make himself remember.
The Preceptor had given him back his honour, and that was no small thing.
Kaleton came to the north-east perimeter and noted, wearily, that the watch was asleep. He booted the man’s legs and watched with little satisfaction as the sentry leapt to his feet, cursing. The man fell silent when he realised who stood before him.
‘I was just resting, sir.’
‘You were asleep, Cullen. If I find you thus again I will make an example of you. Understood?’
‘Right you are, sir,’ the man grunted. ‘Keep your eyes open, man. What kills the rest of us will kill you first.’
Kaleton strode away into the dark. He found the other sentries awake, though sullen and listless and unconvinced there was a need for such watchfulness. Who would attack them here? Their worst enemies were boredom and lice. It was a standing joke in the encampment that if they could but enlarge the daemonic lice to the size of oxen and fit them with swords they would have an army nobody could beat.
In a square tent made of canvas and fur sat a man of middle years. Once known as the King of Kings, his hair was iron grey and his hawkish face sharp and angular, and badly scarred from battle. He was tanned the colour of old leather and wore a campaign tunic, stained boots, and breeches that had once been as soft and supple as kid gloves. A short cape embroidered with filaments of gold and silver thread spoke of better days, as did the jewelled goblet from which he drank.
‘More!’ He slammed the empty goblet on the folding table where a map was spread. Dark red wine spattered across it like a trail of blood.
A young lackey hurried in and refilled the Preceptor’s goblet. In his nervousness, the youth stumbled and a splash of wine spilled down the Preceptor’s front. The warlord’s hand flashed out and drove a parry-hilt knife into the boy’s arm. Real blood spattered the map this time. The boy screamed, clutching the knife, and stumbled back.
‘Imbecile!’ growled the Preceptor drunkenly. ‘Now get out.’
Kaleton entered, sized up the scene at once, and scowled. He called to one of the guards, ordered him to take the boy to the hospital tent and have him attended to. When they were gone, he turned expressionless eyes to the Preceptor.
‘No wonder you have trouble keeping servants.’ Kaleton straddled a chair. He eyed blood on the map and thought it an ill omen.
‘What?’ muttered the Preceptor.
‘Why did you stab the boy?’
‘Stab who? Talk sense, man.’
Kaleton’s neck ached. He tilted his head to the left then snapped it back. There was a sharp crack, and he felt some of the tension he had been feeling drain away. There was no point trying to reason with the Preceptor when he was in this state. Indeed, in some ways, the Preceptor he knew was not in this tent. The man before him was a shadow of that other man, the fierceness less, the focus blurred. And yet his next words surprised Kaleton, suggesting that he was not as drunk as he seemed.
‘How many asleep this time?’
‘One.’
‘Hang him.’
‘We have too few guards already. Hang one, and others will desert while they should be guarding you.’
‘You’re getting soft, Kaleton. Nothing like a hanging to smarten the men up, keep them focused.’
‘The men must be fed, Preceptor, and paid. Winning the occasional battle and having a few villages to burn and women to ravish might help, too. Without that, you will soon have no men to hang, knife, or put to sleep with speeches.’
The Preceptor eyed Kaleton. For a moment Kaleton wondered if he had gone too far. Bluntness was a virtue, he believed, and yet –
The warlord burst out with a braying laugh that was oddly infectious, like the laughter of children. He clapped Kaleton on the back, then hunched over again, bitterness returning as quickly as the laughter had come.
‘How many will we lose tonight?’ the warlord asked.
‘A score, perhaps. Another month and we will be down to you and me. Then we can pack up and go home.’
‘Home?’ the Preceptor mumbled softly. ‘Where is that, Kaleton? I seem to have misplaced the address.’
‘There will be better days, as long as we –’ Kaleton stopped and turned.
There was a commotion outside. They heard raised, angry voices, peremptory commands, then a hush. Kaleton drew his sword. The Preceptor stood, swaying, holding his goblet. If someone had come for his head, then he would greet him in a dignified fashion. If the truth were known, the Preceptor almost welcomed death. He was tired of fading slowly. It was better to fall in a spectacular defeat that would inspire legends, rather than a few ballads.
The shouts came closer. Kaleton stepped between the Preceptor and the tent flaps. The warlord noted this and, as always, wondered at the man’s fierce loyalty. Long ago the Preceptor had given Kaleton the chance to avenge himself, to unleash an appalling hatred. In some ways he had never fully recovered from that. Such were the things that fashioned men.
A body barrelled backwards into the tent, both its arms missing, arterial blood gushing like geysers. Kaleton shoved the mortally wounded man aside and held his sword at the ready.
Into the tent stepped a man. A thin willowy man. More a youth, really. The beard on his face was still wispy, yet there was a terribleness about him, as if he were ancient and evil beyond any measure ever devised. He was dressed as one who tended sheep, and indeed stank of it.
‘What’s this?’ said the Preceptor haughtily. ‘A shepherd’s boy come to parley?’
‘Speak and act with care, m’lord,’ advised Kaleton.
The youth-who-was-not-a-youth first regarded Kaleton, then the Preceptor. He wore a magnificent mailshirt, the like of which Kaleton had never seen. Each link seemed to change colour in some subtle fashion that the eye could not pin down. Somehow the chain mail had melded with the shepherd’s body, like living armour. Despite his loyalty, Kaleton felt a shaft of fear.
The youth moved.
Kaleton’s sword arced in a blur but the shepherd deflected it faster than anyone should have been able to react. Kaleton’s sword arm was locked in a vice-like grip, then he was thrown aside. The shepherd studied the Preceptor.
‘You are the one they call the Preceptor.’ It was not a question.
‘That I am,’ said the Preceptor, raising his goblet shakily, then taking a swig. It was more to steady his nerves than an act of bravado. ‘And you?’
‘I am the Wardragon. This host is not fit for my use.’
‘We all have prob –’ The Preceptor suddenly stopped, staring at the mailshirt, at the individual links. He had seen something like this once before. The Archmage Fa’red had shown him a dragonlink reputed to have come from a mailshirt worn by a god who had fallen to Q’zar a thousand years before. The fall had been so mighty it had created the lake still known as Skyfall. The Preceptor had pursued the missing links of the mailshirt, along with Fa’red, but in the end had been thwarted by the young mage Jelindel dek Mediesar.
‘Are – you the being who came a thousand years ago?’ the Preceptor asked, his voice oddly hollow.
‘I am that one.’
‘But the dragonlink shirt was destroyed.’
‘I cannot be destroyed.’
‘Are you a daemon?’
‘I am the Wardragon. Daemons fear me.’
‘What do you want?’
‘This host is weak in the mind. I must have another.’
The Preceptor felt something stir within him.
‘And in return?’ he asked.
‘Power.’ The voice was flat and atonal, yet the single word hinted at things unimaginable.
The Preceptor rubbed his temples. ‘We should talk.’ He waved the being to a chair but the youth did not move.
‘No talk. Will you provide a host that is complete of both mind and body? Acquiescence is necessary for long term occupation. Do you acquiesce?’
The Preceptor felt a moment of fear. But only a moment. ‘Yes.’
The youth began removing the mailshirt. A moment later he collapsed, moaning in agony, a great mailshirt-shaped welt covering his body.
Kaleton watched the entire procedure with deep misgiving, and kept his sword at the ready. A score of soldiers gathered at the tent flap, but none came too close to the Wardragon. The shepherd passed out.
‘What manner of being is this?’ asked Kaleton in a whisper. With an air of absorption, the Preceptor reached out and picked up the mailshirt.
‘Preceptor!’ Kaleton warned. ‘This is foolhardy!’
The Preceptor ignored him. He raised the mailshirt over his head, slid his arms into it and let it flow down onto his torso. It was a perfect fit.
Kaleton hissed, ‘M’lord, this thing is dangerous!’
‘No, Kaleton,’ said the Preceptor. ‘Now it is we who are dangerous.’
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The Knife’s Edge
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‘Y our fate is to save magic, or destroy it. The future lies on a knife’s edge …’
Jelindel dek Mediesar stared with alarm at the large woman slumped in the ridiculously tiny chair. The woman’s eyes had rolled back in their sockets, and she was drooling. No wonder some call it the ‘idiot trance’, thought Jelindel, although those who experienced it preferred the term ‘oracular vision’.
Jelindel’s heart skipped a beat; the woman’s words were … unsettling.
Cimone, the most famous farseer in D’loom, renowned for her foretellings, blinked for a moment and awoke, staring about. Her eyes came into focus, peering at a slim, dark-haired and very intense girl who sat opposite. Jelindel seemed somehow much older than eighteen. Cimone beamed, revealing cracked, yellowed, but nevertheless clean teeth. She was a stout motherly woman, rather than actually fat, but would still have made three or four of Jelindel. She slapped a thigh the width of a tree trunk, causing it to ripple like jelly, and laughed raucously, as if the trance had left her elated.
‘Well!’ she exclaimed. ‘And what did we learn today, dearie?’
‘You don’t remember what you said to me?’ asked Jelindel, her green eyes bright in an expression full of doubt.
‘Not a word, and glad I am too, else someone would have parted this poor old head of mine from its shoulders long ago! Was it important?’
‘I – think so.’
Cimone nodded sagely. ‘I only get the big seeings. That’s my gift.’
‘You read dreams, yes?’
‘That’s what the sign says, dearie. Have you a juicy one?’
I will destroy magic, or save it. What did she mean? Jelindel wondered. Aloud, she said, ‘Last night … ’
Jelindel awoke drenched in sweat.
Echoes of screams faded, but the nauseating stink of burnt flesh did not. Jelindel sat up quickly, straining her eyes in the darkness. Was that real smoke, or just the remnants of her dream?
She shivered, pulling the blanket tighter about her.
She had been on the roof of a great mansion, gazing at stars, when a shriek cut through the night, making her stomach lurch. Sounds of commotion followed, then more screams, and the ghastly smell of burning. Although it was night, an enormous sun hung in the sky, but it was completely black. For some reason Jelindel thought that none of this was unreasonable, but she nevertheless felt confused. Dreams tended to be like that.
Only minutes earlier, or so it seemed, she’d been dancing with some pompous son of Skelt nobility, smiling at Grandmama and the new baby, and eyeing tables piled high with an extraordinary array of food: huge tureens of soup and stew, and whole boar, roasted till the skin had crackled, and likewise chickens, ducks, turkeys, not to mention fish. Platters were piled with spicy rice from far off Hamatriol, and with sweetmeats, and puddings, fruits and nuts and cheeses, and the freshest bread straight from the family ovens. Gravies, sauces, and syrups filled pouring jars, jugs and beakers, as did wine and beer and exotic juices. There were cakes and biscuits of every kind, bearing intricate designs in chocolate, jam and cream. Serving boys and girls passed amongst the guests offering exotic platters of meat and spiced pastry. There seemed to be enough food to feed all of D’loom for a day, Jelindel reflected, yet despite the mouth-watering temptation, she hadn’t stayed.
The stars had beckoned.
Dressed in the clothes of a stableboy who had never heard of baths, she had climbed onto the roof to watch a rare eclipse, and had just noticed the black sun hanging huge and swollen in the sky, when the first scream came, filling her with panic.
Now, soaked in sweat and still gripped by panic, Jelindel pulled on a night-smock and stood up. She could still smell smoke. Where was Daretor? Surely he should be home by now?
She went to her table and searched frantically for something. Not finding it, she went to her chest, her bureau full of drawers, and then her wardrobe.
‘It’s gone,’ she muttered, trying to push back a sense of calamity that threatened to overwhelm her. She hugged herself, turning round and round: where could it be?
Had she left it someplace, lost it? Was it stolen?
Then the feeling came over her: she was not alone in the house, and her heart hammered in her chest. She picked up a sword, slid it noiselessly from its scabbard, and crossed to the door, easing it open so it did not creak.
Fighting back panic, she moved out onto the landing and leant over the railing, peering down into the darkness of the living room. Everything was still, strung with shadows. Shafts of moonlight slanted in from high windows, but did not light up the scene.
Something was wrong. Anything so surreal just had to be bad.
Jelindel sent her mage-sense down into that darkness, probing. Was something there? Suddenly, she bit back a scream. She had felt and tasted fire where there was none.
Then the entire ground floor exploded into flame. A roaring fireball erupted upwards, and Jelindel sprang back as the fireball obliterated the entire landing on which she had been standing.
A hand fell on her shoulder and she whirled. This time she did scream.
It was Father, his face almost burned away, the flesh melting as she watched, like candle wax in fiery, ropy threads.
Jelindel staggered back, horrified. ‘Poppa?!’
He grabbed her by the shoulders, stared at her with his sightless eyes. ‘Soon, Jelindel. Soon. You can’t wait here much longer.’
‘Poppa, I’m sorry.’ She was crying, wiping away tears. ‘There wasn’t anything I could do. It all happened so fast …’
He shook her slightly, not urgently, but his voice became urgent. ‘It’s dying, and when it’s gone, no one will remember. Jelindel, you must remember the past!’
‘Poppa, I don’t understand!’
He started to turn away.
‘Poppa, don’t go!’ Jelindel clawed at him desperately, trying to stop him going, but her hands passed through his scorched coat as if it wasn’t there.
He paused, looked sadly back. ‘Jelindel, child, make haste. Without you, it will die. And without it, you will.’
‘What?’ Jelindel’s panic mounted to a kind of hysteria.
‘The soul of Q’zar,’ said her father. ‘It gasps for life, even now. The old pact cannot hold. Go to the place of light and darkness, Jelindel. Face the shadow from the past …’
He turned, and was gone. ‘Poppa!’
She woke then, drenched in sweat, and breathing heavily. The word ‘Poppa’ hung in the air. It was still dark, and she could smell smoke. The dregs of her dream?
She groped out, uncovered a lamp.
And sucked in her breath sharply. She could feel the lamp’s heat, but saw nothing.
She was blind.
‘Blind, you say? Now that’s something! But go on, dearie,’ said Cimone.
Could it be a darkness spell? If so, then someone was coming, someone who would take advantage of the darkness.
The smell of smoke subsided a little but her panic did not.
Jelindel heard a noise, and twisted around.
‘Ooh, I do like the difficult ones!’ said Cimone, rubbing her hands in glee. ‘Now let me see …’
Jelindel hugged herself, as she had in the dream, an old, lost feeling flooding her. The dream had first come a month ago. In it, she relived the night her family was murdered, the night she had been ripped from her world, the night a fourteen-year-old daughter of a noble family was brutally thrust into the life of a fugitive. The deaths had left her as a countess, but also a vagabond mage-to-be, always fearful her family’s assassins would come after her. She found perilous refuge in the shabby streets and markets of D’loom.
‘But there’s more,’ she said.
‘One bit at a time, dearie. The old memory isn’t what it used to be. Now you mentioned the black sun. That’s a dark omen, that is, and no pun meant. You’ve dreamt it before, I’ve no doubt?’
Jelindel nodded. ‘A – a few times.’ She answered hesitantly, not sure how much she wished to share with a total stranger. But if not Cimone, then who? Daretor? ‘Usually I’m standing in a tiny room in a high castle. I feel trapped, imprisoned, and then I see the sun, even though I know I’m in a room. The sun turns black and stops moving. It gets very hot, and my skin starts to burn and blacken. I feel … I feel ashamed, like I shouldn’t be there. Like I shouldn’t be – alive … And at the same time, the black sun is – it’s eating the light! And I’m always very frightened.’
‘Interesting,’ said Cimone, stroking her chin between a thick finger and thumb. ‘And is the sun at zenith? At the midday hour?’
Jelindel looked at the woman, startled. ‘Yes.’
‘Then congratulations, for you have arrived at the middle of your journey, despite being so young.’
‘Congratulations? I’m going to die at thirty-six and you say congratulations?’
‘I said journey, not life! Who is supposed to be the seer here?’
‘Sorry.’
‘All that has gone before has been a test, to forge you for the task ahead, like a sword blade bein’ beaten and quenched by a smithy.’
‘I certainly feel beaten.’
‘First you must go to the land of the black sun, that’s what your poppa said: go to the place of light and darkness. Or else It will die.’
‘What will die?’
‘How should I know, dearie? Mayhap I told you in my trance. Mayhap I didn’t.’
Your fate is to save magic, or destroy it. The future lies on a knife’s edge … Was magic the ‘soul’ of Q’zar? Jelindel swallowed.
‘And the burning, the flames?’ asked Jelindel.
‘That’s symbolic of bein’ tested. The gods always put flames in dreams, when they want to show hardships to be endured. You know, cities bein’ burned by the enemy. I mean, what enemy would run through a city throwin’ snowballs? Gotta be flames if it’s serious.’
‘So there’s a test to come?’ said Jelindel, trying not to seem impatient.
‘Oh aye. You must pass through death, the great mortification. You must pass beyond your own sunset, to achieve your task, and to be free. In freeing yourself, you will set something else free. Can’t say what, view was fuzzy.’
‘A short-sighted seer?’
‘One more remark like that, missy, and you can do yer own seein’!’
‘But what does all this mean?’ asked Jelindel wearily, drumming her fingers on the table.
‘Tell me the rest.’
Jelindel groped blindly along a wall, and stopped to listen.
The house was quiet. Too quiet perhaps, as if it were holding its breath. Outside, she knew, the rain was pouring down harder and the wind prowled about the houses, scouring the dark streets of D’loom like a maid cleaning up after a very messy revel. Night watchmen tugged the collars of their capes up around their ears, stamped their feet, and sought what shelter they could, holding aloft their hissing, spluttering lamps, peering down streets and lanes then hurrying on, anxious to reach the warmth and shelter of the taverns.
Then she heard it.
It was the tiniest of scuffs, as if soft leather had brushed against wall or furniture. It was to her left, twenty feet away.
So there was somebody else in the house!
Her pulse quickened but she stifled her reflexive gasp. No point in betraying her position. The intruder might not be blind, but it was still dark. And Jelindel had one advantage: she knew the place, it was her home. Perhaps two advantages, in fact. Her hearing had also sharpened, heightened like that of the blind.
Then came a second sound, a soft thump, different from the first. It was from the opposite direction. Damn. There were two of them. Their positions were like an army trying to catch the enemy in a pincer movement.
Where was Daretor?
She had thought to make a run for the door, but now she changed her mind. The second intruder stood between her and escape.
Soft footfalls.
They’re closing in.
Jelindel felt a moment of lurching fear. She was trapped, at their mercy. They could see and she could not. There was only one way this could end. Unless she could …
Remove their advantage.
‘Now what kind of dream is that?’ complained Cimone, knitting her brow.
‘Actually, it wasn’t a dream.’
Cimone stared at her. ‘You mean there were people trying to kill you?’
‘Three of them. Assassins.’
‘You said two.’
‘There was another outside.’
‘What did you do?’
‘I slew those inside and wounded the other.’
Cimone’s eyes went wide. ‘But how, if you couldn’t see nuthin’?’
‘I used a blinding spell. It’s a brilliant flash of light.’
Cimone continued to stare at Jelindel for a moment, then sat back and broke into peals of laughter, slapping her thigh as before.
‘Missy, you got guts, that’s all I can say. You’re a mage then? I sensed it but didn’t like to pry. A blinding spell! Well, I never! And them as clumsy and noisy as a herd of oxen afterwards, I’ll wager.’
‘They lost their advantage,’ said Jelindel. In the light of day it all sounded simpler than it had been, and less scary. Her sight had not returned till daylight broke the spell and she had sat shivering in the room for hours, emotionally drained, aware of bodies tumbled on the floor about her, and the metallic smell of blood.
‘Is there any more you can tell me?’ Jelindel asked.
‘The thing you were looking for, that you were scared you’d lost …’
‘Yes?’
‘That’s the thing-hard-to-find. I think it’s in the place of light and darkness.’
Jelindel looked unhappy. She remembered the awful urgency.
Cimone patted her hand. ‘The task that’s before you, and the thing-hard-to-find, they’re tied up with one another, that I can tell you.’
‘But what is it I’ve lost?’
Cimone eyed her. ‘Yourself, dearie. It’s your self you’ve lost. Mage at eighteen, whoever heard of that? You’ve growed up too fast.’
Jelindel left Cimone’s stall in the D’loomian marketplace, her mind in turmoil. She wandered past the spice sellers and the merchants hawking exotic cloths just in from the many ships swaying at anchor not two hundred yards off. It was a bright sunny morning, and she needed the sun’s warmth to disperse memories of fears felt in darkness.
In the four years since her family had died, she had tried not to think of them, indeed had never wanted to. So much fear and anger was bound into that appalling night, the night she was forced to grow up. It was an anger she could not control, so she shut it out, but nothing could stop the nightmares. She remembered watching the sun set beyond the harbour that evening, but it was not a child who saw it rise the next morning.
Amid the terrors between dusk and dawn, something had been lost. The road to its retrieval, if Cimone were to be believed, would begin in Sezel.
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Paraworld Killers
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Rumours of death came to Sezel on a late spring day in 2133. By mid-morning of the next day the rumours had grown to encompass daemons, ogres and other such monsters with razor-sharp teeth, lightning speed and ravenous appetites. Two things gave these rumours more credibility than the usual wild imaginings of bored people trying to impress their bored friends, however. One was a consistent reference to the attackers from the sky. The other was the large amount of blood and shredded flesh splattered about at the scene of each attack. Whatever the nature of the attacker, it was a messy eater.
The help of the young but learned mage Jelindel dek Mediesar was sought, and she arrived soon after with her warrior companion, Daretor. The city governor, the ailing steward Duke Vereux, had engaged them to rid the city of this menace in the cause of civic order and the municipal peace – so that thriving trade, increased profits and healthy taxation revenue could be restored. While the markets ran during the day, the stalls were stocked and set up at night. Being eaten alive was a good incentive for stallholders to take their trade elsewhere, or merely work shorter hours.
Jelindel was a mage of some repute. Her career had begun the moment her parents, court nobles of some esteem and influence, were murdered by a renegade mage known as Fa’red. Jelindel had learned to survive in the streets and markets, developing her magical skills during many perilous adventures. She had fallen in with Daretor, a master swordsman with an inflexible sense of honour, and a street thief named Zimak, whose integrity was ever in question. As unlikely a trio as they were, they had become an effective team, and in recent times had begun to hire out their magical and martial skills to those in need.
Jelindel soon realised that the pattern of attacks involved what could be called a flight path: each victim had been in a long street, usually those stretching north to south. For the most part, only ragged bits and pieces of the victims had been found strewn about, as though they had been ripped apart hurriedly. Whatever the predator was, it was anxious to get on with the business of eating. No one was taken in cul-de-sacs or in narrow lanes with high walls on either side. It was as if great eagles were involved, the kind with broad wingspans that prefer to swoop down on their prey.
Standing at the scene of the most recent attack, Jelindel gazed north along the canyon created by the cityscape of streets and buildings. A mile away, looming over the city, were the stark and ragged cliffs of Enak. To the east a castle had been built into the cliff face, and here the Duke resided. On those ancient battlements, as forbidding as the cliffs that hung above them, were further sites of attack and dismemberment. Not even the rich and powerful were safe – something which seemed to offend the old Duke far more than the loss of some of his citizens. Monsters were bad enough, but monsters that did not know their place were simply unacceptable.
‘What are you thinking?’ asked Daretor, shading his eyes from the equatorial sun. He was sweating profusely and although he had just drunk what felt like a gallon of water during breakfast, he was already thirsty again.
Jelindel shielded her eyes and pointed at the cliffs. ‘I think that whatever we seek will be found up there.’
‘What protection will we need?’
‘A potion against sunburn. Zinc chalk and coconut oil, I should think.’
Daretor frowned and wiped perspiration from his face. ‘Is it always this hot?’
‘Hot? It’s not even high summer yet.’
‘By all the gods, I feel like I’m melting.’
‘Don’t melt yet. We need to earn our fee.’ And find what I have lost, she thought. She had decided not to tell her companions of the visit to Cimone. It saved a wagonload of explanations and unnecessary complications.
‘Not to mention Zimak’s commission,’ Daretor said with the trace of a sneer. ‘Lazy, shiftless wastrel. Why should he get a third of the fee for writing a letter?’
Jelindel turned to face him, her eyes instinctively seeking something above Daretor’s head, then quickly readjusting to meet his. It was easy to forget that he was no longer in his own tall body, but in Zimak’s much shorter frame. On a far-off paraworld, a magical but planned ‘accident’ had swapped Zimak’s small, lithe body with that of the muscular, six-foot-two Daretor. Although Daretor had done wonders building up his new body ever since, there was nothing he could do about its height.
‘What is it now?’ Daretor asked, aware that he had said something wrong.
‘Someone has to do the clerical work. Would you prefer to be back in D’loom, in Zimak’s stead?’
‘At least being here working with us would be swatting the fat off him. Instead, he’s wenching, revelling, eating to excess, and – and White Quell alone knows what he’s doing to my body this very moment.’
‘So are you going to quibble about his fee when we are eventually paid?’
‘I’m a swordsman, not an accountor.’
‘My point exactly. Think of him as a treasure map: he may not do much, but without him, no treasure. Now, to work, and we need to get up there before nightfall,’ she said, nodding toward the ragged cliffs.
Daretor sighed. ‘At least Zimak’s body is good for climbing.’
Jelindel put a hand against Daretor’s chest. ‘But first, I want to talk to some of the witnesses to the attacks.’
‘Unless you have a way to contact the afterlife, there are few of those. It appears the best defence seems to be to stay at home after dark, with the doors and shutters firmly locked. Those that did see anything also keep their lips fastened.’
Jelindel dropped her hand. ‘Then we have to unfasten them.’
‘Force and magic don’t answer every problem,’ Daretor said moodily.
‘No,’ Jelindel agreed, hefting her pack, ‘but bribery is a very fine substitute for either.’


Merris was very susceptible where coins were concerned. The scrawny lad was continually wiping his nose on a filthy sleeve, as if there were a leaking pipe within his head. He also had the unnerving habit of regarding Jelindel first with one eye, then the other, as if his ancestors had been birds rather than humans.
‘So, you saw the thing that attacked your uncle?’ Jelindel asked.
Merris nodded. The lad then smeared snot across his upper lip with the frayed cuff of his sleeve. Merris was a boy of few words, especially around merchantmen, and even more so around powerful folk in the employment of the duke.
‘I need a description, Merris,’ Jelindel wheedled.
The boy shrugged. Jelindel removed an argent from her coin pouch and held it up. His eyes gleamed with interest, but also a faint contempt which made Jelindel frown. Merris reached for the coin but Jelindel closed her fist around it.
She wagged a finger. ‘In words, please.’
Merris licked his lips, removing some of the glistening snot. ‘It was pointed.’
‘Pointed?’
‘S’pose. And fast. Faster than an arrow. Faster than a bolt from a crossbow. If I’d a blinked, I’d not have seen nothin’.’
‘Fast and pointy?’ said Daretor with a glance to Jelindel. ‘We’re paying another argent for that?’ His scepticism annoyed the boy.
‘You wasn’t there, mister, was you?’
Jelindel waved Daretor silent. ‘What else, Merris? Be quick now.’
‘It come down out of the sky, but not steep like. And it swayed from side to side. But fast.’
‘What did it look like?’
The boy became uneasy, as if this part worried him.
‘You’ll laugh.’
‘Try us,’ said Daretor.
‘It looked like a big fish, sort of like those in the market, but lots bigger. And it grabbed my uncle, sort of shook him around to soften him up, then swallowed what hadn’t fallen off.’
‘How big?’ asked Jelindel.
‘Like a horse, maybe.’
‘So a flying shark the size of a horse ate your uncle,’ said Daretor.
‘Accounts for the mess,’ said Jelindel.
Merris took his leave, pocketing his coins then burying his hands deep into his breeches to keep the coins from jangling.
They got little more from the other surviving witnesses, most of whom answered their questions from behind closed doors. In the early afternoon they returned to the hostelry where they had lodgings and ordered a meal of assorted fish in a thick white sauce. It was here that the landlord handed Jelindel a letter which she read in silence, then folded and slipped into her pouch. Despite Daretor’s enquiring look, she did not discuss the message.


With the sun well past the zenith they packed some supplies and started up the cliff face. There was a path of sorts, part of a road that had once linked Sezel to towns further up the coast. Many years ago it had been abandoned when the duke had decided to put some prisoners of war to practical use, building a road that bypassed the cliffs and looped around them to the north.
The track was tortuous and occasionally dangerous. The rock was a kind of compressed shale, and had a tendency to break off suddenly. Whole layers had fallen away from the cliff face, sometimes burying the road, sometimes taking part of the road with them. Leading was bad enough but following had its own disadvantages – in the form of showers of rocks and pebbles. Daretor soon wished he had brought a battle helmet along for protection. Finally, after one sharp rock had cut open Daretor’s cheek, Jelindel called a stop and cast a spell that would ward off projectiles like an invisible umbrella.
‘You could have done that earlier,’ muttered Daretor.
‘Spells are draining,’ she replied.
‘So is being hit by rocks.’
‘Would you prefer to carry me?’
Halfway to the summit they stopped for what passed as a meal. It had taken two hours of sweaty, exhausting climbing to get to what was quite a good vantage point, and the view was indeed breathtaking. The entire port city of Sezel was laid out beneath them, and the white canvas sails on ships pulling out to sea blazed brightly in the afternoon sun. The sea itself was a deep turquoise, except where breakers crashed on the beach and over shoals offshore. Seabirds nesting on the ledges and crevices of the cliff filled the air with a raucous cacophony of squawks and calls, and the afternoon sea breeze kept the temperature moderate.
Jelindel stared down at the city, her brow knitted in thought.
Daretor recognised the look. After a while he said, ‘You know what is preying on these people, don’t you?’
‘I have an inkling.’
‘I’ll be glad when this is over, and we’re back in D’loom.’
‘Really? You have plans?’
‘Just homesick.’
She turned to look at him. ‘You’re homesick for D’loom? Even people who were born there prefer to call other places home.’
‘I’m homesick for time with you. The kind where we’re not in constant danger.’
‘I – oh,’ responded Jelindel, who had been caught by surprise. ‘This is unlike you.’
‘Too many times in the years past we have survived by chance, and little more. I would like to teach my sword skills to young warriors, perhaps even start a small academy. You have learned enough magic to fill several books, and you should be writing them.’
‘But we need money to live –’
‘Zimak handles our money, and our money keeps vanishing. Have you ever wondered where I go when we are not together?’
‘Taverns?’
‘I have been spending time with clerks, learning to tally cash and keep track of spending in registers. Did you realise that eight coins out of every ten that we earn finds its way into a fund run by Zimak that he calls “working capital”?’
‘What does that mean?’
‘As far as I can tell, it means we do the work and he keeps the capital.’
Jelindel draped an arm over his shoulders. ‘We’ll go home after this. It’s been too long.’
‘Six months.’
Jelindel looked surprised. ‘That long?’
‘Six months next week since we left D’loom.’
‘That explains why I feel so tired. But we’ve done well in Bravenhurst. Three tasks.’ Jelindel thought back. ‘Three tasks, all involving magic that has weakened and failed. It’s unsettling. It’s as if belief in such powers is failing.’
‘Don’t complain,’ Daretor grunted. ‘It’s meant more work for us.’
‘Were a king to declare a ban upon ale from the end of the month, the innkeepers would also be run off their feet with demand, yet they would still be facing ruin from the month’s end.’
‘Even innkeepers must sleep, and I’m weary now, I can tell you that.’
Jelindel gave a quick grin, in spite of her apprehension. ‘I was orphaned at fourteen, now I’m eighteen and so very much has happened in those four years. I feel that I’ve lost something. I want it back.’
‘Lost what?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Then you can’t have it back.’
‘We can take the rest of the year off,’ Jelindel decided, giving up on her rambling thoughts. ‘Just do local work.’
‘Good. No more travelling. I want to sleep in my own bed, with you – and tally my own coins.’
Jelindel snorted. ‘My partner in life, the romantic miser.’
‘I’m not a miser.’
‘You always think someone’s trying to cheat you.’
‘They are.’
‘Exactly. In any case, right now it’s only a few thousand seagulls. Come on, let’s get moving, or we’ll be marooned here when dark comes.’
They made it to the cliff top shortly before nightfall. Here a series of deep fissures etched the cliff face and they explored them while eating the sausage and bread they had bought in the market that morning. Suddenly Jelindel motioned Daretor to be still.
‘Something’s happening,’ she whispered.
Daretor simultaneously crouched, glanced around, and slowly drew his sword. At first he could see nothing amiss. There was a slight mist forming, which was not unusual so close to the sea. The muffled quality to the air, deadening ordinary sounds, he put down to the thin fog. There were none of the flying sharks that Merris had reported, indeed there was no movement at all. Even the terns and gulls that nested on the ledges below had fallen silent with the onset of darkness.
‘Jelindel –’ he started to whisper but she waved him urgently to silence, then froze. Something flashed past them moving at incredible speed. It was so fast Daretor could not be sure he had actually seen something. Then he peered more closely at the air and noted the swirling tendrils of mist, as when a person runs past through fog.
More things flashed from the deep fissures, passing – as Merris had said – in the blink of an eye. Try as he might, Daretor could not get a good look at them. There was a vague sense of predatory confidence, and silvery, streamlined shapes. In no more than a handful of heartbeats, the salvo of shapes had gone.
‘Dinner is served,’ Daretor whispered to himself, relaxing a little. Then he noted that Jelindel continued to crouch unmoving, peering into the night. She pointed abruptly. A small shape darted by. It looked somewhat like a seahorse and moved with that creature’s ungainly, hesitant motion. Then there were more of the things, and other forms besides. Some drifted back and forth as if the wind blew them.
‘Enough,’ said Jelindel. ‘I’ve seen enough. We must get back to town and see what we can do there.’
At that moment something shot at them from a nearby dark fissure. Only the fact that Daretor was looking in that direction and had his sword still raised and ready saved them. As the blurring movement registered on him he lunged forward, unable to aim, only to react. But his instincts were true and as the creature sped towards him it impaled itself on his sword. For one ghastly moment they both saw the nature of the beast, then it wrenched itself away and shot back into the fissure, trailing blood and what looked like a stream of bubbles.
‘What manner of abomination was –’ Daretor began.
‘More will come,’ said Jelindel. ‘I can feel them. Hurry, we have little time.’ She tugged Daretor to the edge of the shelf they stood on. Below them was a drop of a thousand feet.
‘I hate doing this,’ he said.
‘Trust me.’
‘Like I would no other.’
Jelindel stepped off the edge, dragging Daretor with her. As they fell something whooshed through the space they had just occupied. Daretor twisted round and saw a tiny flickering of blue light on Jelindel’s lips. She was speaking a spell to slow their fall, but knowing that they were not about to meet an abrupt and messy end at the base of the cliff did little to calm Daretor’s terror.
‘This would be a good time, Jelindel –’ Daretor shouted as the shadowy ground rushed up to meet them. Jelindel concluded the words of her ancient spell, and although for a heart-wrenching moment Daretor thought the magic had failed her, he realised their speed was diminishing. The ground no longer rushed towards them at the speed of a hurtling arrow. But something else did still move and with awesome speed at that.
‘We’re in trouble,’ said Jelindel, pointing to where Daretor was already looking. A grey shape speared down out of the night towards them. It too was moving in a kind of slow motion yet it still shot towards them faster than they fell.
‘Throw your sword,’ Jelindel cried.
‘What?’
‘Your sword. Throw it at the thing!’
Daretor drew back his hand and flung his sword. It spun away in an arc, then blue flickering light shot from Jelindel’s hands. The sword sparkled momentarily then became a deadly missile with the unerring purpose of a crossbow bolt travelling sideways. It shot towards the oncoming shape, far faster than the creature itself could move. They saw the sword twirling, saw the creature try to dodge, then saw the razor-sharp point slicing its side open and spilling entrails and blood out into the air like streamers and confetti. The sword swept away, upwards, to another creature that was diving on them.
Jelindel and Daretor hit the ground, bounced with the cushioning of the spell, and broke into a run. Blood and entrails showered down around them.
‘Exhausted, carry me,’ gasped Jelindel as the sword clanged down nearby. Daretor stopped to swoop it up.
Daretor hurried for the town, Jelindel across his shoulders and the bloodied sword in his hand. As soon as they approached the town centre they encountered a scene where a dozen of the town militia had decided there was safety in numbers. The aerial beasts had been hard at work and Jelindel baulked at the bloody mayhem they had wreaked. Panting, Daretor set her down to walk as best she could. Then she stumbled upon two bodies, almost intact, one minus its head and the other, an older man, seemingly untouched but with his wrinkled hands clutching his chest. Both wore swords about their waists. Jelindel unsheathed a sword and flung it into the air, to patrol overhead in a whirl of magical blue.
‘Thought you were exhausted,’ gasped Daretor, doubling up.
‘Cushion spell and sword spell together,’ wheezed Jelindel. ‘Really excessive. Either one, not hard.’
‘How long do they last?’ Daretor asked, keeping a wary eye on the scything sword.
‘Long enough to discourage the fish.’ She waved him to silence, unable to speak.
Above them the sword gave a creature a severe case of discouragement, then a vast carcass partly demolished a small house as it fell to earth. By the light from the city’s few oil lamps they could see a school of the creatures cruising high overhead, but the whirling sword continued to patrol above the rooftops. The fish-things slowed, and for a long moment they hung in the air. For the first time Jelindel got a good look at them. Then she turned her attention to the one that had fallen nearby. It was at least twenty feet long and very shark-like in shape. Silver in colour, it possessed huge convulsive gills that worked constantly, and razor-sharp fins that ended in tiny webbed fingers. But it was the jaws that set it apart from indigenous fish. The sword’s victim had jaws that hung open, revealing a vast array of gleaming swept-back teeth and a dark maw that could swallow a sheep whole – or a man after a little shredding. Jelindel had already seen the savagery of the things; now she saw, in their slitted bloodshot eyes, their madness.
‘What would a few more flying swords do?’ asked Daretor.
‘Cause me to die of exhaustion,’ panted Jelindel. ‘That sort of magic is hard work. Still, I could probably cast a second one, and that may be all that we need. Find a sword, throw it up.’
Daretor flung a dead militiaman’s sword into the air, where Jelindel snared it with a second spell. Instead of hovering, however, this one climbed to meet the cruising predators. They began to scatter, but one did not move quite fast enough. More pieces of flesh began to rain down on the city, then a vast body landed, smashing a hay cart to matchwood.
‘They’re gone,’ Jelindel called. ‘It’s all over. For now at least.’
‘Gone?’ exclaimed Daretor. ‘Call themselves warriors and they flee after only five of their number have died.’ Jelindel checked the air for more predators before allowing the two swords to fall. Daretor caught them deftly.
‘They’re predators, not warriors. Predators such as big cats prefer easy meat, and these are the same. If every victim they chose had a good chance of killing them, they would not survive long. Those things up there are too sensible to risk being ripped open for the sake of a meal.’
‘What are they?’ Daretor asked, kicking the carcass that had crushed the hay cart. He was careful to stay away from its jaws, in case they snapped in death throes.
‘A paraworld portal has been opened in those cliffs, linking us to another world, and every night the two worlds are superimposed. This whole city is beneath its ocean.’
‘Ocean? Where’s all the water?’
‘These creatures are just deep-sea predators. For them, our atmosphere has become their sea and they are doing what they are designed to do: hunt and feed.’
‘Then they are not daemons?’
‘No. But a mortal daemon opened that portal.’
‘Someone here in Sezel?’
‘That is unlikely. I have the impression that something very powerful is draining Q’zar of magic. No mage of this world would do that.’
‘Why not? I have met some highly skilled but very stupid mages.’
‘I still doubt it. This is like a swordsman cutting off his own sword arm.’
This analogy made sense to Daretor. ‘Well then, what can you tell?’
‘At the very least, it’s a tear in the paraplane’s fabric. There could well be others.’
‘Why does this one only show itself at night, then?’
‘Tides,’ said Jelindel. ‘That other world must have massive tides. When the water level is high enough the creatures are able to swim through the portal.’
Daretor wiped the blood from his sword and sheathed it. ‘How do you know all this?’
‘I don’t,’ she said, thinking of Cimone’s prediction. ‘It’s the only explanation that presents itself.’


The next morning they made a second expedition to the cliff face, this time with an escort of guards from the Duke and most of the town’s militiamen. By noon, the paraworld portal had been sealed with tons of rubble that were anchored to the cliff by chains attached to eyelets driven into the cliff face. The Duke, anxious to show that he was due for the credit by thinking to hire Jelindel and Daretor in the first place, praised and thanked them as the city’s saviours. He then presented them with double their fee in a public ceremony at the city’s main square.
Daretor made a point of claiming the extra fee as ‘working capital’.
Back at the hostelry they sat down in the taproom and ordered drinks, relaxing for the first time in weeks.
‘Now what?’ asked Daretor.
‘Home,’ said Jelindel.
Daretor noticed how tired she looked, as if she had finally let down her guard. Then over her shoulder and through the window, he saw that a handsome, flaxen-haired man was staring intently at Jelindel’s back. When he realised Daretor was watching him he quickly turned and hurried away out of sight.
Daretor frowned. ‘There’s that fellow again, the same one I saw in Hazaria. He was staring at you.’
‘Doubtless because I am pleasing to stare at,’ replied Jelindel.
‘What’s he doing here?’ muttered Daretor, undeterred.
Jelindel stopped to think. ‘Maybe he’s a merchant,’ she said, trying to be nonchalant. ‘He’d visit most cities in Bravenhurst for trade.’
‘Maybe you’ve got an admirer,’ said Daretor, finally raising a subject that had been eating at him for months.
‘I’d have two if you admired me occasionally.’
Should have expected sarcasm, thought Daretor. Jelindel smiled and put a hand against his cheek. ‘There’s only one admirer I need,’ she finally added. ‘Besides, the blond boy is more likely some kind of spy sent to watch us. We’re not without enemies, as well you know.’
‘Aye, there’s even a bounty on our heads,’ Daretor conceded.
‘Technically. The ruler who declared the bounty is now a fugitive, and has little money.’
Daretor placed the tankard he was holding on the table and stood. There was nothing unusual about this, except that his tankard was not yet empty.
Jelindel looked up. ‘Where are you going?’
‘To book passage on the next ship to D’loom.’
Jelindel sighed. ‘I’m agreeable with that, even though I had other plans for this evening.’
‘For me?’
‘For my most favoured admirer.’
‘What is that supposed to mean?’
‘It means that I was teasing you. Come along, Daretor, don’t be churlish. Let’s take the esplanade. Tonight we’re rich.’
They wandered along the esplanade. It ran along a stretch of waterfront only recently upgraded from a rat-infested dock haunted by suspicious looking loiterers to a stone walkway infested by lap-dogs and haunted by merchants and their wives talking about property values. The crowds were particularly heavy following the vanquishing of the aerial predators.
Promenade robes were being worn by nearly every woman, while the men wore fancy tunics, hand-embroidered soft leather breeches, and a new fashion from Skelt – triangular-shaped captains’ hats. It gave the street a rather jaunty naval feel which was enhanced by the rich yachts moored there, the lanterns of which flared with each gust of the breeze. The inns, taverns and coffee houses had nautical names, and most styled themselves along the lines of a ship’s cabin.
‘So they work hard to gather wealth, then pretend to be poor sailors when they eat,’ observed Daretor as they strolled along with their arms linked, staring at the display trays of vendors.
‘No accounting for the tastes of the rich and indolent,’ replied Jelindel as she ate a candied cherry. ‘What will we do when we get home?’
‘Nothing dangerous,’ said Daretor.
‘Sounds wonderful. And after that?’
He paused, as if thinking. ‘I’ll train others to deal with danger.’
‘Bliss.’
Jelindel’s eye was caught suddenly by a flashing trinket. A grizzled stallholder with only one leg, seeing her interest, beckoned her over. His trestle table held a display of carved wooden masks, dolls and figurines, mostly hand-carved. The thing that caught her eye was a necklace on one of the dolls, a ring made of seashells and fake pearls. The doll itself was a little sad-eyed princess, with rosy cheeks, and a wistful smile, as if she hoped someone might adopt her and take her home. Jelindel picked her up, staring, and found her eyes misting.
‘Jelli?’ Daretor said, noticing a sudden change in his companion.
Jelindel quickly smiled and shook her head. ‘I’m being silly,’ she said. Then she murmured, ‘This isn’t her.’
‘That’s a rare one,’ said the stallholder with a kind of gruff honesty. Unlike his brethren, he made no great effort to sell his wares, which made Jelindel curious. She was, in any case, tired of people making demands on her.
‘How much?’
The stallholder shrugged, named a price that was high and yet not too high. Almost apologetically, he said, ‘It’s from Dremari, from the Valley of Clouds, and ’tis said to give voice to the heart, if you believe such things.’
‘We’ve been there,’ said Jelindel, ‘to the Valley.’
She found herself handing over money, and having the sad-eyed doll wrapped in soft tissue paper and placed in a bag of fine vellum. She felt foolish again, as if she had just thrown away half a week’s pay on a piece of frippery.
But she had owned an identical doll as a child, which had surely burnt to ashes the same dark night as everyone and everything she had ever loved. Partially to distract Daretor’s attention from the doll, she picked up a mask. It was gaudily painted and studded with mock gemstones.
‘These remind me of masks I saw in the house of the Lady Forturian. I would like to visit her again.’
Jelindel placed the mask over her face. As she turned to Daretor a feather thudded into the mask, an inch below the left eye. Daretor grabbed his partner and dragged her to the ground. Behind them, the vendor collapsed with a soft cry, a feather in his cheek. Daretor and Jelindel scrabbled around behind the stall, keeping as low as they could. There was a soft hissing sound and a clatter as something fell amongst the dead man’s wares. All around them people were going about their business, most unaware of what had just happened. A watchman rushed up and checked the old man then peered round the end of the stall at them.
‘He’s dead,’ said the watchman. He looked nervously at Jelindel, but was not about to accuse the archmage of murder. ‘What’s goin’ on ’ere then?’
Jelindel sat up. ‘I think somebody’s trying to kill us.’


That night they stayed in a different hostelry under assumed names. The Duke secured them passage on a ship bound for D’loom on the morning tide. It was the Duke’s secretary who voiced a possible explanation for the attack, explaining that the local Magicians’ Guild had been somewhat affronted when the Duke hired Jelindel and Daretor to deal with the aerial scourge.
‘Why not use magic then?’ asked Daretor. ‘Why poison darts?’
The secretary raised his eyebrows. ‘And who would be foolish enough to use magic against an archmage? Especially Jelindel dek Mediesar?’
Around midnight the secretary returned bearing their boarding documents as well as a letter that had arrived for them that afternoon on a trading ship. It was from Zimak, and it was brief but clear.
‘Trouble in D’loom, come quickly,’ Jelindel read aloud. ‘Well, that’s plain enough.’ She frowned in thought.
‘The scribe must have charged by the word,’ Daretor grunted.
Jelindel folded the message and tucked it into her tunic.
‘Remember the letter I received earlier?’ she asked. ‘That too was from Zimak, asking when we’d be heading back. I didn’t want to ruin our last night here so I kept it from you. So much for our rest.’
They spent a quiet night but Daretor found himself being roused about four o’clock. He sat up, puzzled. It was still dark outside. Jelindel was dressed.
‘Get your clothes on, we’re leaving,’ she said. ‘There’s breakfast on the bench.’
‘Where are we off to?’
‘D’loom. I’ve just changed our schedule.’
Daretor dressed, stuffed cold roast boar plastered with congealed herb gravy into his mouth, and shouldered his rollpack. He followed Jelindel through the hostelry’s back door and out into the cool night air. The city was quiet this time of the night and the only sound was the restless waves lapping.
They made their way by lanes and back streets to the docklands and thence to a wharf where a small boat, piloted by a disreputable-looking bosun, took them out to a decrepit three-master at anchor. They climbed aboard, coming face to face with a one-eyed captain whose breath reeked foully of fish and chewing tobacco. He thrust out a hand immediately.
‘Me money. Now.’
‘That wasn’t the agreement,’ said Jelindel.
‘To Black Quell with agreements and to his pit with you if you don’t pay up right now.’
Jelindel pushed Daretor aside as he stepped toward the man. ‘Half now and half when we get there.’
‘Half, half! What about the lot, upfront and frank?’
‘We’re a captive audience, Captain. It’s not as though we can jump ship.’
‘So you say. But a mage you be. Mayhap you can sprout wings and fly off without paying me.’
‘Perhaps I can but if I could why would I need passage on your ship?’
This seemed to stump the captain, who swore blisteringly but took the half payment Jelindel offered before grunting at the bosun to show the ‘passengers’ to the one spare cabin the ship possessed.
The Sea Goose raised canvas just before dawn and sailed out of the harbour and into the Bay of Hazards, unremarked and unremarkable. The journey, despite the captain’s unsavoury manner, was uneventful. Jelindel and Daretor spent most of the time in their cabin, but sometimes, in the early evening as the sun sank to the sea, they stood at the gunwale and peered landward, observing the lanterns of towns and villages and sometimes spotting a navigation pyre.


They pulled into the harbour at D’loom on the morning of the fifth day. Jelindel paid the captain, who was now in better cheer, and who even uttered several hearty compliments about mages and their companions.
‘We’d have made it in better time iffin you’d given me a mage-wind,’ the captain said.
‘If my magic worked over water I would have given you a gale, good sir. Fare you well.’
They disembarked and headed up to the main concourse where they hoped to find a carriage. Instead, they found a distraught Zimak. He was pale, puffy-eyed, and looked much thinner than when they had last seen him. This was not at all a bad thing, since he had over-indulged in every possible pleasure and vice since being magicked into Daretor’s body. When he laid eyes on them he clutched on to a railing to support himself.
Daretor’s heart lurched at the sight. ‘What have you been doing to my body?’ he demanded.
Zimak waved him silent. ‘You’re not dead,’ he said. ‘You didn’t drown?’
‘Don’t sound so disappointed,’ said Jelindel, patting herself down. ‘Why should we be dead?’
Zimak explained that word had only just arrived by carrier bird that a ship had been attacked off the coast near Tol with the loss of all hands. Jelindel and Daretor had been listed amongst the passengers.
‘We took another boat,’ Jelindel explained. ‘Zimak, what’s wrong?’ she asked as he led them to a waiting carriage.
‘What’s wrong? What isn’t?’
Jelindel and Daretor stopped when they saw the carriage. It was heavily armoured and three men sat atop bearing crossbows and wearing heavy chainmail.
‘Zimak, maybe you’d better tell us what’s been going on here.’




Chapter 4 [image: Ch-line]


The Stranger
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The clatter of shod hooves echoed back from the walls on either side of the street as the armoured carriage raced through the port city of D’loom. Inside, Daretor sat hunched beside the luggage while Jelindel and Zimak sat opposite. It irked Daretor that Jelindel had taken the seat next to Zimak and was so companionable with him. He knew he was being foolish, but he could not rid himself of an old unease. Ever since he and Zimak had been forced to exchange bodies, it had always bothered him that Jelindel might have only fallen in love with him inside Zimak’s body. Despite great effort, he could not rid himself of the possibility that she had given her heart to the wrong man.
Jelindel was not aware of it. She looked around the inside of the carriage, then commented, ‘It’s spell-warded?’
‘Aye,’ said Zimak. ‘By some street-corner charm-vendor whose bill arrived this morning.’
‘Such precautions seem unwarranted,’ said Daretor.
Zimak inscribed the sign of White Quell across his chest. ‘That’s a laugh, coming from a man who’s supposed to have drowned two days ago.’
‘He’s right, Daretor,’ said Jelindel.
Daretor scowled, as much at himself as Zimak. Fear he could cast aside, jealousy was much harder to conquer.
‘What else has happened?’ Jelindel asked Zimak.
‘What hasn’t?’ Zimak widened his eyes, which were reddened from lack of sleep. ‘First, somebody tried to kill me – five days ago, in a back alley. If it hadn’t been for my kick-fist skills, why, I might not be sitting with you right now.’
‘So your attacker was a blind, geriatric cripple,’ said Daretor at once.
‘What do you mean?’
‘It’s a wonder you can move in that bloated body.’
Zimak shook his head. ‘I still know some fancy moves.’
‘Demonstrate one. A spinning back kick, perhaps.’
‘Stupid, fancy show kick, it’s of no use in real fighting,’ Zimak said.
‘Perhaps a standing side kick?’
Zimak squared his shoulders. ‘I prefer to face my enemies.’
‘What about a rather feeble punch from a seated position?’
‘Sarcasm will achieve nothing,’ said Zimak, who shot him a scowl. ‘Your body runs to fat too easily, Daretor.’
‘It never did when I was master of it.’
‘Luckily for me I’ve still got a few tricks up my sleeve.’
‘They must be very small tricks, what with such fat arms.’
‘Why you –’ began Zimak, then he reined himself back and held up a hand in an imperious gesture. ‘Anyway, that same night somebody tried to break into the shop. Our guard spells went off and must have scared them away. But I found a smooth hole sliced in the door where the lock had been.’
‘Sliced?’ asked Jelindel.
‘Sliced. Very odd it was, sliced clean through and the cut smooth as glass – the sort of damage done by a thundercast.’
‘The weapon that made the hole must be similar to the one Korok tried frying us with in Altimak, four years ago,’ Daretor said. He thought a moment. ‘But Korok is dead. Could it be that his people have come here in search of revenge?’
‘I don’t think his people had anything to do with it,’ Jelindel said quietly. Your fate is to save magic, or destroy it. The future lies on a knife’s edge … She shook away the words.
Zimak went on. He explained that things had changed in D’loom, starting shortly after Jelindel and Daretor had left for the north on the first of their commissions. Pirate attacks off the coast had increased, and the King had been unable to negotiate an accord whereby pirates and merchants could coexist, and even make profits. Three months earlier the pirate federation had reportedly turned down a handsome offer. To many it appeared that they did not now want an accord. Traditionally, D’loom had provided the pirates with a secure harbour, immunity from prosecution, and access to markets and trade routes inland. The privateers’ final, transparent attempt to scuttle the negotiations had touched off an economic recession that had hit D’loom hard. Most of its prosperity came from the sea, either directly as trade and bounty, or because of the merchants who flocked to D’loom to set up their trade houses there. The sea trade itself had always been attracted by D’loom’s extensive docks and wharves, its relaxed waterside guilds, and its famously low tariffs. Now unemployment was increasing almost as fast as discontent.
The carriage slowed, and they found themselves at the main produce market. Instead of fruit, vegetables and meat for sale, there were men.
Jelindel and Daretor peered from the carriage as long lines of men edged slowly past accountors seated at small wooden tables, parchment and ink spread before them. The marks and signatures of the recruits were then passed onto managers waiting behind the tables. Recruiting foremen stood on crates and hectored the crowd, offering choice labour conditions and pay. One bald-headed giant of a man, stationed not far from the carriageway, bellowed at the top of his lungs, ‘Argentia! Rich mines and rich wages for those not afraid of a little work. Four days on, four days off, and the best entertainment this side of Baltoria!’
The carriage rumbled on, and soon they arrived at the house they had bought with the gold given them by a grateful client in another paraworld.
While the bowmen atop the carriage watched the streets with hawk eyes, Jelindel and the others unloaded their scanty luggage and carried it inside. Zimak paid off the driver and the bowmen, entered the house, then carefully locked, bolted and chained the door. Jelindel and Daretor watched him at work, now looking worried. Zimak’s precautions made his fears seem more real. Twenty minutes later they were seated around a rough wooden table laden with chunks of cold chicken and lamb, small bowls of relishes, platters of cheese and fresh bread, and pitchers of ale.
Zimak picked up his story as if there had been no interruption. ‘At about that time the recession began to hit hardest. When the labour markets first opened, I noticed something else,’ he said. ‘The demand for magic was on the decline. I thought maybe it was just us, that maybe our customers were getting a better deal elsewhere, but it turns out that it’s the same all over. All the mages and charmvendors are complaining. Now it’s like people have started to distrust magic itself.’
Jelindel, thinking back to adventures she and Daretor had experienced in far Ishluk, nodded. ‘I’ve seen places where such distrust has been carried to extremes,’ she remarked, then looked to Daretor. ‘This is further proof that I might be right, even though I wish I were not. Someone, or something, is weakening people’s belief in magic. Take magic away and what is left?’
‘More opportunities for warriors to earn a living?’
‘Remove magic, and only cold science is left. Some people might like that.’
Zimak blinked. ‘Gah, what a mess. D’loom’s been invaded by merchantmen, the wandering merchants. Rumour has it they all know one another. If you ask me, they’re warriors, campaign veterans disguised as harmless peons.’
‘And they do what exactly?’ Jelindel prompted.
Zimak shrugged. ‘They’re competing with us. But it’s not magic, or not any kind of magic I know.’
‘So what do these merchantmen peddle?’ Daretor asked.
Zimak thought for a moment. ‘Everything from ailment creams to double-edged razors, the like of which are not of Q’zar. Look here, for example.’ He held out a scarred hand. ‘I sent some bully boys packing last week when they attacked a stallholder.’
Daretor’s brow rose.
Zimak glared at him. ‘If I’d been in my own body I’d have come away unscathed.’
‘Go on, I’ve not had a proper laugh for some time,’ prompted Jelindel.
‘Hie, very well, it was a sideline, protection money. I had to do something while you two were away, having all the fun. Anyway, normally a week’s earnings wouldn’t have bought a charm to heal the wound, but a market vendor sold me this smooth cream. Within the day the swelling was gone. Two days later the wound was healed over.’
Jelindel examined the tube that held the cream. ‘I’ve never seen the like,’ she muttered. She turned Zimak’s hand over as though suspecting he was tricking them. ‘And it doesn’t hurt?’
‘Swelling went down almost immediately. The stallholder was doing a roaring trade. He had a remedy for everything from head pain to colds, to wounds, to bottled potions to take away despair. Within the week the market hacks had packed up and left.’
‘What says Onala, the High Priestess of the Temple of Verity?’
Zimak scoffed. ‘Your “mate” scarpered with her tail between her legs. The Temple shut down a month ago.’
Jelindel stared, open-mouthed.
‘I’ve heard it said that the High Priestess was threatened by these merchantmen. She called their bluff, so the temple was razed one night. Only their ward spells saved their lives. The constables were next to useless. Most resigned their posts at the first hint of trouble.’
‘To be expected,’ Jelindel said. ‘These are all the hallmarks of cold science.’
‘And nobody knows who these merchantmen are?’ Daretor asked.
‘Or where they come from,’ Zimak added. ‘They just appeared over a couple of weeks, throwing their money around like they had their own secret mint. They’ve also bribed their way into the King’s court and purchased positions of power.’
‘All this in such a short time,’ Jelindel pondered. ‘What is the word on the streets?’
Zimak gestured helplessly. ‘As I said, those charmvendors and cauldron witches left complain a lot. Some say the gods have turned their backs on the old magic.’
Jelindel laughed. ‘The old gods gave up their interest in humans millennia ago.’
That night Jelindel and Daretor lay in bed watching rain spatter against the window. She snuggled closer to him. ‘This isn’t exactly what we had in mind, is it?’ she said.
Daretor snorted softly, almost asleep. ‘A holiday is what I wanted.’
‘You? A holiday?’
‘People change.’
‘Next you’ll tell me Zimak wants to rush off into deadly danger.’
‘Some people don’t change.’
They talked some more but the pauses between answer and question grew longer, and soon the room was filled with soft regular breathing as they fell asleep.


Around three in the morning something awakened Jelindel. She sat up straight, peering around with darkened eyes, eerily alert. Seeing and hearing nothing she put on a nightrobe, slipped on buskins, and went out to the landing. She could hear faint snoring coming from Zimak’s room down the end of the hall. Nothing was amiss there, at least. She crossed to the balcony railing of the mezzanine floor, and gazed down to the ground level, which was cloaked in shadows.
Jelindel stood a moment longer, then shrugged. Obviously Zimak’s stories and hints had affected her nerves. She started back to her room, and stopped. It was not a sound that made her freeze, it was a smell.
Smoke.
She rushed in and woke Daretor, told him to get Zimak up, then grabbed her sword and dashed down the stairs. She flung open the kitchen door and lurched backwards as a wall of flame surged out into the corridor.
The heat was intense. She covered her face with her arm and felt the hairs on her skin shrivel at the very thought of being singed. Daretor came rushing up behind her but he too backed away.
That was when Jelindel noticed something very odd. The flames did not consume what they touched. She caught glimpses of the inside of the kitchen as the fire ebbed and surged, but as far as she could tell, nothing had been harmed. Still, the inferno raged. Now it was in the corridor, licking the ceiling, now skimming across the walls, reaching for the rug.
Smoke filled the air, making them cough violently. Zimak dashed up with a pail of water and threw it on the nearest flames. But instead of being doused, or at least dampened, they surged forward even more hotly than before.
‘It’s no ordinary fire,’ Jelindel yelled above the roaring noise. ‘It’s mage work.’
‘Can you counter it?’ Daretor shouted back. His face was already blackened with soot, in spite of the fact that the fire burnt nothing. Jelindel wondered, in one of those idle moments that always come in the midst of danger and panic, whether she too looked as ridiculous.
‘I’ll try.’
Blue light flickered about her lips then leapt the intervening space to assault the fire. At first, the flames reared up and retreated, as if they were a living thing, suddenly afraid. Then they swept back, sending out a tongue of flame that lashed at Jelindel and would have burnt her badly had Daretor not jerked her away in time.
‘In the shop,’ she yelled. ‘There’s a tub of powdered bane’s wood. Fetch it.’
Daretor hurried off and returned moments later with a small barrel of greenish powder. Jelindel started throwing handfuls of the stuff at the flames, muttering charms of suppression as she did so. Slowly, the flames retreated, leaving behind an awful stench. It took more than an hour to finally quench the fire and by that time they were almost out of the bane’s wood and all three were blackened.
Exhausted, they dropped into chairs – untouched by the flames – breathing heavily and eyeing each other uneasily.
‘A curious and potent spell,’ Jelindel remarked at last, almost to herself. ‘One that sought out flesh and left inanimate things untouched.’
‘Hie, it seems we’re not very popular,’ Zimak said, brushing his blackened tunic.
‘The master of understatement,’ Daretor grunted.


Jelindel set powerful spells of warding and protection about the house. She was in the middle of a bath when Daretor came in. ‘We have a visitor,’ he announced.
She stood up, dripping water. ‘At this time of the night? Dawn is still two hours away.’ She stepped from the tub and headed for the door.
‘Jelli?’
She stopped and looked back at Daretor.
‘What?’
‘You might want to put some clothes on.’
She looked down at herself. ‘Oh.’
A few minutes later she entered the room where they always met their clients. A hooded man sat at the table, his hands clenched together so tightly that his fingers were white-knuckled. Daretor stood nearby, a hand on the pommel of his sword, poised for action. The man did not seem perturbed by this, but since his face could not be seen it was hard to tell. His head moved slightly as Jelindel entered. She sat down opposite.
‘I’m Jelindel dek Mediesar,’ she said and after a pause, added, ‘I would prefer to see the face of the person to whom I’m speaking.’
The other slowly pushed back his hood, revealing a man in his late thirties or early forties, with prematurely grey hair, rugged good looks that seemed rather haggard right now, and a wolfish grin. Jelindel found herself liking him, though of course that very likely had been the man’s intention. Daretor noted Jelindel’s response, and his face darkened.
‘I am called Taggar. I have come from Argentia.’
Zimak came in with drinks: spiced coffee and boiled milk. A disquiet had settled on the room and everyone seemed buoyed by the pungent smell of coffee.
‘You have seen troubles this night,’ said Taggar, sipping his drink.
Daretor stiffened. ‘What do you know of that?’
Taggar shrugged. ‘I can smell mage-fire. And your house is heavily protected with wards and charms of some complexity.’
‘Which you walked right through,’ Jelindel pointed out, ‘as if they weren’t there.’
‘Do you know who attacked you?’
‘You did,’ said Zimak bluntly. ‘Don’t take us for fools.’
‘It was not I who sought to harm you.’
‘You have travelled far,’ said Jelindel, shifting the conversation slightly. ‘Your cloak is journey-stained, your boots have seen heavy use, and the lines around your eyes suggest long periods of squinting … Perhaps from looking for those who might be following you …’
Taggar laughed. ‘You are perceptive, my lady.’
‘Why don’t you tell us your story?’
Taggar finished his coffee in a gulp and held out the empty cup to Zimak, smiling. ‘Might I trouble you for some more of this most excellent brew?’
Zimak complied without grace. While he did so Taggar began his tale. As he talked Jelindel watched his face and listened closely to his words, noting places where things were left out, and where phrases were worded cautiously. He’s taking great care not to lie, thought Jelindel.
Taggar said he was from the mining town of Argentia which nestled in the western foothills of the Algon Mountains. Argentia had always been a frontier type of town: rough folk, rough manners, rough justice. In recent years however, a certain order had come to the place. Those same rough folk had had families, raised children, and their manners mellowed somewhat. More recently the town had been taken over by a large company of men and the mining operations expanded tenfold. A perplexing urgency possessed the newcomers and they worked the miners hard. Over time the owners craftily indentured all those in the town so that now they were virtual slaves and could never hope to pay off the debts they had apparently incurred. Taggar himself was indentured but had managed to escape.
‘There is now a bounty on my head,’ he said and Zimak perked up at this, eyeing the man with new interest.
Taggar went on to say that the current mining operations were also much deadlier than the old: some of the new metals glowed in the dark and killed those who stayed near them too long. Daretor said they’d heard recruiters in the marketplace calling for workers for Argentia and offering substantial wages and bonuses. Zimak said they had been recruiting like that for weeks and by now hundreds were heading that way for work.
Taggar sighed. ‘Then they go into slavery and death.’
‘Why come to us?’ said Jelindel. ‘Do you wish to hire us?’
‘Alas, I am but a poor escaped bondsman.’
Jelindel laughed. ‘Somehow I think you’re more than that.’
Taggar acknowledged this with an almost imperceptible bow. ‘Do you know Argentia?’
‘We’ve been there,’ Jelindel said.
‘And do you know the meaning of the name?’
Jelindel’s voice faltered. ‘The place of light.’
‘What’s in a name?’ Zimak said impatiently.
Jelindel waved him quiet.
‘I think you know the man who now runs Argentia,’ said Taggar. ‘He certainly knows you and even as I speak he is seeking you with all his might and cunning, and his intent is ill.’
‘Does this man have a name?’
‘He calls himself the Preceptor. Only he is no longer the person you once defeated.’
Jelindel sat very still. Finally, she said, ‘And what does he want with me?’
‘Nothing less than the complete annihilation of magic …’


The Wardragon, now sheathing the Preceptor’s body, strode confidently along a metal walkway high above the floor of the steel works. Choking sulphur-laden fumes and red hot dust particles from the crackling arc-melting furnaces filled the air. Kaleton followed closely behind.
‘More,’ the living machine said in monotone, ‘we need more. You have to double the output.’
‘The workforce is insufficient,’ Kaleton said patiently.
‘Then get more workers. Press-gang them if you have to.’
‘We’ve tried that. The fact is, you keep taking the bulk of the new labourers for – the other project. You also take the best. What’s left isn’t worth feeding. I need skilled artisans, not farm boys and fishermen.’
The Wardragon turned. It was finding it exceedingly difficult to converse with the illogical, devious mortals, yet for the time being it needed them as an admiral needs a fleet. Nonetheless, at times it felt an overarching compulsion to completely absorb the Preceptor’s personality so that not one shred of the man’s self remained. Still, to prematurely announce itself to this puny world that it had arrived might unify its enemies. It could annihilate the lot of them of course, but that would destroy much of what it hoped to conquer. What value was there in an empty world? No, it needed labour and a base from which to move on to other worlds.
It conceded at length that it still needed the Preceptor’s illogical perspective until the last drop of pretence was gone. After that, Kaleton, weakling that he was, would be its next host.
‘M’lord?’ Kaleton persisted. He was becoming accustomed to the Preceptor’s long silences. Almost as though he were consulting the Wardragon. And then sometimes it appeared as though the last vestige of the Preceptor had long since fled the body.
‘I need results, not excuses. If you are unable to perform the function I require of you, then I shall replace you.’
Kaleton considered his reply, knowing he must tread carefully here. ‘It shall be done, of course.’
‘See to it then.’
Kaleton followed the Wardragon’s gaze. Huge brick-lined ladles of molten metal rolled along on low drays, hauled by sweating ragged men to the grease and dust-covered chain-operated pouring stations. There, the ladles emptied into greensand moulds. Open launders channelled more of the lava-like substance to different parts of the factory. Sparks showered, great hammers rose and fell, and the din was deafening.
A figure moved across the workshop floor below, inspecting the work. It was Ras, the shepherd, though scarred as he was, he would hardly be recognised by anyone who formerly knew him. He was dressed as a lieutenant and moved with a confidence that would once have been alien to him.
Kaleton said, ‘Why do you keep him, m’lord?’
The Wardragon continued staring down, and eventually said, ‘Are you jealous, Kaleton?’
‘Cautious would be a more appropriate word.’
‘As you should be. The boy you fear is, after all, nothing more than a simpleton.’
‘He is different,’ said Kaleton. ‘He is not like he was when he woke. He is getting smarter.’
The Wardragon flowed like metal waves over the Preceptor’s body. ‘Mortals do not get smarter, Kaleton. On the contrary, they become more stupid with age. Forget the boy. What of my business in D’loom?’
For a moment Kaleton was tempted to lie, but long experience with the Wardragon had taught him that lying was simply not an option. ‘The fire failed, m’lord. But on the positive side, the wares you have manufactured sell well. Money pours in like a river to swell your coffers.’
The Preceptor’s face showed no emotion at the disappointing news. ‘The money is of secondary concern, Kaleton. Be sure to make no mistake next time. Even now I tire of this world. No power will stall my departure. None. Least of all a mere female …’


It was getting dark as Jelindel packed her travel bag, having just unpacked it the night before. Daretor paced the room, scowling.
‘This is foolhardy, Jelli.’
‘Yes.’
‘It makes no sense.’
‘Yes again.’
‘You could get killed.’
‘I know.’
‘It could be a trap.’
‘It could.’
Daretor stopped pacing and threw up his hands. ‘By all the Odd Gods, are you just going to keep agreeing with me?’
‘Yes.’ Daretor looked like he was about to explode. ‘Daretor, take a deep breath, exhale, and listen to me. Everything that’s happened is connected. The merchantmen, the discarding of magic, the attacks. I sense this with all my instinct. There are no coincidences. None. The Preceptor is coming back. And he’s more powerful than ever. You remember my vision?’
Daretor nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
‘I saw a thousand years of darkness if we did not act. We did, and much of that hateful fate was pushed aside. But not all of it. This morning when I fought the mage-fire I had the vision again. It was as if it was inside the fire itself. A second crux in our future history is approaching. I don’t know what it is but it must be stopped.’
‘Why do you have to stop it? Why must it always be you?’
‘Why did I have the vision?’
Daretor lightly slapped his forehead. ‘Of course. You’ve been chosen.’
‘Don’t mock,’ Jelindel chided.
‘Why can’t they choose someone else?’
‘Do you think I want this? Do you think I want to go traipsing across the countryside on some cockamamie quest?’ She threw her hands up in exasperation. ‘I’m fed up with all these dangerous forces in the hands of stupid people. When am I going to be left alone?’
Daretor closed his mouth. ‘It’s not right,’ he said lamely.
Jelindel continued to pack. Daretor resumed his pacing. He did not want her to go. He especially did not want her to go with the handsome stranger, Taggar. Daretor did not trust the man though he was honest enough to admit that he was biased. For some time now he had felt – or feared – that Jelindel’s affections for him were fading and he was at a loss as to what he could do about it.
‘The Preceptor will know you the minute you enter Argentia.’
‘Maybe. Maybe not.’
Daretor threw his hands up in exasperation. ‘Fine. Have it your way. You always do. I should go and find Zimak so we can make plans.’ Before Jelindel could speak, Daretor had slammed the bedchamber door behind him. Moments later the front door opened and closed.
Jelindel wrung her hands and sighed. Perhaps it was best that she and Daretor parted company for a while.


Daretor had slept it off. Most taverns had a room out back where those too drunk to walk were unceremoniously dumped, till they could be sent on their way the next morning. It was an idea calculated to bring back custom, and it worked.
Zimak, a tall young man of strapping build, whose impressive musculature had gone to seed (and not a little flab), sat with his chin in his hands, watching Daretor stir. Daretor, in contrast to the other, was small, slim, and somewhat weaselly in appearance, though in truth he was all taut muscle and lightning reflex. Despite being the smaller of the two, there was no doubt who was leader and who was follower.
‘Why do you stare?’ groaned Daretor, opening one eye and blinking at the morning light.
‘I am admiring my noble body.’
Daretor spat on the straw-covered floor, as much to remove the unpleasant taste from his mouth, as in reply to Zimak’s remark. He levered himself into a sitting position. ‘I wish I could say the same about mine. You are starting to look like a woman!’
Zimak said nothing, merely smirked.
‘Oh, shut up,’ growled Daretor. He crossed to a barrel and dunked his head and shoulders in the freezing water, then shook himself like a dog.
Zimak was splattered head to foot. ‘Gah, I just had these garments cleaned.’
Daretor dropped onto the bunk again. The room spun slightly. ‘You think this is funny, don’t you?’
‘You must admit, it’s a rare sight. I think the last time you got drunk was … why, never actually.’
‘Have your fun. Mock me.’
‘Oh, I intend to do much more than that. In truth, I am only getting warmed up. Still, I am curious. Did you and Jelindel have a fight?’
‘No.’
‘Something happened on your trip?’
‘No.’
‘You all of a sudden realised that –’
‘Enough. My head is splitting.’
‘Not surprising, since you drank a barrel and a half of the innkeeper’s worst ale.’
Daretor groaned again. ‘Why are you still here?’
‘You mean, why am I still looking after you, despite all your insults? Well, aside from not passing up the chance to enjoy myself, I do have a vested interest in you.’
‘In other words, if I drop dead, you starve?’
‘As your manager, it behoves me to protect my investment.’
‘Manager? That’s a laugh.’ But Daretor did not laugh; indeed, he felt like lying down and going to sleep for several days. However, Jelindel must be wondering where he was. The evening before he had gone looking for Zimak and had finally found the wastrel wenching and drinking in a disreputable tavern, although looking oddly glum. He had started to drag the miscreant outside then somehow found himself downing a jug of strong ale. And after that, another.
Things became somewhat blurry from then on.
‘I was bewitched,’ he said aloud.
‘No, Daretor,’ said Zimak. ‘You were unhappy.’
Daretor eyed him. ‘You talk nonsense, as usual. I was not myself.’
‘We agree on something then. Come, I will buy you breakfast.’
Daretor grunted. He knew he should seek out Jelindel at once but he felt sick, and the mood that had hung over him like a cloud for the past few weeks had not been completely erased by alcohol.
‘You’re paying?’
‘As unbelievable as that sounds, yes,’ said Zimak, who was worried about Daretor but would never admit it.
A short time later, as they devoured spicy eggs and bacon, along with chunks of bread and goat’s cheese, and downed several mugs of strong Baltorian coffee, Daretor blurted, ‘I think Jelindel is seeing someone.’
There was a look of such pained incomprehension on Daretor’s face that Zimak blinked, then burst out laughing.
Daretor favoured him with a sour look. ‘Serves me right for confiding in one whose loftiest motive is to bed as many women as he can.’
‘No, no, you do me wrong,’ said Zimak, tears in his eyes. ‘It’s just that sometimes, Daretor, you are so – thick.’
Daretor stood up, giving Zimak a cold, disdainful look. Zimak laughed even harder.
‘Look,’ said Zimak, ‘Jelindel hasn’t lost interest in you.’
Daretor blinked. ‘She hasn’t?’
‘No.’
Daretor sank back into his chair. ‘Then why –?’
‘Why has she been behaving strangely?’
Daretor nodded. His heart thudded. The feelings Jelindel conjured in his breast made him uneasy.
Zimak sobered, even looked serious. ‘I don’t know for sure,’ he said. ‘But two nights before you left for Sezel, I was awakened by a noise. I searched the house. The disturbance came from your room. I daresay you did not wake, since you sleep like a log. But Jelindel was crying out in her sleep. Over and over she said, “Poppa, Poppa, I’m sorry …”’
Daretor shifted uneasily. ‘But she has never really spoken of her family, in all this time.’
‘And you don’t think that’s a bit odd?’
Daretor did not reply. It was odd, and yet he had never found the right way to bring it up; part of making a relationship work, in his view, was respecting each other’s privacy. He had also thought she would talk about it when she was ready, but he suspected this was just his own way of evading the issue. He sighed. Dealing with daemons was easier than dealing with feelings.
‘I will talk to her about it,’ he said at last.
‘Hie, that might work.’
Something in his tone and manner made Daretor frown. ‘You don’t agree?’
Zimak shrugged, picking his teeth with studied casualness. ‘It may be that the best way to get her to talk about her past, is to talk about your own.’
Daretor’s mouth twisted and he looked away. The morning crowds were thinning; he realised then that they were near the markets, the very place Jelindel had run to the night her family was murdered by the minions of the Archmage Fa’red; he knew she had taken up with a scribe called Bebia Ral’Vey. She eked out a living, masquerading as a boy till her magical abilities blossomed, and had then fallen in with the sewer rat/thief, Zimak, and himself, a sword-for-hire. But that was about all he knew. Once, she had admitted that she did not remember much of her past beyond the night her family died, and the period immediately afterwards was like a nightmare.
Tragedy came too early to her, he thought. But she always seemed to handle it …
He stood again. His head hurt but the other, deeper ache hurt more.


Jelindel moved, on fire, unable to keep still. The dream, and Cimone’s words, filled her with a profound unease. She felt that time was running out, that she must act quickly, though she could not have said why exactly. And she was annoyed with Daretor. It was unlike him to stay out all night, to fail to send word. No doubt Zimak had something to do with it. Blast Zimak to the purgatory of all the Odd Gods!
She sat on the bed and looked at the clock, thought of Daretor, and burst into tears.
‘Oh, you idiot!’ She wiped savagely at her cheeks with her sleeve.
Why did she feel like this? So scattered, and so on edge? She clenched and unclenched her hands. For weeks now she had felt a terrible sense of – burden. As if she carried too much. Sometimes she thought it was Daretor, that she was a prisoner of her feelings for him. At other times …
Yourself, dearie. It’s your self you’ve lost.
The sad-eyed doll stared at her from her dressing table. In a flash of insight, she saw that the doll was her, as a child. And she had mislaid that child someplace. And gone on from it, not looking back. Jelindel winced. Now there was nothing to look back to; memory had stopped that night, burned from her brain …
Worse still, she had lived. Lived when her family had died.
Jelindel carried her bag downstairs, packed food and water, then waited. Taggar was due around noon. She prayed that Daretor would arrive soon so they could sit and work out their problems in private.
Why was she putting herself through all this?
Because a man with strange eyes had spun a curious story? Because a fat woman in a market stall had foretold the future? Or because she needed to find what was lost? And because time was running out?
She took several deep gulps of air. Her head was spinning. She did not handle pressure very well these days. Indeed, she had hoped she and Daretor might settle down for something of a holiday when they returned to D’loom. They had money enough to last them several years and, if need be, they could take local jobs, using magic to cure the ailments of their clients. She was sick of travelling. Sick of everything. Just sick.
But Taggar’s news disturbed her deeply.


Guilt flooded Daretor. It was almost noon and he was still not home. He hurried through the streets of D’loom, Zimak trying valiantly to keep up, but wheezing slightly, and with a pink tinge in his face. Daretor shot him a disgusted look.
‘It’s no use blaming me,’ Zimak said. ‘We can’t all be dashing about like heroes. Somebody has to keep the accounts. Somebody has to procure work.’
‘When did you ever dash about like a hero?’
Zimak managed a hurt look, in amongst his wheezing and puffing. ‘It might surprise you to know that when I was nothing more than a street urchin –’
‘You mean, a sewer rat?’
‘Generous, as ever. When I was nothing more than a street urchin, my deepest desire was to become a famous hero, just like Kamiz the Great, the Hero of Q’zar.’
‘And what happened?’ They plunged through a small courtyard, dodging midday crowds, and a noisy knot of fishmongers.
‘I met you.’
‘If history speaks truly, then Kamiz did not achieve his fame alone.’
Zimak sighed oddly. Daretor gave him another look. Zimak said, ‘His wife, Inanna. But where might I meet someone like that?’
‘Not in some inn or whorehouse,’ Daretor mumbled.
‘As always, Daretor, you judge too harshly. We are not all so lucky as to find someone like Jelindel. Or Inanna.’
‘Perhaps you have been looking in the wrong places,’ said Daretor, this time with less sharpness. Indeed, there was a catch in his voice.
‘Perhaps I have,’ agreed Zimak.
They arrived home as Jelindel was weaving a sign in the air. She acknowledged them but continued with her mage work. Blue light flickered along her lips and danced down her arms, transferring to the air from her fingertips, leaving glowing signs there that hung brightly for a moment then faded to a smoky purple before vanishing completely.
Her companions watched, fascinated by the use of magic as always, though once – long ago it seemed now – Daretor had considered it dishonourable.
Jelindel wove more complex signs, interweaving them, joining them, then finally raising both her arms to the ceiling and uttering a manifesting spell. Now she started to change before Daretor’s eyes. She grew several inches and her shoulders broadened. Her face lengthened somewhat and her cheekbones became prominent. Even her lips thickened, her nose flattened and her hair went dark, as did her skin. Then hair sprouted from her cheeks, producing a sparse shadow. At the end of ten minutes a man of about thirty years of age stood before Daretor and Zimak, beaming at them.
Daretor stared back. ‘Jelli?’
‘It’s me,’ she said, in a voice that was deep and masculine. She moved woodenly at first, as though stricken by a stiffening agent. Stretching, Jelindel loosened her limbs. Finally satisfied, she said, ‘How about a goodbye kiss, you handsome brute?’
Zimak stepped back while Daretor gulped.


It was past midday. The sun was high and they were all gathered in the kitchen. Jelindel now called herself Jaelin, a name she had once used in order to save her life from her family’s assassins. Taggar, who was to accompany her back to Argentia, finished packing noodles and other dry condiments and water into his rollpack. Jelindel had offered to change Taggar’s appearance also, but he declined, saying that he had already taken such precautions. Jelindel did not press him. All such magic cost energy to maintain. The less, the better.
‘I still say this is madness,’ said Daretor. ‘We should all go.’
‘And attract even more attention? No. I truly believe this way is safer for us all,’ Jelindel said with finality. ‘Besides, two manifestations are all I can handle comfortably at one time.’
‘I’m afraid I have to agree,’ said Zimak, lounging in an armchair picking his teeth and drinking D’loomian coffee. ‘Whoever said there’s safety in numbers got it wrong.’
Before Daretor could respond, Jelindel said, ‘If Taggar and I fail then you two will still be able to carry on. If necessary, make contact with some of our old comrades.’


Half an hour later, Jelindel and Taggar climbed to the top of the stairs and headed off across the rooftops, careful to stay out of sight of the streets three storeys below. Daretor and Zimak watched them go, knowing they would put as much distance between themselves and the well-known archmage’s house as they could before descending to street level. They would then make their way to the marketplace where they would join a labour crew bound for Argentia. Daretor did not like to think what would become of them.
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The marketplace was packed and noisy. The long queues filled the great square and families stood along the boundaries, watching their menfolk move sluggishly towards the rows of seated accountors and whatever grim future fate held in store for them. Wives wrung their hands, children stood clutching their mothers’ legs, watching the proceedings with dull, uncomprehending eyes, aware only that father must go away to a far place, else none would eat.
Jelindel and Taggar joined the line for Argentia. Because of the pay rates and bonuses it offered there were many more applicants than for other towns and projects, and also more accountors, which sped things up a little.
Even so, the waiting worried Jelindel. She craned her neck to see over the crowds as though seeking someone.
Taggar seemed to read her thoughts. ‘You’re thinking of Daretor.’
‘He’s stiff-necked and stubborn, and honourable to a fault. And very irritating sometimes. Much like a brother or sister.’
Taggar smiled. ‘You love him then.’ It was not a question, nor was it mocking.
Jelindel shrugged a yes. ‘But there are times when I’d like to throttle him.’
‘Out of his own fear, he stops you from changing.’
Jelindel looked at Taggar, who added, ‘All things change, or else they die.’
Jelindel said nothing. Change or die. Great choice. But wasn’t changing just another kind of dying? The old self replaced by the new?
They neared the head of the queue.
‘Claim a useful skill,’ Taggar whispered. ‘You will have more status and more freedom when we get our assignments in Argentia.’
Jelindel dutifully told the accountor that she had some skill in mage-metallurgy. The accountor eyed her suspiciously. No doubt many claimed skills they did not have. ‘You can shape, punch and bend?’
She nodded, trying to appear nonchalant.
‘Can you also join?’ he asked scornfully, as if he already knew that no lowly labourer in his queue could possibly have such a skill.
‘I can.’
‘You will be tested, you know.’
‘Of course.’ Jelindel pretended surprise. ‘I didn’t expect you to take me at my word.’
The accountor’s eyes widened a trifle – if what the man said was true, the accountor was in for a fat bonus. He actually smiled, something no one had seen him do in a full month.
‘Sign here,’ he said. ‘If you can’t sign make your mark.’
Jelindel signed her new name. Soon she and Taggar, who had also claimed a sought-after skill, were bundled onto a small river trader, and before the hour was up, the sails had unfurled and the inland ship was nosing out of the dock and heading east, a direction it would hold for several days before the river turned north for the Algon Mountains.
Jelindel gazed back at the dock, feeling sick in her stomach. Just before they lost sight of the river port, she saw two figures race onto the wharf, arms waving furiously. She gulped, and thought she might actually be sick.
What was she doing? Why did she have this terrible feeling that every day counted?
Your fate is to save magic, or destroy it. The future lies on a knife’s edge …
Again, she remembered her vision of the future, a chaotic glimpse of things to come. She saw a thousand years of darkness, a tyranny of almost unimaginable barbarism and inhumanity. She also saw that her own actions, here and now, were pivotal: her smallest choices might avoid this darkness altogether, or extend it many times over.
The knowledge was almost paralysing.
Company men, stationed all around the ship, directed them to their berth, one of three large but cramped cabins. Three hundred men and women were crammed in like sardines. If it hadn’t been for the air bellows, the atmosphere would have become unbearable.
‘A week or more of this and we’ll be glad to face whatever is in Argentia,’ said Jelindel.
‘Somehow I doubt it,’ Taggar said. ‘Unless I am much mistaken, we will soon look back on this journey with nostalgia. Besides, this river trader doesn’t go all the way. They drop us at Black Tree Canyon and we walk the rest of the way. Trust me, you’ll wish you were back on board.’
Jelindel sighed. ‘And all I wanted was a holiday.’ There was little to do on board except talk and play card games. The living areas were partitioned into smaller groups by blankets on poles, usually by people who had known each other before. Sometimes entire families, minus the younger children, had embarked, and they stayed together. Jelindel felt it was good policy not to mix, so she caught up on her sleep. She also found herself wondering about Taggar. He was an odd one. A deadly fighter, she had no doubt, and a man of honour, like Daretor, yet his honour was different, as the arcane morality of adults seems different to children. He could be as charming and sociable as any man she had ever met, yet, in the blink of an eye, could withdraw into himself so completely and suddenly that talking to him was like addressing a favourite sword. Jelindel wondered where he went at these times but she never asked.
She could not tell if she found him attractive or not; nor did he ever seem to react to her as a woman, which in a way, she conceded, was good, in view of their predicament. But all men reacted, one way or another, and a woman sensed such things, if her orientation was towards men. But Taggar did not react. He seemed oddly oblivious to her sex, and above her likes and desires. Of course, she was now hiding behind a male’s facade! All of which made him the mystery man, par excellence, and Jelindel passed many enjoyable hours pondering the enigma that was Taggar.
They journeyed thus for a week. Life on board the river trader was dull, though it was punctuated by the usual fights, arguments, and occasional knifing (which resulted in the perpetrator being thrown overboard). In the midst of such tedium, meals were anticipated with excitement, and whatever else one might have said about those who had hired them, they did not stint on the food. Roasted chunks of wild boar and beef on skewers, tureens of hot thick soup, fresh bread, concoctions of vegetables, and wine and beer were available in copious quantities at supper time, while throughout the day lackeys dished out bread and cheese, bowls of fruit and weak ale, to anyone who wanted it. If the abundance of food was intended to quell the anxiety of the workers, then it succeeded.
One way to relieve the boredom, and escape the odour down below, was to hang about the open decks, watching the scenery. When Jelindel wasn’t eating or sleeping this was where she could be found. Her curiosity about the world in which she lived was as undiminished now as on those long ago days, before her family was murdered, when she would lie atop the stable roof and stare at the stars. In those days, she had been entranced both by the beauty of the stars and by the possibility that they harboured intelligences no less complex and curious than her own. Now she studied the lands they passed, only some of which she knew.
They disembarked at Black Tree Canyon, a place as bleak and soulless as its name suggested. Shouldering packs they trudged along an ancient road behind wagons piled with supplies for the remaining journey.
They reached Argentia two days later.
The town had changed since Jelindel’s last visit with Daretor. It had grown larger and there were many more buildings in the centre. A huge factory on the outskirts covered the area of a large village and spouted a dozen chimney stacks, each more than fifty feet high and belching thick, reddish smoke.
As they marched past, Jelindel recognised the Green Skull Tavern and wondered if the huge one-legged innkeeper still owned it.
That first day was taken up in getting their assignments and finding out where they would be billeted. Luckily, Jelindel and Taggar, having valuable skills, were placed together in a small sixman dormitory opposite the factory. Jelindel’s task was to bind metal while Taggar, who could smooth joins, would be helping her.
That evening they were free to do as they pleased, though Taggar quietly told Jelindel that it would be her last. After today, no attempt at maintaining appearances would be made. It would be business as usual.
‘Then we’d better use this time to our advantage,’ Jelindel replied.
‘As you wish.’
On the pretext of looking for a tavern, they casually scouted the town, noting the layout of the streets and where the mercenaries, especially the company ‘enforcers’, were stationed. Jelindel saw few faces she knew from the past, and spoke to none of them; everyone looked downtrodden, even frightened. A greyness had come to Argentia. The once bustling town had lost its spirit, or had it stamped out of existence. It was a bleak, angry Jelindel who wound up, as planned, at the Green Skull. Jelindel uncharacteristically ordered glasses of dragon-whisky for herself and Taggar. She noted that the one-legged tapster was in fact still in charge. When he brought their drinks she hailed him as if they had met before, which they had, when she had been a woman in outward appearance.
The tapster eyed her suspiciously, ignoring Taggar. ‘When did we meet?’
Jelindel realised her mistake and hurriedly said it had been a long time ago.
The man, now belligerent, shook his head. ‘I never forget a face,’ he said. ‘Nor a debt. And I don’t know you from neither.’
He stamped off.
Jelindel, annoyed at herself, scowled. ‘Remind me in future to keep my big mouth shut.’
‘You’d do well to remember that this is not, in fact, a holiday.’
She eyed him for a moment, sipping her whisky, and making a face. ‘So why’d you come back, Taggar? Are you the altruistic type?’
‘Something like that.’
‘It’s twice as dangerous for you.’
‘I have debts to pay. Let us leave it at that.’
The next day, Jelindel, Taggar, and a small group of other artisans were taken to a workshop and introduced to their foreman. It was his job to oversee the work. They were each placed under an ‘old hand’ who instructed them in the job and explained what was expected of them.
Jelindel’s senior was a woman named Cless. She was about fifty years old and had above average ability as a mage. She sensed that Jelindel was her superior in magical ability and quickly told her not to demonstrate more power than she needed for the job, in case the company men and women started to fear her abilities. She had other warnings as well.
‘Don’t look them in the eye and don’t talk back to ’em. Misdemeanours round here aren’t taken lightly. You can find yourself in the mines faster than you can lick your spit. We’re lucky here, we are, but them poor wretches down there have a frightful time, you mark me if they don’t.’


Jelindel’s job was pretty simple, requiring little brain power, just mage-craft, which was much rarer than intelligence. Every day she used her skill to weld sections of metal together. The pieces were brought in on wooden trays by four huge sweating men, their joints creaking under the load. Jelindel and Cless assembled these, then they were taken out again. According to Cless they went to another workshop next door where more pieces were welded on, and so on and so on. No one in the workshop knew what they were constructing; each was a piece of a puzzle but the puzzle itself was never glimpsed. Jelindel thought the secretive process very clever, but it was designed to thwart those without her special abilities.
Each night, while Taggar and the others in her small dorm slept, Jelindel muttered an invisibility spell and crept out to prowl around the factory. She encountered many wards and protection charms, some designed to give alarm, others simply to block entry beyond a certain point. None of them stopped her but, despite her apparent advantage, at the end of a week she was still no wiser.
She suspected that at least half of the ‘puzzle’ was made somewhere else.
Then she made a breakthrough.
On the eighth night after her arrival, she was making her usual rounds after dark when she stopped beneath a shop’s awning to let a body of mercenaries, used to patrol the night-time streets, pass. Despite her invisibility, she hung back in the shadows.
And heard voices. They came from a nearby window, slightly ajar.
‘… gives me the creeps, it do,’ said a thin male voice. It sounded nervous.
The voice that answered was gruff, and clearly didn’t give a damn. ‘I’d keep that thought to yourself, Meecher.’
Meecher sniffed. ‘What if it goes wrong one day, what if I get stuck there? What if they don’t bring me back?’
‘You got more “what ifs” than anybody I know. You’re here now, ain’t you? Why don’t you shut up and turn out the light? I wanna get some sleep.’
‘But it don’t make sense, do it?’ said Meecher. ‘I mean, why don’t they bring all that stuff here and put it together? ’Stead of the other way round? It’s ass-backwards, if you ask me.’
The gruff voice said, ‘For White Quell’s sake, Meecher, get your stuff and go! You keep ’em waitin’, and you’ll be for it, and that I do know. ’Sides, you’re not goin’ through this time, are you?’
‘Easy for you to say,’ grumbled Meecher. ‘Mayhap you’ll never see me again.’
‘I ain’t that lucky. Now shut up and put out the light.’
A moment later, the light went out, and the front door, ten feet away, opened with a creak. A small wiry man emerged. Meecher presumably. He headed off into the streets, muttering to himself.
Jelindel followed.
Meecher made his way to the enormous workshop where one set of final ‘pieces’ was assembled – Jelindel knew there were many such ‘modules’, as the company people called them. A work team was waiting impatiently for Meecher and although they all loomed over him, he ignored their complaints. Strangely, the formidable looking foreman, who could have twisted a runt like Meecher into a knot, seemed uneasy in Meecher’s presence, as if the man had a contagious disease.
Nearly two score of modules were already loaded onto flat wheeled drays that ran along gleaming metal tracks. Jelindel trailed the work team as it shunted the linked drays out through an enormous sliding door. The tracks went down the street across a wide courtyard, and into a building whose function Jelindel had never determined, though it intrigued her greatly. It was painted black with huge carved dragons on every turret and, in the daytime, had a sinister look.
As the large door on the eastern side slid open, Jelindel caught a glimpse of what lay inside at the end of a long wide passage.
The drays were shunted through a great arched doorway around which strange lights glimmered and flashed, emitting a low humming noise. As she moved directly in front of the doorway, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and she felt her stomach lurch.
Meecher and the others pushed the drays into the long hall and towards the door. Jelindel expected to see the heavy door open but, at the last minute, the sliding door closed suddenly, catching Jelindel by surprise.
‘Damn,’ she muttered under her breath.
Clearly, this was where all the assembled jigsaw pieces were taken but what lay beyond that inner door? Jelindel concentrated for a moment, then scowled. Her magic was strangely ineffectual at probing beyond the door. Indeed, it was as if there wasn’t anything beyond it.
Disgruntled, but also puzzled, Jelindel returned to her dorm, climbed into bed, and muttered the spell that made her visible again. She was just getting comfortable when she realised there was something odd about the breathing patterns of the other sleepers, including Taggar.
With a start she realised they were faking sleep. That could mean only one thing.
She tried to still her own breathing, reproducing the rhythm of sleep. Maybe she should become invisible again and steal out of here, unseen, but what about Taggar? Why was he pretending? Was that a signal? Was he telling her to leave without him? She realised now that becoming part of the work force may not have been a great idea. Perhaps she should have come to Argentia secretly and remained an unseen spy, free to come and go as she pleased. Well, the die was cast.
Jelindel took a deep breath to murmur the spell of invisibility. Before she could enact it a hand clamped over her mouth and a fiercely muscled arm pinned her to the mattress. There had been someone beneath her bed and she had not sensed him.
Then others grabbed her, all the time keeping her hands stilled and her mouth shut, making her powerless to work any magic. Taggar was amongst them.
The sense of betrayal swamped her. She tried to catch Taggar’s eyes, but he would not meet hers.
She was expertly bound and gagged and dragged from the room, her captors saying nothing. Before long she realised where she was being taken. The black dragon building.
Well, at least I’ll get a look inside, she thought. Then: Go to the place of light and darkness. Was she about to find out what that meant?
Her captors strode into the chamber where a man with dark hair waited. He wore the markings of a lieutenant and carried himself like a fighting man. He had a face that in other circumstances she might have trusted.
‘I am Kaleton,’ he said. ‘You are the Archmage Jelindel dek Mediesar.’ He bowed curtly. ‘Countess, it is a pleasure. I am sorry we cannot tarry here. The … Preceptor has asked that you join him. On Golgora.’
At the mention of the paraworld, Jelindel felt uncomfortably weak. Her captors caught her, and held her upright.
Kaleton’s voice was bleak. He did not take pleasure in his task. ‘Yes, the Place of the Dead. Believe me, Countess, if it were up to me I would dispatch you in a more clean and humane manner.’
He motioned Meecher to open the door which the man did by means of some winching machinery set in a corner of the room. As soon as the great metal door creaked open, a fierce cold blasted them, a cold that gnawed all hope.
‘Farewell, Countess,’ said Kaleton sadly.
Her captors dragged her to the threshold beyond which there was nothing but a vague swirling mist. No wonder her magic had not penetrated this door, for it was a portal to a paraworld. To a place of no return. To a paraworld nightmare …
As they thrust her into that thin wedge of the paraplane between the worlds, Jelindel uttered the most powerful spell she could manage, and could not help but cry out in sheer frustration that the gag prevented the spell taking place as intended.




Chapter 6 [image: Ch-line]


Mage-types and Charlatans


[image: Ch]


When Jelindel and Taggar had left, Daretor and Zimak returned to the house and, as arranged, did nothing for a day. After the fire, and the other attacks Zimak had reported, it was safe to assume that the house was being watched, either by the merchantmen or someone unknown. Jelindel had left instructions that they should investigate, as discreetly as possible, the merchantmen’s main operations building.
That night, Daretor and Zimak crept across the rooftops. They trod carefully, aware that many of these roofs were old and unlikely to take the combined weight of two men. Reaching the merchantmen’s warehouse, they prised up some of the shingles but it was impossible to pull the rusted nails without causing a noise. Muffled voices drifted up to them but they were too far away to make out distinctly.
Daretor flicked his hand to indicate they should investigate the roof further. Moving away from the hole, they found a skylight in a far corner of the warehouse and managed to unlock it, though it too creaked alarmingly. They froze for a long while, expecting to hear shouts or running footsteps below, or even to have crossbow bolts twanging up through the rooftop all about them, but no one came.
Their good fortune held. First they tied a rope to the skylight beam, paused to check that they had not been noticed, then carefully lowered themselves into the dimly lit space.
Once on the floor of what appeared to be a disused storeroom, they moved quickly to the door, opened it a crack, and peered out. All they saw was a narrow corridor with more closed doors. They stepped into it. Daretor marked the door of the chamber they had left with chalk, in case they needed to leave that way in a hurry. They sidled down the corridor.
Unaccustomed to such a run of good luck, Daretor silently thanked White Quell. The left-hand cross-corridor appeared to lead into the main space of the warehouse where they had heard voices.
They crept down the corridor and came to a huge, high-ceilinged chamber. They were still not at ground level, for they had come out on a mezzanine balcony that encircled the main floor of the warehouse, itself stacked with crates and other items. Below, and to their left, they saw a group of merchantmen sitting on crates, apparently waiting.
Daretor and Zimak made their way to a spot on the mezzanine level directly above the merchantmen and settled themselves down behind a stack of hessian sacks filled with some kind of spice.
They did not have long to wait. After talking about a new shipment from Baltoria, one of the merchantmen, whom someone called Pilsor, announced abruptly, ‘It’s time. Stand back.’
Daretor edged to the lip of the mezzanine and peered over. He was just in time to see a bright flash of greenish light. A shape appeared inside the swirling fumes, a shape that was huge and winged, and had a deep red hue.
‘Farvenu,’ Daretor whispered.
Zimak craned for a look, and his stomach tightened.
Nearly a year ago the Archmage Fa’red had banished both of them and Jelindel to another paraworld, where he hoped they would be either murdered or enslaved for the rest of their lives. This was the world of the daemon-like Farvenu, great winged beings who scoured the paraworlds searching for – and then stealing – weapons and other devices of cold science.
Daretor leaned close to Zimak’s ear and whispered, ‘Fa’red must be involved in this.’
Zimak’s jaw tightened. His stay on Farvane had been somewhat different to Jelindel and Daretor’s. He had been invited to join the Farvenu breakfast table, although not as a guest. The memory still haunted him.
He nudged Daretor. ‘We should get out of here. I don’t want to mess with Farvenu.’
‘Worried that you might get another breakfast invitation?’
‘Very funny.’
Together they edged back from the stacks and started to make their way towards the rope chamber.
As they eased open the door to the chamber containing the knotted rope they were confronted by several grim-faced merchantmen. Each was holding a squat, ugly device, similar to the one Pilsor had carried, but larger. Daretor shoved Zimak back, diving aside as the weapons sprayed fire that splintered the door and its frame. They were saved only because the merchantmen were clearly not experienced in the use of the weapons.
Daretor realised that against this furious onslaught a sword was of little use. As he scrabbled away, he felt a profound outrage that the merchantmen would resort to using such dishonourable weapons to Q’zar, a world where true magic reigned, and had done so since the dragons had first taught humans how to weave spells.
Daretor and Zimak rolled to their feet – Zimak more slowly and clumsily than Daretor – and broke into a run, dashing into the first side corridor. Feet pounded in pursuit, and Daretor kept dodging into more corridors, not certain anymore where he was heading, but keeping out of the line of sight of those accursed weapons.
They reached a smaller warehouse space, filled with pallets on which crates perched precariously. Daretor wondered if they contained more weapons. He had a sudden idea. Straw protruded from the crates, and he rushed about grabbing handfuls, gasping to Zimak to get out his tinder box.
Daretor rammed the straw into the base of a pile of crates, and watched warily as Zimak struck sparks to it.
‘Now what?’ asked Zimak as the straw began to smoulder.
‘Now we get out of here –’
But it was too late. The merchantmen burst into the chamber and fanned out. Through their midst strode a Farvenu, its bloodshot eyes glaring about as it sniffed the air with a wet snuffling sound. Suddenly its head pivoted around and it seemed to stare straight at Daretor, although he was sure he could not be seen.
The Farvenu raised a hand and pointed.
A hail of metal thudded into the crates above Daretor. He ducked back, drawing his sword. Zimak did likewise.
‘We need to get close enough so they can’t use those weapons. When the fire takes hold we run for it.’
Zimak nodded. The merchantmen approached, moving with an odd confidence, as if they felt their weapons made them invincible.
At the last moment Daretor and Zimak sprang out. By this time everyone could smell smoke but the merchantmen had no time to react before two of their number were dead and a third had lost the arm holding his weapon.
The remaining merchantmen tried to bring their weapons to bear but the Farvenu chose this moment to attack. Its wings arched outwards then folded tightly back, ready for the kill, like a hawk about to plunge down at its prey. The sweep of its wings knocked two merchantmen to the ground. One of the thundercasts skidded across the floor, and Zimak snatched it up. Despite Daretor’s angry shout to stop, he pressed the stud he had seen the merchantmen press.
By sheer dumb luck, he was not pointing it at himself. A stream of whining, wasp-like things spat across the room from the shuddering weapon, stitching into crates, walls, merchantmen, and the Farvenu. There was instant pandemonium. Then one of the pallets was on fire, flames hungrily licking the ceiling, leaping to other pallets.
‘The fire weapons!’ cried a hysterical merchantman. ‘Save the fire weapons!’
Merchantmen rushed to the crates, Daretor and Zimak momentarily forgotten, but the Farvenu was far from dead, even though hit by several of the metal wasps. Despite the purple blood streaming down its black, leathery chest, it hurled itself at Daretor with stunning speed and ferocity. Daretor barely had time to drop into the ready stance, and all that saved him was that the Farvenu’s feet skidded on the blood-slicked floor. This gave Daretor an opening which lasted an instant.
Lunging forward he brought his sword around in a blurring arc of singing metal, chopping into the muscles of the Farvenu’s left leg. As it toppled, its arm shot out, raking him with razor-sharp talons. Daretor recoiled, snapped his sword back then plunged the blade into the creature’s chest.
Daretor’s sword arm jarred with the impact. For an insane moment, he thought the Farvenu was wearing a boiled leather breastplate. The Farvenu shrilled its pain and toppled backwards. Daretor put his foot on the black chest, then heaved with all his strength and drew the blade free.
Daretor leaned on his sword a moment, eyeing the parallel lines slashed across his tunic. Had the slash been a hair’s breadth closer he would have been seriously wounded. ‘Time we left,’ he announced.
‘It was time to leave before we arrived,’ Zimak replied.
The merchantmen were yelling and beating at the flames, paying no heed to the fallen Farvenu, or to the two men as they beat a hasty retreat through the thick, choking smoke.
As Daretor and Zimak darted out into the street, explosions erupted behind them.
Outside, they kept going. Behind them, a thick column of smoke billowed into the night sky. Passers-by raised the alarm, and in no time at all, bells were ringing, calling all able-bodied folk to attend the fire. The high-pitched whine of metal wasps, triggered by the fire, echoed eerily through the night.
Daretor and Zimak slowed to a fast walk, trying not to draw attention as more and more people peered out of windows and appeared in doorways. There was a massive explosion behind them, and the entire roof of the warehouse lifted suddenly, before crashing back down. For a second nothing further happened, then the entire structure collapsed. A cloud of smoke and flames billowed upwards and outwards, sending embers out to start more fires in the shingle and thatch roofs of nearby buildings.
Daretor ducked instinctively as debris fell about them. ‘I think we should be seen somewhere in public,’ he said. ‘Just in case we were recognised and need an alibi.’
‘Hie, I know just the place,’ Zimak said.
They made their way through the maze of back lanes and walkways, taking indirect routes and constantly checking behind them to ensure that they were not being followed.
Entering a tavern known by the sign as The Witch’s Broom, but to its patrons as the Broomstick, they took a booth which gave a clear view of the fire above the rooftops. The tavern was busier than usual, and full of strange rumours. These had the common thread that something catastrophic was about to happen. Given that the main clientele of The Witch’s Broom were in fact mages, and that most mages had some clairvoyant abilities, rumours here tended to be taken seriously. Even Daretor had been known to visit when he had things on his mind, as if some of the prescience might rub off on him. Zimak claimed that he was hoping for a free divination, which Daretor found vaguely insulting.
A colleague of Jelindel’s spotted the pair at the table and sat down beside Zimak. He toasted Daretor and Zimak, then leaned close, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Fire yonder is just an omen. I should go home if I were you, lads,’ said the mage, whose name was Acredin. He was an Adept 9, and his power fell well short of Jelindel’s. ‘This is not a night to be abroad.’
‘Why’s that?’ Daretor asked, keeping an eye on the panicked people passing by in the street.
‘Wish I could say for certain. But the Voice does not come clearly anymore. An odd … opaqueness clouds the paraplane. I don’t understand it.’ He traced a holy symbol in the air. ‘For all the good it does,’ he mumbled in his beard.
Daretor gave Acredin his attention now. ‘How long has it been so?’
Acredin shrugged, gulped some more ale. ‘A month, maybe longer. It happened so slowly I was scarcely aware of it … They’re all saying the same.’ He gestured at the crowd of mages and magicians around them. ‘Bunch of market charmvendors, most of them, but there’s a canny head or two amongst them. Mark my words, it’s the same all over. A weakening in the magic.’
‘Is that why we should go home tonight?’ Zimak pressed.
Acredin’s eyebrows bristled. ‘No. It’s because what can’t be seen can’t be avoided.’
‘Then what are you doing here?’ Zimak insisted.
‘Finishing my ale.’ The mage drank the last drop and slammed the tankard down. ‘And getting along home as fast as my bowlegs will take me there. And you’ll do the same if you’ve any sense. Good night to you both.’ He eyed them speculatively. ‘That will be one argent.’
Zimak’s mouth dropped. Daretor almost choked on his ale.
‘Just joking, lads.’ Acredin hurried out and disappeared into the night.
Daretor and Zimak shifted uncomfortably. ‘We’ve been seen now. Perhaps we should take his advice,’ said Zimak.
‘They aren’t.’ Daretor indicated the crowd of mages.
‘They’re drunk,’ Zimak pointed out. ‘Besides, most of them are charlatans anyway.’
Daretor stood. ‘Nonetheless, Acredin left in a hurry. If the basis of magic truly is being attacked, it seems an easy guess that loitering here amid a taproom full of mage-types isn’t in our best interests.’
Zimak did not need further persuading.
Daretor and Zimak made their way home without much attempt at concealment, assuming their enemies would be rather too preoccupied to follow.
They were no sooner inside than Daretor set about activating the various wards and charms that Jelindel had long ago provided for the protection of their home, and which anyone – even non-mage – could use. While Zimak accused him of unnecessarily fussing – ‘Nobody who saw us there could have gotten out alive!’ – Daretor mixed up an ancient herbal concoction, daubed it about the house, and muttered minor spells as he did so, feeling odd pangs of disquiet. His old dislike of magic hadn’t vanished; it had simply gone underground.
‘Happy now?’ asked Zimak, when he had finished.
‘Aren’t you the one telling me they own half the city? You think they won’t work out it’s us? They’re using cold science. That means they’ll have farsights, like they did on Farvane. Cold science devices that send pictures over great distances.’
Zimak hadn’t thought of that. He glanced nervously at the windows and doors. ‘Shouldn’t we use stronger spells?’ he asked.
‘I think we have sufficient,’ Daretor said. He returned to his stool with their medicinal pouch. After pulping a poultice of herbs and powders, he applied it to his wounds, grimacing as the soggy mulch stung on the raw flesh.
Zimak swabbed his arm with a herbal oil. As Daretor shared out some bread, goat’s cheese, and cold chicken, Zimak poured a generous measure of syrupy Arcadian ale into two large pewter tankards.
‘This has magical medicinal properties,’ said Zimak with satisfaction after a deep swallow.
‘Aye, it grows a man’s belly so that he seems to be with child. Why do you drink so much of it?’
‘Gah, Daretor. A man needs some pleasure in life. There’s little else of it on offer.’ Zimak held up a finger. ‘It makes you stout – in fact, that’s not a bad name for it. Why do you think people say, “Your health” when they drink?’
‘To remind each other that it’s bad for their health?’
A knock on the door made Zimak jump and his eyes go wide. ‘Is that them?’ he asked nervously.
‘Well,’ said Daretor, wearily, ‘I did think it would take them longer. I’d hoped to eat first. But why would they knock?’
‘Your door could withstand a charging bull,’ Zimak pointed out. Nonetheless he eyed the door warily, as though at any moment it would open of its own accord, but he did not move.
Daretor went to the front door and peered through the spy-hole. Something obscured his vision.
‘What do you want at this hour?’ he called out.
‘I wish to talk,’ came a timid voice.
‘Only talk?’
‘Only talk. I will come in alone under the Sign of Peace.’
The Sign of Peace was a system whereby opposing armies or combatants could lay aside their weapons temporarily and parley. It was very ancient, underpinned by an equally ancient magic, and none dared betray it lightly. Daretor hesitated though, before opening the door. Who was to say that the merchantmen did not feel that their cold science in some way made magic – and belief in the dire consequences of contravening it – obsolete?
Nevertheless, he decided not to turn the man away. He had come to talk, not fight – at least for now. It seemed wise to hear him out, but not without caution. Laying aside the charms and unbolting several padlocks, Daretor drew his sword, motioned Zimak to do the same, then positioned himself to one side. Thus covered, he stretched out his arm and jerked the door open.
There was a blinding flash of light. Daretor was dazzled, and lost all sense of up and down. Indeed, within moments, he could feel no bodily sensations at all, nor hear anything except his own breathing. An intense cold swept over him, making him shiver uncontrollably.
A portal, he thought. Dimly he heard Zimak cry out.
As quickly as it had happened, it was over. Feeling flooded back into Daretor’s body. Sound returned with a miniature thunderclap, as though he had just passed through a storm.
He blinked and saw that he was lying on a grassy knoll outside a large, ornate tent. He was alone, except for Zimak, who was equally dazed.
They got to their feet. Their swords were gone.
‘Are we dead?’ Zimak asked nervously.
‘Not yet.’
Daretor turned his attention to the tent. It stood atop a hill surrounded by fir trees. There was no one else in sight.
‘I guess we should go inside,’ said Daretor.
‘You thought we should open the door.’
‘Well, then, you decide our next course of action.’
‘Me?’ said Zimak. He knew they had no choice but to investigate the tent. ‘Fine,’ he said, scowling, and shouldered through the opening flaps of the tent. Daretor followed.
Inside, a man sat on a richly brocaded couch, eating grapes and sipping wine. A near-naked serving girl hovered by his shoulder. Zimak’s eyes lit up.
‘How pleasant of you both to drop in on an old friend,’ said the Archmage Fa’red. Standing behind him were six deadmoon warriors.
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Golgora
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Whatever Jelindel expected, the reality was worse.
She found herself in complete darkness and a terrible cold like the frozen empty cold between worlds. It was so bitter it made her gasp; then came a blasting riot of sensation as she landed in some strange room made of raw stone. A cell. There were faces peering at her, reacting. Mouths worked, word fragments came to her. She thought she recognised the Preceptor, but couldn’t be sure. Her spell, or the desperate dregs of it, ripped her from the stone room. She landed unfettered with a painful ooomph! on a hillside of loose scree which was luridly lit by a blood-red glow. She started to slide.
Within seconds, the whole hillside was on the move, a great flood of rock, picking up speed, plunging downhill towards what looked like the edge of a cliff. Jelindel scrabbled for a hold, but nothing was stable. At the same time, she realised she had reverted to her true form – Jelindel, not Jaelin. But she had no time to think on that now.
Below, to her left, trees jutted from the slope, stunted and burnt. She muttered a spell, desperate to get herself nearer to them. But as she finished the spell, she experienced a strange feeling, as if an enormous serpent coiled and uncoiled in her gut. Then a torrent of light, or energy, spewed from her mouth. The light locked onto the trees and immediately she felt herself being dragged towards them. Sharp rocks gouged her flesh, but this was nothing to the pain inside. It was as if she had drunk acid. Her insides were on fire. She would have screamed, but the burning light had locked her jaw open. A moment later she slammed into the nearest tree. She clutched it frantically. The serpent of light shut off, releasing her aching jaw muscles. Jelindel cried out, belatedly, in pain, and perhaps terror too, gasping for breath.
Meanwhile, most of the scree field had rattled down the hillside and poured into what she now saw was a deep chasm, with only darkness at the bottom. She swallowed. Shortly, the scree stopped moving altogether. Silence fell, and she was able to take in her surroundings.
Thick clouds boiled across a purplish sky, obscuring the sun. The chill air was heavy with fumes, mainly sulphur. Looming above her was a great dark mountain, of which the hill she was perched on was a mere outlier; the mountain was cone-shaped, and smoked continuously. As she watched, the ground rumbled, and a stream of lava belched from the cone, crashing and coiling down the mountainside, barely a mile away. The fires within the volcano were responsible for the blood-red glow. And as far as the eye could see, a chain of similar volcanoes stretched away, some spewing forth masses of smoke and cinders, lava streams gleaming on their steep sides like fiery threads of metal.
Above her, lightning jagged across the sky, thunder peaked. The flashing light and roiling noise never stopped.
A thought flitted through her bruised brain: Welcome to Golgora. Place of the Dead. Abode of the Damned.


Jelindel had been paralleling the forest for several hours now. She needed a vantage point, and could see a jagged cliff face through the dense canopy. The trees swayed in the windless air, and beneath them it was disquietingly dark. She did not want to pass beneath those gnarled branches for anything; she did not want to cross the border into the interior darkness. The forest was deeply forbidding; and its constantly moving boughs and leaves set up a whispering sound. She hurried away from the trees, not looking back, shutting her ears to the disturbing whispers that sounded like some language she had once known. Ahead and to her right was the shore of a placid ocean, oily and unmoving. It reflected back the restless clouds from its silvery surface, and the throbbing heart-fire of the volcanoes.
Down here by the ocean, the air took on a new quality; she was bathed in sweat, and her breath came in short bursts. The sulphurous fumes did not help: they made her dizzy and light-headed.
A pack of horse-like creatures darted at her from the forest. They were powerfully muscled, and moved swiftly. As they closed the distance, Jelindel saw that they weren’t quite horses after all – the strange light had fooled her. They had the bodies of horses but the torsos of men and women; and yet their faces were not human. They jutted forth like equine snouts and long, curved incisors overlapped their lips. Jelindel broke into a run, making for a cluster of boulders at the base of the cliff. She didn’t think the ‘centaurs’ would climb very well.
A great jag of lightning ripped across the sky. The thunderclap which followed was so powerful it knocked Jelindel, and several of the centaurs, off their feet. The air stank of ozone. She scrambled back up. Two or three of the creatures were within a hundred yards. She sprinted for the boulders. After her last experience of using magic here, she was scared to try again.
Jelindel reached the base of the boulders with barely ten yards to spare. She scrabbled up the steepest one, throwing herself on top, utterly spent. The centaurs tried to follow her but their hoof-like feet could get no purchase on the rock, and they fell back, baying angrily. This close, the resemblance to human beings was more noticeable, but instead of making the creatures more familiar, it made them even more alien and hideous.
Then she heard their guttural speech, which she had taken for barks and grunts. By all the Odd Gods, the things had language.
Jelindel crawled to the back of the boulders which were piled at the base of the cliff, part of a rock fall no doubt. She started to climb, finding easy handholds. Below her, the centaurs saw their quarry escaping them, and howled like daemons. Jelindel did not look down. Twenty minutes later she stood at the top of the cliff. The centaurs were now silent, watching her. As she moved off, they broke into a trot, following her course. A thought niggled her. Did they know something she didn’t?
This went on for the next hour. She could have struck inland away from the edge of the cliff, but some instinct told her to keep her enemies in sight. A few hundred yards from the cliff was the beginning of a great peat swamp. The stench of it was heavy on the air. Dozens of small streams fuelled the marshlands. They snaked across to the cliff and fell in a spray of waterfalls to the sunken land below. Though thirsty, Jelindel could not bring herself to drink from the brackish water. She had been on Golgora now for nearly ten hours.
Where was she going?
Whatever mage-sense still worked here, in this place where magic was obviously unpredictable, had so far driven her north, as if she were the long arm of a lodestone.
Why north? Was her mage-sense serving her or something else? Rumours abounded about Golgora, none of which could be true, since none ever returned to tell their tales, but all such stories agreed on one thing: magic was different in the Place of the Dead.
Up ahead, a thick band of trees, growing right to the cliff edge, barred her way, and forced her inland. Reluctantly, she moved away from the cliff and from sight of the centaurs, quickly realising that she was being funnelled by trees and swamp into a narrow isthmus of ground that was no longer grassy, but packed earth which had a well-trod look to it.
She paused to consider this. Of course there were people on Golgora. It was the dumping ground for the paraworlds. The unwanted and the unredeemed were sent here on one-way trips. It was a prison world, composed of all those not wanted, or least valued, on their own worlds. Which made them very dangerous folk. The kind who had nothing left to lose.
Jelindel resumed her journey. She was a Golgoran now, like it or not. She was one of the forgotten.
She came out of the narrow band between forest and swamp, and stopped. Ahead on a rise stood a great stone castle, high walls and towers protecting it on all sides. It sat atop a hill like a very old and heavy crown.
A panicked flock of birds was her only warning as the centaurs burst into view to her left. With little option, Jelindel sprinted for the castle. It was several hundred yards away and she did not think she would make it. Barely halfway, the centaur pack broke upon her. One leapt on her back, knocking her to the ground. Another barrelled into her as she tried to get up, and she fell again, hitting her head on a rock. Dizzy, she expected to feel sharp teeth clamping on her limbs, hot breath at her throat.
But neither came. Instead, there were whistles and curses, and the centaurs backed off, forming a half circle about her. Coming into the other half of the circle was a group of men. She stared at them, blinking, and staggered to her feet. Her vision swam.
As the lead man reached her, grinning, she saw that he was not completely normal. He was squat, and broad at the shoulder, with two sets of gnarled arms.
‘Welcome to Hellhole,’ he said. Then something hit her from behind and she fell into darkness.


Jelindel came to slowly. A throbbing ache somewhere behind her eyes quickly spread to her entire body as if she were one big bruise.
‘You’re lucky,’ said a voice.
This was so flagrantly deluded that she opened her eyes to snap a retort, then stopped. The speaker was a girl of about fifteen. She was pretty, dark-haired, and naked except for a loincloth. Four deep scars, like claw marks, stretched from her clavicle, across her left breast, and down to her navel. The girl noticed the direction of Jelindel’s eyes and looked away.
‘I know I’m ugly, you’ve no need to tell me. All the boys do that plenty enough.’
‘What happened?’ Jelindel asked gently.
‘Raver,’ the girl explained. ‘Nearly got took two year back.’ She was grinding something in a mortar and went on with the task as she spoke. ‘You gotta keep peeled for ravers. Most make so much noise you’d be a dead fool to go get took, but some reckon they been gettin’ smarter, if you can believe that. Anyway, how you feelin’?’
‘Like I fell off a cliff and got hit by a four-horse carriage.’
The girl laughed, the high tinkling notes out of place in the cave-like chamber where Jelindel found herself. One roughly hewn window looked out on a dirty courtyard where hogs snuffled and grubby boys played in the dirt.
‘My name’s Marla, what’s yours be?’
Jelindel started to say Jaelin then remembered her magical disguise was gone. She was a woman again, and she was dressed the same as Marla, in a piece of loincloth only. In this fume-ridden heat it made a kind of sense.
‘Jelindel,’ she said after a pause. Then she asked, ‘What did you mean, lucky?’
‘Huh? Oh, that. You was lucky Tow found you. If it’d been another clan, you’d’ve been butchered on the spot, but Tow don’t work like that. He knows you was wanted. Besides, he used to be normal.’
‘Normal?’
‘Like you.’
‘A woman?’
Marla laughed. ‘Nah, normal. Two arms, two legs, smoothie skin. Normal.’
Jelindel thought this over. ‘Something changed him?’
‘Yeah. This place. This place changed him. It’ll change us all, sooner or later. Lookit here.’ She lifted her arms. Two tiny budding breasts, complete with nipples, were growing in her armpits. ‘You’re in Hellhole now, Jelindel.’
‘Is that what you call this place? I know it by another name.’
Marla nodded.
‘Have you heard the name Golgora?’
‘That’s what Before Folk call it. Golgora, the Betrayed.’
The way Marla said it made it sound as if it were the Hellholers who had been betrayed. The original meaning of the word, Jelindel knew, went much deeper. It described an act of betrayal, of heresy, so profound, so wicked, that it could only be described by an event, a memory of abomination, that had occurred in some mythical place five thousand years ago. The details had been lost in history, but Jelindel believed it was connected with the exile of the dragons from Q’zar.
‘What will happen to me?’
Marla averted her gaze.
Not a good sign, thought Jelindel. ‘Am I to die?’
‘Everyone dies, Jelindel. This is Hellhole. They didn’t send you here for your health.’ She laughed as if this were a standard joke. ‘The Boss wants you bad. He’s been lookin’ for you two months now.’
Jelindel thought she knew who the Boss was. ‘Two months? How long was I unconscious?’
‘Couple hours maybe real time. But time don’t work here like it do back home.’
‘Is there no way back?’
‘To where you come from?’ She shook her head. ‘Everybody says the portals are only one way.’
‘Can’t a new portal be opened?’
‘Not from Hellhole. Magic don’t work the same way here. Some things it won’t do, like make portals. Tow says that’s just how it is, and why Hellhole was chosen. You’re from Q’zar, ain’t’cha?’
Jelindel nodded. Marla explained that Jelindel had talked while she had been unconscious.
‘So no one has ever escaped from Golgora?’
Marla shrugged. ‘Only if you believe in fairytales.’
With effort Jelindel sat up. ‘Tell me.’
‘It’s just a story. Even in this place hope don’t die easily.’
‘When?’
Exasperated, as with a child, Marla said that a man and some followers who appeared human but who had green blood had fashioned some kind of device that allowed them to leave Hellhole. But that had been over a thousand years ago.
‘Isn’t it odd how some stories span the centuries while most others fade as though they’ve never been?’ Jelindel said. She reached out and ran her fingertips over Marla’s scars.
Marla pulled back, glaring at Jelindel, but then she realised that the woman was muttering foreign words as she traced the welts of scarred tissue.
‘Your magic won’t work here, not the way you want it to,’ Marla said gruffly, but when Jelindel finally sat back the scars had already begun to disappear. Marla stared at them, then burst into tears.
‘How’d you do that?’ She kept touching them, as if she couldn’t believe it. ‘How’d you do that?’
Jelindel shrugged. ‘Maybe the bigger the magic is, the more it goes awry. That was a pretty simple spell.’
Marla eyed her, then the fast fading scars. ‘Maybe,’ she said.
The door burst open and Tow shouldered his way in. Behind him were two men dressed in uniforms standing near some kind of cold science vehicle.
‘Boss’s men,’ whispered Marla.
‘You’re goin’ on a trip,’ said Tow, not unpleasantly. Then to Marla: ‘Best you say goodbye to your new friend.’
Ten minutes later, bound hand and foot, with an odd-shaped medallion fixed around her throat like a collar, Jelindel was airborne and moving across the forest of Golgora in the newcomers’ flying craft, heading vaguely north.
The navigator, a young man with almond-shaped eyes, smiled at her, noting her interest in the panoramic view outside. ‘They don’t call it Hellhole for nothing. Life expectancy Outside is about an hour. If you make it through the first hour the old timers figure you’ll live a whole day. If you make it through the day then they give you a week, then a month. But newcomers rarely survive a week, ’less they join one of the settlements. And sometimes that don’t help much neither. My name is Torvid.’
‘You’re full of good cheer, Torvid. I’m –’
‘Jelindel. I know. We’ve been expecting you. Or the Preceptor has.’
‘So he really is here?’
Torvid nodded. ‘He’s waiting for you.’
Jelindel’s mind raced. If her old enemy the Preceptor was here, then he had been exiled too, yet his lieutenant, Kaleton, had not spoken of his superior as of one who had been lost, nor had he acted like one who was now in supreme command. Indeed, he had spoken as if everything was business as usual.
Curious, thought Jelindel.
They were aloft barely twenty minutes before they began a descent towards a heavily fortified structure built into the base of a mountain. A huge open cut mine had eaten into the interior of the slopes. A wide waste of land, some three hundred yards across, which had been burnt and deforested, surrounded the reinforced walls of the fortress. On the other side was dense forest.
A safety corridor, Jelindel thought. The Preceptor fears attack. But from whom?
Then came another thought: The enemy of my enemy is my friend.
Moments later the airship thudded onto a landing bay just within the walls of the fortress. An armed squad hurried forward.


The Wardragon stood on a balcony of its fortress. Below was a sheer drop of a thousand feet into the great raw pit that exposed the mining operation on Golgora. Down in the pit, Hellholers and slaves from Q’zar worked day and night, tearing the precious ore from the earth, dying in droves. The Wardragon felt nothing for the creatures, and barely heeded them, yet an odd flicker of thought rose up from an ancient part of its labyrinthine mind: Why is life so precious to them?
It moved back inside, from sunlight into shadow, caught a glimpse of its reflection in a mirror, and stopped. Oddly startled. The Preceptor stared back. Rather, the Preceptor’s face stared back: craggy brows, deep-set eyes, narrow face lined with age, years of campaigns, and bitter disappointment.
The Preceptor wasn’t completely gone, but his time was short. Each day he sank a little further into oblivion, as if into an ocean of forgetfulness. The Wardragon almost envied him. Lately he had been plagued by – dreams? Except they could not be dreams, as the Wardragon did not sleep.
What were they then, these disquieting images?
There was a woman’s face, smiling, a hand reaching up in gentle caress. A laughing child. A man’s hand, drenched in blood. And pain. Awful pain.
Often the headaches followed these waking ‘dreams’.
None of the images came from the Preceptor. The Wardragon had plumbed the tyrant’s mind many times over, dredging it of all he needed (he now thought of himself as a ‘he’, and that was odd too).
The Wardragon came back to himself. He was still gazing into the mirror. They say the eyes are windows on the soul, he pondered. Do I have a soul? Can a soul be – made? He turned away from the mirror, and abruptly turned back, eyes flaring in alarm. He had thought of himself as ‘I’. What did that mean? he wondered. Am I an I now? It was this place. Golgora. The Hellholers said it changed you … Superstitious nonsense of course.
The Wardragon crossed to its desk and sat down. An array of monitors revealed, more graphically than any balcony vista ever could, the sheer range and magnitude of the operations here: the mine was just one aspect, where metals – and one very special substance – were extracted; there were also refineries, factories, workshops and labs where detailed electronic circuit boards were etched and the delicate components of engines constructed.
It was all part of the Plan. And the Plan was very old. Five thousand years old. The Wardragon was not quite that old. Not quite. But he was part of the Plan too. Indeed, the Plan had created him. He was its – embodiment, the Plan Incarnate …
The Wardragon owed much of his recent speedy success to two men: Kaleton, whose administration skills were formidable and Ras, who had provided many striking and unexpected solutions to stubborn problems – a feat Kaleton attributed to Ras’s brief possession by the Wardragon, though in truth much of Ras’s mind had remained dark to the Wardragon, impenetrably, disquietingly dark.
More to the point, Ras had not possessed the genetic ‘key’ that permitted permanent and total integration, and without which the host would soon die. On the other hand, the Preceptor had.
At this, the Wardragon felt a tug from within. The Preceptor was angry, and terrified. The Wardragon withdrew momentarily, allowed the Preceptor to come into his own body again, to move his limbs, to fill his lungs, to feel. He counted the seconds, sensed the Preceptor’s hungry joy, as if a nightmare had ended. Then, at the precise moment, the Wardragon struck like a hammer, pulverising the reborn soul. Smashing it back down, humiliating it, till it squealed in terror like some cornered animal. And all the time, part of the Wardragon’s mind, detached and clinical, watched, as one might study the bacteria in a Petri dish.
Ordinarily, the Wardragon felt the Preceptor’s presence as a kind of shadow within. A shadow which possessed a numinous quality. The Wardragon would never admit it, but he was a little in awe of it. He desperately wanted to know if this was the Preceptor’s soul.
An intercom sounded. The Wardragon activated it with a thought. Ras’s placid face appeared on the screen. ‘M’lord, we have her,’ he said simply.
The Wardragon immediately forgot about the Preceptor. He licked his lips, unaware that he did so. Unaware, or oblivious to the fact that he had now totally subjugated his host.
>WHAT IS HER CONDITION?<<<
‘She is unhurt, except for a mild concussion,’ said Ras. His voice, ever respectful and even, nevertheless contained a tone of mild rebuke. What puzzled the Wardragon was that he tolerated it, even found it strangely comforting. If he had been human, he might have imagined that someone long ago had spoken to him thus, someone he had cared about greatly. Still, there were limits. One day Ras would cross them.
‘Wardragon?’
The Wardragon shook off the reverie – wondering briefly if ‘he’ was beginning to malfunction – and realised with a shock that Ras was still watching him.
He spoke harshly. >>>IS SHE SHACKLED AND BOUND, AS I INSTRUCTED?<<<
‘She is, m’lord.’
>BRING HER TO ME<<< The intercom flicked off.
Jelindel was here. After all this time, he would see her again, see the only person who had ever bested him. (Only by trickery! insisted another part of his mind.) And he would kill her. Though not before she served a greater purpose.
To destroy magic you must use magic.
Jelindel would become part of a process by which magic was undone, removed once and for all from the universe, like the disease it was, as it should have been nearly five thousand years before, when the dragons had intervened.
Even now, the Wardragon felt the hot blood of anger at what the dragons had done, an anger his makers had built into his very matrix.
A door opened. Ras and three guards appeared, escorting Jelindel dek Mediesar. The Wardragon waved the guards out and they withdrew. Jelindel did not take her eyes off the Preceptor’s mailshirt. The Wardragon heard her soft intake of breath. Good, he thought. She recognises her true nemesis. The one who will unmake her.
>HAVE YOU BEEN HARMED?<<< it asked, still not turning.
‘Depends what you mean by harmed,’ said Jelindel, managing to keep most of the shock out of her voice. ‘Kidnapped in the night, shackled, exiled to this place, dragged here without a by-your-leave …’
>ARE YOU HUNGRY? THIRSTY?<<<
‘Both.’
>GOOD<<<
The Wardragon faced her. Jelindel stood in the middle of the room, her ankles and wrists fettered by chains of silver, an added counter against her magic. As a secondary precaution, there was also the medallion fixed about her throat. She briefly touched this with her fingers.
‘Are such cautions necessary against the great Wardragon?’ she asked.
>ARCHMAGES ARE MORE DANGEROUS WITH THEIR WORDS THAN ARE WARRIORS WITH THEIR WEAPONS<<<
‘You flatter me.’
>I DO NOT UNDERESTIMATE MY ENEMIES<<<
‘Yet you did so once before.’
>I WAS NOT FULLY INTEGRATED THEN. BELIEVE ME, IT WILL NOT HAPPEN AGAIN<<<
‘Maybe your programme isn’t working properly?’
The Wardragon regarded her. Was that just a guess? Or mage-sense?
‘May I sit?’ asked Jelindel.
The Wardragon waved her to a chair, and she hobbled over to it, seating herself.
‘You’ve gone to a lot of trouble to get me here,’ said Jelindel.
>YOU SHALL STAY ALIVE UNTIL I DEEM OTHERWISE<<<
‘What do you want with me?’ Jelindel tilted her head enquiringly.
The Wardragon had hesitated before answering – the first time it had ever hesitated. Kaleton had noted this, filed it away in his logical brain. The Wardragon had then explained that it could not brook an enemy who had once defeated him, even by trickery, lest this be an example to others; and in any case, removing one of the two greatest mages of Q’zar – Fa’red being the other – was good tactics.
Kaleton had agreed.
Yet the Wardragon had held back. The truth was that Jelindel still lived because she reminded it of someone. But that was not possible, because the Wardragon did not have such mortal failings as emotive memories. It was only a machine.
Jelindel erroneously saw a mix of rage and calm in the Preceptor’s eyes, and she was glad in one way. An emotional enemy was a careless enemy, and a careless enemy could be eluded.
The Wardragon smiled with the Preceptor’s face. How easily deluded these mortals were.
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History of the Green-bloods
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Jelindel had a lot of time to think. Astonishingly, the mailshirt had resurfaced, despite being buried by her beneath an entire hillside. More puzzling still was that it had ended up in the hands of the Preceptor. Though perhaps that wasn’t strange. After all, he had once sought it with all his might and cunning, desiring it above all else.
Well, his wish had been granted.
But if Jelindel was any judge, he was not very happy about it. Indeed, if her mage-sense spoke true, then she had to revise her earlier observation. He was not very anything any more. Obviously, the mailshirt had possessed him as it had once possessed Jelindel’s friend, the High Priestess, Kelricka. On that occasion, Jelindel had managed to fool the Wardragon and deactivate it. Then it hit her. Did the mailshirt want revenge? How could it? Revenge was a human emotion. And if there was one thing the Wardragon was not, it was human.
So why was she here? Why her? Why drag her to this damnable place? The Preceptor had reason to hate her; perhaps that was it. The Preceptor’s feelings had leaked into the mailshirt and somehow coloured its decisions. If so, it might indicate a weakness, something that could be exploited and used against the Wardragon. But not while she was locked in this cell.
She had scoured every inch of the room many times. Apart from the guard who pushed her meals through a flap in the cell door, she had no other visitors. Nor could she see other inmates. The term ‘cell’ was somewhat redundant on this world, of course. Everyone on Golgora was a prisoner.
The cell did have one peculiarity, however. In two corners of the ceiling were miniature farsights. These swivelled as though attracted to her movement. They did not seem to be driven by magic, but powered by cold science. Jelindel surmised that via these devices the Wardragon observed her.
She lay on her bunk and stared back at the farsights. There was something soulless and inhuman about cold science. What enjoyment could someone gain by looking at her via a mechanical engine when they could just as easily view her in person? This perplexed Jelindel, and the countess was not one to be easily perplexed. It was interesting that cold science worked on Golgora, apparently unchanged – unlike magic. The flying craft, too, had flown here without a hitch.
Why was magic different? She sat up startled, knowing the answer. It wasn’t magic that was affected by this world; it was the man or woman who used it. Change the mage and you change the magic.
That meant that Jelindel dek Mediesar was already changing.
On a sudden impulse, she got off the bed and leaned it against one corner of the wall. She stripped the straw mattress, and scaled the wire base. Reaching up she clasped the farsight and wrenched it from its mooring. Satisfied it no longer worked – its blinking red eye shut down – she jumped down and similarly disabled the farsight in the opposite corner.
It wasn’t long before her actions brought the guards running. Jelindel threw herself to the floor, so that it looked as if she had fallen off the frame and knocked herself out.
‘Bloody idiot,’ said the first guard, after he stopped to take in the scene. He was a middle-aged man with grey hair and a filthy beard whose name was Bogon. He ordered the others to set the room right. Jelindel was dumped back on her mattress while he sent for an ‘electrifier’ to heal the farsights.
While they waited, Bogon picked up one of the farsights, handling it as he would a dead rat. ‘Beats me how these things work,’ he muttered.
‘Electricity,’ suggested one of the younger men.
‘Well, now don’t that explain everything,’ Bogon sneered. He moved closer to the bed, peering at the device in the light from the window.
Just a little closer, thought Jelindel, whose mage-sense had placed him in the room. She did not dare open her eyes. She needed the element of surprise. Then Bogon took that fateful step closer.
Jelindel’s hand snapped out, drawing the man’s sword before he was even aware anything was happening. Then Jelindel had the sword at Bogon’s throat and the others froze in the act of drawing their own weapons.
‘Stay! Stay your hands,’ Bogon cried to the other guards.
Jelindel said, ‘Everyone, move to that wall, get down on your knees. Now!’
‘Do it,’ said Bogon. ‘Do as she says.’
The others grumbled, but complied. Jelindel relieved Bogon of the keys to the cell, shoved him at his fellows, slipped out of the cell and had the door shut and locked before the man had regained his footing.
Bogon rushed to the grille in the door and clutched the bars.
‘You’ll not get far,’ he said, scowling. ‘This is a mighty big place.’
‘Then why don’t you tell me the way out?’
‘Only way back is the way you came, and there’s a full garrison of guards ’tween you and the outside,’ said Bogon, nodding to the left and putting a sneer in his voice. But his eyes flicked to the right. Twice. Three times. The other guards, crowding up behind, could not see this. Was Bogon trying to tell her something? Did she have a friend in this place? Well, luck and fate must guide her.
She went right.
The Wardragon watched Jelindel’s escape on its monitors. Its finger was poised above the intercom button but it did not summon more guards; it did not reveal her whereabouts to the legion of men and women who now searched the Fortress.
And it could not say exactly why.
It watched her hide, weave spells of concealment that – even when they went awry – worked well enough for her purposes; it watched as she made it to the outer wall, searched for some breach or manner of egress, only to realise there was almost no way to leave this place. Unless …
Jelindel walked brazenly into the guardhouse at the main barbican. Several guards sprang to their feet. None saw the faint flickering of blue light which sprang from her lips to the captain of the guards, a narrow-faced woman in her forties.
‘The Wardragon’s ordered she be dumped outside,’ said the woman. ‘For sport.’
Her aide snorted. ‘She’ll not last more’n an hour out there, and that’s little enough sport.’ He eyed the other guards. ‘Course, if she weren’t chained …’
Several of the guards laughed and started offering bets. The aide acted as bookie, writing them down. He looked at the guard captain, who shrugged.
‘Can’t see it’d do much harm,’ she said, shooting a quick look at the gatehouse cameras. ‘You got them eyes switched off, Hass?’
‘There’s not a trick you know that I don’t,’ replied a bear of a man. ‘Let’s do it.’
A short time later, Jelindel was dragged to the top of the barbican. Here there was a winch and pulley system, and a wooden platform that looked fragile and ungainly. She was made to crawl onto the platform which dangled from the winch arm. The whole thing was swung out over the walls, and lowered. Jelindel gripped the edges of the platform as it swayed and spun, threatening to throw her off. Then it grounded.
Jelindel stumbled off the platform. She was outside.
‘Well, get goin’, you dumb fool!’ shouted Hass. ‘Them ravers hang about the fence looking for a cheap feed.’
Others yelled similar inducements to get her moving: a lot of wagers were riding on her. Jelindel would have loved to have lost all their money, but not enough to stay here and get slaughtered. She broke into a run, sprinting for the jungle on the other side of the cleared safety zone.
High up on the side of the Fortress, a lone figure stood on a balcony, watching Jelindel disappear into the tree line. For a long time afterwards, the figure did not move. It was still there when night fell.
Jelindel plunged into the cool darkness of the jungle, and felt instant relief. At least here she could not be seen; nor was everything bathed in that awful, blood-red light. There was no escape, however, from Golgora itself and its oppressive, stifling presence. The moment she had gotten outside the Fortress wall, she’d felt a kind of depression settle over her, as if the air itself leached away hope.
Somewhere above the thick canopy, lightning cracked across the sky, and for an instant everything lit up, as if the light came from the ground, and not from above. Jelindel shivered.
She kept moving for at least an hour, till she was well away from the Wardragon’s base. Only then did she rest, leaning on her knees to catch her breath.
She went over her options as she kept a vigilant eye for any pursuit. By now she knew her deception in the guardhouse would have surfaced. Of necessity, she needed to stay within range of the Wardragon’s fortress. There was nothing to be gained by fleeing deep into the jungle. And there were settlements, like Tow’s. With luck, she might join one of them. Unless the Wardragon put a bounty on her head; Jelindel strongly suspected that loyalty was in short supply in this place.
Above all, she needed a friend. And the only person she could think of was Marla.
So be it. Taking a deep breath, she turned and angled back towards the Wardragon’s fortress, bending her path southwards. During the flight from Tow’s castle, she had mentally mapped the route, never taking her eyes off the terrain below. Then she spotted a wide river. It led – after a somewhat meandering journey – to the cliff wall along which the centaurs had trailed her.
By the time she reached a point some two miles south of the fortress, the cloud mass had thickened and a false twilight had fallen; sustained heat lightning flickered within the clouds, giving them a lurid, bruised look. She stopped where the jungle thinned and surveyed the terrain ahead: here the land entered a swampy region that bordered, she guessed, the headwaters of the river. To the east, volcanoes belched smoke and lava, and lit the underbelly of the clouds. The smell of sulphur was stifling.
Jelindel set off south, using the glow from the volcanoes to navigate. She walked thus for two hours, till her legs felt like lead and her head spun with weariness.
She only realised how inattentive she had become, when she was ankle deep in a muddy pool. Almost at once she began to sink. Quicksand, she thought wildly. She lurched backwards quickly, but her feet were snared. She stumbled, arms windmilling, and fell. The moment she hit the water she felt something close on her left foot, holding her tightly. The pool began to bubble and froth: something was rising from the depths.
Panicking, Jelindel scrabbled in the murky water for some purchase, a log, a tree root, anything. But her grasping hands found nothing. Then a dark shadow heaved itself from the quagmire and towered over her. She saw two red eyes, glowing like coals. She hurled a spell of binding at the creature, and this checked it for a moment. Its grip on her ankle loosened.
Jelindel twisted free and tried to dog paddle to safety. Then the hand was back, gripping her whole leg. In an eye-blink, it had dragged her beneath the surface.
Jelindel lashed out with her fists and her free leg, kicking and punching. It was next to impossible to use magic while submerged, and she quickly felt herself weakening. Her lungs wanted to burst. Darkness closed in on her, and her last thought was of Daretor, and how hurt he would be.


For a moment, Jelindel thought that she had woken in Black Quell’s domain. Something was thumping her chest, and a hard leathery tube was in her mouth, tasting of old sweat. It pinned her tongue painfully against her lower teeth as air snorted into her lungs. Nearby she heard the sound of a bellows. She coughed and spluttered and all the pounding and blowing stopped and the leathery tube was snatched from her mouth.
She sat up coughing, and spewing pond water. Someone clapped, and others joined in.
‘Here,’ said a familiar voice. A damp rag cleared away caked-on mud from Jelindel’s eyes. When she could see clearly, she realised that Taggar was standing before her, a worried smile on his face. He was surrounded by a group of people. Tow was one of them, Marla another.
Jelindel leapt to her feet, swung back her arm, and punched Taggar. He sprawled to the ground, blinking in surprise.
‘Traitor!’ she shouted, shaking the numbness from her knuckles.
Tow helped Taggar to his feet.
Taggar worked his jaw. ‘One forgets the mage-born sometimes use forces other than magic,’ he said ruefully. ‘It’s not often I’m taken by surprise.’
Jelindel leant forward, keeping on the balls of her feet, ready and belligerent. She expected Taggar to attack her any second now. ‘And it’s not often I judge wrong,’ she snapped back.
Taggar regarded her, making no move to attack. Indeed, he continued to grin. Then, puzzlingly, he bowed to her.
‘What’s this? Another trick?’
‘No trick,’ said Taggar. ‘Just an apology. There was no time to warn you of the trap Kaleton had set, without giving myself away.’
Jelindel felt sudden doubt.
‘I thought it tactically wiser to keep one hand free,’ said Taggar simply.
Jelindel harrumphed, and relaxed her fists slowly. With a start she realised that most of the others, including Marla, were smiling good-humouredly. ‘It was you who helped me get away?’
Taggar bowed again, but also frowned a little. ‘I appealed to the greedier side of a certain sergeant of the guards, one named Bogon. But as for the rest of your escape, I confess I had little hope for it. The Wardragon has the Fortress extensively wired with farsights. The ease of your escape is therefore puzzling. You are not bugged however.’
‘Bugged?’
Taggar ignored her query, then relented. ‘A cold science way of tracking people.’
‘You know a lot about cold science,’ said Jelindel.
‘A – professional – interest, you might say.’
Jelindel glanced over at the mud pool. It was dead flat, as though stagnant. ‘You got here just in time.’
‘Yes and no.’
‘Taggar, you make a religion of being cryptic! What does “Yes and no” mean?’
‘It means we got here too late to save you. When we pulled you from the mud and dispatched the creature who lives there, you were dead. There was no breath in your body, and no pulse.’
Jelindel’s eyes widened. She glanced at Marla who nodded, but the girl appeared as puzzled as Jelindel.
‘Can cold science bring dead people back to life?’
‘It’s called resuscitation,’ Taggar explained. ‘Cold science has little to do with it. If you are caught within a few minutes of drowning, it usually works.’
Jelindel said dryly, ‘Usually?’
Taggar laughed. ‘We’d best make a move.’
An hour later, they were some two hundred feet above the jungle floor. Tow’s gang had built a series of connecting thatch tree houses as a precaution against being caught outside after dusk on the ground. Strange things happened then; nightmares took on form, and those who saw them too closely were themselves rarely seen again.
After a quick change of clothes, Jelindel was alone with Taggar. She plucked a piece of fruit from a bowl and bit into it. ‘Tell me something, if you will. Who are you, Taggar? Why are you here, truly?’
Taggar said, ‘Where is here?’
Jelindel snorted. ‘Now I get it,’ she said. ‘You’re some kind of mystic. Such people always answer questions with more questions.’
‘A regrettable habit. But the answer to your question is rather long.’
‘It seems we have all night,’ Jelindel said, licking the fruit’s juice from her fingers.
Taggar drew his knees up to his chest and looked up at the dark clouds, glimpsed through the forest canopy. He looked, for a moment, both old and sad. ‘This story begins more than five thousand years ago. Up there, in the void between worlds. It’s cold, and there is no air. People fly through from world to world in ships that carry their own air.’
‘I’ve seen one,’ Jelindel said. ‘A dragon craft.’ Taggar frowned. ‘Truly?’
‘It belonged to a being called Korok, but that too is a long story. I doubt the craft was his, but he was in control of it.’
‘Korok.’ Taggar nodded. ‘You knew him?’
‘A – mercenary, of sorts. Do you know what became of him?’
‘I blew him and his dragon ship into a million pieces near a town called Landretal,’ Jelindel said. ‘He left me little choice. Was the dragon craft his?’
‘He and others mutinied and commandeered it.’ Taggar fell silent, as if lost in the long corridors of memory.
Jelindel waited. Finally she prompted, gently: ‘Five thousand years ago, you said …’
Taggar stirred. ‘What’s that?’
‘It all began five thousand years ago.’
The off-worlder smiled. His eyes had taken on their natural cat-like appearance. Jelindel found them intriguing and stared into them. Taggar began: ‘Five thousand years ago there was no access to the paraworlds. There was no magic – not as you now know it …’
Jelindel blinked. ‘No magic?’ She remembered Cimone’s words: ‘Your fate is to save magic, or destroy it. The future lies on a knife’s edge …’ Was the future the same as the past then?
Taggar held up a hand, smiling. ‘Patience,’ he said. ‘I shall explain all.’
Jelindel stifled the riot of feelings in her chest, taking a deep calming breath. ‘I’m listening,’ she said.
‘As I said, there was no magic, save for what the dragons knew, which is the oldest and first magic. For all the long history of our species, for we are all descended from just one world, lost now in the mists of time – it was the only magic.’ He let this sink in. ‘In those days, Chiron was God-king. A ruthless, long-lived tyrant, he ruled all the known worlds, thousands of them, using cold science to maintain his brutal tyranny. His dynasty had ruled for ten times ten thousand years, and all people, high and low alike, were without hope. For nothing could oppose him. Nothing could stop him. Except one thing. One thing only …’
‘Magic,’ breathed Jelindel.
Taggar nodded. ‘Dragon magic. The dragons had kept to themselves on Q’zar, that strangest of worlds that had given birth to them, for even longer than the dominion of the God-kings. They cared not for the affairs of humanity. But one day Chiron heard of them. He sent a force against Q’zar and they nearly killed a very young dragon, leaving him for dead, and blind in one eye.’
‘The Sacred One,’ Jelindel mouthed.
‘The dragons rose against the Chironian fleet, even those in orbit above, floating in the void, and destroyed all but one small two-man fighter, which escaped to tell the tale. Chiron was livid. He did not believe that anything or anyone could oppose him. But the forces of cold science were no match for dragon magic and few of their weapons harmed the dragons themselves. And so he did what all tyrants do. He threw an even larger, deadlier force against them, and they destroyed this too. Some say he went mad then, while others say he was always mad. In any case, he ordered that all life on Q’zar be destroyed, that the planet be wiped clean. A hundred thousand Q’zarans had died by the time an envoy was sent to the dragons and pleaded for help. And the dragons agreed. They did battle with Chiron’s forces once more but they did something else, too, something which changed the universe forever …’
Jelindel was leaning forward in her chair. ‘What? What did they do?’
Taggar fixed her with a look. ‘At the dawn of time, they say one of the Odd Gods who rebelled against the others, stole fire and gave it to humankind. This time it was the dragons, and it was magic they gave to humans. Magic, and the lore by which they could use it.’
Jelindel stared. ‘They taught us how to use magic.’
‘Yes,’ said Taggar, ‘those of you who had the skill. It was not the same as dragon magic, for humans cannot wield that. It is a lesser kind, but powerful nevertheless. And so the Great Rebellion began. The people of Q’zar fought back, defending their world successfully, and magic began to spread from world to world, and as each world took up the ancient art, so it threw off the yoke of tyranny, and Chiron’s dominion gradually diminished. At this time, your people learned of the paraworlds.’
‘You said there were no paraworlds.’
‘There weren’t. It was something even the dragons had not foreseen, for it is a peculiarly human phenomenon. When the use of magic reaches a certain point, paraworlds come into being: each is a shadow and mirror of the sourceworld, in this case Q’zar, so all the paraworlds that you may visit from Q’zar are in some sense altered versions of Q’zar. They cannot be reached by spaceship travelling through the great vacuum that separates the stars. They can only be reached by magic – or by a fusion of magic and cold science.’
‘I don’t understand,’ said Jelindel.
‘No one does, for sure,’ said Taggar. ‘My own people believe that everything in this universe is a great dream. We even call it the Dreamverse. We do not know who is doing the dreaming, or why, but magic is also the language of dreams.’
‘But what of Golgora?’ Jelindel prompted. ‘Many worlds send their peoples here, and you said they cannot thus be reached.’
‘I did. Golgora is something different. It is the collective shadow of the paraworlds, even the paraworld manifolds of other “real” planets, like the hub of a wheel with many spokes stretching out in different directions, linked to other manifolds, other “collections” of paraworlds, if you like. Golgora represents the unwanted, repressed and rejected parts of the Collective Mind that dreamed all this. It’s a place of nightmare, where nightmares are born. Like the Farvenu.’
Jelindel started. ‘Slow down, Taggar. The Farvenu came from Golgora?’
‘In a sense. The Farvenu were sent here, rejected creatures which Golgora slowly changed into what they are today: the universe’s daemons.’
‘But that means they escaped.’
‘They developed a form of cold science. No one knows how, but they used it to create a non-magical portal, which of course is the loophole, since Golgora forbids the manifesting of magical ones. In any case, the Farvenu escaped, and afterwards made a religion of cold science, hating magic as fiercely as Chiron had.’
‘That’s why they go from world to world, stealing cold science, hoarding it.’
‘They seek to change the universe back to the way it was, before the dragons interfered, and the “disease” of magic infected most of the known worlds. Before the might of Chiron was broken and the Age of Magic had arrived.’
Jelindel’s head was reeling. Taggar’s words made sense of so many things. ‘What of the Wardragon?’ she asked. ‘Where does it fit in?’
‘I’m coming to that,’ said Taggar. ‘The loyal remnants of Chiron, the vestiges of his once great galactic empire, did not go quietly. They laboured long in secret, plumbing the depths of cold science, looking for a way to hit back at magic, to destroy it – and those who bequeathed it to humanity.’
Jelindel’s eyes went wide.
Taggar nodded. ‘Did you never wonder what the name Wardragon meant?’
Jelindel shook her head.
‘It is a simple contraction of its mission: to war upon the dragons, until they are no more. And by extension, on magic itself.’
Taggar sipped from a cup of water, as if his throat had become dry. ‘The Chironian scientists, as I said, laboured long – and failed. No cold science could stand against the ancient skill of the dragons. But out of failure – and the purges that accompanied it – someone saw the solution.’
Jelindel saw it too. ‘They fused magic and cold science.’
‘And created seven mailshirts – seven Wardragons. The shirt we seek is the first and last of them: the first to be made, when the making was as much guesswork as science, and the last one remaining, as the others have been destroyed, one by one.’
‘By you,’ said Jelindel, seeing the truth suddenly.
‘By me, and my colleagues. We were part of the rebel movement, and we had all but won when the mailshirts came against us. Using cold science and magic made them almost invincible and if the Chironian laboratories had been able to make even seven more of the fiendish things, it would all have been over. As it was, they spent themselves in this last effort to eradicate magic from the universe.’
‘So you’re a kind of – constable?’
‘Something like that,’ said Taggar. ‘I think you’ve guessed that I am of a long-lived race. Being long lived, we were the ideal choice for this hunt, which would take centuries, if not more.’
‘How did you end up here?’
‘Korok and some others sold us out to the Chironians. Korok abandoned my team and me here, in lieu of cutting our throats. Like everyone else, they believed it to be escape-proof. But like the Farvenu, we managed to use cold science to create a portal, and we made it to Q’zar. One of our number was Hawtarnas –’
Jelindel clicked her fingers. ‘The Book of Wars. Did he not write that?’
‘At least five hundred years ago, yes. Hawtarnas was the most literate of our group, although he was long ostracised for divulging the mailshirt’s properties. Now he’s a hermit living in the Garrical Mountains, unwilling to come down or to lend a hand in defeating the Wardragon. As our chief systems engineer, he would have been a boon to our cause – it was he who developed the portal. Alas he is lost to us. But back to my story. The means by which we escaped was flawed. Some died, and some went mad. One, my beloved, was bereft of all memory: Garricka was her name. She could not remember who she was, or anything of our mission. We could not care for her at that time. The Wardragon was about to attack Q’zar, even though the dragons had long ago been betrayed into exile – this was only a thousand years ago. We left Garricka with a farmer and his family. We gave them money to look after her till we returned. I never saw her again.’ A shadow flitted across Taggar’s face.
Jelindel wondered at a pain so old, and thought of Daretor.
‘The farm was situated where Lake Skyfall now sits, where the mailshirt was finally – so we thought – destroyed when the Wardragon’s ship plummeted to earth in a great fireball. Later, before we could leave Q’zar, we heard rumours, and our hearts became heavy again. The Wardragon had not been destroyed, merely broken up. We searched for any sign of it, but only rumours did we hear. Then by chance we came upon a single link.’
‘Eventually we tracked down more and more of the dragonlinks. It took a long time, several life spans of your people. I lost many friends in the interim. Some died by accident, two went mad, missing their home-worlds and families. Some became dispirited. Everywhere we went, we met ignorance. Knowledge of the great war and rebellion, and the dragons’ betrayal, had faded. And this frightened us. A great saying that comes down to my people from the dawn of time is this: “Those who do not remember the past are condemned to relive it”. And this we feared, for we have seen the truth of it many times over.’ He looked sharply at her, and Jelindel felt that his keen gaze pierced her soul. ‘Each of us must remember the past, or we are doomed. Ask the dragons if this is not true.’
‘Tell me, why were the dragons exiled?’ said Jelindel. ‘Is that part of the story, too?’
‘A part, yes. At one point, it seemed that the Chironian forces had won. They had a way to destroy everyone on Q’zar, though not the dragons. And this was the undoing of the dragons. Profoundly moral creatures, they could not permit genocide. And the Chironians knew this. They gave the dragons a choice. Accept death – the complete annihilation of their own species – or else the death of every human on Q’zar.’
‘They chose death.’
Taggar nodded. ‘They were willing to sacrifice themselves for you. But then came the most shameful day in Q’zar’s history. By sheer dumb luck, Q’zarian forces captured the leader of the Chironian forces and their flagship. But instead of forcing them to submit, they struck a bargain. They sold out the dragons, provided the magical means to find and destroy every one of them, in exchange for their own lives.’
‘But the dragons had already chosen death.’
Taggar barked a laugh. ‘How little you know of ego. The Chironians burned for revenge. They wanted to heroically squash their enemy. Not have them roll over to be slaughtered.’
‘Then what happened?’ Jelindel asked.
‘At the last minute, two humans – Inanna and Kamiz – summoned the Stone People, whose ancient kinship with the dragons is older even than the God-kings, and who have their own kind of magic. They managed to send the dragons, and their entire Massif, to another paraworld, leaving behind an empty and arid Dragonfrost. And there they stayed until you and your companions helped them return.’ Taggar paused, then went on again. ‘After that, Inanna and Kamiz led the final revolt against the Chironian forces, and broke them, and became doubly heroes. The Last Battle took place on Q’zar, at Altimak, which means just that: the final conflict. The dragons would never have fled had Q’zar not betrayed them.’
Jelindel was silent a long time then. Hearing the true – and somewhat sordid – history of her world was oddly disturbing, as if she had spent her life in a lie. It was a tale that Q’zar’s historian, Lady Forturian, would need to be told.
‘Why is magic disappearing?’ she asked at last.
Taggar shrugged. ‘My best guess is that magic is the true language of the Dreamverse, that has been suppressed for millennia upon millennia. I think the dragons awoke it in humans by teaching them to dream in the old tongue, to become dreamers in their own story. Magic is, I believe, the Great Unconscious Mind of the universe, from where dreams come. But Q’zar has stopped dreaming. This began when they forgot the past, when they forgot the dragons. And now cold science has again taken hold of people’s imaginations. By its very nature, cold science dissipates our dreams, just as morning does.’
‘But –’
‘Magic is a choice,’ said Taggar. ‘When people start choosing cold science over magic, it has an effect – it weakens it, because it is people who make magic.’
Jelindel’s body ached. It seemed that she had barely moved in all the time Taggar had been speaking. She had much to think about and was desperately tired. Still, there was one more question.
Taggar smiled, reading her thought. ‘Yes, Tow will help us. I am, after all, one of the Originals, one of those who escaped from Golgora nearly a thousand years ago.’
‘So you know how to leave Golgora?’
‘Yes. But it won’t be simple. We must infiltrate the Wardragon’s fortress. At least now that you are with us it is achievable.’




Chapter 9 [image: Ch-line]


Fa’red’s Pact
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‘If we’re meant to be old friends, Fa’red,’ said Zimak, remembering their encounters with the mage in the past, ‘then I’d hate to see what you do to your enemies.’
‘I can provide a demonstration,’ offered Fa’red.
‘I said I’d hate to see it. Besides, we are your enemies.’
‘My dear Zimak,’ Fa’red began, then he stopped and peered carefully at him. ‘Or is that you, Daretor? I find myself somewhat confused about just who I am dealing with ever since you two managed to switch bodies.’
‘High intelligence and perfect physique, all in one,’ Zimak said smugly. ‘I’m Zimak, and I’m proud of it. I enhance this body.’
‘You’ve certainly enhanced its weight,’ muttered Daretor.
Fa’red laughed, then motioned them to sit at a small table.
Daretor did so reluctantly, suspicious of any civility from Fa’red. He had tried to murder them on so many occasions that it was not possible for Daretor to be off guard in his presence. Daretor did, however, cultivate a certain cat-like grace, which had him both at ease yet ready for anything.
Fa’red said, ‘Let’s get straight down to important matters, shall we?’
‘Do we have any choice?’ Daretor said, accepting a goblet from a serving maid then eyeing it with suspicion. Zimak did likewise, sniffing the contents but not taking a sip.
‘I could have you seized, put a funnel between your teeth, and pour the drink into you whether you want it or not,’ Fa’red pointed out. ‘Rest easy, the mead is harmless.’
Zimak threw back his head and downed a mouthful of the amber liquid. Daretor waited patiently to see if his companion suffered any ill effects before suspiciously sipping at his own drink.
‘To your good health,’ Fa’red toasted. ‘And please accept my apologies for bringing you here by force. I strongly suspect neither of you would have accepted a more formal invitation.’
‘Just what is it you want, Fa’red?’ Daretor said.
‘Directness. An understated virtue. In a nutshell, I seek the mailshirt and the destruction of the Preceptor.’
Zimak spilt his drink. Daretor sat with a blank expression, as if Fa’red had told a joke and he was waiting for the punchline.
‘Is that all?’ Daretor asked.
‘I’m serious,’ replied Fa’red. ‘The Wardragon, even as we speak, has amassed an army of workers and is somehow punching holes in Q’zar’s paraplane. If it continues to go unchecked I see the destruction of Q’zar. I don’t know what he seeks, but it bodes ill for every Q’zaran.’
Daretor glanced at Zimak. ‘Remember our job in Sezel? Those paraworld fish escaping from another paraworld …’
‘Well if that’s all, we’ll be going,’ said Zimak, getting to his feet.
Fa’red waved to Zimak to stay seated, and the serving maid came over and held up her jar. Zimak sat down slowly. The flaxen-haired maid purposefully brushed herself against him as she refilled his goblet. Zimak’s eyes followed her to the serving table in a shadowed corner of the tent.
Fa’red coughed politely. ‘It would seem our old enemy, the Preceptor, has become a very powerful man in an extremely short span of time. Since he has no adept at his side, I can only conclude that he allied himself with that damnable mailshirt. How he found it is beyond me, but there you are. Find it he did, and all of a sudden he’s industrious, and particularly dangerous. I’ve sent deadmoon warriors by the wagonload to spy on him, yet none have returned.’
‘Now there I agree with him,’ mocked Zimak. ‘The only good deadmoon is a dead deadmoon.’
‘So the Preceptor likes his privacy,’ said Daretor. ‘So what?’
‘I want one of you to visit the Preceptor’s stronghold.’
‘Why would we want to go on a suicide mission?’ asked Daretor. ‘We’ve encountered the mailshirt before. It’s very good at killing people.’
Fa’red maintained his smile but hardened his tone. ‘Your lives will be forfeit if you refuse.’
‘The usual reason,’ said Zimak, as if he had been expecting as much.
‘There are incentives. One for each of you.’ Fa’red’s lips twitched. ‘If you’re not concerned for your own welfare, you might be interested to learn that your erstwhile companion, the indefatigable Countess Jelindel dek Mediesar, has been captured and sent to Golgora.’
Daretor slowly placed his goblet on the table, then stood suddenly and leaned across the table, glowering down at an undaunted Fa’red.
‘Since your spies never return from Argentia, you know of this how?’ Daretor asked.
Fa’red sighed as though talking to children. ‘Golgora is a paraworld. To travel there from Q’zar one needs to cross the paraplane. To do so leaves a trail, as you would leave footprints if you crossed a patch of sand.’
‘And you can ensorcell your way in there and collect her if we fight our way into Argentia and spy for you?’
‘No one just “ensorcells” into Golgora, my dear Daretor. Magic simply doesn’t work there. Or not much magic, anyway. It’s a well-trap world.’
‘Well-trap?’
‘Easy to fall into, but hard to crawl out of again. Magic can get you there, but magic is weak in the place. As on cold science worlds, there is no belief. It’s as though the planet has been sapped of it. Minor spells work well enough, but they give you little advantage when trying to escape. The strength of magic varies from paraworld to paraworld. I could of course “ensorcell” you there to keep the countess company, but there you would stay – although not for long in a living state. It’s a terribly unpleasant place. Suits the Preceptor right down to the ground.’
Daretor frowned in confusion. ‘The Preceptor is here or there?’
Fa’red grunted. ‘He seems able to travel between the two paraworlds as easily as one would visit two courtesans in the same night. I daresay the mailshirt allows him this luxury, and much more besides.’ His face darkened. ‘I am fast realising how it was that your countess bested me at every move. A mere stripling of a girl, yet as slippery as an eel and ten times as hardy. The mailshirt enhanced her, did it not? She had me thinking she had surpassed the skills of an Adept 15. Impossible, yet at the time it appeared so.’
‘It was never complete when she wore it,’ Daretor said. ‘But speaking of truth, how do we know what you say is true?’
‘I will gladly submit to truthsense on this matter. Everything I have said can be verified.’ Before Zimak or Daretor could move, Fa’red drew a symbol in the air. A wisp of smoke swirled slowly, then a silver globe appeared above Fa’red’s head.
Zimak sat back. He had seen one of these things on the night Jabez Thull had died and again later at a huge battle in which Jelindel multiplied Daretor twenty thousand times over in order to defeat the Preceptor’s army. No matter how familiar he became with magic, it always put the fear of Black Quell in him.
The slave spirit circled Fa’red’s head and in its flat, disembodied voice intoned, ‘Truth. In this matter, he does not lie.’
Fa’red spoke a word and the globe vanished into his mouth as though its essence had been swallowed.
‘Just where do we come into all this?’ Zimak wanted to know.
Fa’red sipped his mead. ‘I once thought of you both as mere lackeys of the countess – two lawless roughnecks she could replace at will. I have since come to realise that this is not the case. You, Daretor, have skills with the sword that are already legendary. While you, Zimak, in your own body of course, were rated by the great master of Siluvian kick-fist, Mirgish, as a black band 12 – an achievement thought impossible for anyone below the age of fifty. Mere mortal skills, but superlative. How else could you both blunder your way through thick and thin, yet come up trumps at every turn?’
‘Some would call it luck,’ Daretor said.
‘Yes, luck. A mysterious force that pervades the universe, and which none of us fully understands. Who knows how it works? Why it aids some and not others? But luck you do have, that much is clear to me now.’ Fa’red steepled his fingers. ‘Apart from that, you also have friends in high places. I am of course referring to the dragons. And in particular, the Sacred One.’
Daretor laughed. ‘The Sacred One would no sooner help you than he would toast King Amida.’
‘Quite so,’ Fa’red said. ‘Which is why I need you, Daretor. I must have the Sacred One’s help. Before this thing is done we shall need the dragons, and perhaps they shall need us. I have seen it in my visions, though I admit that what I saw was not clear. The dragons are … part of the puzzle. They do not willingly enter the visions of men. But they shall play a role in this venture, that I know.’
Fa’red turned to Zimak. ‘As for you, I need you and your excellent thieving skills.’
‘To thieve what?’
‘You must penetrate the Preceptor’s fortress in Argentia and find out what he’s up to. As I’ve said, an attack on magic has begun. And if magic fails, then Q’zar as we know it will fall.’
‘Why would the Preceptor want to destroy magic?’
‘He cares only for power and his place in history. If he hates magic, and I believe he does, then he may finally have found the way to annihilate it.’
‘The Wardragon?’ asked Daretor, thinking hard. Fa’red nodded. Daretor said, ‘What has the Preceptor to do with the merchantmen of D’loom?’
‘Perhaps Zimak will be able to tell us. When he gets to Argentia.’
‘Gah, who says I’m going?’ Zimak snorted. ‘What’s in it for us?’
‘I will return each of you to your rightful bodies.’
Daretor and Zimak stared at Fa’red. ‘Are you serious?’ said Daretor. His heart beat erratically.
Fa’red nodded. ‘It will mean a trip to the paraworld where the swap occurred, but it can be managed.’
Daretor felt heady. He wanted his body back badly. Many times he had thought Jelindel’s love for him may have waned because he now inhabited Zimak’s flesh. Or worse – perhaps it hadn’t waned? He needed to know the truth, whatever it was.
‘And Jelindel?’
Fa’red’s face tightened. ‘Don’t be a fool,’ he said. ‘We’re talking about Golgora – the Place of the Dead. You think I can just waltz in there and rescue your countess? Many mages as great as I have tried – and failed.’
Daretor leaned forward, his face grim. ‘But you will try, won’t you?’
The two men locked eyes. After a long moment, Fa’red nodded slowly. ‘I hereby give oath that I will try. I will do my best. But my best may not be good enough. The journey to Golgora is, as all know, one way. None has ever returned.’
‘There are rumours,’ said Daretor.
‘Pah! Rumours.’ Fa’red rearranged his robes and sat up straighter. ‘So we have a deal?’
‘In return for Zimak’s cooperation will you get Jelindel out of this Golgora paraworld?’ Daretor said firmly.
‘That is the deal,’ Fa’red said, looking as if he had a bad taste in his mouth. Daretor’s expression was not dissimilar.
‘I haven’t agreed to anything!’ Zimak bleated. ‘What exactly is this “deal”? While Daretor goes off to have a cosy chat with the king of the dragons, what must Zimak do? Why, nothing more difficult than sneak into the guarded headquarters of one of the deadliest, most bloodthirsty tyrants who has ever walked Q’zar. A tyrant who just happens to be wearing a mailshirt so magically powerful that not only can it destroy whole worlds, it actually terrifies one of Q’zar’s deadliest, most bloodthirsty mages. And just to make sure it’s not too easy, this is a tyrant who has already vanquished a host of deadmoon spies. Naturally, I’d love to do it. But I think I’m busy. For the next thirty years or so.’
‘Zimak,’ said Daretor. ‘Please.’
Zimak blinked. ‘Did you just say, “please”? Look, it can’t be done, Daretor. This is a perfect example of why somebody came up with the phrase “suicide mission”. Count me out. I’ll just hang out till you two do what you have to do.’ He started to summon the serving maid again but a hand clamped onto his shoulder. He turned to find Daretor’s steely eyes regarding him.
‘I can’t go spying and thieving in this hulking great body, Daretor. Maybe after Fa’red swaps us back, huh?’
Daretor shook his head. ‘I have done a good share of spying and thieving while in that body,’ he said calmly. ‘One just needs the attitude of a thief, and you certainly have that.’
‘I’m not going,’ Zimak said. His chin protruded mulishly. ‘And that’s that.’
‘You’ll strike this bargain or spend the rest of your life defending the public toilets in the D’loom market,’ hissed Daretor. ‘Or are you afraid?’
Zimak stared at his tormentor. ‘Afraid? After all we’ve been through? Look, this mission is ludicrous. Worse, it’s not fair. You get to go off to your old friend Osric and that great bag of bones, the Sacred One. Fa’red goes jaunting off to another paraworld – which I happen to remember is simply crawling with delectable maids with nothing more on their minds than what I’ve usually got on mine, and … where was I?’
‘And your problem is?’ Daretor asked. ‘You owe her, Zimak.’
‘Gah, the pox on you, Daretor.’ Zimak flapped his hands. ‘All right. Fine. I’ll do it. It’s not like I had any big plans for my life anyhow.’


Despite a host of excellent arguments, and not a few last-minute quivering pleas, Zimak found himself on a disused road en route to Argentia. Earlier that morning he had said farewell to Daretor who headed south for Dragonfrost and an audience with the Sacred One. Fa’red meanwhile had opened a portal in the ruins of an ancient temple to Dagan, the paraworld where Daretor and Zimak had once been banished, and where Daretor had unintentionally exchanged bodies with Zimak. Without a word or gesture of farewell, Fa’red stepped through the glowing portal, and vanished from Q’zar.
‘Don’t forget to write,’ Zimak said to the fading portal. ‘Good riddance,’ he also muttered. He nudged his horse into a trot. The sooner he got this over and done with, the better. Of course, if he succeeded, his reputation – already impressive – would triple. Not a bad thing. It would certainly increase his allure to womenfolk. Although – and here he frowned – the thought of philandering didn’t quite have the effect on him it used to of old. Perhaps he was sickening with something.
Or maybe I want something more, he pondered. What an appalling thought. He promptly turned his mind to the task at hand.
The road to Argentia Fa’red had recommended was hardly a road at all, more a concept of a road. When it could be seen, which was not often, it was little more than a vague indentation in the ground. Sometimes a few rocks had been tossed to either side, forming a sort of default boundary for where people were meant to walk or ride. Most of the time Zimak simply followed the red arm of the lodestone Fa’red had given him, which apparently pointed north. Zimak did not believe him but was willing to use anything that made life easier.
One argument he had tried to squirm his way out of this mission had been to raise doubts about his own abilities. He might once have been the world’s greatest thief, the acknowledged master of breaking and entering, and not too bad at the old human-fly trick either, yet there was a problem. He now inhabited Daretor’s larger-framed and somewhat out-of-condition body, rather than the light, wiry version he had been born with. It was hard to climb like a fly when you were the size of a bear.
Zimak scowled. How come he always got the worst end of the bargain? Oh, no doubt the argument about Jelindel’s life being forfeit if they refused Fa’red’s pact was true, as far as it went. He was almost sure, despite his efforts to pretend perpetual self-interest, that he was doing this for the right reasons, yet he was distinctly aware of having been flattered by two of the most formidable fighters on Q’zar. That bothered him just a little. Was he so easily manipulated? Was there no true depth to Zimak Broagar? No inner substance? Or was he … how had Daretor once put it? Nothing more than a vain little sack of cut-price dung with the mental capacity of a Nerrissian gnat?
He coloured. The remark still stung. Cut-price indeed! He had spent many hours thinking of insults for Daretor, and found himself really looking forward to their next meeting. Daretor was always running him down. Hadn’t they been partners for four years now? Hadn’t they gone through dozens of dangerous adventures together? It was time Daretor showed him some respect.
Daretor had pointed out that on this mission the division of labour made sense, but now Zimak began feeling the burden of his talents. Zimak clearly was the best thief and burglar on Q’zar, so sending him to penetrate the Preceptor’s fortress in Argentia was logical. And the Sacred One would not deal with anyone who did not possess the highest standards of honour and integrity, of which Daretor had oodles, while Zimak had rather less. Was it possible Daretor had actually paid him a compliment?
This cheered him somewhat as he rode on.
Several nights later, and still a day out from Argentia, Zimak camped by a still lake. The water was bitterly cold and too briny to drink, though a stream emptying into it provided water for his thirst. Oddly enough, given the lake’s saltiness, most of its surface was covered by great lily pads, each one several feet across. Zimak fancied that he could almost walk across the lake, stepping from one lily pad to the next. The thought made him feel oddly sad. One of his mythical heroes as a child had escaped a fearsome dragon by just such a trick. The memory also made him a little anxious. He did not like to think about the cesspit he called his childhood. Like many, Zimak didn’t remember much of his early life. His first memories were of fear. Fear and loneliness. And being beaten. Soon after that he had run away from whoever had beaten him, probably some drunk that his mother blamed for being his father, and had discovered the world of the D’loomian streets.
Life for Zimak had really begun when he had found his first family: Cracker’s gang. Cracker had been the best thief and pickpocket in Portside, that area of D’loom that bordered the port and sold all things maritime. After beating him senseless the first day they met, Cracker had promptly inducted Zimak into his gang of street urchins and misfits. And Zimak had never looked back. He had actually cried when they eventually strung Cracker up by the neck, as they did to thieves branded thrice and caught a fourth time. It had always been Zimak’s pride that he had never been branded. He had tried to explain this to Daretor but the warrior had not been impressed, and had angrily stalked off.
Zimak remembered shouting after him, ‘Not everybody gets a nice cushy start in this life, you know that, Daretor?’ Daretor had kept going.
Zimak longed to make a fire as he sat by the dark lake in the twilight. But this close to Argentia it was probably unwise. The Preceptor would have patrols sweeping the countryside around the town, looking for spies, mages, or merely because he was over-efficient. Zimak watched the stars come out, chewing glumly on a piece of dried meat. He ate a few nuts and berries then washed it all down with a tart ale that quenched his thirst but made him long for warm inns, and even warmer company.
There was a soft plopping sound from out on the lake, as if a fish had leapt from the water and splashed back. Zimak’s eyes flicked in that direction. He scrambled to his feet and drew his sword.
A woman regarded him from the water. Only her head was showing. She smiled.
‘Begone, witch!’ Zimak cried out.
More of the woman emerged from the lake. She moved closer to the shore. Water and green fronds dripped from her flaxen hair and draped her pale shoulders, torso and arms. She was naked and gleamed in the starlight. Her breasts were small and firm, jutting out pertly; her glistening belly was flat, angling down into a darkness barely visible above the water line.
‘I am no witch,’ she sang mellifluously.
Zimak blinked several times. Witch or no, she was heart-stoppingly beautiful.
‘Where do you go, journeyman?’ Her voice was like music, or like a voice composed of musical notes. Zimak’s heart lurched in his chest and for a moment he found difficulty in answering.
‘Ar-Ar-Argentia,’ he stammered, not even thinking to lie.
The woman laughed lightly. ‘Ar-Ar-Argentia? Its name has grown. In my day it was shorter.’
‘Who are you?’
‘I am the Lady of the Lake. Ethella, I am called, though I have an older name. I live here in loneliness. Will you not visit with me?’
Zimak’s breath came in pants, but his brain finally caught up with the rest of him. Beautiful woman. Lake. Lakes were full of water. Beautiful women ought to have trouble breathing in water. Zimak certainly couldn’t. Visiting her had a distinct downside. Besides, the water was awfully cold.
‘My lady, I cannot,’ he said, hating himself.
‘You trust me not?’
‘Put yourself in my boots. A beautiful naked woman comes out of a lake and offers to … Hie, what exactly are you offering?’
‘I see that the world has grown dark and suspicious.’
‘Being suspicious has kept me alive through some pretty determined attempts to kill me. You could be just a beautiful lure on a stick being held by some huge, slimy thing under the water that eats unwary travellers.’ With sudden suspicion, he said, ‘You know me, you know who I am.’
‘Well, who are you?’
‘I’m a thief, and I’m likely to betray anyone at all. Jelindel knows that, she doesn’t trust me. You know that, yet you want to talk. That would make even the most naive churl suspicious.’
Ethella laughed. ‘Don’t you know by now, Zimak? Some girls just like bad boys. You are a bad boy, and I like you.’
This was not quite what Zimak had been expecting. He had to stop and think before answering.
‘I’m not that bad, I’m just good at staying alive. I was born and raised in the gutter, thieving all the while. The good boys died really fast, and the bad boys lasted. Am I bad? Yes, I’m bad and I’m alive because of it.’
‘But you became more than just alive, you became a master warrior.’
‘Pigswill. I found a dragonlink on a dying man. A single link of the Wardragon mailshirt. It made me into a great fighter without any effort at all on my part.’
‘Well, that makes you look bad again. Remember, I like bad boys.’
‘Why?’ demanded Zimak, beginning to feel annoyed that she persisted with him. ‘I’ll only hurt you then run away.’
‘Oh, now you sound like there’s some good in you. See? You care enough to warn me about yourself.’
‘Hie, that’s a point. But look, lady, I can’t join you in the water.’ He blew into his cheeks. ‘It’d be a stupid thing to do, go jumping into a pond at the whim of a – a woman.’
She considered this for a moment. ‘If you will not come to my dwelling to please me, may I sit and speak with you where you take your rest?’
‘At the very least.’ Zimak’s voice quavered. He had never seen such beauty. ‘Breathing would be less of a problem here on the shore.’
Ethella emerged fully from the lake, stepped lightly across the grass and sat down with her knees drawn up to her breasts and her arms wrapped about her shins. ‘This is as far as I can come,’ she said.
Zimak could not resist the need for light, and he quickly lit a small fire with twigs and tinder. Ethella was delighted and held her hands out to the warmth. Zimak took care not to sit too close, but neither did he sit too far away.
‘You live in the lake?’ he asked cautiously.
‘I was banished here,’ said Ethella. ‘My stepmother was a powerful mage, and a traitor to her people. Fearing I would one day become more powerful than she, she transacted a curse against me the day I came of age. If I leave the lake for more than a few hours, or venture beyond the bordering shoreline, I will die.’ She stared into the flames, and Zimak caught a glimpse of hopelessness. ‘The old road once passed by here, and for a long time I would often have company. Life was not so grim, but then my plight weighed heavily upon me, and I thought much of my past, which was bitter to me, and I cried many tears, so that over time the lake became briny with salt, and undrinkable. Travellers stopped coming here.’ She sighed. ‘I grow weary of my life. I do not think I can bear it much longer …’
Zimak stared. ‘By all the Odd Gods, and all their nieces and nephews, how long have you dwelt here, lady?’
Ethella’s dark eyes, downcast for a moment, looked up. She had moved a little closer to Zimak without his realising. ‘I was here before the dragons left Q’zar.’
‘But – but that was …’
Ethella placed a hand over his mouth, and shook her head. ‘We will not speak of this. But what of you, Zimak? Tell me of yourself, I beg you. And of great Q’zar that stretches to the stars and the rising of the sun.’
Completely intoxicated by her presence, Zimak started telling her of his childhood, and his escape from misery. He had never told anyone the whole story.
‘And there I was,’ he was saying, some hours later, ‘crouched beneath the sewer grating, so scared I was shaking.’
‘No,’ said Ethella, ‘not you!’
‘Yes, I, Zimak the greatest burglar on Q’zar. Indeed, my teeth chattered so loudly and my knees knocked together with such a commotion, I feared the brigands would discover me. But what happened next was worse, much worse.’
Ethella sat spellbound, hanging on every word. Zimak went on: ‘From my hiding place I spotted my friend, Mizzy. They’d caught her instead, even though she hadn’t stolen a thing. All she’d done was try to give me a head start, and now they were going to cut off her hand.’
‘They wouldn’t do that to a child, surely?’ said Ethella.
‘What did they care?’ Zimak said bitterly. ‘As long as someone paid the price. They set up a chopping block right there in the marketplace, not twenty feet from where I hid. And then I couldn’t stand it anymore. I stuck my arms through the grille and started yelling, “I’m here, I’m here! I stole the pendant, not Mizzy!” And they laughed, because they’d known where I was all along, see, and one of them came and grabbed my arms and another tried to open the grille, but it was rusted in place. So they sent two lads to come at me from below while another held my arms. And then they went ahead with the chopping anyway.’
Ethella looked horrified. ‘They cut off Mizzy’s hand?’
Zimak’s eyes were glistening and for a moment he couldn’t speak. Finally he said, ‘They tied her wrist and one held her arm down and another used his sword. Mizzy screamed something awful. I’ll never forget that scream.’ He shuddered, and gulped several times. ‘Then she – she did something …’ He looked away for a moment, as if ashamed. When he looked back he took a deep breath. ‘She must have been in awful pain. She could barely get her breath. And they were all laughing. And that’s when she did it.’
‘What did she do, Zimak?’ Ethella took his hand in hers, and held it tightly, because it was shaking. ‘What did Mizzy do?’
Slowly, Zimak said, ‘She threw herself at the guard holding my hands. Caught him by surprise and knocked him off his feet. He let go of me. And Mizzy yelled, “Run, Zimak, run! Before they get you!”’
‘And you ran?’
‘Gah, to my great shame, I did.’
Ethella stroked his hand and, after a while, said, ‘What happened then?’
‘I found her later. They beat her up and threw her in the river. I used every argent I ever stole, every damned copper, and got her a proper burial.’ Tears ran down his cheeks, and he wouldn’t look Ethella in the eyes. She knelt beside him and put her arms around his heaving shoulders, and he cried as he hadn’t done since the night he had found Mizzy’s tiny body stuck in the river mud.
After a while, Ethella said, ‘How old were you then, Zimak?’
He shrugged. ‘Seven. Or eight. I don’t know.’
‘So there’s nothing you could have done. You were just a little boy. And they were grown men, Zimak. Bullies. And you tried. You called out. I think that was very brave of you. Maybe the bravest thing I’ve ever heard of.’
Zimak mumbled something.
Ethella frowned. ‘Kamiz?’
He nodded. ‘I wanted to be like Kamiz – Q’zar’s greatest hero. I loved stories of his adventures. But after Mizzy … I guess I knew I’d never be like him, so I stopped trying.’
‘Oh, Zimak,’ Ethella said, and held him tighter.
Zimak woke the next morning on the grass near the burnt-out fire. Blankets from his pack had been draped over him, to keep off the night chill. He sat up quickly and stared about but Ethella was nowhere to be seen. He started to think she was no more than a dream. Though for a dream there had been some very real moments, such as when she had kissed him. Even now he could feel her lips pressed to his, could smell her warm, sweet breath. He remembered promising her he would come back as soon as he could, and bring his friend, Jelindel, a great mage of Q’zar, to see if she might unbind the curse that bound her forever to the lake.
Some time in the night, Ethella had told him of a secret way into Argentia, a way that might now be long gone, or impassable, but offered a safe way in if it still existed.
An hour before dawn, Ethella had suddenly stood up. ‘I must go now, my time is up,’ she had said. And kissed him. Zimak, startled at first, had then put his arms around her, and held her close – then she broke away with an odd cry and dove hurriedly into the lake, vanishing beneath the still water.
Still entranced by what had happened to him, but convinced that he had dreamed it all, he quickly ate and packed. Just as he was about to mount his horse he became aware of something around his neck. His fingers discovered a small pendant, as green as waterweed. Zimak’s eyes widened and his gaze went to the dark surface of the water.
Later that day Zimak came to the territorial boundary of Argentia, a place marked by a moss-covered cairn of rocks and skulls and an old wooden sign, now half-eaten by termites, its time-worn lettering unreadable. No doubt it bore some hearty welcome along the lines of, ‘Proceed at your own risk – death and taxes ahead!’
Here Zimak hesitated, but not because of the old sign. Was it a dream? Had he just been lonely upon the road, in need of companionship, of something more than the tavern wenches he usually allowed himself? Ethella certainly reminded him of Mizzy. If it had been a dream, then Ethella’s advice was also a dream, yet she had mentioned this cairn. Jelindel and Daretor had been to Argentia once. Could they have told him of it long ago? ‘Zimak, there’s a great cairn on the Argentia border, you should go look at it some time.’ No, neither of them made small talk like that.
Well, a decision had to be made, Zimak could not tarry there. Either he must go right, the obvious choice and the way determined in the discussions with Daretor and Fa’red, or else he must go left, the direction Ethella had advised.
Despite fingering the pendant that hung around his neck, Zimak sighed and reined his horse to the right and dug in his heels. The horse headed off at a light trot. Deep down inside, Zimak felt like a traitor, though whom he had betrayed he did not know.
An hour later he was back at the cairn, cursing himself for a fool, before sending his horse into a fast canter down the left-branching road. May White Quell have pity on him, he thought, as he pursued the shadow of a memory of a fading dream … or the mischievous whim of an enchantress.


Daretor travelled south. The Algon Mountains loomed large behind him, but after two days travel they had diminished perceptibly. As he rode, he worried. Where was Jelindel right now? What was happening to her? Was she still alive? The name of that dread place arose in his thoughts – Golgora – and he shuddered. If even a tiny part of what he had heard about the hell world was true, then there could be little hope for Jelindel. And for Daretor – no choice. He would have to find a way there. Even if there was none back.
Yet Daretor knew just how truly powerful Jelindel was and that he, Daretor, would be in far greater peril on Golgora than she. But none of this helped, and as he rode south towards Dragonfrost he continued to fret. Competing with these worries was his concern over what sort of reception he might get when he arrived at the Tower Inviolate. The new dragonriders, including Osric, their ruler, credited him and Zimak with their freedom and the salvation of the dragons, but he did not let this lull him into thinking that his request might not ruffle feathers – or scales. The Sacred One was not a tavern oracle, to be consulted willy-nilly by anyone with a spare copper.
He would know soon enough. Three more days and he would arrive at an outrider post and from there he would hitch a ride to the Tower itself, via dragon-travel. It was one of the safest ways to travel, according to Osric. Except that Daretor was afraid of heights.
That evening Daretor came upon a small town nestled into a hillside, and surrounded almost completely by a large loop of river.
He spent the night in a simple but clean and wholesome inn, where the food was plain but hearty. There were few guests, and as the night deepened he soon had the taproom, with its crackling fire, to himself. Sitting there thus, filled with food, weary from the day’s travel, his aches and pains being soothed by the warmth of the flames, his mind went to another matter, much as a tongue goes to a sore tooth, endlessly prodding and testing it.
What would happen if he returned to his own body? He swallowed, and faced the thing he feared: would Jelindel still love him?
He felt stupid and boorish for thinking such thoughts, but could not stop himself. All his energy and feeling was bent on just one question: who had Jelindel fallen in love with? Was it Daretor, or was it Zimak’s body? She had seemed only too willing to jump into bed and make love to Zimak’s flesh after the body swap. And love had not come till later. Why hadn’t she fallen in love with him earlier, when he was still himself, so to speak?
The doubts went round and round in his head till he felt giddy. He ordered stronger wine and drank half the flagon, desperate to stifle such dishonourable thoughts, but the alcohol only gave him a strange clarity of mind in which one particular idea slowly crystallised: he did not know what would happen if he were to be restored, but he needed to know. He got to his feet and ponderously climbed the stairs to his room, a small man walking like a very large one. If the wine had not fogged his thoughts it did help him sleep. Mercifully, he did not dream.
Daretor woke the next morning with a dry foul-tasting mouth, and a head that throbbed. He bathed in icy water and went down to a breakfast of porridge, fresh-baked bread, butter, oatcakes and a local dish consisting of fried liver, tomatoes and mushrooms. He soon felt better, and even somewhat hopeful.
As he left the town, a militia captain warned him against venturing too far into Dragonfrost. Although relations with the Tower Inviolate had improved, they still had a deep mistrust of anything to do with dragons. Daretor wished him good harvest and rode on.
That afternoon he was ambushed.




Chapter 10 [image: Ch-line]


The Ragtag Army
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Several weeks had passed since Jelindel’s escape, and she and Taggar were hungry, thin and badly scratched. They were crouched high in a tree overlooking a compound. Overhead, lightning crisscrossed the sky, and the ever-present volcanoes bathed the world with their blood-red glow. In all the time she had been here, Jelindel had still not seen the sun.
The creatures who lived in the compound were humanoid: they had two arms, two legs and a head. But their skin was the colour of a grass snake: a faint iridescent green. Their ears stood up like tiny trumpets and never ceased to twitch, as if a good sense of hearing was more important to them than sight. They were about five feet high and very thin, yet despite this they were at least as strong as any human, and perhaps more so. Jelindel did not know from which world they hailed, but it was none she had ever visited. Taggar claimed a vague familiarity, but he had been to so many worlds over so many centuries that it was hard to remember any one in particular.
In spite of the creatures’ strangeness Jelindel thought of them as human: they laughed, they cried, and they cared about their children.
‘I want to make contact,’ Jelindel whispered.
‘Too dangerous,’ said Taggar matter-of-factly.
‘We’ve been watching for three days.’
‘And it won’t hurt to watch for another three.’
‘I’ll die of boredom by then,’ Jelindel said.
‘Go down there now and you might die sooner.’
‘Taggar –’
‘Is your race always so impatient?’
‘Is yours always so sensible?’
A slow smile spread across Taggar’s lined face. ‘My method has kept me alive for twelve centuries.’
Jelindel opened her mouth for a retort but for once could think of none. At the tender age of eighteen her own experience was hardly in the same league.
‘Well, I’m sure it was a really boring twelve centuries.’
Taggar chuckled. ‘Not so boring. I remember the time I –’
‘Shsssh!’
Taggar fell silent. They stared down into the compound where families were preparing food or curing yesterday’s kill. A stir seemed to run through the creatures: all ears started twitching simultaneously. Then one of the children screamed and everyone bolted for the huts, slamming doors and windows, and shooting home bolts.
Within seconds the compound was empty save for two dozen warriors, evenly divided between the sexes, who stood perfectly still in attitudes of listening. Each was clasping a sturdy spear, the type meant for thrusting, not throwing. The blades were smeared with some dark tarry substance. The warriors waited stoically. Whatever was coming wasn’t new.
‘I think we should leave,’ said Taggar.
‘And I think we need to know more about these people. I’m staying.’
Taggar relented and kept his place. ‘I had hoped to make thirteen hundred,’ he muttered. ‘I do believe you are bad for my aspirations.’
‘Something’s approaching,’ said Jelindel.
By now even the two watchers could hear a thrashing of vegetation and a series of high-pitched snorts. A line of creatures emerged. They were similar to the centaurs. They broke from the edge of the nearby trees and hurtled into the compound. Jelindel quickly realised that these weren’t the horse-like animals she had seen before, but scaly, fleet-footed reptiles. They moved with dazzling speed.
The waiting defenders whirled to meet them and, almost too late, rammed their spears at an angle into the hard earth and presented the attackers with a forest of sharp and no doubt poisoned spear tips.
The charging creatures gave no heed to their own welfare. Hurling themselves against the spears, they died, but their bodies quickly piled up. The defenders were compelled to fall back and present the barricade of spears again and again. Nor were the defenders untouched. Several had already fallen where clawed arms had reached through the phalanx of spears to slash at them. These tactics soon opened up wedges in the defence boundary, forcing the green-skinned warriors to break into two, then several separate defence positions.
The ferocity of the attack left little doubt as to the outcome. Jelindel watched one of the reptiles leap onto the roof of a hut and begin ripping away the thatch. Within moments a great hole was opened and through this Jelindel could see a family cowering inside. As the reptile made to drop inside, Jelindel saw the mother throw herself across her three children. One of the warriors, seeing this, turned and flung his spear but his aim was off and the spear glanced off the creature’s thick hide.
Before Jelindel knew what she was doing she had muttered a binding spell and launched it at the reptile as it dropped inside the hut. The horror of this entry contorted the face of the warrior who had flung the spear; this must be his family and he cringed, expecting any second to hear sounds of carnage from within the hut. But none came.
‘Jelindel –’
Taggar laid a hand on her arm but she shook it off. She ignored the acidic ache in her stomach and jumped out of the tree and sprinted into the compound. Chanting weak binding spells, she dropped several more of the attackers. The warriors, stunned to see this white-skinned creature appear unheralded, were nevertheless quick to take advantage of her help. They quickly slew the bound reptiles. As this released each spell, Jelindel was able to bind more of the creatures. This onslaught seemed not to daunt the enemy, either because they were too stupid to realise they were suddenly losing, or because bloodlust had consumed them.
In a short time the tide of battle turned in favour of the defenders. Jelindel grabbed a spear and made it to the hut where the reptile had dropped inside. Scrambling in through the hole in the roof, she found the mother still protecting her children, her frightened eyes staring at the reptile struggling furiously with the invisible bindings. Jelindel raised the spear in both hands; the mother cried out, spreading her arms before her children, but the spear came down to impale the heaving chest of the reptile. The creature’s reflexes were extraordinary: it managed to lash out and knock Jelindel into a wall, winding her badly, but she climbed back to her feet, dodged the kicking clawed feet, and drove the spear into the reptile’s skull. Finally it lay still.
Panting from the exertion, Jelindel looked across at the mother. There was a moment of tension, as if the mother still did not know what Jelindel would do next.
Jelindel dropped the spear and spread her hands. As she turned to go the mother stepped forward hesitantly. She said something in her own language. Jelindel nodded, and removed the barricade from the door, coming face-to-face with the warrior who had thrown the spear.
He looked over Jelindel’s shoulder, saw that his family was safe and that the reptile was dead. Relief spread across his face and he clasped Jelindel’s hand.
‘Kundas ef ’ti ghirl kundasari …’ he said over and over.
‘He’s thanking you,’ said a voice. Taggar stepped into view. The defenders eyed him warily but made no move to stop him.
‘You speak their language?’ Jelindel asked.
‘I speak many languages. Twelve centuries gives you a lot of spare time.’
He entered into a halting conversation with the warrior, and they jabbered at each other for several minutes. The others, hearing Taggar speak their language, crowded round, and soon all were chattering and gesticulating, pointing frequently at Jelindel then back at the trees.
‘What’s going on?’ Jelindel said at last.
Taggar broke off from the conversation. ‘They say that under normal circumstances they would have killed us on sight, such are the social conventions on Golgora, but they think you are some kind of minor god. They want us to stay and protect them from the Radmerl – the reptiles.’
‘Tell them we’ll stay. Tell them we will teach them how to defend themselves against the Radmerl, and much, much more.’
Taggar eyed her oddly. ‘You have a plan?’
‘I hope so.’
‘Pray tell.’
‘My kindermaid used to say, “All things must be properly cooked; perfection is measured in tiny details”. We are going to cook – slowly and patiently.’
‘See, I’m a good influence on you.’
Jelindel smiled. ‘Ask them how many more tribes live in this area, and which ones they have regular contact with.’
Taggar began a long conversation with the green-skinned warriors while Jelindel stared off into the distance, her brow knitted in thought.


The jungle was alive. Even the shadows moved, or so it would have seemed to a casual observer. Slipping through the jungle shadows was a new type of predator. Camouflaged and cautious, warriors of several different species, some not remotely human, moved as one. Each shared one burning desire: to escape this hell world.
Ever since Jelindel had come to the aid of the Mogatar, she had been teaching the green-skinned warriors the rudiments of magic. Meanwhile Taggar taught off-world military tactics. They had recruited many of the surrounding tribes, some of them even former enemies of the Mogatar. The new army called itself the Hellholers.
Jelindel’s magical abilities, the most powerful ever seen on Golgora (and more or less under her control), had convinced many. Word had spread and new recruits appeared daily.
It didn’t hurt that almost all the Hellholers were awed by the fact that Taggar was one of the original Two Hundred – banished here a thousand years ago. The Two Hundred inspired an almost religious zeal on Golgora, not because they were ancient, but because they had escaped.
The shadows moved relentlessly, with purpose, closing on a mining quarry gouged into a jungle-enshrouded hillside. Machines chewed into the reddish earth and others came behind and scooped up the ore-rich material. Hundreds of slaves toiled at the hillside, using hammers, drill-spears that chattered loudly, and things that caused blasts like volcanoes. Guarding them all with cold science weapons were thirty Farvenu.
Jelindel swallowed. Well over six feet tall, the Farvenu were formidable adversaries.
‘The Wardragon’s elite guard,’ Taggar said nonchalantly.
‘This changes everything,’ Jelindel said. She hadn’t expected Farvenu.
‘How so?’
‘I know these creatures,’ Jelindel said. ‘I’ve been to their paraworld, Farvane. They’re unimaginably dangerous.’ She fought to keep worry from her voice. ‘The Hellholers are no match for them. They’ll be wiped out. We have to abort …’
Taggar gripped her arm. ‘I know them too. Predatory and pitiless, they harbour no fear of death. They do the Wardragon’s work with an enthusiasm that is sickening.’
‘How long have you known?’
‘I’ve seen them from afar, and know of them of old. Their association with the Wardragon makes perfect sense.’
‘I still can’t believe that they’re here,’ Jelindel said.
‘Have you defeated them in the past?’
Jelindel nodded. ‘With binding spells and steel.’
‘Then you shall use binding spells and steel again.’
‘I had Daretor and Zimak with me then.’ She turned a worried face to Taggar. ‘We’ll lose a lot of people today.’
Taggar nodded. ‘War is dangerous, people get killed. If you don’t like it, be a slave.’
‘I know you mean well, Taggar, but your words are harsh. I’d like to give these people the best chance of winning.’
Taggar pointed to where the jungle came close to the main concentration of the Farvenu. There was an outcrop of high ground from which the devil-like guards could easily observe both the prisoners, and the progress of the excavations.
‘We are giving them the chance to be rid of tyranny. To act.’ He paused, then continued: ‘The guard will soon be changed. Besides, it’s too late to change our plans now.’
Even as he said this, Jelindel’s forces moved into their positions and a number of bird calls could be heard. The Farvenu, intently watching the enslaved workers like birds of prey, paid no attention to what must have seemed like a few more noises from the infernal jungle.
Jelindel and Taggar took up their position in a tree from where they could see the prospective battlefield. The quarry had been scooped into the hillside, in the shape of a half-sack. Thus the lower sections, where the ore-chewing machines and many of the slaves worked, were overhung by the upper parts. Eventually this ‘open-cut’ method had developed into a series of tunnels worming their way into the hill, following the mineral-rich seams.
‘Are you sure you can counter their weapons?’ Taggar asked Jelindel. Behind him were three small, cherub-like creatures, covered in soft down and rolls of what looked like baby fat. These were the Korsa, a mild-mannered but telepathic race that seemed out of place on a world like Golgora; Jelindel wondered what crime had banished them here, though Taggar had pointed out that few regimes liked telepaths. Here and now, their abilities were priceless. Where the Farvenu had speaking boxes, which allowed them to communicate at distance, Jelindel had the Korsa. They had communicated far and wide with other Golgorans. Now more than two dozen tribes and races united in the common cause.
Jelindel continued to stare down into the quarry. The bird calls told her that he was right. Their forces were in place, a fact confirmed by one of the Korsa trio. ‘We are ready,’ said the creature.
‘The Ahunta too?’ Jelindel asked.
‘The Ahunta too. All await your signal.’ The Korsa sat back, apparently satisfied with his performance. The other two chirped at him softly and he preened himself. Despite her focus on what was to come, Jelindel shook her head in amusement. The Korsa were like a gaggle of grandmothers at a village fair.
Taggar had acquired a pair of portable farsights called binoculars. He scanned the quarry, checking that they were not walking into an ambush.
‘As far as I can tell, they’re not expecting us,’ he reported. ‘Of course, the Wardragon wouldn’t necessarily tell the Farvenu. Bait works better when it doesn’t know it’s bait.’
Something nagged at Jelindel but she couldn’t pin it down. Instead, she said, ‘I suspect the Farvenu have never been used as bait. Anyway, I’m more interested in the intuition that’s kept you alive this long than what you can see with those things.’ She indicated the binoculars.
Taggar smiled. ‘If it works, I use it.’
‘Magic too?’
‘I have some ability with it.’
Something was happening among the Farvenu. ‘This is it,’ said Jelindel.
Farvenu were gliding down the slope of the high ground they had chosen as their observer post. It was the changing of the guard. A flying cart appeared in the sky, and dropped to a cleared space at the base of the high ground. Strictly speaking, the quarry guard should have waited till the cart had landed, unloaded the replacement guards, and allowed them time to reach the observer post. But as with all long-term prison duties, standards and discipline had slackened with time, boredom and routine. Jelindel had deliberately forbidden attacks on any of the Wardragon’s people, so that a false sense of security might lull them into carelessness.
The departing guards eagerly entered the flying cart, which then levitated and soared away. The new guards headed up the slope to the observer post, where only a few Farvenu stood watch.
Jelindel waited until the orange glow of the flying cart’s thrusters had dwindled to a pinpoint in the sky before giving her command.
‘Now!’ she said. ‘Mind-speak to the Ahunta. Tell them to attack.’ She gave a convincing impersonation of the call of the wild tallon, a hawk-like bird of prey. The Korsa went into light trances.
Moments later the fringe of jungle at the top of the quarry, high above the observer post, moved. Then came an extraordinary sight: a flood of sleek black bodies, hundreds of them. The Ahunta were a race of fighters, not as fierce as the Farvenu, but tenacious in battle. They also had an extraordinary ability: they could jump great distances, almost fifty yards from a standing position, and they could jump down from stupendous heights, their odd-shaped legs designed with massive reverse-kneed joints that could absorb crushing impacts. Now the Ahunta dropped silently from the skies onto the observer post, slaying, not without losses, the handful of Farvenu there, and claiming the high ground.
That was the next signal.
The jungle fringes came alive, boiling with bodies erupting into the cleared space around the quarry. They hurled themselves at the newly arrived Farvenu, who were now caught halfway up the slope with Ahunta above them and a dozen different races below. The slaves stopped work and stared. All were chained and could not move far from their positions, but some started to cheer when it became clear the Farvenu were surprised. Others discovered that a well-aimed stone could distract a Farvenu.
As Jelindel’s combined forces attacked, she sat in the tree and chanted unceasingly, launching spells that froze the fingers of the Farvenu on their fire weapons. Frustrated, the Farvenu would change hands only to discover that the firing mechanism no longer worked. Taggar said all weapons were dangerous to the users if they became dependent upon them.
The Farvenu were quick learners, however. Their hands thus immobilised, many flapped their wings and tore at their opponents with their scimitar-sharp taloned feet.
They were superb and fearless fighters, killing five attackers for every one of themselves who died. Even with both winged arms lopped off they could still use their clawed feet to kill and maim. Their movements, lightning fast, were just a blur to the attackers, but overwhelming numbers will always overwhelm. Eventually, the Farvenu went down. Only two were captured alive. These had their limbs, and even their jaws, tightly and securely bound. Despite this, they still hissed and thrashed on the ground, their red eyes glaring at their captors.
When the battle was over there was a moment of profound silence, as if even the jungle could not believe what had happened. This was a moment Jelindel had carefully worked towards. The greatest impediment to their success had been the almost mystical belief in the invincibility of the Wardragon’s might. That myth was now in tatters, and the realisation of this began to sink in as the weary and bloodied fighters stood or limped about the battlefield. A sudden visceral roar exploded from every throat, including the slaves. Jelindel found herself joining in. Even the mild-mannered Korsa chirruped madly.
Only Taggar remained silent.
A short time later Jelindel and Taggar climbed to the observer post and Jelindel stood on the guard platform. She surveyed her fighters proudly.
‘Look about you and marvel!’ she shouted. ‘See what you have wrought with your own hands. Who said the Wardragon could not be defeated? Speak up.’
‘I did,’ said a voice. ‘And I, too,’ said another. There was a chorus of such exclamations.
‘And who said it could be done, despite your doubts and nay saying?’
‘YOU DID!’ came the response. ‘DEATH TO THE WARDRAGON!’
The voices rang out and echoed off the hillside. The trees on the edge of the jungle seemed to shiver in response.
‘Free the slaves,’ said Jelindel. ‘Those who wish to join us are welcome, those who want to return to their villages will be given food and maps. Then we must leave. We can’t be sure the Farvenu did not summon help with their speaking boxes. Return to your villages. I’ll send word when we’re to meet again.’
Another cheer went up, then began the business of freeing the slaves and assisting the wounded. In this task, Jelindel’s magic, and Taggar’s medical experience, were invaluable. The able-bodied looked on in wonder as Jelindel laid her hands over gaping wounds and pumping arteries. Blue flickering light from her hands and lips swarmed over the injuries, sealing or repairing, or just advancing the healing process sufficiently so that within hours the scars scabbed over and looked to be days old.
‘It’s the best I can do,’ Jelindel was heard to mumble to herself on several occasions.
Murmurs spread quickly, and Jelindel’s stature grew. Not only was she a canny general in battle, but she cared about her troops, down to the lowliest churl who did no more than carry arms for the grown-ups but who had blundered in the way of a fire projectile.
‘Her touch heals!’ they whispered.
After that first attack, Jelindel concentrated her forces on harassing the Wardragon’s finely tuned production system. She sabotaged its supply lines, attacked its quarries, captured its ore caravans, and liberated its slaves, but kept away from the main fortress. She wanted the mailshirt to believe she considered the place impregnable, so that it would throw even more warriors and weapons into shoring up the weaker links in its great enterprise. These were the roads, rails, caravan paths, labour gangs and mines. And at the end of the day these were unimportant targets, but it did not have to know that.
At the same time Jelindel expected it to send out patrols of Farvenu and to introduce reprisals against ‘civilian’ populations. It did both. Jelindel had misgivings about the reprisals. That innocent people should be harmed because of her actions was not a thought she found easy to bear, and left to herself she might have abandoned the campaign. It was Taggar who assured her that she could not stop the fight, that the only way to deal with reprisals was to let the Wardragon know that reprisals would cause more attacks on its infrastructure. This she did in a spectacular way, again thanks to Taggar.
Three of the Wardragon’s most critical possessions were the deep tunnel mines at Patrel, Korvosk and Minnim. These mines, and their on-site workshops, produced tiny amounts of a chemical Taggar called gast. Gast, he said, was a rare catalyst. It took roughly a thousand tons of mineral-rich ore to produce one gram of gast, yet without it the Wardragon’s flying machines would never leave the ground; without it, no large-scale portals could be opened.
In a raid that was incredibly daring, the mine at Minnim was attacked and annihilated.
A message was sent to the Wardragon informing him that if reprisals continued against civilian populations, Patrel or Korvosk would be next. It was a dangerous game to play.


It was Ras who delivered the message. The Wardragon stood in what Ras thought to be its favourite spot. It was on the balcony that overlooked the great pit. Kaleton stood nearby, nursing his own thoughts.
When Ras handed over the message the Wardragon’s eyes betrayed nothing. It was that lack of emotion that made Kaleton think for a moment that Ras himself would be hurled off the balcony. Ras, as ever, stood at his ease, casually waiting for a response, and oblivious to the danger within a hand’s grasp. Kaleton pondered whether the man’s composure came from courage or stupidity.
‘What has she done, m’lord?’ Kaleton asked.
He had estimated the right moment to interrupt. Too early and the rage might have turned on him, too late and the Wardragon might have decided that he was hiding something. Kaleton wondered briefly about the Preceptor, sensing that his true lord was still ‘alive’ somewhere. When he ceased to be, when it became obvious that he would never return, Kaleton would have to make a choice of loyalty. But not yet.
>SHE HAS DESTROYED THE MINNIM MINE. AND CLAIMS SHE CAN DESTROY THE OTHER GAST SOURCES JUST AS EASILY. I WILL SUMMON ANOTHER BATTALION OF FARVENU. I HAVE UNDERESTIMATED THE COUNTESS<<<
‘M’lord, that will take time.’
>THEN I WILL GO<<<
‘Would it be wise at this time to leave here? The production needs your …’
>DO NOT FLATTER ME, KALETON<<<
‘May I ask what terms the Countess requests?’
The Wardragon growled deep in its throat.
>SHE SEEKS THE CESSATION OF REPRISALS AGAINST NON-COMBATANTS<<<
The Wardragon could have said more, but stopped itself; thoughts of Jelindel confused it, made its heart – correction, the Preceptor’s heart – beat faster, gripped by an unfamiliar emotion. The attacks were growing, as were the images and feelings that rose unbidden from some place within its mind. The face of the woman, and the laughing child, haunted its thoughts.
What did it all mean?
‘M’lord?’ Kaleton interrupted the Wardragon’s thoughts, which was a blessing. The Wardragon knew that Kaleton had a personal repugnance for the reprisals, and would gladly have seen them stop. He would doubtless point out that history had shown they seldom worked, and usually united those who were being persecuted.
‘Might it not be wise, in this one instance m’lord, to acquiesce?’
The Wardragon could not risk revealing its confusion. >>>ARE YOU BECOMING SOFT, KALETON?<<<
‘Hardly, m’lord. But without the gast mines we cannot power the ships. Without the ships your great plan cannot be realised. Why take the risk?’
>WHY? IT WOULD SHOW WEAKNESS. IF WE ALLOW COMPASSION, SHE WILL BECOME STRONGER. MORE TRIBES WILL FLOCK TO HER BANNER. I SHOULD HAVE ELIMINATED HER THE MOMENT I SET EYES ON HER<<< And yet it hadn’t eliminated her. Worse, it had let her escape, had almost been powerless to stop her. It turned with blinding speed to Ras, who did not even blink. >>>WHAT DO YOU THINK OF KALETON’S SUGGESTION?<<<
Ras eyed the Wardragon, expressionless as usual. ‘I think both reasonings are inept, but his less so than yours.’
Kaleton thought Ras had overstepped the mark, but the Wardragon simply grunted. Kaleton wondered if that was laughter.
>SOMETIMES I WONDER WHY I DO NOT DISPATCH YOU<<<
‘I wonder that too, m’lord,’ said Ras, without sarcasm.
>EXPLAIN YOURSELF THEN<<<
‘Increasing the reprisals will put the gast mines at risk.’
>ELUCIDATE<<<
‘Your production schedules would be set back, possibly by years. Kaleton’s plan is more sensible, but also too limited. For now, you should agree to Jelindel’s terms, but do it in such a way so that it looks as if you are conceding for humanitarian reasons. You can blame Kaleton or me for the excesses. At the same time, you must start fortifying the two remaining gast mines, and start looking for new lodes. When these new veins are found they must be kept an absolute secret. Do that, and you will no longer be vulnerable and production will be increased.’
The Wardragon weighed the man’s words. >>>YOU WERE NOTHING MORE THAN A SHEPHERD WHEN YOU FOUND ME<<< It turned back to Kaleton. >>>IMPLEMENT THE AGREEMENT. I DO NOT LIKE IT, BUT PERHAPS, AS RAS HAS SUGGESTED, IT CAN BE TURNED TO MY ADVANTAGE<<<
‘Yes, m’lord,’ said Kaleton. He turned to go.
>AND KALETON<<<
‘Yes, m’lord?’
>WHEN THE REPRISALS BEGIN AGAIN, YOU WILL BE IN CHARGE OF THEM<<<
Kaleton bowed and departed. Outside, he scowled. The Wardragon was both canny and cruel. Unfortunately, it was also invincible – or so the mailshirt believed.




Chapter 11 [image: Ch-line]


Drip/click – Sluicing Blood
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Daretor never knew what hit him. He had ridden slowly down a steep slope of shifting scree, angling his horse across the hillside and zigzagging his way to the bottom. There he followed a narrow brook that led into a rocky defile that itself snaked back and forth like a knotted rope. He had just emerged from this defile when he heard a noise to his right. He turned that way, eyeing some trees twenty yards away. Then he toppled forward into darkness.
The first sensation that returned to him was a gut-wrenching feeling of sickness. The whole world seemed to swing first one way then the other, a reaction he vaguely remembered from his recent bout with cheap wine.
He finally managed to open one eye, inducing a blazing shaft of pain in his skull. He was almost blinded by the light. When he had overcome the sheer dizziness, his stomach threatened to return his previous meal. He was hanging from a pole strung between the saddle horns of two horses, hence the swinging sensation. They were wending their way along a narrow goat trail, on one side of which was the steep mountain flank. The other featured a drop of several thousand feet. Never one to enjoy heights he shut his eyes tightly. That brought a snort of laughter from nearby.
‘Enjoy the view, Daretor,’ said a voice. ‘Enjoy it while you can.’
Daretor craned his neck to see the speaker, who was a sweaty, overweight merchantman with florid cheeks and an obsequious manner. The man gave Daretor a mock bow, and pressed his hand to his chest by way of introduction.
‘I am called Obsol, and I will be your guide into the afterlife.’ He chuckled loudly, as if he had made a fine joke.
Daretor let his head swing back down as though weakened. An underestimated opponent was always the most dangerous of adversaries.


Zimak had taken the left-hand turn at the border, but was not regretting it. He was aware of what Jelindel and Daretor thought of him where women were concerned: easily led, like a pig to the market. Once at the market, there was either a long career in helping produce piglets, or a very short contract producing bacon. The thing that would really irk Zimak was that he had liked Ethella, and he would be genuinely hurt if her advice led him into a trap, especially if he ended up dead.
The trail led up and over a ridge of wooded hills north of Argentia. From this vantage point Zimak was able to gaze down at the town and see just how futile the attempt to penetrate the place would have been. The town itself was built partly into the side of a hill, which rose some three or four hundred feet. The hill was an outlier of the same foothills through which Zimak now made his way. Argentia, once easily approached by several land routes, was currently bordered by a high stone wall. It was several yards thick at the base, and constantly patrolled by heavily armed guards. There appeared to be only two gates to the town, and both were even more strongly defended than the walls. Nor was this all. Guards with exotic but vicious-looking paraworld beasts on spiked leashes patrolled the area outside the walls. Archery platforms jutted out over the wall at strategic intervals, giving the archers unrestricted coverage of all approaches. Somebody’s taking no chances, thought Zimak.
Inside the town, in what had once been the town square, rose a huge stone building of a design Zimak had not seen the like before. It was a ziggurat, a squat layered pyramid with stone steps on one side, which reached to the third level. In the centre of this level was a tall tower that rose sheer for a hundred feet. There were two similar ziggurats around the town, forming a perfect triangle. Each tower was linked to the others by stone walkways, and to a central tower. These also were patrolled, but the guards here were not human. They were Farvenu, and the very sight of them froze Zimak in mid stride. A wagonload of questions erupted in his brain. What were they doing here? If not by magic, which they loathed, how had they arrived?
Zimak suddenly realised he was exposed on the crest of the hill, and quickly spurred his mount down into a steep-sided canyon. This wound into the hills for some way and was crammed with birch and pine trees. The scent refreshed him, and even went some way to dispel his gloom.
‘Perhaps I need to be more trusting,’ he muttered, almost reluctant to admit that his enchantment-bound friend might have been honest with him. A shame she hadn’t mentioned the Farvenu. Still, if she had, he would not have come. He was crazy, no doubt about that, but he wasn’t insane.
Zimak came to a fork in the canyon, turned right and was soon in a murky fissure between high walls of rock that flanked pools of pungent-smelling water and sported great spongy patches of lime-green fungus. The fungus smelled like a week-old battlefield. In places it had a warty texture that made him feel queasy.
Overhead, the defile grew so narrow that sometimes the sunlight was completely shut out and he moved in what might have been a tunnel deep underground. Soon he found what he sought: the ventilation shaft for a mine. Zimak dismounted and peered into it. It was as dark as pitch, and as silent as a grave. All right, he thought, maybe grave wasn’t such a great word. Zimak dropped a stone into the darkness and listened for a long while till it struck bottom. The wait did nothing to calm his nerves.
According to Ethella, he did not have to climb down all the way to the bottom. A cross shaft, some sort of miner’s access tunnel, intersected the ventilation shaft about a hundred feet down. This was just as well, Zimak reflected, since the rope that he carried was barely one hundred feet in length.
He quickly unpacked and prepared himself for the descent. He did not want to tarry long here, thinking about what he had to do. There wasn’t much to think about, and besides, he was afraid he might change his mind. He smacked his horse’s rump and sent it clattering back down the defile. He would not be needing a horse for some time, and when he did, he would be able to steal one from within Argentia.
Zimak ate a quick meal and drank some water, then tied off the rope and dropped the other end into the shaft. Clasping the rope tightly in both hands, he backed into the opening and started lowering himself into the blackness. The pendant that Ethella had placed around his neck now burst into light, producing a soft green glow that illuminated the smooth walls of the shaft. It restored Zimak’s spirits immensely. At first, as the walls were smooth as glass – a deterrent against interlopers – Zimak swung free, then about twenty feet down his feet encountered the unfaced wall of the shaft. The rough stone outcroppings that jutted from the walls provided good footholds. Zimak half-climbed and half-dropped down for the next seventy feet or so. The air here was quite breathable, although he had to share the space with thousands of spiders whose webs stretched across the chasm. Soon he was thickly lathered in their sticky filaments. Fortunately, the spiders seemed more afraid of him than he was of them, though it took some time to convince himself of this.
While he was trying to estimate how far he had descended, Zimak’s fingers encountered the knot he had tied in the rope to indicate that less than his own body length remained. By this time his hands and arms were aching and, although the knot at least gave him some slight relief from having to grip the rope more tightly, he was feeling apprehensive. If the passage was not close by, it was going to be an atrocious climb back. Provided he could climb back. For the first time, Zimak cursed himself for putting quite so much weight onto Daretor’s body. Breathing heavily as he hung there, Zimak peered down between his feet, searching for the side passage that Ethella had told him about.
‘Gah,’ he spat. ‘It’s not here.’
He had not wanted to consider what would happen if he did not find the passage. In particular, he had not wanted to think about climbing back up the rope. Now he realised why. After no more than a few feet he was forced to stop through sheer exhaustion. There was no way he could reach the top. His tired muscles would not permit it. This had been a one-way trip and deep down he had known it; even deeper perhaps, he had simply hoped that Ethella had spoken truly.
Zimak worked his way back down to the knot again, and stared anxiously around at the shaft walls. Where was the side passage? Knowing his luck it was one hundred and ten feet down. People misjudged distance all the time. The pearly light of the pendant showed uniformly grey rock. The walls were not smooth, but they did not feature any openings that would be useful to anything larger than an underweight mouse. Ethella had lied to him, Zimak decided. She had sent him to his death. Why did he always have such rotten luck with women? Why had he never managed to meet someone like Jelindel?
‘Because you never looked for such a one, you fool,’ he admitted with a burst of bitterness that surprised him.
He was thirsty, too. His throat burned. But if he took one hand off the rope he would lose his grip and plummet to his death.
‘Damn your body, Daretor,’ he gasped. ‘I used to be able to eat anything I wanted and never did I put on so much as an ounce!’
Had he been in his own lithe body, he could have clung to the rough rock on the side of the shaft. But now his hands and feet were too big, and he weighed too much to support himself. He cursed himself again for not having looked after Daretor’s body. With two or three dozen pounds trimmed off, he might have had an easier time of it.
If only there was something to rest on. He could recuperate, climb back up, and attempt to enter Argentia in a more traditional way. He could also go back to the lake and wring Ethella’s petite but treacherous neck. He bet she even knew about the Farvenu, but had simply not told him.
Zimak tried to get a toehold in the sides of the shaft, but the tips of his boots kept slipping off and his hands and arms had to take the sudden extra surge of weight. After five attempts, he gave up, sickeningly aware that he could feel the strength of his arms getting perilously close to their limit, his fingers growing numb and unresponsive. In a few more moments he would lose his grip on the rope and follow the stone he had dropped earlier all the way to the bottom. He wished now he hadn’t dropped it. Some things were better left as surprises.
Sweat trickled into his eyes, stinging them as he slowly revolved on the end of the rope. He noticed a spider the size of his fist crawling across the shaft wall, its shadow shortening and lengthening as he swung in a lazy circle.
‘I wish I was a spider,’ he whispered. ‘Four more limbs would be a big help.’
When he spun around again the spider had gone. He looked up and down, to the left and to the right. Nothing. He wondered for a moment if it had lost its grip and dropped silently into the void. Did spiders scream? Would he scream when he fell? Would it matter? No one would ever hear it. No one would ever know what had happened to him. Except Ethella of course and he tried not to think of her.
His hands slipped off the knot. Sweaty as they were, they could not check his slow but remorseless slide down the rope. Why hadn’t he tied a final knot right at the end? Why hadn’t he tied himself to the rope? Gah, he was an idiot.
Then, not two feet in front of his face, the spider crawled out of the wall. Zimak’s eyes bulged as he realised the meaning of this. With this thought came a rush of adrenaline. With the last of his strength he checked his slide, trapping the rope between the sole of his left boot and his right ankle. He flung his arm wildly at the wall where the spider had appeared. Wincing in anticipation of hitting hard rock he let out a whoop of joy as his hand tore through a screen of spider web. In seconds, he had ripped most of it away, exposing a side shaft some four feet in diameter. An iron tie-bar ran across the middle of it, and he seized this and pulled himself into the tunnel.
For a long time Zimak lay on the tunnel floor and breathed. In, out, in, out. Long deep glorious breaths. He didn’t even care about the cramping pains in his arms and shoulders, or the stinging pins and needles in his fingers. Because he was alive to feel all that discomfort. So he just lay there, stroking the ground as if it were a lover.
Finally, Zimak forced himself onto hands and knees and began crawling along the tunnel. Aloud, he apologised to Ethella for all the bad things he had thought. Maybe she really did like him after all.
Zimak rested briefly, but before he could go on his eyelids sagged and he fell asleep. He woke two hours later, ravenously hungry and thirstier than before. He allowed himself a small chunk of dried meat and a swig from his leather-bound canteen, and felt a little refreshed. Rested and fed, he continued along the tunnel to a spot where he could stand. Here the walls were cut smoothly and shaped.
The light from Ethella’s pendant still burned brightly, and he realised he had something else to thank her for. He had been taking it for granted. Perhaps he would go back and free her from the lake, after all. Maybe he would marry her, if she would have him. Wait a minute. Marry? He felt a pang of anxiety. The idea of marrying normally made him glance around for the nearest window, wonder which horse to steal, or estimate the distance to the nearest border. But this time he felt an odd kind of pleasure, even a thrill, at the idea of wedding Ethella and settling down somewhere. Why, even the thought of raising a brood of brats wasn’t as terrifying as it usually was. On the other hand, they would be Daretor’s brats. That wasn’t such a nice thought. It was as if Ethella would be sleeping with Daretor instead of him. With a fierceness he couldn’t control, Zimak wanted his own body back. Wanted it badly. But gah! What was he thinking? He must be ill, he decided. A brain fever. He laughed aloud at himself. Zimak, the Great Burglar of Q’zar, marry? Never!


Daretor was lashed to a heavy but ornate chair in a room that looked out on mountain peaks. Amid the peaks, a storm was brewing. Lightning flashed, and dull rumbles of thunder echoed across the sky. These peaks were the edge of the Dragonfrost, bordering the north of that high, cold plateau. Daretor had travelled through them long before the return of the dragons, with an archmage called Jabez Thull. That was the journey that had led him to Jelindel.
A voice brought his head around. Obsol sat at a nearby table, cramming food into his puffy face at a rate that could not have been good for the digestion. The mechantman had one lazy eye which stared down at his bulbous nose.
‘You’re awake,’ Obsol commented. ‘I presume you are hungry?’
Daretor thought at first not to answer but he saw no point in it. He nodded.
Obsol made a gesture and two lackeys came forward and dragged Daretor’s chair screeching to the table. Obsol winced at the noise. ‘Idiots! Lift the chair. Lift it!’
They hoisted the chair but since it was already in position, they could do little more than set it back down again. Obsol scowled at them. ‘Get out!’
The lackeys exited hurriedly. Clearly, Obsol was short of temper.
‘I understand you’re a man of honour, Daretor,’ said Obsol. ‘If you give me your word to submit to being re-tied, I will free one arm so that you may eat.’
Daretor allowed a pause, then said, ‘You have my word.’
‘Good.’ Obsol leaned over and untied Daretor’s left arm. Since he was right-handed, Daretor had no doubt that this was a deliberate and added precaution.
‘Thank you,’ he said.
Obsol pushed a plate piled high with food at Daretor. He ate, now discovering he was ravenous. After a while, having finished most of what was on the plate, he pushed it away and accepted a tankard of light-coloured ale.
‘Why have you brought me here?’ Daretor asked at last.
Obsol smiled. ‘Not my idea, I can tell you. Our master wished that you be detained and that certain information be extracted from you.’
‘Information?’ Daretor exclaimed. ‘I might have given it freely had you asked.’
‘Or not,’ Obsol said. ‘I want to hear everything you know about the dragonriders of the Tower Inviolate and, in particular, the dragon known as the Sacred One.’
‘And who is your master?’
‘Why, the Preceptor, of course. Not directly, understand. I am merely a captain.’ Obsol popped a piece of fruit into his mouth and chewed it. ‘Will you tell me what we want to know?’
‘Some of what you ask is common knowledge and that I will share with you. As for knowing anything of a special or secret nature, I think you have chosen poorly. The Sacred One is as much a mystery to me as to you. Nor have the dragon folk invested me with their secrets.’
‘I can readily believe that. But do you not know the layout of the Tower better than anyone else, save your two closest companions?’
‘I have memories of it, but I was not there long.’
‘You also know the whereabouts of the Sacred One.’
‘I know where he was when I last saw him.’
‘Indeed. Still, it is likely that you know things about the dragon folk and their methods. You may not realise what would be of importance to, let us say –’
‘A would-be attacker?’
Obsol smiled but said nothing. He drank some wine and wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his robe. ‘Our intentions must, for the time being, remain secret. I am sure you understand. Now to work. We have the means to extract the information we want. I give you my word on this, though I will not be offended in the least if you do not take it. Not only do we have the, ah, methods, we also have some very persuasive experts in the employment of them. Disgusting folk, truth be told. Their methods make me ill, but where would we be without them?’
Daretor felt his bowels lurch, just slightly. ‘Farvenu,’ he muttered.
Obsol, looking a shade paler, nodded unhappily. ‘Quite so,’ he said. ‘Not my favourite allies, but one must accept hired help where one finds it.’ He paused to lick his bloated lips, still unsettled, as if some personal memory of the Farvenu disquieted him. ‘So to work, as I said. What can we expect from you, Daretor? Immediate and generous admissions of all pertinent information, or a quite sordid and unpleasant interlude at the end of which the same generous admission will occur in any case? Which is it to be?’
‘I cannot betray my friends.’
‘Of course you can’t. They would hardly be friends if you did. However …’ He knitted his fingers and looked for a moment like a marketplace accountor. ‘However, that brings us to the nastiness I just mentioned. You must believe me when I say I abhor such methods, but alas it is not for me to make policy, I merely implement it. I do ask your forgiveness for what you are about to endure.’
He paused for a moment, as if he truly expected Daretor to absolve him for ordering his torture. Daretor remained silent.
‘I expected no more, I assure you I didn’t. Guards!’
The lackeys reappeared. ‘Please conduct my esteemed guest to the chamber where our visitor waits.’ They moved to comply. ‘And you will treat this man with respect, you hear me? He is a great and honourable warrior and is renowned for it, whereas you two blockheads are known only for your idiocy.’ To Daretor he said, ‘Farewell, my friend. I am afraid we will not meet again. I heartily wish you a speedy passage from this world but I fear yours shall be a lingering journey. My final advice, and I fully expect you to ignore it, is to tell that thing in there everything you possibly can. And more besides.’
Daretor was conducted from the room, down a long narrow passage, and into another chamber. Here he was forced onto a metal table that had small channels etched in its surface; these led to pipes which emptied into buckets. Daretor’s wrists and ankles were locked in place with metal clamps. Another was snapped around his throat and fastened in place. He could not move and could barely turn his head, which was somehow more frightening, especially when – after the merchantmen had scurried from the room – a door opened behind him and something large and heavy stepped inside. Its breathing was stentorian, and the stone chamber amplified it. When the thing moved closer, Daretor heard a leathery scraping noise on the flagstones and guessed it was made by the trailing wings of a Farvenu. Then the smell hit him and he fought back a moment of nauseous panic, remembering the time on Farvane when he, Jelindel and Zimak, had fought them.
Its voice, when it spoke, was basso profundo, and seemed to vibrate inside Daretor’s head: ‘The rat folk of this hole tell me you have seen the grandeur of my birth world. They say you fought and defeated several of my brethren. Be this true, traveller?’
Daretor was surprised at the Farvenu’s excellent Q’zaran, but he ignored this, weighing up the question instead. How would this creature regard the fact that he had killed other Farvenu? Daretor knew they were a warrior race, and had great respect for physical courage and strength, but he could not predict its reaction. Perhaps it would kill him in a fit of fury if he admitted to it. And maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.
‘I have seen the beauty of your world,’ he replied, ‘and I have slain several of your folk in mortal combat. And I will slay you, too.’ Mere bravado, of course, but something – an idea – flashed into his brain. Something to do with Jelindel …
The creature stepped into view and Daretor got another shock. He had forgotten the effect the creatures’ blood-red leathery skin, horned skull, barbed tail and bat-like wings had on all those who first saw them. Jelindel had told him that every world has a deep memory of a fearsome horned daemon or devil, something that haunts its collective dreams, and that the Farvenu were responsible for that terror that dwells in the night of every sentient being’s soul.
His sharp intake of breath pleased the creature, which abruptly leant close to his face so he could see its flared nostrils expanding and contracting with each breath. ‘You are worthy,’ the Farvenu said, ‘unlike the rodents that scurry through this sewer of theirs. I will kill you as I would one of my brethren. It will be an honourable death.’
The Farvenu straightened, went to the far side of the room, and brought back a tray of instruments whose shape and design made Daretor swallow dryly. He was a brave man, and had ample courage in battle, but to be a passive victim of torture was very nearly more than he could bear. He knew what all knew: every warrior, no matter how brave and strong and enduring, could be turned into a sodden mewling mass of agony. It was stupid to try and fool himself into thinking otherwise.
The Farvenu picked up a sharp serrated blade, such as surgeons used for amputations.
‘The first cut must be simple,’ the Farvenu intoned, as if it were repeating the rituals of some manual of torture. ‘The flesh must be respected … the transfiguring pain channelled …’
The creature ripped open Daretor’s tunic and stabbed the short blade into his chest. As it lengthened the incision, Daretor gasped, then the screaming began.


Zimak made good time.
The tunnel was high enough to let him walk upright, albeit cautiously. The sleep had done him the world of good, and he felt as if he had boundless energy. The air was a little stale, but it was cool and oddly refreshing. He estimated that the distance to Argentia was two miles at most, yet he marvelled that generations of miners had hewn out these passages so deep in the earth, like an army of industrious ants.
If Ethella was right, and she had been so far, this tunnel – with a few more turnings – would lead him directly beneath the walls of the town. From there he should be able to make his way to the surface through an old disused shaft. After that, his much vaunted skills as thief, burglar and fast-talker must do the rest.
He continued on for another hour. There were cave-ins that he was forced to climb over or dig through, and at one point the floor had dropped away into a raw chasm. The remains of a bridge clung to one side.
‘So, this is why the tunnel isn’t guarded,’ Zimak murmured to himself.
The chasm was too wide to jump, and he no longer had his rope. Zimak spent another hour in a hair-raising and painstaking side-shuffle, inching his way along a ledge that was barely deep enough for the toes of his boots to gain a purchase. His fingers became scratched and bled as he felt for handholds in the rough, rocky surface of the tunnel wall.
He made it across the chasm and rested for several minutes, during which he again cursed Daretor’s clumsy body, before continuing doggedly on.
Reaching a junction, he took the right-hand fork which sloped down at a steep angle. This made sense, as the tunnel he had started in had to be at least five hundred feet above Argentia.
Zimak followed this new tunnel till he came to what looked like a dead end but he did not lose heart. Ethella had told him to search under the dust of the floor until he found a metal trapdoor. He pulled this up with much creaking of rusted metal, and found himself gazing down into a proper miner’s tunnel, the kind with wooden rails on which to push carts filled with ore-rich rock. Thick dust coated the rails so he assumed that either the Argentian mine was no longer worked, or he was in a worked-out section. How fortunate for him that those miners of years gone by had happened upon Ethella and regaled her with their mining activities. He supposed that, being stuck in a pond for thousands of years, you’d listen to just about anything.
Zimak quickly dropped down into the larger tunnel. By his rough estimate he was now below Argentian street-level and a few hundred yards outside the walls. He followed the new tunnel and came to an intersection where he turned left into an even larger tunnel. There were two lines of wooden cart tracks here, indicating it was a main artery of the mine. He followed this till it dead-ended at a wooden cage attached to thick ropes which vanished up into darkness. Zimak knew that somewhere high above there would be an immense windlass, around which the ropes would be wound to raise the cage to the surface, or to a higher level of the mine.
Of course there was no one to operate the windlass, which had probably been disused for long years. There was, however, a series of metal ladder rungs set in the wall behind the cage. These also disappeared up into darkness. Hoping that he wasn’t too far from the surface, Zimak started to climb.
Before long his arms ached almost as badly as when he had hung from the rope in the ventilation shaft. His fingers, flayed from the ordeal of crossing the chasm, started to bleed again, making his grip on the rungs even more difficult. Evidently Zimak was not the first person to have problems with the climb, however. Every hundred feet there were resting platforms, and he took full advantage of these. At last he reached what he believed to be the top of the shaft. Here there was a large area scooped out of the shaft’s side, like the mouth of a new tunnel. It went back some thirty feet, at which point there was a wide set of wooden stairs that stretched beyond the range of his pendant light. He mounted these cautiously, testing them for strength. They creaked, but held. He must be careful now for he had no idea what he might find above. Nor was he sure of what time of day it was. He had planned to emerge at night, then spend some time reconnoitring.
When Zimak reached the top of the stairs there was one last obstacle facing him: the way was blocked by great wooden slabs through which tree roots poked and clods of black soil showed. He sat down and put his head on his arms, too tired even to weep with frustration. He had expected to find the top of the old mine covered over, even barricaded in some fashion. It had never occurred to him that it might be buried beneath the ground. Knowing his luck, twenty feet of earth was piled on top of the old entrance, perhaps with a building on top of that.
This thought made him feel claustrophobic. ‘Gah,’ he groaned, resting his head against the wall. He desperately wanted to suck in a lungful of clean, cool air and feel the wind on his face.
Instead, utterly exhausted and in a kind of numb despair, he lay down and went to sleep.


Daretor was in mind-wrenching agony.
The breaks were worse. When they had brought him in, he had had a plan, something to do with Jelindel. But the pain had driven it out, as if the knife had eviscerated his thoughts, surgically removing his one faint hope.
Now he was alone again. The Farvenu had gone out. Every twenty minutes, like clockwork, it had stopped, left for exactly ten minutes, then returned. Daretor could see a clock from where he lay. Though the first few minutes of each reprieve were a godsend, the last were a hellish nightmare: knowing his torturer would return, that the pain would continue, that he was utterly powerless to stop it.
He sought raggedly for the idea, the idea that had escaped. Had there really been some possibility, some hope –?
There was no sound in the room, other than the slow hypnotic drip of his blood into one of the buckets that drained the table, and the click-clack of the clock. At first he had thought the drip-drip-drip was the sound of another clock ticking but time had become entangled with his blood, and both dripped away, counting down to some moment of blessed oblivion.
The idea … I had it before … Daretor struggled to concentrate.
It had been simple, had even taken advantage of the fact that he had known the Farvenu would work alone, either from choice or because ordinary men and women could hardly bear to be in the same room as the creature, despite whatever alliance they had.
What could he have done? Alone, clamped to the table, unable to move, weaponless, what could he have done?
Something.
The word nagged at him. You could have done something, said his outraged brain. You still could if you weren’t so stupid!
A drip/click. He shot a fearful glance at the clock. Two minutes left. He felt himself begin to tense, felt the cold, clenched feeling of fear spread outwards from his stomach, further immobilising limbs already deadened …
Something.
Think, dammit! What could he have possibly done to a Farvenu, even if he had been armed? Armed. That word interested him. Armed. What was it about that word? Was he armed? Did he have a weapon he wasn’t aware of, one the pain had made him forget?
But what did it matter if he did? He could not use it. His arms and legs were clamped in place. All that he could move were his eyes and his mouth. Was he to hurl lethal abuse at the creature? Curse it as a beast from hell? Was that it? He might have laughed, but felt like weeping instead. Words would not make a dent in the beast’s armour-plated hide.
‘Words.’
Daretor said it aloud, so that it echoed through the silence, through the clicking and dripping. It still hung in the air when the door opened and the Farvenu swept in.
Words. ‘We will continue,’ said the Farvenu, picking up an instrument that curved to form a vicious hook; a small sharp blade whose tip glinted. It looked as if it had been designed to slice from the inside, to reach hard to get at places. Daretor felt saliva flood his mouth.
Mouth … Words …
The Farvenu stepped up beside him and stared down, its cadaverous face expressionless. ‘Do you wish to say something to me?’
Say something? In words?
Yes, words!
Daretor saw the idea that had eluded him. He nodded feebly at the creature and it bent low over his face, turning one of its pointed ears towards him, knowing that by now the prisoner could speak only weakly.
Daretor moistened his lips. ‘Vec-takine!’
Blue light flickered, leapt across to the Farvenu, and immediately enveloped it in a sizzling web of blue, feathery lightning. The binding spell was only as powerful as the mage who cast it, but Jelindel had taught Daretor well, taught him to call upon a place deep inside him that was detached from earthly things such as exhaustion and pain.
The spell worked.
The Farvenu collapsed, writhing as it struggled against the magical bindings. Its lungs also heaved as it gasped for a breath that wasn’t there. Soon, it lapsed into a stupor.
Daretor concentrated on the clamps. He summoned up the words taught to him when he had been caged on board a vessel called the Sargasso. He spoke them as clearly as he could. There must be no mistakes; he was growing weaker by the second.
For a moment nothing happened. He repeated the words with subtle changes to the intonation. This time the clamps sprang open one by one with satisfying little snicking noises. Daretor lay there for a moment, thanking White Quell for her deliverance, then eased himself up, gasping.
He lowered his feet to the floor. For some reason an odd stray thought of Zimak came to him. How he would be annoyed when he saw what he, Daretor, had done to his body. He snorted but that only hurt his chest more and he desisted.
‘You can hear me, can you not?’ Daretor whispered. ‘Notice that I do not call you warrior. Warriors do not clamp fellow warriors to a table before taking a knife to them. Warriors have honour.’
‘Heathen,’ wheezed the Farvenu.
Despite the pain that had been inflicted on him by this creature, Daretor could no more kill a hapless being than he could idly watch an enemy drown. Light-headed from loss of blood, he knew that the spell binding the Farvenu would soon dispel. If he left the creature unharmed, it would sweep after him the moment it was free.
On sudden inspiration, Daretor knelt down and with a scalpel cut the tendons at the Farvenu’s ankles and knees. Then he did the same to its wings. The creature hissed quietly, but did not struggle against the binding spell.
‘Kill,’ it wheezed.
‘No. You must live to suffer. Wherever you go you must be known for what you are. A failure.’
Daretor stood back, unaccustomed to inflicting pain on a captive. He bore the Farvenu no malice, indeed, he thought of it as no more than he might a huge and evil cockroach that needed to be exterminated. It was the Farvenu’s nature to do what it had done. He did not even believe that the creature had enjoyed its handiwork.
Then Daretor’s binding spell evaporated.
The Farvenu reared up. Caught by surprise, Daretor flung the tray of surgical instruments at the creature. It flinched back, unable to retaliate.
Daretor looked down at the Farvenu. It glared back, making mewling sounds.
‘Well then, I’m going,’ Daretor said. Feeling woozy, he stiffly bound his chest to staunch the bleeding. Other cuts had been made to deliberately miss the major arteries, but these too he bound. Combined, they were fast draining him of blood.
Daretor took the creature’s weapons, moved unsteadily to the door, and peered out. The way was clear. He remembered passing three chambers on the way here. One had been a small pantry and he quickly made his way there. He ate and drank, then stashed more food and a waterskin in a pack and started hunting for a way out.
Instead, he found Obsol.
The man stared at him uncomprehendingly for a moment before fear hit him. He turned to run and opened his mouth to scream but did neither. A bloody arm, rigid like a stave, snapped against his neck and cut off his windpipe.
‘If you want to live, Captain Obsol, you will cooperate,’ Daretor said. ‘If you give me your word that you will do as you’re told I’ll release you. Betray me and you will die. Choose.’
‘You have my word,’ Obsol gasped hoarsely.
Daretor released him.
‘Which way out?’
‘Are you crazy? The only way out is down and the place is full of merchantmen and a few of, well, them. A big meeting is to be held tonight.’
‘Is there a way down from the roof?’
‘Aside from jumping, you mean?’ Obsol thought for a moment, trying hard to ignore the blood spreading across Daretor’s chest. ‘It’s possible, for one as fit and daring as yourself.’
‘You mean as fit and daring as I used to be.’
‘Er, ah, well, I could not manage it.’
‘So take me to the roof.’
‘I know you are an honourable man,’ Obsol fawned. ‘If you spare me, I will do whatever you say.’
‘No deals. Take me to the roof and put trust in my honour.’
Obsol clearly took his role of loyalty-for-life to heart. He led Daretor by the most circuitous backroom paths and corridors one could imagine. The upshot was that they met no person or creature. Within fifteen minutes they stood on the windy and chilled rooftop looking down on a scene of icy slopes and towering mountain peaks.
As Obsol had said, there was a way down from the outside. The walls were built from great slabs of stone with deep morticing. Every three or four storeys ornate ledges ran around each section of the outside of the castle, if that was what it was. It would be tiring and dangerous climbing down all that, especially in the cold and with the sun going down, but Daretor preferred the risk of plunging to his death than returning to that chamber of torture.
‘I’m going to tie you up, Obsol. Not that I don’t trust you.’
Obsol shrugged philosophically. ‘I would do the same.’
Daretor bound the merchantman hand and foot, then for good measure, tied him to an iron ring that he found fixed to one of the walls.
‘You may not freeze to death before they find you,’ Daretor remarked.
‘I hope you make good your escape, Daretor. I do not find it in my heart to consider you an enemy.’
‘You are little better than the Farvenu,’ Daretor said. ‘You simply leave the dirty work to others.’
Daretor climbed up onto the parapet and prepared to lower himself over the side. A gravelly voice spoke from the shadows.
‘Where do you go, slayer of my brethren?’
Daretor froze, and had to force himself to lift his eyes. Standing on the far side of the rooftop were two Farvenu and a dozen heavily armed merchantmen. The only reason the merchantmen had not already rushed forward to seize him was that clearly they feared to pre-empt the rights of the Farvenu.
Daretor slowly stood up on the parapet. Behind him was a blood-chilling drop into darkness. He felt oddly calm, though, even at peace. He smiled, despite his wounds, at the daemon creatures.
‘I am Daretor, son of Benthor. I have slain several Farvenu in honourable battle, and I crippled one of your number for binding me down and slicing my flesh. He was without honour. Are you too without honour?’
The Farvenu spoke to each other in their own language. All the while they watched Daretor.
‘We have honour. You will not be returned to that torture room. Nor will we permit further desecration of your flesh. You are a warrior. You are Farvenu.’
An angry buzz started in the ranks of the merchantmen and one stepped forward. From his clothes and manner he was clearly one of the most senior present.
‘That is not possible,’ he said to the Farvenu. ‘This man has information we require. It must be obtained, no matter what.’
‘He will not be tortured further. We have spoken.’
‘I don’t care if you –’
There was a blur of movement as the Farvenu’s wings folded back. The officer looked around in utter surprise as a rent in his stomach spewed blood and entrails. He collapsed like a wet sack of flour. The other merchantmen tried to scatter, but they did not last long against the Farvenu.
‘We have spoken and we have acted, warrior,’ said the Farvenu. ‘You may come down.’
Despite being hardened to sudden death, the merchantmen’s demise shocked Daretor. He stared blankly at the two Farvenu, then gave a slight bow.
‘Sometimes honour is found in places least expected,’ he said.
‘It is as you say,’ said one of the Farvenu. ‘Why do you not come down?’
‘Because I shall go soon,’ said Daretor. He glanced over the heads of the Farvenu at the sky, frowning.
‘As you wish,’ said the other Farvenu.
The Farvenu that had tortured Daretor crawled through a door at that point, then raised itself to its knees. One of the other Farvenu tossed it a sword, while another walked over and freed Obsol. It handed him a sword as well.
‘My brother will permit a duel with you,’ it informed the terrified man. ‘You must comply – it is a matter of honour.’
‘Daretor, speak for me!’ pleaded Obsol.
‘You have a fighting chance,’ said Daretor. ‘Which is more than you gave me.’
‘Will you stay to watch?’ asked the Farvenu.
‘Thank you, but no,’ said Daretor, looking briefly up at the clouds.
‘As you wish,’ said the other Farvenu. ‘To choose the time of one’s own death is rightful.’
Abruptly, a great shadow-shape swept across the rooftop and plucked Daretor from the parapet. The Farvenu spared the departing dragon no more than a glance before turning their attention back to the conduct of the duel.




Chapter 12 [image: Ch-line]


Fa’red Keeps His Word
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Zimak woke, yawned, and sat up, looking about. When he realised he wasn’t safely curled up in a tavern bed – with a warm body next to him – he scowled and slumped back on the floor. From this position he could see the underside of the wooden slabs that closed off the entrance of the shaft.
The heavy mood that had descended on him before he slept oozed back. Then he noticed something he hadn’t seen earlier: wooden grilles set high in the wall – one of them letting in the faintest splash of light. Zimak dragged rubble and cast-off beams across the floor, piling them beneath the lattice. When he had enough he scrambled up the pile and prised off the grille, scrambling into the narrow shaft with difficulty. It was barely big enough to move on hands and knees. If he came to a dead end he would have to crawl backwards.
But he did not come to a dead end.
Instead, he came to another grille, this one opening out onto a park from a height of about forty feet. Even better, it was night. The three moons shone weakly in a sky streaked with clouds. As he watched, the moons went behind a cloud bank. If they had stayed that way he would never have seen the hidden opening.
Zimak forced off the outer grille and poked his head out, sucking in a great lungful of air. He had never tasted air so sweet, or for that matter thought the sounds of a large town full of sleeping people to be so wonderful.
For a long time he lay with his head sticking out of the shaft, basking in the space and freedom. He supposed that this was what prisoners felt after years of confinement. He wanted to shout for joy.
Thirty minutes later he stood near the fallen grille halfway up an artificial hill covered with lush bushes and trees. The hill was artificial because, as Zimak realised, it was originally a pile of slag from the mine which had been dumped right outside the entrance. Eventually they must have found other dumping sites, but in the interim nature had taken its course and blanketed the hill with soft grasses, ferns and spreading fir trees. What had once been ugly was now one of the landmarks of Argentia. In recent times less attractive landmarks had been added to the town. One of them loomed opposite.
Zimak fixed the grille back in place. The shaft emerged into a little bay that had been scooped from the side of the hill. Above it was an overhanging rock that projected out for seven feet while immediately below the bay there was a drop of at least twenty feet to a steep, grassy slope. No doubt this was why the entrance to the mine had been left intact: it was inaccessible without a ladder, or a rope conjuror.
And that applied not just to climbing up but also to climbing down.
Zimak wished he had brought more than one rope or had somehow managed to retrieve the one still hanging in the ventilation shaft. Still, twenty feet wasn’t really a big drop, especially not onto soft-looking grass and a bit of a slope. Then again, he was in Daretor’s somewhat overweight body …
Sighing, he removed his pack, checked that the area below was clear, and dropped it over the edge. It landed with a soft thud and rolled down the hill. Then Zimak sat down on the lip with his legs dangling over the edge. He twisted round, levered himself over, and hung by his fingertips. The drop now was only about fourteen feet, not high enough to break anything. Nothing important, anyway.
He let go – and regretted it at once. He remembered to keep his knees bent, but lost balance during the drop and landed backwards. Thus he half-fell and half-rolled down the hill, all the way to the bottom, fetching up against the trunk of a tree, winded, bruised, and hurting in several places.
Zimak lay there, getting his breath back, and gingerly checking all his body parts. Everything seemed intact so he got onto his hands and knees and tried crawling. Having established no bones were broken, he gingerly stood up. Aside from feeling a touch dizzy it seemed he was uninjured.
‘Who are you?’
Zimak whirled around, his hand going to the hilt of his sword. Just as quickly he took it away. A boy of about ten years of age watched him warily from a distance.
Zimak picked up his pack and put it on. ‘I’m the new grounds warden,’ he said.
‘We never had an old one.’
‘You do now. Aren’t you a bit young to be out this late?’
‘I’m nearly eleven.’
‘Oh, that’s all right then. Where do you live?’
‘Are you going to report me?’
Zimak eyed him. Perhaps the lad could be useful. ‘Not this time but only if you can help me.’
‘Help you?’ he said. ‘How?’
‘I fell over and hit my head, and –’
‘Yeah, I saw you fall from up there. What were you doing?’
‘Checking the old mine, making sure it’s safe.’
‘What old mine?’
‘Ask your parents.’
‘You did hit your head. Nobody asks anything around here anymore.’
He sounded put out, as if all the fun had gone out of life. Zimak suppressed a grin. Such world weariness in a ten-year-old!
‘Where are the labour quarters?’
‘Two blocks that way. How come you don’t know that?’
‘Like I said, I hit my head. My memory’s acting all funny. What’s your name?’
The boy stiffened. ‘You are going to report me, aren’t you?’
‘I said I wasn’t and I won’t.’
Zimak’s solemn look reassured the boy. After a short pause, he said, ‘Davit. Davit Longhughes.’
‘Well, Davit Longhughes, do you want to help me? I need some information and I’m willing to pay for it.’
The boy’s eyes sparkled. Zimak glanced at the three moons. It was not a good time to try breaking into the Preceptor’s fortress. The risks were too great. That meant he’d need somewhere to hide, and someone to bring him food and water.
‘Can I trust you, Davit?’
Zimak held up a gold oriel. Even in the dark it gleamed alluringly. Davit nodded vigorously.
‘Good,’ said Zimak. ‘Here’s what I need you to do …’


The dragon hurtled through the mountain passes at speeds that would have been terrifying had they been closer to the ground. Still, the rush of chill air around Daretor, while thrilling, was terrifying enough, as was the stomach-lurching height at which they flew. His feet and hands were numb. Below, the earth was congealing into darkness, while up here there was still a layer of golden light. The snow-capped peaks of the mountains shone so brilliantly that they dazzled the eye. Far away to his right, at the westernmost end of the world, the sun sank slowly into the great ocean. Somewhere ahead, on the other side of the great circular Fortress Massif, was a huge crater. In its centre rose a single spindle of ancient rock. Atop this sat the Tower Inviolate, home of the dragon folk and the Sacred One.
They flew on for some time, and the numbness in Daretor’s limbs grew. He was shivering uncontrollably too, because he was not dressed for such heights and speeds. Fortunately, the dragon soon alighted on some kind of stone eyrie chiselled out of raw mountain rock in the middle of the massif. It was an observation post. Here Daretor was questioned by the rider of the dragon, a youth called Lodis. When he saw Daretor’s bloody clothes and violent shivering, he hurriedly got him inside, insisting Daretor stay near the fire, which Lodis quickly built up until it roared. Lodis then ordered a dragonrider to make spiced coffee and another to bring warm furs.
Soon Daretor was sitting wrapped in two layers of furs, sipping scalding coffee and luxuriating in the heat of the fire. His wounds had been re-bandaged after a healing cream had been rubbed into them. When it was clear he could talk again, Lodis sat down opposite him.
‘You are a very lucky fellow,’ said the dragonrider. ‘On that everyone here agrees.’
The observation post housed a dozen riders and apprentices, and stabled four dragons. It was all part of the dragonriders’ efforts not only to patrol their own borders but to bring peace and security to all the surrounding lands. This goal was close to their own hearts but made even more urgent by Jelindel’s predictions that Q’zar faced the possibility of a thousand years of darkness, if nothing was done to prevent it.
‘I’ll not argue with that,’ said Daretor. His voice sounded sluggish and slightly hoarse, as if his vocal cords were still defrosting. ‘Thank you for rescuing me. Do you make a habit of such things?’
Lodis laughed. ‘More and more these days. Our regent, Osric, commands us to help all who need it, and gives us much freedom in interpreting that command, as long as we err on the side of the needy. When I spotted you, you were standing on the edge of a two-thousand-foot drop, facing outlandish devils from some daemon world, and with a dozen or so bodies scattered about. I decided that you qualified as “needy”.’
He laughed again and Daretor joined in, though he winced in pain. The nearby riders, who had drawn up chairs to listen, grinned.
‘Perhaps you could tell us your story,’ Lodis suggested.
‘Your arrival was indeed timely,’ said Daretor. ‘I was about to fling myself from the parapet rather than be tortured again. The dead men on the rooftop were merchantmen, who are in the pay of the Preceptor.’
‘The Preceptor?’
‘Yes. He has returned, more powerful than before. The devils, as you call them, are Farvenu. They are from a cold science paraworld that I have visited, and they’re fearsome adversaries. Their presence here is confusing though. Once they were allied to the Archmage Fa’red who himself was allied to the Preceptor. Now Fa’red seeks to destroy the Preceptor.’
‘We know of this conflict. But has Fa’red become an ally to us?’
‘Does a snake change its nature?’ said Daretor. ‘No, I have made a temporary pact with him, but he is as much an enemy of Q’zar as he is of the Preceptor.’
‘Are you then our enemy?’
‘No. I am a friend to the dragonriders.’
‘Many claim that but few can prove it. If we allowed you to go on your way, where would your road take you?’
‘To the Tower Inviolate to seek audience with the Sacred One.’
A gasp sounded in the room, and several of the dragonriders jumped to their feet. Lodis waved them to their seats again.
‘Peace, brothers. Think before you react. This man may not know the high esteem in which we hold the Sacred One, so that even the mention of his name on the lips of a stranger may seem offensive to us. Tell me, stranger, why do you think the Sacred One would grant you an audience?’
Daretor brushed dust from his tunic. ‘He told me so.’
The dragonriders shuffled uneasily in their seats. Even Lodis this time seemed taken aback. ‘And I suppose our regent, Osric, confirmed this?’ His tone was sarcastic.
Daretor nodded. ‘If I remember rightly, Osric once offered me the captaincy of the Bazitian dragonriders.’
A stunned silence was followed by a burst of laughter.
‘By all the gods,’ said Lodis, looking at his men, ‘we have found ourselves a great teller of tales.’ He turned back to Daretor. ‘And why would Osric and the Sacred One make such pledges to you?’
‘Because I saved Osric’s life several times, and because I was one of those who helped restore the dragonsight to the Sacred One.’
If the reactions before had been startled the response now was in stark contrast: absolute silence fell on the room. Only the crackle of the fire could be heard. Then Lodis stood up. ‘You are either Daretor or Zimak.’
Daretor stood up also, facing the youth, then swayed. Lodis put out a hand to steady him.
‘I am both at present, in a manner of speaking, but call me Daretor, please.’
There was bedlam for a time. The dragonriders could not get close enough to Daretor, or ask enough questions. Everyone wanted to have at least a few words with him, to be able to say they had spoken with him. Lodis was forced to sit himself between them so as to afford their new acquaintance some peace from the aggressive hospitality which all the riders now tried to shower upon Daretor.
‘Why did you not say so at once?’ he asked presently, and in a hurt tone. ‘I will get the most severe of reprimands for sitting you here and interrogating you instead of whisking you straight to the Tower!’
Daretor frowned. ‘You could not have treated me more fairly, nor given me more of what I most needed. And all that while you still suspected that I might be a foe.’
‘Well, that may be, but there is no excuse now.’
Lodis ordered the fastest dragon made ready, and insisted that their physician travel with them in case Daretor’s wounds needed more attention. Within the hour, they were off, and this time Daretor flew in relative comfort. On the way, he regaled Lodis with the adventures that had taken him and Zimak to their paraworld the first time and how they had subsequently become involved in the search for the dragonsight.
As on several earlier occasions, Daretor was awed by the skill with which dragons flew through the narrow canyons that zigzagged through the Fortress Massif. Often the canyons were little wider than the wingspan of the dragons, and many of the turns were abrupt and treacherous. Still, the dragons flew steadily and without mishap, navigating the tortuous routes with the ease of long experience. Perhaps, like bats, they had some sense of space and distance long lost to humans.
They arrived at the Tower in the middle of the night, and although Lodis wanted to awaken Osric immediately, Daretor begged him not to.
‘I myself need some sleep. Awakening Osric now will simply cause two sleepy friends to start yawning at each other. Better we meet in the bright light of morning. Late morning, preferably.’
Daretor was shown to a room where the physician checked his bandages once more before leaving him rugged up in bed. No sooner was the man gone than Daretor felt himself drifting off to sleep. As he did so, he wondered where Jelindel was and if she was all right. Yet again, he cursed the ill fortune that had sent him here instead of to Argentia. At least there he was nearer his beloved, even if she had been banished to some other paraworld. Nor was he happy that Zimak might find a way to reach her, and perhaps even be the one to rescue her. That final thought made him wonder how Jelindel would greet Zimak if he did get through the paraworld portal and reach her side. Would she be overjoyed just to be rescued? Would she wonder why he, Daretor, had not come for her? Might she even be happier that he had not?


The next morning the door was flung open and Osric stomped in, smiling and scowling at the same time. ‘I will have that boy’s head, and yours too!’ he cried. ‘Imagine not waking me the moment you arrived!’
‘Good morning to you, too, Osric,’ said Daretor as he sat up. ‘It’s nice to see you.’
‘Nice to see me? Nice? Merely nice?’
‘Well, it’s wonderful, but I can’t tell you that or you might get a swollen head.’
Daretor climbed out of bed and the two men embraced. Osric pounded Daretor’s back but stopped when the latter winced in pain.
‘How about breakfast?’ Daretor said as Osric led him out of the room. ‘I’m famished.’
‘That I can manage,’ said Osric as they reached a balcony that overlooked the dizzying five-thousand-foot drop to the crater basin. The view was stunning, not least because Daretor could see various other levels, balconies, and courtyards of the magnificent Tower, all in a haphazard descending order, like overlapping glimpses into other people’s lives. The unrelenting sun gave the scene the polish of perfection.
Daretor felt much better as he began the hearty breakfast that Osric had arranged. He told Osric everything that had happened.
Osric was as perplexed as Daretor by the role of the Farvenu and their apparent allegiance to the Preceptor.
‘It might be the mailshirt that they align themselves with,’ said Osric. ‘It seems to have a life of its own, and perhaps even a spirit.’
Daretor stopped with a fork halfway to his mouth. ‘I hadn’t thought of that, but it would make sense. With their respect for cold science, they would undoubtedly know of the mailshirt’s true nature. To them it might even be a god.’
Osric nodded. ‘So, what of our other enemies? You say Fa’red and the Preceptor have had a falling out? That is good news.’
‘Fa’red might actually be feigning the falling out. He may well still be in alliance with the Preceptor.’
‘That would position him better for a takeover.’
‘My feeling as well. Now, about the audience with the Sacred One?’
‘As soon as you’ve eaten. I have already informed him of your arrival, as that confounded Lodis should have done last night.’
‘Don’t be hard on the fellow. He showed initiative, yet followed the rules.’
‘Hmmm. If you say so.’ He watched Daretor finish the food on his plate and push it back. ‘I’ve ordered S’cressling to be harnessed for flight. As soon as you complete the audience we’ll be off.’
‘We?’
‘Of course. You think I’m letting you wander off alone? You might get into trouble without me.’
‘Or more trouble with you.’
‘Highly likely, but I’ll risk it.’
Daretor laughed, feeling contentment for the first time in days. He would also make much better time flying on a dragon than by horse. And dragonflight would certainly be less arduous in his current state. Suddenly anxious to be on his way, he pushed back his chair and stood up.
‘We should make haste.’
Osric led him up the stairs through several levels to what was called a flying room – a cabin inside a deep shaft, which was raised and lowered by thick ropes attached to a windlass. He stepped inside with Osric who yanked a tassel which rang a bell somewhere far away. The cabin lurched, then started to ascend.
Daretor frowned. ‘Shouldn’t we be going down?’
‘We can if you wish, but the Sacred One is up.’
‘Up?’
‘Up.’
‘Since when?’
‘Since you freed him from bondage, along with all the other dragons.’
‘Makes sense,’ Daretor said.
The flying room rose several hundred feet, and Daretor started to get a squeamish feeling in his stomach at the mere thought of the great void beneath him. Quite possibly there was a thousand feet of nothingness just inches beneath the thin planks of wood on which he stood. He swallowed and uneasily shifted his weight from foot to foot. Osric refrained from jibing his friend.
They were delivered to a wide deck open to the sky. At the far end was what looked like a huge pigeon coop. It featured enormous round entrances, outside each of which was a stone perch. On one of these, sunning himself and idly flapping his majestic wings, was the Sacred One. When he saw Daretor he launched himself ponderously into the air, circled the wide space, then landed on the deck in front of them.
The dragon was vastly different from the first time Daretor had seen him. At that time he had been blind in one eye, emaciated, and grey, as if all the colours of life had been leached out of him. Now he was filled out, vibrant and full of life, and he had two eyes. One was the dragonsight, that strange, semi-living gemstone that Daretor had helped recover from the Archmage Fa’red. The dragonsight connected its possessor to all the other dragons, and through them to the dragonriders as well. The dragonsight also conferred a kind of clairvoyance upon the Sacred One, so that the future – or a future – could be seen. The Sacred One possessed the truthsense, which was one of the reasons Daretor had been sent on this mission instead of Zimak. Zimak rarely told the truth, even when there was no profit in not doing so.
‘Well met, Daretor,’ said the Sacred One in a grave but booming voice.
‘Well met, Sacred One.’
‘You seek a Telling?’
‘I do.’
‘I will send for you tonight,’ said the Sacred One. ‘I must prepare myself.’
Without any further exchange of trivialities, the dragon turned and entered the base of the dragon roost, and was lost to sight.
‘That’s odd,’ said Osric. ‘The Sacred One usually sees people straight away – that is, when he sees them at all.’
Daretor drew a deep breath. ‘No matter. Perhaps he sees more to this Telling than we do.’
Osric clapped a hand around Daretor’s shoulder. ‘Besides, it gives us a day to catch up.’
They returned to the flying room and descended to Osric’s private chambers. Here they spent the day deep in conversation. Once night had fallen a summons came, bidding Daretor return alone to the dragon roost.
A pageboy escorted Daretor to the deck. Daretor strode briskly toward the huge round entrance of the dragon roost.


Zimak flattened himself against the stonework. A few feet to his left two men had emerged onto a balcony from a lighted room but they were not looking his way. This was a bad night for scaling towers because of the moonlight, but in a curious way it was the best possible night as well. All three moons were approaching conjunction in the sky, which meant that all three were together and full, casting shadows with blurred triple edges and generally lighting up the place almost as brightly as overcast daylight. At the coast there would be very high tides on this night, and everywhere the dogs and wolves were howling themselves hoarse. This was a night that intruders scaling walls were as highly illuminated as ever happened, but there was a distinct bonus. Nearly every religion had a special ritual or festival associated with the triple lunar conjunctions, and were far too busy with prayers, beating gongs or making sacrifices to bother keeping an eye open for intruders. Even those who were not at all religious took the opportunity to have a few drinks with friends while they watched the sky, rather than watching the walls for climbing figures. It was this fact that had precipitated Zimak’s decision to scale the tower this night. Although, if anyone looked away from the sky, they could hardly fail to see his dark bulk inching up the wall like a leech.
Terrifyingly, Zimak could see dozens of people looking up at the sky, yet none were looking in his direction. From within the tower he could even hear people talking about how pretty the triple conjunction was. Zimak could not resist a glance at the sky, where the white disk of Blanchemoon was separated from the bluish face of Reculemoon by the tiny spot of light that was Specmoon. They were in a straight line, and their edges seemed to be almost touching. Some god with three eyes staring at me, thought Zimak, then he looked away with a shiver.
The gods were said to be watching the affairs of mortals particularly closely during triple conjunctions. Watching with approval or disapproval, Zimak wondered. As long as no god called out ‘Hey, look at the thief scaling that tower!’ he was probably all right.
He cursed again at how he had drawn the short straw regarding this mission. Another wall, another tower, another balcony, another two men, another city, another country, he thought with exasperation. How do I escape from this stupid line of work? Maybe I could get myself enchanted and go live in that nice, comfortable lake with my beloved and raise, er, tadpoles or something. I bet that any moment now a woman’s voice will summon those churls back inside the room.
A woman’s voice called to the men to come back inside. Zimak cast a silent sneer at the triple-eyed god in the sky in the hope that it really was a deity looking down, then continued scaling the side of the tower.
He had left the eager Davit at the base of the tower, telling him to practise on low garden walls before trying to climb a real tower. He and Davit were fast becoming friends. The boy had shown him a place to hide in the cellar of his grandmother’s house, and had regularly brought him food and drink. Then, tonight, Davit had led him by lanes and alleyways to the south side of the north-east tower.
Fortunately, the mortared joints between the stone blocks were deep enough for his toes and fingers to find purchase. As Zimak inched his way up the wall his thoughts strayed back to Ethella. She had steered him true. He would definitely return and see what he could do to break the curse that held her. He had never met a nicer woman in all his life. He only hoped that her interest in him was personal, that she liked the him within, and not just Daretor’s body. He hoped too that she was not just lonely, and desperate for company after living in the lake for so long by herself. The thought also came to him that Daretor’s body was somewhat overweight and lacking in allure. This suggested that she liked the real Zimak. The thought cheered him considerably.
At last he reached his objective, a mullioned window which he had spotted from the hill on one of the few occasions he had dared to go out in daylight. It would not be artfully secured. After all, what fool would make a suicidal climb up the side of the tower to reach it? What fool indeed? wondered Zimak.
He silently wedged an eye bolt into a crevice between two stone blocks, then hooked his leather harness to it. He then got out his improvised tool kit and set to work. Some initial probing showed that there was a simple bolt securing the shutters from inside. Simple but sturdy, that was the problem. He would have to saw through the shaft of the bolt and pick a simple lock. There was also some wire that needed further investigation.


At that very moment, Daretor walked into the dragon roost in the Tower Inviolate. Even further away, on another paraworld entirely, Fa’red was concluding his own mission.
As Zimak sawed, Daretor took a deep breath, pausing before entering the chamber of the Sacred One. It was at that point that something catastrophic happened. There was a blinding flash of light, or so Daretor thought. His skin crawled with an irritation so painful that he uttered an oath. He shook his head to clear it and then dry-retched. He felt as if someone had rammed a sack of thick, dirty wool into his skull. His vision swam, bringing him blurry half-formed images of things that made no sense at all.
At that same moment, Zimak swayed, sick to his stomach, and felt a nagging pain in his chest. Like Daretor, he could not see clearly. His hand groped out for the cold tower stone to steady himself and felt nothing but air.
Their vision cleared.
Both men reeled.
Daretor found himself hanging in midair from the side of a great stone tower with a thin saw blade in his hand and a long, long drop into uninviting shadows below him. He was in the act of cutting through a window bolt.
‘Just what has the little wretch got me into now?’ muttered Daretor.
Zimak became acutely aware that he was on solid flagstones at the entrance to an ornate but stupendously big chamber. Inside, he could see tier after tier of dragons perched on roosts, all peering down at him, and looking as if they expected him to do or say something.
‘That’s the last time I’ll wish I could swap jobs with Daretor,’ mumbled Zimak, as an odd mixture of irritation and terror swept over him.




Chapter 13 [image: Ch-line]


Damaged Goods
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A cold wind buffeted Daretor as he hung from the leather harness. He had shut his eyes several times, squeezing them tight, and had even considered pinching himself, but each time when he opened them he found himself hanging off a ziggurat’s tower. He was back in his own body. It felt odd, like putting on a favourite pair of boots that hadn’t been worn in years: strangeness mixed with familiarity. Part of that strangeness was less strength and more weight.
‘Damn Fa’red and his tricks,’ he cursed. ‘Even when he keeps his bargains he causes trouble.’
It took Daretor a few seconds to recollect where Zimak had been, and why he was there. Zimak’s lock-pick was still sticking out of the lock on the window frame. Chalk marks outlined wire.
‘Zimak planned to break in here, make his way to the hub of the fortress, and glean what information he could,’ Daretor reasoned hurriedly, doing everything he could to avoid thinking about the horrendous drop below him. ‘Well, at least the mission is less likely to get fouled up now that I –’
With a start Daretor realised that Zimak would be in a similar situation, standing outside the chamber of the Sacred One.
‘Not good,’ Daretor sighed. There was no way Zimak would be able to convince the Sacred One to help them. He was a liar, a thief and a philanderer.
‘He can’t even spell “integrity”,’ Daretor continued under his breath. ‘Neither can I, I suppose, but at least I know what it means.’
There was nothing for it but to proceed with the mission at hand, although at least he was now in the last place that Jelindel had been before her exile to Golgora. Somewhere within the fortress there would be a portal, and he intended to find it.
Daretor got to work on the lock, a grim smile on his lips. Zimak would feel irked if he could see what was about to happen. Daretor the Honourable, as he sometimes sneeringly called him.
‘Keep company with pigs and you eventually learn to oink.’ The lock clicked open. ‘And pick locks.’
Now to the strands of wire. They carried what the Farvenu called ‘electricity’. Daretor knew little about electricity but he had learnt one fact: separate wires carrying the mysterious force threw sparks and crackles when they touched each other. When that happened, things stopped working.
This sort of cold science would stop all thievery dead, Daretor decided. He wondered how the likes of Zimak would make their way in life if every house had this type of security.
He searched his pockets and found a wooden-handled dagger. Taking care not to disturb the wires, he edged the dagger blade into the gap and, carefully holding the wooden handle, laid the blade across the parallel wires. Instantly, sparks flew and the dagger shot out of Daretor’s hand, narrowly missing his cheek. Eruptions of sparks occurred on several other towers, raining down from windows in cascades. Lights failed all over the place. There were shouts and cries and running feet.
Daretor quickly flipped open the window, climbed through, and shut it behind him. Now he must think and behave like Zimak. What would the weasel do next?
‘Try to sell any guard that chanced upon him an old nag while lifting his purse and asking whether he had a pretty sister,’ muttered Daretor as he set off.


Zimak gazed around in momentary panic. Then it dawned on him that something was tugging at his sleeve. He looked down. It was a pageboy.
‘Master, are you all right?’
Zimak swallowed. He fought for control of his bladder while his knees weakened.
‘Where am I?’ he asked, even though he was fairly sure that he would be expected to know.
‘You are outside the audience chamber, Master.’
‘Audience chamber? Whose audience chamber?’
‘The Sacred One’s.’
‘The Sa –’ Zimak groaned inwardly.
Finally pain made its presence felt. Zimak quickly looked down at himself and started patting his limbs, his face, his chest. He found blood-stained bandages.
‘Daretor!’ he exclaimed angrily. ‘More dummart heroics with my body!’
It was clear that Fa’red had managed to have them swapped back into their correct bodies, even at an immense distance. Funnily enough, Zimak had thought there would be some kind of warning. He also hadn’t expected to get back such damaged goods.
‘I lend him this superb body, and does he look after it? No. He gets it sliced up as if he owns it. He practically throws himself in front of swords and knives, not to mention anything with jaws.’
‘Master?’
Zimak realised he was blathering. ‘What?’
‘The Sacred One is waiting,’ said the pageboy. ‘For you.’
‘For me?’ Realisation hit him again. The Sacred One, the dragon to whom even other dragons deferred. What does one say to a dragon? Hey, how’s it been draggin’ lately? Heard the one about the dragon and the flying-carpet merchant’s daughter? The Sacred One was a creature of enormous integrity, and it was only to similar traits that he responded. Integrity. Zimak recognised the concept. It was like honour. Not good. Not good at all. The dummart dragon would know his seedy past in the blink of an eye.
Where was Daretor when you needed him?
A slow grin spread across Zimak’s face. Daretor would now be hanging from the side of a tower in the middle of Argentia, outside a locked window.
‘Hope he hangs there all night.’
‘Master!’ pleaded the page.
‘All right. I’m coming!’ snapped Zimak.
He took a deep breath, and stepped into the audience chamber.


Daretor padded down a long corridor, moving as quickly and quietly as he could. He was putting as much distance between himself and his point of entry as he could. He had already come down five flights of steps and was on the other side of the tower. Most secret parts of the fortress would be down low, and possibly even below ground. The ziggurat looked like the Preceptor’s way of reminding the local population of his power. Daretor was sure that cold science had been used to erect the structure quickly. No army of builders from Q’zar could have built the thing so soon, however skilled or numerous.
Luck was with Daretor. He made it down almost to ground level before running into a group of men, each carrying some kind of writing book and implements. Deciding to act as Zimak would, he bluffed his way past. The men were deep in some arcane discussion and paid him little heed, at least till they had passed by.
‘Are you with the electrifiers?’ one man called after Daretor.
‘No,’ Daretor said. ‘I’ve been sent to fetch them. Sparks all over the place.’
‘Try down on sub level three. They’re probably on their break.’
Daretor wondered what a ‘break’ was.
‘I … ah …’
‘Prot, you idiot, he won’t get access down there,’ said another. ‘Can’t you tell he’s just a guard?’
The one called Prot scribbled something on the pad he carried, tore off the page and handed it to Daretor.
‘Show that at the checkpoints. Now hurry. We need those electrifiers up here on the double!’
‘Yessir!’ replied Daretor briskly.
Prot and the others walked off. Daretor turned and kept going; he scanned the sheet of paper. Would it really get him through the checkpoints? It seemed a suicidally daring thing to do, but after all, he had to be Zimak now, and Zimak’s way was to use trickery and brazenness whenever possible.
‘Anything Zimak can do, so can I,’ he said firmly to himself.
He turned a corner and almost froze, but the Zimak persona took over. There was one of those moving rooms. More to the point, there was a guard outside it. Daretor marched boldly up to the guard and showed him the sheet of paper. The guard gestured him inside the open door, saying nothing. The door closed behind Daretor and the room began its descent.
When the door opened Daretor saw a sign on the wall that declared this to be ‘Sub Level 3’. Faced with a line of guards, his own instincts screamed at him to draw his sword and fight, but by ‘becoming’ Zimak he not only passed the line unscathed, but received directions to the chamber of electrifiers. Dutifully, he did as he was told, locating three electrifiers in a common room. By now a lot less nervous about the deception, Daretor showed them the note and told them that they were required in the tower with the greatest of urgency. They hurriedly collected tool bags and dashed out.
Daretor quietly closed the door behind them and began a search of the room. Within a closet he found uniforms like those worn by the three electrifiers. He put on the largest of them, happily noting that it came with a badge bearing the name of Horga Tatt. An adjacent room belonged to some kind of official and here he found a desk strewn with papers and documents. He skimmed through them, not always understanding what he read, but beginning to see a pattern of scale. Whatever the Preceptor was up to, the enterprise was vast. The flooding of foreign markets – such as D’loom – with a variety of cold science products was just one small part of a much larger puzzle.
Equally vast was the army of personnel involved: merchantmen, guards, crafts-workers, plus the indentured slaves. The size of the Preceptor’s operation was a hundred times greater than anything they had imagined. Daretor felt like a plains barbarian suddenly dropped into the middle of a large city. He found maps. Maps of some place much larger than Argentia.
Golgora.
Daretor folded up some of the papers and stuffed them inside his tunic. They were not much, but they suggested a great deal. Unfortunately, nothing in them indicated exactly what it was that the Preceptor was doing here.
Daretor went to the door and listened for voices. But then thought: why act stealthily? He was feigning the role of someone who was meant to be here, so stealth might be more dangerous than striding about boldly. The corridor was clear as he stepped out. Daretor glanced at one of the maps again. And tarried too long.
‘Seems you’re in great demand right now,’ said a silky female voice behind him. Daretor turned to find a tall attractive woman regarding him.
‘Pardon?’
The woman raised her eyebrows. ‘You are an electrifier, aren’t you?’
He tried to think what Zimak would say to that. ‘You need electrifying?’
She smiled, pretending to be annoyed but failing. ‘You’re new around here.’
‘Yes. Just arrived.’
‘I’m Tashar, of defence. Are you hungry?’
‘Famished.’
‘Let me be your guide. In my first week here I got lost a dozen times. I thought my foreman was going to report me.’
‘He didn’t?’
‘Well, I smiled at him and the problem went away. My smile makes a lot of problems go away.’
Tashar smiled at Daretor. He now understood the foreman’s forbearance. She led him to a large dining hall which was about a third full.
‘Normally there’s more people in here but there’s an alert on right now.’ They took seats. ‘How come you’re not running around like the others?’
‘I was told I would only get in the way. Besides, my field is not useful for this.’
‘I see. What is your field?’
Daretor cursed himself. What would Zimak say? He would probably try to get his hands on her drawers …
He leant close to the girl so that his arm rested against hers. She did not move away. ‘I’m much more interested in your field.’
She laughed lightly. ‘I told you, defence.’
A serving boy came along beside the table hauling a wheeled trolley. He put two plates of steaming mush in front of them and moved on.
‘Defence is such a big area.’
She lowered her voice. ‘I shouldn’t be talking about it.’
‘You aren’t.’
‘Well, it’s pretty boring.’
‘So is being an electrifier.’
‘Oh, all right. But remember I warned you. If you go to sleep it’s your own fault.’
‘I promise I won’t go to sleep.’
She started to tell him what her job entailed and Daretor listened, pretending to be fascinated, though actually making mental notes. Once again, there was the suggestion of things done on a vast scale, and a sense of secret purpose. So secret, Daretor realised, that he suspected Tashar’s job description fell well short of what it actually entailed.
To allay any suspicion on her part, he suggested they meet for dinner. Daretor felt uncomfortable having used the woman’s interest to extract information, but he had to admit that Zimak’s methods of doing things seemed to work in some circumstances. Daretor actually found it difficult to keep his thoughts off Tashar. There was no doubt that he had an excellent chance of following dinner with a tour of her bedchamber. Then an image of Jelindel flashed in his mind and his heart lurched. He cursed himself for a fool and forgot about Tashar. He hoped Zimak was having a really awkward time with the Sacred One.


Zimak was furiously trying to think of ways to handle the situation. His options were to outwit, out think, or outrun the Sacred One. How does one trick a creature that is thousands of years old and can read one’s mind? How does one lie?
Zimak’s mind reeled. His whole life had been built on the single, simple premise that you could fool most of the people most of the time, so it made sense to lie. Until now. Nobody fooled the Sacred One … nobody lied to the Sacred One … nobody –
Then the glimmering of an idea came to him – an idea that was so outlandish to him he struggled to comprehend it.
He could tell the truth.
Almost as fast as it occurred to him, Zimak ditched the notion. Truth was for children, for mystics, for gullible travellers in the marketplace. Anybody who told the truth all the time ended up dead, or worse. Mind you, it seemed to work for Daretor. Sometimes. And it certainly worked for Jelindel. What was he going to do?
‘Where is Daretor?’ asked a deep, booming voice. That’s when he got the idea. Do as Daretor would do.
Zimak looked up. The Sacred One was coiled upon a stone dais some ten feet above the floor of the chamber. His head lifted slowly, and he peered at Zimak.
‘I’m –’ Zimak caught himself about to say Daretor. The lie had come so easily that he had been barely aware it was a lie. ‘I’m Zimak. Daretor is gone.’
Zimak looked down at his feet, unable to meet the dragon’s intimidating gaze. He waited. Nothing happened. He had told the truth and he was still here. He looked up again, doubtfully. The dragon was still staring at him.
‘We have met before, Zimak,’ came the rumbling voice.
‘Er … yes. Some time ago. Different circumstances. I was a prisoner then.’
‘You are still a prisoner.’
‘Oh,’ replied Zimak, somewhat taken aback by the revelation. ‘Who’s holding me prisoner?’
‘You are.’
‘Me? I’m holding myself prisoner?’ Must be one of those mystical statements that you never work out till you’re on your deathbed, Zimak decided.
‘Like all your kind, you are a prisoner of your past.’
‘Oh, that.’ Zimak felt extremely relieved. It could have been much worse: King Amida could have returned, for instance.
‘Where is Daretor?’ the Sacred One asked.
‘He’s …’ Zimak fought the temptation to make up a story about Daretor betraying and tricking him – the Sacred One would see right through any lie. ‘We … ah … that is, our bodies got swapped a long time ago – by accident. Now we’ve just been swapped back. I didn’t know it was going to happen right now. I don’t think Daretor did either.’ He was sweating. The effort of telling the truth was unsettling. Well, there had been one little white fib in his statement. The body-swap had not been an accident. Not as such.
‘Why did Daretor seek this audience?’
Although the strain was immense, Zimak decided to keep telling the truth – as much as his nature would allow. Despite all the odds against it, the truth was keeping him out of trouble. Who could have imagined it?
Zimak told the Sacred One everything, sparing no details. He felt better for it, which was curious. Obviously though, one wouldn’t want to make a habit of it.


Daretor stood with his ear to a door. Inside he could hear muffled voices, although he could not make out what they were saying or how many people were present. He had found a way down to sub level 4, but it was guarded so closely that he had not been able to move far from where he had entered. According to one of the maps he had stolen, there was a large workshop on the other side of this level. It seemed logical that the workshop would explain whatever the Preceptor was up to here.
Daretor knew what Zimak would do. He made his way back to the chief engineer’s office and donned one of the man’s spare suits. Then he stopped. A man of importance would not need to carry a ‘note’. He would need a key.
He had embarrassingly stumbled upon a bath-house in his explorations, and quickly he made his way back there. It was filled with steam and the echoing voices of its bathers. He went through the pockets of clothes hanging on the wall, finding trinkets, purses, amulets, writing markers – and things labelled ‘passes’.
The passes in use on this sub level weren’t pieces of paper. They were made of a shiny flexible substance that was unfamiliar to Daretor. He had already seen several men slide the rectangular cards into slots outside restricted doors. The doors themselves had no handles or latches, yet the rectangles caused them to slide open with a soft hiss. Daretor found four such passes, and took all of them. He also changed into a new set of clothes, of a type that was fairly common down here, and which fitted his huge shoulders better than the engineer’s suit.
Daretor found a door with RESTRICTED written on it in several languages. He had ignored it earlier, as he saw no way of getting it open, but according to the engineer’s map it also led to the workshop.
Making sure the way was clear, Daretor inserted one of the little rectangular passes. The door whooshed open. It led to a narrow corridor. He stepped inside – and had a moment of panic when the door slid shut behind him. He could see no obvious way to open it from this side. Another security precaution, he thought glumly. People could not exit the same way that they had entered. That was not a good sign.
He walked down the corridor, trying to look as if he belonged. The corridor opened onto a metal catwalk suspended from the ceiling of a vast workshop, a workshop bigger than the throne room of a mighty king. The map had indicated a large chamber, but nothing prepared Daretor for the reality.
There were over five hundred men and women working down on the main floor, each standing at a long bench with a moving top. Incomprehensible objects glided along the top, and at various points workers scooped them up, did something to them, then put them back on the slide-way. The overall effect was like watching ants at work: incredibly efficient, yet oddly repulsive. It was like watching a huge cold science machine, made of smaller machines, each busily carrying out some arcane task. He found it profoundly disquieting.
‘So, this is where cold science leads us,’ he said softly.
At the end of the slide-way a man retrieved each object, and pointed it at a barrier. The newly made machine spat flame, and the bunker gained another hole. Cold science weapons, Daretor realised. Thousands of them, which could mean only one thing. The Preceptor was building an army of cold science warriors.
‘That’s him.’
Daretor turned. Tashar was standing there, her face contorted. She was pointing at him. A dozen guards, weapons ready, converged on him. Had this been the old Daretor, he would have fought them. And he would have died, because these weapons spat death over a distance. Remaining ‘in character’ as Zimak, he let them arrest him without a fight.
A man stepped forward. Daretor had met him somewhere before. He was one of the Preceptor’s right hand men. Kaleton.
‘And you are?’ asked Kaleton grimly.
Without thinking Daretor said, ‘Zimak.’
‘Yes, you fit the description.’ He turned. ‘Thank you, Tashar. You will be rewarded.’
‘Does this mean dinner’s off?’ Daretor asked. The woman flicked a scathing sneer in his direction, and strode off.
‘I’m afraid you have an appointment elsewhere,’ said Kaleton. ‘A long, long way from here.’
‘Is dinner included?’ Daretor asked, in his best Zimak manner.
‘Yes, but I doubt you’ll have much of an appetite. Not on Golgora …’
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Zimak Opens His Heart
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Jelindel had tried her incantation several times, but each time it had failed. The guard captain they had just captured sat lashed to a chair, eyes wide with apprehension. He muttered softly to himself; his words sounded like prayers, as if he believed he had fallen into the pit of hell.
‘It’s not working,’ Jelindel sighed.
‘Relax,’ said Taggar. ‘Try again.’
Jelindel took a deep breath. She spoke the ancient words of change, knowing she uttered them correctly. In a mirror, she saw faint changes begin: her hair darkened to the same shade as the captain’s, her eyes altered shape, her skin became swarthier, and she grew two inches … then in a rush everything reverted to the way it was.
The guard captain’s praying intensified, though he was careful to keep his voice low. There was no point in annoying daemons.
‘It’s not working,’ Jelindel said again, this time with a touch of irritation.
‘What is the problem?’ Taggar asked. ‘The problem is this damnable world. It’s done something to the magic. Changed it.’
‘Or you.’
She stared at him, defiant, then sagged a little. ‘All right. Me then.’
‘So change the magic to fit.’
‘Now why didn’t I think of that?’ said Jelindel sardonically. ‘Just change millennial old magic to suit myself …’ She paused. Actually, there was something in what Taggar said. But it would still take time, and much trial and error.
Taggar seemed to sense her thoughts.
‘So you cannot infiltrate the Wardragon’s fortress through disguise. Accept it, move on. Do not expend your strength on what cannot be accomplished. Expend it on what can.’
Jelindel eyed him sourly. ‘Did anyone ever tell you that you can be really annoying at times?’
‘Tch. I ceased worrying about that a thousand years ago.’
‘See? That’s what I’m talking about. You’re almost as annoying as Zimak, and that’s saying something.’
At the name ‘Zimak’ the guard captain started ever so slightly. Jelindel did not see it but Taggar did. The captain swallowed then found himself compelled to look up. His eyes met Taggar’s and he swallowed again.
‘Tell me, Captain, how long has Zimak been a prisoner in the Wardragon’s fortress?’


They were on the march, and Jelindel had a plan. It was based on what she had learned from the guard captain about Zimak’s capture.
The squad she hand-picked was small, able to move fast. At the same time, a larger contingent of Hellholers was positioning itself for strikes against key parts of the Wardragon’s infrastructure. Only at the last moment would these strikes be suddenly turned into a massive assault on the fortress itself, and she hoped that even in its wildest nightmares the Wardragon would not think such a plan possible.
Two of the squad, carried on the backs of large men trained for the task, were telepathic Korsa; another was the securely bound guard captain. Jelindel had told him that he would not be harmed and that he was part of a prisoner exchange deal with the fortress. He believed her, and what she had told him was more or less true. The Wardragon had instructed its officers to convince their troops that Jelindel impaled her prisoners on stakes, then roasted them over beds of glowing coals. The captain had experienced nothing but a kind of rough courtesy and was beginning to suspect he had been the victim of propaganda.
A mile from the fortress, the captain was untied. He looked at Jelindel, wondering what would happen now. Jelindel spoke some archaic-sounding words, and the guard captain turned away at once and made his way towards the fortress. When he reached the edge of the jungle, he broke into a headlong dash. He was particularly careful to crash through several briar patches, almost as if he wanted his flesh scratched and his clothes shredded.
The captain burst into the view of the fortress guards, shouting hoarsely and waving his scratched and bloodied arms. Those on guard duty turned at the commotion and immediately trained pulse weapons on the small frantic figure racing towards them. Only the fact that he carried no weapons saved him from being vaporised.
The duty sergeant commanding the main gate ordered that the man be allowed to approach. After all, he was wearing what might once have been an officer’s uniform, and people got into trouble for shooting officers. Moments later the sergeant recognised Guard Captain Ekler, and the gates were thrown open.
By now Jelindel and Taggar were squirreled away in a tree from which to observe the drama at the main gate. They watched as the sergeant pushed his way through his men, so that Ekler could collapse into his arms.
‘Never hurts one’s career to aid one’s superior officer,’ commented Taggar.
Ekler was carried inside. Then the gates were hastily shut.
‘Now we wait,’ said Jelindel.
‘You’re sure it will work?’ asked Taggar.
‘It was your idea,’ Jelindel reminded him.
‘I’m not saying it was a bad idea.’
‘It should work. It’s too simple not to.’
They watched and waited. Some time after midnight a light flashed in a guard tower about three hundred yards from the main gate. Jelindel gathered her group, and they made their way along the jungle’s edge to a spot opposite the light. After some further anxious moments of waiting, a figure appeared at the top of the tower and a knotted rope was let down.


‘I want the truth!’ demanded the Sacred One.
Zimak shuddered at that booming demand, not knowing what to do.
‘I tell the truth, and you don’t believe it!’ he yelled. ‘You’re supposed to read minds. Well, read mine! There’s nothing to hide in there.’
‘You must open your heart to me, Zimak, not your mind,’ said the Sacred One.
‘Can’t we do this some other way?’ Zimak pleaded.
‘It is a sad thing when one misses one’s destiny,’ said the Sacred One.
Zimak frowned. ‘What destiny have I missed?’
‘Perhaps it is in the past, perhaps in the future. We dragons exist at all times in our lives, at the beginning, the middle, and the end. The finite lives of humans are – confusing to us. You have a far greater destiny than many – if you choose wisely the path to tread.’ The old dragon paused, as if exploring that great corridor of time it called its life. ‘You have asked for my help, Zimak. Dragons may go to their deaths. I must know that trickery is not involved.’
‘Could you take my word for it?’
The Sacred One did not reply. ‘I’ll take that as a no.’ Zimak thought frantically. There were things in his heart and in his past he did not want anyone to know, things that he barely wanted to remember himself. And now this overgrown fruit bat wanted him to bare all.
But they needed the Sacred One’s help. Q’zar needed it. Jelindel needed it.
Zimak gave a theatrical sigh. Paraworld monsters, slavering beasts, fearsome four-armed warriors, and even assassins seemed trivial threats compared to this. On the other hand, people already had a fairly low opinion of him, so what did it matter?
‘Go ahead,’ Zimak declared. ‘Read my mind or whatever it is you do. Have a really long, hard look, and enjoy yourself.’
‘I read part of your mind last time, Zimak,’ said the Sacred One gently.
Zimak felt himself slide into a kind of trance. He felt neither happiness nor sadness, or much of anything. Afterwards he wondered if this was what a babe in the womb felt: freedom from worries and needs, just a sense of being held.




Chapter 15 [image: Ch-line]


The Belly of the Beast
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Daretor was running down a long corridor, but he could not work out if he was running from something or to something, or even if what he feared was behind him. Perhaps he had to get somewhere. But where?
Then he woke, lunging up into a sitting position, gasping for breath. His body ached as though he had been lying there for days. He wiped sweat from his eyes, and realised a man stood near his bed in the dark cell. Cell. Now it came back to him. He was a prisoner on the hell world, Golgora.
‘Who are you?’ he asked.
The man did not answer at first. Daretor got the odd impression that the man was not entirely at ease.
‘Are you Zimak?’ the man asked finally in a soft, hoarse voice.
‘That’s me,’ Daretor said, more by instinct than good judgement. He was fairly sure that they would take Zimak less seriously than Daretor.
The man produced a key and unlocked Daretor’s leg shackles, then stood back.
‘You are to follow me,’ he said in a strange monotone. ‘I will show you the way out.’
‘You’re letting me go?’
‘I will show you the way out.’
The man turned and left the cell. Better out than in, Daretor decided; if he didn’t like where the man was taking him, he could always change direction. He followed his rescuer quietly.
The man, a guard captain from the look of his uniform, led him along a circuitous route, just as Obsol had done in the mountain castle. It took them up several levels. He could tell they were moving towards the outside as he caught glimpses of the sky from barred windows.
Finally the man stopped. He handed Daretor a cold science weapon and a rod that gave out a beam of light. He pointed down a corridor.
‘At the end of this corridor you turn left. Another twenty feet will bring you to a small guard chamber. There will be three guards either there or on the guard platform outside. Use the hand weapon to stun them. When you have done that you are to stand on the exterior platform and flash the light at the jungle. You will find a knotted rope in the closet in the guard chamber. Toss the end over the ramparts. Your companions will join you.’
‘My companions?’
‘Have you understood what I have said?’
Daretor tensed, expecting trouble. ‘Yes. Are you leaving now?’
The guard captain turned on his heel and walked away. Daretor called after him, keeping his voice to an urgent whisper, but the man paid him no heed and kept going. Daretor’s mind raced. If it was a trap then it was an oddly complicated one.
It struck him now, still watching the receding back of the guard captain, that the man was behaving as though he were bewitched.
Bewitched!
That could only mean one person as far as Daretor was concerned. Jelindel. She must be out there, waiting for him. But why was she to join him and not the other way around?
There was only one way to find out.
He moved carefully down the corridor, turned to the left and found the guard chamber. It was empty but he could hear the murmur of voices through a door that opened to the outside. Craning his neck he could just make out an arm and a leg. Use it to stun them, thought Daretor, looking at the weapon with incomprehension. Well, yes, I can do that.
Taking hold of the metal barrel of the weapon, Daretor burst through the door, bringing the handle of the thing down on a guard’s head like a mace. The two other guards made the mistake of trying to get their weapons functional, but while they fumbled with slides and catches, Daretor was upon them.
‘Could have given me a proper club,’ muttered Daretor, tossing the weapon aside.
In another moment the end of the knotted rope went over the side. Daretor waved the torch rod as he had been instructed, then tried to turn it off. Immersing it in the guards’ water beaker did not help. Finally he gave up and placed a helmet over it.
Looking out, he saw a squad of shadowy figures dart across a cleared space from the jungle. One by one they shinnied silently up the knotted rope, and gathered in front of him.
Jelindel exclaimed softly, then rushed forward with a soft cry on her lips and threw her arms around the man she thought to be Zimak. She gave him a more than comradely kiss. Daretor blinked in surprise, and seemed not to know how to react. Apart from her over-enthusiastic embrace of ‘Zimak’, it was wonderful to see that she was still alive, and to actually have her there in front of him. He opened his mouth … but she spoke first.
‘Zimak! Zimak! By all the gods, I’ve missed you!’
A blow to the face from the handle of the cold science weapon could not have stunned him more effectively, and he made no more than a mechanical response to her greeting. Jelindel stood back and eyed him with concern.
Daretor half-formed the word ‘Jelli’ but realised the mistake and cut it off by coughing.
‘Is something the matter?’ she asked worriedly.
‘I, er, no, I’ve just been through a lot.’ He waved at the fallen guards. ‘We’d better do something about these three.’
Jelindel nodded and formed a spell to wipe the men’s memories. She was silently pleased that the combined churning in her stomach and skin-crawling effect spells were having on her was easing – providing she used the bare minimum of energy needed to concoct the magic. Noticing Zimak’s concern, she steadied herself and quickly reintroduced Taggar. Distracted, Daretor eyed the alien with dislike. Jealousy rode him bareback. It was probably Taggar’s fault Jelindel had gotten into this mess.
‘Let’s get out of here,’ said Taggar. He knew the layout of the fortress better than any of them. Using another of the torch rods, Taggar flashed a signal into the jungle. A reply came back, then he led the way into the depths of the Wardragon’s fortress. As they moved, Jelindel explained to who she thought was Zimak what they were planning. The two who had stayed behind in the jungle would relay messages, setting up an assault on the garrison. The attack would contain an initial feint, allowing them to use the Wardragon’s own resources against him.
‘By then, with any luck, we will have seized the high ground,’ Jelindel concluded.
‘The high ground?’ asked Daretor. ‘But we are going down.’
‘No, I mean a flying vessel, like Korok had.’
‘You jest?’ said Daretor. ‘We cannot even work their torch rods.’
‘Taggar can fly one.’
‘And what will we do with this, er, flying thing?’
‘You’ll see. But tell me, what are you doing here? Where’s Daretor?’
Taggar hissed, ‘Catch up later. Right now we need silence!’
As they penetrated deeper into the fortress, Daretor watched Jelindel’s every move and gesture like a hawk watching a rabbit. Was she now more intimate towards him because she thought he was Zimak? Or was her behaviour normal? It was hard to tell. She certainly seemed more businesslike now, but that initial greeting had been a shock. He was not entirely sure why he didn’t tell her it was him, back in his own body.
Am I afraid? he wondered. What if she can’t love me in this body? Worse, what if she can? And what if she loved Zimak? What if she had been in love with this body all the time, but had forced herself to love Daretor even when he was in Zimak’s body? She had seemed especially friendly with Zimak these past few months, spending time with him, showing him odd little gestures of affection, rather than the usual contempt.
Daretor’s feelings surged back and forth like storm waves on a beach. He was a seething mess of facts, emotions, hates and jealousies, convinced one moment that it was Zimak she loved, and the complete reverse a moment later. After all, it had been his body she had started the affair with. Could she switch allegiance now, even though Daretor was back in his own body? He muttered a soft curse. A man could go mad with such thoughts. Better, far better, the torture of the Farvenu than this sort of agony. Daretor made up his mind. Deception was not to his liking. Time to tell her.
He started to speak, but circumstance intervened. Jelindel slipped her hand into his and squeezed it.
‘When we have time you need to tell me everything.’ She looked meaningfully at the squad about them. In a quieter voice, she added, ‘When we’re alone.’
What did she mean, ‘when we’re alone’? The words sleeted through Daretor’s mind. Alone over a quiet ale in a tavern’s noisy taproom? Alone with their trews down and their tunics up in a rented room above that same taproom?
Daretor decided to hold his tongue.
Taggar seemed to know where he was going. They met no guards and ran into no checkpoints. Perhaps no one could imagine an enemy penetrating this far into the fortress, or even gaining entry in the first place. Taggar led them down two levels towards the great hangars which were built around a massive courtyard at the centre of the fortress. Here the flying wagons could be wheeled into the open for easy launching. Taggar stopped abruptly.
‘We’re within a hundred yards of the main hall of the flying machines,’ he explained.
‘Then we need somewhere to hide till tomorrow night,’ said Jelindel. ‘I doubt even the fastest runner will have warned all the scattered tribes yet, and we’ll need as many fighters as we can get if we’re to win the day.’
Taggar said, ‘Follow me.’
He located what appeared to be a small, disused workshop off a dead-end corridor. A window looked out over a tiled rooftop. Daretor felt happier knowing that an escape route was available, if one was needed. They bedded down for the night, with Taggar taking the first watch.
Jelindel unrolled a blanket and indicated that Daretor should share it with her. Immediately, his heart jumped into his throat. What if she made some move upon him in the night? How should he react? Was it betrayal, since he wasn’t actually Zimak, but Daretor? And what about himself? He wanted to hold her and kiss her so badly that he might betray himself in his sleep.
He lay down on the mat stiffly, but immediately Jelindel cuddled up close. Was this sexual interest, or did she just want to talk to him, while keeping her voice down? Daretor could not tell, but he was very suspicious.
‘What is it with you, Zimak?’ she whispered. ‘You’ve gone all funny. Are you sure you’re all right?’
He did not know what to say, and felt ashamed and miserable. It was already too late to admit the truth. How could he explain why he had not told her that he was Daretor straight away? He cursed Zimak, and cursed the fact that he was growing more like him by the hour. Already he had deceived and lied to the woman he loved, and he could see no way out of it. Still, why was she being so familiar?
‘Zimak?’
‘I’m all right,’ he said. ‘Tired. I’m just tired.’
He turned over, then felt her cuddle up behind him. Not too closely, yet not too distant either. She moved her face close to the back of his head. ‘Aren’t you going to tell me what’s happened since I left D’loom? Is Daretor all right?’
‘Daretor is fine. He – wanted to come for you himself, but he had another mission.’
‘What mission?’
Lying thus, facing away from her, it was easier to talk. Daretor started to relate the events since her departure. In spite of concentrating as hard as he could, he began getting mixed up, saying ‘I’ when he meant Daretor and ‘he’ when he referred to Zimak. Jelindel chuckled and dug him in the ribs a couple of times, finding his confusion amusing.
‘I think you’ve been spending too much time with Daretor,’ she said, and even though she laughed at her own jibe, Daretor managed to find a second meaning in her words.
When he had finished, Jelindel brought him up to date on her own adventures.
‘The Wardragon means to subjugate all of Q’zar, to destroy magic forever,’ she concluded.
‘But surely the Wardragon uses magic? How else could its links confer the power on mortals?’ asked Daretor. He felt Jelindel shrug.
‘Taggar says it combines magic and cold science.’
‘Can there be such a joining?’
‘I believe there can.’
‘Well, it doesn’t matter. It must be destroyed. It’s too dangerous to exist.’
Daretor felt her head jerk slightly, as if she had cocked it at him. ‘You know, sometimes you sound just like Daretor.’
There was the faintest note of suspicion in her voice. Daretor flinched and sought an immediate Zimak affectation.
‘Hie, Jelindel, you’ll be imagining I’m the Preceptor next,’ he laughed.
Jelindel laughed too, but much to Daretor’s relief she soon fell asleep. Daretor quietly rolled over and regarded her for a while. At last he kissed her gently on the cheek. Jelindel sighed in her sleep. Daretor lay awake for some time, wondering what he was doing. I’m better at being Zimak than Zimak, he thought with bitterness.
The next morning they played the waiting game.
Instructions were sent out via the telepathic Korsa, and reports came in at regular intervals. Groups were moving in on their pre-assigned targets, mostly transport depots, the kind that berthed their own flying troop wagons.
The tribal groups consisted of the attackers, those who would destroy the communications machines, and Taggar’s people who would steal the flying wagons. They would then be flown to predetermined locations where hundreds of warriors waited. From there they would hurtle into the very heart of the Wardragon’s fortress, the central courtyard.
Meanwhile, Jelindel’s team was already inside. It would split up into smaller units, which would do their best to destroy the defences of the fortress, and to spread confusion. Tow, a technician in his former pre-Golgora days, understood cold science systems and had been assigned the task of taking control of the tower’s communication machines, sending guards to the wrong places, and perhaps even getting them to shoot at one another.
However, the main task was to reach the hall of the flying wagons and steal one. It was Taggar’s belief that each wagon was equipped with the same type of machine to open a portal back to Q’zar that the Wardragon possessed. If he was right, they could either use the flying wagon to move everyone off Golgora, or merely use the portal opening device.
At noon, the teams shook hands and departed. Most of them were fairly sure that they would not survive the day, but it was better than not fighting at all. By mid-afternoon, the attacks on the transport complexes outside the fortress had begun. Jelindel’s people won every skirmish. Whatever powered the communication boxes was destroyed, preventing the fortress being notified of what was going on.
Daretor put a hand on her arm and she placed her own over his, squeezing it for a moment. Jealousy flared briefly in Daretor’s heart.
Taggar stood up. ‘Time to go,’ he said.
They shouldered their packs, hitched them tight, and moved out. They had barely gone a hundred yards when the lights went out, and the ever-present sigh of the air ventilators ceased.
Taggar grinned. ‘Jelindel one, Wardragon nil.’
‘Whatever that means,’ muttered Daretor. Despite his jealousy of the previous night, he found himself liking the man, even trusting him. He had difficulty believing he was more than a thousand years old.
They had brought weapons with them, traditional swords as well as more of the cold science things. This was just as well. Rounding a corner they ran into a group of guards, some of whom recognised Jelindel.
‘It’s her!’ one of them cried.
The guards charged. Full of bravado, they withheld their fire, for they were used to attacking those who were not armed with cold science weapons. Taggar and Jelindel brought down three of them with the stun devices, but Daretor did not even bother to fumble with the safety catch of his own weapon. At such close quarters there is no substitute for a good club, and while Daretor preferred a sword, he was an expert at striking people with just about anything roughly a yard long that would not break when brought down hard upon an opponent’s head. Worse, the guards had been given training in fighting at distance, but not for close-quarter battle. At least two guards managed to stun their own people, and Daretor did the rest. Given Daretor’s preference for fighting like a barbarian, it was understandable that he gave a loud and savage battle cry as the last of the guards fell to the ground. It was not typical of Zimak’s behaviour in a fight. Unseen by Daretor as he swept up a fallen sword, Jelindel cast a puzzled glance his way before continuing on.
The chamber of flying wagons was awesomely large, with a ceiling that curved at least sixty feet above them. It was ringed by catwalks, and on the floor, in perfectly aligned rows, were at least three dozen of the incomprehensibly shaped flying machines. Taggar stood frozen, gripped by some powerful emotion.
Jelindel put a hand on his arm. ‘Taggar, what is it? What’s wrong?’
Taggar shook his head, as if to clear it. There was a catch in his voice as he said, ‘The last time I saw one of these craft was the last time I saw my beloved. Garricka.’
Jelindel squeezed his arm and he seemed to come back to himself. He smiled at her. ‘I am all right, but this …’ He stared around. ‘I had no idea the Wardragon had built so many, so quickly.’
‘Remember time does not flow the same here as on Q’zar,’ said Jelindel.
‘Even so, this is a fleet to rule empires. If it is not stopped, the stars will surely fall to it.’
‘What do you mean?’ asked Daretor. ‘Stars are lamps in the Veil of Heaven. How can they ever be the Wardragon’s?’
‘I don’t have time to explain, Zimak, but a dozen of these vessels could destroy an entire world. They could then go to other worlds – no, not just the paraworlds. They are powerful warships. The only reason you would need so many would be … if you were intending to take back what was once yours.’
‘I’m only worried about Q’zar,’ said Daretor.
‘Three of these could annihilate Q’zar within a week,’ replied Taggar.
‘If there are other “worlds”, why would the Wardragon care about Q’zar?’ asked Daretor.
‘Q’zar is where it all started, Zimak, five thousand years ago. Which means Q’zar is a symbol. And symbols are always worth destroying, especially if they belong to the enemy.’
‘Would the Wardragon really annihilate our whole world?’ asked Jelindel, barely able to comprehend the idea.
‘Trust me, the Wardragon cares nothing for your planet, except that it is the first world it will take, and enslave. And perhaps make an example of.’
‘Then we must warn our people,’ said Daretor.
‘To do what?’ asked Taggar. ‘The weapons of these flying wagons can strip the very air from your planet. How do you warn people to prepare for that? A poster in the marketplace? “Keep A Vat of Air Handy In Case the Wardragon Strikes”?’
Daretor remembered Fa’red’s words. ‘Perhaps help will come from unexpected quarters.’
Taggar eyed him cannily. He nodded at last. ‘Perhaps it will. But we must do our part first.’
A faint hum came from above. Daretor’s mouth gaped. ‘The roof. It’s … sliding open!’
‘We must hurry,’ Taggar said. He ran towards the nearest flying wagon, touched a coloured pattern on the surface in a complicated sequence of strokes, then stood back as a hatch opened. He climbed inside. Jelindel and Daretor followed, although not quite as confidently. Daretor’s suspicion that the roof was about to fall in on them was all that pushed him up the hatch stairway. Taggar led them to what he said was the command deck.
‘Jelindel, this is … look, this is a chair where someone sits when they are steering,’ he explained. ‘Please, sit.’
‘But I know nothing of this flying wagon.’
‘Just sit, and trust me.’
Jelindel sat down. Taggar attached a metal circlet to her head, a thing that looked oddly like a crown. He then touched some glowing squares on the bench before her, and Jelindel stiffened slightly and shut her eyes.
Daretor raised his cold science weapon like a club, but Taggar waved him back, smiling. ‘Fear not, she is merely in a light trance,’ he explained.
Presently, Jelindel opened her eyes and removed the circlet.
‘How is this possible?’ she asked.
Taggar shrugged. ‘It is a form of hypnosis, which communicates directly with the human brain, implanting knowledge. By wearing the circlet, anybody can learn to fly one of these vessels in a matter of minutes. It was developed towards the end of the great war, when new recruits were difficult to find, and training time very limited.’
‘It makes sense. I would never have gathered this knowledge in a lifetime,’ she marvelled, a look of wonder on her face as she gazed inwards for a moment.
‘A lifetime we don’t have,’ Taggar pointed out. ‘I thought we had you to fly the craft?’ said Daretor.
‘I’m not coming with you.’
‘What?’ Jelindel exclaimed.
‘We shall have need of Hawtarnas – remember him?’ said Taggar.
‘I know the name –’
At Jelindel’s blank look he added, ‘Our chief systems engineer, who developed a means to leave Golgora the first time. One of my duties is to plead with him to assist us.’
Jelindel’s shoulders slumped. ‘I guess all allies will be welcome when the final battle comes to be fought. But why Hawtarnas in particular?’
‘I know a little of his likes, dislikes and alliances,’ explained Taggar. ‘Hawtarnas does not like the Wardragon, and he knows something of its weaknesses. Believe me, we shall need him if the Wardragon escapes here with even the remnants of a fleet.
‘Go warn Q’zar, gather as many allies as you can. But before you go, destroy as many of these craft as possible. I fear the Wardragon has others, but we must do what we can. I’ll coordinate the battle, and try to help the exiles on this nightmare world escape. Go now. As I must, to fetch a reserve that will surprise the Wardragon and its allies most unpleasantly.’
‘But won’t you need transport to escape?’ Jelindel said.
‘If we fail, you’ll have a head start on the Wardragon because it has no means to chase you. If we succeed, we can steal more craft for our people. There’s a saying on a paraworld I once visited: “Better safe than sorry”. Besides, if your plans bear fruit, we’ll have our transportation. Until we meet again, fare you well.’ With that he turned and exited the ship.
‘What plans?’ Daretor asked. ‘Have people been making plans and not telling me? Again?’
‘You’d better buckle in,’ Jelindel told Daretor. ‘Things could get bumpy.’
‘Bumpy?’ demanded Daretor.
‘Just trust me,’ Jelindel said impatiently.
Daretor felt the vessel shudder with power. From outside there were sudden shouts and, in the distance, dull explosions. The flying wagon levitated. Jelindel tilted the craft, and pressed a stud on a complicated-looking rod. Yellow pulses of light leapt from the wingtips, and suddenly other vessels on the floor were exploding into flames. Debris clanged against the hull and the flying wagon rocked as though in swell. In short order, she took out most of the grounded ships.
Daretor’s mouth gaped. He looked away from the cockpit view screen when a scene of carnage appeared on the wall of the flying cart. For a moment he reeled, as though one side of the flying craft had been inexplicably ripped open and he was about to fall out. Terrified shouts and klaxons mingled with the crackling of many fires filled the cabin.
‘There’s no smell …’ Daretor said in disbelief. He sat down and was automatically fastened to the seat. Unable to comprehend what was happening, he stared in wide-eyed shock as streaks of lightning stabbed at the ground with pinpoint accuracy. Ship after ship erupted into fireballs; panicked crewmen, caught in a crossfire, fell like skittles as they tried to flee the carnage. Strapped to his side, his sword seemed about as powerful as a splinter against the might of the flying machine.
‘Uh oh, we’d better get out of here,’ Jelindel said. Guards were dragging up some large guns and plugging in power cords.
‘This isn’t how battles are fought,’ Daretor said, trying desperately to understand how so much carnage could be wrought without bearing a weapon. ‘There’s no honour to it.’
‘There was no other way,’ Jelindel said, although he barely heard her.
Jelindel guided the craft into the centre of the apron. Something akin to a giant hammer struck them but apart from a slight jarring they sustained minimal damage. Moments later they were in the sky and rising fast. Shortly they were more than a mile above the fortress, gazing down on a scene that showed a great deal of smoke and flames. A dozen flying wagons converged on the place. Hundreds of armed former slaves spilled from the wagons when they landed.
The reign of the Wardragon on this world was almost over.
‘Time to go,’ Jelindel said reluctantly.
‘But what about everyone down there?’ Daretor said, his sense of chivalry fast eroding. ‘Would you desert them on the say-so of a man you hardly know? They saved your life!’ He pointed at the image on the screen. ‘And the Wardragon’s still down there!’
Jelindel hardly reacted to his outburst. ‘There are plans in motion you know nothing of, Zimak. Remember Hargrellien? Anytime now she and her flock of warriors should arrive.’
‘Hargrellien?’ Daretor spluttered, looking both suspicious and annoyed. ‘Ah yes, plans that I know nothing about. Plans kept secret from me. Plans with “Don’t tell Zimak” written all over them. Anyone would think that I was working for the Wardragon. I wonder what he’s paying mercenaries!’
‘All right, all right, I apologise. You were not involved, so you were not told.’
‘Suppose you tell me now.’ Daretor stared at Jelindel in the silence that followed. ‘So, I am not to be trusted?’
‘No, no, it’s just not necessary, because you will see –’
‘Look at you! You’re like a miser, agonising over whether to spend a copper coin. Hey, Jelindel, look at all your allies giving up their lives. Such a pity you didn’t tell them that help is on the way, but that was a secret plan and you do love to surprise people –’
‘Stop it, Zimak!’ Jelindel snapped. ‘You’re sounding like Daretor! I know all of this is a … a shock. I’ve made a pact with Hargrellien, all right?’ she shouted. ‘The Wardragon has to follow us, and … this world is well suited to Hargrellien’s needs.’
‘You gave her this rat trap?’
‘Yes. She’ll guard the gast against any further mining by others like the Wardragon.’
‘Then why the secrecy?’
‘It’s the fate of a whole world –’
The battle cry that interrupted her was not recognisable as that of a chicken the size of a mansion because it was so shatteringly loud and very deep. Above them, a flock of very unlikely flying objects was materialising in mid-air from a vortex of roiling, gleaming clouds the colour of pearls. ‘BUK BUK BUKCAW,’ thundered one of Hargrellien’s airliners.
Jelindel smiled briefly at Daretor’s look of utter disbelief. She reached out and touched a small green stud. Blazing light engulfed the ship. From the ground, had anyone been watching, it would have seemed the vessel had simply blinked out of existence.


From its balcony overlooking the central courtyard, the Wardragon cursed with the Preceptor’s voice. It was obvious the tide of battle had turned against them. It whirled furiously as Kaleton came up from behind.
>THE GIRL HAS FLED<<<
Kaleton nodded. ‘And so must we,’ he said. ‘The rebels have brought in reinforcements.’
The Wardragon felt conflicting emotions over Jelindel’s escape. She has returned to Q’zar, it thought. Something in it, something very old and tired, was glad.
‘Wardragon, we must go,’ Kaleton said again.
>LEAVE? YOU OVERESTIMATE THE DANGER<<<
‘M’lord, by my count, twelve flying carriers have grounded in the central courtyard. At a minimum, several thousand enemy combatants are inside the fortress with more on the way. We must get to the command vessel and take off.’
>I CAN LEAVE ANY TIME I WISH. I DO NOT NEED A VESSEL<<<
‘If I am not mistaken, m’lord, your plans require one.’
The Wardragon considered Kaleton’s words. At length it said, >>>WHERE IS RAS?<<<
‘Ras is not to be found. He disappeared about the same time the fighting started.’
>YOU ACCUSE HIM OF COWARDICE?<<<
Kaleton looked surprised. ‘I accuse him of nothing, m’lord. I merely state a fact.’
>FIND HIM. BRING HIM TO THE COMMAND VESSEL. I WILL MEET YOU THERE IN TWENTY MINUTES. LINGER NOT. SOUND THE GENERAL ORDER FOR PILOTS TO MAN THEIR SHIPS AND GET THEM TO SAFETY<<<
‘M’lord, I took the liberty of doing that on my way here.’ Kaleton turned.
>UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES ARE THE PILOTS TO LEAVE THE STRATOSPHERE TILL I ARRIVE<<<
‘M’lord,’ Kaleton said, closing the door.
The Wardragon quickly gathered together some things that were too valuable to leave behind, then touched a stud on its desk. A panel in the north wall of the room slid aside silently, revealing a dark passage. It stepped through, and the panel slid back behind it. The passage led directly to the berth of the command ship of its fleet. It was several times larger than the fliers Jelindel had destroyed, and was disguised as a tower of the fortress. Its weapons were similarly awesome, being equal to the entire fleet that now lay mostly in ruins.
The Wardragon stalked along the passage. It now had gast, and huge quantities of it. Gast was the most precious resource in all of the paraworlds. Without it the flying vessels could not fly, the weapons could not fire, and the dilators could not open the gates between paraworlds.
It reached the entrance hatch to the disguised command vessel just as its pilot and navigator came hurrying up from the other side. The Wardragon acknowledged them with barely a nod. They were supposed to have been on duty at the vessel. A few moments later, Kaleton arrived. Ras was not with him.
>SEAT YOURSELF<<< the Wardragon ordered. >>>WE LEVITATE IN ANOTHER MINUTE. AND WHERE IS MY OTHER LIEUTENANT?<<<
‘I cannot find Ras, m’lord. None have seen him for an hour past. It may be that he was killed in the initial fighting.’
>YOU DO NOT BELIEVE THIS?<<<
Kaleton paused. ‘Speculation would be idle, m’lord.’
>I WILL NOT TOLERATE INSOLENCE, KALETON<<<
‘M’lord, I meant no offence –’
>DO NOT TRY MY PATIENCE. I POSSESS GREAT FORBEARANCE, BUT I HAVE MY LIMITS. BE ON NOTICE, YOU HAVE REACHED THOSE LIMITS<<<
Kaleton bowed his head. ‘A thousand pardons, m’lord.’
>WE SHALL DEPART NOW<<< the Wardragon told its pilot.
The craft lifted slowly, and as it did the veneer of bricks and tiles that disguised it as a tower fell away in a clattering rumble. The great warship powered straight up.
‘Where to, m’lord?’ the pilot asked, his voice calm and level.
>WHAT IS OUR HEIGHT?<<<
‘Five miles, m’lord.’
>HOLD THIS POSITION. WE WILL SEE HOW THE BATTLE FARES. KALETON. ATTEND ME<<<
Kaleton followed the Wardragon to the tactical cabin at the back of the control chamber. Here they could look down into the glass top of a table that acted like a giant farsight. The Wardragon manipulated some controls, and a view of the fortress appeared, as seen from directly above. It enlarged the view several times.
The situation in its stronghold looked hopeless. The entire fortress had been overrun, and at least twenty carriers had now grounded in the central courtyard. One person was responsible: Jelindel dek Mediesar. She and her allies. The enormity of its loss finally caught up with the Wardragon, and it gave a deep, rumbling growl. For a brief, disquieting second, it imagined that woman’s face had appeared on the desktop monitor. The Wardragon froze, staring at it. Then the image was gone.
The Wardragon struggled to compose itself. >>>HOW – HOW MANY VESSELS DO WE HAVE?<<<
Kaleton noted the Wardragon’s anxiety and quickly checked a console. ‘Twelve, m’lord.’
>THE OTHERS?<<<
‘Most likely destroyed.’
>I WANT TO KNOW IF THE VESSELS ARE OUT OF ACTION, OR IF THEY ARE BEING HIJACKED. THE ONLY WAY HOME FOR THAT RABBLE DOWN THERE IS IN A CRAFT THAT CAN OPEN A PORTAL. FEW KNOW THIS SECRET BUT WE WILL BE BETRAYED<<<
‘Jelindel already knows this.’
>YES. JELINDEL ALREADY KNOWS<<< The Wardragon hesitated, actually confused. Oh, this was monstrous, this feeling of division. Was he – yes, he! malfunctioning? He felt as if a second battle raged within. And as with the battle in the Fortress, he knew he must brutally suppress the opposition. >>>HOW MANY VESSELS DO WE HAVE AT THE SOUTH POLE BASE?<<<
‘Twenty-two, m’lord.’
>FULLY CREWED?<<<
‘Yes.’
>GOOD. TAKE US THERE. AND MAKE ALL HASTE. IT IS TIME WE BEGAN OUR ASSAULT ON Q’ZAR <<<
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The Hanging
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A hole opened in the black sky. The craft flashed from freezing darkness into blazing sunlight which made them squint, even through the polarised cockpit window. Q’zar materialised before Jelindel’s eyes like a mirage.
She laughed in joy, pointing. ‘The Algon Mountains, and there, the ocean.’
‘Yes, we made it,’ Daretor conceded, aching to be down on the ground.
‘You have done well,’ said a new voice.
Both Jelindel and Daretor twisted in their seats. Daretor’s hand went to the hilt of his sword, but the stranger raised both his hands in a gesture that said that defence wouldn’t be necessary.
‘How did you get on board?’ Daretor demanded. Jelindel flicked him that odd look again.
‘I was watching you on a security monitor and stowed away. Where is the other one?’
‘He left,’ said Jelindel. ‘So who are you?’
‘My name is Ras. I am the one who gave the Preceptor the mailshirt.’
‘In my language that translates as “Kill him instantly”,’ growled Daretor.
Ras hung his head. He looked like a powerful man attempting to be servile. ‘I was myself possessed by it at the time, so I hardly think I can be blamed for it.’
Ras told them of all that had happened since he found the Wardragon half-buried in a hillside. His account had a ring of truth, partly because he did not seek to conceal his own role, even when it was less than admirable. Besides, it was Jelindel who had buried that mailshirt all those years ago – a secret she had only ever shared with Lady Forturian.
‘You said you advised the Wardragon in policy,’ said Jelindel.
‘I was a moderating voice. Ineffectual for the most part, but I did my best.’
‘So you say,’ hedged Daretor.
Ras frowned. ‘Why would I seek to harm others?’ His question was so simply put that both Jelindel and Daretor were momentarily disarmed, as if they were speaking to an ingenuous child.
Jelindel was still curious about something though. ‘The change in you, after you wore the mailshirt. How did that happen? According to your story, you were a simple sheep herder.’
Ras’s brow knitted. ‘I cannot explain it. My whole life before that time seems like a long dream from which the mailshirt woke me.’ He fell quiet. Then, in a small voice, in which there was the faintest note of despair, ‘To be frank, it sometimes feels as if I am still dreaming.’
‘Interesting, but we don’t have time to deal with you for now,’ said Jelindel. ‘We have to –’
‘Destroy the Wardragon’s base on Q’zar. Destroy its factories and the portal there.’
‘How did you know that?’
‘Why else would you be here? For the D’loom horse traders’ annual fair?’
‘What do you know about the base?’ asked Jelindel.
‘I know the location, layout and organisation.’
‘You’re asking us to trust you,’ said Jelindel.
‘I am asking nothing,’ said Ras.
‘Will you submit to the truthsense?’ Jelindel asked.
‘Whatever that is, yes,’ replied Ras.
Jelindel left Daretor in charge of the controls of the vessel – ‘Don’t touch a thing, Zimak!’ – while she performed the necessary incantation, spoke the words of command, and administered the test to Ras. Daretor stared at the controls, wondering how one was meant to control anything without reins or even a steering wheel as one had on a ship.
A short time later Jelindel joined him. ‘Ras is telling the truth,’ she declared. ‘We have nothing to fear from him.’
Daretor grunted, still not convinced, but unwilling to argue in the face of the magical verdict.
Jelindel returned to the pilot’s seat and tapped at some coloured studs. ‘Machine, do you know the place called Argentia?’ she said to the panel of glowing lights and keyboard.
‘Yes,’ replied a melodious voice. Daretor took a pace back and collided with Ras. He mouthed the words, ‘It speaks!’ Ras smiled and nodded.
‘Then take us there,’ said Jelindel.
Staying a little higher than the mountain range, they flew north-east along its flanks until they saw a town nestled into a hillside and surrounded by a tall defensive wall. The trip of weeks by horse took only minutes. Inside, arranged in the shape of a triangle with an extra ziggurat in the middle, was an impressive architectural structure that had not been there when Jelindel was banished to Golgora. How much time had passed here? she wondered.
Ras stood beside Jelindel. ‘The base of the central ziggurat is your main target,’ he said. ‘Do you know the weapon systems of this craft?’
‘Just this sword,’ said Daretor, drawing the blade and holding it before him. ‘I threw that stupid stun weapon away.’
‘I think he means the thundercasts mounted outside,’ said Jelindel.
‘Then you know what the thundercast weapons can do?’ Ras asked Jelindel.
Jelindel nodded again and brought the craft lower. Ras pointed out the various buildings that needed to be destroyed.
‘Leave the north-east ziggurat,’ he warned. ‘It is there that prisoners are held. Now drop me in the town square.’
‘Wait a moment –’ began Daretor. ‘We cannot destroy the buildings while there are people inside. The sight of me emerging from this thing will inspire awe. I shall tell people to get out or be destroyed, and you can then shoot out a section of wall to show that I speak with authority. I can contact your ship from the Wardragon’s control room.’
Jelindel and Daretor looked at each other. Ras was right. The slaughter of innocents was for the likes of the Wardragon and his host, the Preceptor, and not the likes of them. There were innocent people mixed with the not-so-innocent in that place.
‘Agreed, I suppose,’ said Daretor.
‘Then time to do it,’ Jelindel replied.
She brought the craft down into the town square. Ras climbed out and strode for the main ziggurat. Some of those present ran, others cowered, and a few brave souls came forward to see what was happening. When it became clear that instant death was not about to be inflicted upon them, their nerves strengthened, and a cautious crowd gathered.
Jelindel waited a reasonable amount of time before demolishing a section of wall that Ras had earlier indicated. She then lifted the vessel to hover slightly out of bowshot over the town. From this height they could see large numbers of people spilling out of the ziggurats and adjacent buildings. An hour after letting Ras out, the control panel’s voice informed them that a message had come in from Ras. The buildings had been cleared.
Jelindel manipulated several control studs. The north-west structure appeared on a screen on the panel in front of her. A glowing target sight shifted across the screen and stopped on the nearest wall of the building.
‘Lock on to the highlighted images, then fire,’ said Jelindel.
‘You’re sure about this?’ replied a feminine voice. Its former melodious tone was now suffused with concern.
‘Yes.’
‘I sense a reluctance. Perhaps you are a newly qualified gunnery officer. Quick neural information dumps can sometimes cause … Do you know what sort of mess my energies can make?’
‘Destroy the place!’ shouted Jelindel. ‘Can’t you understand orders?’
‘Affirmative. Target acquired,’ said the ship.
Daretor glanced about nervously each time the ship spoke. He was known to speak to his sword on occasion, especially on one recent night when he had become exceptionally drunk, but even then he never expected a reply, and he certainly never thought that it might fly out of his hands and do its own fighting. It wasn’t natural. Perhaps the ship was simply possessed by a daemon. These cold science people didn’t know everything.
‘Life signs?’ Jelindel asked.
‘None,’ came the reply.
‘Fire.’
Brilliant green pulses of atom-annihilating energy blasted the ziggurat. One entire side glowed violet for a second, then vaporised.
The towers and buildings highlighted by Jelindel were blasted into rubble without further doubt from the thundercast controller. Soon there was nothing left standing, and indeed when the smoke and dust cleared there was a large crater where the basement complex had collapsed in on itself. Argentia at least would provide the Wardragon no further assistance.
Struck numb by the craft’s power, Daretor could only watch the destruction with his mouth hanging open, the hilt of his sword feeling more like a toy with every passing second.
By the time Jelindel brought the craft back to land in the town square the wind had blown away the smoke and dust. A group of townsfolk, with Ras at their head, was waiting as Jelindel and Daretor climbed out of the craft. When they approached, Daretor noticed that Ras had an odd expression on his face, almost one of sadness. Jelindel started to ask if all had gone well, but before she had finished her question, blue light flickered out from over Ras’s shoulder and enveloped both her and Daretor, binding them in magical cords.
‘Do not bother with any of your spells, Countess,’ said a voice. ‘I have muffled your magical voice by clamping your jaw. You’ll find it difficult to manifest so much as a smile, let alone one of your interesting little spells.’
A cowled man stepped out from behind Ras. Jelindel now saw that Ras was shackled, a sword pressed into his back by a frightened-looking militiaman. Fa’red threw back his cowl. ‘This is well met,’ he said, grinning.
While Jelindel frantically tried to utter a spell, Daretor cried, ‘We had a pact!’
‘So we did, Zimak – or is it Daretor? I can never tell. However, you broke our pact when you failed to report back what you had discovered here. Now you have destroyed my buildings.’
‘Your buildings?’ Daretor exclaimed.
‘I took the liberty, while you were both away, of appropriating the Wardragon’s base here. I discovered many interesting things, especially cold science things. I could not understand or control them, but then that is what folk like these are for. They can command mighty forces, but they are still weak where magic is concerned. They work for me now. And not the mailshirt.’
‘I cannot believe that.’
‘No? Think on it: the most highly trained warrior with the most advanced weapons imaginable can be persuaded to leave his post by some ignorant strumpet who flashes a shapely leg at him. Magic is like that, too. It sneaks up under one’s guard.’
Fa’red said all this with the profound distaste of the mage-born for cold science.
‘Then you should know that the Preceptor has a fleet of these metal flying carpets,’ Daretor replied, inclining his head to the vessel they had stolen. ‘We figure he’s on his way here now with what’s left.’
‘And where would he build such a fleet?’
‘On Golgora,’ said Daretor.
Fa’red stared at them both for a moment then burst out laughing.
‘On Golgora? The hell world? So let me see, he went to Golgora and built a mine and got together a group of folk with cold science skills so far beyond his understanding that he would be hard pressed to use their toilet without written instructions. He then built a fleet of sky vessels – on one of the most dangerous paraworlds ever charted? Full of ignorant, exiled villains, cutthroats and murderers, who just stood happily by while he did this?’
‘No, he enslaved them.’
‘Your tongue has become quite resourceful,’ Fa’red said. ‘And I suppose he sent them in chains to some university of the cold sciences to acquire an education.’
‘You’re missing the point,’ said Daretor. ‘He’s no longer the Preceptor, or so I’m told. He’s now the Wardragon, and has been for some time.’
This checked Fa’red for a moment.
‘The mailshirt,’ he said. ‘The mailshirt … I wonder.’
‘What they say is correct,’ said Ras in his imperturbable tone.
Fa’red eyed him with frank curiosity. ‘A new player, how interesting. Well, you can all die together.’ Aware of Jelindel’s propensity to thwart him, he conferred a secondary magic-suppressing spell on her, while allowing her full use of her jaw again.
He then briskly issued orders. Guards once loyal to the Preceptor came forward to take hold of Jelindel and Daretor as the binding spells were collapsed, then they and Ras were shackled, hauled away, and locked in a cell.
That evening their wrist shackles alone were removed and they were given a meal. They were also informed they would be publicly executed early the next morning. Ras was taken away for questioning and did not return.
‘You hardly touched your food,’ Jelindel pointed out as they sat on opposite sides of the cell. She spoke slowly, as Fa’red’s spell enforced a kind of censorship on her utterances.
‘Trying to lose weight,’ replied Daretor.
‘This is becoming farcical,’ muttered Jelindel, straining to open her mouth. ‘Q’zar is about to be destroyed and all Fa’red can think about is revenge. The dolt! Does he think the Wardragon will sit down and parley with him?’
Daretor yawned. ‘He might. If Taggar is successful in destroying the flying fleet on Golgora, then he may feel in need of a new ally.’
‘There’s some truth in that, but how stupid would Fa’red be to trust the Wardragon? This is a battle between magic and cold science. Does he think the Wardragon will destroy all else and permit one mage – Fa’red – to go on his merry way?’
Daretor raised a single eyebrow, then smiled enigmatically. ‘Others look for strengths and weaknesses in their enemies, but I look for patterns. Take any battle, and Fa’red will be there, waiting on the sidelines, waiting for someone to win, waiting to swoop in and annihilate the weary victor. He’s really a very simple man. Clever, learned, and powerful, to be sure, but at heart quite simple. He wants wealth and power, and he tries to get it by stealing victories from victors. We must have forces in reserve for when he appears, so that we can strike him down forever.’
Jelindel thought about his words, at first frowning with disbelief, then slowly, almost reluctantly, nodding.
Now it came home to Daretor what was at stake here. Like most Q’zarans, he had grown up with magic, had taken it for granted perhaps. Even when he had hated and distrusted it, he still could not imagine life without it; it was one of those great ‘givens’, like breathing and sleeping. Indeed, in some ways, it was like the darkness that came every night: always there, always scary, yet oddly comforting in the rhythms of its return, in the sweet sleep it brought with it, and in the resurrection of each new day.
As he thought about what the loss of magic would mean, and remembered the sight of the great human machine with its conveyor belt mentality, he shivered.
‘Cold science naturally displaces magic, just as heat pushes out cold, or disbelief holds sway over belief. They cannot live together,’ Jelindel said.
‘Yet they do so within the Wardragon,’ said Daretor.
Jelindel stared at him. ‘Yes, they do,’ Jelindel agreed. ‘That’s the Wardragon’s strength, its secret weapon. But now I wonder. Perhaps that is also its weakness.’
‘If it has a weakness.’
‘When I met it in the fortress on Golgora, I sensed something. I’m not sure what. When it saw me it seemed … confused. Is that possible? Could a machine feel that? Could it feel at all?’
‘Why did it want you?’ Daretor asked.
‘I wondered at that, too,’ said Jelindel. ‘I think it wanted revenge. But then … well, Taggar thinks it let me go. He never said why.’
Daretor snorted. ‘If it let you go, then it did so for its own purposes.’
‘Perhaps,’ said Jelindel, more mystified than ever. ‘But what can we know of its purposes?’
‘Nothing. And I for one don’t want to know. I am more concerned about what is going to happen here. To us. And to magic.’ He paused. ‘Could magic truly be destroyed?’
Jelindel told him about her foretelling with Cimone, then said, ‘Other worlds that once were magical, now are riddled by cold science. We’ve seen them.’
‘Farvane?’
‘Yes. The Farvenu are agents, witting or otherwise, of this manic force that detests and fears magic, the inheritance of the God-king Chiron, according to Taggar. It seems to me a disease that spreads, a cancer, that eats away the healthy flesh. Taggar says that as more and more cold science is introduced, magic gradually stops working. People stop believing. After a while, they can no longer even imagine magic. And thus magic dies. If that happens here –’
‘Then your prophecy will come true.’
‘Yes. My prophecy of a thousand years of darkness. It will be a thousand years unrelieved by magic. The people will be more defenceless than I had guessed possible. There will be no magical cures, no knowledge spread by magic, no power to defend themselves and their communities. All the things that can stave off tyranny will be gone; the plane of shadows itself that connects all people and makes them greater than they are alone, will fragment and fall into the darkness I saw. Only the evils of cold science – sickness, madness, and injustice – will remain.’
‘But we too have some of these things.’
‘It will be much, much worse under cold science. And remember, magic is still new to Q’zar, for all that it is five thousand years old. It is yet to come into its own, to fully mature. Now that would be something to see! But perhaps that is not to be.’ She paused. ‘If the Wardragon wins, then magic will become a myth. Even the dragons will be gone.’
‘Is that so bad?’
‘How can you say that, you, who have ridden on dragons?’
‘Don’t get me wrong, I value the dragons greatly, but at least cold science vessels don’t eat their passengers.’
‘Name a dragon that ever tried to eat you.’
‘I can’t, but how do I know they are not wondering how I would taste toasted?’
‘Zimak, dragons are the very stuff of magic. The first and oldest magic …’ She stopped and tapped her head. ‘Silly me. You’re having a lend of me.’
‘You’ve become very serious of late.’
Jelindel heaved a sigh. ‘I know. Do you think Daretor managed to enlist the Sacred One’s help?’
Daretor had almost forgotten his – now Zimak’s – mission to the Tower Inviolate. But he did not like to think about it. There was no chance that a petty street thief like Zimak, who possessed as much honour as a Nerrissian sewer rat, could have obtained the help of the Sacred One. But he did not say so. Hope was as much an endangered species right now as magic. ‘Perhaps he did,’ he said, reminding her that the dragons might yet come. Jelindel saw that he was not convinced, but nodded anyway.
‘Let’s hope Daretor’s been successful,’ Jelindel said, though there was an odd note to her voice that Daretor could not quite interpret.
A short time later a guard came by and removed not only their used dinner implements but the lamp as well. He told them, ‘Better get some shut-eye. It’ll be your last.’ He thought this to be hysterically funny, and walked off cackling to himself.
They lay together in the darkness on the joined single beds and Jelindel put her arms around Daretor. He hardly noticed it anymore. He supposed that people who were about to die had a right to some kind of intimacy. Nobody wanted to die alone.
Jelindel leaned across and kissed him on the lips. Daretor was not sure whether he was annoyed or confused, or both. Was Jelindel showing affection to him, Daretor, or to Zimak? As far as she was concerned, she had kissed Zimak in Daretor’s body. Did that mean he had been half-betrayed? Had she always fancied Zimak? Did she now want to consummate a long-stifled passion?
‘Zimak?’
‘Hmm?’
‘None of this is easy for me, either.’ Jelindel waited for Daretor to say something. When he didn’t, she continued. ‘I’ve lived as a battle-hardened adult these past five years. I should have been playing in the walled garden with my friends, and longing to grow up and be taken seriously. While I was riding in the wilderness, fighting for my life and casting spells, normal girls were having fun, learning to do tatting, to sew, and how to supervise cooks and servants. I was never taught how to dance properly. All girls are taught to dance, but not me. I just picked up a few steps here and there.’ A slight rasp entered her voice. ‘Instead I am as you see me, hero, wizard, adventurer, but neither normal nor a girl.’
‘Of course you’re a girl.’
‘I’m female, not a girl. Soon I shall be female, but not a woman. I’ll certainly not be a lady nor noblewoman.’
‘You’re alive. That must count for something.’
‘I wonder. I just want to be who and what I should be, not what circumstances have made me.’
‘All right, you have my leave to dress in frills and lace, and be a countess,’ Daretor mumbled, half-wishing she would stop talking.
‘Sometimes I wonder what my life would have been like if my family had … lived.’ She turned over. He heard a single choked sob in the darkness and dearly wanted to put his arms around her, but was afraid she would let him.
Angry at himself Daretor dozed and dreamed he was standing at one end of a corridor while Zimak was at the other. Running between them, utterly bewildered, was Jelindel. Zimak kept swapping faces with him, and so swiftly that Daretor couldn’t tell who Jelindel was actually trying to reach. Finally, exhausted, she stopped equidistant from them and sank to her knees. She started scratching at the corridor wall, as if she could dig her way out with her fingernails.
The scratching irritated Daretor and he asked her to stop but she kept right on doing it.
He woke and sat bolt upright. The scratching was real and came from the barred window set high in the far wall. Daretor climbed to his feet and shuffled warily over, the manacles on his ankles restricting his movements. The window was too high to peer out of so he dragged over the crate they had used as a table the night before and climbed up on it, gripping the bars of the window.
‘Is somebody there?’ he hissed.
‘Zimak?’ came a small voice.
It took Daretor a moment to realise the speaker meant him. ‘Yes, it’s me. Who’s this?’
‘It’s Davit.’
‘Davit?’ Daretor gathered his wits. ‘Yes, Davit. What are you doing here?’
‘I saw them arrest you yesterday. I’m here to get you out.’
Daretor had no idea who this Davit was, but he was not about to ignore an offer of help, even from a friend of Zimak’s.
‘What is your plan?’ Daretor asked.
‘I’ve stolen two of my father’s chisels. We can try to dig out one of the bars.’
A small hand holding a chisel came through the window. Daretor took the tool and together they got to work on one of the bars. Behind Daretor, Jelindel woke. When she found out what they were doing she went to the cell door and stayed there with her ear pressed against the wood, listening for any sounds of approaching guards.
The bars were set deep in large stone slabs and the mortar was like old rock itself. They chiselled away for hours, their noise muffled by distant banging, which Jelindel suggested was a gallows in the making. By dawn they had only succeeded in loosening the base of one bar.
As the light increased, Daretor got a good look at his helper. Davit was a small boy of about nine or ten, slight of build, with a mop of untidy, dark hair and a squint in one eye that he accentuated by tilting his head to one side.
Finally, Daretor stopped. His fingers were rubbed raw and blood had mixed with the chips of mortar. ‘It’s no use,’ he said. ‘I thank you for your help, Davit, but you must go now, before it gets too light.’
‘No! I want to get you out of there.’ There were tears in the boy’s eyes.
Daretor put his hand on Davit’s.
‘There’s nothing more you can do. And if you’re found here, you will end up joining us on the scaffold.’ He pushed the chisel back through the window and watched as the boy took it morosely and shoved it in his canvas bag.
‘Go,’ Daretor said again. ‘While you still can.’
‘I’ll think of something else,’ the boy promised as he turned and melted away into the greying shadows.
They were given a generous breakfast. If there was one law that was observed on almost every world that Jelindel had ever visited or heard of, it was the right of the condemned prisoner to a lavish last meal. They had porridge with raisins in it, fresh goat’s milk and clotted cream, as well as strawberries. Then came fresh-baked bread, butter, and a haunch of ham so perfectly cured it literally made Daretor’s mouth water. There was also a variety of other cold meats: chicken, lamb, duck, and some smoked fish. Finishing it up was a platter of cheeses with a pot of spiced coffee.
Jelindel smiled. ‘I really think he means to kill us this time,’ she said, surveying the feast.
‘Is that why he supposedly let us go all the other times? He forgot to feed us?’ said Daretor, taking a chunk out of a succulent drumstick. ‘Is this some kind of archmage etiquette that I ought to know about?’
‘No, I was thinking that this is more a Farvenu style of execution. Don’t you think?’
‘Gah, don’t mention them.’
By all the Odd Gods, I am sounding more like Zimak every day, thought Daretor. Living as Zimak was bad enough. Dying as him would be downright humiliating.
They finished breakfast and sat side by side. Jelindel pressed herself against him. Well, here I am, thought Daretor, facing death while betraying myself to the woman I love, who thinks I am someone else. What does that make me? Is there a word for it? Probably not. Not much call for body-swapping betrayal words.
Presently the jailor came, accompanied by guards. The prisoners’ wrists were shackled again, and as an added precaution, Jelindel was gagged. Then they were led out to the town square where the gallows had been erected during the night. Jelindel tried once again to summon some magic, but Fa’red’s spell combined with the simple burlap gag effectively stopped any incantations.
They were led up onto the scaffold, around which a crowd of Argentian town folk had been gathered. None heckled them, in fact no one looked at all happy about the proceedings. Daretor wondered if the townsfolk saw them as enemies or friends. Not that it would make any difference. As they placed the noose around his neck, Daretor spotted the boy Davit in the crowd. He tried to signal him with his eyes, ordering him to leave. This was no sight for a child.
Fa’red stepped out of the crowd and mounted the steps, stopping in front of them. Despite all of his precautions, he stayed out of arm’s reach. Daretor looked down and realised they were standing on a trapdoor. No doubt the drop was perfectly calculated to snap their necks. In all his days of journeying, he had seen many hangings, but these were always from branches, with horses beneath, which were then whipped out from under the condemned.
‘Why go to all this trouble, Fa’red?’ asked Daretor. ‘Why not just murder us during the night in our cell?’
Fa’red winced theatrically. ‘The proceedings must be seen to be carried out, my boy. And it doesn’t hurt to provide the public with a free show.’ The archmage appeared jovial, almost exhilarated. ‘You don’t know how long I’ve waited for this moment. I want to see you die. With my own eyes.’
‘All that nice breakfast, gone to waste,’ said Daretor.
Fa’red’s eyes narrowed with uncertainty. ‘What do you mean? It was your last meal.’
‘Allow me my secrets, Fa’red. Shall we get this over and done with?’
‘They say impatience shortens one’s life, Daretor. You will prove them correct!’ Despite his good humour, Fa’red had cause to doubt himself. He cast another spell on Jelindel. Satisfied she could wreak no immediate havoc, he ripped the gag from her mouth and stepped back. He raised his arm to signal the executioner, who stood at the lever that opened the trapdoor beneath their feet.
Jelindel tried to utter a spell, but it fell from her lips as would spittle.
Daretor turned to regard Jelindel. ‘Ah, don’t take this the wrong way, but I love you,’ he said.
‘And I you,’ replied Jelindel. There were tears in her eyes.
Daretor’s heart lurched. ‘Then prepare yourself for a shock in the afterlife.’
Fa’red read his lips. ‘What was that supposed to mean?’ he asked, his arm still raised.
A shadow fell across the scaffold, engulfing them. Fa’red spun at once, and it saved his life. He had just a moment to see the enormous clawed foot reaching for him, to see razor sharp talons sweeping to eviscerate him, before he flung himself off the scaffold. The huge dragon swept onwards, the mangled body of the executioner dangling from its other foot. Screams and cries erupted from the crowd, none of whom had seen the dragon dropping out of the sun.
Now the huge beast wheeled back, and the crowd fled. The guards hesitated, uncertain which was worse, the terrible daemon of the skies or the eventual wrath of the archmage. Concluding that there was a fairly good chance of the archmage being eaten, they ran for their lives. Daretor and Jelindel found themselves alone on the scaffold. The lever to the trapdoor was all that separated them from death, but at least now the lever was unattended. The dragon landed with a great swoosh of wings, then Zimak jumped down onto the platform.
‘I’m always getting you two out of trouble,’ he said as he removed their nooses. Having fetched a bloodied key ring from the dead executioner’s belt, he unlocked their shackles. Then all three scrambled up onto S’cressling’s back. Osric hailed them from the mane but immediately turned his attention back to S’cressling. Just as the dragon was surging forward into flight again, there came a yelp from beneath the dragon.
Daretor stuck his head over the edge. Hanging off one leg was the boy, Davit. Daretor muttered an oath, then uncoiled an anchor rope and threw it down.
‘Hang on, boy,’ he called.
A moment later Davit stood on the saddle-deck. He immediately threw his arms around Daretor’s waist. Daretor hugged him back, half-laughing and half-scowling. ‘You could have been killed, child.’
‘Davit!’ Zimak yelled out. He came over and ruffled the boy’s hair.
Davit peered at him. ‘Who are you?’ he asked. Zimak opened his mouth to reply then an odd look swept his face. His eyes went to Jelindel, and a new complication registered there. Daretor watched what everyone else’s eyes were doing.
‘Hie, welcome aboard,’ Zimak declared at last.
Jelindel threw her arms around Zimak and hugged him tightly. ‘That’s one I owe you,’ she cried, and planted a kiss on his cheek.
Then Jelindel went back to Daretor and took his hand in hers. Daretor stared at her, unresisting.
‘Did you think I was going to sweep Zimak off his feet?’ Jelindel asked. ‘Do you really want me to do that, Daretor?’
Daretor’s shoulders loosened as though a great tension had left them. ‘How long have you known?’ he asked.
Jelindel shook her head, as if sorry for him. ‘I’ve guessed for a while now – calling me Jelli once confirmed my suspicions. But you wanted to test me, didn’t you?’
Daretor averted his gaze.
‘Do you really think I wouldn’t know the man I love, the man to whom I’ve pledged myself?’ She sighed and said, almost to herself, ‘Men are such dolts.’
‘Yet when you first climbed into the Wardragon’s tower, you rushed forward in the dark, and kissed who you thought was Zimak very passionately,’ said Daretor. ‘Then there was “Zimak! Zimak! By all the gods, I’ve missed you!”, and a kiss and a hug that I never knew was shared with Zimak as well as me.’
Zimak pulled Davit aside and started explaining to him that he was the boy’s friend, not the big brute sharing an exquisitely awkward moment with Jelindel.
‘Sometimes,’ began Jelindel, ‘sometimes it is just pleasant to be with someone a little wicked and daring.’ Jelindel paused, and realised, inexplicably, that she had been wanting to say this to Daretor for some time. ‘Zimak has a sense of fun. You are always so serious and steady, always worried about your honour. Seeing Zimak in your body, well, it showed me how you could be – a loveable rogue.’
‘You do not value my sense of honour?’
‘Your sense of honour cuts you off from the rest of the world. Even I can’t live up to it. I, Jelindel, am not as honourable as you. Am I making sense?’
‘More sense than you realise.’
‘What is that meant to mean?’ Jelindel asked.
‘You are the intelligent one, work it out.’
‘I could burn you to cinders!’ Jelindel snapped. In that moment she realised that she could. Fa’red’s spell had dissipated the moment he had fallen from the gallows.
Daretor spread his arms. ‘Then do so.’
Jelindel shook her head. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. I apologise. Forgive me.’
‘I forgive you in the same way that I would forgive a lion that tried to eat me. No hard feelings, but approach with care.’
There was a long and chilly silence that was finally broken by Jelindel. ‘You’ve changed, Daretor. You’ve learned to use your brain, but I didn’t notice. I’m a girl, yet I’m expected to be a wise old woman. I get so tired of expectations.’ She reached out to touch him, but he withdrew.
Daretor realised with a shock that there were tears in her eyes. His resolve crumbled and he put his arms around her and kissed her.
‘So where to?’ Osric asked from the mane.
Jelindel gave Daretor an extra hard hug and turned. ‘The flying craft?’ She went to the edge of the deck platform and gazed down at Argentia. The dragon turned and flew back. Below them the town square was almost empty. The flying machine was gone.
‘Circle back over the town,’ said Jelindel.
Osric brought the great dragon around in a slow turn and for the next ten minutes they quartered the town, searching for the cold science craft, but it was nowhere to be seen. Either it had been flown away by someone, or it had been moved under cover so Fa’red could inspect it at his leisure. He might not have believed their story, but he was not foolish enough to discount it entirely. The Preceptor would not have gone to Golgora by his own choice. It was totally feasible he was now controlled by the Wardragon. These were facts.
And after all, they had reappeared on Q’zar in a sophisticated flying machine – not exactly the kind of thing one put together in a local workshop or smithy. Besides, if Fa’red found the neural circlet, and he tried it on, he would be able to fly the craft himself. Would he want to?
Either way, the machine was gone.
‘Take us to D’loom, Osric,’ Jelindel said, feeling profoundly weighed down by events.
Once more S’cressling wheeled in the sky above Argentia. Before she passed over the walls Zimak tossed a note tied to a fluttering red scarf overboard. In it he briefly explained to Davit’s parents that the boy would come with them for the time being, and that he would be brought back when things were once more safe in Argentia.
‘They can’t read,’ explained Davit as the scarf plunged away.
‘Oh,’ Zimak said.
Jelindel sat down next to Daretor and rested her head against his shoulder. Daretor put his arm around her, thinking about what she had said regarding his expectations.




Chapter 17 [image: Ch-line]


Zimak’s Old Haunts
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There was much to do and little time in which to do it, Jelindel reflected, as they approached D’loom. It was night time which was probably just as well. Although she had been away on Golgora for nearly two years, only two months had passed on Q’zar. Despite this she had the feeling that they would find many changes when they got back, not all of them welcome.
Her fears were not long in being realised.
Even from the air and miles away they could see that D’loom by night was different. Watch fires burned on the old walls, creating a ring of flames girdling all of the city.
‘Well, that’s new,’ said Zimak, unable to hide the anxiety in his voice.
‘Is that where you live?’ asked Davit eagerly. Zimak nodded, staring intently at the distant wavering lights. Daretor rubbed his jaw. He could imagine the shadowy figures clustered near the fires, sharpening swords, gossiping, all the while casting fearful glances out into the darkness.
‘There are even lanterns on the ships at anchor,’ he said, pointing.
‘It seems distrust has grown since we left,’ said Jelindel.
‘What’s distrust?’ Davit asked.
Zimak grinned. ‘That’s when you think dark forces are out to get you.’
‘Aren’t dark forces always out to get you?’ the boy asked, eyes wide.
‘He’s spent too much time in your company, Zimak,’ joked Daretor.
‘We’d better find a way to enter the city without any fuss,’ Jelindel said.
‘That means we don’t go in on the dragon?’ asked Davit.
‘You’re a bright boy,’ Jelindel said and laughed, putting an arm around Daretor. ‘See that dark patch east of the harbour? What about coming down there?’
Daretor shook his head. ‘The watch flames are very still, there’s no wind. S’cressling is too big. She’ll be noticed even in the dimmest light.’
‘Then where?’ asked Jelindel.
‘Can we land on the shore, south of the city, Osric?’
‘Find somewhere safe to land and we’ll do it,’ Osric called from the mane.
‘But how do we get in?’ asked Zimak. ‘The place is obviously under tight guard.’
‘You can take us in through your old haunts,’ Daretor said.


The bowels of the city stank. Zimak tried holding his breath but that only added dizziness to the nausea he felt. This was visceral, gut-wrenching nausea, like a punch to the stomach. He had once lived down here, he kept thinking. As a street urchin in D’loom, and later a pickpocket and thief, he had needed as many boltholes as possible, and the sewers of D’loom seemed specifically designed for gutter-scrapings such as he had been. Every rat to his rathole, they used to say. The only downside was that everybody, every market seller and would-be victim, would know he was coming if they happened to be downwind. This had led to the unlikely habit of mass bathings by the D’loomian street-packs prior to going on the prowl each day.
Zimak stumbled and almost went face down in the muck that his once fine, deer-hide boots were squelching through. To save himself he flung out a hand against the wall, getting a fistful of stinking sludge between his fingers. He cursed softly. Getting his own body back was all very well, but he was taking time to get used to it. His limbs were all wrong, they were far too light and reacted too fast. It felt a bit like wearing a brand new set of unfamiliar clothes. Daretor had been all too successful in making his body athletic.
‘Gah, I hate this place!’ Zimak flicked his fingers, dislodging the sludge and what looked like several leeches. ‘Don’t remember them living here when I did,’ he murmured to himself then continued on, holding an oil lamp high with his other hand.
Behind him came Daretor and Jelindel, both looking ill but resolute, then came Osric and Davit. Osric seemed oddly immune to the stench, which was hardly surprising for someone who had grown up shovelling dragon dung. Davit was the only one enjoying himself. He thought this was a great adventure, sneaking into a dangerous city via the slimy sewer tunnels, all of it right under the very noses of the watchmen supposedly guarding it.
‘How much further?’ Daretor grumbled.
‘You suggested coming this way,’ Zimak reminded him.
‘Yes, yes, but how much longer?’
‘Getting your old body back certainly hasn’t improved your temper. Indeed, I for one feel that it’s gotten a lot –’
‘I asked how much further!’
‘Twenty minutes, maybe. Somewhere up ahead there’s an overflow from a higher level sewer and from there we can take our pick of exits.’
‘Exits?’ Jelindel asked.
‘The covered hatchways where the public muck carts dump out. They’re not locked.’
‘You would know, wouldn’t you?’ Daretor said.
‘What’s that supposed to mean? Maybe for once you should just try thanking me for my – my unique life experience.’
‘Need I point out that your life experience stinks?’
‘Gah, Daretor. I’ve lived your life for a while, and it wasn’t so wholesome either. All those women throwing themselves at you, just because you’ve got big muscles.’
‘Had big muscles. Now all I have is a big stomach.’
‘Can you two give it a rest?’ Jelindel cut in. ‘Just for a change?’
‘A rest? That’s what he’s been doing with my body! I’m all flab.’
‘Quality flab,’ said Zimak.
‘Both of you, stop it!’ shouted Jelindel. ‘If you want to kill each other, arrange a time and place, but for now, please, work together.’
Zimak stomped on in silence. He located the overflow, scrambled up the brick steps beside it, and started looking for the iron rungs of ladders fixed in the side of the sewer which led up to the streets of D’loom. At one point they encountered a horde of rats, but the dark, scampering mass just parted and flowed around them, paying them practically no heed at all.
A short time later Zimak was standing at the top of one of the iron ladders, holding up a hinged wooden hatch cover and peering out into the street, which was lit by the glow from the bonfires on the distant city walls. He saw nothing moving, and heard nothing. Better still, it was a street that he knew.
They wasted no time getting out into the open, and were soon breathing in the relatively fresh night air and eyeing each other with distaste.
‘Now would be a good time for a cloaking spell,’ Zimak said.
‘Why?’ asked Jelindel.
‘Because every stray dog in the city will soon be following us, not to mention strong men fainting from the stench as we pass.’
‘One should never use magic when there are other options,’ Jelindel said. ‘Like a bath.’
‘Oh, that’s right,’ Zimak said, ‘“one should never abuse one’s power”.’
‘Bathhouses are everywhere in cities, aren’t they?’ Davit said.
‘Actually, no,’ explained Daretor. ‘Besides, the only way to get the stench out of our clothes would be to burn them.’
‘I know a bathhouse that opens at odd hours,’ said Zimak. ‘Don’t ask why. We’ll steal some fresh clothes on the way there.’
‘I suppose your talents come in handy sometimes,’ Daretor allowed.


Some time later a bathhouse manager noticed a peculiar and unpleasant odour in his reception parlour. He turned to find a small street urchin holding out several coins.
‘Please, sir, my masters need a private bathing room.’
The manager took the money, bit it to make sure it was not lead covered in gold leaf, and gave the boy a key to chamber number two. It was deplorable how the gentry used street urchins to do their errands, he thought, turning back to his inventory of soap and towels. In his youth, the nobler families all came to the bathhouses with their own retinues or servants. None of this cost-cutting rubbish. People were getting rich these days, he concluded, but money could not buy class or style.
The bathing chamber was made of stone and marble with brass piping and taps. It had a small fountain in the centre of the main bath from which water steamed and tinkled. As modesty was a convention that differed in different parts of Q’zar, no one blinked when Jelindel peeled off her soiled clothing and walked naked into the deliciously scented water, sinking slowly and luxuriously up to her neck. Daretor undressed last, and fed their soiled and reeking clothes into the furnace at one end of the chamber before climbing down into the water.
‘What sort of people come to a bathhouse at night?’ asked Osric.
‘Shady characters that attract attention,’ Daretor grumbled.


Two hours later they stood on the rooftop of their old house, which had been securely boarded up. It was also posted with merchantmen notices declaring them bandits. They felt like bandits, too, dressed in ill-fitting clothes that Zimak had stolen on the way to the bathhouse.
‘All our property has been appropriated by the new government,’ read Jelindel, peering at a poster.
‘What new government?’ asked Zimak.
‘The government of merchantmen,’ said Osric, reading over Jelindel’s shoulder.
‘Who just happen to be in the employ of the Preceptor who is actually the Wardragon,’ said Daretor dourly.
Jelindel wove a spell, frowning slightly as she did so. The heavy brass padlock on the rooftop door clicked open. They entered, pulling the door shut behind them.
‘Nobody will suspect that we have returned to live within our own house again,’ she said as they made their way to their old sitting room.
‘They will if Zimak lights that pottery lamp,’ said Daretor.
‘Then how do we see?’ asked Davit.
‘By the bonfires on the city walls,’ said Daretor. ‘Enough light is coming in through the cracks and chinks in the window shutters. Let your eyes adjust, it will be enough.’


Jelindel had found herself wanting to be alone more and more often, and now that she was confined to the house with Daretor and Zimak, she made for the roof to escape them. The sky was clear, and dominated by the moons. Tiny Specmoon was at the zenith, while Blanchemoon was near full as it rose white and brilliant in the east. Reculemoon was low in the west. It was the trickster in the sky, the moon of accidents and burdens. It had sharp horns as it followed the sun down.
The trickster is leaving my sky, thought Jelindel. If only my burden would leave me. Specmoon, now, was too small and fleeting for people to rely on. It could not hold back the darkness all by itself. It is my sort of moon, she thought suddenly, nobody depends on Specmoon …
She went to move back inside to the bedchamber but hesitated at the door when she caught her reflection in a mirror, instinctively feeling annoyed that some young girl had blundered into her presence. The annoyance became shock, then the shock became anger as she realised that she was looking at herself. Jelindel spent little time tending her face, other than to wash it, rub on some oil, and brush back her hair. She thought of herself as someone around thirty, yet now she was staring at her true self, a girl of eighteen. Her features were sharp and lean, pretty yet predatory, foxy rather than endearing. Her hair was tawny and sun-bleached from too much travel and living in the open.
‘I like you,’ she said to the image. ‘I would really like to be you.’
She wondered what sort of life the girl in the mirror was leading. Perhaps her father owned a tavern, and she was working as a serving maid, yet also tallying the takings at the end of each day. A time would come when she would run the tavern herself, because she was bright and hard-working. She thought to marry a soldier one day. This was so that he could stop fights and eject rowdy drunks.
Exotic coins would appear among the takings of the tavern, and she would overhear plots being plotted and plans being laid. Patrons would talk in riddles, in code, in strange languages, in signs and in gestures. The world would pass through her tavern, and do a little business on the way through. She would see the world without ever having to walk beyond the front door.
‘Please don’t let me get any older,’ said Jelindel, putting a hand out to stroke the surface of the mirror. ‘I shall return, very soon. I shall become you, and I shall bring a soldier. We shall marry him, and we shall have our tavern.’
Jelindel stood in the doorway and for a long time gazed up at the half-disc that was Specmoon, whispering to it like an old friend.


Having secured the place against unlikely intrusion, they sent Davit and Osric to the night market to buy clothes, food and mild ale. Those two, at least, were not known here. Zimak asked about the possibility of magical masks to give them new faces, but Jelindel shook her head and said there were more important things on which to expend her magic.
They had a midnight meal after which Daretor drank rainwater from the roof cistern because he considered wine and ale to be fattening. They slept for several hours, then rose while it was still dark. Jelindel went into a trance and her mind entered the paraplane, so that she could search for the fragile threads that were clues to the future. The threads were faint, but she followed them carefully, glimpsing odd clues and symbols of what was probably, to some, worthless information. Eventually, after what seemed like days, she returned to her own paraworld and her own body. To the watchers, who had never grown used to this odd and disconcerting inward journey, it seemed that she had only been meditating for a moment before her body was wrenched by an enormous, convulsive gasp and her eyes bulged open. Her hand groped out to steady herself, and Daretor and Zimak grasped her arms from either side.
Jelindel’s dizziness abated, and they sat in a circle on the floor of the darkened room. They passed a bottle of wine around, lacking any mugs. Davit insisted that he should have Daretor’s share, but lost interest after tasting the mouth-numbing bitterness.
‘Hie, Davit,’ Zimak said, ‘you’ll get used to it.’
But apart from Zimak’s brief spark of humour, the spirit of the gathering was subdued.
‘So what did you learn?’ Daretor asked.
Jelindel sighed. ‘It’s hard to explain the paraplane to those who cannot go there. The traveller is given glimpses, clues, but all are ambiguous and nothing is fixed, especially where the future is concerned. The fact that I went and looked at the things to come has already changed them. If I went back right now, I would very probably see something different, yet that trip would also change things again. This is what the mystics mean when they say the future is unknowable.’
‘Which means …?’ asked Osric.
‘I can say that all threads lead to war,’ said Jelindel. ‘A great convergence in the plane on which we live is approaching. A battle lies ahead and in this battle all will be won or lost.’
‘It’s the way with battles,’ said Daretor. ‘Someone wins, someone loses, and lots of people die.’
‘The outcome?’ asked Osric.
‘Unknowable,’ said Jelindel.
‘What was the point then in journeying to this other plane?’ asked Osric, more out of curiosity than disappointment. He for one was used to the utterings of the Sacred One and knew that such things were uncertain.
‘We know a battle is coming,’ said Zimak.
‘The village idiot could have told you that,’ said Daretor.
‘One looks for preponderances,’ explained Jelindel. ‘A weighting this way or that, as well as turning points – those moments when great matters may be shifted by small actions.’
‘I see,’ said Osric.
‘Well, I’m glad you do,’ said Zimak, ‘because I’m still about as confused as a eunuch in a b –’
‘Zimak!’ snapped Jelindel, eyeing Davit.
‘Bathhouse?’ suggested the boy.
‘This battle that comes will involve many different peoples,’ Jelindel continued. She looked at Osric in the near-darkness. ‘We need the dragons more than ever, this I have seen. We must counterbalance the Wardragon’s ships of the air with flying warriors of our own. Before the battle the dragons must also spread the word of what is to come to the far corners of this land. War comes to Q’zar and we need every able-bodied fighter we can muster. The Wardragon will join forces with Fa’red now that we’ve destroyed most of his fleet. I also sense treachery will have a part in all this.’
‘So, you saw more than just a battle,’ Daretor concluded.
‘Yes. I suppose I did. Perhaps too much,’ she said cryptically. She smiled at a hidden thought.
When Daretor quizzed her she explained. ‘I just remembered something you said about Fa’red waiting to pick off the victor. I wondered why he kept his end of the bargain by swapping you and Zimak back to your rightful bodies. He wanted us to be at our greatest possible strength so that we would have a more even battle with the Wardragon.’
‘So we’d fight one another to exhaustion,’ Daretor guessed.
‘Of all the –’ Zimak began.
‘Then again,’ Daretor said, frowning, ‘he looked set to hang us.’
‘A ruse to fool the Wardragon into thinking Fa’red really did want us dead?’ Jelindel suggested.
Zimak laid back, stretching out on the floorboards. ‘Why is it that I always feel like a pawn?’


In the remaining hours to dawn Daretor did several thousand sit-ups, push-ups and leg squats, and even managed bench presses using Davit as a barbell. Even after only a couple of days back in his own body, he had reduced its weight by several pounds – in spite of the generous ‘gallows’ breakfast – toned the muscles, and even dressed and carried it better. All of which annoyed Zimak immensely.
Osric left D’loom at mid-morning, making his way out by a conventional gate rather than the sewers, since he was not known in the city, and his head carried no reward. Some time after noon he reached S’cressling, who was disguising herself as part of a rocky outcrop. They were back at the Tower Inviolate by mid-afternoon, and by the next day Osric had recruited a hundred dragons and their riders to fly to every city, drop message leaflets, and generally spread the word about the war to come.
Before long the rumour of impending war was well established. Everyone whose lives Jelindel and her companions had touched dropped what they were doing and prepared to march on D’loom. They gathered up many more during their trek to the port city.
Jelindel and the others went about D’loom, mostly at night, meeting with friends, and seeking out those dissatisfied with the city’s current leaders, including those who could be bought or bribed with promissory notes. The Magicians’ Guild was a particularly good source of recruits, being alarmed at the way things were going, and what seemed in store for magic – and their own livelihoods.
During this time Daretor became aware that Jelindel had become distant.
She had taken to spending more and more time alone, and shunning his company. At first, he had believed she just needed time to get over her subjectively long stay on Golgora, plus the further shock of Daretor being back in his own body. But he had begun to sense there was more to it than that. His own feelings, he had to admit, were just as confused, and moments of warmth and affection, of coming together in laughter and tears, didn’t seem to heal the distance, and maybe even accentuated it.
Jelindel was unhappy. And he did not know the cause, and was afraid to ask, in case it had to do with him. Such cowardice shamed him, for he would willingly have faced an angry dragon on her behalf, but he could not face the truth, or what he imagined might be the truth. As her unhappiness increased, so did his.
The two of them together, Zimak told Davit one day, was pure misery. The rift between his friends was just as painful to Zimak and, strangely enough, made him think of Ethella, so far away, trapped in her bitter lake.
But he said nothing, and watched his friends closely, even as chaos and death stalked the city.
It all came to a head in a tavern one evening. Jelindel had disguised herself as Jaelin, her male persona. Against Daretor’s advice she dragged him into the tavern and proceeded to get drunk, insisting that he join her in her insobriety. She had given him a thin disguise also, but he felt that all eyes were on them, and was uncomfortable. Jelindel’s strange behaviour only added to his discomfiture.
‘We should go,’ he hissed at her in an undertone.
Jelindel giggled, now quite drunk. She placed the broken leg of a chair over an empty tankard and magically balanced a full one on the other end. Directly above the whole thing was a ham, hanging from a rope, curing slowly.
‘Ah, to what purpose –’ he began before a spell sealed his lips.
‘Just this once, Daretor, do be quiet,’ she said, then took his dagger and flung it upwards. The blade severed the cord suspending the ham. The ham fell and struck the ‘empty’ end of the table leg which acted like the arm of a siege engine, sending the full tankard arcing through the air, spilling its entire contents on the head of the burly tapman.
The man roared in anger. ‘You two!’ he bellowed. ‘I saw that!’
Other drinkers cleared a path for the furious innkeeper as he stormed across the floor. Seizing the enchantment-bound Daretor and the still laughing Jelindel by their tunics, he dragged them both across the tavern to the door. Kicking it open, he flung first Daretor, then Jelindel, into the darkness outside. A moment later the enchanted bindings fell away from Daretor.
‘Why did you do that?’ he demanded.
‘Because I wanted to do something clever and funny,’ said Jelindel, brushing the dirt from her clothes.
‘I must go back in and restore my honour!’
‘How? By killing the tapman?’
‘Yes – that is, no. I – ah … Dammit! I don’t understand.’
‘Maybe that’s the problem.’
‘What? What’s the problem?’
‘Something is happening to me, Daretor. Golgora …’ She looked away. ‘It did something to me … It’s like – like when a spell is broken.’
‘Are you sick?’
‘Perhaps.’ A moment later she said softly, ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I wasn’t – myself …’
‘Then everything is as before?’ He sounded hopeful.
‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’
Her words stung, and kept Daretor at arm’s length. They trudged on in silence, Jelindel feeling more starkly sober than she ever had.


A week after their return, their clandestine work paid off. The people of D’loom took back their city. Despite the weakening of magic, the merchantmen could not withstand the combined might of the Magicians’ Guild and the mercenaries hired by several other guilds. Local business had suffered because of the merchantmen, and rich people who are facing the prospect of growing poor are among the most dangerous beings in existence. Besides, the merchantmen were still not fully settled into the running of the city, having come into power less than a fortnight before, and they were taken completely by surprise by the swiftness with which the rebel force had appeared, and the effectiveness of its leadership.
Prince Augustus was located in a dungeon, and was swiftly restored as a figurehead. The prince was so grateful at being released from his dank cell that he appointed Daretor as War Commander of D’loom. The position was newly invented, which meant that Daretor could do what he liked as long as the prince’s bath and dinner were not interrupted.
D’loom quickly became a city gearing for war.
It was strange, Daretor reflected, how the merchantmen’s efforts to supplant magic with cold science had not only depressed the markets but had somehow dispirited the townsfolk as well, as if a vital part of their being had been stifled. Of course, it hadn’t helped that many locals had left to work in the Argentian mines. But with the restrictions of the merchantmen gone, many would hopefully return. The streets were already buzzing. Guards, watchmen, militia and ordinary townsfolk drilled, practised and worked on the defences. The workshops of the blacksmiths were frantically busy, belching sparks and black smoke as weapons of war were fashioned. The sound of hammers on metal rang throughout the city as did the cries of the men drilling with sword, pike and crossbow. The markets also bustled with activity. Weapons and armour were being produced courtesy of the royal treasury, but anxious citizens were laying in food and wine against the threat of a long siege. Prices doubled, then tripled.
All the while Daretor ate and drank minimally, but exercised a great deal. The city was administered while he did sit-ups, and his meagre meals were snatched between sword practice and readying the city for war. The warrior began to look considerably more like his old self. Quite a lot of interest was taken in Daretor by women who had known his body while Zimak had lived within it. Daretor knew that Jelindel noticed this and it bothered him that she did not become jealous.
One night, Jelindel contrived to be alone with Daretor. The coolness that had grown between them since Golgora – and maybe before that, if truth be told – had become a kind of careful civility, which separated them more effectively than any rage or petty argument might have done. Jelindel, feeling lonely and mad at herself for having allowed things to get to this point, sought out Daretor in a palace hall where he stood with a handful of throwing knives, flinging them at the head of a human-sized target with inhuman skill.
‘You’ve been avoiding me,’ Jelindel began. ‘Ever since that night in the tavern.’
‘I’ve been very busy,’ said Daretor. ‘It wasn’t my intention.’
‘I think it was.’
Thunk. A knife plunged into the heart of the target dummy.
‘Daretor, stop it! Was it the tavern episode or are you jealous of Zimak. I mean, really, Zimak?’
‘Jealous of him, no. Disappointed with you, yes.’
‘Disappointed with me? How dare you! I made the prince appoint you!’
Daretor calmly took the chain and crest from around his neck and held it out to her. Jelindel turned away, walked over to a window bay, then sat down with her back to the city. Daretor dropped the chain and crest to the floor and continued with his knife practice.
‘I desire you greatly,’ ventured Jelindel.
‘Especially when it’s not me,’ replied Daretor.
‘I don’t have to sit here and take this!’ Jelindel retorted.
‘Then stand up,’ said Daretor. He whirled and flung a knife. Again it thudded into the heart mark of his target figure.
‘Look, I admit it, I flirted with Zimak,’ said Jelindel. ‘There, are you satisfied? I’ve said it!’
‘Why?’
‘Why? To make you jealous. And why not? He has his good points, along with the bad. He’s sharp, witty, challenging; it’s fun to match wits with him.’
‘But not me?’
‘You are always so serious. Can’t I seek out merry companions sometimes?’
‘Jelli, you can seek out all the companions you will. You are a clever, powerful, and rich archmage of great renown. You can do what you will with whoever you will. Go down to a tavern, choose the most wicked and exciting rogue who takes your fancy. Take him back to your bedchamber. Track him down the next morning after he escapes through the window with your purse while you lie asleep. Turn him into a steaming hot turd with your invincible magic. If you find the likes of Zimak wickedly exciting, then you need to get really close to them and experience them in all their scabby glory. Meantime, I shall get through this war, then pack a sword, a leg of ham, and a jar of wine, and get down to Honest Hurok’s Healthy Horses and buy a mount. Life in the mountains as a free and independent mercenary is calling, and I am rather anxious to answer.’
Jelindel raised both hands as if in surrender. ‘Daretor, do you seriously think I don’t get fed up with being a learned archmage at my age? I’ve lost my childhood!’
‘Then go and find it.’
‘I will!’ Jelindel shouted. Neither said a word for a moment. ‘Is it so hard to talk to me?’ she asked.
Daretor stopped throwing knives. He softened the moment he faced her. ‘Talking to you is easy. Knowing what to say, knowing what’s going on, is nigh on impossible.’
Jelindel went to him. She put her arms around him and leaned her head on his chest. ‘I’m not sure I know what’s going on,’ she said. ‘I’m – confused.’
‘About us?’
‘About everything. Ever since the assault began on magic, I have felt – lost, as if my inner compass has stopped working.’ She hesitated, then blurted, ‘I feel as if I am drowning, as if there’s an anvil around my neck, making everything heavier than it should be.’
Daretor stiffened. ‘Am I that great weight?’
Jelindel shook her head, though not convincingly. ‘It’s me, not you. I’m – changing.’
Daretor felt a flutter of fear. ‘Into what?’
She smiled at his alarm. ‘I’m just – I don’t know. Maybe I’m finally growing up.’
Daretor looked relieved. ‘Is that all?’
Jelindel’s smile dropped. ‘I fear it’s not that simple. We met and fell in love as teenagers, Daretor, and we have led the lives of adults since that time, and long before. Now time has caught up with us, and this war that comes is like the war inside us, and between us, and the outcome is as uncertain and unknowable as that other battle.’ She gulped. ‘That’s what I fear. The unknowable. And the nightmares I keep having.’
‘Your family?’
She nodded. ‘In my dream I have all this magical power, the forces of life and death at my command, and yet I cannot lift a finger to save them. Nothing I do comes out right. All my choices fail, as if I’ve been turned to lead.’
‘Maybe you have to – forgive yourself.’
Jelindel looked startled, both at what was said and who was saying it. She peered at him, as if he had suddenly become someone new to her. ‘What do you mean, forgive myself?’
‘I lost my family too, when I was little. And for many years I blamed myself. Maybe if I’d done this or that, maybe if I’d not been born, maybe-maybe-maybe … I nearly went mad with maybes. But my master was a wise man and one day, when I was fifteen, and had made myself into a great muscle-bound warrior, whom none could hurt, he bade me look across the street. “What do you see, Daretor?” he asked me.’
When he didn’t go on immediately, Jelindel prompted him. ‘What did you see?’
‘What? Oh.’ He came out of some inner reverie. ‘I saw a boy. About six years old. A tiny thing with a mischievous expression. “What of him?” I asked my master. And he said, “That boy is you, Daretor. That is how old you were when your family was killed. Look at how big and strong he is, how mighty, look at his prodigious muscles”. I looked, and I am not ashamed to say that tears came to my eyes. My master went on, though part of me wanted him to stop: “What could he have done to save anyone? How could he have stopped powerful, bloodthirsty pirates with swords and cudgels and murder in their hearts? How could he even save himself, except by hiding in a well, trying all night to stop his ears to the awful screams?” My master went silent for a time, then, “It wasn’t your fault, Daretor. You could have done nothing, because that boy – in all his weakness and youth – is as you were. Tiny, defenceless, and vulnerable. Moreover, it was not your job to save your family. You are not responsible for the madness of men. So be at peace, lad. Be at peace”. That night, more tears and pain came than ever before, but afterwards, I knew a measure of peace, because I understood truly for the first time that it wasn’t my fault.’
Jelindel blinked back tears. Silently, she took him by the hand and led him into a random room and they made love for the first time since that fateful day Jelindel had met Taggar. And afterwards they lay in each other’s arms.
‘This doesn’t change anything, does it? I thought it would, but it doesn’t,’ said Daretor.
‘You’ve taught me something,’ she said. ‘What will be, will be. We are on some course that must be carried to its natural conclusion. Only then will we get to choose.’
‘When that happens,’ said Daretor, ‘I choose you.’
‘Would it make any sense if I said we might not get to choose our own choices?’
‘No.’
‘I didn’t think so.’




Chapter 18 [image: Ch-line]


An Assassin’s Dart
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Daretor woke to find Jelindel gone. He heard the door close somewhere nearby and dressed hurriedly. He had had a dream, or some realisation, and he wanted to share it with her. He raced out of the palace and spotted Jelindel across the square, speaking to some youth with curly hair and large, dark eyes. He wore a sword at his belt, and had the surcoat of a member of the city militia. Jelindel saw Daretor but turned and gave the youth her undivided attention.
Daretor stopped and waited. He saw Jelindel reach out and place her hand affectionately against the youth’s cheek. The youth coloured, turned on his heel, and hurried away. Daretor, his anger mounting, stalked over to Jelindel. ‘So, important information?’ he asked.
‘No, I just wanted to see whether I could have him propose a lewd assignation with me.’
‘What?’ bellowed Daretor.
‘It was hard, for he was a bit shy, but I did succeed. Satisfied?’
Daretor reached for his sword and began to draw it, only to find that the handle had become red hot. He dropped the sword to the dust with a cry of surprise.
‘Touch that boy and you will not live to see nightfall,’ Jelindel warned.
‘What? But why? What has come over you?’
‘Daretor, every gesture that I make, every word that I speak is carefully tailored to be what you want to hear. Being your perfect and constant partner weighs heavily upon me. Now do you understand?’
‘You – you mean that you want to leave me? But last night you –’
‘No, but I do want to be able to be free of fear of offending or antagonising you. You trust me only because I’m always perfectly behaved. Very well, just now I said that I might meet that boy tonight, should I be free. He said that he has little money, so that we would have to do that which costs nothing. I replied that wealth doesn’t impress me.’
‘I cannot believe this!’ shouted Daretor. ‘Why say that to him, why defile our … our understanding of one another, even if for a joke.’
‘“Understanding”, is it?’ Jelindel whispered.
Daretor pulled his head back, for Jelindel had come terribly close. ‘Well, you know what I mean. Last night …’
‘How many women have you bedded?’
‘What? I, er …’
‘One?’
‘You know very well –’
‘Dozens?’
‘This conversation is not –’
‘Hundreds?’
‘No! Not hundreds. As many as fingers and toes, with a small measure more besides.’
‘I have known but one man in that way.’
‘Well, I …’
‘Your love is a burden, Daretor. I do everything that you want, all the honour, all the honesty, all the unswerving devotion, but do you know what I want?’
‘Yes! You want … me. That is …’
‘I’m a young woman. Apart from some lightweight lecherous talk from Zimak, I have never had a man flirt with me. They are all too frightened of you. I even discourage them, so as not to cause trouble. I now know that someone else, in all of the world, fancies me just for being a girl, someone who doesn’t really know me – or you. Somehow, that gives me strength to face the nightmares to come.’
‘What are you trying to say?’
‘I am telling you that I am carrying too much. If everyone is lucky, I will not fall before all my work is done.’
Before Daretor could respond, Jelindel jerked stiffly, then toppled forward. She had barely hit the ground by the time Daretor had flung three knives. A distant figure preparing to leap down from a gargoyle tumbled from it instead, a knife in his arm, thigh and chest. With a dwindling scream, the body plunged to the courtyard.
Daretor plucked a dart from Jelindel’s neck, then dashed across the street, shouting for a physician. He found the black-robed deadmoon warrior surrounded by a circle of guards, gasping his life away through crushed lungs. As Daretor arrived the assassin moved a hand to his mouth. Daretor stopped him.
‘I can make sure you take a very long time dying,’ said Daretor, firmly holding the hand with the poison ring. ‘Now then, who sent you, and who were you supposed to kill?’
‘Mel’brre tellit askin ete, Jelindel, atar,’ the man replied. ‘Silend takkur, ale, tes tikket.’
Daretor released the man’s wrist. He immediately put the ring to his mouth. Daretor found several spare darts and a spring-tube launcher within the man’s robes.
Heart hammering, Daretor dashed back to Jelindel, where a crowd was gathering around her. He swept Jelindel up in his arms even while the physicians and mages worked. Moments later he lay her down on her bed and stepped back.
‘You won’t die,’ Daretor murmured over and over like a litany. ‘I know it, I know it for certain.’
The door burst open and Zimak rushed in, coming to a stop when he saw Jelindel on the bed, limp and pale. ‘It’s true then,’ he whispered, almost to himself.
Daretor looked up and nodded.
Zimak knelt down. ‘Is she –?’
Daretor shrugged helplessly, bewildered and stricken.
Zimak placed a hand on his arm. ‘I’m sure she’ll be all right,’ said Zimak. ‘This is Jelindel. If anybody can beat an assassin’s poison, she can.’
‘She lived a thousand lives in one,’ Daretor said softly. He touched her now cooling skin. ‘She kept telling me, and I wouldn’t listen. If I had –’
They moved Jelindel back to their own house a short time later, where she was attended by the physician and, after he left, by the head healer of the Magicians’ Guild – an old woman named Kranth. She boiled water, not because it was needed but because people expected it of her, and muttered complex charms. A blue flickering light leapt from her lips and coruscated like electricity across Jelindel’s body. Her limbs jerked spasmodically, and for a split second her eyes opened. Daretor shot a look of hope at Kranth. The old woman shook her head.
‘Means nothing,’ she said. ‘Life forces power through the muscles, so they react thus.’
Kranth conferred with the other healers and for the next five hours they worked tirelessly on Jelindel. In the end, however, they gave up.
‘I’m so sorry,’ said Kranth, whose manner, unlike her craggy appearance, was quite gentle. ‘She’s passed on. I can detect no life in her, not a breath, not a murmur of her mage-being. I’m very sorry.’
She packed her bag, gave Daretor’s arm a consolatory squeeze, and left.
The house felt cold when everyone had gone. Daretor and Zimak sat near the body. Davit built up the fire and fetched food and ale without being asked, but Daretor ate nothing. He sat like stone, neither thinking nor dozing, and would take no comfort. Zimak draped a blanket around him from time to time, but he shrugged it off.
Meanwhile, there was work to do. Still grieving, Zimak took on Daretor’s job, issuing orders for the continued defence and fortification of the city, but these were largely what Daretor would have intended; Zimak knew his plans well. Davit, for his part, took his leave and explored the bustling streets of D’loom, reporting back to Zimak from time to time, with interesting titbits of information.


Daretor woke that evening with a start and for a moment his mind was completely blank; he did not know who he was or where. Then reality and truth crept painfully back and he wanted to return to the void again. He was desolate because of what had happened to Jelindel, yet he was also aware that there had been a chance he might lose her anyway, to something more implacable than a poison dart: time.
He also became aware of hunger.
‘Eat,’ insisted a voice.
Jelindel hadn’t moved, hadn’t returned from whatever place she was in, yet it had sounded just like her. He managed a ghost of a smile and reached dutifully for some bread and cheese left out by Zimak. Chewing it mechanically, he had no idea what it tasted like.
Ulla-ulla-ulla-ulla-ulla-ulla-ulla-ulla-ulla-ullaulla …
A groan escaped his lips. Professional howlers had gathered outside, their wails spreading word of Jelindel’s death. It meant that soon others would come for the body. The law on such things was ancient and immutable. Two days and the rituals must be read, the pyre lit, the spirit freed from the flesh for its journey to the next incarnation. Timing was crucial.
‘Jelindel,’ he murmured, his lips brushing her ear. ‘If you can hear me, if you are still in there somewhere, you must do something. The death rites will commence soon, there isn’t much time left.’
He watched her carefully, searching for any response, no matter how minute. There was not a flicker of an eyelid, nor tremble of lips, nothing. Just that cold mask of an impish face which once had been so alive. His fingers grasped her wrist as he felt for a pulse, but her flesh was cool.
Zimak entered, carrying a tray. On it was a leg of ham, and a carving knife. Daretor waved him away. Zimak sat down and said nothing for a while. He saw how broken Daretor was, and how obsessed. He thought to distract him, and cleared his throat.
‘There’s something I don’t understand. When our bodies were switched back … how did you –? You still managed to carry out the mission … my mission …’
Daretor looked up. He felt the presence of Jelindel in Zimak’s query. ‘You mean, how did I manage to act like a thief, a liar and a deceiver?’
Zimak shifted uncomfortably. ‘Something like that.’
‘You first,’ he said. ‘How did you deal with the Sacred One?’
‘With great difficulty.’
Daretor forced Zimak to meet his eyes. ‘How?’
‘I – have a talent for persuasion. You know that …’ His voice trailed off.
‘Uh-huh.’
Zimak tried to look annoyed, hoping it would deflect Daretor. It didn’t. ‘You’ve changed,’ he said at last. ‘I think you’re a tad smarter than you were before – as if some of me has stayed with you.’
‘That’s some kind of compliment, is it?’
‘The highest kind.’
Daretor almost smiled, but would not be put off his question.
Zimak sighed. He had only asked about the mission in the hope that it would give Daretor some relief from his misery. Now it had backfired.
‘Oh, all right. I told the truth to that scabby old worm. Happy now?’
‘You told the truth? You?’
‘That’s what I said.’
‘Perhaps some of me has stayed with you.’
‘That’s very funny. Now it’s your turn.’ He was pleased to see Daretor flinch. ‘I left you hanging on the side of a tower with a locked window, and a cold science burglar alarm. Yet you – Daretor the Great Stick-in-the-Mud – managed to get through it, and more besides. How?’
‘The fact is –’
‘No, no, none of that. Whenever you start a sentence with “the fact is” it usually means you’re going to spend a large amount of time telling me absolutely nothing. The truth. Remember?’
Daretor pursed his lips. ‘Very well. You want to know how I managed it?’ Zimak nodded vigorously. ‘I managed it because I used to be like you.’
‘What? Handsome, clever, and a magnet for the ladies?’
‘A street thief.’
Zimak blinked. ‘I think there’s something wrong with my ears. I thought you just said you’d been a street thief.’
‘You heard right. I’d forgotten my rotten ways but thinking like you brought them all back.’
Zimak stared. ‘You? A thief?’
Daretor’s face seemed to darken. ‘A thief, a liar, and a sneak. Just like you. It was a long time ago, Zimak,’ he said, uncomfortably. ‘I’ve never told anyone except Jelindel.’ His throat constricted at her name but he kept going. ‘My parents died at the hands of pirates. My uncle, wretch that he was, soon gave up on me and threw me out onto the streets. I was an orphan, penniless, without title, so I joined a gang of street thieves. They called themselves the Princes of the Pathways. I became a pickpocket. I knew no honour other than that between thieves, and not much of that either. Then one day I robbed a rich nobleman and I was caught by one of his bodyguards. The punishment in that place at that time was to have the hand that picked the pocket chopped off, so I fought.’
‘You fought the bodyguard?’
‘I fought two bodyguards and the nobleman, kicking shins, punching testicles, and twisting out of their grip whenever they got hold of me. Then I ran. I thought I had escaped, but I was caught again.’
Zimak was sceptical. ‘I can’t help but notice that you still have your hands.’
‘I was caught by a mercenary warrior who had watched me fight. He said that any boy who had the spirit and reflexes to prevail against odds like that could be trained to be a true warrior. He adopted me, and I was raised on the road, trained in the way of weapons and warfare, given lessons in integrity and honour. He became my master, and he was the wisest man I have ever known. He taught me everything.’
‘Including how to be infuriating.’
Daretor smiled again. ‘Including that. Perhaps I was a bit enthusiastic sometimes.’
‘Sometimes?’
‘I’d lived so long on the streets, always hungry, always scared. I hated it. So when Pyrus came along … I suppose I renounced everything to do with my past. I did not even let myself think about it for a long time, in case it might somehow reinfect me. I think I feared that I might one day get sucked back into that life.’
‘So you walked around like you had a broomstick up your arse, and never got roaring drunk, and never told a lie …’
‘I wanted to blot out my childhood altogether – and everything that was associated with it.’
‘Oh, you were good at it. A prince among prigs. What happened after that?’
‘I grew strong and deadly as Pyrus declined with age. We made a good team, and he lived longer than he might have without me minding his back. Then I met you and Jelindel. End of story.’
‘What happened to your mentor, this Pyrus?’
‘We were ambushed soon after Lokribar’s Hamarian campaign. We were in Tol after I had won the marathon-fighting carnival. I have little memory of the event, but Pyrus was killed and I was imprisoned on charges of sedition. I’ve long since suspected the Preceptor had a hand in the affair. I was pardoned to accompany Jabez Thull on a mission to steal a chainmail link. You know the rest of the story.’ Daretor’s melancholy deepened, as he realised that that story was still unfolding.
‘Gah, Daretor. My past was no featherbed either. My father was a drunk who fell off a bridge and drowned, and my mother was a fishwife whose language was more foul than her fish. I soon learned that I could only get a better life by stealing it. When I chanced upon a dragonlink ring, I gained powers of fighting that even a champion would envy.’
‘You used another man’s skills,’ said Daretor, but there was no accusation in his voice. What once would have infuriated him merely made him shake his head.
‘That I did, and it saved me from a life as a sewer thief and pickpocket. I became a champion at market tournaments, I won prizes, I earned money as a guard. Girls smiled at me, men envied me. Was that so very bad?’
Daretor said quietly, ‘No, that wasn’t so very bad.’
Zimak rose to his feet. ‘I have to get back to the War Council.’ He paused before leaving. ‘Is this why you gave me such a hard time all these years?’
Daretor looked up. ‘I saw myself in you – the self I would have been if Pyrus hadn’t rescued me. I know it makes no sense, but I … I feared that …’
Zimak said, ‘The past isn’t a form of leprosy, Daretor. You can’t catch it.’
Daretor nodded miserably.
‘So I reminded you of you?’ said Zimak, smiling. ‘Must have been pretty tough when you actually ended up as me – I mean, in my body.’
‘You have no idea.’
Zimak rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘You should get some sleep,’ he said. He looked one last time at Jelindel’s body. ‘What I don’t get is who ordered Jelindel’s death. I thought Jelindel said Fa’red wanted us at our best so we’d be an even match for the Wardragon.’
Daretor shook his head. ‘Jelindel couldn’t work it out. And she didn’t reckon on Fa’red needing a bargaining chip. He can now go to the Wardragon’s table bloated with his little victory.’
‘He’ll pay for it,’ Zimak said and left quietly. Daretor felt the weight of Jelindel’s death settle back on him, only it seemed heavier now, and darker.


Daretor woke to a knocking on the door. He got to his feet slowly, his limbs stiff and cold, aware of who the visitors would be. Thankfully, the howlers had dispersed to lament someone else’s ill-fortune. However, as he feared, they were replaced by members of the Undertakers’ Guild, into whose hands fell the job of conducting the Ritual of Passing. The man in charge nodded once to Daretor, peering in past him at Jelindel, who was still on the bed.
‘It’s time,’ he said.
His voice was neither gruff nor gentle, just matter-of-fact, as if this were a day like any other, and business as usual. Daretor folded his arms.
‘I’m not ready,’ he said. ‘It’s too soon.’
His voice caught in his throat and the man on his doorstep bobbed his head, though whether in sympathy or impatience, Daretor couldn’t tell.
‘It’s time,’ he said again, in the same tone of voice, neither hurried nor demanding. ‘It’s time.’
The word time echoed inside Daretor’s skull, giving him a mild headache. He found he did not have the will to argue with this man. He had been raised all his life to believe as firmly in the rituals of death as in those for birth and battle. All he could do now was put up a token and temporary defence.
‘I will bring her myself. When is the hour?’
‘The tenth hour of the clock. Bring her to the House of Reckoning an hour before.’ Thwarted, the man’s voice finally betrayed something. Distaste. This was not how things were done.
Daretor closed the door in his stony-eyed face and collapsed against it, all his strength suddenly gone. And just as suddenly he was pounding the door, and bellowing in rage and grief, as hot tears streamed down his cheeks. Finally empty, he was left with his face pressed to the cold wood, his breath coming in short jagged pants.
Presently he stumbled back to Jelindel’s side, clasping her hand.
‘What am I to do?’ he asked. ‘This is not how it’s meant to be …’
In the distance he heard the hammer of blacksmiths and the rote calls of the militia. A pang of guilt shot through him. His job was out there, protecting the city, readying a force to battle the Wardragon.
Yet he could barely move, and part of him no longer cared.
His gaze fell on one of Jelindel’s books, the one she had been carrying in a sling bag when the assassin’s dart had struck.
A sudden thought sent him hurrying across the room to a shelf of her most prized tomes. He found the book he wanted, an ancient volume that spoke of death and healing. He carried it back to the chair and spread it on his lap, finding a silk marker. He studied the page Jelindel had last looked at, who knew how many months ago, and gasped softly. The page outlined an ancient and powerful spell that summoned the spirit globes, those strange beings that could augment a mage’s power, and which some mages like Fa’red enslaved for their own benefit. Jelindel had freed many of these ‘entities’ and they had promised to help her in time of need. They had fulfilled this promise in a great battle against the Preceptor.
Daretor’s mind raced. Maybe the spirit globes would help again.
Despite, or because of, his grief and desperation, he knew he had to try this, and he had to try it now. He didn’t know if the spirit globes could resuscitate someone already dead for hours, but time was running out. It was already the seventh hour. He had two hours before he was to deliver Jelindel to the House of Reckoning, then another before they lit the flame that would take her from him forever.
Daretor sent runners and errand boys hurrying in search of people and equipment, and tried to recall everything that Jelindel had ever taught him about magic. It seemed, in this moment, precious little.
‘Some magic,’ she had once said, ‘can be done by anyone. It’s independent of the person doing it, almost like having a key that opens a door. Anybody can turn the key. Other types of magic require magical muscles. Strength.’
Was this one of the kinds that anybody could work? Daretor wondered. He could not tell from reading the spell. It was too complicated and probably left out things that were so obvious to an adept that nobody had thought to write them down.
By the time he had all the necessary ingredients in front of him, he had boiled some water, and had studied a recipe. Soon, he was carefully preparing a potion that looked and smelled toxic. When drunk, it apparently induced a mild trance and gave nonmages a kind of mage-like concentration, a minimal requirement for working any kind of serious magic. While the potion brewed and bubbled in its glass beaker, Daretor studied the spell, memorising the incantations, practising the special movements of the hands, and hoping that the speed and emphasis with which it should be delivered were not too critical. He swallowed the potion. It looked like scribe’s ink and, as expected, tasted like pig droppings boiled in vinegar.
The potion induced its trance almost immediately. He felt a great sense of wellbeing suffuse his body, as if matters of the ordinary world were unimportant now. He had a task. A single task that burned like a beacon fire in the darkness. Nothing else was really visible, nothing else had any importance. In this state he felt the spell rather than read it; the words floated in the air in glowing letters as he spoke them, before vanishing.
A mist congealed out of the air above Jelindel, and enveloped her whole body. Inside the mist, things moved and something serpentine coiled and uncoiled with an unsettling sinuosity, as if it were trying to push its way out into this world. Daretor kept chanting the spell, letting the deep resonant syllables hang on the air; he was becoming part of the spell or it of him … one word, dommmmmmm, reverberated deep in his chest, like a basso profundo note played on a church organ.
The sound, or its vibrations, reached every part of his being, crackled along his limbs, and expanded into the air, filling the room with resonances.
But nothing more happened.
The echoes of Daretor’s chanting died away, and a profound stillness pervaded the room. He knew, without opening his eyes, that the spell had not worked. He had failed. He felt this deep within his soul.
Jelindel had slipped too far away.
‘Daretor?’ The voice was so soft it was almost inaudible. Daretor looked up. Zimak had his head in the doorway.
‘What do you want?’ asked the exhausted Daretor.
‘They’re insisting on collecting the body. They want to take her. It’s time.’
‘Dammit, Zimak, if old Harrin the Ratter died in a corner of the marketplace they would not bother with his body until the smell became a problem to the stallholders. Why all the hurry now?’
‘Jelindel was – is important.’
Daretor did not have the strength to resist. He stood slowly and moved back, away from the bed. Zimak ushered in the undertakers, and they quickly wrapped Jelindel’s body in silk cloth and bore her away. Daretor dimly heard the creak of a wagon as it started into motion. It hit him with a vengeance that they were taking Jelindel away forever.
He hurried from the house, with Zimak in his wake, and followed the wagon through the crowded streets. Daretor was not aware of doing or saying anything at all, but presently he found himself in a crowd gathered in the great stone chamber constructed at the centre of the Undertakers’ Guildhall. The centre of the roof had been slid open; the funeral pyre was the size of a house, the wood soaked in oil. Daretor was to be forever reminded of that moment every time he ate in a tavern.
The ritual prayers and chants were performed. Lines of black-robed death priests filled the room. Incense and candles burned. Dignitaries from all over the city and some from further afield came and filed past the pyre to pay their respects. Prince Augustus was also there, surrounded by his entourage. Jelindel dek Mediesar was famous, and not just in D’loom.
The final Ritual of Passing was chanted, then the torchbearers appeared from an archway at the end of the hall. They came out silently, gliding as if there were no feet beneath their robes, and surrounded the pyre. A priest walked to each of them in turn, chanting something that sounded vaguely magical to Daretor. At this, each torch burst into flame.
As the torches were lit, a low keening in the crowd swelled into a storm of noise. Some, brought to hysteria, were comforted, their wails muffled against the shoulders of loved ones. Daretor’s stomach churned. He had seen and caused much death, but the death of someone he cared about so much was new to him. Recent memories of Pyrus only served to heighten his grief. He fought down a wave of giddiness, then noticed Zimak nearby. It was the first time Daretor had seen Zimak looking desperate and fearful without the youth’s own life being in danger.
Everyone expected so much of her. The thought further saddened him, for he knew he was among those who had leached her.
Everyone made her do more and more because she was so powerful. And perhaps everyone – including himself – had come to rely on themselves less and less because they knew she was there.
Zimak joined him. ‘They’ll not mourn us like this when we go.’
Daretor ignored him.
Part of the pyre settled suddenly, and Jelindel’s head turned, and her eyes seemed to gaze straight at him. He gasped. In that moment, she seemed not only alive to him, but both child and woman: there was an ancient youthfulness in her face that made his heart beat painfully against his chest.
‘Jelindel,’ he cried. ‘I failed you …’
Zimak steadied him.
A hush fell on the huge chamber, then, as one, the torchbearers stepped forward and thrust their flaming torches into the oil-drenched pyre. The flames sizzled and crackled, climbing eagerly up through the wood with a startling whoosh. Within a dozen heartbeats the entire pyre was a raging inferno, in the midst of which lay the small white-shrouded form of Jelindel.
Daretor closed his eyes, feeling the awful heat on his face. By all the Odd Gods, he would make Fa’red and the Wardragon pay for this!




Chapter 19 [image: Ch-line]


The Funeral Pyre
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The Wardragon looked up from its desk. Outside the tent, the first of its forces was coming through an enormous paraworld gate. Meanwhile, in here, another matter must be dealt with, another move made in the great game that was unfolding.
>FA’RED. HOW GRACIOUS OF YOU TO JOIN ME<<<
It was indeed the archmage, looking somewhat fretful but nevertheless striving to appear in command of himself. Behind him stood Ras.
>AND YOU, RAS? YOU HAVE RETURNED TO ME?<<<
Ras nodded.
Fa’red stepped forward, bowing slightly. ‘M’lord,’ he said, ‘the trappings of war suit you.’ He forbore to say the Preceptor’s face had aged twenty years since he had last seen him. ‘As for your lieutenant, my apologies. He was detained at my convenience.’
>YOU LOOK HARRIED, FA’RED. DO YOUR ENEMIES GNAW AT YOU, DO THEY SEEK TO STRIKE YOU FROM BEHIND?<<<
Fa’red peered closely at the man before him. He could not read the face of his old ally, the Preceptor. Nor could he divine the meaning beneath the Wardragon’s words. Indeed, it was like trying to read a brick wall. ‘Jelindel dek Mediesar,’ said Fa’red airily, ‘certainly was a great annoyance.’
The Wardragon went still. >>>WAS?<<<
‘The past is such an interesting tense, do you not agree?’
>SHE IS DEAD?<<<
‘I greatly fear that the Countess has fallen into a coma from which she shall never awaken. It seems a nasty poison has found its way into her veins. Soon they will burn her, as the Rituals of Passing demand.’
The Wardragon felt his confusion return. Should he rejoice at Jelindel’s death? What was this strange and awful regret that filled his soul? He realised Fa’red was waiting for some response. He must give it. He must hold things together, even as he felt himself falling apart. >>>SOMETIMES THE SIMPLEST METHODS ARE BEST, ARCHMAGE<<<
‘My thoughts exactly.’
>OUR TASK HERE IS NOW MADE EASIER. YOU HAVE DONE WELL. I AM IN THE MOOD TO GRANT YOUR REQUEST. AN ALLIANCE IT IS. WHAT FORCES DO YOU BRING?<<<
Fa’red listed his allies. The Wardragon nodded.
>IF AS YOU SAY THE WITCH IS DEAD, WE HAVE THE ADVANTAGE. HOWEVER, I CANNOT DENY THAT MY RESOURCES HAVE NOT BEEN DIMINISHED. LESS THAN A FIFTH OF MY FORCES SURVIVED THE COUNTESS’S WELL-PLANNED ATTACK ON GOLGORA. I WILL NEED TIME TO REBUILD. AN ALLIANCE WILL GIVE ME THAT TIME<<<
Fa’red bowed again. He was under no illusion that the Wardragon would not do away with him the moment his usefulness had ended. He would of course do the same. The art of war was really in the timing. When to strike and destroy the mailshirt? Too soon, and Fa’red’s own forces might not be strong enough to prevail; too late, and Fa’red would not be around to enjoy his just deserts.
The Wardragon stood in a flurry and threw back its robe, revealing itself fastened onto the Preceptor’s torso. The eyes glittered strangely. >>> STRIKE ME<<<
‘Pardon, m’lord?’
>STRIKE ME NOW. USE YOUR MOST POWERFUL MAGIC<<<
‘Surely you jest?’
>DO IT, OR I SLAY YOU WHERE YOU STAND<<<
Fa’red bristled. ‘You forget to whom you are speaking, m’lord.’
>AND YOU HAVE NO IDEA TO WHOM YOU ARE SPEAKING. ATTACK ME, OR FORFEIT YOUR LIFE<<<
Fa’red was no fool. This wasn’t a test. It was a demonstration. Fine. He would play along. Protecting himself, he summoned vast energies and hurled them at the mailshirt. A dazzling green light enveloped the Preceptor’s body, blinding Fa’red. As the maelstrom of energies faded, the mage half-hoped to see a pile of ash wearing a mailshirt. He was disappointed, but not terribly surprised, to see the Wardragon still standing. He was however a little disturbed to see that the Wardragon had not sustained so much as a scorch mark.
‘Your power is legendary, m’lord,’ Fa’red began.
The Wardragon raised an arm in a casual gesture. Fa’red felt himself lifted off the ground and pinned to the wall of the tent by an enormous force. His throat constricted till he could barely breathe. He was choking to death, and not a word of any spell had been uttered by the Wardragon. There was just that odd gesture.
The Wardragon came close to Fa’red, the face itself devoid of expression, though the eyes held a strange, hypnotic glitter.
>YOUR POWERS ARE NOTHING COMPARED TO MINE, ARCHMAGE. I KNOW YOU WILL BIDE YOUR TIME UNTIL YOU CAN MOVE AGAINST ME. TREACHERY IS A PART OF YOUR SOUL<<<
At least I have a soul, thought Fa’red.
The Wardragon flicked a single finger. The force that bound Fa’red collapsed, and he dropped to the ground, gasping for breath. Ras helped him to his feet.
The brush with the raw power of the mailshirt left Fa’red in an ugly mood. But the mage was not deterred. Indeed, the Wardragon had done him a favour, revealing the true measure of his power.
But there were things the mailshirt did not know. It did not know, for instance, that there existed a force on Q’zar that could unmake the very fabric of the dragonlinks which made up the mailshirt.
Very probably, Fa’red was the only person in the universe who did.
>LET US NOW CONSIDER OUR STRATEGY<<<
Fa’red bowed for the third time, taking great care to hide any hint of mockery.


There was nothing to be seen by the old hermit, just a shimmer in the desert. He was basically a retired adventurer, but one who also played the part of a wandering monk for the more isolated communities around the Garrical Mountains. He had never been ordained, but he carried the part well, and it helped atone for his sins.
From his position aboard a laden wagon, Hawtarnas squinted. He pulled rein and the mule lurched to a halt. Deserts always shimmer, the hermit thought. What’s different this time? Although he had written The Book of Wars some five hundred years before, he almost failed to sense the danger sweeping toward him.
His eyes were slits amid wrinkles in a brown weather-beaten face. Great tufted eyebrows drooped hairs and gave some scant shade from the glaring sun. The thought crossed his mind that this place had once been at the bottom of a lake. He had found shells embedded in the rocks and outrageous bones of long-dead creatures that had shapes like nothing alive. Now there was just time and the desert, and the strange shimmer that made him think of all that bygone water. Maybe a great shoal of ghostly fish was coming back from the past. He thought of the bigger bones that he had chanced upon, and pondered on things long vanished from this world.
The shimmer persisted. Dust was swirling up now, as if an army of feet stirred it. Some of it became mean little dust devils. Hawtarnas swore. The devils blinded him for a moment, and filled his eyes and ears and nostrils with fine sand.
The old man coughed now. At the sound, part of the shimmer seemed to detach itself from the rest but he lost sight of it against the fierce glare of the sun-baked earth. His mule, sensing danger, reared, and it was perhaps this movement that woke the hermit to his own bleak future. He fumbled for a weapon deep within his robes. Recently made, he hoped it would work.
Then something dark slashed out at him from the shimmer. He saw the blade as though it were a mirage. His thundercast spat and his attacker fell from the wagon. Others swarmed forward, but the mule, desperate to flee, was already galloping across the desert, its cargo careering behind it. The hermit hung on for dear life.


At any other time D’loom would have basked in the sunshine of an autumn day, but nobody in the city felt like basking. Though the blue waters of the harbour sparkled, and the white canvas sails of the ships blazed in the sun, the town was enveloped in a haze of drifting smoke, and fear.
The fumes rose from the forges of smithies, the smouldering embers of the nightly watch fires on the walls, and all those baking, brewing and roasting to preserve meat and grains against the prospect of a long siege. There was no breeze to blow it all away, and it gave the city an ominous look, as if it wore a dark hat pulled down over its head, like an assassin ready to strike.
This was the feeling the rider felt as he galloped for the outer battlements of the city, the low and cheaply made wall that encircled only the cottages, warehouses and workshops. Already those on the wall had sighted him, and several archers had nocked arrows ready to shoot him from the saddle, but as he drew closer he resolved into an ordinary horseman, not some monster that could try a direct assault on the main gate with a good prospect of success.
With a hundred yards to go a challenge was shouted, and he reined in at once. He shouted back the password. Immediately the defenders on the wall relaxed, and the bolts in the small door within the main gate were rattled open. The rider dismounted and led in his horse, while the archers looked into the distance in case they had to provide covering fire against pursuers; but none arrived before the door was again secured.
The scout remounted and galloped through the streets, till he came to the palace. Here he was identified and admitted, though an escort of wary guards stayed with him till he was well inside. A captain met with him, waved the guards away, and took him up several flights of stairs to a chamber in the main tower. The young captain was about the same age as the rider, though he looked as if he were living a much rougher life. The weight of command was especially onerous in these dark days.
‘The other scouts?’ asked the captain. His voice was tired and emotionless, his face lacking any expectation of good news.
‘Dead, or worse,’ said the rider, shuddering a little.
‘We heard the enemy was amassing on the Zaria Peninsula.’
‘They were.’
‘Were?’
‘They’re not there anymore.’
The captain knuckled his bloodshot eyes, trying to concentrate on the scout’s words, to make sense of them. He had been too long without sleep, and the smog over the city was making him drowsy.
‘So where are they?’
The scout walked over to the window and pointed.
‘There.’
The captain hurried over and blinked at the shimmer on the horizon.
‘Impossible!’ he exclaimed. ‘No army could travel so fast.’
The scout said nothing for a moment. ‘Yesterday they were on the peninsula, now they are here. I have changed horses eight times on the way here, yet they have never been far behind me. How they travel, I do not know.’
The captain shaded his eyes and peered out through the window. In spite of his fatigue, he felt energy flooding into his body with the prospect of a battle within sight. He shouted for a lackey, and the man was standing beside him within moments.
‘Have the alarm bell rung, now!’ he ordered. ‘Then have my horse made ready, I need to go to the outer walls.’
The lackey scurried away, fear bright in his eyes.
‘They’ll be here very soon,’ said the scout, following the man’s exit with his gaze.
‘You should get some rest,’ said the captain.
‘Should and can are so very different,’ replied the scout.
The captain squeezed the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger, trying to ward off an approaching headache. He thought to seek out Daretor, but knew the alarm bells would tell the War Commander all he needed to know.
‘Rest as well as you can, then. When that horde arrives there will be little scope for it.’
A bell pealed stridently, drowning out the scout’s reply.


As the combined forces of the Wardragon and Fa’red bore down on the city, someone shook Daretor where he knelt in grief on the floor of the guildhall chamber.
‘My lord! My lord! Something is wrong!’
Daretor sprang to his feet, almost knocking over Zimak. The pyre blazed fiercely, but though the flames had engulfed Jelindel’s body, and the heavy logs surrounding it glowed red, the body itself did not burn.
Only now did Daretor realise that all of the priests had fled. ‘What does it mean?’ demanded Daretor.
‘Don’t ask me, I’m only an undertaker,’ fretted the man who had spoken to him.
‘We probably ought to get her down,’ Zimak pointed out, though the blistering heat made nonsense of his suggestion.
As they stood staring, something happened. At first the fire’s glow seemed to intensify, but a white light seeped from the burial cloth in which Jelindel was swaddled. Soon it surrounded the body like a glowing fog. Shapes appeared amid the flames.
‘The spirit globes!’ Daretor shouted.
Zimak stopped Daretor from rushing into the inferno. Daretor shrugged him off, and stood transfixed.
More than a dozen of the globes had appeared, each with a mirror-like surface that reflected back the flames around it. The globes encircled Jelindel’s body, moving faster and faster until they were a blur of motion. The body moved, drawing a collective gasp from those watching. Some muttered prayers of propitiation; others swooned and fell. Several turned and fled.
Suddenly, the white burial cloth flashed into ash and blew away like dust. Jelindel sat up, then stood. Naked, she stretched out her arms. The spirit globes slowed in their frenzied circling, and seemed to caress her. Then they gathered close about her, lifted her out of the flames and gently deposited her on the floor of the chamber.
‘Your cloak!’ Daretor demanded, holding out his hand to Zimak.
Daretor stepped forward and wrapped Jelindel in the cloak, and threw his arms about her. ‘I knew! I knew this couldn’t be right!’
Jelindel blinked, as if waking. She looked at Daretor, her eyes shining. ‘You brought me back, you summoned them,’ she said, as the bolder priests returned and crowded around.
‘I thought I’d failed.’
‘But what happened?’ demanded Zimak as Jelindel embraced him in turn.
‘I went to the place of the dead,’ she said. ‘Then I came back.’
‘Just like that?’ laughed Zimak.
‘No, not just like that.’
‘Is Lord Daretor here?’ called a loud, authoritative voice.
There was a sudden hush, as might happen when someone farts particularly loudly during some important temple ceremony. Daretor did not hear the query, but he did hear the city’s bells tolling their warning.
‘The enemy is here,’ Daretor said. It was then that he noticed the messenger. ‘You! How close are they?’
‘A half hour away, no more.’
Daretor turned to the undertakers. ‘You took off her clothes before wrapping her in the death robes. Return them. Now! You, messenger, get three horses here within the minute.’
‘But –’
‘Confiscate them, steal them, beg them, cut them from the harnesses of the hearse, I don’t care. Just do it!’
‘Is there any food?’ Jelindel asked. ‘Nothing like death to build a good appetite.’
‘I’ll – I’ll fetch a venison haunch from the wake hall,’ said a pale-faced undertaker. ‘And maybe wild greens …’ He hurried off in a daze.
‘Can you tell us anything of what happened?’ asked Daretor as they walked away from the blazing pyre.
‘I can tell you that the poison was a deadly one. Without the help of the spirit globes I would have truly died.’
‘They cured you of it?’
Jelindel frowned. ‘They slowed time, and that gave my body a chance to recover from it. Like all mages, I have permanent magical protection against poison. But part of this one’s deadliness was that it acted so quickly. There was no time to mount a defence.’
‘But where exactly did you go?’ Zimak asked.
Jelindel seemed nervous, even afraid. ‘Somewhere else, somewhere different. But I brought something back with me.’
Zimak looked around. ‘Not something dead?’
‘No. Something else,’ she said. ‘At least, I think I did. I’m not sure.’
They were outside now, Jelindel having quickly dressed. The messenger ran up with three horses in tow. Jelindel, Daretor and Zimak mounted and rode for the main battle station from where the defence of the city would be orchestrated.
‘I don’t mean to press you, Jelli, but have you found something that will help us?’ Daretor asked.
‘I don’t know. I need time to think about it.’
‘We don’t have time,’ said Zimak.
Daretor gripped Jelindel’s hand. ‘Do what you must, my beloved. If the spirit globes can buy you time, then Zimak and I can do no less.’
As Jelindel tucked into a fist-sized slab of venison, they spurred their mounts on and sped through the city.


The War Council met on the battlements of the outer wall. Rumours of Jelindel coming back from the dead and even eating something from her own death-feast had spread about the city. Few knew what it meant, but all took renewed hope from it. Someone truly remarkable was on their side, and that was all that mattered.
Jelindel herself displayed confidence wherever she went, aware that confidence won as many wars as did feats of arms, but she was not herself fooled by her bravado. She had not told Daretor and Zimak, but what she had learnt in the place of the dead terrified her.
The War Council conferred with the trio. D’loom was already practically under siege. Although the Wardragon’s army had not yet reached the walls, it had cut off most of the city’s land approaches, and a fleet of ships with blood-red sails – courtesy of Fa’red, it appeared – had blockaded the harbour.
‘Anything in the sky?’ Jelindel asked.
‘Nothing, unless you count the stench of fear,’ said the captain, who had ordered the alarm rung. There were a few tired laughs.
‘A fleet of airships will come,’ Jelindel said. ‘The army, the ships in the harbour, they are simply to ensure that no one escapes.’
She quickly outlined what they might expect, especially from the air. The assembled commanders did not like the sound of the Farvenu, but Jelindel assured them that the Wardragon had only a finite number of the devil creatures at his command. The metal birds and their thundercasts were another matter. There seemed little defence against them.
‘If this Wardragon has enough of these craft, then we are lost,’ a commander said. ‘We should surrender. Surely they will spare the women and children –’
‘Then you believe in old wives’ tales,’ said Lukor, the palace captain. Like the others here, Jelindel knew the commander had never seen a thundercast in action; worse, he had not seen what she recently had.
‘Let him be,’ said Jelindel. ‘Let all here speak their minds freely. As for the vessels of the air, they are not invincible. I have destroyed many of them.’
‘What do we do?’ asked Lukor. He glanced at the horizon that was now a smudge of brown dust moving at an extraordinarily fast rate.
‘Your men can defend the walls,’ said Daretor. ‘Everyone must stand by their assigned station and defend it – to the end, if need be.’
‘Let us all go to those stations,’ added Jelindel, trying to keep the despair out of her voice. How unfair it would be if she infected these fine men and women with her own grave doubts, with her terrible dilemma. ‘The battle we fight today will chart the future course of Q’zar. The enemy has put everything into this attack. Defeat what they have here, and they will have nothing left. Whether this world is to be ruled by magic and honour, or by greed and cold science, all shall be decided before the sun sets. Go quickly now, and whatever the enemy throws at us, do not quail.’
The War Council broke up, leaving Jelindel, Daretor and Zimak alone on the rampart.
‘So, it comes to this,’ said Daretor quietly.
‘It comes to this,’ Jelindel agreed. She swallowed. She wanted to tell Daretor what she had seen, she wanted to tell him about the knife’s edge.
But something, fear perhaps, kept her silent.
‘Gah, it comes to what?’ asked Zimak. ‘Death? We’ve faced that many times.’ An image of Ethella in her lonely solitude flashed into his brain. ‘Besides, there is something I will need your help with after all this, Jelindel. A personal matter.’
Daretor snorted, though good-naturedly. ‘Then it must involve a woman.’
Zimak looked hurt. ‘Not just any woman. This is the woman I intend to wed.’ He almost gulped. Had he really said that? He could have bitten his own tongue out.
Daretor, and even Jelindel, stared at him. ‘Are you sickening with something?’ asked Daretor, genuinely concerned.
‘Oh, go soak your head in a wine barrel,’ Zimak said gruffly.


The first assault very nearly shattered the confidence of the city’s defenders. A great horde darkened the plains around D’loom like a carpet of army ants on the move. It flung itself at the city walls but was met by a deluge of arrows and throwing spears, and barrels of burning pitch. Scaling ladders were thrown up, and promptly knocked or cut down again. In other places, the attackers reached the battlements, but the elite of the city’s swordsmen were there waiting, armoured more heavily than those who had had to climb the walls under fire. The mages of the city were also at work, countering the magic of the attackers where it was brought to bear, and hurling blistering spells upon the heads of the enemy. After roughly an hour of fighting, the attacking army retired to just outside of the range of arrows, and the weaker spells of junior adepts.
Jelindel, Daretor, Zimak and the other commanders patrolled the walls, helping on the various battle fronts.
‘Isn’t it time for your special gift from the afterlife to be used?’ asked Zimak as they stood assessing the resting enemy army.
‘I’m saving it for when it’s needed,’ said Jelindel dismissively.
‘Gah, I’d have thought it was needed yesterday.’
‘The Wardragon wishes to remake the legend of the mailshirts, I think,’ said Jelindel, changing the subject.
Daretor nodded. ‘My thoughts also. It sends the army against us, which is pushed back again and again. The Wardragon then comes forth and breaches our walls, lays waste to our buildings. A personal glorious victory. The Wardragon’s people then know that it can defeat armies and cities that they cannot.’
‘Won’t you at least consider using this gift, whatever it is?’ asked Zimak, undeterred.
‘Who said it’s a gift, Zimak? Who said that? Is a sword a gift? A sword has two edges. It can cut both ways.’ Jelindel glared at him, then her look softened. ‘I … fear what I have at my command,’ she admitted finally.
‘But the spirit globes brought you back,’ Zimak pointed out. ‘Would they have done that if you weren’t meant to use this – whatever it is?’
Jelindel remained stubbornly silent and did not meet his eyes.
Daretor put his arm around Jelindel’s shoulders. The gesture was awkward but well meant, and Jelindel took some comfort in it. He said, ‘The Wardragon’s spy network is undoubtedly thorough, but with luck it will think Jelindel is dead. Perhaps it is best she hold off as long as possible. The element of surprise is always the best hand to play, after all.’
‘Hie, Daretor, I hate it when you make sense,’ Zimak grumbled but Jelindel shot him a grateful look.
So far, the losses were few in D’loom, the walls had withstood the initial charges. Because the invaders had moved so fast they had not brought any siege engines to bear, so none of the city’s defences could be battered down. Jelindel had no sooner voiced this thought than the bells tolled a new warning, ringing dolefully throughout the city. Peering into the distance, the three could just make out dark specks in the sky.
A ragged cheer erupted from the invading army.
‘They come.’ All at once Jelindel felt tired.
Soon a score of the flying vessels could be clearly discerned. For a moment Daretor hoped it was Taggar coming to their rescue, but then the vessels began firing their thundercasts at the city. A dozen buildings erupted in flame with the first salvo, as if their intention was to demoralise the defenders – in which they were largely successful – before the weapons were turned upon the walls. Several ragged breaches were blasted in the ancient stone. The attacking army surged forward again. Daretor squeezed Jelindel’s shoulder and took his leave to rejoin the cavalry.
Despair, and anger, spread through the city. Jelindel bit her lip. What should she do? Was this the last extremity, when all should be gambled, or merely the first round?
She hurried along the battlements to the nearest breach. Already attackers were merged in a blanket of hand-to-hand fighting with the city’s warriors, while within the walls a great force of cavalry was being readied, with Daretor among the officers. They would soon ride out and harry the attackers from the outside, trying to take the pressure off the breaches.
‘Are things bad enough yet?’ cried Zimak, who was suddenly beside Jelindel.
‘No,’ said Jelindel, pointing to a dark cloud that was approaching. ‘They are worse.’
‘Farvenu,’ spat Zimak, though like everyone else he had been expecting them.
Two hundred Farvenu flew towards the city, yet still Jelindel was undecided. ‘Your fate is to save magic, or destroy it. The future lies on a knife’s edge …’
Damn Cimone and her warning. And damn those who dwelt in the Place of the Dead! Why was this her job? Why did she have to save magic?
As dangerous as the Farvenu were, Jelindel knew their greatest weapon was fear. The fear they would instil in the defenders. Farvenu were daemons, straight out of the nightmares of childhood.
‘Move well back from me, Zimak,’ Jelindel ordered.
She fell to her knees, closed her eyes, and concentrated, chanting, gesturing, marshalling her powers to assemble what she had never used before: the Spell of Rupture. It was ordinary, if powerful, magic – and a way to avoid the knife’s edge, which she feared. Maybe they could win this day without her being forced to do what she loathed.
As the dark cloud of daemons neared and the noise of bat-like wings beating the air was heard above the sounds of battle, Jelindel carefully wove the spell – then just as the Farvenu folded their wings and dropped out of the sky like hideous birds of prey, she opened her arms wide and spoke the final word of command.
A great ball of blue lightning erupted from her fingertips and hurtled up towards the Farvenu. Some, but not many, were lucky enough to be out of its path. The ball of light engulfed the cloud of horrors, leaping from body to body, causing their wings to stay locked together, so that they fell out of the sky, smashing into the ground. Some few, low to begin with, survived the impact, but these were quickly cut down by the defenders, though they took many with them.
A horde of near-invincible horrors is liable to make any army run, but the Farvenu that remained did not inspire the same fear, though the few survivors descended and fought fiercely. Soon these too were isolated and overwhelmed, and a significant part of the Wardragon’s effort was decimated.
Jelindel slumped on the battlement, momentarily spent. Like a vulture, a surviving Farvenu closed in on her. She saw the grinning daemon face and knew that it realised she was defenceless. It swooped with a cry of triumph just as two women miraculously loomed over Jelindel, two women who looked very much like Lady Forturian and Madame Dion. The two witches from Jelindel’s past were mere images, as insubstantial as smoke, but they confused the Farvenu as it came in for the kill. Its claws slashed at them, but met no more than air.
It turned to swoop again.
Suddenly two far more substantial legs straddled Jelindel’s slumped form, and a real sword swung to meet the Farvenu’s face as it flew down. The sheer impact snapped the blade, but cleaved the nightmare’s head almost in two, and it flew on to crash heavily inside the walls.
Lukor offered his hand to Jelindel.
‘Who were those women?’ he asked.
‘Pardon?’ panted Jelindel.
‘Wraith-like they were, with no substance. They swirled around me and cried out that you were in danger. They led me here in the nick of time.’
‘Old friends who did not forget,’ she said.
‘Well, that’s the end of my favourite sword,’ Lukor said, holding up the broken blade.
‘Take one from the dead,’ said Jelindel. ‘They have no need of theirs.’
‘Come with me, Countess. This place is too exposed.’ With that Lukor helped her to shelter, snatching a sword from a dead hand as he walked. He stood by her as she drank thirstily from his water skin.
‘I must get back to the battle,’ she said presently.
‘So soon, m’lady? Will you not rest?’ She looked frail and tired to him, but he did not say so directly.
‘Spells are like sprinting, Lukor. They take it out of you, but you recover quickly enough when you need to.’
‘As you wish, m’lady.’
Lukor led her back to the battlement, but to a spot less vulnerable and with an overhang that should protect her from aerial attack. The sight that greeted them as they emerged onto the wall was one of spreading devastation. Entire sections of D’loom lay in ruin and the wall had been breached in so many places that attackers were now fighting inside the city. At least the flying vessels were no longer firing their thundercasts, since too many of their own force were now intermingled with the allies. The weapons were good for large scale destruction, but useless for fine-tuned killing.
‘More of the blasted things come!’ shouted Lukor, pointing into the distance.
Jelindel stared, shading her eyes. She felt her despair deepen. Each new attack forced her closer to the moment when she must decide. It was as if she stood on the edge of a chasm with a pack of snarling wolves bounding toward her.
The ominous specks were still high in the sky. ‘Why do they want more flying craft when the city is already breached?’ Lukor groaned.
But Jelindel’s heart lurched. ‘Those are not more ships, Lukor, they are dragons!’ And she threw her arms about the captain and hugged him, much to his red-faced discomfort.
It would be fair to say that few of those fighting in and around the city saw the dragons, and if they had their response might have been more ambivalent than Jelindel’s. Dragons were still, after all, dragons, and hardly predictable.
On the other hand, it was quickly clear that the enemy was not pleased by this sudden turn of events. The aerial ships broke off from their attack of the city, bringing a ragged cheer of relief from the defenders, and wheeled to meet the dragons. Thundercasts were energy weapons. They fired no bolt, arrow, spear, or leaded slug, but sought to undo the atomic structure of whatever they hit. Unlike the mailshirt itself, they employed nothing but cold science, and cold science alone was no real match for the ancient and inexplicable magic of the dragons, as Chiron the God-king had discovered five thousand years before.
As the dragons swooped to attack, the searing energies of the thundercasts smote them head on, flaring into fireballs, and the cheers of the few defenders turned to a lament. Yet one after the other, the dragons punched through the fiery maelstroms and fell upon the airships, ripping them apart with their claws, or blasting them with their dragon’s breath. Several airships exploded in midair and fell in smoking pieces into the midst of their own forces, killing many.
A great roar of triumph, of defiance, blasted out from D’loom and its battlements, and many of those who attacked felt the tide of battle had turned against them.
Clearly, the flying wagons were in trouble. Half the fleet had been destroyed by the first attack of the dragons. The others moved cannily now, and kept their distance. Then, inexplicably, the dragons’ fiery breath, liquid jets of fire, failed.
‘Fa’red!’ Jelindel’s heart pounded. ‘Impossible of course, but he’s somehow behind this.’ She knew, however, that to hinder the dragons even temporarily would have extended Fa’red’s power.
Far away on the plateau, an ally of the dragons was approaching that even the dragons could never have imagined. The holy hermit was sitting on a creaking cart pulled by a very nervous mule. While the mule kept looking up in trepidation at the terrible shapes in the sky that whirled and swooped, and cast torrents of fire at each other, the hermit seemed quite unperturbed. The mule attempted to run back the way it had come, but the hermit guided the animal with a firm hand on the reins, and a stout stick in the other hand.
‘Oh no you don’t, our destiny is not in that direction,’ the hermit monk told the mule.
The words meant nothing to the mule, but the smack of the stick across its rump gave it some incentive to keep going. A huge dragon, mortally wounded, spiralled out of the sky and slammed into the ground ahead in a cloud of dust, smoke, and dispersing magical energies. The mule reared in terror, and repeated whacks from the stick could not persuade it to go any further.
‘What’s the matter?’ asked the monk. ‘Do you want to live forever?’
Had the mule understood the question and been able to reply, it might well have replied, ‘No, but another twenty years would go down quite well.’
‘Oh very well, this is probably close enough.’ The monk sighed, then he alighted from the cart and cut the mule from its harnesses.
The mule tried to bolt for the mountains, but the monk tethered it to the stump of a long-dead tree. Then he uncovered from the wagon a large box of gleaming metal about the size of a household trunk. He pressed a bright green stud, and lights began to gleam and wink. He began typing over four rows of a keyboard.
‘I may have designed those infernal spacecraft, but I still have a conscience,’ he told the mule. ‘They call it a kill switch, and that’s what this thing is – well, a jamming signal, really. A special switch to shut down the weapons that the designer – that’s me – knows about, but the owner does not. Oh yes, I have spent years in the wilderness, trying to atone for my sins.’
The mule gazed at him balefully. Finally, it nudged the man.
‘What sins are those, you ask?’ the monk asked, steadying himself. ‘Designing weapons and spacecraft. Well, I have finally decided that I cannot allow my creations to be used for injustice any longer.’
The monk pressed a red stud. Nothing seemed to happen as far as the mule was concerned, but those in the spacecraft soon noticed that in the middle of their battle with the dragons their thundercasts had ceased to function.
Some fled, while others were ravaged by the dragons and erupted in spectacular explosions. With that, the threat to the city from the skies faltered.
Almost mesmerised, Jelindel watched as a flying machine spiralled toward the ground.
Aboard that crippled spacecraft a desperate captain noticed that the jamming effect on his craft was coming from the ground. All that the scanner could detect was a cart, an elderly man, and a frantically struggling mule, but it was what the captain needed to make the last decision of his life. He had just enough response in the steering to aim his plummeting craft at the cart.
‘Well they were bound to be a bit cross about this,’ said the hermit to the mule as the burning mass of metal and machine plunged out of the sky at them.
The hermit, Hawtarnas by name, spared a brief moment to unleash the mule and watch it run for its life before the spacecraft obliterated him and everything within a three-hundred-yard radius.
Seconds later, as the fireball rose into the sky, the handful of surviving spacecraft suddenly had the use of their thundercasts restored. They began to fight back again, but by now their numbers were too few. At the very end, it became a matter of which side was losing its airborne warriors at a greater rate, and once it became clear that the dragons were having far fewer losses, the resolve of the crews in the spacecraft cracked. They broke ranks and scattered, making themselves even more vulnerable to the dragons. No longer easy targets to numerous machines, the dragons turned their deadly anger on the enemy below.
Below, on the battlefield, the two sides seemed equally matched.
Daretor spurred his horse forward and cut down an attacker to either side of him. Slashing backwards as he caught a hostile movement from the corner of his eye, he was rewarded with an agonised cry from another who had tried to sneak up behind him. Turning, he saw that he had cut down one of Fa’red’s men. He forced his horse into the thickest part of the melee, and continued to stab, slash, and sometimes just kick.
Daretor had assigned his cavalry regiment to protect one of the larger breaches in the walls, so they were fighting alone, outside the city. He ducked as a spear hurtled towards him, then wheeled his horse and trampled a green-skinned creature he had never seen before. As he did so a shadow passed over him and he glanced up just in time to see a dragon swoop down on an escaping airship, crumpling it on impact. The craft plunged into the ranks of the besieging army, while the dragon flapped away, apparently uninjured. Daretor roared his war-cry.
But something caught Daretor behind the ear with a terrific impact and sent him tumbling from his mount. He rolled on hitting the ground and even before he could see his attacker he had scrambled to his feet and whirled about to face whatever was coming after him. A Farvenu flung two of Fa’red’s men aside and strode towards him. Daretor smiled grimly as he confronted the creature. It stared back in surprise. Rarely had it come upon an enemy who did not cringe at the sight of it. Then it came on.
Daretor’s earlier encounters with the creatures had taught him something of their approach to fighting. The Farvenu attacked with blurring speed, slashing for the throat while its wings battered at its target in an instinctive effort to distract it. If speed and cunning were all that was needed, Daretor would have fallen dead at the daemon’s feet. Instead, expecting just such an attack, he had dived in under the slashing arms, rolled to his feet and thrust his sword into the creature’s gut, then snap-rolled aside, all in one fluid lightning movement. As the creature crashed to the ground, Daretor drove his blade into its heart. It gasped and went still, though the eyes fixed on Daretor in a red glare of disbelief.
‘Who are you?’ it croaked.
‘I am called Daretor.’
The Farvenu gave a series of croaks that may have been laughter.
‘You are a worthy fighter. May you live out this day,’ the Farvenu said. ‘I shall speak for you in the House of Reckoning.’
Daretor slew four more attackers before he managed to find and mount another horse. He then rejoined his men at the breach. As they watched, a dragon swooped low, raking the ranks of the enemy. Faced with odds like these, the attackers outside the city turned and fled, trampling those commanders who stood in their way.
‘Daretor!’ cried a voice from the sky. Daretor looked up and saw a waving figure astride the neck of the mightiest of all the dragons. It was Osric riding S’cressling. Daretor waved back.
‘I will see you later,’ yelled Osric. ‘Work to do!’
Daretor signalled that he understood.
Mopping up the enemy still within the city walls took some hours of intensive fighting, but by sunset the city was again secure and at rest. The dragons annihilated the fleet of blockading enemy ships by clawing and ramming them while the citizens of D’loom cheered them on.
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The Balance
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Hours later Jelindel was seen slowly picking her way through the corpses that riddled the battlefield. Here she saw a decapitated body, its head nowhere to be seen; there a body with an arm hanging on to its shoulder by a thin thread of bloodied tendon. Many had their eyes open, as though having been slain so swiftly they had not had time to close them. She saw so much death that a horror grew in her.
Jelindel turned a full circle, casting her glazed eyes over the thousands of dead and dying. She didn’t know what she was doing out here in the midst of all this death. Was she expecting to find someone she knew? The answer to that question came quite suddenly. She recognised from her past Holgar Drusen more by his blacksmith’s garb and huge frame than by his face, which had been slashed from forehead to chin. His helm lay cleaved to either side of his scalp. He was cut elsewhere, and had been struck by two arrows, she noted clinically, but it was the head wound that had finally felled him. She knelt down and closed his cold, staring eyes. He had died in battle, as he would have wanted. Proof to himself, more than to his fellows, that he was no coward.
We turn our own fears against ourselves, she thought.
Jelindel closed her eyes. When she looked again, the blood-soaked plain had turned a sickly sepia; its metallic stench assailed her nostrils. Even now carrion birds were circling, their raucous calls beckoning others to the feast. She would gladly have rid the skies of them there and then, but nature had its own way of dealing with death. Interfering with the balance of things was never wise.
But isn’t that what I must do? she asked herself. Interfere with the balance?
Having found Drusen, having somehow made all this horrible death personal and real, she knew that she could go no further. In this sea of madness there were sure to be others she knew: Kelricka and her Temple of Verity men-at-arms and neophytes? Leot and the townspeople from Ogven? Thousands had flooded D’loom, and thrown in their lot against the might of the Wardragon and the attack on magic. She didn’t want to see their dead faces; she didn’t want to be reminded that she had brought them here to their deaths. Time enough later to feel that particular guilt.
She felt dizzy then, and a confusion filled her soul. She blinked, wondering which way lay the city walls. It was as if a veil had come between her and the city. She started to panic a little. Then she felt someone’s hand taking hers, guiding her.
With a start she realised it had been there for a while.
‘Come,’ said Daretor. His voice was husky with his own emotions. ‘We shall see our people receive their proper funeral rights after we’ve dealt with their murderers. We must care for the living now. And you need rest.’ He ruffled her matted hair and forced a smile onto his face. ‘And, if truth be told, a good wash!’
She smiled and allowed Daretor to navigate her back to the main gate and the cool shadows within.
That night the defenders held what many believed would be the final council of war. No one believed the Wardragon to be defeated, but none knew its exact strength either.
‘The outlook is mixed,’ Lukor said, with the casual tone of someone discussing his town’s chances in the wheelbarrow races at some regional fair. ‘On the positive side, D’loom is still in our hands. On the negative, the enemy has not retreated far, and is showing signs of bringing up yet more reserves.’
Several of the other commanders scowled and grunted, but could add nothing to Lukor’s dour comments.
‘Lukor speaks more truly than he knows,’ said Jelindel. ‘The enemy is far from vanquished, but then not all those who have pledged their help to us have arrived yet.’
‘A man might think such absence is itself a message,’ said one of the grizzled commanders.
He spoke with impatience, but not rudely. After all, this was an archmage whom he addressed.
‘A man might,’ said Jelindel, smiling wearily. ‘Or he might think that help comes when it can …’
‘If it can,’ said another of the battle-weary veterans.
Jelindel thought fleetingly of all those familiar faces she had seen during the battle. People she had met over the past few years. They had given up everything to defend the world they loved. How many of them would live out the next day? She did not want more lives wasted.
‘The question is, what can we do that we’ve not yet done?’ said Daretor.
Jelindel glanced around the room. ‘I won’t lie to you, our backs are against the wall. Without further help I … The defences have been breached in too many places. And after all, this is only the Wardragon’s opening gambit.’
‘When your back’s against the wall you can’t be stabbed in it,’ said Zimak.
‘Nor retreat,’ Prince Augustus pointed out.
‘Can you not work some great magic, Archmage?’ The voice came from the back of the room. Jelindel did not recognise it but she noted the tone of pleading in it.
‘There are things I may yet do, of which I cannot speak, though no doubt the Archmage Fa’red has surprises in reserve as well, and I fear that in the next attack –’
‘Archmage!’
They all turned to the door, where a nervous lieutenant stood. He was clearly intimidated by the sheer weight of military and magical might collected in one room.
‘Speak,’ said Jelindel, not unkindly. A couple of the commanders guffawed quietly.
‘There is an …’ He swallowed. ‘The enemy. They’ve sent an emissary!’
There was a sudden stark silence followed immediately by an outburst of voices, questions and oaths, not to mention accusations of trickery and assassination. Presently Daretor called for order.
‘Bring him in,’ said Jelindel.
‘My lady, is that wise?’ said one commander, clearly concerned for Jelindel’s safety. ‘After all, the enemy has already made one attempt on your life.’
‘Several, actually,’ Jelindel said, smiling. ‘But right now I sense no danger. Bring him in.’
The lieutenant returned to the room bringing Kaleton, the Wardragon’s right hand man. Kaleton surveyed the room briefly then bowed. Some there thought they noticed an element of mockery in that bow. Although he stood within the jaws of his enemy, and knew that many enemy leaders were known to phrase their replies in terms of the severed head of an emissary, he showed not the slightest sign of apprehension. If he was surprised to see Jelindel alive, despite Fa’red’s assertion that she was dead, he showed no sign of it. The Wardragon had already sensed that she lived, and had even included her in its terms of the city’s surrender.
‘Kaleton,’ said Jelindel, ‘do you bring terms?’
‘I do. You will, of course, not accept them.’
‘On the other hand, it’s been a long hard day,’ said Daretor, ‘the court jester’s still in hiding, and we could do with some merriment, so speak, please.’
‘From the Wardragon I bring the following terms: lay down your arms, yield up D’loom, swear an oath of eternal allegiance, pay a tithe, and hand over Jelindel dek Mediesar. Do this and everyone else will be spared.’
The room erupted.
‘That was a rather predictable joke. I don’t think we should pay him,’ said Daretor.
Jelindel called for silence. Once it descended, she said, ‘Anything else?’
‘The Wardragon wants what I term its just deserts.’
‘He’s not getting any of my dessert,’ Zimak joked.
‘Ah, the famous Zimak wit,’ said Kaleton with the briefest flicker of a smile. ‘At least I think that was how Fa’red phrased it.’
Zimak pondered whether he had been insulted or not.
‘I judge from the temper of the room,’ said Jelindel, ‘that the Wardragon’s demands do not meet with the Council’s liking.’
‘As I predicted,’ said Kaleton stoically.
‘You may return to your master,’ said Daretor. ‘You can even do so in one piece.’
‘Hold a moment,’ said Jelindel. ‘You said “from the Wardragon”. You have other terms?’
‘I do. No more palatable to you, I fear.’
Jelindel’s eyes narrowed. ‘From Fa’red?’
‘Indeed.’
‘And what does the Archmage offer?’
‘An alliance.’
The ensuing uproar at this was the loudest yet. Prince Augustus leant forward on the table and rapped for silence. ‘Is this not the very thing we are looking for?’ he asked.
‘You have obviously never met Fa’red,’ said Daretor, with no trace of respect for rank.
‘Please elaborate,’ said Jelindel. ‘What shall we find in the arms of Fa’red, apart from a more subtle brand of betrayal, Kaleton?’
‘My lady is perceptive, as ever.’
‘This is ridiculous,’ said one of the commanders. ‘This man is the Wardragon’s own. He no more wants us to ally ourselves with Fa’red against his own master than he wants us to remove his eyeballs with red hot pincers – which happens to be my own recommendation.’
‘Aye. Rennok speaks truly!’ called someone else. There was a chorus of agreement.
Jelindel shook her head. ‘Kaleton is no man’s lackey, of that I am certain. And if he were entirely of the mind of his master then why would he bring terms from Fa’red? Further, why would Fa’red have furnished him with the very knowledge that would instantly turn the Wardragon, and all its hellish fury, against him? Kaleton?’
The commanders turned puzzled looks on Kaleton, as if they had not seen him clearly before.
‘Do you seek asylum with us?’ asked Jelindel.
‘Do you offer it?’ Kaleton countered with vast dignity. A new hush fell on the room.
‘I offer it. Jelindel dek Mediesar offers it.’
‘Then I accept your kind offer.’
Daretor raised his eyebrows and leaned close to Jelindel’s ear. He whispered, ‘Is this wise? He’s been our enemy and has plotted and spied for the Wardragon. Not to mention he killed our people.’
‘As we have killed his. Isn’t that the hypocrisy of violence? That we do unto others what we are appalled by when they do it unto us?’
‘I’ll not argue philosophy of war with you, Jelli,’ Daretor said. ‘But I feel you’re making a mistake.’
Jelindel placed a hand on Daretor’s arm, and felt the tension that his voice did not betray.
‘Trust me.’ She looked up into his eyes and said again, ‘Note, I said trust me, not him.’
‘I have always done so,’ he said. ‘Mostly.’ Louder, he said, ‘Well then, we have a refugee from the enemy. How may he be used? Soaked in pitch, set alight, and fired over the wall with a trebuchet?’
‘I thought you had dragons for that sort of thing,’ said Kaleton.
The room erupted in laughter, the tension eased, and Kaleton knew he had been accepted – if not with open arms, then at least with an uneasy grace he himself understood.
But Jelindel was still intrigued. ‘Why this change of heart, Kaleton?’
The other shrugged. ‘My loyalty was to the Preceptor, for reasons I will not elaborate, except to say that he allowed me once, long ago, to redeem my honour.’
Daretor flicked Kaleton a look. This was something he understood.
Kaleton continued. ‘But today the Preceptor – ceased to be. I cannot explain how I know this, but until now some small part of him remained, and while it did so, I was still bound to him. I am no longer bound.’
‘I guessed as much,’ said Jelindel. She turned to Daretor. ‘I want you to take Kaleton under your protection.’
Daretor nodded, saying nothing. Kaleton moved forward to the table. He was used to command and his manner carried its own authority.
‘I can assist you, though some of what I have to tell will not bring you joy. The Wardragon’s forces outnumber yours greatly. It has called up fewer than half of its total army.’
‘Fewer than half?’ gasped the prince.
Rennok waved a hand. ‘Begging the meeting’s attention,’ he said, ‘but it’s possible this man has been sent to undermine our confidence. Battles are sometimes lost and won in the heart long before sides cross swords.’
‘You speak wisely, Rennok,’ said Jelindel, ‘but good intelligence has also won many a battle. Let us keep our wits about us and assess Kaleton’s information.’
Once the meeting had broken up Jelindel sought out Daretor, who was staring morbidly at the enemy’s campfires.
‘So what do you think?’ she asked.
‘He will betray us,’ Daretor replied. ‘He will seek to destroy us.’
‘So, you think I made a bad decision? Is Kaleton the worm in the apple?’
‘Without doubt, but such worms can be a great delicacy if candied in sugar and eaten with a chilled white wine.’


The Wardragon heard the news that night. A human commander might have killed the messenger of such bad tidings, through sheer rage, but the Wardragon merely calculated what to do next, as it had when the first rumours of Jelindel’s miraculous resurrection had reached it.
It considered its current forces. The Farvenu, now decimated, were being replenished, though at a fraction of their previous numbers. Those that had survived this day stirred in their dreamless sleep, their sleek black and red wings quivering. Questionable allies now that they had tasted defeat, it conceded. It briefly dwelt on its space fleet, warships, legions of soldiers and powerful adepts such as Fa’red. Combined, it was a formidable army. Provided it could keep rein on it.
The Wardragon stared at Ras.
>DID KALETON SPEAK TO YOU OF HIS INTENTION?<<<
‘No, m’lord,’ said Ras, as imperturbable as ever.
The Wardragon wondered how it could have made a miscalculation of such magnitude. It had known Kaleton was disaffected, and that he had resentments, but the act of defection seemed beyond him.
> BRING FA’RED TO ME AT ONCE<<<
The archmage appeared presently, looking vaguely annoyed at having been woken. On the other hand, his eyes seemed suspiciously alert, thought the Wardragon. Almost as if he had expected to be summoned at this hour.
The Wardragon explained what had happened, carefully studying the mage’s face for any pre-knowledge of these events. But Fa’red did not even pretend surprise, which was itself a tactic of deception. Instead he pointed out that he had warned of the man’s unreliability several times.
>AND I IGNORED YOUR WARNINGS. SINCE YOU ARE HERE NOW, WE WILL CONSIDER TOMORROW’S TACTICS. KALETON’S BETRAYAL DOESN’T CHANGE OUR PLANS OVERLY, EVEN IF THE ENEMY NOW KNOWS THEM<<<
‘As you wish, m’lord.’
The Wardragon was satisfied. It had sensed the signs of treachery in the adept’s demeanour. Fa’red had known of Kaleton’s plan, perhaps had even aided him. Well, he would be dealt with in due course; for now the Wardragon needed him – needed his loathsome magical abilities, and the forces whose loyalties he commanded.


Dawn arrived too soon for the defenders of D’loom. The sight that met their eyes as the sun rose over the distant Garrical Mountains was sufficient to drive many to despair. The Wardragon’s forces had been restored, even somewhat increased, if that were possible. Daretor looked out over the plain without betraying any emotion. Beside him stood Osric and Zimak.
‘Welcome to the end of days,’ said Zimak. ‘I’ve stood on such a precipice before, and am still here to observe it,’ Osric said as he munched on some bread and cheese.
‘What about setting your dragons onto them before they reach the walls?’ asked Zimak.
‘They will have some counter for the dragons if they are parading their infantry and cavalry about in plain sight,’ warned Daretor. ‘Remember, Fa’red momentarily took away their fire yesterday. Had it not been for the failure of the thundercasts at a crucial point in the battle …’
A great gong-like sound suddenly reverberated across the battlefield. One of the Wardragon’s battalions surged forward. Bells rang throughout the city, warning everyone that battle was about to be joined yet again. Osric bade his friends goodbye and sprinted to the nearest watchtower, where S’cressling was perched. He scrambled onto her back, and she flapped into the air. Meanwhile, Daretor and Zimak hurried to their respective cavalry squads, then rode out through the main gate and took up positions before the largest of the breaches. Many of the smaller gaps had been repaired with rubble during the night.
Daretor steadied his horse and pondered their dilemma. If the dragons can contain the flying machines; if Jelindel can fend off whatever necromancy Fa’red throws at them; if half the opposing infantry abruptly drops dead or flees – then we might have a chance, he thought. Might, he emphasised.
Battle was engaged at five minutes after the seventh hour, with the sun in the eyes of the defenders. Still, arrows poured down onto the attackers, and siege engines flung huge flaming bags of oil to burst within their ranks. D’loom had many more arrows and bolts than could be fired, but the opposing army had sheer numbers.
Down on the battlefield, where the great breaches stood like huge v-shaped invitations to the enemy, the fighting was at its bloodiest. Here in the thick of things fought Daretor, Zimak and Lukor. Here also fought Kaleton, and Daretor grudgingly noted that the Wardragon’s former aide was a formidable fighter and accounted himself well, seeming to care little for his own life. Indeed, the man fought with such a contained white-lipped fury that Daretor wondered whether some inner rage drove him.
During all this, Jelindel strode back and forth along the battlements, watching and waiting. For a time the forces of the two sides fought in balance, with neither gaining an advantage. Then Fa’red struck.
The first Jelindel knew of his presence was when the hair on the back of her neck stood up. It was a familiar feeling; it meant great magic was being brewed nearby, and would shortly be unleashed. Jelindel prepared herself as best she could, but when the attack came she almost overlooked it.
The only disquieting note in the combat below was a few startled cries from the ranks of the enemy. Amidst so much shouting, screaming and cursing, and the deafening clash of sword and shield, it was a wonder that she heard the odd signs of alarm, but there it was, a hint of terror that seemed to have little to do with the grim business of battle.
It came from several points, and at each of these a number of attackers would unfathomably stagger and stumble about, yelling as they did so and staring down at their feet, as though an earthquake was shaking the ground.
Jelindel’s intake of breath was sharp.
As she watched, the unbalancing of attacker and defender increased, as if the ground had started moving. And moving it was, with purpose, directly towards the city walls. One of the dragons – indeed, the Sacred One himself, saw it too and swooped, spitting flame. A large crater was vaporised and what was revealed made Jelindel recoil.
Beneath the ground was a creature she had only read of in ancient books: a troll.
Twenty feet long, and made of what looked like slabs of stone, it literally swam through the earth, setting up the ripple that had caused those above to spill about like skittles.
There was a score of them. Realising they had been discovered, they emerged from the ground, shaking off sand, attackers and defenders alike. Jelindel knew they could not have entered the city underground. Powerful magic guarded the siting of city foundations on Q’zar, but their enormous strength and ferocity would scatter the defenders. Then they could literally rip the walls apart by hand. Arrows and swords had no effect upon them.
Jelindel could destroy the creatures, but this was undoubtedly part of Fa’red’s plan. It would drain her of magic, weakening her. Yet if the trolls were not stopped, D’loom would surely fall. For it was here, in D’loom, that Q’zar’s magical ley lines met, and it was the old seat of power for the dragons – a fitting place for the Wardragon to lay waste.
The trolls pounded towards the city walls, roaring and striking aside dozens of the defenders with each swing of their mighty arms. When the nearest reached the wall, it began tearing it apart. Burning oil stopped it briefly, but it soon returned to the attack; then the others were also at the wall. The noise of destruction was deafening. The Sacred One destroyed a few, but he was only one dragon and he could not be everywhere at once. Another dragon swooped too low, trying to claw one of the trolls, and was clubbed from the sky then set upon by half a dozen of the monstrous creatures.
Damn Fa’red to Black Quell’s pit, Jelindel thought. He left her little choice but to retaliate.
Then, as if on cue, hundreds of small squat creatures boiled out of the base of the city wall, literally flowing out of the very stone itself. At first Jelindel stared, unable to comprehend what she was seeing. Stone People! The ancient brethren of the dragons.
As she watched, they fell upon the nearest troll, returning it to the stone from which it had been fashioned. The creature began to bellow hoarsely. Others were also ‘breached’. Their limbs began to fall off, and they literally came apart, still screaming. In no time at all, the trolls were no more. The Stone People then turned their attention to the attackers and a great roar of encouragement rose from the throats of the defenders.
A stone man emerged from the paving of the battlements where Jelindel stood. It was Enok, whom she had met once before. He gave her a small bow.
‘Archmage. We have come, having been called. Late, but hopefully not too late. It is a long way from our home and we do not travel above ground.’
‘Oh, you are welcome, Enok, never more so than now.’
‘Our seers told us long ago of this battle, but we did not know the when and where, only the what.’
‘The what?’
Enok’s eyes gazed back at her, unblinking and unfathomable. ‘The “what” that would happen if the battle were lost. What would pass away forever if victory were not achieved.’
‘Would you pass away, Enok?’
‘Perhaps. And maybe our kin also, the dragons. Cold science would destroy all that magic has wrought. But we did not come to save ourselves. We came to keep our promise, made an age ago to the dragons. Fare thee well, Countess.’
With that Enok turned and melted back into the rock from whence he had come. Jelindel peered over the battlement. The Stone People were scattering the enemy warriors, and annihilating those who tried to stand their ground, but she knew that it would be only a matter of time before the Wardragon brought up his remaining reserves.
Now the enemy began to regroup. The warriors were faster than the Stone People, and could skirt them to attack the breaches in the walls again. Too many defenders were dead, and there were no more to replace them. The city had been bled dry.
Presently a great hush fell upon the field of battle, and all eyes turned to the northern sky. There a dark cloud had appeared, and within moments it resolved into a fleet of flying machines.
Jelindel stiffened. The dragons had lost many of their number, and most of the survivors were injured or exhausted. She had not imagined that the Wardragon had such reserves at its disposal. As she looked away, unable to face the approaching fleet, for some reason her eye picked out one solitary man below on the battlefield. It was Kaleton. She noted with dismay that he was grinning. So, Daretor and the others had been right about him after all. She slumped against the cold stone of the battlements, drained of all hope.
Now she would have no choice.
A number of the machines descended, making great skidding landings that piled up the earth before metal doors which swung out and down, crashing onto the ground. A clamour of feet and cries arose as thousands of warriors raced down the ramps.
Still expressionless, Jelindel watched them charge, shooting with their stun weapons – but something was wrong. Surely they were attacking the wrong side? A moment later she realised these were the Hellholers, arrived at last to seek a reckoning with the Wardragon.
A machine drew level with the battlements. Jelindel found herself gazing at Taggar, who was waving. She gave the victory sign, and he returned it before flying off to join in the battle.
Even as she watched the flying machine recede, a distant, fast-moving cloud resolved itself into a flight of Farvenu. A cry went up as other defenders saw them, and archers scurried from their positions, preparing to protect those on the broken walls as the Farvenu dived. It seemed to Jelindel that no matter where she looked, allies and foe were being butchered wholesale.
But soon the tide of battle turned. The attackers were being cut down and routed, while Taggar’s airships decimated them from above.
The Wardragon was losing.
Jelindel should have expected what happened next, but she was caught by surprise, perhaps because she still hoped to avoid her fate.
As the attacking army fell back and it became clear that defenders would take the field, their roars of defiance dwindled. Shading her eyes from the sun, Jelindel gazed across the battlefield to the faroff tent of the Wardragon. Standing outside the flaps, mailshirt glinting golden in the sun, was the Wardragon itself.
Jelindel watched as it strode onto the field of battle.
A small bolt of lightning exploded from the mailshirt, discharging into the air. More followed and soon a writhing mass of discharges enveloped it, so that it almost looked like a sun – but a sun gone mad …
With a casual wave of his hand, a huge chunk of earth was ripped from the ground and went sailing through the air, taking scores of men and women with it. Another wave, and another chunk was sent skywards.
An airship swooped on the Wardragon, unleashing its thundercast, but from the maelstrom of hellish energy that engulfed it, the Wardragon walked unscathed. A raised hand, and the airship exploded. In quick succession, several more followed.
Then as it advanced towards the city the Wardragon began hurling great blasting bolts of lightning at the defenders, killing scores at a time. The stink of burning flesh filled the air.
It’s just as Daretor said, thought Jelindel. It’s remaking the nightmare.
Jelindel promptly left the battlement. On her way down a crumbling stairway she promoted a grizzled sergeant to captain. ‘Strengthen the breaches there, there, and there,’ she snapped.
Unable to find words, the newly appointed captain rushed to obey her orders.
Sheltered beneath an archway, Jelindel sought out Daretor and Zimak and spotted them not far away, fighting a rear guard action against a wall of attackers. She made her way to them. Those enemy who came too close she dispatched with simple binding spells, so that others could put them to the sword. She knew that shortly she would need every scrap of her power.
Jelindel came up behind Daretor. He turned, sword raised high for a felling blow, then caught himself. His ashen face and lank hair were spattered with blood, sweat and dirt. Zimak rushed to her side then, sensing some urgency.
‘I need you both to come with me,’ Jelindel said. She turned without waiting for their reply.
The three cut a swathe through the clashing armies, angling to meet the Wardragon head on.
Zimak hastened beside Jelindel. ‘Gah, Jelindel, you sure this is a good –?’
Jelindel waved him to silence. Like a galleon cutting across the water, she strode purposefully on. Neither Daretor nor Zimak had a need to raise their swords, nor defend themselves. Attacker and defender alike fell back as she approached.
Everything that had happened came down to this moment.
She had been given a terrible gift in the Place of the Dead, if ‘gift’ was the right name for something that might save the world she knew, or destroy it.
In that place, which was like a dark ocean, she had been shown how to fuse magic with cold science. The spells that could weave the great blind energies of the cold science universe – electricity, gravity, magnetism, and even the very forces that bound the atoms together – with the old magic, were hers to command.
But this was the knife’s edge.
By using such forces against the Wardragon, Jelindel could set off a chain reaction that would destroy magic forever, and not just the magic she knew, but that of the dragons also. Leaving the universe at the mercy of the mailshirt.
The darkness that followed would be even greater than the thousand years she had once foreseen.
Yet that was not her fear now. Her real fear was more personal, closer to home. If magic died, she was afraid she would lose her soul. Afraid she would lose her self.
What was she if not the embodiment of magic? Why had she survived the death of her family, if not to make up for it by saving others with her magical abilities?
And making some atonement in the process? Before long, she and Daretor and Zimak drew near the Wardragon. She gestured for her two comrades to stop some distance away and continued on alone. The Wardragon dismissed Fa’red and Ras who fell back.
Jelindel and the Wardragon stopped on a small knoll, facing each other.
>A BRAVE, BUT FOOLHARDY CONFRONTATION. WOULD YOU DO COMBAT WITH ME, COUNTESS?<<<
Jelindel forced a laugh. ‘You are a mighty warrior. But as I suspected, your host is inadequate for your needs.’
The Wardragon considered this. The Preceptor’s body was indeed failing. Its skeleton was breaking and nearing its end. >>>AND YOU OFFER YOURS?<<<
‘On condition that my people are not slain. That they’re allowed to go home.’
>I NEED NOT PARLEY WITH YOU. I TAKE WHAT I WANT<<<
Jelindel already had a spell chanted and invoked when she had set eyes on the Wardragon. It was eerily calm, standing with folded arms, as if it were waiting for her. Behind it stood the Farvenu. Jelindel knew this called for exquisite timing. She had to lure the Wardragon just so, otherwise it might simply annihilate her. If she put up no resistance, it would suspect a trap.
She cast her binding spell, and blue, writhing coils of light expanded into a ball between her hands. She flung it, and the blue lightning engulfed the Wardragon. Still it did not move. That much at least was what the spell was designed to do, yet the suggestion of a smile on the Preceptor’s lips had Daretor on his guard.
>YOUR PUNY MAGIC IS WORTHLESS<<< the Wardragon mocked. It dissipated the spell like it was discarding a shimmering cloak.
>WHILE YOU STILL LIVE I SHALL TELL YOU SOMETHING OF YOUR WORTHLESS LIFE. IT WAS THE PRECEPTOR WHO ORDERED THE ASSASSINATION OF COUNT JURAM DEK MEDIESAR AND HIS FAMILY<<<
Jelindel floundered. She needed to close the trap on the Wardragon before her spell unravelled. Damn the machine – it was too smart, too canny. She had to play along. ‘So the King of Skelt was innocent after all?’
>SUCH PETTY INTRIGUE<<<
By now Jelindel was consciously struggling. ‘Why did the Preceptor do it?’
>BECAUSE HE WAS YOUR UNCLE AND WAS PROMISED THE DUKEDOM. YOUR SORRY ExCUSE FOR AN OLDER BROTHER, LUTIER, WAS BORN, AND THE PRECEPTOR WAS CAST ASIDE AND NO LONGER OF USE. INDEED, THEY RATHER THOUGHT HE MIGHT BECOME A NUISANCE, SO THEY TRIED TO POISON HIM<<< The Wardragon allowed himself a moment to reflect on such a primitive weapon as poison.
>A MORTAL BECOMES SUSPICIOUS WHEN HE SEES A FLY WALKING ON THE RIM OF HIS WINE GLASS SUDDENLY FALL DEAD. HE RAN. PENNILESS AND HUNTED, HIS ENTIRE BIRTHRIGHT STOLEN FROM HIM. BY SHEER GOOD FORTUNE HE BECAME WEALTHY AND CALLED HIMSELF THE PRECEPTOR. THEN ONE DAY FA’RED PAID HIM A VISIT AND STRUCK A DEAL. PART OF THE PACT WAS TO ELIMINATE CERTAIN NOBLES ON THE ADEPT’S LIST. THE MEDIESARS WERE ON THAT LIST. SO THE PRECEPTOR RETURNED AND PAID THEM BACK IN KIND<<<
‘The Preceptor was my uncle?’ Jelindel’s voice was barely above a whisper.
The Wardragon’s laughter rumbled across the knoll. >>>UNCLE SENIC DEK MEDIESAR. NOW I SHALL CLAIM YOU AS MINE<<<
The Wardragon moved swiftly. And in that moment she knew the whole of his mind, and he knew hers.
To onlookers, a bright point of light flared into being midway between them, and expanded rapidly so that both were engulfed in a shiny golden ball of coruscating glow. Jagged, brilliant lightning shot out from the mailshirt at Jelindel, but stopped halfway, fanning out and dimming against an invisible shield. Both the Wardragon and Jelindel staggered slightly, as the titanic forces they controlled surged back and forth, moving something that could be neither seen nor penetrated first one way, then the other, as the balance of power shifted.
When Daretor saw Jelindel stumble to one knee he made to go to her, but Zimak pulled him back. ‘We mustn’t interfere,’ he yelled above the noise, for the energies unleashed within the golden sphere were almost deafening.
Slowly, sweat beading her face, Jelindel forced herself back onto her feet. She was dazed, and exhausted, but so too was the Wardragon.
The strangest part of the battle was not visible.
Their minds, even as they strove against each other, met and spoke.
>YOU CANNOT DEFEAT ME, JELINDEL<<< said the Wardragon.
‘Were you able to overwhelm me, you would not be making idle boasts.’
>NO, NO, I VALUE YOU, I DO NOT WANT YOU DESTROYED<<<
‘I see that you are torn by some old grief.’
>THAT IS NOT TRUE<<< ‘There are things in your mind, blocked to you, which are clear to me.’
>I KNOW MY MIND BETTER THAN ANY OTHER!<<<
‘A bird flying above a city sees things that its king cannot. Who are you angry at?’
>SURRENDER AND I WILL SPARE YOU AND THIS WORLD. I WILL MAKE IT A SANCTUARY, SAFE FROM MY DESIGNS<<<
Unexpectedly, Jelindel saw familiar structures within the Wardragon.
It had once been a man.
The makers of the first mailshirt, still perfecting their art, had used the mould of a living mind upon which to model the machine. Later mailshirts were pure machine, but later mailshirts were not her problem.
There was more. The mailshirt had once loved.
Jelindel called out, shouting with her real, human, voice, ‘I know her name!’ Inside the golden sphere, all was silent. The cacophony of noise that blasted the ears of those outside did not penetrate here.
At her words, the Wardragon staggered. The foci of force – the silvery, writhing lightning and the ‘shield’ that it played upon – surged back towards the mailshirt. Sweat broke out on the Preceptor’s brow. The raging foci stopped only a yard from his face.
Again Jelindel shouted, ‘I know her name. I know who she was.’
>I DO NOT KNOW WHAT YOU ARE TALKING ABOUT. IT IS TIME TO FINISH THIS GAME<<<
‘Lela. Her name was Lela! She was your wife.’
By means of the Preceptor’s face, the Wardragon looked stunned. The lightning shrank and dispersed. Jelindel froze the shield. She could have destroyed the Wardragon in that moment but instead took pity on him.
‘I look like her, don’t I?’ said Jelindel softly.
The Wardragon nodded, dumb with pain. Tears appeared in its eyes. >>>I REMEMBER NOW. PARTS ONLY. I HAD A LIFE. A FAMILY<<< It looked up. >>>SHE LOVED ME. I PROMISED TO RETURN AND PROTECT HER AND MY SON. BUT I NEVER RETURNED. THEY NEVER KNEW WHAT HAPPENED TO ME<<<
‘This can end now,’ said Jelindel, hope surging in her breast.
The Wardragon shook its head. >>>IT CANNOT BE, COUNTESS. THE MAILSHIRT IS DESIGNED TO FULFIL ITS MISSION. IT CANNOT BE DEFLECTED. IT – I CANNOT STOP IT<<<
‘Isn’t this why you took me to Golgora? Seek inside yourself! Was this not your plan all along, Wardragon? To end this?’
The Wardragon stared at her. Then, cryptically, it said, >>>I AM NOT STRONG ENOUGH. THE PRECEPTOR NO LONGER PITS HIS WILL AGAINST MINE<<<
Jelindel did not understand. Was it giving her some kind of clue? Was it –?
Then she understood.
‘How long?’
>THIRTY SECONDS. NO MORE<<<
‘Do it.’
Suddenly, the golden sphere collapsed, but it did not blink out of existence. Instead, it collapsed like a great tide of water, sweeping out in a rush, knocking all those nearby off their feet, and stunning them.
Jelindel ran to the dazed body of Fa’red and muttered a binding spell.
The Wardragon joined her. They exchanged a look. Then the Wardragon placed its hand on Fa’red’s wrist. The mailshirt glowed brightly, then began to flow, like thick syrup, or mercury, down the Preceptor’s arm and onto Fa’red’s.
Within a few moments the transfer was complete.
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The Unravelling
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The new Wardragon stood up. And smiled. >>>FA’RED IS NOT VERY HAPPY<<< It gritted its teeth. >>>I CAN BARELY CONTAIN HIM – HE IS INDEED A GREAT MAGE. THE MAILSHIRT IS USING MUCH OF ITS POWER TO SUBDUE HIM. QUICKLY. SUMMON THE ONE<<<
Jelindel had already done so, and now the great dragon, the Sacred One, wheeled in the sky and plunged earthwards with terrifying speed. It landed heavily nearby.
The Wardragon gave Jelindel one last look.
>I GO TO JOIN THEM<<< it said, and walked almost jauntily towards the Sacred One. The dragon opened its enormous jaws and the Wardragon stepped inside without hesitation. In her mind, Jelindel could hear the terrified screams of Fa’red as he realised what was about to happen.
After all, he was only too aware of the one force in the universe that could physically destroy a mailshirt. Dragonfire, but not just any dragonfire. Only in the great life-furnace of the Sacred One could the almost immortal dragonlinks – forged five thousand years before – be unmade.
The jaws closed over the Wardragon. The Sacred One swallowed.
A moment later, Fa’red’s screams, stabbing through Jelindel’s mind, ceased. She slumped to the ground, spent, but around her the others were getting to their feet. Daretor and Zimak ran over. Ras came forward too.
All stared anxiously at the Sacred One, as if expecting him to die.
‘Won’t it poison you or something?’ asked Zimak.
‘A cat does not die from eating a rat,’ replied the dragon.
‘So it’s gone, it’s over?’ Zimak asked nobody in particular.
Jelindel managed a weak nod. ‘It’s over.’
The Sacred One rose back into the air with slow, almost ponderous flaps of its enormous wings. His brethren joined him, and together they flew low over the Wardragon’s forces. These scattered – most heading back for the portal through which they had come. Others ran towards the hills.
‘It’s over,’ Jelindel said again, more amazed than anyone.
Daretor helped her to her feet and they embraced. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘How did you beat it?’
‘I didn’t,’ Jelindel said.
‘But then –’
‘Part of it wanted to be defeated,’ she said. ‘It was very tired.’
‘I still don’t understand,’ Daretor repeated.
Jelindel laughed. ‘That is because you do not understand defeat.’
Kaleton stepped forward. ‘Jelindel, there is one who wishes to speak to you. He is called Taggar.’ Jelindel knew from his tone that something bad had happened.
She, Daretor and Zimak hurried after Kaleton to a crashed airship. Lying on the ground beside it was Taggar, his body crushed. His grip on life was all but gone.
Jelindel dropped at his side. ‘Oh, Taggar.’
‘Thus we part,’ he said softly, managing the ghost of a smile.
‘I can heal you. Let me try.’
Taggar shook his head. ‘This is beyond even your powers, Jelindel. I only –’
His eyes went wide and filled with tears. Ras knelt beside him. He too was weeping, and lifted Taggar’s head gently into his lap.
‘Taggar?’ said Ras. ‘Is it really you?’
Taggar laughed, and coughed blood. ‘I thought you dead, Garricka!’
Jelindel turned amazed eyes on Ras. ‘You’re Garricka?’
Ras nodded. He stroked Taggar’s brow and wept. ‘Jelindel,’ said Taggar. ‘Can you give us a moment, please?’
Jelindel nodded. She placed her hand on Taggar’s cheek, then stood and turned away, taking the others with her. From a distance they saw Taggar and Ras whispering and embracing. There was great joy and sadness between them, and then it was over.
Ras rose slowly to his feet, stood forlornly gazing down at Taggar, looking lost, then came across to Jelindel and the others. His cheeks were wet, and he seemed lost in grief, yet he rallied.
‘Taggar asked me to explain,’ he said. He halted, searched for words, and almost smiled. ‘He said you would be confused. I am Garricka, though for a great span of time I did not remember, and Taggar was my beloved.’ Daretor and Zimak exchanged puzzled looks. ‘We are not as you, eternally divided into man and woman. My species has only one gender, though once we were like you. All long-lived races are androgynous, we are not sure why. I know you think of us as males, but in a world such as Q’zar, where strength and fighting are prized, it makes sense to go in the masculine form.’
‘You are able to change forms?’ asked Jelindel. ‘We are able to accentuate one part of ourselves over the other, yes.’
‘What will you do now?’
Ras took a deep breath and exhaled. ‘I must grieve, but then I shall take Taggar’s body back to our family. Our children will not have forgotten us. Our mission, after all, is finished. The last Wardragon is gone, thanks to you.’
Ras turned and walked back to Taggar’s body, and sat down beside it. For a long time he remained there, clutching the body to himself, weeping silently.


A city-wide victory feast was underway in D’loom, for in victory thoughts for the dead are often put aside until the misery of the morning’s hangover. There was much revelry on the streets, and food and drink were dispensed as readily as arrows in a siege.
That Prince Augustus had died in one of the thundercast attacks did not seem to dampen anyone’s spirits. Indeed many called for Jelindel and Daretor to sit on the Skeltian throne in his stead. Zimak did not like this idea, as he would have to bow to Daretor.
Jelindel and her companions spent that evening in the Boar and Bottle, which was full to overflowing with revellers. Davit was already there, regaling Ellien, a serving maid, with his stories of rather improbable feats both on the battlefield and as a spy. He was being encouraged by Osric, who confirmed his every statement. Not surprisingly, a large part of D’loom tried to shoulder its way into the tavern, wishing for perhaps a word, or even a touch of its heroes.
‘Imagine that,’ whispered Zimak to Daretor. ‘Me, a hero!’
‘History is written by the victors,’ observed Daretor.
‘Now what’s that meant to mean?’
Several stories had to be told as they ate and drank by lamplight. The dragons, Osric said, had been delayed by magical traps set by Fa’red, but had come as soon as they had freed themselves. Jelindel already knew about the Stone People.
That left the forces from Golgora. In Taggar’s absence, one of his lieutenants – a man Jelindel had personally trained – stood up. He was a little nervous at speaking in front of a crowd, and so told his tale quickly and gruffly.
‘As you know, time passes more quickly on Golgora than here. It has been three months since you left. We overran the Wardragon’s fortress within two days. Its files showed that there were other bases of which we knew nothing. From these, attack after attack was launched upon us. Our people were inexperienced compared to those of the Wardragon’s, but we had courage and resolve which they lacked. Slowly we wore them down, harassing them, giving them no peace. Then, about two weeks ago in our time, all of the Wardragon’s forces withdrew. We knew then that they had come through to Q’zar, but we could not follow immediately. We needed time to organise, to tend the wounded and to marshal and repair the captured flying machines. That done, we came. There are many left behind that we must now bring through. Not all will be able to return to their own worlds, but anywhere is better than Golgora.’
He bowed amid the cheering, then very nearly missed his chair in his haste to sit down and again be at one with the crowd.
The celebrations continued all night, and merged into the regrets of the morning.
Thereafter, there was much to do in D’loom. Large parts of the city were in ruins, and it would be the work of months to even clear away the rubble, let alone rebuild. Here the Hellholers proved their worth and goodwill, both out of gratitude and because they needed a new home. Their flying machines ferried in food and carried loads in a morning that all the carts of the city could not have moved in a month.
Though most Hellholers elected to remain in D’loom, or agreed to found new towns, some decided to go with Ras when he departed for the star worlds with Taggar’s body. On the night that Ras left, Jelindel stood atop the tallest tower in D’loom. Watching the ship shrink to a tiny point of light in the heavens, Jelindel felt a strange emptiness. She missed Taggar. In the two years they had been together on Golgora, he had become something of the father that she had lost five years earlier.
‘Would company be an intrusion?’
Jelindel turned and smiled. Daretor came and stood beside her, and he too gazed upwards at the stars. They had not spent much time together since the defeat of the Wardragon. Daretor had become, by default, the ruler of the city, since Jelindel had refused to rule anyone. Indeed, there were still calls to make Jelindel the queen of D’loom, but she thought the idea ludicrous. Many pointed out that she was a countess, technically, but Jelindel insisted that skill with magic was no qualification for a ruler.
In the meantime, Daretor had to administer the city with Zimak helping under close supervision. Prince Augustus had failed to provide for the secession by fathering even a single child.
‘You didn’t think we would win, did you?’ asked Daretor.
‘No, I didn’t. I think a part of me, like the Wardragon, wanted to lose, wanted to pay for something that happened in the past.’
Daretor put his arms around her and she snuggled up close. ‘And you?’
Daretor said, ‘I never doubted it, not with you on our side.’
Jelindel turned and looked up into his face. ‘Truly?’
‘Truly.’
‘Well, you might have told me.’ She laughed.
‘What happens now?’ he asked.
She turned back, still within his embrace, and gazed out over D’loom, resting her chin on his arms. ‘With us?’ He nodded, saying nothing. ‘I’m afraid it’s still unknowable.’
She felt him sag a little; he could not see the slight smile that played across her lips. ‘But I think that’s all right,’ she said slowly. ‘I think it’s meant to be unknowable.’
‘And the nightmares?’
‘It’s strange, but I think I learnt something from the Wardragon.’ Jelindel became grave. ‘And from you. And Taggar too. He had a very old saying from his world: “Those who do not remember the past are condemned to relive it”. Well, I think I would change that slightly.’
‘To what?’
‘Those who keep trying to pay for the past will never escape it.’
Daretor laughed. ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ he said, ‘even more now that I’m a ruler!’
Jelindel lifted her face and he kissed her.




Epilogue
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One year after the Battle of D’loom, Zimak persuaded his friend, the Archmage Jelindel dek Mediesar, to take a trip with him. Accompanied by Daretor, they headed north towards the Algon Mountains, and Argentia.
After a few days travel they stopped at a briny lake, and here Jelindel and Daretor met Ethella, and saw that a great love had grown between her and Zimak, who had been spending more and more time there in recent months.
At Zimak’s pleading, Jelindel sought long and hard to find a way to free Ethella, but in the end was defeated by the ancient and powerful curse.
‘Is there nothing you can do?’ Zimak asked mournfully. He clutched Ethella’s hand tightly, but it was she who comforted him. Used to her imprisonment, she had not expected there was much chance she could be freed.
Jelindel looked gravely at the two of them. Daretor, nearby, watched silently. ‘There is one way,’ said Jelindel, reluctantly.
‘Yes?’ said Zimak eagerly. ‘Whatever it is, we should try it!’
Ethella cautioned him. ‘Hear Jelindel out,’ she said. She had seen the look on Jelindel’s face.
Zimak folded his arms. ‘I don’t care, let’s do it!’
‘Ethella’s right,’ said Jelindel. ‘Hear me out. The cure might be more bitter than the plight.’
‘I hardly think –’ Zimak began, but Daretor placed a hand on his shoulder.
‘Zimak,’ he said, not unkindly, ‘shut up, will you?’
Zimak shut up.
‘I think the curse can be broken, but a sacrifice must be made.’
Ethella sighed. ‘Alas, I feared as much. The old witch was too clever for us.’
‘What kind of sacrifice?’ asked Zimak.
‘You must bind yourself to Ethella, in body and soul. And what is done in this way cannot be undone.’
‘You mean we must marry?’
‘That. And much more.’
‘How much more?’ asked Ethella worriedly.
Jelindel sighed. ‘You cannot leave the lake. You cannot enter our world. So Zimak must enter yours. Forever.’
Zimak stared, and gulped. Ethella shook her head. ‘No. No, I won’t allow it. I am used to my prison. I will not have another condemned to share it with me.’ Her eyes glistened. ‘I will bear it alone. It is my curse, after all.’
There was a long silence. At last Zimak said, ‘I have made a decision. I will join Ethella in the lake.’
‘Zimak, no!’
Zimak smiled. ‘It will not be so bad. My friends will visit us. Maybe we can even build a pavilion here on the shore. And I am very fond of fish. That is what you eat, isn’t it?’ He looked scared, but determined.
Now Ethella’s eyes brimmed with tears.
And Jelindel burst out laughing. They both looked at her, and Daretor frowned.
‘Who said anything about staying in the lake?’ she said.
‘You said she can’t enter our world,’ Zimak said.
‘She can’t. But she can return to her own world – and her own time.’ Jelindel paused a moment, then said softly: ‘But only if you go with her. The spell can only be broken backwards, and only if one who truly loves her makes a supreme sacrifice.’
Zimak licked dry lips. ‘You mean go back five thousand years? Back to the time of Kamiz and Inanna and the dragons and … and –’
‘Yes. That’s what I mean.’
‘And we can never return here – I mean, now?’
‘Never.’
‘But – what if it doesn’t work?’ said Ethella. ‘What if we are separated? I would rather stay here in the lake than risk that.’
‘You will not be separated. You will remain together your whole lives, and you will both live into old age. You will also have many children and though there will be trying times ahead, you will be happy.’
‘Truly?’ asked Zimak. ‘You’re not just making this up?’
‘I will take the truthsense if you like.’ And she meant it.
Ethella stood up. ‘We need to talk,’ she said. She led Zimak away down the shore and for a few hours they sat in the moonlight and talked and laughed and cried. Jelindel and Daretor wrapped themselves in furs and watched the ripples on the lake.
‘I like it here,’ Jelindel said.
‘I also,’ said Daretor. ‘I’ve written some ballads.’
Jelindel cocked her head. ‘Really? You must have been sneaking off for quiet times while my back was turned. Bards have a good attitude. Your “honour for its own sake” attitude is your worst feature.’
‘Honour can do more damage than evil when taken too far. You can never take things too seriously when you have to sing about them. Would you like a song?’
‘Actually, I could think of nothing better. Who would imagine? Daretor the romantic.’
Mindful not to disturb Jelindel’s resting place against his shoulder, Daretor reached over and pulled his lyaral from its rollpack. ‘What about the ballad of how the Preceptor courts Fa’red’s wife?’
‘Hmm. I don’t think Fa’red ever had a wife.’
‘He does in my ballad.’


Finally, just before dawn, Zimak and Ethella returned. Zimak looked happier than Jelindel could ever remember seeing him. ‘I’m going,’ he said.
Jelindel nodded, blinking back tears. Daretor, as chief administrator of D’loom, married them there by the lake in the silvery moonlight, and when the couple had kissed and sworn their vows, Jelindel wove her magic.
As the sun peeked over the far horizon, Zimak hugged Jelindel and said he would never forget her. Then he hugged Daretor, who kept blinking and pretending he had something in both eyes.
Then, amidst tears and laughter and more goodbyes, Jelindel spoke the words of command, and a great light suddenly appeared above the centre of the lake, and the waters parted, forming a passageway.
Zimak took a deep breath, clasped his wife’s hand, and with a lingering look over his shoulder at his two friends, walked down the passageway and into the light.
And was gone.
On the lonely ride back to D’loom, Daretor and Jelindel said little at first, both missing Zimak in their own way. But the following afternoon Daretor broached something that had been on his mind since the night at the lake.
‘You made it all up, didn’t you?’ he said.
‘Made what up?’
‘All that stuff about them making it back in one piece, and always being together, and having children, and dying of old age … You just made it up to make them feel better, didn’t you?’ He grinned tightly. ‘I’m not sure that was fair.’
Jelindel burst out laughing. ‘Zimak was right, you know. You really are a stick-in-the-mud. And just so you know, I didn’t make it up.’
‘But how could you possibly know? It was five thousand years ago!’
She reined in her horse and he did the same. ‘I know because I know.’
‘Oh, well, that explains everything.’
She was still smiling. ‘I know because I really do know what happens to them when they get back to that time. And you do too, except you don’t realise it.’
Daretor stared at her.
Jelindel said, ‘Have you ever thought about Zimak’s name?’
He frowned.
‘And Ethella’s? Because her name isn’t Ethella by the way, or not all of it, which happens to be Ethella T’kar Inanna. And Zimak spelt backwards is –’
‘Kamiz!’ A light went on in Daretor’s brain and he gaped at Jelindel, who nodded. He said, ‘Zimak becomes the most famous hero in the history of Q’zar?’
‘With his beautiful bride at his side, yes.’ She reached over and squeezed Daretor’s hand. ‘And not the most famous hero, not in my opinion at least!’


It is known that Daretor and Jelindel lived many years. The dates of their deaths, however, are not recorded. The tragic and untimely deaths of heroes in battle blaze like ruddy funeral pyres in the annals of history, but heroes who live long and happily, then die old and contented, somehow lack what it takes to inspire bards.
There is no more of The Jelindel Chronicles. Although much of what has been written has been refuted by scholars and historians, Jelindel’s deeds were real, and they changed worlds.
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