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Chapter One

Those who have not seen the dazzling towers, the obsidian turrets, the domes, the green-glass cupolas of Zamerkand, have surely missed the greater part of earth’s splendour. The morning sun is quick to find high, golden porches bright enough to blind a traveller many leagues from the city. Polished lapis lazuli tiles bordering lofty battlements shine with a penetrating blueness. Silver gutters glint with points of light that might come from the divine weaponry of a warrior-deity. The city is a great geometrical flower opening to the morning, the light running and leaping from spire to column to belfry to campanile to flèche, like sacred fire racing from one heavenly petal-point to the next.

On the battlements stand the Imperial Guardsmen, their helmets flashing, their spearpoints glinting. Around the walls of the city, almost completing the circle but for a man-made tunnel of stone, there to protect the canal all the way down to the sea, stand the red-ochre pavilions of the mercenary army of Carthagans. Their weapons gleam with a duller light. Unlike those of the Imperial guardsmen, which are taken out only to polish before parades and drills, the Carthagan weapons are frequently used in anger. They are tarnished with constant employment: their surfaces scratched; their edges sharp, but wavy with honing; the flaws in their blades stained with the blackened blood of enemies.

Five miles long and five miles wide, the city stands in the South of Guthrum, rich and powerful, and ripe with wealth.

On one of the green turrets which looked out over the surrounding countryside stood a man who had slept very little during the long and ponderous night. He called himself Soldier and he was married to the queen’s younger sister, Layana. Soldier saw the rider come from the West, from the Seven Peaks where the gods lived, and the wizards ruled. The rider looked exhausted, swaying in his saddle, his feet frequently slipping from the stirrups. Carthagans on their way to fetch early-morning water parted for him, allowing him a path, and the great wooden gates of the city, bold with brass and bronze, swung open as if this horseman had been expected for a very long time.

‘Drissila?’ called Soldier, not moving from the turret’s balcony, ‘is your mistress in the real world this morning?’

‘I fear she is unhappy,’ came the answer. ‘The demons visited her during the night and are now within her.’

Soldier sighed deeply. He loved his wife with a deepness that is found only by a man who has lost a former love to dark fingers of death. She was his future, past and present. He would kill for her, he would die for her.

‘Is Ofao tending to her needs?’

‘Ofao and myself.’

‘Thank you.’

The rider, now in the market square, almost fell from his horse onto the cobbles. Captain Kaff, of the Imperial Guard, was hurrying onto the scene. Others were scurrying forth, gathering their robes about them – officials of the court – keeping their hemlines clear of horse and donkey shit: Chancellor Humbold; Quidquod, Lord of the Royal Purse; Maldrake, Lord of the Locks; Qintara, Lady of the Ladders; Marshal Crushkite, Warlord of Guthrum. Even the ruler of Guthrum, Queen Vanda, had quit her boudoir to appear on the balcony of her tower on the Palace of Birds.

A raven landed near to Soldier’s elbow as he surveyed this scene in the streets below.

‘I’ll wager a dozen the King Magus is dead,’ said the raven. ‘Pancakes, that is, fried in lovely hot corn oil.’

‘You won’t find a taker here,’ replied Soldier.

‘The King Magus is dead!’ cried the rider in a ragged voice. ‘Where is the wizard to take his place?’

‘There you are,’ said the raven. ‘Pancakes for breakfast.’

‘You didn’t get a taker,’ Soldier reminded him. ‘Anyway, how did you know?’

‘Oh, you know me. I fly here, I fly there. I talk with the wind.’

‘But you’ve been outside my window all night.’

‘Idiot, you’ve only got to look at the world this morning to see how it’s changed. See how the sun shines brightly? Look how blue the mountains seem now, where once they were gloomy and oppressive. Listen to the sparkle in the cock’s voice as he crows! The whole kingdom of the living and the dead has changed its aspect.’

And the bird was right. It had. Soldier had been too rapt in his own troubles to notice how much better this day appeared than yesterday, or the day before, or a thousand days before that.

The raven took to the air, settling some distance away on the pommel of a flagpole.

The rider in the square below was being questioned further now.

‘Who inherits?’ cried Humbold. ‘Who is the new King Magus?’

‘Why, I am instructed – instructed …’ the rider was visibly wilting, but Captain Kaff shook him to keep him awake. ‘Instructed to tell you that he is the son of a woman called Uthellen, of this city.’

‘Of this city?’ shouted the mob, now flowing from their shanties and hovels. Zamerkand might have had a shining coat, but it also had a rotten heart.

Humbold shouted, ‘Who knows this Uthellen?’

There was a buzz and a rumble from the crowd.

Marshal Crushkite yelled, ‘Someone must know her.’

Silence now fell upon the cobbled square.

‘Anyone?’ cried Captain Kaff.

The silence deepened.

Finally. ‘I know her.’

All eyes looked up to where the voice had come from.

Kaff nodded his head slowly and grimaced. Humbold sighed. A trader called Spagg, seller of hanged men’s hands, spat in the gutter.

It was Soldier who had spoken.

‘You?’ said Marshall Crushkite, who almost alone among the watchers was not an enemy of the man in the high tower. ‘Is she in Zamerkand, Soldier? Where is she?’

‘She used to reside in the sewers, along with her child, amongst the poor and destitute.’

There was a shuffling from the officials. The King Magus did not usually intervene in petty human affairs, being concerned with higher things, but he was invested with great power: enough to destroy any city, even whole countries. Only an innate sense of justness and rightness curbed the hand of the King Magus when it came to levelling those who had displeased him.

This, indeed, was a new King Magus. Would he have the same integrity as the last? Or would he settle a few scores, beginning his new reign with the slate wiped clean of any bitterness?

Queen Vanda spoke now, from the balcony of the Palace of Birds. ‘Soldier, you know the order of things. There must always be the poor, the rich and varying degrees between. That he was raised amongst the wretched people of this city is the fault of social order, not of our government.’

Soldier did not necessarily agree with this point of view, but he saw that there was nothing to be served by arguing.

‘The boy, when I last knew him, did not see himself as a victim of the state. There was no bitterness in his heart. But who knows the mind of a wizard?’

The queen sighed, her small, heart-shaped face pale with the effort of finding solutions. ‘Can you find him?’

‘I think so. He is outside the city, that I do know.’

‘Then here is your task. You see your work before you. Chancellor, give Soldier all that he needs to form an expedition to find the new King Magus, so that he may be informed of his predecessor’s death. He must take up his exalted post as quickly as possible.’

With that the queen left her balcony and swept into her chambers in a cloud of purple chiffons and silks.

Soldier was informed that he was to report to Captain Kaff within the hour.

He went to his wife’s chambers, to see if she recognised him.

She did.

‘You bastard,’ she spat. ‘Come to gloat over me in my madness, have you?’

She was hunched up in one corner of her great bed – a bed he seldom shared these days – the sheets knotted round her frail, diminutive form. His heart bled for her in her distress. Her face – normally animated and quite beautiful since the scars had gone – was screwed into a malevolent expression that filled him with disquiet. Soldier knew it was useless to argue with her. He simply bade her farewell.

‘I must go away on the queen’s business,’ he said. ‘I’ll return as soon as I can.’

Ofao, also in the room, had to restrain his mistress as she leapt towards Soldier with her hands like claws, her nails ready to rake his face.

‘Yes, go! You can’t wait to get away from me, can you? Are you bedding my sister? Does the queen demand your body between her sheets? You must be laughing at me, the pair of you. The foolish Princess Layana, whose husband fucks the queen.’

‘Your sister is as concerned for your welfare as I am,’ said Soldier. ‘There is nothing between us. In your heart you know that. I am going away to fetch the new King Magus and install him in his mountain palace. I will return as soon as possible.’

‘Why come back?’ she cried, savagely, struggling with Ofao’s firm grip. ‘Why bother to return?’ Her face was a vicious mask. ‘You know I hate you. Why would you want to come back to a wife who thinks you are dirt?’

He made the usual mistake of trying to reason with her, when rationality had already flown like escaping birds.

‘You say that now, but when – when you are normal, you tell me you love me.’

She smiled, nastily. ‘I only tell you that to unsettle you, to give you false confidence. This is my normal self. This is how I really feel. How could I love a man like you? You’re a freak, a creature with blue eyes. No other creature – man, beast, bird – has blue eyes. And who are you? You do not know your name, you have no memory of your past, and you arrived here with nothing but a few scraps of armour. You can’t possibly believe that I, a princess, could love a nobody …’

Soldier left the room quickly, before she could go on. Layana in her madness had the power to agitate him to the very roots of his soul. Seven times in the past year she had tried to murder him in the night. His scabbard, which sang out a warning when he was being attacked, was the only thing which had kept him alive. Sintra was the gold-thread name on his scabbard and it sheathed a sword named Kutrama, though he had arrived in this world with only the former, the latter having been lost somewhere on the way.

Soldier went now to his own chambers and dressed himself in light armour, not forgetting the warhammer he had wrested from an attacking Hannack. The last time he had seen Uthellen and her son they were hiding in a forest to the north. On his journey there Soldier might be attacked by Hannacks, or any other bands of brigands roaming the wastelands and countryside.

One thing he had discovered about himself was a deepseated rage which erupted during moments of battle, so that he was known as one of the most savage fighters this world had ever encountered. He was appalled by his own barbarity at such times. The overwhelming feeling of vicious hatred which surged through him was as frightening to him as it was to his enemies and watchers. He wondered where it came from, what had happened to him for it to be there in the first place.

‘One of these days I shall find myself,’ he thought, ‘and I have no doubt I won’t like who lies within.’

Armed, he went forth to Captain Kaff’s quarters, where the Imperial Guardsman awaited him.

Kaff was one of Soldier’s greatest enemies. Soldier had cut off one of the captain’s hands in a duel. Now the captain fitted live creatures onto the stump that was his wrist. Today it was a sparrow-hawk. The effect was alarming. The raptor remained still on the silver-banded stump, with folded wings, unless Kaff reached forward, whereupon it spread its wings, flashed its talons, and raked the air with its hooked beak.

‘There is a horse waiting for you at the gates,’ Kaff explained. ‘I have arranged that myself and a company of men will ride with you. You will need protection in open country. There are Hannacks about.’

‘I’ll go alone,’ said Soldier.

Kaff stared at him, the hawk fluttering. ‘You are a fool – as usual.’

Soldier ignored the insult. ‘I’ll take Spagg with me.’

There was a snorting sound from Kaff. ‘A lot that idiot can do to help if you’re attacked by wolves, or worse.’

‘Nevertheless.’

A shrug from the other. ‘Suit yourself.’

And stay away from my wife.’

It was well known that Kaff was in love with Layana – had been even before the arrival of Soldier – and visited her often as a friend and advisor. In the old days Kaff had done nothing about his feelings of devotion for the princess because he had deemed himself unworthy. Then this nobody, this riff-raff from some war in an unknown place, had arrived and married her within a few short weeks. Kaff had been more than incensed. He was almost prepared to sacrifice the life of the new King Magus – wars, pestilence and famine come if they had to – if it meant that Soldier would die too.

Kaff said, stiffly, ‘The Princess Layana has need of my services from time to time.’

‘If you try to seduce her, I’ll kill you. Captain of the Imperial Guard or not.’

Kaff smiled. ‘You are assuming that this is possible, of course.’

‘It’ll be a great deal easier now I’ve taken one of your hands,’ snapped Soldier.

The smile instantly evaporated and Kaff’s lips curled.

‘One of these days …’ he muttered, gripping his sword-hilt.

‘Just keep to your own bedroom, Kaff, and respect the rights of a husband.’

With that, Soldier left the captain’s quarters and made his way to the market square.

A raven landed on Soldier’s shoulder as he strode along.

‘Well, well, still causing mayhem with the Guthrum army, are we?’ said the raven. ‘Still managing to volunteer for these suicidal missions? Got a death-wish, have we?’

‘You can shut up, too,’ muttered Soldier, worried that someone would hear him talking to a bird and think him mad.

‘Oh, I can shut up – or I can chatter to my heart’s content. I think that’s up to me, isn’t it? I’m entitled to my opinion of you, which is as low as it always has been. Soldier the hero? Soldier the moron. You could get killed out there, you know. Why didn’t you take up the offer of an escort?’

‘Where were you hiding?’ muttered Soldier. ‘Up the chimney?’

‘Just outside the window, actually.’

‘You want to be careful you don’t finish up on the end of Kaff’s wrist one of these days. And as to the escort – I’ve more to fear from them than I have from a bunch of rogue dragons. There’d be a danger of waking up every morning with my throat cut. I prefer to go with just Spagg. He has his faults but at least he’s scared stiff of me. Kaff has nothing but contempt for my skills as a warrior. He thinks he’s better. What are you going to do? Will you trail along?’

If the raven could have wrinkled his beak in distaste, he would have done. ‘With that stinking bag of dung, Spagg? Not on your life. Think I’ll stay here and pick a few locks with my beak. There’s no larders out in open country. I’ve got my stomach to think of, I have.’

The bird flew off.

At this time of day the market-place was thriving. In one corner of the square, vegetables. In another, meat. On the north-east corner, livestock – shuffling, snuffling, dropping today’s wet turds onto yesterday’s dried turds. The last corner was where frauds and gullible buyers met, along with eccentrics and those struck by lunar rays: fortune-tellers, physicians (as if anybody could cure anyone of anything!), gem-sellers, ivory-dealers, sellers of curios and carvings, and Spagg.

Spagg was a purveyor of dead men’s hands. Not just men either, but women kill mostly for love and men mostly for money, and there is more money than love in the world. Once the murderers were hanged Spagg had a licence to cut off their hands and sell them as hands-of-glory: hands with magical properties, such as the power of invisibility. There were many unsatisfied customers, but Spagg always told them magic required belief and it was their lack of faith that was the cause of the failure, not the hands-of-glory themselves.

‘What?’ cried the short, hairy man as Soldier approached. Spagg saw the look in Soldier’s eyes. ‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘No, no, no. I went with you once before, but I ain’t goin’ again. I was lucky to get back with my skin and good eye intact. I ain’t goin’ to risk it a second time.’

‘You haven’t got any choice,’ replied Soldier, firmly. ‘Unless you’d rather explain your reluctance to the Queen’s Torturer?’

Spagg picked up a rather blue hand with swollen knuckles and threw it down hard on the table.

‘It’s not fair,’ he whined. ‘I was just goin’ to the temple, for the winter.’

‘They won’t have you this year. I told them you laughed at the gods when we were on our journeys. I told them you cursed the priests and swore at the deities.’

‘That ain’t true!’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Well – you shouldn’t be a tattle-tale, you snitch. I was under stress. Anyone would swear and curse with a bunch of bloodthirsty dwarves after ’em. I bet even the priests would let out a few oaths.’

Soldier shook his head sadly. ‘You see, it’s that kind of remark that gets you into trouble.’

Slowly and reluctantly, Spagg covered his stall and wheeled it from the market-place.

‘I don’t understand you,’ he said to Soldier. ‘You don’t like me at all. Whyd’you want me with you, on these treks of yourn.’

‘I find your company stimulating.’

‘Liar.’

‘Well, let’s put it this way, there’s not many people in Zamerkand I would want with me, so there’s not much choice. I know you. I can judge your stamina, your courage – or lack of it – and every aspect of your character. Why would I take someone who is a mystery to me? I’d never know when to run and when to stand and fight.’

‘But with me, you always have to run.’

‘Exactly, I know where I stand – that is to say – run.’

‘Funny beggar, ain’t you,’ grumbled Spagg. ‘I’m splittin’ my sides, I am.’

The barrow was locked in a stable.

‘They’ll all be rotten by the time I get back,’ grumbled the hand-seller. ‘They’ll fall to bits.’

‘You could pickle them.’

‘Nah. There’s one or two of ’em got leprosy, and I can’t remember which. Puttin’ them in vinegar only hastens the rot’.

The pair collected their horses outside the gates. They rode through the Carthagan red tents, Soldier collecting one or two greetings on the way. He was well thought of by the mercenaries. Not just because he was one of them, and a captain at that, but because also he was not a Guthrumite. The Carthagans were loyal to the country they protected, but they thought its citizens weak and pathetic. The Carthagans were short, dark and stocky, like small bulls. The Guthrumites were taller, pale and tended towards the lean. The Carthagans were soldiers from the womb. The Guthrumites had to be moulded into fighters like Captain Kaff – they had to be taught skills which came to their mercenaries naturally.

Soldier stood somewhere between these two types. What he had that neither of them possessed was an intrinsic fighting skill, learned in some other place. His moves could not be anticipated, because he was unorthodox. Somewhere he had learned to kill men without compassion, in ways that were new to this world.

Watching Soldier and Spagg leave, from a high position on the battlements of Zamerkand, was Captain Kaff.

Once the two men were out of sight, Kaff wasted no time. He changed from his uniform into a silk shirt, breeches and a flamboyant hat. He fitted a dove to his wrist and put a sprig of myrtle in his buttonhole. Then he hurried off towards the Palace of Wildflowers – the home of Princess Layana and her absent husband.

Forcing his way past the servants, he demanded audience with the princess.

They told him she was not in a fit state.

‘She’ll see me,’ he said. ‘She always sees me.’

‘Not today. Not in her madness,’ replied Drissila, firmly. ‘In any case, my master will kill you when he returns.’

‘If he returns,’ muttered Kaff. ‘All right, I’ll be back tomorrow.’

‘She might not be well by tomorrow.’

‘Then the next day. I only want to talk with her. I want to make sure she’s happy …’

‘Of course she’s not happy,’ snapped Drissila. ‘She’s sick.’

‘I mean, happy with him.’

The raven was a silent and unnoticed witness to all this. He flew out, over the walls, and caught Soldier up, landing on the rump of his mount.

The bird chanted in rhyme:



‘Captain Kaff was there today,

Captain Kaff won’t go away,

Husbands all, lock up your wives,

Kaff is stalking through your hives.’





Soldier did not even look at the speaker.

‘Humans don’t live in hives, bees do.’

‘Couldn’t think of anything to rhyme with wives,’ replied the raven, pecking at the horse’s rump to make it trot rather than walk. The raven jogged up and down on the now bouncing rump. ‘I thought it was pretty g-good myself.’

‘So he is there?’

‘I told you.’

Soldier was quiet for a long while, during which all that could be heard was the clopping of the horses’ hooves.

‘When I get back,’ he said at last, ‘I’ll kill him.’

‘That’s what Drissila said. It didn’t seem to impress him.’

‘It will – I swear by the seven gods – it will.’


Chapter Two

Soldier and Spagg crossed an open country littered with trees and gallows decorated with hanged people. Here and there a tree fluttered with ribbons and rags, to denote sorrow for the departed. It was not a happy time for Guthrum, but, now that the old King Magus had died, perhaps they could return to a more civilised way of life.

Spagg looked enviously at the harvest of hands, but knew that if he cut them from the wrists of the dangling miscreants, they would probably rot before he got them to his stall. He noticed also, not without a queasy feeling of alarm, that many of the bodies had been scalped and their lower jaws had been cut away. The rooks and crows feasting on the softer parts were not responsible for that. Hannacks were.

There were no roads in Guthrum. Guthrumites were suspicious of such things. If you built a road, they said, the robber bands, be they Hannacks or others, knew exactly where to stand and wait. Merchants and the like preferred to vary their routes across country, using tracks occasionally, but making sure there were plenty to choose from. From time to time foreign engineers arrived in Guthrum, insisting that in such a wealthy kingdom roads should be built, eager that they should be allowed to put their skills to the test. But they usually ended up being stoned and their bodies returned to their home country.

Spagg came across a martyred priest, a young man with a sweet face, nailed upside down to a tree. The priest’s inverted head was level with Spagg’s own as the horse took him past. A skin-deep smile above a dark lock of hair which hung from the youth’s brow caused Spagg to halt and stare at the boy. His gaze took him outwards, to the ends of the arms, along two branches. Slim, pale fingers drooped limp as lily petals from kissing-soft palms that had not seen rough work in their lives.

‘What’s he got to laugh at?’ Spagg said. ‘Look at them hands – beautiful hands – but ruined by spikes. I’d like to get the man what drove them nails through such a lovely set of hands.’

‘Probably beast-people,’ remarked Soldier. ‘No doubt this boy thought he could convert them, and went forth with the Seven Gods in his heart, only to find that the beast-people worship more savage deities than any Zamerkand has to offer.’

The pair continued northwards.

From time to time Soldier had the uneasy feeling that they were being followed, but he could see no one behind him. There was a chance that he was being monitored by the queen, of course. Queen Vanda would not be above having a magician diguise himself as a creature of the wild to watch over their progress, but Soldier did not see the same bird or mammal twice and in the end he shrugged off his worries.

‘If we go much further,’ grumbled Spagg, ‘we’ll be in beast-people country.’

At the very moment he spoke, Soldier held up a hand. On the skyline was a mounted hunter, a naked man with a fox’s head. A tribesman from the Fox-people. The russet head turned and saw them. The creature had a bow and a long knife stuck in a strip of hide around his waist. Soldier and Spagg were assessed, their considerable weapons noted, and then the fox-soldier rode below the crest. He was gone.

Spagg let out his breath. ‘That’s lucky.’

‘Not necessarily,’ said Soldier, a little worried himself. He had fought against the beast-people – fox-heads, wolf-heads, dog-heads – with the Carthagans. They were formidable: more intelligent than the Hannacks, whose stupidity hampered them in battle, and certainly just as savage. ‘It may be he’s gone for the main hunting party. We’d better move on quickly. Look, there’s the tree line, over there …’

Within an hour they were inside the relative safety of dark woods.

The trees towered over them as they rode through the forest where Soldier had last seen Uthellen and her son. The child had been called a witch-boy in Zamerkand, but Soldier knew that the boy’s father had been a wizard and his mother was an ordinary mortal. His only connection with a witch was the handprints burned on his ankles by the fingers of the sorceress who had acted as a midwife and delivered him into the world.

‘I don’t like this place,’ muttered Spagg, looking up at the dark gloomy trees. ‘I don’t like it at all.’ As he spoke the market-trader removed his hat and scratched his head.

Soldier stared. ‘What’s this? You’ve shaved your head.’

‘Too right,’ replied Spagg, replacing his battered broad-brimmed hat. ‘If we meet any Hannacks, I’ll keep my scalp. You on the other hand, with those fine, long, curly, black locks, will lose yours. I’ll have fun, watchin’ you get topped like a hard-boiled egg.’

Soldier knew that Hannacks, aside from being barbarous villains of the most savage kind, were born bald. They went through their lives being jealous of every hairy creature on the planet and would slice the top off an enemy’s skull – or if that enemy was bearded, remove his mandible – and cover their baldness with the grisly wig. Not being over-fussy, Hannacks didn’t even bother drying the scalp, or removing any loose bits of flesh. They had very little regard for niceties like that. Spagg had seen delighted Hannacks with blood running down their cheeks, parading in a lower jaw recently torn from some unfortunate bearded man.

‘You seriously think that Hannacks will let you live, even though you haven’t got any hair?’

Spagg shrugged. ‘I dunno. It just seems a bit silly, temptin’ them shiny-pated brigands with a fine head of hair.’

‘You never had a fine head of hair. Your hair was a grey, greasy, plaited hank that hung down your back like the tail of a donkey.’

Soldier had halted his gelding. Ahead of them was a wide glade where no trees grew. The ground ahead looked treacherous. Spagg sat there on his jade, while Soldier on the better mount went forward, testing the marsh with a staff he had cut earlier. The pole indicated soft ground and the horse’s hooves began to sink. He backed the gelding away from the edge, into the trees again.

This was strange. The last time Soldier had entered the wood, there had been no such bog in his path. It was as if the woodland were saying thus far and no further. The forest, or some magical element, had placed a barrier. Could it be that the wizard in the boy had emerged? Perhaps it was just Uthellen’s son protecting them from harm? Or perhaps there was some malevolent presence hereabouts. There was an air of doom about the wide bog, which had nothing to do with the swarms of insects and dragonflies, nor the foul smell of marsh gas.

Soldier was happier facing mundane physical hazards – chasms, hostile warriors, monsters, storms – than he was with magic against him.

Spagg seemed to be unaware of any danger. He was picking crabs from a tree, singing softly, ‘I am the ancient apple-queen …’

‘Shall we camp here?’ said Soldier.

Spagg stopped singing. ‘Why are you askin’ me? You’re the one who brought us here.’

‘All right. We’ll camp here.’

‘Good. Give me time to fry these crab-apples. Ever had fried crabs? Dee-licious.’

Later, when the cook delivered on his promise, Soldier was inclined to believe him.

‘That wasn’t half bad. Fried in rabbit’s fat? I must remember.’

Spagg smirked. ‘Not just a pretty fellah, me.’

As they bedded down on a mossy bank for the night, Soldier thought about splitting the dark hours between them, one standing guard while the other slept. He changed his mind when he saw that Spagg had collapsed on his blanket and had fallen instantly asleep. Soldier tried to remain awake, but it had been a long dusty trail, and eventually he too dropped into a deep and dreamful sleep. At some time during the night he was disturbed by the sound of singing, but he was too far gone to wake, which was a pity, because it was his scabbard warning him that enemies were approaching the camp and he was about to be attacked.

He awoke trussed with cords. In the morning’s gloom he could see small creatures, with large knotty ears on big heads, rifling through his saddle-bags. Spagg was also awake. The hand-seller was staring gloomily at the two dozen or so beings who now occupied the area of the camp.

‘Goblins,’ he muttered. ‘Ugly bastards.’

The nearest goblin turned on him and spoke in a voice like sandpaper rubbing oakwood. ‘You watch your tongue, baldy, or I’ll cut it out.’

Spagg wisely took this creature’s counsel to heart.

Soldier said, ‘Forgive me, but what are you looking for? There’s nothing of real value in those saddle-bags.’

A goblin in a red cap and green doublet came over to him.

‘How do you know what’s valuable to goblins and what’s not?’

‘Well, I don’t – I only know what’s of value to humans.’

‘Then keep your rabbit-hole shut.’

‘I just thought if I could be of any help. Was it you who placed the marsh there? A very clever trap.’

Redcap said, ‘Yes, isn’t it?’ His mouth was the widest one Soldier had ever seen in his life. It seemed to stretch from ear to ear on that enormous head.

‘Do you want to know what we’re doing here?’ asked Soldier.

‘Not especially.’

‘I’m looking for the witch-boy who used to live in the forest with his mother.’

Redcap shrugged. ‘What about him?’

‘He’s the new King Magus.’

That stopped them. The searching was forgotten. They all froze in their current positions and stared at him.

‘You’re lying,’ Redcap said, uncertainly. ‘I can tell.’

‘If you can tell, you’ll know it’s the truth.’

A female goblin had found the frying pan, still with the remnants of last night’s supper in it. Instead of licking the fat and pieces of crab-apple, she bit into the metal, covering half the pan with her mouth. Then she scraped her small, even teeth over the whole pan, leaving deep dents where she had brought her jaws together: the marks of her incisors. With her mouth full of rancid fat, she began to swallow, noisily.

‘Stop that!’ ordered another female goblin. ‘Didn’t you hear? The new King Magus.’

The goblin with the frying pan blinked, then tossed the cooking utensil over her shoulder.

Redcap said. ‘It is true, then?’

‘Yes,’ replied Soldier. ‘I have been ordered to escort the new King Magus back to Zamerkand.’

Soldier’s bonds were cut away. So were Spagg’s. A fire was lit for them. They sat around it warming themselves, for the morning ground had been damp and cold. A mist from the marsh had crept into the camp and now wound its way around the tree trunks.

‘The boy,’ explained Redcap, ‘is no longer here. He’s been taken by his mother to another place. A small country to the north-east. You may have heard of it. Bhantan?’

‘No, can’t say I have,’ replied Soldier.

‘Not surprised. You’re a stranger here, aren’t you? Can tell that by your blue eyes.’

Spagg said, ‘I’ve heard of it. Ruled by twins – the Rose Prince and the White Prince.’

‘That’s the place,’ said Redcap.

Soldier nodded at Spagg. ‘I knew you’d be useful. You’re not as ignorant as everyone says, are you?’

Once the goblins had been through everything the two men were carrying, they were allowed to proceed. A few things had gone missing, of course – a comb, a mirror, a ball of twine, some salt – but goblins are not interested in weaponry, food (or at least the kind that humans eat), except salt, of course, or money. Goblins are poor at making artefacts, and it is only manufactured objects which they take, plus the odd wool shirt or blanket, men’s breeches being too long and thin for their stumpy legs, and men’s boots being too small for their enormous feet.

The marsh was removed by the same method as it was placed there: magic. It was simply a matter of perception. Nothing had actually changed. The ground was in the same condition, but it now looked hard and unyielding to the travelling mortals The goblins had lifted the spell they had put on the place and now Spagg and Soldier saw it as it actually was.

‘So,’ said Soldier, as they rode through the trees once again, ‘you know this place Bhantan? You’ve been there?’

‘Everyone knows Bhantan,’ replied Spagg, wearily, ‘except you. A five-year-old child would have been just as useful to you as I am. Yes, I know of Bhantan. No, I’ve never been there.’

‘Well, here’s an opportunity for some experience.’

‘I’d rather be at home, selling the hands of the hanged.’

This was ignored. ‘Tell me what you know about it.’

‘I’ve told you what I know. Ask your blasted raven. He seems to know everything.’

Soldier noticed the raven, perched on the back of Spagg’s saddle.

‘Know what?’ the raven asked. ‘Can’t I leave you two for one minute but you get captured by goblins?’

‘Bhantan,’ said Soldier. ‘Been there?’

‘Been there, flown over it, dropped lime on the rooftops.’

‘And?’

‘Bhantan is a country ruled by twin princes, the Rose Prince and the White Prince. There’s strict rituals to adhere to, even for the rulers, because it’s that kind of place. Everything is ordered – too ordered. You can’t scratch your nose, unless its the right time and place to scratch it, otherwise you get arrested and told to write an apology. If you can’t write they stick you in front of a wall and shoot you full of arrows.’

‘Is that true?’ cried Soldier, alarmed. ‘Are they that insistent on following their rules and regulations?’

‘Absolutely,’ interrupted Spagg. ‘Discipline and prescription. Everything is prescribed and woe betide the man who doesn’t know when to do what, and where.’

The raven continued. ‘Two years ago one of the princes died – the Rose Prince. When that happens, as it eventually must unless they both drop dead the very same second, which is unlikely, you will admit …’

‘Get on with it,’ muttered Soldier.

‘When that happens, the remaining prince goes into black robes and becomes the Black Prince. While they are both alive the Rose and the White Princes have to enter and leave the palace – and everywhere else – by their own particular doors, marked with the colours rose and white. With one of them dead, however, the Black Prince has to enter and leave by a third door, coloured dark blue. Don’t ask me why blue, cause I don’t know. It just is, all right?

‘Recently, the Black Prince died. Over the last few years the court officials have been preparing the next set of twins down the family tree, and the set below them, to govern the country. All the rituals have been gone through a thousand times, for if the rulers can’t get it right, why should the ordinary citizens? However, along came an epidemic of measles – Bhantan has discovered to its horror that natural diseases apparently cock a snook at discipline, order and ritual – and wiped out both sets of twins. The epidemic took away a few sets below the next in line also, and now they’ve had to crown two urchins, having had to go so far down the family tree they ended up in the shanty town gutters.’

Soldier said, ‘Serve ’em right, for being so rigid.’

‘Thus,’ said the raven, ‘they have found that their system of government – one prince to rule at home, while the other goes to war – has crumbled beneath their feet. They suspect that the two new princes, identical twins, of course, dress in each others’ robes and go through the wrong doors, just for fun. The shock! The horror! But how to discipline them, when no one really knows, except perhaps the mother who bore them, who is a simple soul and just sits and smiles through the barrage of questions, and asks if her interrogators want a cup of chocolate.

‘Her sons have none of the manners of princes, nor the military training required of the White Prince, nor the administrative skills of a good Rose Prince, nor princely airs and graces, nor love of order. They are crafty, sly creatures, who hoard things unnecessarily against a time when they believe they will be in want again, as they once were. Individually they flout the rituals whenever they can, and each blames the other, for who can tell where the blame really lies?’

Soldier said, ‘They sound like a tonic to me.’

‘But no,’ cried the raven, ‘for the country is now in chaos! A square, walled city, with neat little houses all in rows, and one family to each house, and four courtyards, and four parks, and eight watchtowers, and sixteen flagpoles, and yet no one now quite knows where to be, and at what time, and who to meet and how to trade with them. The Weights and Measures Department is in disarray, the Committee for Straight Streets has a wiggle in it, and the Council for Right-Handed Workers are all fingers and thumbs. Oh, monstrous twins, with no proper upbringing and a daft mother who sits and eats sweetmeats from dawn to dusk!’

Both Spagg and Soldier fell about laughing, as they stopped for a lunch of cold pasties washed down with water.

After a short lunch they continued, into wolf and bear country, where the occasional jaguar crossed their path. At least in this part of the world they had no need to fear Hannacks, for the bald-headed brigands were as much in fear of wild beasts as anyone else. However, they had to be ever watchful, and lit fires whenever they stopped. The raven left them after the third river they crossed, telling them he would be back, sometime.

Three days later they crested a ridge and found themselves looking down on a perfectly square city, neatly walled about. Symmetry was of the utmost importance in the architecture of that place below them, and even the goat tracks on the mountainsides around went in straight lines. The pair descended, Spagg a little more reluctantly than Soldier, since he had never learned to read and write properly, and if he were arrested he would have to rely on Soldier to get him out of trouble.

‘I don’t want to be no pincushion,’ he muttered to Soldier, as they approached the gates. ‘Don’t you let ’em stick me with arrows.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ replied Soldier.

‘Halt!’ yelled a guard on the walls. ‘Tether your animals to the bar on the outside wall and then stand in the white circle and state your business!’

The pair did as they were told.

‘We are here,’ cried Soldier, from the middle of the marked area, ‘in order to find one Uthellen, of Zamerkand, mother of a young boy.’

‘Why do you want her?’

Soldier said, grimly, ‘That’s private.’

The guard disappeared. A little while later two gates opened with perfect precision on a device with chains and weights. Soldier and Spagg entered and were then questioned for three hours by a clerk, who wrote their answers down in an astonishingly slow hand. The quill scraping across the paper hardly seemed to be moving. When Soldier complained about how long the whole interrogation was taking, there was no comment, but his complaint was laboriously taken down in black ink on grey parchment. Soldier decided that if they were ever to finish the interview he would have to keep such frustrations to himself and economise on his answers. The whole charade took place in a huge cellar, the walls of which were lined with pigeonholes, each hole bearing a parchment similar to the one the clerk wrote on now.

Finally they were free to enter Bhantan’s city, of the same name as the country, and seek Uthellen.

Being fatigued they went first to a hostelry, where they were given a towel and a bar of lye soap, a bowl of water each, and shown two beds in a room of twenty neat white beds.

‘One at each end of the room,’ ordered the servant, a young woman, ‘on opposite sides.’

‘To balance it up?’ queried Soldier.

‘Are you laughing at our customs?’ said the servant, frowning. ‘Because if you are …’

‘I wouldn’t dare.’

The Bhantan servant was still defensive. ‘Tradition, protocol, etiquette, these are the things that order is formed on. Without order you have confusion. We Bhantans are never confused, because we know who we are and what to do, in any emergency. We are never in crisis.’

‘That’s not what we’ve heard,’ said Spagg. ‘What about these two new princes you’ve got?’

The servant blinked. ‘Temporarily …’

‘… you’re in disarray?’ finished Soldier.

The servant blinked again, refused to be drawn, and left them to the simple splendour of their temporary quarters. It was indeed a pleasant enough room, with low ceilings, thick, brown, exposed beams, a tiled floor, whitewashed walls, small windows. Above all it was clean – spotless in fact – not a speck of dust in the corners, not a cobweb, not a dead fly on any windowsill. And the beds were squared-down at the corners, the starched white sheets like drumskins, the pillows round and hard.

‘Welcome to the Kingdom of the Clean,’ muttered Spagg. ‘Just one question – where do I spit?’

‘Not if you value your life,’ said Soldier, flinging himself, boots and all, onto his bed. ‘You must learn to respect the culture of other societies.’

‘Prissy missy!’

‘Spagg, get up the other end of the room. Hurry on, it’s quite a hike. I’ve claimed this end.’

‘You would.’ Spagg trailed all the way down the long hostel until he found his bed in the far distance.

Later, when they had eaten and rested, a male servant came to tell them that Uthellen awaited without.

Soldier hurried out to meet her.

‘Uthellen,’ he cried, taking both her hands in his, ‘you still have the bloom of maidenhood upon your cheek!’

‘Liar,’ she said, with a wisp of smile.

In fact, she looked older than he would have guessed, with grey streaks to her hair and lines to her face, though she was still not more than thirty-five years of age. However, her complexion looked ruddy enough, not pale and wan as it used to be, and she seemed fuller of figure. In fact her maturity had brought with it a different kind of beauty: the type of loveliness that caused a man of experience to choke on regret. Soldier guessed those comely age-lines had been caused by care and worry for her bastard child, who had been in danger every minute of his life until now.

As he looked at her now, held her soft hands in his own, his heart was once more torn asunder. He loved his wife, it was true, but he had to tell himself that with strong conviction as he beheld this other woman. Uthellen was very dear to him. He had managed – the gods knew how – to keep himself from falling completely in love with Uthellen, who was as pure and lovely within as her outward looks promised. It was sheer force of will which kept them apart, not any natural feelings. If they had both followed their natural desires they would be infidels by now.

‘And the boy?’

‘He has been given a name, IxonnoxI.’

A perfect palindrome,’ sighed the Bhantanian servant in satisfaction as he was passing by. ‘Such beautiful symmetry in the world of wizards.’

And he is no longer a boy,’ Uthellen continued, smiling. ‘He is eighteen now. You’ll meet him in a little while. Have you come to take us to Guthrum?’

‘That’s the idea. We’ll need an escort though. Do you think the Bhantans will supply us with one?’

‘I have no doubt of it.’

He noticed a wicker basket under her arm.

‘What have you there?’

She smiled. ‘Fruit. A traditional greeting gift to a friend. I bought them at the goblin market.’

‘I’m glad you regard me as your friend.’

Spagg came down from the other end of the room.

‘Food, eh? I’d rather it was the haunch of roasted pig, but fruit will do for now.’

The three of them sat down to eat.

There were quinces and sharp bullaces, bilberries, swarthy-looking mulberries, dewberries and sweet peaches, barberries, gooseberries and bright red cherries, medlars, plums and apples. They began eating, the juices running down their chins. Soldier could feel them doing him good, filling his veins with sunshine. Uthellen explained that no one gathered such luscious fruit as the goblins of Blackdown Wood.

‘We just met a bunch o’ goblins,’ muttered Spagg. ‘They was nothin’ but villains and thieves.’

‘There’s goblins and goblins, just as there are different shades of mortals,’ explained Uthellen.

‘What a feast,’ said Soldier, impressed by the variety. ‘Is this all for the three of us? What about Ix – Ix …’

‘IxonnoxI? He is out in the woods, beyond the city.’

Soldier looked up, alarmed. ‘We’d better find him,’ he cried, jumping up. ‘I haven’t yet told you why we’re here. HoulluoH is dead. Your son has been chosen as the next King Magus. He may be in danger. What’s he doing in the woods?’

‘Practising wizardry. Oh, he can’t have been chosen,’ Uthellen said, distressed. ‘He’s not ready for anything like that yet. He’s only just beginning to master his skills. He’s not yet mature enough. He’ll need to gather more wisdom. Surely there’s another wizard, a much older and wiser one who takes precedence over my son?’

‘HoulluoH proclaimed with his dying breath that the next King Magus would be the son of a woman called Uthellen. What’s the matter, why are you crying? It’s not just because he’s young and inexperienced, is it? There’s something else.’

Uthellen choked out the words. ‘I shall lose him.’

‘Lose him?’ muttered Spagg, who hated women crying in front of him. ‘You can’t lose ’im. Everyone knows where the King Magus lives. In the Seven Peaks.’

She stared at him fiercely. ‘Once he becomes King Magus he’ll be lost to me. What does the most powerful wizard in the world want with a mother? He’ll be out of my reach.’ She broke down, sobbing again. ‘He’s only eighteen. I don’t want him to go.’

The insensitive Spagg cried, ‘Well, them wizards live more’n seven hundred years, don’t they? He’s got a bit to go yet. You’ll have turned your own toes up long before he’s due for the box.’

‘She means go away,’ Soldier said. ‘Look, Spagg, you and I are going to have to fetch him from the wood. Now, before something happens to the boy. Come on, let’s go. No grumbling. I’m not in the mood for it.’

‘I’ll come too,’ said Uthellen, composing herself. ‘I know where to look.’


Chapter Three

They found IxonnoxI in the wood, talking with fairies. Soldier was not fond of fairies. He seemed to be attractive to a particular kind of that race of creatures: fairies known as drots, who bit into flesh and lapped the blood of mortals with their rough little tongues. However, the wizard-boy dismissed his fairy friends and joined his mother, Soldier and Spagg.

‘I know why you have come,’ he said, nodding to Soldier. And to his mother, ‘I’m sorry. I have been called.’

‘It’s not what I wanted.’

‘I know mother, but it’s my destiny.’ He drew a deep breath. ‘However, I’m not yet ready. HoullouH has died too soon. I must have more time to prepare myself. The funeral must take place before I can be installed as King Magus. that will give me a little more time to prepare myself, mentally, for the position I must occupy. First I must go to Zamerkand, where I was born, to meet with other magi. They will be journeying there, even as we speak. The inauguration must take place in the city of my birth, presided over by the Fraternity of Wizards.’

This was all news to Soldier.

‘You know all this for a fact?’

IxonnoxI stared at Soldier with those penetrating eyes. ‘I can guess what you are thinking. You’re wondering about my powers now. Have I the gift of far-sight? Can I tell what others are thinking? Can I conjure legions of demons, jinn, genies or giants, to defend me? The answer is, no. I am almost as defenceless as the day I was born. I can do nothing more than a magician’s tricks at this time: raise the dead, walk on air, bring on an eclipse. My great powers will come to me all at once, within the space of a second, at my inauguration. Until then I am as vulnerable as any of you.’

Soldier said, ‘I’m alarmed to hear this. You’re under my protection until we reach Zamerkand. I think the sooner we start out, the better. News will travel the land of the death of HoulluoH. There will be those out there seeking to take advantage of the situation before the inauguration. We must be on our way.’

‘I agree.’

Soldier was amazed at how much the boy had changed in physical appearance since the last time he had seen him. Then IxonnoxI had been an awkward-looking – almost deformed – gangling, angular youth, all pointed elbows and sharp knees. Now he had a remarkable physique: muscular; finely-shaped; strong, straight bones. Soldier had been convinced he would grow up to be a hunched, wizened man, yet here he was, a tall and handsome creature with a body like a warrior. The transformation from duckling to swan was astonishing.

IxonnoxI saw him staring. ‘It’s only a matter of perception, Soldier,’ he said, smiling gently. ‘You see me as a lion where you once saw a baby ostrich, but I make myself appear as I wish. The youth needed to be disregarded and even pitied. The man needs to be feared. One body is as useful as another to me. I have no need for good looks, strong muscles, but they intimidate those mortals around me. Even you.’

Soldier acknowledged this to be true.

As they walked back to the square city, Spagg whispered to Soldier, ‘We’re made! A wizard – the King Magus, yet – is a friend of ours. We’ll be rich, you and me. We’ll have it coming out of our ears, eh? We’ll crush our enemies like ripe plums underfoot.’ He actually chortled out loud. ‘Just you wait, Captain Kaff, eh? We’ll have him deboned and baked in an oven – fed to that raven of yours. Chancellor Humbold? Why, we’ll throw him into the sewers. I’ll be chancellor instead. In fact, I’ll be Lord of the Royal Purse and Keeper of the Towers, too.’

‘You sure you wouldn’t just settle for being queen?’ said Soldier, sarcastically.

‘Hadn’t thought of that,’ Spagg replied, rubbing his coarse hands together. ‘I’ll make you Warlord of Guthrum if you like.’

‘Very generous of you.’

When they entered Bhantan, the city was having a crisis.

A courtier had kissed one of the twin princes on the cheek early that morning. Unknown to that prince, the courtier had red dye on his lips and had left a mark. It had now been proved that the twins swapped robes and left the palace each by the exit designated for the other. Protocol had been flouted. Culture had been smashed. Custom had been destroyed. The twin princes had been playing games with Bhantan’s traditions! This was the most serious crime someone from Bhantan could commit. Its nobles were horrified, sickened to their stomachs. Its citizens reeled.

‘A thousand years of perfect ritual has been thrown away,’ cried the First Lord of the city, to a wailing populace. ‘We have been betrayed by these two urchins in royal robes. Treacherous creatures, lower than lizards! I say they must be banished, sent out into the wilderness to live amongst the wolves and their kind. Away with them!’

The two princes, not more than fourteen years of age, stood on the steps of their palace and regarded the mob with contempt. The Rose Prince waved a hand at the speaker, as if wafting away his words. The White Prince stared at the First Lord with raised eyebrows.

‘We are the rulers,’ said the White Prince.

‘We set the custom, as we may,’ said the Rose Prince.

‘Ours is the rule of law in the land,’ they followed up in unison. ‘Ours is to say who is banished and who is not.’

The mob were uncertain. Who to follow? The First Lord who knew all the rules? Or the princes, who were as they said, the legitimate rulers? It was all very confusing. Periwigged judges, prelates, courtiers, all stood behind the First Lord. Their choice had been made. A nurse and a mother stood behind the twins. They had no choice.

‘It is our birthright,’ cried the twins, in unison again, ‘and we will see to it that our gardens are turned into parks for the use of the populace. We shall build a theatre, four-square in the poor quarter. We shall distribute coin amongst you, and bread and wine …’

That did it. There was a great roar of approval from the mob. The officialdom was not to be thwarted, however. Cavalry had come quietly up side-streets, their horses’ hooves padded with blanket. They now surrounded the square and awaited the order to charge. The streets would run with blood if the mob did not disperse. Soldier and his friends were just entering the city gates as the people were making their way to their homes, grumbling and arguing. The twins had lost. They had gone into the palace to pack their bags and steal as much as they could from the royal apartments, before being ejected through the city gates.
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