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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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The Magnificent Showboats of the Lower Vissel River, Lune XXIII South, Big Planet


From Handbook of the Inhabited Worlds:


Big Planet: the innermost planet of the yellow star Phaedra, a world twenty-five thousand miles in diameter with a mean density slightly less than 2 and a surface gravity slightly in excess of Earth Standard.


The core of Big Planet, a glassy coalescence of calcium, silicon, aluminum, carbon, boron and various oxides, seems to have cooled and formed a crust, and later accumulated by accretion from space the present surface layers, which like the core are notably deficient in heavy elements. It may be noted that the three outer planets of the system are all extremely dense.


The surface of Big Planet is approximately half land and half water; the climate is generally similar to that of Earth…Deposits of metal ore are almost non-existent; metal of any sort is rare and valuable.


Big Planet lies beyond the frontier of terrestrial law, and has been settled by groups impatient with restraint, or determined to live by unorthodox tenets of conduct: non-conformists, anarchists, fugitives, religious dissidents, misanthropes, deviants, freaks. The tremendous expanses of Big Planet indifferently absorb them all.


In a few isolated districts something like civilization exists, though always in some more or less unusual variant. Elsewhere, beyond the environs of small communities, law is only as strong as local custom, or, as often, non-existent…The habits of life are infinitely varied, as over the centuries the heterogeneous groups, isolated and inbred, have diversified to florid extremes.


The savants of Earth have long pondered and analyzed and argued the circumstances of Big Planet. A hundred zealots have urged the imposition of terrestrial discipline, that law and order be brought to Big Planet, but those who defend the status quo have always had the final pronouncement: “Big Planet represents for us that tantalizing vision of the land beyond the frontier where bravery, resource and daring are more important than mastery of urban abstractions. The original settlers made great sacrifices to win freedom for themselves. In the process they willy-nilly determined the destiny of their descendants, so now the new generations share the idiosyncrasies of the old, or indeed extend them to new limits. Who can deem this good or bad? Who can define justice or correctness or truth? If law is brought to Big Planet, if this glorious diversity is stifled, the dissidents are once again disenfranchised; once again they must move on, to havens even more remote. Big Planet is a wild world, and many dark deeds are done, but enforced uniformity only transfers the dilemma elsewhere. Big Planet in essence is a problem to which there exists no general solution.”





Chapter 1



Where the river Vissel entered Surmise Bay was Coble, a port for both sea-cogs and river barges, and terminus for the famous showboats of the region, such as Fironzelle’s Golden Conceit, the Pamellissa, the Melodious Hour, Miraldra’s Enchantment, the Fireglass Prism, the Two Varminies, and others of equal repute.


Up and down the Vissel roamed the showboats, as far north as Glassblower’s Point or farther: to Skivaree or even Garken. The proprietors of the showboats, by the very nature of their trade, were a special sort, distinguished by vanity, avarice, and a peculiar sort of crafty resource difficult to define except in terms of deeds. Such qualities aside, these men differed sharply. Lemuriel Boke wore striped garments of black, red and brown, and adorned his head with the triple-tiered bonnet of an Ultimate Pantologist; he blanched his skin stark white and spoke in a cellar-deep voice. Umber Stroon was as effusive as Boke was saturnine. He used terms of grandiloquent vainglory in connection with himself and equally striking figures of disparagement in regard to his competitors. Darik Dankzy carried a rapier and a brace of snapples in his sash and was quick to rebuff all discourtesies, while Garth Ashgale affected an elegant languor. Eleusis Munt wore vests and pantaloons of perfumed silk; his language was rich in sentiment and the fervor of his nature flowed forth in love for man, woman and child alike, sometimes to embarrassing excess. Fring the Fantast was shrewd, patient and frugal; Apollon Zamp swaggered his decks like a hero of legend and spent as fast as he earned; and so it went along the Vissel.


As for the showboats themselves, Fironzelle’s Golden Conceit and Miraldra’s Enchantment were reckoned the finest, and the rivalry between the shipmasters, Garth Ashgale and Apollon Zamp respectively, was of long standing. Zamp’s entertainments were characterized by brisk pace, flair, sudden shocks and impacts; he emphasized farce, mummery, prestidigitation, eccentric dances and re-enactments of notorious atrocities. Garth Ashgale preferred to present extravaganzas rather more leisurely and elaborate. Zamp, in spite of his casual and swaggering semblance, was an exacting taskmaster who demanded both virtuosity and versatility from his troupe, whereas Ashgale built his spectacles upon the talents of proved specialists. Zamp’s productions were supple and vivacious; Ashgale specialized in tragic drama: Emphyrio; Lucas and Portmena; The Blue Pomegranate; The Reign of the Iron King. Ashgale’s costumes were sumptuous; his sets fascinated the eye; his dedication to verisimilitude, notably in scenes of erotic ardor and the imposition of justice, far transcended the efforts of those who sought to satisfy their customers with simulations and off-stage outcries.


Ashgale ranged far and wide, up the Vissel to Lanteen and beyond, out along tributaries such as the Suanol, the Wergence, the Murne. Zamp preferred to play the towns of the Lower Vissel, with an occasional sortie up the Murne, where the prejudices of the people were familiar and their commodities* of known value.


On one occasion while the boat lay at anchor off the town Ratwick, a red-haired mime-girl twitted him for his discretion. “Poof!” she said, giving his trim blond goatee a tug. “Must we prowl the same old shores forever? Up, down, up, down, from Thamet to Wigtown to Badburg, and only a pause at Coble to iron* your money.”


Zamp laughed without rancor, and drained his goblet of wine; the two had just taken a meal in Zamp’s stern cabin. “And if by this means I dine on the best with a charming companion, why should I change?”


The girl, who called herself Lael-Rosza, gave a shrug and a little wry grimace. “Do you really want reasons?”


“Naturally! If reasons exist!”


“There are no reasons, except to see different faces and different scenery. But is it not a strange mystery that Apollon Zamp, the most zestful bravo of the showboats, plies the most cautious routes?”


“No strange mystery whatever! I am gallant and zestful because circumstances permit these qualities; otherwise I might be as dull as a Ratwick clam-digger. I will tell you my secret.” Zamp made a significant gesture and leaned forward. “I make no demands upon my good friend Destiny. I never put him to the test, and hence we stride happily in step together through life.”


“Perhaps your good friend Destiny is merely too modest and too polite to differ with you,” suggested Lael-Rosza. “Let us test his real opinion. Ahead of us is that dreary little group of hovels Badburg, where the folk pay their way in pickled fish. Notice my talisman: one side bears my birth-sign, the other depicts the nymph Korakis. I will toss up the talisman. If Korakis appears we sail on, past Badburg, up to Fudurth, or Euvis, or even Lanteen at Glassblower’s Point. If not: Badburg. Do you agree?”


Zamp shook his head. “Destiny admittedly has his little quirks; for instance he never troubles to control the twirl of a talisman.”


“Still, I will twirl.” Lael-Rosza spun the ivory disk into the air; it fell to the table, rolled across the waxed wood to lean on edge against the wine flask.


Zamp looked down in annoyance. “So then—what am I expected to understand from this?”


“You must ask someone else; I have no skill with omens.”


Zamp raised his eyebrows. “Omens?”


“You would know better than I: you who walk arm in arm, like a brother, with Destiny.”


“We walk together,” said Apollon Zamp, “but we do not necessarily confide in each other.”


The night was well-advanced. Lael-Rosza had slipped quietly back to her cubicle on the deck below, and Apollon Zamp, who had taken perhaps a draught or two more than necessary, sat back in his massive chair of carved pfalax wood. The night was warm; the casements were open; a breeze caused the flame in the lamps to flicker, and shadows danced around the walls. Zamp rose to his feet and surveyed the cabin: a chamber which any man might envy, with furniture of massive pfalax, a cabinet of glass flagons twinkling in the lamplight, a good bed with a green coverlet in the alcove. The tamarack knees supporting the overhead beams were carved in scrolls; the oak deck below his feet shone dark and glossy with wax, one great lamp hung above the table, another over the desk. At this late hour the various levels of Zamp’s mind lay open to each other. Images surged and spun; portents and meanings were everywhere, if only he were clever enough to grasp them. The casements reflected a distorted semblance of himself; Zamp peered close to see a recognizable person, one dear and familiar, yet somehow awful and strange and remote. The figure was squat, with bulging buttocks, garments hanging all askew. The fair curls flapped foppishly long; blue eyes looked vacuously past a long pale nose. Zamp straightened himself in indignation; the creature in the casement blinked and rippled and stared back with an indignant life of its own, as if it found Zamp’s appearance as revolting as Zamp found its own…Zamp turned away. If these were presages or messages, or insights, he wanted no more of them.


He stepped out into the night and climbed to the quarterdeck. The dark stream slid past without haste, aware that its course was inexorable. From Ratwick a few late lamps glimmered yellow on the water.


Zamp looked about the vessel with automatic vigilance. All seemed in order. He went to lean on the taff-rail. In the light from the stern lantern he noted on the bulge of the rudder a small squat bulwig, the lamplight reflecting stars in its three eyes. Zamp and the bulwig stared at each other. Zamp willed the creature to jump into the water. It hunched itself down more obdurately than ever. Zamp projected the full force of his personality. “Go!” he muttered. “Depart the rudder, mud-scut! Back to the slime!”


The bulwig’s gaze seemed to become more intense, and it occurred to Zamp that the bulwig in its turn might be willing Zamp back from the rail. “Bah,” muttered Zamp. “What nonsense! I am turning away only because I have business elsewhere!”


On his way below he paused to consider Ratwick once more. Today he had presented a farce, The Drunken Fishmonger and the Talking Eel, together with a ‘Ballet of the Flowers’, featuring his eight mime-girls in flounced robes; a wrestling match between the ship’s professional and the local champion; and a finale which included the eight girls, the orchestra, two jugglers, three sword dancers, six grotesques. The program had been carefully adapted to the prejudices of the town, which like most communities of Big Planet considered itself the single oasis of sanity upon all the vast surface of the planet. He had played to three hundred and twelve men, women and children; he had collected in payment over four thousand ounces of driftwood resin, convertible at Coble—so Zamp had determined from his Transactional Bulletin—into ninety-five groats of iron. A fair day’s take, neither good nor bad. Tomorrow he had planned to hoist anchor and drift back down-river, and why not? What was up-river save a few dingy little villages too poor even to tempt the robber nomads from Tinsitala Steppe? Lanteen at Glassblower’s Point was prosperous enough, and his own few visits had yielded adequate returns. He was growing no younger…Odd! What had propelled that totally irrelevant idea into his mind? He turned one last thoughtful look around the river, then descended to his cabin and went to bed.




Chapter 2


Zamp awoke to find the light of Phaedra slanting across the oak planks of the cabin floor. Water chuckled under the stern as wind from the south worked up a chop against the current, and with the anchor rope slack the vessel moved restlessly from side to side. Zamp stretched and groaned, climbed from bed, pulled the bell-cord for his breakfast, and arrayed himself in his morning robe.


Chaunt the steward laid the great pfalax table with a white cloth, poured a bowl of tea, arranged a basket of fruit to hand, then served a ragout of reed-birds in a crusty shell.


Zamp ate a leisurely and pensive breakfast, then called for Bonko the boatswain, a burly big-bellied man with long arms and short legs, a bony head bald except for bristling black eyebrows and a small mustache under his splayed lump of a nose. Bonko’s demeanor, which was courteous and accommodating, belied his appearance. In addition to his navigational offices, he served as ship’s wrestler and executioner in those dramas which specified such a role.


“How goes the day?” asked Zamp.


“The south wind is brisk and dead in our teeth. We’ll make no progress down-river unless we use the animals, which means the tow-path.”


Zamp gave his head a shake of displeasure. “The tow-path south of Ratwick is a quagmire. Has Quaner finished with the drive axle?”


“No, sir, it’s still out for glazing and he feels that the gland must be repacked.”


Last night the talisman, rolling across the table, had come to rest on its edge! “Very well,” said Zamp. “Up all sails! If we can’t go south, we’ll lay hold of this fine wind for the north. We haven’t played Euvis or Fudurth or Port Fitz for years.”


“I seem to recall some small trouble at Port Fitz,” said Bonko cautiously, “in connection with a lady wearing antlers.”


Zamp grunted. “The customs of these wretched folk are far too unyielding. Still, I don’t care to desecrate another of their totems. Euvis may be as far north as we care to venture. Up all sails; raise the anchor.”


Bonko went forward to order out the deck gang. A few minutes later Zamp heard the creak of blocks and a clicking of the capstan, and the great vessel came alive to the pressure of the wind.


Zamp went up to the quarterdeck and watched Ratwick fall astern. At this point the Vissel River flowed wide and free, with the western shore an all but invisible smudge. In the sunlight and wind Zamp’s qualms and eerie introspections of the night before evaporated; the occasion seemed as remote as a dream. The single and only verity was NOW, with wind blowing the reek of water and mud, wet reeds, dingle and blackwillow into his face, and the sunlight dancing upon the water. The yards had been braced; the mainsail and foresail billowed and strained, and Bonko was setting out the sky-master. The ship surged majestically through the water. A delightful privilege to be alive, thought Zamp—especially in the guise and substance of himself, the noblest and best of the Vissel impresarios! Garth Ashgale? Of no more consequence than yonder gape-mouthed fisherman huddling in his scow as Miraldra’s Enchantment surged past. Zamp raised his arm in an expansive salute. Who knows? Next time past the fisherman would remember the magnificent ship with its gallant captain and bring himself and his bit of iron aboard for a performance. The fisherman gave no answering signal and merely stared back numbly. Zamp lowered his arm. Such a lumpkin would be just as likely to blunder aboard Fironzelle’s Golden Conceit should that barge-load of sham drift past. Ashgale had sailed forth in his gaudy palace two weeks before Zamp’s own departure from Coble, and they had passed nowhere along the river. Ah well, Ashgale could come and go as he wished; his acts meant nothing and Zamp went forward to make an inspection of the boat.


Zamp’s gait was most distinctive. His torso was sturdy, although good living had blurred the taut outline of his middle regions. His legs were long; he walked with a loping bent-kneed stride, shoulders hunched, head somewhat forward, with blue eyes gleaming, fair hair flouncing and aristocratic nose turned first to this side, then that.


On the midship platform the acrobats and jugglers were at practice, with the animal-trainers and insect-masters under screened awnings to port and starboard. On the foredeck the mime troupe rehearsed their routines, quarreling for space with the grotesques who attempted a new contortion. On the stage itself the Dildeks, who simulated combat with knives, bolos, claws and snapples, ran back and forth across chalked patterns.


Zamp climbed the shrouds to the crow’s-nest, but observed no cushions, bottles, musical instruments or under-garments, all of which he had discovered at one time or another. The eye at the end line of the triatic stay joining foremast and mainmast showed evidence of chafe. This was the high-wire upon which his funambulists performed their feats. If it broke during a performance, Zamp’s professional reputation would suffer; he would have a word with Bonko at once.


From this lofty perch the boat presented a scene of cheerful activity; everyone seemed in good spirits. Zamp knew better. Miraldra’s Enchantment carried its full quota of dyspeptic grumblers. Some told of idyllic conditions aboard rival boats; others, slaves to avarice, incessantly demanded iron and more iron. Up here in the crow’s-nest, Zamp could ignore all that was paltry and take pleasure in the view, which extended forever across the vast Big Planet horizons. That far smudge was a line of mountains; that fainter air-colored mark beyond was another, higher, range; and still beyond, at the uncertain limits of perception, a silken line of pale blue ink on gray paper represented still another mountain range of unknown proportions. A glint in the west might be a sea and that trace of smoky lavender along the far shore perhaps indicated a desert. Southward the brimming river dwindled to a twinkling thread of silver; to the north a sugarloaf bluff of red chert concealed the course of the river across the Tinsitala Steppe, onward and onward: where? Past Badburg and Fudurth, and Glassblower’s Point; past the Meagh Mountains and Dead Horse Swamp and Garken; across Slyland, through the Mandaman Gates into Bottomless Lake and the legendary kingdom of Soyvanesse, whose people lived in mansions and dined off iron plates and allowed no strangers to enter, in order to protect their wealth and the suavity of their lives. The River Index showed these places, but who knows? The chart might be factitious. Zamp knew of folk who had journeyed north as far as Garken, but the lands beyond were no more real than the marks on the chart. Zamp nodded his head sagely. So much for the worlds of fancy! Reality lay here, along the Vissel, from Coble to Ratwick, or perhaps Euvis; here was real iron, and a pinch of black in the hand was worth more than clangorous disks and noble bowls of the imagination.


Zamp descended the shrouds and strode back to the quarterdeck, where he flung himself into a wicker chair and sat staring moodily across the water.


At noon the wind slackened and the ship moved upstream only listlessly, barely making way against the current, and Zamp was forced to anchor overnight in mid-stream.


In the morning the monsoon again blew steady and sent the boat plunging through the water. At noon the lookout spied Gotpang Bump on the horizon, and presently Gotpang Town: a crusty efflorescence of stone huts up the steep stone sides of the Bump. A stone wall around the summit enclosed a stone cloister half-hidden in an ancient orchard of madura orange trees. Here was housed that fraternity of cenobites known as the Actuarians, who fixed the local terms of birth and death. Zamp had played Gotpang ten years previously to no great financial advantage, and since had passed it by. Today he had the choice of putting into Gotpang and performing possibly for small profit, or anchoring again in mid-stream with no profit whatever. Zamp decided to stop at Gotpang.


He refreshed his memory from the River Index and was advised to make no reference to disease, accident or death, nor to suggest that birth could be achieved other than through the cooperation of an Actuarian.


At the base of the Bump a jetty enclosed a snug little harbor; the flat to the back provided space for a pair of warehouses, three taverns and a small market-place. Already at the dock, to Zamp’s annoyance, was the Two Varminies, operated by a certain Osso Santelmus, who presented what Zamp considered a rather paltry program of slapstick farce, animal acts and a minstrel who sang ballads to the accompaniment of a guitar. Santelmus augmented his income with games of chance, the sale of tonics, lotions and salves, and a booth where he foretold the future.


Zamp glumly ordered Miraldra’s Enchantment to the dock. Neither boat would destroy the custom of the other; indeed, a pair of boats in competition often augmented trade for both. Zamp felt assured that such would not be the case at Gotpang.


As soon as his boat was secure, Zamp, as etiquette demanded, went aboard the Two Varminies to pay his respects to Osso Santelmus. The two sat down to a bottle of brandy in the after cabin.


Santelmus had nothing good to remark about either Gotpang or the Actuarians. “Every year they impose three new ordinances. I learn now that I cannot advertise my ‘Miracle Bath’ as a sure elixir of charm and beauty, nor may I foretell the future unless I first obtain an approved forecast from their Bureau of Schedules.”


Zamp shook his head in disgust. “Petty officials are always anxious to justify their existences.”


“True. Nonetheless, I mute my complaints. Experience has taught me the defense against pettifoggery. I now offer my ‘Miracle Bath’ only as a soothing lotion, with mildly laxative qualities if taken internally. In my booth I command voices of the dead, and I achieve approximately equal earnings. But let us speak of a more elevating subject. How do you rate your chances at Mornune?”


Zamp stared, blue eyes wide in wonder. “My chances where?”


Santelmus poured more brandy. “Come now, my friend; between the two of us evasiveness surely is out of order. I too am bound for Lanteen, but I doubt if my entertainments, diverting though they may be, will enthrall King Waldemar’s emissary. The choice, I suspect, lies between yourself and Garth Ashgale.”


Zamp said: “I have no idea of what you are talking about.”


Now it was Santelmus’s turn to stare in wonder. “Surely you received notice of the great occasion? It was announced at the Coble conclave not a month ago!”


“I did not attend the conclave.”


“True! Now I recall as much. Garth Ashgale volunteered to convey the information to you.”


Zamp set his goblet down with a thump. “Just as the vulp* in the fable volunteered to notify the farmer of the break in the fowl-yard fence.”


“Aha,” said Santelmus, “Ashgale evidently failed to bring you the news?”


“All I saw of Ashgale was the stern of his boat moving full-speed up the river.”


Santelmus gave his head a doleful shake, as if the scope of human iniquity were a never-ending source of wonder. “The news is simple but startling. You know of King Waldemar and the realm Soyvanesse beyond the Bottomless Lake?”


Zamp made a noncommittal gesture. “We are hardly personal friends.”


“King Waldemar is new on the throne but already famous for splendid impulses. His latest concept is a Grand Festival at Mornune, and he has ordained a competition between the entertainment troupes of all the Dalkenberg, from north, east, south and west of Bottomless Lake. The news which pertains to us is this: at Lanteen, one week from today, an adjudicator will select a showboat to represent the Lower Vissel at the festival.”


“Indeed! And the grand prize?”


“The leader of the victorious troupe will receive a patent of nobility, a palace at Mornune, and a treasure of metal: enough to excite even a tired old charlatan like myself!”


“Do not belittle your very real talents! But was it not a naïve act to entrust my notification to Garth Ashgale?”


“So it now would appear,” said Santelmus, pulling at his chin. “At the time there was much expansive talk; some said this and some said that. Garth Ashgale remarked: ‘Imagine the excitement of our colleague Apollon Zamp when he learns of this rich competition! Why not allow me to surprise him with the news?’ Everyone agreed to the suggestion, and Garth Ashgale departed, presumably to seek you out.”


“He will find me at Lanteen,” said Zamp.


Santelmus heaved a sigh. “So now it is definite. You have decided to compete for the great prize at Mornune.”


Zamp held up his hand in a gesture of disclaimer. “Not so fast! Mornune lies at the far edge of a wilderness; why tempt the certain attention of the Tinsitala robbers?”


Santelmus gave an unctuous chuckle. “And you are anxious that Garth Ashgale be spared these same dangers?”


Zamp drained his cup and set it deliberately down upon the table. “All of us have played a prank or two in our time; nonetheless, I absolutely deplore the self-serving turpitude which Garth Ashgale has so vividly demonstrated. I intend to refute it.”


“In principle, I also deplore turpitude,” said Santelmus. He lifted the jug. “I see no reason why we should not take another drop or two to certify this proposition.”


“Nor I.”




Chapter 3


From Gotpang the Vissel swung back and forth in lazy loops across the Sarklentine Swamp. Purple and lavender fern-trees hung over the water with clusters of spore pods pendent from the frond-tips. Channels and sloughs slanted away to invisibility behind islands of green and black reeds; everywhere flew flocks of blackbirds*; coots and loons fluttered along the surface of the water.


The wind, while fitful, never failed completely, to Zamp’s relief, for the swamp allowed no tow-paths and Ship’s Engineer Elias Quaner had not yet repaired the linkage between drive-capstans and the propeller shaft.


Quietly up the river floated Miraldra’s Enchantment, leaving a barely perceptible wake, no more than a turbulence of brown water. Zamp worked in his cabin adapting a complicated old musical farce to the talents of his company. At dusk the boat tied up to the rotting wharf of a long-deserted hamlet. Three young acrobats went exploring the pallid ghost-huts and came upon a rare swamp-oel* which ran clicking after them along the dock. Zamp attempted to capture the valuable creature with a cargo net, but it emitted a horrid stench and fled through the reeds.


The night passed quietly under a blaze of stars; dawn came cool and calm and Phaedra rose into a cloudless sky.


Zamp climbed to the crow’s-nest and looked for signs of wind; he saw only vast expanses of reeds, an occasional rotting hag-tree, and the motionless surface of the river.


An hour later Elias Quaner* reported that the capstan drive might now be used. Zamp at once ordered up the ship’s complement of bullocks, which were harnessed to the staves of the capstans and set to toiling around and around a twenty-foot circle. Water roiled behind the propeller; the ship moved forward. Halfway through the morning the south wind arrived. The sails billowed taut and thrust the boat northward.


A line of low hills approached the river; at the base huddled the town Port Optimo. For reasons best known to themselves the citizens of the town spoke a secret gibberish and pretended not to comprehend standard speech. From time to time Zamp played a program at Port Optimo, earning no great profit, for when he tried to haggle with the folk of the town over the price of the commodities with which they paid their admissions, they were never able to understand his remarks. Today, with the wind blowing fresh and fair, Zamp decided to press onward.


On the following day the boat passed the towns Badburg and Fwyl, and late in the afternoon put into Fudurth, where the Suanol joined the Vissel. Fudurth, ordinarily Zamp’s northernmost port of call, had originally been established by traders as a transshipment point for goods and wares brought down the Suanol from the Barthelmian Uplands, and the town’s lack of special quirks was almost a peculiarity in itself.


Zamp presented his program to a full house, which gave the new musical farce a cordial reception.


In the morning Zamp once more set sail to the north, and all day fared across a flat dismal land, barren except for furze and garnet-bush, and at sunset the blue-gray outline of Glassblower’s Point, at the confluence of the Lant with the Vissel, rose against the horizon. Nomads shunned this particular area and Zamp felt safe passing the night moored to a gnarled spatterack on the western shore.


All next day the winds teased Zamp, puffing and dying, slanting and veering and backing the sails, and Zamp thought to spend another night on the river, but late in the afternoon the wind steadied and blew fair. Zamp ordered up the sky-master and the great bluff bow crumpled and crushed the surface of the river to pale foam.


At sunset the wind slackened to a whisper, barely sufficient to hold the boat steady against the current, with Glassblower’s Point and Lanteen still seven miles distant. Zamp, now irritated at the elements, ordered bullocks to the capstans. Miraldra’s Enchantment moved forward once more, riding water glossy as silk.


Zamp hugged the western shore to avoid the weight of the Lant current. Glassblower’s Point loomed overhead, with the lamps of Lanteen glimmering on its far flank. Zamp brought the boat even closer to the shore and riding an eddy from the Lant, nosed quietly up to the Lanteen dock, and moored directly astern of Fironzelle’s Golden Conceit.


Ashgale’s cabin showed no light, and indeed the entire ship was dark, except for the masthead beacon and a set of thief-lamps along the rails.


As soon as hawsers had been set out, Zamp retired to his cabin where he donned one of his most splendid outfits: pale blue breeches, puffed and tucked at the knees, a black high-shouldered coat, a white shirt clasped at wrist and neck with buckles of iron-skin. From his locker he brought a fine blue hat which he brushed and laid aside. Into his sash he thrust a dress rapier; into his coat he tucked a kerchief and a small pomander. He combed out his fair curls, clipped a few strands from his goatee, clapped the hat on his head and marched ashore.


Etiquette required that he pay a call to Garth Ashgale aboard his ship, a duty which Zamp would have willingly neglected, but why provoke the sneers of his rival? Decorum, after all, was a more subtle and ultimately more satisfactory weapon than high feelings and improper conduct.


He mounted the gangplank to Fironzelle’s Golden Conceit, and halting on the deck looked right and left. The gangway watchman sat by the felon’s cage conversing with a prisoner. All else aboard was quiet. Without haste or smartness the gangway watchman rose to his feet and ambled toward Zamp, who waited with raised eyebrows at the lack of punctilio. Aboard Miraldra’s Enchantment affairs went differently.


The watchman recognized Zamp, and touched his forehead. “Good evening to you, sir. I fear that Master Ashgale is off somewhere ashore; in fact I would be willing to change places with him this very instant.”


Zamp acknowledged the information with a curt nod. “Have you knowledge of where he might be found?”


“I can provide a reasonable guess. Five taverns replenish the good folk of this town, of which The Jolly Glassblower is the most select. At this location, by all tenets of logic, Master Ashgale should be found.”


Zamp looked around the vessel. “Master Ashgale has been giving daily performances?”


“This is the case; and I have never known him to be so meticulous in regard to detail. The productions have aroused favorable comment.”


From the cage came a call: “Jailer, what is the hour of the night?”


The watchman called back: “Why trouble to ask? You are going nowhere.” He winked at Zamp. “What do you think of this great hulk of bloodthirsty mischief? Master Ashgale gave ten groats of iron for him. The Lanteeners are religiously inclined and not allowed the pleasure of cutting his throat.”


Zamp, peering into the cage, saw a black-bearded face and a pair of glittering eyes. “Impressive. What was his crime?”


“Brigandage, raid, atrocity and murder. Still, all in all, not so bad a fellow.”


“Where then is my beer?” the prisoner called out.


“All in good time,” replied the watchman.
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