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Map Notes


Map showing the continent of Argan with the Ravlish Lands seen top left. Top is north, bottom is south.


This map does not appear in the first edition of THE WORDSMITHS AND THE WARGUILD but is included in the new edition of the same book.


From the Ravlish Lands one can go east to Penvash then south to Estar. Alternatively, it is possible to land in Lorp (on the coast at the base of the Penvash Peninsular) then walk east as far as the Hollern River, then follow the Hollern River south to the town of Lorford.


A journey south from Lorford brings one to mountains, beyond which (if one is foolish enough to cross the mountains) lie the Lezconcarnau Plains. Continuing south would then bring one to the port of Runcorn.






  [image: Map of Argan]






CHAPTER ONE


Sung was a land which was famous far and wide, simply because it was so often and so richly insulted. However, there was one visitor, more excitable than most, who developed a positive passion for criticising the place. Unfortunately, the pursuit of this hobby soon led him to take leave of the truth.


This unkind traveller once claimed that the king of Sung, the notable Skan Askander, was a derelict glutton with a monster for a son and a slug for a daughter. This was unkind to the daughter. While she was no great beauty, she was definitely not a slug. After all, slugs do not have arms and legs — and, besides, slugs do not grow to that size.


There was a grain of truth in the traveller’s statement, in as much as the son was a regrettable young man. However, soon afterwards, the son was accidentally drowned when he made the mistake of falling into a swamp with his hands and feet tied together and a knife sticking out of his back.


This tragedy did not encourage the traveller to extend his sympathies to the family. Instead, he invented fresh accusations. This wayfarer, an ignorant tourist if ever there was one, claimed that the king had leprosy. This was false. The king merely had a well-developed case of boils.


The man with the evil mouth was guilty of a further malignant slander when he stated that King Skan Askander was a cannibal. This was untrue. While it must be admitted that the king once ate one of his wives, he did not do so intentionally; the whole disgraceful episode was the fault of the chef, who was a drunkard, and who was subsequently severely reprimanded.


Again, the traveller was in error when he claimed that the kingdom of Sung was badly governed. In fact, the kingdom was not governed at all. Indeed, even to imply that there was such a thing as the “kingdom of Sung” was, to say the least, misleading.


The question of the governance, and, indeed, the very existence of the “kingdom of Sung” is one that is worth pursuing in detail, before dealing with the traveller’s other allegations.


It is true that there was a king, his name being Skan Askander, and that some of his ancestors had been absolute rulers of considerable power. It is also true that the king’s chief swineherd, who doubled as royal cartographer, drew bold, confident maps proclaiming the borders of the realm. Furthermore, the king could pass laws, sign death warrants, issue currency, declare war or amuse himself by inventing new taxes. And what he could do, he did.


“We are a king who knows how to be king,” said the king.


And, certainly, anyone wishing to dispute his right to use the imperial “we” would have had to contend with the fact that there was enough of him, in girth, bulk and substance, to provide the makings of four or five ordinary people, flesh, bones and all. He was an imposing figure; “very imposing”, one of his brides is alleged to have said, shortly before the accident in which she suffocated.


“We live in a palace,” said the king. “Not in a tent like Khmar, the chief milkmaid of Tameran, or in a draughty pile of stones like Comedo of Estar.”


His remarks were, in due course, widely reported.


From Prince Comedo came the following tart rejoinder:


“Unlike yours, my floors are not made of milk-white marble. However, unlike yours, my floors are not knee-deep in pigshit.”


The Note from Comedo came promptly, for, pirates and sea monsters permitting, a few days by sea could take one from Estar to Sung. Receiving that Note, Skan Askander placed it by his commode, where it would be handy for future royal use.


Much later, and to his great surprise, he received a communication from the Lord Emperor Khmar, the undisputed master of most of the continent of Tameran. The fact that Sung had come to the attention of Khmar was, to say the least, ominous. Khmar had this to say:


“Your words have been reported. In due course, they will be remembered against you.”


The king of Sung, terrified, endured the sudden onset of an attack of diarrhoea which had nothing to do with the figs he had been eating. His latest bride, seeing his acute distress, made the most of her opportunity, and vigorously counselled him to commit suicide. Knowing Khmar’s reputation, he was tempted — but finally, to her great disappointment, declined. Nevertheless, he lived in fear; he had no way of knowing that he was simply the victim of one of Khmar’s little jokes.


In an effort to avert disaster, the king of Sung made the following law:


“Skan Askander, king of Sung, ruler of Ravlish East, emperor of the Lesser Teeth and of the Greater, rightful heir of Penvash and of Trest and of Estar, scourge of the Hauma Sea and lord of the Central Ocean, will and must and does with respect and piety thrice daily honour an image of the Lord Emperor Khmar, most noble and esteemed Overlord of All Lands and All Peoples for All Eternity.”


This law was obeyed, one of Khmar’s far-flung coins serving as an image until a statue could be made.


Thus, thrice daily, Skan Askander bowed down to his idol, the graven image of the distant emperor of Tameran. Khmar, hearing this, sent him a present — a wine skin containing the death-blood of a traitor. The skin was many days in transit; the condition of the contents on arrival are better imagined than described. However, the king thanked Khmar for his gift, and sent him a side of bacon in return.


Skan Askander ordered the wine skin, bereft of contents, to be paraded in front of his household once a year, at a solemn ceremony at which all present were to take or affirm an oath of fealty to the distant emperor.


This was done.


So it is clear that at least two of the king’s laws were effective. Furthermore, obedient to his written commands, the sun rose in the east and set in the west; the moon waxed and waned; the tides rose and fell; the winds swept in from the open oceans and brought generous helpings of rain to his scrabble-rock kingdom.


Nevertheless, most of the laws passed by the king were widely flouted, or obeyed only by accident. He decreed that everyone should wash their clothes and their bodies at least once in every lunar month; scarcely one person in a thousand obeyed. He had more success with a law forbidding people to sleep by daylight, but no joy whatsoever with a ludicrous statute — he was drunk at the time he signed it into law — which endeavoured to compel people to obtain written permits from the state to authorise their births, deaths and marriages.


As for the king’s wars, death warrants and taxes, these were never fought, executed or raised; indeed, most of the king’s putative subjects never heard of those wars, death warrants and taxes. In fact, many of them lived out their lives without hearing of the king.


For, if the unvarnished truth be told, the borders established with such exactitude by Skan Askander’s part-time cartographer were, not to put too fine a point upon it, fatuous. In the continent of Argan, many leagues to the east of the king’s palace and piggery, the lands of Trest and Estar had their own rulers, while Penvash was commanded by the Melski, green-skinned monsters who had defeated the king’s ancestors in a disastrous war which had permanently undermined the credibility of the monarchy.


To the south, the islands of the Greater Teeth were under the sway of the Orfus pirates, those gentlemen occasionally known — but only to themselves — as the Honourable Associates of the Free Federation of High Sea Sailors. Skan Askander’s claim to rule the Greater Teeth was spurious; even the fishermen and fisherwomen who inhabited the low-slung sandy islands of the Lesser Teeth defied him, for they lived independently, acknowledging no rulers whatsoever.


As for the eastern end of the Ravlish Lands, where the king had his home, most of it was effectively under the control of the barons who lorded it over huge country estates, or was supervised by self-governing towns which had persuaded the world to describe them as “city states”, though few had a population of more than two thousand talking heads.


To return to our unkind traveller, who so maligned the unfortunate land of Sung, it has now been demonstrated that there was no truth to his claim that the kingdom of Sung was badly governed. His statement was not just untrue but impossible, for, as there was in practice no such thing as “the kingdom of Sung”, the question of its governance did not arise.


The traveller, out of ignorance or malice, made another mistake when he claimed that the main amusements in the kingdom of Sung were scavenging gorse, drowning in peat bogs and playing at fumble in the smothering fog.


The non-existence of the kingdom in question has already been amply demonstrated, which in itself serves to prove the allegation false. Assuming that the traveller was speaking of that eastern part of the Ravlish Lands commonly known as “Sung” scarcely improves matters, for the statement would still be false both in its substance and its implications.


The traveller’s accusation implies that Sung was a dull, foggy area dominated by gorse and peat bogs and inhabited by dull, provincial people at a loss for any reasonable form of entertainment.


Nothing could be further from the truth.


As a matter of fact, less than 7 percent of the arable land was covered in gorse; in contrast, horse thistle, gripe and barbarian thorn accounted for 22 percent between them, with another 12 percent being dominated by snare, clox and blackberry. Overall, only 3 percent of Sung was peat bog, a full 50 percent being bleak-rock uplands, or trackless forests where ravening wolves would ravage the unwary, leaving the stripped skeletons to become bones of contention between bad-tempered porcupines and rabid foxes.


And to say that Sung was foggy! That was ridiculous. Foggy days were few and far between, there being only 10 days of fog a year, compared to 275 days of rain. Water is essential to life, so the inhabitants of Sung were particularly favoured and fortunate, for they were copiously supplied with this commodity, which was delivered free of charge or taxes.


Let it also be known that, contrary to the traveller’s declaration, the amusements of the people were many. The principal pastimes were hunting, feuding, fighting and fornication. Drinking and gambling were also very popular. Certain hobbies, including fishing and rat-fighting, also had large followings, and, on occasion, the people found time for dancing, music and banqueting.


The inhabitants of Sung also had their own unique cultural heritage, the intricacies of which were seldom appreciated by outsiders; it included lively games such as “Stone the Leper”, and detailed religious rituals such as those laid down for strangling unwanted children and disposing of aged relatives.


Clearly, the unkind traveller whose comments have been the subject of this analysis did Sung a great wrong when he slandered it so unforgivably.


So who was he, and what were his motives?


The disgruntled tourist was none other than the renegade wizard of Drum, who lived on a high and barren island in the dangerous strait separating the continent of Argan from the Ravlish Lands. The wizard of Drum had passed through Sung frequently on his various peregrinations, and, for one reason or another, had never been very pleased with his reception.


Once, indeed, he almost became the victim of a game of “Stone the Leper”, which was unfortunate, as his incontinent reaction left fifty people dead and an entire village in smouldering ruins. It must be admitted, also, that the wizard of Drum was one of the victims of the Devaluation, which occurred shortly after he had been paid 5,268 punts for work he had done for the Wordsmiths and the Warguild. After that incident, he swore never again to have anything to do with Sung, or even to set foot in the place.


The Devaluation, which ruined many people, was the direct result of swine fever.


While the kingdom of Sung was at best a legal fiction, and the king of Sung little more than a handy butt for the jokes of most of his people, the currency issued by the king had for many years enjoyed great respect and stability.


King Skan Askander was passionately interested in pigs, which he bred on a large scale. The currency he issued was backed by pork, and consisted of elegant ceramic dials marked “one rasher”, “five rashers” or “fifty rashers”, and of thin bronze disks which each declared that “This Punt Will Be Redeemed By The Royal Exchequer For One Side Of Bacon”.


Then came the great swine fever epidemic of the year Askander 32. In the consequent and inevitable Devaluation, a punt became worth a single rasher of bacon, and the minor ceramic coins became worthless. Hence the wrath of the wizard of Drum, who, besides being rather partial to pork, had seven hungry dragons to feed.


While the wizard of Drum had nothing good to say of Sung, there was some good that could be said of it. There were no droughts and no deserts; the land was free from scorpions and crocodiles; nobody died of thirst and nobody of heatstroke; there were no forest fires, and there was virtually unlimited stone for building with.


Furthermore, despite the weakness of the king, the ferocity of the barons, the strictly parochial interest of the city states and the local penchant for feuding and fighting, the land was protected by a rough and ready form of law and order administered by the Warguild. The wizard of Drum once described the Warguild as a club for the promotion of amateur archery; while it is true that the Warguild held archery contests, with wine and women as the prizes, there was much more to it than that.


The Warguild was a league of the more aggressive barons who had made a mutual defence treaty to protect the realm. It had been formed thirty years previously, when the land had been plagued by bandits and warlords; having routed out those nuisances, the Warguild now occasionally exercised itself by undertaking mercenary forays, or by serving as guards with Galish convoys.


Many Galish convoys passed through Sung, as the main long-distance trading route, the Salt Road, ran through the land. Furthermore, convoys often wintered in Sung. The Galish found it attractive first and most importantly because the king was too weak to levy any residency taxes, and, second, because the local patois was a form of Galish, albeit much modified. Indeed, some generations previously, this land had been colonised by a number of Galish convoys at a time when war, plague and famine had made trading particularly difficult. The lifestyle of the inhabitants of Sung was now wildly different from that of the Galish traders, to put it mildly, but, when they spoke, they still found each other mutually intelligible.


If there had been any problems in mutual understanding then the Wordsmiths, now busy perfecting their command of all known languages, could surely have translated. The Wordsmiths, an organisation slightly older than the Warguild, had formed their alliance shortly after the discovery of the odex, which, in the year Askander 35 — three years after the Devaluation — was held in the Wordsmiths’ stronghold in a city state in the mountains, a town known as Keep, which boasted a population of a full 5,000 souls.


Not far from Keep was the estate of Baron Chan Poulaan, who, on a certain night in the season of autumn, was keeping a close eye on his son Togura, who was dancing with the girl Day Suet. Now the Suets were a family from Keep, a powerful banking and trading family which actively supported the Wordsmiths. Baron Chan Poulaan, head of the Warguild, considered himself to be, in some respects, de facto ruler of Sung; he was suspicious of traders, bankers and of the Wordsmiths, and saw the family Suet in particular as a potential rival for influence and power.


At this stage, it is worth noting that the palace of King Skan Askander lay close to the city state of Keep. The Suets were, therefore, in a good position to make a grab for any residual powers commanded by the royal family. It was said that one of the boys of the Suet family was bravely romancing the king’s daughter, Slerma, who, at sweet sixteen, was alleged to weigh in at sixty bushels.


Baron Chan Poulaan had already determined that his son Togura would marry the king’s daughter. He had come to a private agreement with Skan Askander, and had already informed Togura that he would soon be betrothed to Slerma.


Watching Togura and Day, Baron Poulaan noted how closely they held each other when the dance came to a clinch, and frowned.




CHAPTER TWO


The banquet was in full swing. Buoyant with drink and excitement, Day and Togura danced to the skirl of the skavamareen. In the clinch, he brushed against her soft breasts, which flushed out against her light woollen chemise. Her sly little fingers dared his hard-fleshed buttocks, then stopped because:


“Your father’s watching us.”


“I love you,” said Togura.


“No, really, he’s watching us,” said Day. “He doesn’t look happy.”


“Kiss me. Kiss me quick!”


“Not here!”


As the music ended, she pulled away from him. He pursued her through the crowded hall. He chased her out through the main doors, and then, giggling, she allowed him to catch her.


They kissed.


Her mouth was warm and yielding. His embrace savoured the curves of her back and her buttocks. Moths danced around the doorway lanterns. The night was cool but he was hot, his lust shafting hard within his trews. He smelt her hair, her skin, her perfume.


He burped.


“Really!” said Day, breaking away.


She poked him in the belly, provoking another burp. She poked him again, teasing him with cunning jabs which he was helpless to resist. As he flinched, she giggled.


Then kissed him.


Seriously.


“Your father was watching us,” said Day, breaking the kiss. “He wasn’t happy at all.”


“He can shunk his cho and scavenge it,” said Togura, using the local gutter argot.


“Togura Poulaan!” said Day severely.


From inside the banqueting hall came a rowdy burst of laughter which rose above the general hubbub. What had so amused the banquet guests? Togura, knowing his people well, guessed that probably someone had been debagged, or that a helpless drunk had vomited over someone of high importance.


The laughter died down and the music started up again. A drone joined the wail of the skavamareen while a sklunk back-thumped and a chanter whined.


“My lady,” said Togura, with a formal bow. “Shall we dance?”


“Talatashee,” she said, assenting.


They danced the vigorous kola-ka-skee, kicking their heels and whirling on the changes, inventing partners for the passages known as romance and the flora — for the kola-ka-skee, of course, is for a foursome.


While they were dancing, an old man tottered into the lamplight. They danced on, until, disturbed by his silent scrutiny, they broke apart and turned to face him. He was a tattered vagrant with a ravaged face and a dirty grey beard.


“It is night,” said the old man in a thin, querulous voice.


“No,” said Day smartly. “It’s day.”


“Do you mean to make fun of me, little smut?” said the old man.


“Talatashee” said Day.


“Tala-shee? Now what’s that, young lady? Yes or no?”


He was clearly a foreigner.


“Who are you, old man?” said Togura.


The old man leaning on his shepherd’s crook, was about to answer when the music escalated to a stormburst crescendo. A thrum began to gallop, a kloo honked harshly, a krymbol crashed and scattered, a skittling nook began to campaign against the skavamareen and a plea whistle hooted.


“What,” said the old man, “is that appalling noise?”


“Music,” said Day. “Don’t you like it?”


The old man sniffed.


“The miscreants perpetrating that dismal cacophony should be fed to the dragon pits,” he said.


Togura could not figure him out. His manner was bold, and had, indeed, a hint of lordliness about it. Yet he was clearly a tramp of one kind or another. He was wearing a roughwork patchwork skirt, which finished above his knees, and a battered short-cut weather cloak of the type favoured by fishermen. His boots were coming apart at the toes, exposing his feet.


“What are you doing on my father’s estate, old man?” said Togura.


“Child, I had the misfortune to be shipwrecked here,” replied the ancient.


“Shipwrecked!” said Togura.


Day giggled.


“Don’t laugh, gamos,” said the old man, naming Day with the Galish word for a female horse, which was unpardonably vulgar.


“Why you —”


“No, Tog,” said Day, holding him back.


“Did you hear what he called you?” said Togura, burning with anger.


“She heard me, boy,” said the old man, in his stilted, strangely accented Galish, so unlike the smooth-flowing local patois. “How about some hospitality for a shipwrecked mariner now?”


“If you find yourself afloat, then hard liquor’s to answer, not the sea,” said Togura. “In case you didn’t notice before you started drinking yourself silly, you’re up in the mountains, not down by the coast.”


“I know that,” said the old man steadily. “Now have a little pity on poor old Pitilkin and show him a bed for the night. I’ve sailed from Chi’ash-lan, and that’s a hearty journey my boy. Chi’ash-lan to Quartermain, that’s a fair old step.”


“You’re not in Quartermain,” said Togura. “You’re in Sung.”


“Ah!” said the old man, eyes bright with revelation. “That explains everything. The barbarities inflicted on the human ear in the name of music. The provincial manners of the local peasants. The —”


“Are you calling me —”


“Tog,” said Day. “Don’t argue, you’re only encouraging him. He’s a poor harmless old man. Why not have the servants show him to a garrow for the night? Alternatively —”


At that moment a rowdy party came barrelling out of the banquet hall — seven or eight reeling drunks laughing and jostling as they staggered out into the fresh night air. Amongst them was Cromarty, Togura’s hefty half-brother, who was three years his senior.


“Why, hey!” said Cromarty. “It’s Spunk Togura and little girl Day. Hitting the eiderdown tonight, chids? Getting in some of the old kerna tamerna?” His cronies guffawed and ribbed each other. Then Cromarty saw the stranger. “This is new, boys, hey hey? What ho! I say, grandad, past your bedtime, isn’t it? Shall we put him to bed, boys? Hey what?”


“You can help me fix my ship if you would,” said the ancient mariner. “If not, I’ll do it by daylight once I’ve slept.”


“A ship, hey. A ship? Boys, this we have to see. Snaffle the lantern, Lanks. Nids, you salvage the other.” On Cromarty’s orders, the two lanterns guarding the banqueting hall’s entrance were snaffled and salvaged. “Come along, grandad,” said Cromarty. “Show us your ship. Coming for a sail, Day? Come along now!”


Cromarty’s bounders seized her.


“Let her go!” said Togura.


He waded into them, flailing wildly, but he was grossly outnumbered. The scungers grabbed him, and he was frog-marched into the night. As they swaggered along with lanterns swinging wildly, the drunks roared out the Kanover drinking song.


“Where now, grandad?” said Cromarty.


“This way,” said the ancient mariner. “This way!”


Gaining a small knoll, the drunks dropped Togura face-first into the long rough grass. This, of course, was dew-damp, and appeared to contain more than the usual quota of gorse.


“What ho!” said Cromarty. “The ship, hey?”


Getting to his feet, Togura saw, by lantern-light, a clutter of sticks which looked like a gargantuan parody of a crow’s nest. Cromarty hefted one of the heavier sticks.


“Careful with that, boy,” said the old man sharply. “That’s the rudder.”


“Rudder, hey? Then this is the jakes, suppose, suppose.”


And Cromarty hauling out his penis, began to piss on the sticks. The old man swiped at his buttocks with his shepherd’s crook. Cromarty, startled, lost control of his shlong, and pissed all over his pants.


“You klech!” shouted Cromarty, tucking away his shmuck. “You ornskwun vig of a hellock!”


And he gave the old man a push, sending him reeling back into one of the drunks, who dropped the lantern he was holding. It smashed, leaving them with a single light.


“That’s enough, Cromarty!” said Togura. “You’re disgracing the estate!”


“Why so,” said Cromarty softly. “Our little Spunk Togura is riding the angers, hey? All up and on about the precious estate. It’s my estate, little boy! I’m the one who inherits.”


“Then behave yourself until you do,” said Togura manfully. “Now pack your rabble out of here. Go!”


“Not so swell, my hearty,” said Cromarty, unshipping a knife. “Not so swell.”


Togura was unarmed. He grabbed for a stick, but one of Cromarty’s scungers stepped on it.


“Cut him good, Crom!” said one.


“I will,” said Cromarty, his face turning ugly. “Oh, certain, certain. It’s ribbons for little Togura!”


“No fighting, children,” said the old man, trying to intervene. “Pitilkin doesn’t like fighting.”


“Stand aside, grandad,” said Cromarty, giving him a hearty push.


“Kill him, Crom!” yelled an eager admirer.


“I will,” said Cromarty. “For sure.”


And he moved in on the attack. He slashed at Togura, who leapt backwards. Cromarty advanced. He was good with a blade. Even when drunk, he was good.


“Stop this!” screamed Day.


She tried to intervene, but was restrained. Cromarty’s mobsters had their blood up. They were shouting:


“Into him, Crom!”


“Scallop him!”


“Finish him!”


Suddenly the old man swung his shepherd’s crook. The stout wooden shaft smashed Cromarty’s wrist. Quick as a flash, the old man demolished the surviving lantern. There were shouts, roars and cries of pain in the darkness. Togura hit the dirt and stayed down. Someone trampled over him, fleeing for shelter. He heard the vicious whistle of the old man’s stick slicing through the air.


Then it was all over. Cromarty and his friends had fled. They could be heard swearing in the darkness; then, as their cries diminished in the distance, Togura became aware that music was still playing in the banquet hall. While he was in danger of getting sliced and diced, his father’s guests had been amusing themselves all unawares of the drama taking place out in the night.


“Tog!” called Day, loudly, almost directly overhead.


“Here,” said Togura, feeling for her in the darkness as he tried to get to his feet.


His blundering hand slid straight up her dress to the warmest part of her flesh. She screamed. He jerked his hand away as if it had been burnt.


“Tog,” said Day uncertainly. “Was that you?”


“Me,” admitted Togura, blushing in the darkness.


“What the feck and fuckle did you think it was, girl?” said the ancient mariner. “An octopus? Come on, children, pull yourselves together.”


They did not answer, for they were now embracing.


“Tog, oh Tog,” said Day, holding him close and tight. “I was so worried. Are you all right?”


“Fine,” said Togura. “If only I had a blade! I would’ve cut him from spleen to kidney. I would’ve —”


“Leave your heroics till later,” said the old man sharply. “If we can’t work on the boat tonight, I want to get to sleep. Where’s my bed for the night?”


“You’ve got a nerve!” said Togura, who bitterly resented the fact that it was this querulous old madman who had just saved his life or his beauty, or maybe both.


“Come on,” said Day. “Don’t be nasty. I’m sure we can find him a place to stay for the night.”


“Oh, all right then,” said Togura. “Let’s go.”


They went back to the banquet hall, where they met Quail the rouster. He was bearing a lighted candle, which he was trying to shield with his hand. As they drew near, he recognised them.


“Master Togura!” said Quail. “Have you seen the doorway lanterns by any chance?”


“Why, has someone lifted them?” said Togura.


“Yes. Some of your young friends, perhaps? That little sod Cromarty was on the muck tonight.”


“Is that so?” said Togura. “Well, a couple of lanterns isn’t the end of the world. Tell me, man Quail, can you bed down this gentleman for the night?”


Quail peered at their ancient mariner.


“Are you sure we want to house this individual, Master Togura?”


“Pitilkin sleeps quietly,” said the old man, his voice quavering. “No trouble, no trouble.”


“Just for the night,” said Togura.


“It won’t do any harm,” said Day.


“Well ... just for the night then,” said Quail, doubtfully. “There’s probably a spare garrow at the backstop, if the incest twins haven’t bedded themselves down for the night. Otherwise, I’m afraid, it’ll be the stable.”


“Thanks,” said Togura, turning to go.


“Oh, and Master Togura — if you see Cromarty and his spry young brags, ask them about the lanterns, will you?”


“We will,” said Day. “Thanks for everything.”


Togura took her hand, and they walked off into the night together. His hopes were high, but they were soon to be disappointed: he did not lose his virginity that night.




CHAPTER THREE


“I don’t suppose you know how your brother damaged his wrist,” said Baron Chan Poulaan.


“I don’t keep track of his business,” said his son Togura.


The baron harrumphed, but did not press the point.


The two were riding side by side. They were on a road, or what passed for a road in those parts, which led to the city state of Keep. The baron was riding a brindled mare and his son was riding a donkey. Following on behind, riding Kloggles the Mule — and it took a brave man or a foolish man to venture that — was Prick, the baron’s venerable secretary.


“The fog seems to be closing in,” said Togura, looking around.


“I’d noticed that,” said his father.


“Perhaps we should stop till it clears.”


“We might be here all day,” said his father. “We’ll go on.”


And they did.


Visibility swiftly became zero. The road abruptly became peat bog. After floundering around in the mist for a while, they staggered out of the bog, hauling their animals along with them, only to find themselves waist-deep in flourishing gorse. The baron cursed and struck out with his sword, accidently clouting Prick with the flat of the blade.


Fortunately, it then began to rain, causing the fog to dissipate swiftly. Unfortunately, they found themselves on a small gorse-covered island surrounded by peat bog.


“There’s the road!” said Togura, pointing to an indeterminate ribbon of mud and stones lying some distance from the island.


“Your powers of observation astound me,” said the baron grimly, leading the way back into the bog.


Kloggles the Mule was most reluctant to leave their little island, but, after a savage battle with no holds barred, they forced him back through the bog to the road. By this time, they were mud from ankle to shoulder. Fortunately, the rain was rapidly becoming a solid downpour, suggesting that they might be able to strip off their dirty clothes, take a shower in the rain then change into clean clothes. Unfortunately, they had no clean clothes to change into.


“I think,” said Togura, “That perhaps this is not the best of days on which to go and visit the king.”


“You are young, my son,” said his father, “But not entirely devoid of wisdom. Come, let us make for home.”


And they retreated back down the road, which was rapidly becoming a quagmire.


The next day, in fine clear weather, they set out again. The road was muddy, but they reached the outskirts of Keep in good order. It was then that they encountered what appeared to be a free-floating monster.


In some places, this apparition might have been taken for a ghost, a hallucination or a trick of the light, but this was Sung, and they knew the intruder for what it was — an ilps.


The ilps was very large.


It had seventy-nine teeth, shared between two mouths of generous dimensions.


Five of the teeth were poisoned.


It stank of rotten oranges.


Its fingertips smoked with blue light.


“Who are you?” said Baron Chan Poulaan, speaking roughly.


“Ska,” said the ilps.


“Where do you come from?”


“Ska. Nanesh stel.”


It was fading rapidly.


“Where were you born?”


One of its mouths collapsed.


The baron assaulted the ilps with harsh, insistent questions. Disintegrating under the attack, it started to retreat. But he followed, urging his horse forward, asking one question after another. Finally, battered to death by his verbal assault, it broke apart into a dozen rainbows, which scattered into discordant chords of music.


Nothing remained but the smell of rotten oranges.


“That was a large one,” said Prick.


“They get larger all the time,” said the baron. “And more numerous. Unless someone brings the Wordsmiths to heel, we’ll have a regular disaster on our hands.”


The Wordsmiths claimed that their precious odex held all the knowledge of all the ancient long-lost civilisations which had existed before the Days of Wrath. They claimed to be learning how to control and manipulate the odex, but all they had produced so far was a string of distorted monsters.


Baron Poulaan could reasonably claim to be the most powerful man in Sung, but that meant little; as yet, he lacked the power to challenge the Wordsmiths, for his fellow barons were not yet convinced that the odex was a bad thing.


Brooding about the ilps, the odex and the Wordsmiths, the baron led the way into Keep, passing between mountainous slag heaps. They passed a few houses then a mine shaft. A fire was burning by the shaft, helping to draw stale air up from the depths and keep the miners alive. A creaking bucket lift was bringing up gemstock ore from the veins which ran far underground.


“Dismount,” said Baron Poulaan.


They went by foot thereafter, leading their mounts through the tilted, canting streets. After five generations of mining, which had hollowed out a considerable portion of the rock beneath the town, the whole urban area was very slowly subsiding. Hence the odd angles of the streets, which were buckling and twisting, and the nightmarish angles of the shops and houses.


After a slow and dangerous journey, they reached the far side of Keep and set off for the palace of King Skan Askander, scourge of the Hauma Sea and lord of the Central Ocean. They had gone through the town rather than around it because Baldskull Mountain lay on one side and Dead Man’s Drop on the other.


Once out of town, they mounted up again, but soon had to climb down to lead their animals past a massive subsidence in the road, which was only slowly being filled in with slag.


“That’s new since I was here last,” said Baron Poulaan. “And that was scarcely a month ago.”


One day, he expected to come this way and find that the entire town of Keep had fallen into a hole. He would not be unhappy when it did. After all, his estate never saw a single flog or splorin’s worth of the town’s mining profits. He had no love for the earthgrubbing miners, or for the merchants who fattened on the profits of the trade in opal, topaz, jade, japonica, russellite, kolzaw, fuze, buff, celestine and carnelian which the miners recovered from the gemstock.


“My lord!” said Prick, pointing. “Ahead! The palace!”


“I saw it some time ago,” said the baron.


Togura, who had never been this way before, looked for the building of white marble which so many people had spoken of, but could not see it for the fences sheds, huts and granubles of the surrounding piggeries.


Shortly afterwards, they were shown into the presence of the king, who invited them to dine with him.


“We will be having swedes, rutabaga and the kidneys of several pigs,” he said.


“We will be honoured,” said Baron Poulaan.


“And, dear baron,” said King Skan Askander, “my darling daughter will be dining with us, so your son will have a chance to meet his future bride.”


Togura nerved himself for this ordeal. But he was confident that it could not be as bad as people had led him to believe. After all, Slerma was only sixteen years old; there was scarcely time for her to have grown to the monstrous size which she was alleged to have attained. She was probably just a little fat and sludgy. Well, he could endure that — he thought. It would mean that he would one day inherit the palace and the piggery, which would be a valuable asset once it had fully recovered from the effects of the swine fever which had caused the Devaluation.


If Slerma was no great beauty, she would doubtless welcome the attentions of a real man like himself. She would at least be a real woman, hot and wet in the right places. She would complete his sentimental education and initiate him into manhood.


They were shown into the dining room. The king seated himself on a couch, which creaked ominously beneath his weight. Then he snapped his fingers, and a young woman entered. Togura’s face fell. This was Slerma? She was worse than he had expected. She was more than plump: she was positively bloated.


“My wife,” said the king.


And the young woman bowed to them.


Togura was relieved.


“Where is Slerma, dear?” said the king.


“She’s just coming now, my lord,” said his wife.


“Ah, there you are!” said the king. “Hello, Slerma. Meet our new guests.”


As he was speaking, a vast and slovenly giantess was in the process of forcing her way into the room. She was huge. She was gross. She was impossible. Togura wanted to scream and run, but found himself paralysed by fear.


“Is this it?” she said in a thick, slurred voice, eyeing him with disapproval.


“Yes, my dear,” said the king happily.


“There’s not much to it,” said Slerma, laying one prodigious paw on Togura’s shoulder.


She squeezed. He felt as if he was being crunched by a vast nut cracker. Then, just before she did permanent damage to flesh and bone, she released the pressure.


“There’s no meat on it,” she complained. “I want Guta.”


“No!” said her father sharply. “You cannot marry the baker’s boy. I forbid it.”


“He’s a real man,” said Slerma. “Not like this — this thing. Do you speak, thing?”


“I am articulate, intelligent and proud of it,” said Togura, finding his voice at last.


“What does articulate mean?” said Slerma.


“It means,” said the king, “that all his working parts are in good order.”


“They’d better be in good order, thing,” said Slerma, addressing Togura. “I’m a girl with big appetites. Remember that! Once we’re married, you’d better be faithful, too. Or I’ll kill you.”


“Now dear,” said her father mildly. “Don’t frighten him. He’s a good little boy. I’m sure he’ll behave himself.”


“Far too little!” said Slerma. “Not like Guta.”


“I’m sure you can fatten him up,” said the king. “In fact, now is as good a time as any to start.”


He clapped his hands, and their meal was brought in. There were two or three plates apiece for Togura, the baron and Prick, a number of heavily laden platters for the king and his wife, and a large trough for Slerma.


Togura found his appetite had failed him.


“Eat!” ordered Slerma, filling the room with the ominous rumble of her thick, slurred voice. “Eat! Food is good for you!”


And she set an example, gouging out huge handfuls of swede, rutabaga and kidney, slapping them into her mouth then swallowing, apparently without chewing. Togura tried to see if her teeth were missing, but failed. It was impossible even to tell whether her vast, wallowing face had a jawbone. Seasick folds of flesh swayed, buckled and lurched as she ate. Technically, some of that flesh must have belonged to her cheeks and some to her chin, but such distinctions vanished in the awesome slurry of fat which constituted her face.


“You’re not eating!” she bellowed.


She seized Togura and plastered his face with kidney. Some went up his nose, some squeezed its way into his mouth and some fell into his lap.


“Eat!” she yelled, hurting his ears.


She gave him a shake. If she used any more force, she was going to dislocate bones. Togura tried to wriggle free, but it was impossible.


“Eat, thing!” hissed Slerma, spraying him with spittle.


To his dismay, he began to weep, crying with hot tears of agony and shame. Slerma gave him another shake then tossed him to one side.


“Your son insults us,” said King Skan Askander, his voice going very cold.


“Togura!” shouted Baron Poulaan. “Pull yourself together!”


His son got to his knees.


“I hate you!” he said, clenching his fists.


He sniffed.


Then he took another look at Slerma, and suddenly vomited.


Then he fled.




CHAPTER FOUR


Towards the end of the day, Baron Chan Poulaan finally managed to locate his son Togura, who had taken refuge in the Murken Hotel. This building, the victim of a subsidence, looked just about ready to fall over. Outside, huge timbers shored up the walls. Inside, the place was a maze of props and cross-struts. As the baron entered, the building was alive with hammering; it had taken an alarming lurch sideways that afternoon, and emergency reinforcements were now being put into place.


The proprietor, a foul-smelling hunchbacked dwarf with a huge goitre, directed the baron to Togura’s room.


“Take me there,” said the baron.


The dwarf flattened his nose against the back of his hand, which, in those parts, was an emphatic gesture of refusal.


“I don’t venture upstairs,” said the dwarf.


The baron saw the wisdom of that as soon as he started up the rickety stairs, which creaked and groaned beneath his feet, imploring him for mercy. Reaching Togura’s door, he hammered against it with both fists. A slow dust of powdered dry rot began to sift down from the beams above; alarmed, the baron stopped hammering.


“Togura!” he yelled. “I know you’re in there.”


Silence from within.


The baron threw his shoulder against the door. The floor shook, the stairs creaked alarmingly, but the door held.


“Come out, boy,” shouted the baron.


From within, a muffled voice responded:


“Go away!”


“Open the door, so we can talk.”


Silence replied.


“Come on, open the door!”


There was a pause, then confused sounds from within. Then the door was opened a crack. The baron, with a roar, threw his weight against it. A crossbeam overhead ruptured, showering him with sawdust. But the door still refused to admit him.


“What have you done to the door?” demanded the baron.


Togura replied, but the baron, sneezing vigorously because of the sawdust in his nose, failed to hear.


“What was that?” he said.


“You heard me,” said Togura.


“I suppose you’ve wedged the door with a baulk of timber.”


“That’s what I said.”


“You’re not going to cry again, are you?” sneered the baron, hearing the distress in his son’s voice.


“Go away,” said Togura.


“I will not go away,” said his father. “You will open the door, quit this place and come home with me. Then, once we’ve had a little talk together, we’ll go back to the palace. To see Slerma.”


“No!” howled Togura. “No, no, not that. I’d rather die.”


“Stop being melodramatic,” said the baron impatiently. “I can’t see what you’re making all this fuss about. When all’s said and done, she’s a healthy young girl with a moderately wealthy father.”


“She’s obscene.”


“Many men like their women a little plump. After all, you’ve got to have something to hold onto once you get in the saddle.”


“A little plump! Paps, that woman’s a horse, a cow and a whale all rolled into one. She’s —”


“Don’t call me paps,” snapped the baron, who hated hearing that kind of tiny-tot talk from his son. “It’s time to grow up, Togura. Be a man. You’re not going to kill yourself, so you’ll just have to live with the life you’ve got.”


“Yes, I want to live. That man-eater would kill me. I —”


“Stop that! Togura, face facts. You’re not going to inherit. Cromarty gets the estate. If you marry, you get the king’s title and his property once he dies. He’s an old man, he can’t last much longer.”


“Neither will I if I —”


“Enough! Listen! Soon, Togura, this wretched town of Keep is going to fall into the ground or slide into Dead Man’s Drop. The king’s property will be more valuable than ever then. Anyone wanting to mine the gemstock will have to —”


“I won’t sell myself for money,” shouted Togura. “I want to marry a woman, not a walking slime pit.”


“You don’t have much option,” said the baron.


“If I have to, I’ll go down to the coast and sell myself to the first slaver passing through. I’d rather —”


“This nonsense has gone far enough,” said the baron, cutting him off. “Open this door properly and come out. We’re going home. Now!”


“No.”


“No?”


“No!”


“No!!??”


“No!!!!”


“By the sperm of my ancestors,” raged the baron, using the most fearsome oath he knew. “You’ll come out of there right now or suffer the immediate and unlimited consequences. No son of mine is going to defy his father like that.”


“Push off, paps,” said Togura, all defiance.


The baron then assaulted the door vigorously. A chunk of rotten wood fell from the ceiling, and one of the risers of the stairway split open, but the door itself was solid, and held. Finally, cursing and muttering, spitting sawdust and swearing ferociously, the baron retreated downstairs. He took rooms for himself and for Prick, paying the ground floor premium; they would spend the night there, and deal with Togura in the morning.


Togura, alone and lonely in his room, barred the door then cried himself to sleep. The bed on which he slept was a huge, solid and incredibly ancient affair made of stout timbers standing waist-high off the floor; as he slept, he was a small crumpled island of misery in an ocean of dirty linen. Bed bugs, oblivious of his emotional agony, feasted merrily on his helpless flesh.


Sleeping, Togura dreamt that he was in a castle which was under siege. Invaders were attacking the main gate with a battering ram. The sullen thud and thump of the assault began to undermine his composure. The ram charged again, hitting the door with a crash so loud that it woke him up.


Togura, starting from sleep and blinking at darkness, stared in the direction of the door. Someone was demolishing it. With a final crash, the door splintered and gave way. A faintly aromatic smell of ancient timbers percolated through the room. Outside, on the stairway, some large animal was breathing heavily with a kind of wet, guttural wheezing.


“Paps?” said Togura uncertainly.


“Prepare yourself, little man,” said the animal, in a thick slurred voice.


“Slerma!” screamed Togura.


The animal outside made strenuous efforts to enter, but failed. The doorway was too small.


“Slerma,” said Togura, in a shaky voice. “I’ll do anything you say. Just don’t hurt me, that’s all. I love you.”


He was answered by a scream of rage.


“Love? Love! Little man, I’ll kill you! Guta will kill you. How dare you make love to his Slerma?”


Too late, Togura realised his fatal mistake.


“No, Guta!” cried Togura. “I didn’t mean it. I don’t want Slerma. I don’t want anything to do with her.”


“Liar! You were seen. Their serving girl told me. You were seen. Embracing! Deep in her charms, her arms enfolding you. She fed you with her own magnificent hand.”


“Guta, I really don’t want her. She’s appalling. She’s hideous. She’s a mass of flab and sausage meat. She makes me sick, she —”


“You insult my darling. My true love. My fondest dream. The one and only real woman in the world. Animal! I’m going to kill you!”


The building shook, timbers groaned, the roof strained, and Guta forced himself into Togura’s room. As darkness crashed toward him, roaring, Togura rolled out of bed and took cover underneath the bed. Guta, finding the bed in the night, hoisted himself aboard and began to trample it with his knees. He roared out incomprehensible obscenities as he sought for his victim.


Frustrated at finding nothing, Guta tore the sheets apart. Then he grabbed hold of the mattress and ripped it open, spilling mouldy old straw and bracken into the night, together with bedbugs, lice, dead spiders and a virile colony of the kind of red ants that bite. Then he began to jump on the bed.


Just before the bed splintered and gave way, Togura rolled out from underneath and sprinted for the doorway. He tripped, fell, recovered himself, barked his shins against something, cracked his head against a low-lying beam, then gained safety. At least for the moment. Where now? Up, down? Togura ascended, pounding up the stairs, thinking the fearsome young troll behind him would not dare to attempt the increasingly fragile heights of the Murken Hotel.


He was wrong.


Hauling himself back out through the doorway, Guta started up the stairs after Togura. He began to gain on him. Togura strove for extra speed. But Guta was fast and ferocious. He grabbed hold of Togura’s foot. Togura screamed. The stairs collapsed. Guta roared. Screaming and roaring, the two plunged downward to their doom. Guta landed first, smashing his head open and breaking his back, which killed him. Togura landed on top of the corpse of his recently deceased rival. A shower of rotten wood rained down on the two of them.


Togura became aware of doors opening. There was a muttering of voices in the darkness. Then the proprietor came on the scene. The hunchbacked dwarf was bearing a candle, an evil-smelling stump of black wax which burnt with a greenish-blue light, filling the air with smoke and shadows. The dwarf was doing his best to restrain a huge rat which he had on a short leash. It was the size of a mastiff, had blood-red eyes and razor-sharp teeth, and was slavering as it strained against the leash, which was attached to a collar ringed with spikes of sharpened metal.


The dwarf surveyed the damage.


Then he kicked Guta in the head.


“Leave,” said the dwarf.


The dwarf knew that Guta was a valuable catch. The city state of Pera Pesh, a fishing town of some one thousand people down by the coast, had put a price on his head. He was wanted, dead or alive, for a variety of crimes including grave robbing, necrophilia, the theft of a small whale and the destruction of a small stone bridge which he had incautiously walked across. The reward would more than compensate for the cost of repairs.


“I’m going right now,” said Togura, with what fraction of his voice he had so far been able to recover.


“Togura,” said a loud voice from one of the darkened doorways. “You come here this instant.”


It was his father, the formidable baron.


Togura got to his feet, and fled.




CHAPTER FIVE


Togura found refuge in a fire watcher’s hut by a mine shaft. It gave him at least a modicum of shelter against the cold autumn weather. Exhausted, he slept. He woke, once, to find something gnawing at his boots. He kicked it away. Hissing and spluttering it retreated; after that, he found it hard to get back to sleep again.


At dawn, a fire watcher arrived, a big, gruff man with a red beard and bloodshot eyes, and big dirty boots, one of which had marked Togura’s backside by the time he made his escape. Outside, a light drizzle was falling. Miners, with pick axes and shovels slung over their shoulders, were trooping to the climbing shafts.


Shivering, Togura wandered off, wondering what to do now. He had already considered turning to Day Suet for help, and had rejected the notion; he was too proud to beg, and, in any case, doubted that her family would welcome him if he came as a beggar.


The streets of Keep were dangerous, as always, for housewives were going through the morning routine of emptying chamber pots out of the window. Ducking and dodging, Togura escaped with no more than a few stray licks of splatter. His zigzag course through the drunken streets brought him to the very brink of Dead Man’s Drop.
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