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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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I


Gerin the Fox eyed the new logs in the palisade of Fox Keep. Even after five years’ weathering, they were easy to pick out, for they’d never been painted with the greenish glop the wizard Siglorel had concocted to keep Balamung the Trokmê mage from burning the keep around him. The stuff worked, too, but Balamung had slain Siglorel even so. Gerin knew something of magecraft himself, but he’d never been able to match Siglorel’s formulation.


In front of those new logs, a handful of the Fox’s retainers sat on their haunches in a circle. Gerin’s four-year-old son Duren ran from one of them to the next, exclaiming, “Can I roll the dice? Will you let me roll them now?”


Drago the Bear held the carved cubes of bone. Rumbling laughter, he handed them to Duren, who threw them down in the middle of the gamblers’ circle. “Haw! Twelve! No one can beat that,” Drago said. He scooped up his winnings, then glanced toward Gerin. “The boy brings luck, lord.”


“Glad to hear it,” Gerin answered shortly. Whenever he looked at his son, he couldn’t help thinking of the boy’s mother. When he’d wed Elise, he’d been sure the gods had granted him everlasting bliss. He’d thought so right up to the day, three years ago now, when she’d run off with a traveling horseleech. Only the gods knew where in the shattered northlands she was these days, or how she fared.


The Fox kicked at the dirt. Maybe if he’d noticed she wasn’t happy, he could have done things to make her so. Or maybe she’d just tired of him. Women did that, and men, too. “The great god Dyaus knows it’s too late to do anything about it now,” he muttered.


“Too late to do anything about what, Captain?” Van of the Strong Arm boomed as he came out of the stables. The outlander overtopped Gerin’s six feet by as many inches, and was nearly twice as thick through the shoulders, too; the red-dyed horsehair plume that nodded above his helmet only made him seem taller. As usual, he kept his bronze corselet polished almost to mirror brilliance.


“Years too late for us to do anything about getting imperial troopers up here,” Gerin answered. He was the sort who guarded private thoughts even from his closest friends.


Van spat on the ground. “That for imperial troopers. It was too late for those buggers five years ago, when the carrion-stinking Empire of Elabon shut all the passes into the north sooner than help us keep the Trokmoi out.”


“Dyaus knows we could have used the imperials then,” Gerin said. “We could use them still, if they’d come and if—”


“If they’d keep their hands off what’s yours,” Van finished for him.


‘Well, yes, there is that,” Gerin admitted he was given to understatement.


Van wasn’t. He snorted, back deep in his throat “Honh! ‘There is that,’ he says. You think the Emperor of Elabon would be happy with the title you’ve gone and taken for yourself? You know what he’d do if ever he got his hands on somebody who styled himself the Prince of the North, don’t you? He’d nail you to the cross so the ravens could sit on your shoulders and pick out your eyes, that’s what.”


Since Van was undoubtedly right, Gerin shifted the terms of the argument. He did the same thing whenever he and his friend wrestled, using guile to beat strength and weight. In wrestling as in argument, sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t. He said, “I’m not the only one in the northlands with a fancy new tide since Elabon abandoned us. I’d have company on the crucifying grounds.”


“Aye, so you would,” Van said. “What’s Aragis the Archer calling himself these days? Grand Duke, that’s it. Honh! He’s just a jumped-up baron, same as you. And there’s two or three others of your Elabonian blood, and as many Trokmoi who came south over the Niffet with Balamung and stayed even after the wizard failed.”


“I know.” Gerin didn’t like that. For a couple of centuries, the Niffet had been the boundary between the civilization of the Empire of Elabon—or a rough, frontier version of it, at any rate—on one side and woodsrunning barbarians on the other. Now the boundary was down, and Elabon’s abandoned northern province very much on its own.


Van tapped Gerin on the chest with a callused forefinger. “But I tell you this, Captain: you have the loftiest title, so he’d nail you highest.”


“An honor I could do without,” the Fox said. “Besides, it’s quarreling over shadows, anyhow. Elabon’s not coming back over the mountains. What I really need to worry about is the squabbles with my neighbors—especially Aragis. Of the lot of them, he’s the ablest one.”


“Aye, he’s near as good as you are, Captain, though not so sneaky.”


“Sneaky?” Since Gerin’s devious turn of mind was what had earned him his Fox sobriquet, he couldn’t even deny that. He changed the subject again: “You’re still calling me ‘Captain’ after all these years, too. Is that the sort of respect the Prince of the North deserves?”


“I’ll call you what I bloody well please,” Van retorted, “and if one fine day that doesn’t suit your high and mightiness, well, I’ll up and travel on. I sometimes think I should have done it years ago.” He shook his head, bemused that after a lifetime of wandering and adventure he should have begun to put down roots.


Gerin still did not know from what land his friend had sprung; Van never talked of his beginnings, though he had yarns uncounted of places he’d seen. Certainly he was no Elabonian. Gerin made a fair representative of that breed: on the swarthy side, long-nosed and long-faced, with brown eyes and black hair and beard (now beginning to be frosted with gray).


Van, by contrast, was blond and fair-skinned, though tan; his bright beard was that improbable color between yellow and orange. His nose had been short and straight. These days it was short and bent, with a scar across the bridge. His bright blue eyes commonly had mischief in them. Women found him fascinating and irresistible. The reverse also applied.


“Roll the dice?” Duren squealed. “Roll the dice?”


Van laughed to hear Gerin’s son say that. “Maybe we’ll roll the dice ourselves later on, eh, Captain? See who goes to Fand tonight?”


“Not so loud,” Gerin said, looking around to make sure their common mistress wasn’t in earshot “She’ll throw things at both of us if she ever finds out we do that sometimes. That Trokmê temper of hers—” He shook his head.


Van laughed louder. “A dull wench is a boring wench. I expect that’s why I keep coming back to her.”


“After every new one, you mean. Sometimes I think there’s a billy goat under that cuirass, and no man at all,” Gerin said. Van might have settled in one place, but his affections flew wild and free as a gull.


“Well, what about you?” he said. “If her temper doesn’t suit you, why don’t you put her on a raft and ship her back over the Niffet to her clansfolk?”


“Dyaus knows I’ve thought about it often enough,” Gerin admitted. After Elise left him, he’d thought about swearing off women forever. No matter what his mind said, though, his body had other ideas. Now he laughed, ruefully. “If either of us truly fell in love with her, we’d be hard-pressed to stay friends.”


“Not so, Captain,” Van answered. “If one of us fell in love with her, the other would say take her and welcome. If we both did, now—”


“You have me,” Gerin admitted. He kicked at the dirt, annoyed at being out reasoned even in something as small as this. But if you couldn’t grant someone else’s reason superior when it plainly was, what point to reasoning at all?


Van said, “I think I’ll roll the dice myself for a while. Care to join?”


“No, I’m going to take another pass at my sorcery, if you know what I mean,” Gerin said.


“Have a care, now,” Van said. “You’re liable to end up in more trouble than you know how to get out of.”


“Hasn’t happened yet,” Gerin answered. “I have the measure of my own ignorance, I think.” He’d studied a bit of magic in the City of Elabon as a young man, back in the days when people could travel back and forth between the northlands and the heart of the Empire, but had to give up that and history both when the Trokmoi killed his father and elder brother and left him baron of Fox Keep.


“I hope you do,” Van said. Pulling broken bits of silver from a pouch he wore on his belt, he made for the dice game. Before he could sit down, Duren sprang at him like a starving longtooth. He laughed, grabbed the boy, and threw him high in the air three or four times. Duren squealed with glee.


Gerin made for a little shack he’d built over in a back corner of the courtyard. It was far enough from the palisade that, if it caught fire, it wouldn’t burn down the castle outwall along with itself. Thus far, he hadn’t even managed to set the shack ablaze.


“Maybe today,” he muttered. He was going to try a conjuration from a new grimoire he’d bought from a lordlet to the southwest whose grandfather might have been able to read but who was himself illiterate and proud of it. As with most spells in grimoires, it sounded wonderful. Whether results would match promises was another question altogether.


The codex of the grimoire had silverfish holes on several of its pages, and mice had nibbled its leather binding while it lay forgotten on a high shelf in a larder. The spell in which Gerin was interested, though, remained unmutilated. In a clear hand, the mage who’d composed it had written, “A CANTRIP WHICH YIELDETH A FLAMING SWORD.”


That yieldeth had made Gerin suspicious. Along with wizardry and history, he’d studied literature down in the City of Elabon. (And where, he wondered, will Duren be able to learn such things, if he should want to? The answer was mournfully clear: in the northlands, nowhere.) He knew Elabonian hadn’t used those archaic forms for hundreds of years, which meant the author was trying to make his work seem older than it was.


But a flaming sword … false antique or no, he reckoned that worth looking into. Not only would it make ferocious wounds, the mere sight of it should cast terror into the hearts of his foes.


He hefted the bronze blade he’d use. It was hacked and notched to the point where it would almost have made a better saw than sword. Bronze was the hardest, toughest metal anyone knew, but it wasn’t hard enough to hold an edge in continued tough use.


Gerin had the crushed wasps and bumblebees and the dried poison oak leaf he’d need for the symbolic element of the spell. Chanting as he worked (and wearing leather gauntlets), he ground them fine and stirred them into melted butter. The grimoire prescribed olive oil as the basis for the paste, but he’d made that substitution before and got by with it. It was necessary; the olive wouldn’t grow in the northlands, and supplies from south of the High Kirs had been cut off.


He was readying himself for the main conjuration when someone poked his head into the hut. “Great Dyaus above, are you at it again?” Rihwin the Fox asked. His soft southern accent reminded Gerin of his student days in the City of Elabon every time he heard it.


“Aye, I am, and lucky for you at a place where I can pause,” Gerin answered. If anyone had to interrupt him, he preferred it to be Rihwin. The man who shared his ekename knew more magic than he did; Rihwin had been expelled from the Sorcerers’ Collegium just before his formal union with a familiar because of the outrageous prank he’d played on his mentor.


He walked into the hut, glanced at the sword and the preparations Gerin had made for it. He’d stopped shaving since he ended up in the northlands, but somehow still preserved a smooth, very southern handsomeness. Maybe the big gold hoop that glittered in his left ear had something to do with that.


Pointing to the wood-and-leather bucket full of water that stood next to the rude table where Gerin worked, he said, “Your precautions are thorough as usual.”


Gerin grunted. “You’d be working here beside me if you took them, too.” Rihwin had been rash enough to summon up Mavrix, the Sithonian god of wine also widely worshiped in Elabon, after Gerin had earned the temperamental deity’s wrath. In revenge, Mavrix robbed Rihwin of his ability to work magic, and left him thankful his punishment was no worse.


“Ah, well,” Rihwin said with an airy wave of his hand. “Dwelling on one’s misfortunes can hardly turn them to triumphs, now can it?”


“It might keep you from having more of them,” Gerin replied; he was as much given to brooding as Rihwin fought shy of it. He’d concluded, though, that Rihwin was almost immune to change, and so gave up the skirmish after the first arrow. Bending over the grimoire once more, he said, “Let’s find out what we have here.”


The spell was no easy one; it required him to use his right hand to paint the sword blade with his mixture while simultaneously making passes with his left and chanting the incantation proper, which was written in the same pseudoarchaic Elabonian as its title.


He suspected the mage of deliberately requiring the left hand for the complex passes to make the spell more difficult, but grinned as he incanted—being left-handed himself, he was delighted to have his clumsy right doing something simple.


The painting and passes done, he snatched up the sword and cried, “Let the wishes of the operator be accomplished!”


For a moment, he wondered if anything would happen. A lot of alleged grimoires were frauds; maybe that was why this one had sat unused on a shelf for a couple of generations. But then, sure enough, yellow-orange flames rippled up and down the length of the blade. They neither looked nor smelled like burning butter; they seemed more the essence of fire brought down to earth.


“That’s marvelous,” Rihwin breathed as Gerin made cut-and-thrust motions with the flaming sword. “It—”


With a sudden foul oath, Gerin rammed the sword into the bucket of water. A hiss and a cloud of steam arose; to his great relief, the flames went out. He cautiously felt the water with a forefinger. When he discovered it remained cool, he stuck in his hand. “Cursed hilt got too hot to hold,” he explained to a pop-eyed Rihwin. “Oh, that feels good.”


“Which, no doubt, is the reason we fail to find blazing blades closely clenched in the fierce fist of every peerless paladin,” Rihwin answered. “Many a spell that seems superb on the leaves of a codex develops disqualifying drawbacks when actually essayed.”


“You’re right about that,” Gerin answered, drying his hand on the thigh of his baggy wool breeches. Everyone in the northlands wore trousers; the Trokmê style had conquered completely. Even Rihwin, who had favored southern robes, was in breeches these days. Gerin inspected his left palm. “I don’t think that’s going to blister.”


“Smear butter or tallow on it if it does,” Rihwin said, “but not the, ah, heated mixture you prepared there.”


“With the poison oak leaves and all? No, I’ll get rid of that.” Gerin poured it out of its clay pot onto the ground. After a bit of thought, he scooped dirt onto the greasy puddle. If the sole of his boot happened to have a hole, he didn’t want the stuff getting onto his skin.


He and Rihwin left the shack Shadows were lengthening; before long, no one would want to stay outdoors. Ghosts filled the night with terror. A man caught alone in the darkness without sacrificial blood to propitiate them or fire to hold them at bay was likely to be mad come morning.


Gerin glanced to the sky, gauging the hour by the moons. Nothos’ pale crescent hung a little west of south; golden Math, at first quarter looking like half a coin, was about as far to the east. And ruddy Elleb (pinkish white now, washed out by the late afternoon sun), halfway between quarter and full, stood well clear of the eastern horizon. The fourth moon, quick-moving Tiwaz, would be a waning crescent when the serfs went out to work just after sunrise tomorrow.


As if Gerin’s thinking of the serfs he ruled had brought them to new life, a mournful horn blew in the village close by Fox Keep, calling men and women in from the fields.


Gerin looked at the moons again, raised one eyebrow in a characteristic gesture. “They’re knocking off early today,” he remarked. “I think I may have to speak to the headman tomorrow.”


“He’ll not love you for making him push the other peasants harder,” Rihwin said.


Who does love me, for any reason? Gerin wondered. His mother had died giving birth to him; maybe because of that, his father had always been distant. Or maybe his father simply hadn’t known what to do when he got himself a thinker instead of a brawler.


His son Duren loved him, aye, but now it was his turn to have trouble returning that love, because whenever he saw Duren, he thought of Elise. She’d loved him for a while, until passion cooled … and then just disappeared, with only a note left behind begging him not to go after her. It was, in fact, very much the way she’d fled with him from her father’s keep.


He didn’t feel like going into any of that with Rihwin. Instead, he answered, “I don’t care whether Besant Big-Belly loves me or not.” That, at least, was true. “I do care that we grow enough to get through the winter, for if we don’t, Besant will be big-bellied no more.”


“He would say, did he dare, that all the peasants would be bigger-bellied did they not have to pay you a fourth of what they raised,” Rihwin observed.


“He could say it to my face, and well he knows it,” Gerin returned. “I’m not a lord who makes serfs into draft animals that happen to walk on two legs, nor do I take the half some barons squeeze from them. But if I took nothing, who would ward them from the chariot-riding wolves who’d swoop down on them?”


He waited for Rihwin to say something like, “They could do it for themselves.” He was ready to pour scorn on that idea like boiling water splashing down from the top of a palisade onto the heads of attackers. Farmers didn’t have the tools they needed to be fighters: the horses, the chariots, the swords, the armor. Nor did they have the time they needed to learn to use those tools; the endless rhythms of fields and livestock devoured their days.


But Rihwin said, “My fellow Fox, sometimes you don’t know when you’re being twitted.”


Denied his chance to rend Rihwin with rhetoric, Gerin glared. He walked around to the front of the castle. Rihwin tagged along, chuckling. As they went inside, another horn sounded from a more distant village, and then another almost at the edge of hearing. Gerin said, “You see? If one village knocks off early, they all do it, for they hear the first horn and blow their own, figuring they don’t want to work any harder than the fellows down the trail.”


“Who does like to work?” Rihwin said.


“No one with sense,” Gerin admitted, “but no one with sense will avoid doing what he must to stay alive. The trouble is, not all men are sensible, even by that standard.”


“If you think I’ll argue with that, you’re the one who’s not sensible,” Rihwin said.


The great hall of the castle occupied most of the ground floor. A fire roared in the stone hearth at the far end, and another, smaller, one in front of the altar to Dyaus close by. Above the hearth, cooks basted chunks of beef as they turned them on spits. Fat-wrapped thighbones, the god’s portion, smoked on the altar. Gerin believed in feeding the god well; moreover, after his brush with Mavrix, he figured he could use all the divine protection he could get.


Two rows of benches ran from the doorway to the hearth. In winter, seats closest to the fire were the choice ones. Now, with the weather mild, Gerin sat about halfway down one row. A couple of dogs came trotting through the rushes on the rammed-earth floor and lay at his feet, looking up expectantly.


“Miserable beggars,” he said, and scratched their ears. “I don’t have any food myself yet, so how can I throw you bones and scraps?” The dogs thumped their tails on the ground. They knew they got fed sooner or later when people sat at those benches. If it had to be later, they would wait.


Van and Drago the Bear and the other gamblers came in, chattering about the game. Duren frisked among them. When he saw Gerin, he ran over to him, exclaiming, “I rolled the dice a lot, Papa! I rolled double six twice, and five-and-six three times, and—”


He would have gone down the whole list, but Van broke in, “Aye, and the little rascal rolled one-and-two for me, and sent me out of that round without a tunic to call my own.” He shook a heavy fist at Duren in mock anger. Duren, safe beside his father, stuck out his tongue.


“The dice go up, the dice go down,” Drago said, shrugging shoulders almost as wide as Van’s. From him, that passed for philosophy. He was a long way from the brightest of Gerin’s vassals, but a good many more clever men managed their estates worse. Since Drago never tried anything new, he discovered no newfangled ways to go wrong.


Gerin called to one of the cooks, “We have enough here to begin. Fetch ale for us, why don’t you?”


“Aye, lord prince,” the man answered, and hurried down into the cellar. He returned a moment later, staggering a little under the weight of a heavy jar of ale. The jar had a pointed bottom. The cook stabbed it into the dirt floor so the jar stood upright. He hurried off again, coming back with a pitcher and a double handful of tarred leather drinking jacks. He set one in front of everybody at the table (Duren got a small one), then dipped the pitcher into the amphora, pouring and refilling until every jack was full.


“Take some for yourself, too,” Gerin said; he was not a lord who stinted his servants. Grinning, the cook poured what looked like half a pitcher down his throat. Gerin slopped a little ale out of his mug onto the floor. “This for Baivers, god of barley,” he intoned as he drank.


“This for Baivers,” the others echoed as they poured their libations. Even Van imitated him: though Baivers was no god of the outlander’s, the deity, whose scalp sprouted ears of barley instead of hair, held sway in this land.


Rihwin made a sour face as he set down the mug. “I miss the sweet blood of the grape,” he said.


“Point the first: the grape doesn’t grow in the northlands and we’ve lost our trade south of the High Kirs,” Gerin said. “Point the second: when you drink too much wine, dreadful things happen. We’ve seen that again and again. Point the third: wine lies in Mavrix’s province, and have you not had your share and more of commerce with Mavrix?”


“True, all true,” Rihwin said sadly. “I miss the grape regardless.”


The cooks came round with bowls of bean-and-parsnip porridge, with tiny bits of salt pork floating in it to give it flavor. Like everyone else, Gerin lifted his bowl to his lips, wiped his mouth on his sleeve when he was done. South of the High Kirs, they had separate squares of cloth for cleaning your face and fingers, but such refinements did not exist north of the mountains.


Off the spit came the pieces of beef. While one cook carved them into man-sized portions, another went back to the kitchen and came out with round, flat, chewy loaves of bread, which he set in front of each man at the table. They’d soak up the juices from the meat and get eaten in their turn.


Gerin patted the empty place between Van and him. “Put one here, too, Anseis. Fand is sure to be down before long.”


“Aye, lord prince,” the cook said, and did as he was asked.


Duren started tearing pieces from his round of bread and stuffing them into his mouth. Gerin said, “If you fill yourself up with that, boy, where will you find room for your meat?”


“I’ll put it someplace.” Duren patted his stomach to show the intended destination.


Just as the cook who was carving the beef started loading steaming gobbets onto an earthenware tray, Fand did come down from Castle Fox’s living quarters into the great hall. Gerin and Van glanced over at each other, smiled for a moment, and then both waved her to that place between them.


“Och, you’re still not after fighting over me,” she said in mock disappointment as she came up. Beneath the mock disappointment, Gerin judged, lay real disappointment.


She might have resigned herself to their peacefully sharing her, but she didn’t like it.


Hoping to get her off that bloodthirsty turn of thought, Gerin called for a servant to pour her a jack of ale. He handed it to her himself “Here you are.”


“I thank you, sure and I do.” Her Elabonian held a strong Trokmê lilt. She was a big, fair woman, not too much shorter than the FOX, with pale skin dusted with freckles wherever the sun caught it, gray-blue eyes, and wavy, copper-colored hair that tumbled past her shoulders. To Gerin, men of that coloring were enemies on sight; he still sometimes found it odd to be sharing a bed with a woman from north of the Niffet.


Not odd enough to keep me from doing it, though, he thought. Aloud, he said to Fand, “Should I have put you on a boat across the river after all?”


“’Twould have been your own loss if you had,” she retorted, tossing her head so the torchlight glinted in her hair. One thing she had was unshakeable self-confidence—and why not, when two men such as they danced to her tune?


Gerin said, “My guess is still that you stuck a knife into the fellow who brought you south over the Niffet.”


“I’ve told you before, Gerin dear: I brought my own self over, thinking life might be more lively here. Och, and so it has been, not that I reckoned on yoking myself to a southron—” she paused to half turn and make eyes at Van “—let alone two.”


“I’m no Elabonian,” Van boomed indignantly, “and I’ll thank you not to call me one. One fine day I hitch a team to a chariot or just go off afoot—”


“How many years have you been saying that?” Gerin asked.


“As many as I’ve been here, no doubt, less maybe one turn of the fastest moon.” Van shook his head, forever bemused he could stay in one place so long. “A tree, now, has need of growing roots, but a man—?”


“A man?” Fand said, still trying to stir up trouble. “You’ll quarrel over whether you’re a southron or no, but not over me? What sort of man is that after making you?”


“You should remember well enough from last night what sort of man I am.” Van looked like a cat that had fallen into the cream pitcher.


Fand squeaked indignantly and turned back to Gerin. “Will you be letting him speak to me so?”


“Aye, most likely I will,” he said. If she got fed up and left them both, he’d be sorry for a while, but he knew he’d also be relieved. He didn’t feel like a screaming fight now, though, so he said, “Here comes the meat.”


That distracted her. It distracted him, too. He drew his dagger from his belt and started carving strips off the bone in front of him and popping them into his mouth.


The dagger, like the rest of his personal gear, was severely plain, with a hilt of nothing more splendid than leather-wrapped bone. But it had good balance, and he kept the edge sharp; sometimes he used plainness to conceal effectiveness.


Van, by contrast, had the hilt to his knife wrapped in gold wire, with a big topaz set into the pommel. For him, flamboyance served the same purpose self-effacement did for Gerin: it disguised the true warrior beneath. Being dangerous without seeming so, Gerin had found, made the danger double.


Thinking thus, he glanced over at Fand, who was slicing with her own slim bronze blade. Was she disguising something? He snorted and took a long pull at his ale. No, concealment wasn’t in her nature. But he’d thought as much about Elise, and where had that got him?


Duren said, “Papa, will you help me cut more meat?”


He had a knife, too, but a small one, and not very sharp. That helped keep him from getting cut, but it also kept him from eating very fast.


Gerin leaned over and sliced off several strips for him. “Splash water on your face when you’re done,” he said. He remembered how surprised and delighted he’d been to discover the elaborate hot and cold baths the City of Elabon boasted. North of the High Kirs, as best he knew, there was only one tub, and it wasn’t at his holding. Not without a pang, he’d gone back to being mostly dirty most of the time.


Fand made eyes first at Van, then at him. “Och, a woman gets lonely, that she does.”


“If you’re lonely with the two of us to keep you warm at night, would you try a bandit troop next?” Van said.


She cursed him in the Trokmê language, Elabonian not being satisfying enough for her. Van swore back in the same tongue; he’d traversed the gloomy forests of the Trokmoi before he swam the Niffet (towing his precious armor behind him on a makeshift raft) and splashed up inside Gerin’s holding.


“Will you be letting him speak to me so?” Fand demanded of the Fox once more.


“Probably,” he answered. She picked up her drinking jack and threw it at him. She had more fury than finesse. It splashed down behind him and sprayed ale onto a couple of the hounds quarreling over bones. They separated with a yelp. Fand sprang to her feet and stomped upstairs.


“Not often dull around here,” Van observed to no one in particular.


“It’s not, is it?” Gerin said. “Sometimes I think I’d find a bit of dullness restful.” He hadn’t known much, not since he came back over the Kirs to take over his father’s holdings and especially not since the Trokmoi and their wizard Balamung invaded the northlands. Balamung was dead now, without even a grave to hold him, but too many Trokmoi still raided and settled on this side of the Niffet, adding one more volatile element to already touchy politics.


Gerin emptied his own jack in a fashion more conventional than Fand’s, went over to the amphora, and poured it full again. Some of his vassals were already swilling themselves into insensibility. If I want dull, he thought, all I need do is listen to the talk around this table. Dice, horses and chariots, crops, women … no new ideas anywhere, just old saws trotted out as if they were fresh-minted from pure gold. He longed for the days when he’d sat in students’ taverns, arguing sorcerous techniques and the shape of the historical process.


Rihwin the Fox knew the pleasures of intellectual conversation, but Rihwin also knew the pleasures of the wine jar or, that failing, the ale pot. He might complain about having to pour down ale, but that didn’t stop him from doing quite a lot of it. And, at the moment, he had a serving girl on his lap. He would have done a better job of fumbling at her clothes had his hands been steadier.


Van knew his letters; he’d made a point of learning them when he discovered Elabonian could be written. He even spoke well of its alphabet; Gerin gathered he’d run across other, more cumbersome ways of noting down thoughts in his travels. But learning his letters did not make him interested in quoting poetry, except for informational content, let alone analyzing it.


As for Gerin’s own vassal barons, most of them thought reading a vaguely effeminate accomplishment (he wondered why; even fewer women than men were literate). They’d learned better than to say so to him, and had learned he was a good fighting man in spite of having a room that stored several dozen scrolls and codices. But that didn’t mean they grew interested in thinking, too.


Gerin sighed and drank more ale himself. Sometimes he thought slipping back into near barbarism easier than trying to maintain the standards of civilization he’d learned south of the High Kirs. Which is the way civilization falls apart, said the part of him that had studied history.


After one more jack of ale, he didn’t feel like arguing with that part any more. Rihwin and the girl had wandered off Drago the Bear snored thunderously on the floor, and took no notice when one of the dogs walked over him. Duren was asleep, too; the little boy had curled up, catlike, on his bench.


Van, on the other hand, was wide awake and looked more sober than Gerin felt. The Fox raised an eyebrow at him. “What would you?” he asked. “Shall we roll the dice after all?”


“For the lass, you mean?” Van shook his massive head. “You go to her tonight, if you’ve a mind to. She’d sweeten up for me in a bit, I expect, but I haven’t the patience to get through the shouting that’d come first. I’ll drink a bit more and then maybe sleep myself.”


“All right.” Gerin lifted Duren off the bench. His son wriggled a little, but did not wake. As he carried Duren upstairs, the Fox was grateful for the banister he’d added to the stairway when he came back from the south. With it, he was much less likely to trip and break not only his neck but the boy’s.


He set Duren on the bed in his own chamber, hoping his son would wake up if he had to piddle in the night Otherwise, the mattress would need some fresh straw.


With Duren in his arms, the Fox hadn’t been able to carry a lamp or a taper up to the bedchamber with him. That left it black as a bandit’s heart inside. He stumbled over some wood toy or other that he’d carved for Duren and almost fell on his face. Flailing his arms, he managed to keep himself upright and, with a muttered curse, went out into the hallway.


A couple of failing torches cast a dim red light there, enough, at least, to let him see where he put his feet. The walk to the next chamber was a matter of just a few steps. He rapped on the door, wondering if Fand had fallen asleep. If she didn’t answer, he’d go back to his own bed.


But she did: “Which of you is it, now?”


Maybe it was the ale, but Gerin felt mischievous. He deliberately deepened his voice and put on a slight guttural accent “Which d’you think?”


He heard her take three rapid strides toward the door. She threw it open and blazed, “Van of the Strong Arm, if you’re after thinking y’can—”Then, by the torchlight and the brighter flame of the candle beside her bed, she realized it wasn’t Van standing there. She scowled at Gerin. “You’re a right devil to befool me so, and I ought to be slamming the door on the beaky nose of you.”


He looked down that member at her. “Well?” he said when she didn’t do as she’d threatened.


“Well, indeed,” she said, and sighed. “Must be I’m the fool, for taking up with a southron man—worse, for taking up with a southron man and his great galoon of a friend, the both of them at once. Often enough I’ve said it, but—” Her face softened. “Since I am the fool, you may as well come in.”


She stood aside to let him pass, closed the door behind him. She kept the room scrupulously neat; it was, by all odds, the cleanest part of the castle. Gerin knew the tunics and skirts and drawers in the cedar chest against the wall would all be folded just the same way. Beside that chest, her sandals and shoes stood in precise pairs. He lavished that much care only on his weapons, where it could be a matter of life or death.


Fand must have been mending a tunic when he knocked: it lay on the wool coverlet to her bed. Candlelight glistened from the polished bone needle she’d used. She picked up the tunic, set it on the chest. She nodded toward the candle. “Shall I blow it out?”


“Please yourself,” he answered. “You know I like to look at you, though.”


That won him a smile. “You southrons are sweeter in the tongue than men of my own folk, I’ll say so much for you. Maybe there’s the why of my staying here. A Trokmê chief, now, he’d just tell me to be after spreading my legs and waste no time about it.”


Gerin’s skeptical eyebrow rose. “My guess is that any man who told you such a thing would be likelier to get a knife in the brisket than anything else.”


“Sure and that’s the very thing he got, the black-hearted omadhaun,” she said. “Why d’you think a puir lone woman would come to your keep at sunset, seeking shelter from the ghosts? Had his kin caught me, they’d have burned me in a wicker cage, that they would.”


He knew she was right—that or some other equally appalling fate. South of the High Kirs, they crucified their miscreants. He reckoned himself merciful: if a man needed killing, he attended to it as quickly and cleanly as he could. But he’d killed his share and more, these past few years.


His other thought was that Fand calling herself a poor lone woman was about as accurate as a longtooth claiming it was a pussycat. At need, she likely could have shouted down the ghosts.


She cocked her head to one side, sent him a curious look. “What is it you’re waiting for? I’ve no knife the now, nor even a needle.”


“And a good thing, too, I say.” He took a step toward her, she one toward him. That brought them together. Her face lifted toward his, her arms went round his neck.


She was cross-grained, quarrelsome, cantankerous—Gerin had never settled on just the right word, but it lay somewhere in that range. On the wool coverlet, though … she bucked like a yearling colt, yowled like a catamount, and clawed his back as if she were part wolverine.


In a way, it was immensely flattering. Even when he’d pleased Elise, which hadn’t been all the time (nor, in the end, nearly often enough), she’d given little sign. With Fand, he had no room for doubt there. But a passage with her sometimes put him more in mind of riding out a storm than making love: the pleasure he felt afterwards was often tempered with relief for having got through it.


Their sweat-slick skins slid against each other as he rolled off her. “Turn over,” he said.


“Turn over, is it?” she said. “Why tell me that? You’re not one of those who-do-you-call-thems—Sithonians, that’s it—who like boys and use their women the same way. And I’m not one for that, as well you know.” But, the warning delivered, she did roll onto her belly.


He straddled the small of her back and started rubbing her shoulders. The warning growls she’d let out turned to purrs. Her flesh was warm and firm under his hands. “Is that too rough?” he asked as he dug in with his thumbs.


She grunted but shook her head; her bright hair flipped back and forth, with a few shining strands covering his fingers and the backs of his hands. “You’ve summat here we never found north o’ the Niffet,” she said. “Sure and there may be more to this civilization you’re always after prating of than I thought or ever I came to Fox Keep.”


He wondered if he should tell her the best masseur he’d ever known, down in the City of Elabon, was a Sithonian who would have been delighted to do more with him than merely rub his back. He decided against it: the more people in the northlands who cherished civilization, for whatever reason, the better off the war-torn country would be.


As Gerin’s hands moved from her shoulders down her spine, he moved down, too. After a bit, Fand exclaimed sharply, “I told you, I’m not one for—” She broke off, then giggled. “What a sneak of a man y’are, to put it in the right place from the wrong side.” She looked back at him over her shoulder. “Different this way.”


“Better? Worse?” Even in such matters, even at such a time, he liked to know exactly how things went.


But she laughed at him. “How can I tell you that, when we’ve hardly begun?” They went on, looking for the answer.


Gerin woke the next morning when Duren got out of bed to use the chamber pot. The light in the bedchamber was gray. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but it would soon. Gerin got out of bed himself, yawned, stretched, and knuckled his eyes: the ale he’d drunk the night before had left him with a bit of a headache.


“Good morning, Papa,” Duren said.


“Good morning,” Gerin answered, yawning again; he woke up slowly. He tousled the boy’s hair. “I’m glad you’re using the pot. Are you finished? My turn, then.” When he was through, he pulled on the tunic and trousers he’d tossed on the floor after he came back from Fand’s room. They didn’t have any new spots he could see, so what point in changing? People were more fastidious on the other side of the High Kirs, but not much.


Duren underfoot like a cat, Gerin walked down the hall to the stairs. Snores came from Fand’s chamber. Louder snores came from Van’s, one door further down. In the great hall of the keep, some of the Fox’s vassals were already up and stirring; others lay bundled in blankets on straw pallets. The fire in the altar still burned, holding night ghosts at bay.


The doors that led out into the yard stood open, to give the great hall fresh air and clear out some of the smoke from the cookfires. Gerin picked his way through the warriors and went outside. In the east, Tiwaz’s thin crescent stood low in the brightening sky. The other three moons had set.


Torches smoked along the palisade. Even so, Duren, who had followed his father into the yard, whimpered and said, “I don’t like the ghosts yelling in my ears, Papa.”


To Gerin, the cries of the night spirits were not yells but whimpers and faint wails, none of them understandable. As he had fires lit and had given the ghosts blood in the great hall, they were not likely to do him or Duren harm. He set his jaw and endured the cries he heard only with his mind’s ear. Children, though, were supposed to be more sensitive to the spirits than adults.


A couple of minutes later, the first rays of the rising sun touched the top of the tall watchtower that stood above the keep. The ghosts sounded frightened for an instant, then vanished back into whatever gloomy haunt was theirs while the sun ruled the sky.


“A new day,” Gerin said to Duren. “This is the time for living men to go abroad in the world.” He patted the boy’s back, heartening him against the terror that fluttered with the ghosts.


Van of the Strong Arm came out a few minutes later, whistling loudly but off-key. Smoke poured from windows and doorways as the cooks built up the fire to heat the morning porridge. Van squinted as a strand of smoke stung his eyes. “There ought to be a way to cook your food without smoking everyone who eats it as if he were a sausage,” the burly outlander complained.


Gerin narrowed his eyes, too, but not at the smoke. There ought to be a way was a phrase that always set him thinking. Sometimes nothing came of it, but sometimes things did. He said, “Remember the newfangled footholders Duin the Bold came up with so he wouldn’t go over his horse’s tail if he tried to ride? Maybe we could find a new way to get rid of smoke, too.”


“Remember what happened to Duin? He got himself killed with his newfangled scheme, that’s what. Me, I’d sooner fight from a chariot any day.” For all his wandering, for all the strange things he’d seen and done, Van remained at heart a profoundly conservative man.


Gerin had more stretch to him. “I think this business of riding to war will end up coming to something: a horse alone can cross terrain where a chariot can’t go. But you have a special trouble there—where will you find a beast to bear your bulk?”


“I’ve never been small; that’s a fact,” Van said complacently “From the rumbles in my belly, though, I’ll be thin if I don’t put something in there soon. They’ll have bread and meat from last night to go with the porridge, won’t they?”


“If they don’t, they’ll be looking for a new master by this time tomorrow,” Gerin answered. Van clapped his big hands together and hurried back inside.


The morning proved busy. Gerin always kept someone in the watchtower. Life had been dangerous enough before the Trokmoi swarmed south over the Niffet. Now danger could come from any direction at any time. When the lookout’s horn blew, men up on the palisade reached for their weapons; the gate crew got ready to pull up the drawbridge and defend Castle Fox against barbarians or men of Elabon.


But after he winded the horn, the watchman cried, “’Tis but a single man approaching—a trader, by the look of him.” Sure enough, the fellow was no harbinger of a ravening horde: he drove a two-horse team from a small, neat wagon. “Dyaus give you a good day, sir,” Gerin greeted him when he rolled into the courtyard. The Fox glanced at the sun. “To get here so early in the day, you must have spent last night in the open.”


“That I did, lord prince,” the man answered. He was small and neat himself, with a shortsighted gaze and hands with long, slim fingers. “I bought a couple of chickens from a peasant—likely a serf of yours—and their blood in a trench warded me against the ghosts. Otes son of Engelers I am, maker and purveyor of jewelry of all descriptions, and also ready to do tinker’s work if you have pots and such that need patching.”


“Aye, we have a few of those,” Gerin said. “If you know the secret of proper soldering, you’ll make a bit of silver before you leave here. I’ve tried, but without much in the way of luck. But jewelry, now—hmm.” He wondered if he could find a piece Fand would like at a price that didn’t make his own thrifty soul quail.


Van came up to the wagon and, from the thoughtful look on his face, might have had the same idea. But what he said was, “You’re not the least brave man I ever met, Master Jeweler, if you take your wares through this bandit-raddled countryside alone.”


Otes Engelers’ son dipped his head to the outlander. “You are gracious, sir. I traveled up into the Fox’s lands from those of Aragis the Archer. Few bandits try to make a living in your holding, lord Gerin, or in his—few who aren’t vassals styling themselves barons, at any rate.” He smiled to show that was meant as a joke.


“Aye, Aragis is a strong man.” Gerin let it go at that. One of these days, he and Aragis were liable to fight a war. The prospect would have bothered him less had he been less afraid he might lose.


“Show us these jewels of yours,” Van boomed.


Otes, as he’d said, had adornments of all descriptions, from polished copper with “gems” of glass paste to gold and emeralds. Before he’d opened all his little cedar chests to display the baubles inside, Fand came out of the castle to admire them with her two men. Suddenly she pointed to a brooch. “Isn’t that pretty, now?” she breathed. “Sure and it must be Trokmê work. It fair puts me in mind of my auld village on the far side of the Niffet, that it does.”


Smiling, the jeweler picked it up and held it in the palm of his hand. It was a circular piece, about three fingers broad, decorated with spirals half silver and half inlaid, polished jet. “As a matter of fact, my lady, I made this one myself, and I’m as Elabonian as they come,” Otes said. “That it is from a northern pattern, though, I’ll not deny.”


“’Twould suit the very tunic I have on me,” Fand said, running a hand across the dark blue woad-dyed linen. She looked from one of her paramours to the other.


Van, who’d quarreled with her the night before, weakened first. With a cough, he said, “Master Otes, perhaps you’ll be good enough to tell me what outrageous price you’re asking for this chunk of tin and dirt.”


“Tin?” Otes screeched. “Dirt? Are you blind, man? Are you mad? Feel the weight of that metal. And look at the care and the workmanship I put into the piece, shaping the tiny slivers of jet one by one and slipping each into its place—”


“Aye, tell me more lies,” Van said.


Sensing that the dicker would go on for some time, Gerin took his leave. He figured he had time to walk out to the village by Fox Keep, talk with Besant Big-Belly about knocking off too early, and be back before Van and Otes had settled on a price. He knew how stubborn Van could be, and the jeweler looked to have mule’s blood in him, too.


But before the Fox could walk out over the draw bridge, the lookout in the watchtower winded his horn again. He called down, “A chariot approaches, lord Gerin, with what looks to be a Trokmê chieftain and two of his men.”


“Just a chariot?” Gerin shouted up. “No army attached?”


“I see only the one, lord,” the lookout answered. A moment later, he added, “The chieftain is holding up a green-and-white striped shield: he comes under sign of truce.”


Gerin called to the gate crew, “When you spy him, give him sign of truce in return. We’ll see what he wants.” Before the invasions, he’d have attacked any northerners he caught on his holding. Now the Trokmoi were powers south of the Niffet However much it galled him, he had to treat with them.


“Who comes?” one of the men at the gate called to the approaching chariot.


“It’s Diviciacus son of Dumnorix I am, liegeman to himself, the great chief Adiatunnus son of Commus, who’s fain to have me bring his words to Gerin the Fox,” the chieftain answered in Elabonian that lilted like Fand’s. “No quarrel, no feud, stands between us the now.”


The Trokmoi had slain Gerin’s father and brother. As far as he was concerned, that put him eternally at feud with them. Moreover, he reckoned them deadly dangerous to the remnants of civilization that survived in the northlands after Elabon had cut the province loose. But in a narrow sense, Diviciacus was right: no active fighting went on between Adiatunnus’ men and those of the Fox.


Dropping into the Trokmê tongue, Gerin said, “If it’s the Fox you’re seeking, I am he. Aye, I grant the truce between your chief and my own self. Come sit yourself by my hearth, drink a stoup of ale, and tell me Adiatunnus’ words at your comfort and leisure.”


Diviciacus beamed. He was a tall, thin, pale man with a lean, wolfish face, clean-shaven but for a straggling mustache of bright red. He wore a checked tunic and baggy wool trousers tucked into boots; a long, straight bronze sword hung from his belt. The other warrior in the chariot and its driver might have been poured into the same mold as he, save that one of them had sandy hair and mustache, the other blond.


Inside the smoky great hall, Diviciacus gulped down his first jack of ale, wiped his mouth on his sleeve, belched loudly, and said, “Sure and you’re after living up to the name you have for hospitality, lord Gerin, that /are.”


Gerin could take a hint. He filled the Trokmê’s drinking jack again, then said, “And what would Adiatunnus wish with me, pray?” The northern chieftain controlled several holdings a fair distance south and west of Fox Keep. Of all the Trokmoi who’d settled south of the Niffet, he was probably the most powerful, and the most adept at riding—and twisting—the swirling political currents of the northlands.


Diviciacus came to the point with barbarous directness: “Himself wants to know if you’re of a mind to join forces with him and squeeze the pimple called Aragis off the arse of mankind.”


“Does he?” Gerin said. In a way, that was logical: Aragis blocked Gerin’s ambitions no less than Adiatunnus’. In another way … “Why wouldn’t I be more likely to combine with a man of my own blood against an invader?”


“Adiatunnus says he reckons you reckon Aragis more a thorn in your side than his own self.” Diviciacus smiled at the subtlety of his chief’s reasoning, and indeed it was more subtle than most northerners could have produced. The envoy went on, “Forbye, he says that once the Archer is after being cut into catmeat, you can go your way and he his, with no need at all for the twain of ye to clomp heads like bull aurochs in rutting season.”


“He says that?” Gerin didn’t believe it would work so; he didn’t think Adiatunnus believed it, either. Which meant—


He was distracted from what it meant when Duren came in and said, “I’m bored, Papa. Play ball with me or something.”


“A fine bairn,” Diviciacus said. “He’d have, what—four summers on him?” At Gerin’s nod, the Trokmê also nodded, and went on, “Aye, he’s much of a size with my youngest but one, who has the same age.”


Gerin was so used to thinking of Trokmoi as warriors, as enemies, that he needed a moment to adjust to the notion of Diviciacus as a fond father. He supposed he shouldn’t have been taken aback; without fathers, the Trokmoi would have disappeared in a generation (and the lives of all the Elabonians north of the High Kirs would have become much easier). But it caught him by surprise all the same.


To Duren, he said, “I can’t play now. I’m talking with this man.” Duren stamped his foot and filled himself full of air, preparatory to letting out an angry screech. Gerin said, “Do you want my hand on your backside?” Duren deflated; his screech remained unhowled. Convinced his father meant what he said, Duren went off to look for amusement somewhere else.


“Good on you for training him to respect his elders, him still so small and all,” Diviciacus said. “Now tell me straight how you fancy the notion of your men and those of Adiatunnus grinding Aragis between ’em like wheat in the quern.”


“It has possibilities.” Gerin didn’t want to say no straight out, for fear of angering Adiatunnus and of giving him the idea of throwing in with Aragis instead. The Fox reckoned Aragis likely to be willing to combine with the Trokmê against his own holdings; no ties of blood or culture would keep Aragis from doing what seemed advantageous to him.


“Possibilities, is it? And what might that mean?” Diviciacus demanded.


It was a good question. Since Gerin found himself without a good answer, he temporized: “Let me take counsel with some of my vassals. Stay the night here if you care to; eat with us, drink more ale—by Dyaus I swear no harm will come to you in Fox Keep. Come the morning, I’ll give you my answer.”


“I’m thinking you’d say aye straight out if aye was in your heart,” Diviciacus said dubiously. “Still, let it be as you wish. I’ll stay a bit, so I will, and learn what you’ll reply. But I tell you straight out, you’ll befool me with none o’ the tricks that earned you your ekename.”


Since persuading the Trokmê not to leave at once in high dudgeon was one of those tricks, the Fox maintained a prudent silence. He suspected Diviciacus and his comrades would use the day to empty as many jars of ale as they could. Better ale spilled than blood, he told himself philosophically.


Fand came in, wearing the silver-and-jet brooch just above her left breast. Diviciacus’ eyes clung to her. “My leman,” Gerin said pointedly.


That recalled to Diviciacus the reason he’d come. “If you’ve allied with us so, why not on the field of war?” he said, hope for success in his mission suddenly restored.


“As I said, talk it over with my men and tell you in the morning what I’ve decided.” Gerin went out to the courtyard, where Van was practicing thrusts and parries with a heavy spear taller than he was. The outlander, for all his size, moved so gracefully that he made the exercise seem more a dance than preparation for war.


When Gerin told him what Adiatunnus had proposed, he scowled and shook his head. “Making common cause with the Trokmê would but turn him into a grander threat than Aragis poses.”


“My thought was the same,” Gerin answered. “I wanted to see if you saw anything on the other side to change my mind.” Van shook his head again and went back to his thrusts and parries.


Gerin put the same question to Drago. The Bear’s response was simpler “No way in any of the five hells I want to fight on the same side with the Trokmoi. I’ve spent too much time tryin’ to kill them buggers.” That made Gerin pluck thoughtfully at his beard. Even had he been inclined to strike the bargain with Adiatunnus, his vassals might not have let him.


He went looking for Rihwin to get one more view. Before he found him, the lookout called, “Another man approaches in a wagon.”


“Great Dyaus, three sets of visitors in a day,” Gerin exclaimed. Sometimes no one from outside his holding came to Fox Keep for ten days, or twenty. Trade—indeed, traffic of any sort—had fallen off since the northlands went their own way not only did epidemic petty warfare keep traffic off the roads, but baronies more and more either made do with what they could produce themselves or did without.


“Who comes?” called a warrior up on the palisade.


“I am a minstrel, Tassilo by name,” came the reply—in, sure enough, a melodious tenor. “I would sing for my supper, a bed for the night, and whatever other generosity your gracious lord might see fit to provide.”


Tassilo? Gerin stood stock-still, his hands balling into fists. The minstrel had sung down at the keep of Elise’s father, Ricolf the Red, the night before she went off with Gerin rather than letting herself be wed to Wolfar of the Axe. Just hearing Tassilo’s name, and his voice, brought those memories, sweet and bitter at the same time, welling up in the Fox. He was anything but anxious to listen to Tassilo again.


But all the men who heard the minstrel name himself cried out with glee: “Songs tonight, by Dyaus!” “Maybe he’ll have ones we’ve not heard.” “A lute to listen to—that’ll be sweet.”


Hearing that, Gerin knew he could not send the man away. For his retainers, entertainment they didn’t have to make themselves was rare and precious. If that entertainment made him wince, well, he’d endured worse. Sighing, he said, “The minstrel is welcome. Let him come in.”


When Tassilo got down from his light wagon, he bowed low to the Fox. “Lord prince, we’ve met before, I think. At Ricolf’s holding, was it not? The circumstances, as I recall, were irregular.” The minstrel stuck his tongue in the side of his cheek.


“Irregular, you say? Aye, there’s a good word for it. That’s the business of a minstrel, though, isn’t it?—coming up with words, I mean.” Being moderately skilled in that line himself, Gerin respected those who had more skill at it than he. He eyed Tassilo. “Curious you’ve not visited Fox Keep since.”


“I fled south when the Trokmoi swarmed over the Niffet, lord prince, and I’ve spent most of my time since then down by the High Kirs,” Tassilo answered. He had an open, friendly expression and looked as much like a fighting man as a singer, with broad shoulders and a slim waist. In the northlands, any traveling man had to be a warrior as well, if he wanted to live to travel far.


“What brought you north again, then?” Gerin asked.


“A baron’s daughter claimed I got her with child. I don’t think I did, but he believed her. I thought a new clime might prove healthier after that.”


Gerin shrugged. He had no daughter to worry about. He said, “The men look forward to your performance tonight.” Lying a little, he added, “Having heard you those years ago, so do I.” The minstrel could sing and play, no doubt about that. The Fox’s memories were not Tassilo’s fault.


After a few more pleasantries, Gerin strode out over the drawbridge and headed for the peasant village a few hundred yards away. Chickens and pigs and skinny dogs foraged among round huts of wattle and daub whose thatched conical roofs projected out far enough to hold the rain away from the walls. Children too young to work in the fields stared at Gerin as he tramped up the muddy lane that ran through the middle of the village.


He stuck his head into Besant Big-Belly’s hut, which was little different from any of the others. The headman wasn’t there, but his wife, a scrawny woman named Marsilia, sat on a wooden stool spinning wool into thread. She said, “Lord, if you’re after my man, he’s out weeding the garden.”


The garden was on the outskirts of the village. Sure enough, Besant was there, plucking weeds from a patch of vetch. Not only did he have a big belly, he had a big backside, too, which at the moment stuck up in the air. Resisting the urge to kick it, Gerin barked, “Why have you been blowing the horn with the sun only halfway down the sky?”


Besant jerked as if Gerin had kicked him after all. He whirled around, scrambling awkwardly to his feet “L-lord Gerin,” he stuttered. “I didn’t hear you come up.”


“If you don’t want more unexpected visits, make sure you work the full day,” Gerin answered. “We’ll all be hungrier come winter for your slacking now.”


Besant gave Gerin a resentful stare. He was a tubby, sloppy-looking man of about fifty in homespun colorless save for dirt and stains here and there. “I shall do as you say, lord prince,” he mumbled. “The ghosts have been bad of late, though.”


“Feed them more generously, then, or throw more wood on the nightfires,” Gerin said. “You’ve no need to hide in your houses from an hour before sunset to an hour past dawn.”


Besant nodded but still looked unhappy. The trouble was, he and Gerin needed each other. Without the serfs, Gerin and his vassal barons would starve. That much Besant Big-Belly knew. But without the barons, the little villages of farmers would be at the mercy of Trokmoi and bandits: peasants with pitchforks and scythes could not stand against chariots and bronze armor and spears and swords. The headman did his best to ignore that half of the bargain.


Gerin said, “Remember, I’ll be listening to hear when you blow the horn come evening.” He waited for Besant to nod again, then walked off to see how the village fared.


The gods willing, he thought, the harvest would be good. Wheat for bread, oats for horses and oatmeal, barley for ale, rye for variety, beans, peas, squashes: all grew well under the warm sun. So did row on row of turnips and parsnips, cabbage and kale, lettuce and spinach. Gardens held vetch, onions, melde, radishes, garlic, and medicinal herbs like henbane.


Some fields stood vacant, the grass there lengthening for haymaking. Cattle and sheep grazed all the way out to the edge of the trees in others. A couple of lambs butted heads. “They might as well be barons,” Gerin murmured to himself.


The peasants were hard at it as usual: weeding like Besant, repairing wooden fences to keep the animals where they belonged, unbaling straw to repair a leaky roof—all the myriad tasks that kept the village going. Gerin stopped to talk with a few of the serfs. Most seemed content enough. As overlords went, he was a mild one, and they knew it.


He spent more time in the village than he’d intended; the sun was already sinking toward the treetops when he headed back to Fox Keep. No, Besant won’t blow the horn early tonight, not with me here so long, he thought. We’ll have to see about tomorrow.


When he returned to the castle, the cooks were full of praise for the way Otes son of Engelers had fixed half a dozen pots. The Fox nodded approvingly. The large sale the jeweler had made to Fand (or rather, to Van) hadn’t kept him from doing the other half of his job. On seeing Otes himself, Gerin invited him to stay for supper and pass the night in the great hall. By the way he grinned and promptly accepted, the neat little man had been expecting that.


In the great hall, Tassilo was fitting a new string to his lute and plucking at it to put it in proper tune. Duren watched him in pop-eyed fascination. “I want to learn to do that, Papa!” he said.


“Maybe you will one day,” Gerin said. Stored away somewhere was a lute he’d had as a boy. He’d never been much good with it, but who could say what his son might accomplish?


After supper, Tassilo showed what he could do. “In honor of my host,” he said, “I shall give you some of the song of Gerin and the dreadful night when all the moons turned full together.” He struck a plangent chord from the lute and began.


Gerin, who had lived through that dreadful night five years before, recognized little of it from the minstrel’s description. Much of that had to do with the way Tassilo composed his song. He didn’t create it afresh from nothing; that would have overtaxed even the wits of Lekapenos, the great Sithonian epic poet.


Instead, like Lekapenos, Tassilo put his song together from stock bits and pieces of older ones. Some of those were just for the sake of sound and meter; the Fox quickly got used to hearing himself called “gallant Gerin” every time his name was mentioned. It saved Tassilo, or any other poet, the trouble of having to come up with a new epithet every time he was mentioned in the story.


And some of the pieces of old songs were ones Gerin had heard before, and which didn’t perfectly fit the tale Tassilo was telling now. The bits about battling the Trokmoi went back to his boyhood, and likely to his grandfather’s boyhood as well. But that too was part of the convention. More depended on the way the minstrel fit the pieces together than on what those pieces were.


All the same, Gerin leaned over to Van and said, “One thing I remember that Tassilo isn’t saying anything about is how bloody frightened I was.”


“Ah, but you’re not a person to him, not really,” Van replied. “You’re gallant Gerin the hero, and how could gallant Gerin be afraid, even with every werebeast in the world trying to tear his throat out?”


“At the time, it was easy,” Gerin said, which won a laugh from Van. He’d been through the werenight with Gerin. “Bold Van,” Tassilo called him, which was true enough, but he hadn’t been immune to fear, either.


And yet, the rest of Tassilo’s audience ate up the song. Drago the Bear, who’d gone through his own terrors that night, pounded on the table and cheered to hear how Gerin had surmounted his: it might not have been true, but it sounded good. Duren hung on Tassilo’s every word, long after the time he should have been asleep in bed.


Even the Trokmoi, whose fellows had been on the point of putting an end to Gerin when the chaos of the werenight saved him, listened avidly to the tale of their people’s discomfiture. Well-turned phrases and songs of battle were enough to gladden them, even if they came out on the losing side.


Tassilo paused to drink ale. Diviciacus said to Gerin, “Give me your answer now, Fox, dear. I’ve not the patience to wait for morning.”


Gerin sighed. “It must be no.”


“I thought as much,” the Trokmê said. “Yes is simple, but no needs disguises. You’ll be after regretting it.”


“So will your chief, if he quarrels with me,” the Fox answered. “Tell him as much.” Diviciacus glared but nodded.


When Gerin, who was yawning himself, tried to pick up Duren and carry him off to bed, his son yelled and cried enough to make the Fox give it up as a bad job. If Duren wanted to fall asleep in the great hall listening to songs, he’d let him get away with it this once. Gerin yawned again. He was tired, whether Duren was or not. With a wave to Tassilo, he headed for his bedchamber.


What with Fand and Van in the next room, the noise up there proved almost as loud as what the minstrel made, and even more distracting. Gerin tossed and turned and grumbled and, just when he finally was on the point of dropping off, got bitten on the cheek by a mosquito. He mashed the bug, but that woke him up again. He lay there muttering to himself until at last he did fall asleep.


Because of that, the sun was a quarter of the way up the sky when he came back down to the great hall. Van, who was just finishing a bowl of porridge, laughed at him: “See the slugabed!”


“I’d have gotten to sleep sooner if someone I know hadn’t been making such a racket next door,” Gerin said pointedly.


Van laughed louder. “Make any excuse you like. You outslept your guests, no matter what. All three lots of them are long gone.”


“They want to get in as much travel as they can while the sun’s in the sky. I’d do the same in their boots.” Gerin looked around. “Where’s Duren?”


“I thought he was with you, Captain,” Van said. “Didn’t you take him up to bed the way you usually do?”


“No, he wanted to listen to Tassilo some more.” Gerin dipped up a bowl of porridge from the pot over the fire, raised it to his mouth. After he swallowed, he said, “He’s probably out in the courtyard, making mischief.”


In the courtyard he found Drago the Bear pouring a bucket of well water over the head of Rihwin the Fox. Both of them looked as if they’d seen the bottoms of their drinking jacks too many times the night before.


“No, I’ve not seen the boy all morning,” Drago said when Gerin asked him.


“Nor I,” the dripping Rihwin said. He added, “If he made as much noise as small boys are in the habit of doing, I’d remember seeing him … painfully.” His eyes were tracked with red. Yes, he’d hurt himself last night.


Gerin frowned. “That’s—odd.” He raised his voice. “Duren!” He put two fingers in his mouth, let out along, piercing whistle that made Rihwin and Drago flinch.


His son knew he was supposed to come no matter what when he heard that call. He also wasn’t supposed to go by himself too far from Castle Fox to hear it. Wolves and longtooths and other wild beasts roamed the woods. So, sometimes, did wild men.


But Duren did not come. Now Gerin began to worry. Maybe, he thought, the boy had gone off to the peasant village. He’d done that alone once or twice, and got his backside heated for it. But often a boy needed a lot of such heatings before he got the idea. Gerin remembered he had, when he was small.


He walked over to the village, ready to thunder like Dyaus when he found his son. But no one there had seen Duren, either. A cold wind of dread in his belly, Gerin went back to Castle Fox. He sent men out in all directions, beating the bushes and calling Duren’s name. They came back scratched by thorns and stung by wasps, but without the boy.


Duren was missing.




II


Gerin paced between the benches in the great hall, making Rihwin and Van and Drago move out of the way. “One of those three must have snatched him,” he said: “Diviciacus or Tassilo or Otes. I can’t believe Duren would go wandering off where we couldn’t find him, not of his own accord.”


“If you’re right, Captain, we’ve eaten up a lot of the day looking around here,” Van said.


“I know,” Gerin answered unhappily. “I’ll go out and send others in chariots as well, even so; if Dyaus and the other gods are kind, one of us will catch up with our—guests.” He spat the last word. Guest-friendship was sacred; those who violated it could expect a long, unhappy time in the afterlife. Unfortunately, though, fear of that didn’t paralyze all rogues.


“Who’d want to steal a little boy?” Drago the Bear growled. His big hands moved in the air as if closing round a neck.


Gerin’s more agile wits had already started pursuing that one. “Diviciacus might, to give Adiatunnus a hold on me,” he said “I don’t think Adiatunnus would have ordered it—who could guess ahead of time if the chance would come up?—but I don’t think he’d turn down a gift like that if it fell into his lap.”


“Duren might give him a hold for now, but he’d get nothing but grief from you later,” Van said.


“Aye, but since I turned him down for a joint move on Aragis, he’s liable to think he’d get only grief from me anyhow,” the Fox answered, thinking, He’s liable to be right, too. Aloud, he went on, “Speaking of Aragis, Otes the jeweler came from his lands. And Aragis might not turn down a hold on me, either.”


“You’re right there, too,” Drago said, making more choking motions.


“You’re leaving out Tassilo,” Van said.


“I know.” Gerin kicked aside a dog-gnawed bone. “I can’t think of any reason he’d want to harm me.”


“I can,” Rihwin the Fox said.


“Can you indeed?” Gerin said, surprised. “What is it?”


Rihwin coughed; his smoothly handsome face went a couple of shades pinker than usual. “You’ll recall, lord, that when last you made the acquaintance of this Tassilo, I was in the process of, ah, disqualifying myself from marrying the fair Elise. I hadn’t tasted wine in too long, you understand.”


“Disgracing yourself is more like it,” Van said, blunt as usual. Gloriously drunk, Rihwin had stood on his head on a table at Ricolf the Red’s and kicked his legs in the air … while wearing a southern-style toga and no drawers.


He coughed again. “Perhaps your word is more accurate, friend Van, though not calculated to make me feel better about the incident or myself. Be that as it may, I resume: Elise having found you no more to her taste, lord Gerin, than her father did me, she might possibly have engaged the services of this minstrel to rape away the boy for her to raise.”


Gerin bit down on that like a man whose teeth closed on a worm in an apple. Ever since Elise left him, he’d done his best not to think about her; whenever he did, it hurt. He had no idea where in the northlands she was, whether she was still with the horse doctor with whom she’d gone away, or even whether she still lived. But what Rihwin said made enough sense that he had to ask himself those questions now.


Slowly, he answered, “Aye, you’re right, worse luck; that could be so.” He plucked at his beard as he weighed odds. “I still think the Trokmoi are likeliest to have stolen Duren, so Van and I will go southwest after them. Which way did Tassilo fare?”


“West, toward the holding of Schild Stoutstaff, or that’s where he told the gate crew he was heading,” Drago answered.


Gerin grunted. If Tassilo had Duren with him, he might well have lied about his chosen direction. Or he might not have. Schild had been the leading vassal to Wolfar of the Axe. He wasn’t a deadly foe to Gerin, as Wolfar had been, but he was no great friend, either. Though he’d acknowledged the Fox his suzerain after Gerin killed Wolfar, he forgot that whenever convenient He might shelter Tassilo, or at least grant him safe passage.


“All right, Rihwin,” Gerin said. “You ride west to Schild’s border, and past it if his guards give you leave. If they don’t—” He paused for effect “Tell them they, and their overlord, will have cause to regret it.”


Rihwin nodded. “As you say.”


“Now, Otes,” Gerin said.


Again, Drago answered: “He said he was heading east along the Emperor’s Highway, to see if Hagop son of Hovan had tinker’s work for him. He didn’t think he’d sell Hagop much in the way of jewelry: ‘skinflint’ was the word he used, I think.”


“For Hagop, it’s a good one,” Gerin said judiciously. “All right, you go after him, then.”


“I’ll do that, lord,” Drago said, and strode out of the great hall. Gerin was as sure as if his eyes could follow that Drago was heading for the stables to hitch his team to his chariot, and that he’d ride out after Otes the minute the job was done. To Drago, the world was a simple place. His liege lord had given him an order, so he would follow it. Gerin sometimes wished he couldn’t see all the complications in the world around him, either.


Van said, “You’ll want me to ride with you, eh, Captain? We’ll need a driver as well, if we’re to take on Diviciacus and his friends on even terms.”


“You’re right on both counts,” Gerin said. He thought about adding another chariot and three-man team of warriors, too, but decided against it. Van was worth a couple of ordinary men in a fight, and the Fox did not denigrate his own skill with his hands. And Raffo Redblade, who’d been driving for them for years, hadn’t earned his ekename by running from fights. The Fox added, “And we’ll send Widin Simrin’s son south to ask what Aragis knows. Van, find him—he’ll be in the court yard somewhere—and get him moving, too.”


The decision made, Gerin took his armor down from the wall and put it on: bronze greaves first, then leather cuirass faced with scales of bronze, and last of all a plain pot of a helmet. None of it was polished; none of it looked the least bit fancy—the Fox left that to Van. But his own gear was sound. It did what he wanted it to do: it edged and pointed metal from splitting his flesh. As far as he was concerned, nothing else mattered.


He slung his quiver over his shoulder, took down his bow, and then grabbed his shield. That was a yard-wide disk of leather and wood, with bronze edging to keep swordstrokes from chewing it up.


Most Elabonian warriors had gear much like the Fox’s. Some men went in for gold or silver ornamentation, but he wanted nothing of the sort: curlicues and inlays could catch and hold a point, while rich armor made a man a special target on the battlefield.


With his outlandish armor, Van of the Strong Arm was always a target on the battlefield, but no one yet had been able to strip his crested helm and two-piece corselet from him. Along with his spear, he carried a sword, a mace, and several daggers. He was also a fine archer, but did not use the bow in combat, affecting to despise slaying foes from afar as unmanly.


“Foolishness,” Gerin said, as he had many times before. “As long as you’re alive and the other fellow isn’t, nothing else matters. You get no points for style, not in war you don’t.”


Van brandished his spear. “Captain, that’s never been a problem.” His grin showed only a couple of broken teeth, more evidence (as if more were needed) he was more dangerous with weapons in hand than anyone he’d run up against.


Practical as usual, Gerin went into the kitchens and filled a leather sack with twice-baked bread that would keep indefinitely (and that needed someone with good teeth to eat it) and strips of smoked mutton even tougher than the bread. If he had to fight from the chariot, the sack would go over the side. If he didn’t, he and Van and Raffo could travel for a few days without worrying about supplies.


Gerin shouldered the bag and carried it out to the stables. Raffo, a gangling young man with pimples along the margin of his beard, looked up from hitching the horses to either side of the chariot shaft. “Be good to get out on the road, lord Gerin,” he said, getting the animals into the double yoke and securing them to the shaft with straps that ran around the front of their necks.
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