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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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CHAPTER ONE


Tathrin


The City of Vanam, Northern Ensaimin,


Spring Equinox Festival, Third Day, Evening


HE STOOD STILL in the midst of the chaos. Fear threw his wits into utter confusion, robbing his legs of any strength.


“Make way! Make way!”


Voices bellowed, brutal with panic. Festival garlands of green leaves and spring flowers were knocked from doors and cornices to be crushed underfoot.


Sweat beaded Tathrin’s forehead. His heart was racing, breath catching painfully in his throat. He felt as if he were choking.


This was how it had been when the gutters had run red and the agonies of the dying had echoed around the houses. Their cries had mingled with the murderous exultation of their assailants, so it was impossible to know which way to run for safety, or which way would take you straight onto the killers’ sword-points.


Men and women, old and young, fought blindly to outstrip the others. There was simply no escape from the fleeing crowd confined between the tall wood and brick houses. Screams of pain pierced the hubbub. Tathrin saw a burly man trip on a loose cobblestone and fall to be trampled by uncaring boots.


A glimpse of a woman’s stockings, petticoats hitched high as she jumped over the fallen man, recalled the dreadful sights he’d seen. The sobbing girl cradling the half-severed head of her lover, her brother or merely some friend. Whoever he had been, her skirts were sodden with his lifeblood, her bare legs exposed for all to see.


Hooves scraped on the cobbles. Horsemen were coming.


He’d seen what mounted warriors could do. Riding down the helpless and unarmed townsfolk, slashing at unprotected heads and shoulders with their heavy swords. Driving their frenzied steeds to trample those lying injured in the open. The leader’s white mount had been splashed with so much blood it had looked like a painted sorrel.


He had to move. Blindly struggling, he fought his way up the sloping street, away from the approaching riders. A vicious elbow dug into his ribs and a hobnailed shoe scraped down his anklebone, the sudden pain excruciating.


The only way to escape their murderous rampage was to find some recess too deep for their swords to reach, some alleyway so narrow that even their whip-scarred horses would baulk at entering it.


Dread lending strength to his already impressive height, Tathrin forced a path to the dubious shelter offered by the overhang of a house’s upper floors. As soon as he reached it, though, he regretted the choice. Now he was trapped, the carved wood of the frontage digging painfully into his back.


“Saedrin save us!”


Two women shrieked hysterically, grabbing for their children as the swirling confusion of the crowd threatened to tear them apart. One of them, a little maid, wailed, her festival dress torn and fouled. Tathrin would have gone to help them but he couldn’t move, crushed as he was against the building.


Saedrin had saved precious few before. The mounted mercenaries had shown the shrine of even the greatest of gods no respect. Throwing blazing torches in among those who’d vainly sought shelter there, the murderous scum had slammed the door and barred it shut. Every last person inside had died, their charred corpses crushed amid the funeral urns of their forebears when the shrine’s roof had collapsed.


He heard a horse’s whinny rise above some bestial noise halfway between a snarl and a squeal.


“Fair festival and Trimon’s grace, if you please.” A robust townsman and his wife, both too stout and too canny to succumb to unnecessary alarm, pushed past, arms linked as they made their way composedly up the street.


Others who’d been braving the muck of the cobbles joined those crowding the paved walk in front of shops and taverns. Tathrin finally saw what was happening.


“Make way for Talagrin’s hunters!”


Cheerful voices shouted appeals in the hunting god’s name. Their exuberant horns were deafening.


“Go shit on your own doorstep!” a surly householder shouted from an upper window, prompting laughter and agreement from the crowd.


A half-grown russet pig was running up the sloping street, two men on horses harrying it with lances. Already bleeding from gashes on its shoulders and hindquarters, the infuriated beast was unable to decide where to attack first.


“Get back! Get back!”


Budding sprigs of ash pinned to their tunics, hunters on foot rushed up to level sturdier spears and make an impromptu barrier between the infuriated beast and the jostling crowd. Others stood ready, their broad blades pointing downwards.


“You kill the beast and welcome, but don’t you leave blood and guts spread all over here,” a stern matron warned belligerently from her doorstep, “bringing rats and dogs to plague us!”


Some onlookers were cheering. More were still doing their best to leave the perilous hunt behind. Even a young pig could inflict murderous injuries.


Squealing with fury, the pig lunged, only for the nearest sweating horse to dance nimbly aside. The second hunter took his chance and stabbed at the pig’s rump. The tormented beast whirled around, screaming with ear-splitting ferocity. The hunter wrenched his mount’s head sideways to urge it out of the way. Bloody foam dripped from the horse’s mouth as it half-jumped, half-stumbled on the slippery cobbles. The first hunter dug his spurs into his steed’s sweating flanks. As the pig charged, he drove his lance deep between its neck and its bristling shoulders.


A cheer of relief went up as the pig fell, thrashing and squealing. One of the foot-hunters hurried up to dispatch the hapless animal with a thrust to the heart.


“Fair festival!” The first hunter waved his bloody lance exuberantly. “Fresh meat for the paupers’ feast at the shrine of Ostrin!”


The cheers grew more enthusiastic as the crowd flowed back into the street.


Tathrin didn’t feel the carved wooden post digging into his shoulder. He wasn’t hearing the hunters’ congratulations. Shrieks and curses and dying pleas still echoed in his ears. The scent of men’s lives spilled out across a little town’s market square filled his nostrils, not the mingled sweat and perfumes of this sprawling city’s holiday crowd.


Instead of the hunters’ jerkins bright with new ash leaves, Tathrin saw ragged leather tunics and chain mail clotted with muck and blood. He had cowered behind a stinking privy as the riders had passed by. Stained rags bound gashes on their arms, their legs, even their heads, but none of them seemed to care. All with their naked swords still gory in their hands, any one of them would still have killed him as soon as look at him. All he had been able to do was hide like a frightened child.


“Tathrin! Stay there, lad!”


Master Wyess’s triangular black velvet cap headed towards him, fighting against the flow of people. If Wyess was a head shorter than Tathrin, he was broader in the shoulder and made short work of clearing a path.


At least being taller than most meant he was easy to spot in a crowd, Tathrin thought numbly. But he could not have moved even if no one had been standing in his way. Recollection of that earlier slaughter still paralysed him.


“Come on, lad, let’s try a different route.” The burly merchant puffed as he reached him.


Tathrin clenched his fists to stop his hands shaking. Why had this hunt brought back memories he’d taken such pains to stifle? He hadn’t even dreamed of that appalling day for more than a year.


“No harm done and that’s one less hog menacing the streets.” Wyess’s voice slowed, concerned. “Lad? Are you all right? You’re as white as my lady’s linen.”


“Yes.” Tathrin cleared his throat. “Yes, Master. I’m fine.”


“Let’s get there before all the good wine’s drunk, then.” Wyess urged him back down the sloping street.


Tathrin was about to ask why they were retracing their steps. Belatedly he saw that the way ahead was blocked by the hunters and their horses. Some of the householders had emerged to castigate the men trying to lash the pig’s trotters together before slinging it on a spear for carrying triumphantly away. As he turned and followed Wyess, he swallowed, trying to ease the dryness in his throat. The shivers running down his back were slow to fade.


He looked up. With every storey of Vanam’s tall houses built out further into the streets than the one below, only the barest strip of twilight sky was visible above. Torches already burned in nearby brackets. With the Lesser Moon absent and the Greater Moon rapidly shrinking through its last handful of days, this festival’s nights were dark ones. The flames struck a gleam from the golden brooch on Master Wyess’s hat.


“This way.” Wyess caught Tathrin’s elbow to draw him into an alleyway. There was no gainsaying him. The merchant was still strong enough to wrestle the barrels of furs in his warehouse should the need arise.


The cutting between two buildings might originally have been wide enough for two men to pass each other. Now Tathrin found his shoulders brushing plastered walls on both sides where the wooden-framed houses had warped and settled so closely together over the generations.


They reached a small courtyard with darkened windows looking down on three sides. In a door’s recess on the far side, Tathrin saw shadows surround a candle lantern. Pewter clinked and a girl’s giggles gave the lie to her coy protests. Not love, just festival’s passing pretence of devotion. Such sweet nonsense wouldn’t silence the echoes of distant death still ringing in Tathrin’s head. He knew. He’d tried.


“Still got your purse and your ring?” Wyess pounded loudly on a solid wooden gate set in the wall on the fourth side of the courtyard. “Mind them both. The city’s full of thieves at festival and any number could be drinking in here.”


That prosaic reminder recalled more immediate concerns. Tathrin felt the solid silver of his scholar’s ring secure on his finger and the discreet lump of his purse belted not merely inside his doublet but within his shirt. “Yes, sir.”


A hatch in the wooden gate slid open. “Who’s knocking?” someone growled in the darkness beyond.


“Lastel Wyess.”


“Fair festival to you, Master.”


The unseen voice turned cheery and Tathrin heard the bolts withdrawn.


“Come to drink Raeponin’s health?” A grizzled man with a hefty cudgel opened the gate.


“Not tonight.” Wyess shook a coin out of his glove and tossed it to the porter. “My compliments to Master Avin, but we’re just cutting through.”


As Tathrin followed Wyess through the narrow garden and into a paved yard, the damp scents of brick and soil were the closest he’d come to a breath of fresh air all day. The quiet after the cacophony of the festival streets prompted happier memories of peaceful days at home. He gathered his wits, resolutely setting aside the pig’s death and the unwelcome recollections it had forced on him. “Master, where are we?”


“Taking the back way into the Dancing Stoat.” Wyess laid a hand on the latch of a door. “Start learning your way around the back alleys of the lower town.” He turned to wag a finger at him. “Make some friends among the lesser classes, especially among our countrymen. I’m relying on you.”


“I know, Master.” Tathrin found it ironic. He’d spent two years striving to soften his Lescari accent, finding it so often disdained by the university’s mentors. Then he had completed his studies and been forced to look for employment, and his despised birthplace had proved to be as much of an asset in Wyess’s eyes as his proficiency with mathematics.


Although Wyess’s own voice no longer betrayed his Lescari origins. Did he ever think of whatever family he had left behind? Tathrin wondered. Did he recall the constant fear and uncertainty? The quarter days when paying the ducal levies meant everyone going hungry to bed? There were no festival feasts for paupers in Lescar.


But who was he to judge Wyess? How many days went past when he barely spared a thought for his own mother and father, for his sisters? Ashamed, Tathrin hurried through the busy kitchen after the merchant.


The noise in the vast taproom struck him like a physical blow. Every conversation seemed to be trying to outdo the ones on either side. Rune stones were cast in trios across the scarred tables, gamblers shouting blessings to Halcarion or pained laments that the fickle goddess’s favour had deserted them.


“Fair festival! Come and join us!” Cries of delight from all sides greeted Wyess. Gesturing hands invited him to sit, brandished flagons slopping incautious ale.


“Fair dealings and Raeponin’s blessings!”


As far as Tathrin could see, Wyess acknowledged every hail with a cheery smile and a wave. The merchant didn’t slow, though, as he threaded through the crowded tables and benches. They soon emerged onto the wide thoroughfare in front of the tavern.


Tathrin took a moment to orientate himself. As the lower town sprawled around the great lake’s margin, it wasn’t always easy to see the slope of the land towards the water. It had been much simpler when he was living in the upper town. Streets either had to scale the undulating hills or bridge the steep gullies between them.


“That’s saved us fighting through the crush around Misaen’s shrine,” Wyess said with satisfaction, straightening his hat, “but you do need to visit the booksellers before the end of festival. Buy a good book of maps and start making notes in it. A sound one, mind. The cheap ones are only good for wiping your arse.”


“Yes, Master.” Tathrin focused resolutely on the challenges that lay ahead this evening. He mustn’t let anyone think him a fool, even if his two years at the university hadn’t given him half the knowledge he was going to need in Master Wyess’s fur-trading business. These first two days in the merchant’s employ had already taught him that much.


How could Vanam’s scholars be so wilfully ignorant? Granted, they grudgingly respected their rival university in the southern city-state of Col and acknowledged some of the learned societies in Selerima and Drede. Beyond that, the mentors largely ignored the towns threaded along the high roads. Unless one of them happened to be the birthplace of some particularly notable scholar.


Whereas even the junior clerks in Wyess’s counting-house could list every trader’s speciality, not just in the major towns like Peorle and Drede, but in every remote corner of this vast region between the western forests and those countries to the east that had once made up the long-fallen Old Tormalin Empire. At least, that’s what it felt like to Tathrin. Furthermore, as they laboured for the master merchants, those apprentices so scorned by the scholars of the upper town learned to cannily negotiate the complex web of obligation and alliance connecting the Guilds in Vanam with trading partners everywhere. And how to judge the likely outcome of a prospective business deal.


At least that was something Tathrin had learned from his father. A good innkeeper gets the measure of a man inside a few moments. But he was starting to wish he’d had the leisure to spend more time in the lower town when he was studying at the university. Then he might not have felt at such a disadvantage at that moment.


“Write down everything you’ve heard when we get home tonight, before you go to sleep.” Wyess shot Tathrin a glance as a coach rattled past. “We’ll discuss your notes tomorrow and I’ll tell you what you’ve missed.”


“Thank you.” Tathrin recalled one of the other clerks assuring him that Wyess would examine him as closely as any of the mentors he’d studied under. Only the merchant’s tests could happen at any time, not just at the quarter-year festivals, and mostly without notice.


As they crossed the high road something stung him sharply on the cheek. As he slapped a startled hand to his face, more pale missiles pattered on his chest and fell to the ground.


“Enough!” Wyess waved a hand at some giggling boys clutching lengths of reed. He chuckled as he tossed them a handful of halved and quartered pennies. “I take it there are no rains of peas at this season back home.”


“No one would be so wasteful,” Tathrin said curtly. Nor could anyone afford to discard cut-pieces, even if the Vanamese scorned tokens of such slight value.


Wyess halted and laid a hand on the younger man’s arm. “Have you truly never come down to the lower town for any festival?”


“No, Master, on my honour.” Tathrin cleared his throat. “The university prefects advise students to keep to the upper town.”


“Short of a riot that gives them the excuse to lock the citadel gates, they can hardly insist.” Wyess regarded Tathrin for a moment. “So you were a student who abided by the prefecture’s wishes.” He started walking again, chuckling. “That must make you as rare as a fox with no taste for ducks.”


“I travelled home for any festival I could.” Which was true, even if he’d only ever got home for Winter Solstice. It took him all year to save up the price of a seat on a courier’s coach.


The merchant nodded. “Ah, yes, of course you’d want to see your family.”


Tathrin hoped the shadows hid the colour rising from his collar. He didn’t like being less than honest with Wyess, but telling him the full truth would mean questions, and avoiding awkward answers could mean lying outright and he really didn’t want to do that.


“Scented hair powders.” As the street broadened into a marketplace, peddlers eased their laden trays through the crowds. Horns and drums sounded above the din of the milling throng, different tunes rising and falling, competing with exuberant snatches of song.


“Ribbons and combs.” A huckster planted herself in front of Wyess. Her hair was ornately dressed to display the wares in her basket. “A fairing for your lady?”


“Not today,” Wyess said courteously.


Tathrin recalled the other clerks’ gossip as they combed their hair and polished their shoe-buckles. If he’d thought they might envy him, the newcomer, for having this duty as Master Wyess’s attendant tonight, he’d soon learned different. The other clerks had very different amusements in mind. His gaze followed the huckster as she accosted another prospective customer.


“Ribbons and combs is all that she’s selling, in case you’re wondering,” Wyess commented. “If you’re fancying a touch of lace, don’t go looking for it on the streets, especially not at festival time. I can introduce you to an accommodation house with nice clean girls.”


“No, Master.” Embarrassed, Tathrin tried to explain. “I was just thinking I might buy some ribbons for my sisters.”


He should have thought of that sooner, he chided himself. If he hadn’t been so wrapped up in moving from his old lodging in the upper town to his new place in Master Wyess’s counting-house.


Wyess didn’t hear him, intent on pressing on. They soon reached the portico of the largest hall on the far side of the marketplace.


“Timing is the key to so many matters of trade, my lad.” The fur merchant looked up with satisfaction as the bells in the tower united to proclaim the first of the night’s ten hours. “Arrive too early at a gathering and people will think you don’t have enough business to occupy your time. Arriving late smacks of disorganisation, and no explanation for that will do you any credit.”


He shrugged to settle his mossy green mantle on his shoulders and smoothed the sable fur trimming the front. His amiable face turned serious.


“Now, lad, this gathering will be mostly those of us with Lescari blood. As a rule, we’ve left all those quarrels behind us, but sometimes wine reminds a man of old grudges. Think before you speak, and don’t give too much of yourself away.”


“Yes, Master.” Tathrin tugged at the hem of his new grey doublet to make sure it hadn’t ridden up to reveal his well-worn shirt.


The gates to the lower floors were all locked, the storerooms where visiting merchants could warehouse their goods securely barred. Only the stairway to the upper hall was open. A handful of Furriers’ Guild servants waited by the door, warming their hands over a blazing fire-basket.


“Master Wyess, Raeponin grant you fair festival.” The steward bowed low before studying Tathrin. “And this is…?”


Tathrin noted the quarterstaffs propped just inside the door. These men were ready to deter anyone keen to sample the Guild’s hospitality without an invitation.


“Tathrin Sayron, newly accepted into my counting-house,” Wyess said with satisfaction. “A scholar sealed by the university this last Winter Solstice.”


“Master Scholar.” The steward inclined his head.


“Fair festival to you.” Tathrin bowed.


Wyess started up the stairs as a coach drew to a halt behind them. “Right, let’s see who’s already here.”


Tathrin took a deep breath and followed.




CHAPTER TWO


Tathrin


The Furriers’ Guildhall, in the City of Vanam,


Spring Equinox Festival, Third Day, Evening


MOST OF THE merchants invited to this festival gathering apparently shared Wyess’s opinion about arriving nicely to time. As Tathrin reached the top of the broad stair opening onto the long hall, he saw that four other men and two shrewd-faced women had also just arrived. They were still handing their cloaks and gloves to their own attendants.


“Shall I take your hat, Master?”


“No, we’ll only forget to fetch it back at the end of the evening. Why do you think I said not to bother with a cloak?” Wyess was scanning the room. “Let’s see what we can learn before dinner’s served.”


If Wyess hadn’t told him this was an occasion for the Lescari living in the city to gather together, Tathrin would hardly have known it. All were dressed in Vanam fashions, few of the overlapping conversations betraying accents learned elsewhere.


As the merchant headed purposefully for a trio of richly dressed men, one of their attendants whispered in his master’s ear. The man broke off from whatever he was saying. “Wyess, it’s good to see you.”


“Fair festival, Malcot. How’s business in the cloth trade?” Wyess smiled and bowed, so Tathrin did the same.


The first merchant shrugged russet shoulders, his broadcloth mantle embroidered with scarlet. “Ask me when I know how many customers haven’t settled their accounts by the fifth day of festival.”


“Garvan, Kierst, fair festival.” Wyess looked at the other two men. “Any news you care to share?”


“I hear the ice has broken above Ferile,” a thin-faced individual in a black velvet robe observed.


Tathrin knew he must remember that. It meant that the first boatloads of raw skins would be coming down the river from the mountains. The stink of tanning and curing would soon hang over the city, reaching even the university’s lofty halls when the wind was in the wrong quarter.


“There’s talk of another levy for repairs on the roads around Hanchet, Trimon curse it.” The third man scowled. “Why aren’t the Hanchet Guilds bearing the cost? That’s what I’d like to know.”


“Spend a penny to earn a gold mark.” Malcot the cloth merchant was philosophical. “We can’t shift our goods if our wagons can’t roll.”


“We smiths will be paying,” the black-gowned man agreed.


So the man was a smith, but all manner of metal working was done in the city. What exactly was his trade, and what was his name? Tathrin tensed as he realised he didn’t remember it from Master Wyess’s greeting. He listened more closely.


“You can afford to, Garvan. You and Malcot make more profit than Wyess and I do with furs, wagon weight for wagon weight.” The dissatisfied man sniffed. “I shall be voting against it.”


His long nose was red with the thread-like veins that Tathrin’s father had warned him indicated an unwise drinker. He’d note that down against this man’s name. Kierst, he remembered that one.


“You get the better bargain trading towards Selerima, Wyess,” the disgruntled fur trader continued. “More than any of us who trade to the south and west. All those towns along the East Road know it’s in their best interests to keep the highway in good repair.”


“Wine, masters?” A Guild servant proffered a tray of goblets.


Tathrin waited to see the other three attendants each take one before doing so himself. As Wyess drank, Tathrin merely moistened his own lips. He wondered how he might go about learning the names of the other merchants’ attendants since they evidently weren’t going to be introduced.


“Aldabreshin glass.” Garvan, the black-clad smith who’d heard that the mountain rivers were flowing again, studied the elegant goblet. “Does anyone know what the Guilds of Col are planning to do about those accursed corsairs plaguing the Caladhrian coast? I had a half-share in a cargo that left the Archipelago last Summer Solstice. It was lost somewhere, never to be seen again.”


Tathrin listened carefully. He thought the smith was from Lescar, but whatever dialect coloured his words was so faint as to be unidentifiable.


“I hear the Justiciars are issuing licences to any privateer who can round up a ship and a crew,” Wyess commented. “There’s rumour the Guilds are planning to approach the Archmage, to ask him to send wizards to defend their waters.”


“You don’t have much to worry about,” sniffed Kierst, the fur merchant who was so unhappy with the notion of a road levy. “No corsair ship has ever yet come as far north as Col and that’s as far south as you trade.” He raised his glass and drained it.


Tathrin wondered how much the man had already drunk that evening. His accent wasn’t Lescari, nor yet of Vanam. Was he from one of the unschooled city-states like Friern, to which the university paid little heed for all the volume of their commerce?


“Rumour?” Garvan shook his head, his black hair sleek with perfumed oil. “I’ll believe in wizards getting their hands dirty when I see it.”


Malcot, the russet-clad cloth merchant, was more hopeful. “This Archmage has interested himself in mainland affairs more than most of his predecessors. He might be persuaded it’s in everyone’s interests to send those corsairs to the depths. Let them explain themselves to Dastennin.” He lifted his glass in a salute to the god of the sea.


“I’ll gladly see them all drowned,” Wyess agreed. “But even if the Guilds ask, I cannot see Archmage Planir breaking with so many generations of tradition and sanctioning the use of magic against them.”


Kierst the other furrier was still aggrieved. “The Guilds of Col will squeeze as much coin as they can out of us to cover whatever costs they claim to be bearing to ward off these corsairs. Why aren’t the Caladhrian lords unlocking their strongboxes to buy in some mercenaries?”


“The coastal lords would hire in swords and ships readily enough,” Malcot the cloth merchant protested, “but they cannot do anything without a majority vote and a decree sealed by that parliament of theirs.”


“While the inland lords won’t agree to financing ships they don’t need,” Garvan the smith observed.


“So they carry on as they have done for countless generations,” Kierst scoffed. “No individual lord will undertake anything of substance on his own initiative because they’re all bound by their oaths to Ostrin and Drianon to uphold harmony and unity.” He snapped his fingers to attract a lackey with a tray of full goblets. “Hidebound and hobbled, more like. Fools and farmers, the lot of them.”


At least if all the Caladhrian lords do is talk, Tathrin thought bleakly, it keeps them from fighting each other.


Malcot was clearly thinking along similar lines. “Your dukes of Lescar and their endless quarrels are all the warning the Caladhrians need of the dangers of uncontrolled dissent among their lords.”


That remark merely confirmed Tathrin’s initial conclusion that the cloth merchant was Vanam, born and bred.


He watched the Guild servants covering trestle tables with snowy linen cloths, bringing out the first of the rich dishes. The merchants would be feasting on rabbit and bacon pies, braised fowl, minced mutton, artichoke hearts stewed with beef marrow, cinnamon wine-sops and apple fritters.


His father and the guildmasters back home might share a bottle of wine over a dish of stewed herring, if they had managed to save some coin after paying their spring rents. They couldn’t vote on the need for road repairs. If they didn’t pay up, the dukes would send their militias to collect the coin. Or worse, sell the right to collect the levy to some mercenary band who would ransack houses and break open strongboxes and seize whatever silver they found over and above the sums owed.


Tathrin regarded the freshly garlanded statue of Talagrin at the far end of the hall with dislike. The Furriers’ Guild might honour the god of the wild places but Tathrin couldn’t forget how many mercenaries claimed his sanction for their abuses. Had the sight of Talagrin’s tokens on the men hunting the lower town’s feral pigs sparked such hateful memories? he wondered.


“Caladhrians.” Kierst drained his second glass and handed it to his silent attendant. “When it’s our wagons left with broken axles and our horses lamed by ruts in the Great West Road, they’re so sorry but they cannot make repairs without the vote of their parliament. Come the turn of For-Autumn, when their cattle are fat and their fields and vineyards are ripe for harvest, they’re quick enough to find the money.”


“It’s a good thing wheat and cattle don’t need the parliament’s permission to thrive,” Garvan commented dryly.


That prompted a laugh from Wyess and Malcot and dutiful smiles from the other merchants’ attendants.


Tathrin struggled to match their expressions. These people mocked the Caladhrians but that wouldn’t curb the trade each merchant did with Caladhrian lords. The guildmasters and merchant families of Ensaimin’s greatest cities of Col, Vanam and Selerima didn’t much like each other. They didn’t have to. They all knew the value of cooperation as surely as they knew the value of every coin struck in each different city’s mint.


Which is why these people can waste peas and beans on children’s festival games, Tathrin thought bitterly, instead of hoarding every last one for spring sowing and then praying their crop doesn’t get crushed by a battle before summer’s end.


If the dukes of Lescar could only set their differences aside, just for a while, surely they’d see how peace and trade could improve life for everyone, from highest to lowest?


“Does anyone have news about the state of the high road beyond Caladhria?” Wyess asked casually. “Or the current relations between Lescar’s dukes?”


“You’re looking eastwards?” Garvan studied him with raised brows. “Thinking of expanding your trade into Tormalin?”


Wyess smiled easily. “It never hurts to keep one’s ears open.”


“And one’s options.” The black-gowned smith nodded. “I hear some ill-feeling boiled up between Draximal and Parnilesse over the winter. Though I’ve yet to hear any two explanations that agree.”


“Do you think it’ll come to anything?” Malcot was interested. “My cousins made a handsome profit a few years back lending Duke Orlin of Parnilesse money to equip his militias.”


“Did you hear how much the Silversmiths’ Guild lost when they lent Duke Secaris of Draximal a chest of coin to pay his mercenaries?” Garvan countered. “When bandits stole it?”


Kierst shook his head belligerently. “I’ll sell goods to any duke who pays me in Tormalin gold, but Lescar’s no place to make money through speculation.”


Tathrin did his best to keep his face expressionless. At least Parnilesse and Draximal were on the far side of Lescar, over towards the Tormalin Empire. Any fighting between those two dukedoms shouldn’t come near his family in Carluse, which was closer to the Caladhrian border on the western side of Lescar. As long as Carluse’s Duke Garnot didn’t see some advantage to involving himself in the quarrel.


“It’ll just be the same old nonsense over their claims to be High King,” Kierst continued with loud contempt. “You might as well expect sense from hounds snapping over a mouldy bone.”


Tathrin’s jaw tightened with indignation. As he looked away, lest his expression betray his resentment to the other merchants’ attendants, he noticed that the disgruntled furrier’s loud voice was turning heads nearby.


“I wouldn’t trust anything to the Great West Road. If you’re looking to trade into Tormalin, Wyess, send your goods down the White River to Peorle. Have them carried across Caladhria by wagon, and then ship them down the Rel on sail-barges. The Relshazri will cut themselves a fat slice from your profits but it’ll still be worth your while paying to get the goods onto a galley that can take them straight to Toremal.”


What of the livelihoods of all those people, his own family included, who earned their bread by sheltering and supplying the travellers along the highway? Tathrin burned to ask Kierst that question.


“I don’t think I’d send goods by that route,” Garvan said thoughtfully. “If Parnilesse goes to war, mercenaries will flock to the ports all along the Lescari coast. The ones who can’t find a captain to hire them often turn pirate.”


Tathrin saw that one of the other merchants was listening intently. An older man, his bushy white brows were drawing together in a frown.


“Risk good furs on the road through Lescar and brigands will seize the lot.” Kierst shook his head disdainfully. “Appeal to whichever duke supposedly rules the land where your goods were taken and he’ll just throw up his hands, claiming it’s nothing to do with him.” He laughed without humour. “When the chances are better than even that the thieves were in his pay all along and he’ll be selling your goods to line his own pockets.”


“You can prove such accusations, Kierst?” The white-haired merchant strode over to poke a gnarled finger hard into the fur trader’s chest. “You can introduce me to someone who’s actually suffered such a loss and been scorned by a duke? Or is this merely one of your tales, some friend of a cousin’s misfortune?”


“Everyone knows—” Kierst began feebly.


“No one knows,” the white-haired merchant snapped before turning on Wyess. “You’ll let him abuse our countrymen, will you? Not a word in defence of your Carluse blood?”


“Come now, Gruit.” The philosophical cloth merchant raised placatory hands.


“Come now, Malcot,” the white-haired merchant mocked. “You should be ashamed of yourself,” he said with sudden savagery. “Is that all warfare in Lescar means to you? Opportunity to lend money for profit? Why not lend money to both Draximal and Parnilesse and be certain of a good return, whoever wins? No need to concern yourself if the coin comes stained with blood. Innocent or guilty, water and lye will wash it off.”


“No one wishes warfare on anyone,” Garvan protested.


“No?” Incensed, Gruit rounded on him. “When half the Smiths’ Guild keeps journeymen busy through the winter hammering out swords and spear-points? Selling wire to the mail-makers so they have a stock of hauberks ready and waiting? Don’t you think there might be a year without fighting if you weren’t so ready to sell blades and armour to whichever dukes Malcot and his cronies lend their coin to?”


The entire room fell silent as the last threads of other conversations died away. Everyone stared at the white-haired merchant.


“Have you nothing to say for yourselves?” Gruit challenged them all. “I hope you have some answer when Saedrin calls you to account at the doors to the Otherworld!”


“What’s it to you if Draximal and Parnilesse go to war?” Kierst rallied. “You’re from Marlier.”


“What of it?” Gruit picked a stony-faced man out of the gathering with a jab of his forefinger. “You were born in Draximal. And you—’ he fixed another individual with a ferocious glare “—how many brothers did you leave in Carluse?” His probing finger found another target, and another, and another. “Your wife’s from Triolle, isn’t she? As were your mother and father. You, you’ve one grandsire from Sharlac and the other from Parnilesse.”


He turned his wrath on the whole gathering. “How many of you acknowledge the blood that runs through your heart or in the veins of the wife who tends your hearth, who bore your children? You wrap yourself in Vanam cloth and muffle your true voices. Have you no pride? Have you no honour? Our fine guests here joke about Lescari folly and Lescari thieves and you show your teeth in a meek little smile. You should be snarling!”


He waved at the waiting banquet, spitting with fury.


“Am I the only one sick to my stomach of festival gatherings where we sit on our fat arses and cuddle our fat purses? Have you no feeling for your kith and kin who can only fear the lengthening days as the year turns to Aft-Spring? Will For-Summer bring armies to plunder their crops again, militias to enlist their sons or mercenaries to despoil their daughters? Doesn’t this fine white bread taste of bitter ashes when you know Caladhria’s farmers will be giving thanks to Drianon this Spring Festival for last year’s fine harvest? As they debate whether they’ll earn more gold selling their wheat to the mercenary camps or to the dukes as they lure men to sign up for militia service to save their children from starvation.”


Tathrin saw the whole gathering standing frozen, some faces appalled, more ashamed.


The old man continued before anyone could attempt a reply. “Whatever duke presumed to claim our allegiance when we were born, we all left such quarrels behind when we came to Vanam, to any of the cities across Ensaimin. For the love of whatever gods your beleaguered families cherish…” His voice cracked with anguish, tears standing in his faded eyes. “Can we not find a way to stop this strife that curses our unhappy homeland?”


The hall erupted. Anguished voices protested how often they sent coin to salve the worst hurts of warfare. Men and women insisted they offered friends and relatives a safe haven in times of trial, even securing apprenticeships for their sons and respectable marriages for their daughters.


His heart racing, Tathrin tried to pick out the most earnest faces. He did his utmost to find some distinguishing feature, some quirk of dress. An enamelled collar here, a fistful of diamond rings there—anything that might help him identify the men and women who seemed to be in fiercest agreement with the old man.


“Wyess, Garvan.” The cloth merchant spread apologetic hands, colouring with embarrassment. “You know I hold you in the highest esteem—”


“Gruit’s been drinking too much of his own wine,” Kierst sneered. “Too much time on his hands since he buried his wife and married off his daughters.”


To Tathrin’s utter astonishment, Wyess spun around and knocked the long-nosed man clean off his feet with a single colossal punch.




CHAPTER THREE


Karn


Emirle Bridge, in the Dukedom of Draximal,


Spring Equinox Festival, Fourth Day, Morning


“WHY CHANGE HORSES here?” A thin-faced woman stepped down from her carriage with an angry flounce of her gown.


“This is the last town safely inside Draximal.”


Karn didn’t care if the harassed man with her was her steward or her husband. He was just pleased their argument was attracting everyone’s attention. Chewing the last of his morning bread, he headed for the wide gate to leave the inn’s stable yard unremarked.


“We must hire a team here to take us across the bridge,” the hapless man explained. “Then we change horses in Tewhay.”


He should just tell the shrew to shut up, Karn thought, and let him manage their journey.


“We’re paying a day’s hire for horses taking us three leagues?”


The woman’s shrill outrage followed Karn into the road and he looked back over his shoulder. It was curious that someone should set out to travel between Draximal and Parnilesse and not know that the horsemasters at inns all along the highway refused to allow their beasts to cross the border. North and south, they condemned their counterparts as thieves and scoundrels with near-identical curses.


Perhaps he would wait until this coach arrived at the bridge before crossing on foot himself. Coaches attracted more attention from the guards. No one would waste time detaining him, with his ragged cloak and threadbare breeches, when they could be cozening money from someone richer. He felt discreetly inside his doublet to make sure his purse was safely hidden.


The high road through the town was deserted. Karn stepped around a fallen festival garland spattered with some incautious reveller’s vomit. Broken earthenware was further evidence of the previous night’s excesses. Karn smiled. The guards on the bridge would hardly wonder about him this early in the morning while Misaen’s hammers were pummelling their heads.


Travelling over the five days of a festival weighed on both sides of the balance. With so few folk on the roads he could make much better speed. On the other hand, it was easier to go unnoticed just before the holiday actually started, while the world and his wife were hurrying home to make merry with family and friends.


He followed the curve of the road down towards the bridge, his thoughts returning to the inn yard. That old-fashioned coach had come a good distance. Karn’s practiced eye told him that. Where were they going? The shrew hadn’t been berating her escort for failing to reach their destination in time for the Spring Festival. Were they merchant stock or minor vassals of Duke Secaris of Draximal? The woman’s dowdy dress meant nothing. Wealthy folk often travelled in such a disguise for fear of bandits on the wilder roads.


If he caught up with them again, he’d find some answers. Not from the woman. She looked like a hard, dry furrow to hoe, not the type to let secrets slip in pillow talk once a charming stranger had softened her up with skilled hands and practiced tongue. The man, though—he’d pour out his heart over a game of runes with a sympathetic stranger. Especially if that stranger

made sure the poor fool cast the strongest runes more often than not. He probably hadn’t seen Halcarion roll the bones in his favour since the day he’d met the shrew.


It would be good to have something to report to Master Hamare. All Karn had garnered on this journey so far was rumour and speculation, even if the self-appointed sages in Draximal Town were confident that Duke Secaris was going to enforce his claim to all the woodland and marshland of this oft-disputed region. They insisted his forces would push Duke Orlin’s vassal lords back so far that Tewhay and Quirton would find their walls marking the border.


Sceptical, Karn had kept his eyes as well as his ears open as he’d travelled south. All around the stone-walled farmsteads, cows were being turned out to enjoy the new grass, sway-hipped heifers round-bellied with calves soon to come. Shepherds were cleaning out their huts in more remote pastures, ready for lambing. Cottagers were herding pigs into common fields left rough over the winter so that hungry snouts could begin breaking up the ground for pease planting.


He passed through the open gate in the town’s wall and started down the slope to the river. The solid grey pillars of the fortified bridge cut the river into a skein of swirling silver threads. Each end was guarded by a squat tower and a taller fortification kept watch from the centre of the bridge. Two long, low boats heaped with sacks rode the flood towards the central span. Each was steered by a solitary figure with a stern oar and both were sunk deep in the water. Beyond, the high road continued along the embankment reaching out across the sprawling reed beds.


Common folk’s lives depended on knowing which way the winds blew. If the same peaceable activity was evident in Parnilesse, it would take more than market-town gossip to convince Karn that either duke planned an attack. Would Master Hamare consider that good news or bad?


Galloping hooves scattered his thoughts as horses raced through the sleepy town. Karn sprang into the tangled grass by the side of the road and crouched low. He saw a company of armoured men reach the town gate. A militiaman, braver or more foolish than the rest, challenged them, waving his halberd. The first horseman swung his sword, cutting clean through the shaft to sever the man’s head from his shoulders.


A maidservant standing close by screamed with horror as blood spattered her white apron. The first cries of alarm from whoever was keeping watch at the near end of the bridge down below were lost beneath the fearsome howls of the attackers. They spurred their horses fearlessly on down the sloping road. Bloody blades told Karn that more bodies lay behind them in the town.


He settled down to watch. Someone on the bridge managed to shut the gates. Men in Draximal livery were left outside to face this onslaught. Panicking, half of them turned to hammer on the wood instead of readying their weapons. Someone up on the battlements remembered his crossbow, but too late to kill more than one of the attackers’ rearguard. He could only look down helplessly as his friends, inextricably mingled with the enemy, died with shrieks of pain and terror.


Was the town militia about to take on these brigands? Karn looked around for activity by the town gate or on the walls. There was no one to be seen. Who would have expected an attack in the middle of festival?


Turning back to the bridge, he saw that a second assault had been launched against the gatehouse on the far side. He suspected that the duke’s men on that side of the bridge had managed to release their portcullis. Certainly the attackers hadn’t broken through to the roadway. On this side, however, whoever had managed to shut the gate had failed to bar it. Between the guards seeking refuge and the attackers pursuing them, it was soon forced open.


What of the men holding the central tower that straddled the bridge, where the road passed through a wide archway? Thinking back to a previous journey along this road, Karn recalled the portcullises at either end of that passageway, ready to cut the bridge in half. If they could trap their foes between the gates’ lethal confines, there were gratings in the roof. Defenders in the tower room above could drop murderous darts or pour boiling water onto whoever they trapped.


But he saw the fools rushing out of the tower onto the bridge. They deserved to die for such stupidity, he concluded.


Then he realised that quarrels from crossbows on the central tower’s battlements were sending the militiamen sprawling across the hard-packed stones of the roadway. More were picking off the defenders atop either end tower rather than piercing the armoured assailants down below.


Downstream, there was no sign of the laden boats he’d seen passing beneath the bridge’s central span. Karn laughed. He should have wondered who could send sacks of turnips to market at the end of a hungry winter. This armoured band must have hidden men beneath the sacking, and they’d snagged the underside of the bridge with grapnels. There must be some doorway down below by the waterline, some last escape for besieged defenders. It had been turned against them.


Now a crowd was gathering by the town gate. Demands that something be done were immediately challenged. Just what did they propose? Foolhardy exhortations that the townsfolk take up arms were swiftly scorned. A cry went up for the duke’s reeve, heartily endorsed. The crowd stilled, expectant.


Karn settled himself more comfortably on the damp grass and waited to see what transpired. He’d definitely have something interesting to tell Master Hamare now.


The defenders on the far side of the bridge soon capitulated, only to be stripped and marched naked out onto the causeway. The militiamen captured on this side of the river suffered the same humiliation. The crowd shouted, urging them to run for the safety of the town walls. One bold man ran forward to offer the foremost a cloak. When he wasn’t cut down by a crossbow bolt, others did the same.


Karn had no sympathy for the weeping youths who passed him, scarlet-faced and trying to hide their inadequate manhood with shaking hands. They were still alive.


Now the force who’d taken this tower began throwing the naked dead through the gate to lie tumbled on the muddy road. Wails went up from the crowd.


“Where’s the reeve?” a militiaman bellowed, the hair on his chest and groin as grizzled as that on his head. “Where’s Nuchel?”


“I’m here.” A portly man, doublet unbuttoned over a stained shirt, forced his way through the crowd. His breeches flapped loose at the knee, yellow stockings drooping over his tarnished silver shoe-buckles.


“I have a message.” The militiaman scowled. “Captain Arest of the Wyvern Hunters presents his compliments. Anyone who wishes to pass across the bridge is welcome to do so for the appropriate toll.”


The reeve gaped. “What’s the toll?”


The militiaman spat on the road. “Whatever they think you can pay.”


“Mercenaries.” The reeve trembled with fury. “Dastennin drown the filthy curs!”


Curses rose, lamentation and accusation. Karn ignored the clamour. Master Hamare would want to know who these mercenaries were and who was paying them.


How could he get close enough to pick up some hint? By crossing the bridge. He had to cross to get to Parnilesse anyway. Master Hamare would be most unimpressed if he turned tail and took the western route home to Triolle, through the hilly ground along Draximal’s border.


He wasn’t going to be the first offering himself up for the triumphant mercenaries to rob and abuse, though. Was there any sign of that battered coach with the two travellers from the inn? No. He’d bet good coin their horses were already being whipped back northwards.


Still, there would be local people trapped on the wrong side of the river. Labourers come to the town to revel with friends. Townsfolk who’d visited family farmsteads for more sober revelry now unable to return. Karn wrapped his tattered cloak around himself. He’d wait till sufficient folk gathered to get up the nerve to approach the bridge together. He could hide himself among their number.


While he waited, he watched the priest from the shrine to Dastennin lead a nervous gang of townsmen to pick up the dead. Once it was clear the mercenaries weren’t going to retaliate, more men hurried to help drag the hurdles with their grisly burdens back up the slope. Women waited, sobbing piteously. Not such a fair festival for them, Karn thought distantly.


No mercenary came to retrieve their fallen comrade. The sentries on the tower didn’t react when two townsmen, bolder than the rest, spat on the corpse and kicked it into the ditch. A man who’d had no true friends, Karn concluded, not even among the handful who’d shared a tent with him when they’d been tallied together on the muster roll. More fool him for riding with them.


The morning wore on. Karn ate some bread and leathery ham that he’d tucked in his cloak’s pocket and began to contemplate other routes into Parnilesse. The ford at Reddock was half a day’s walk upstream, but it would only take him to the high road running east. That was no good if he wanted to get back to Triolle as fast as possible.


Wheels rumbled on the cobbles. Karn turned his head. Was the dried-up woman so desperate to continue her journey that she’d ordered her downtrodden escort to face the mercenaries? No. The elegant carriage approaching was newly built in the latest Tormalin fashion and drawn by horses that would have cost more than the duke’s reeve hereabouts took in dues every quarter day.


The coachman drew up and leaned down to talk to someone by the town gate. Karn watched him jump from his seat to explain the situation to whoever was travelling inside. Then the coachman climbed back up to his perch and reclaimed the reins from the lackey sitting with him. The throng withdrew respectfully. Instead of turning the carriage around, though, the coachman carefully directed his horses down the slope towards the bridge.


Seeing the coach forging ahead, a few men and women straggled after it. The bravest of those needing to cross the bridge, Karn guessed. Rising from his grassy seat, he tagged along, scuffing suitably reluctant feet.


Dawdling meant he got a good look at the fallen mercenary in the ditch. The dead man wore sturdy boots and buff breeches beneath a dull steel hauberk over a padded black jerkin. These mercenaries could afford to let valuable armour rust in a sodden drain.


Karn walked on towards the gate tower. The blue Draximal banner with its flaming fire-basket in red and gold had been hauled down. A creamy pennant replaced it, bearing a black wyvern hovering with clawed feet extended. The Wyvern Hunters. Karn hadn’t heard the name before the captain’s message had been repeated to the reeve.


They were a free company; that was the important thing. The screaming wyvern wasn’t hovering above the Draximal brazier. Why would Duke Secaris send men to seize a bridge in his own territory, after all? But Karn wouldn’t have been surprised to see the winged beast clutching the halberd or the long sword that crossed on Parnilesse’s badge, or the oak garland that ringed them. Any one of those elements would have indicated that these mercenaries bent their necks to accept Duke Orlin’s leash for the sake of the coin he paid to retain their services.


So this was nothing to do with Parnilesse. Karn unobtrusively quickened his pace as the elegant coach drew up to the gate tower.


“What toll do you propose to pay?” A solidly built mercenary stepped forward to talk to the coachman.


Karn didn’t hear the man’s reply. The mercenary frowned, snapping his fingers to summon someone else from inside the half-open gate. Along with everyone else, Karn watched with interest. Two yellow-headed men of less than common height emerged and he gasped with the rest. Such blond hair meant they were Mountain-born.


Uncommon, though not unheard of among mercenaries, he thought privately. Mountain Men were generally notable fighters and these two in particular carried themselves like practiced swordsmen. Anyone hoping to join this warband and choosing to prove their mettle against the shortest members would soon rue their mistake.


The two blond men approached the door of the coach. A neatly dressed maid opened it and the heavy-set mercenary gallantly offered his arm. She accepted it calmly and stepped down. There was someone else in the coach. The maid turned to say something and one of the Mountain Men laughed. Frustrated, Karn couldn’t get close enough to hear.


The maidservant folded her hands demurely and placed a chaste kiss on the tallest Mountain Man’s cheek. She almost had to stoop; he was barely her height.


The second Mountain Man stepped up smartly. Before the woman could object, he swept her into a close embrace, kissing her full on the lips.


“Trimon’s teeth!” Outraged, the coachman rose to his feet and the carriage swayed alarmingly.


“Don’t be a fool.” The heavy-set mercenary half-drew his sword as a warning.


“Toll’s paid.” The first Mountain Man cuffed the second around the back of the head. “Drive on, with our compliments.”


The second blond man released the girl, grinning widely. As soon as her hands were free, she slapped him as hard as she could. He just carried on smiling, despite the mark of her hand on his fair skin burning as red as her outraged blushes. Shaking his head, the heavy-set mercenary helped the girl back into the carriage. As soon as the gates to the bridge opened, the coachman whipped up the horses and drove on. Karn noted how perilously close the lash came to the shorter Mountain Man’s head.


“They’d better not want kisses from me,” a labourer beside him growled.


“Don’t think you’ve got the looks for it,” Karn commented.


These men might take a few liberties with pretty girls but everyone else would be paying with solid coin. If all they had was lead-weighted Lescari marks, they’d pay with whatever else they were carrying.


He had enough Tormalin silver in his everyday purse to satisfy them so that they wouldn’t go looking for the gold hidden inside his shirt. As soon as he was safely in Parnilesse, he’d steal a swift horse and ride for home. Master Hamare would want to know all about this day’s happenings.




CHAPTER FOUR


Tathrin


Master Wyess’s Counting-House, in the City of Vanam,


Spring Equinox Festival, Fourth Day, Morning


“MASTER WYESS PUNCHED Master Kierst?”


“In the Furriers’ Hall last night?”


All the younger clerks in the airy ledger room abandoned their sloping desks to crowd around Tathrin.


“Yes, he hit him,” Tathrin said shortly.


“Saedrin’s stones!”


Tathrin clipped the excited boy round the ear. “Dishonour his name like that again and I’ll wash your mouth out with vinegar.”


“What happened after that?”


“Master Kierst went home and so did Master Gruit and everyone else ate their dinner.”


Kierst had said nothing further, possibly because he feared his loosened teeth would fall out if he opened his mouth.


Tathrin looked sternly at the boys until they abandoned hope of learning more and returned to their desks.


“Conversation over the nuts and brandy must have been awkward.” One of the older clerks leaned against the doorpost.


Tathrin took a moment to place him. Eclan, who’d warned him that Master Wyess would question him when he least expected it. “It was mostly speculation over which troupes of players have the prettiest dancing girls this festival.” He couldn’t help grinning at the recollection.


“Nothing of consequence, then.” Eclan clapped his hands briskly. “If you lads want to stuff yourselves sick with cakes this afternoon, you had better see to your morning duties. If there’s a set of sack-weights or corn-measures in this counting-house left uncertified by noon, I’ll flog the lot of you!”


A few voices rose in protest, but the younger boys hurried towards the stairs regardless.


Tathrin thought Eclan was joking. Although he had seen the clerk wield the birch that hung by the door when one lad had stumbled into work stale-drunk on the first morning of the festival.


“Master Wyess said you’re wanting to get your father’s coin-weights certified?” Eclan crossed the room to unlock one of the cabinets. “I’m to take the counting-house sets. Give me a hand and the magistrate can assess yours at the same time.”


“Thanks.” Tathrin was relieved. He hadn’t been sure of the correct procedure.


“No need to thank me.” Eclan hauled out a heavy casket. “Let’s just get there before the queue stretches all around the Excise Hall.”


“Right.”


Tathrin fetched the polished cherrywood case that he’d locked in his own desk over in a favoured spot lit by both the tall windows and the room’s broad skylights. Tucking his father’s weights securely under one arm, he took one of the chest’s handles.


Eclan took the other. “So what were people really saying after Wyess flattened Kierst?”


“The next bells came and went before anyone did more than ask for the pickles.” Tathrin grimaced as the weight of his burden pulled at his shoulders. “As soon as the libations to Raeponin were done, people started leaving.”


“I wonder how he’s feeling this morning.” Eclan shifted his grip. Carrying the chest between them was awkward given that he was a head shorter than Tathrin. “Did you have to carry him home?”


“No,” Tathrin said shortly.


Though Wyess had drunk a prodigious quantity of wine, silently seething, ignoring the sumptuous banquet, he had leaned heavily on Tathrin’s arm all the way back to his own doorstep. At first Tathrin had worried that some footpad might mark them down as a pair of drunks ripe for rolling. Then he’d been more concerned that Master Wyess might welcome such a fight.


They reached the bottom of the stairs and went out into the counting-house yard. Tathrin helped Eclan lift the chest into a pony cart that a groom held ready.


“They must have discussed what Master Gruit had said.” Eclan settled himself on the seat and gathered up the reins.


“Mostly they were reassuring each other that they already do all they can for Lescar.” Tathrin couldn’t help a heavy sigh as he climbed up. “Convincing themselves they cannot be held to account for such suffering.” He’d made sure he remembered those for whom such consolation didn’t seem to suffice. Now he just had to find out their names and businesses.


Eclan slapped the reins on the pony’s dappled rump. “I’ve never really understood Lescar.”


Tathrin looked ahead as they drove through the gate. If the streets were half-empty compared to the night before, they were still twice as busy as on any normal market day.


“Why is that man wearing four hats and three cloaks?” The breeze from the lake was refreshing, but it wasn’t that cold in the bright sunlight.


“He’s a second-hand clothes seller too miserly or too dishonest to pay half a mark for a stall in the cloth-market. If his customers are lucky, they won’t feel the Watch’s hand on their shoulder,” Eclan added blithely, “because some festival visitor was robbed of that selfsame cloak and hat while they were busy between some whore’s dimpled knees.”


“I see.” Tathrin couldn’t help a grin.


“So why are you Lescari always fighting each other?” Eclan curbed the pony with deft hands as the beast threatened to shy at a street sweeper. “You want to be a trader, don’t you? I’ll swap you answers for whatever you want to know about Vanam.”


Tathrin chewed his lip as the cart carried them down to the wide road that skirted the lakeshore wharves and warehouses to link the city’s myriad marketplaces.


“Ask me anything you want to know.” Eclan wasn’t about to give up. “I’ve lived here all my life.”


So he probably knew where Master Gruit lived. Tathrin slid a glance sideways. Eclan could have been any of the boys he had grown up with: middling in height, well enough muscled, neither handsome nor ugly, until some misfortune left its mark. Though few of Tathrin’s friends had had the blue eyes that were so common in Vanam, or the coppery glint that the sunshine found in Eclan’s brown hair.


He drew a breath. “The days of antiquity saw the Tormalin Empire to the east and the Kingdom of Solura to the west divided by that region known as the land of many races, where neither king nor emperor’s writ ran. In the old tongue, it was called Einar Sain Emin—”


Eclan interrupted. “Now known as Ensaimin, a region of independent demesnes and proud cities, the most prosperous and noble of which is Vanam. I learned that in dame-school. Why did the fall of the Old Empire leave the Lescari fighting like cats in a sack? The Caladhrians don’t, nor yet the Dalasorians.”


“Tormalin Emperors ruled over Dalasor in name only,” Tathrin said tersely. “Those folk carried on tending their horses and cattle and moving their camps as they saw fit. There’s little to quarrel over when five days’ hard riding separates one herd and the next.


“When the Tormalin Emperor invaded Caladhria, the fighting was over in half a season. They’re farmers. The Emperor granted local lords title to their traditional fiefdoms. As long as they paid tributes, they saw no more soldiers. Caladhria’s a fertile

land, so securing their peace by filling Tormalin bellies with grain was no great hardship.” Tathrin paused to swallow the bitterness rising in his throat. “When the Empire fell, the wealthiest lords agreed they’d hold a parliament every Solstice and Equinox where new laws would be debated and agreed by all those attending.”


“And Caladhria stagnates peacefully as a consequence,” Eclan said with some impatience. “Didn’t Lescar’s dukes like that idea?”


“How can you not know this?” Tathrin demanded with sudden anger. “Every mentor insists new pupils attend the elementary history lectures.”


“I was never admitted to the university,” retorted Eclan. “I never applied. My father would have thrashed me for wasting my time and his money.”


The pony cart rattled over the cobbles. Eclan turned the pony’s head to take a left-hand fork and a right-hand turn after that. They reached a crossroads where a brewer’s dray was unloading barrels into an inn’s cellars. Wagons and carriages waited to pass by on the other side of the road. The pony snorted with a jingle of its brass harness ornaments.


Tathrin wasn’t sure if anger or embarrassment coloured Eclan’s angular cheekbones. “What’s your father’s trade?” he asked tentatively.


“Leather.” Eclan flicked the cart whip idly at a wisp of straw blowing past. “He owns one of the biggest tanneries down by the lake. He shares business interests with harness-makers and shoemakers, glovers and such. The only time he ever left Vanam was to cross the lake to Wrede when my grandsire proposed a match with one of his trading partners’ families. He had the pick of all their daughters and my mother suited him best. Happily they proved well matched.” Eclan smiled with genuine affection for his parents.


“My older brothers will take over his interests here, so I’ve been set to learn all I can from Master Wyess about trading more widely.” He snapped the braided lash over the pony’s ears as a gap opened up ahead. “What does your father do, that he can spare the coin for you to study mathematics?”


“He’s an innkeeper in Carluse,” replied Tathrin.


Eclan jerked at the reins, surprised. “A tapster?”


“He owns a coaching inn on the Great West Road, just before Losand,” Tathrin corrected him. “Merchants warehouse goods with us sometimes, for purchasers to collect. We help if they need to hire guards or trade horses. One of my sisters married a blacksmith who set up his forge there.” And of course, there was the money-changing his father did in defiance of Duke Garnot’s edict.


Eclan encouraged the pony into a brisker walk. “So there’s plenty of coin to be made.”


Tathrin shook his head. “I earned my board and lodging in the upper town as a servant for richer students.”


That did surprise Eclan. “It was worth it? For a ring to seal your documents with the proof that you’re a scholar?”


“It was,” Tathrin said firmly.


His father would have paid ten times as much to see him safely away, after those dreadful days when Duke Moncan of Sharlac had sent his mercenaries into Carluse, carrying slaughter to the very walls of Losand. The carts had been loaded with all they could bear and Tathrin’s family had made ready to flee, waiting for word of the battle’s outcome. His father had paced the hall, spade in hand, ready to dig up the gold he had buried in the cellar.


Unable to stand not knowing, against all his father’s wishes, Tathrin had saddled a horse and set out for Losand. Riding only as far as the nearest market town, he’d nearly blundered into a detachment of mercenaries who’d abandoned the main battle in search of easier prey. Seeing the slaughtered bodies of men and boys whom he’d known all his life, he’d realised how close he’d come to death through his own arrogant folly.


Not knowing might have been better than never forgetting. Tathrin looked down to see he was gripping his father’s box of weights so tightly that his knuckles showed white beneath his skin.


“So why isn’t Lescar as dull as Caladhria?” Eclan prompted as they turned uphill away from the lake.


Tathrin forced his thoughts back to ancient history. It might stop him recalling recent horrors. “You know the princes of Tormalin choose their Emperor from amongst their own number?”


“I’ve never understood that,” Eclan said frankly.


“Tormalin’s princes all rule vast holdings. Tens of thousands of men and women are sworn to each noble family. The yearly trade that any noble house controls could equal that of Vanam.” Tathrin united the hills and buildings ahead with a sweep of his hand. “So any quarrel between two noble houses could soon turn into all-out warfare. They have the men and the coin to raise armies as quick as they like.” He snapped his fingers.


“That’s why the Princes’ Convocation chooses an Emperor to preside over the law courts and the lawmakers. Everyone is charged with protecting the greater good from individual ambition, and bound with sacred oaths. As long as whichever family holds the Imperial throne proposes talented successors, the other princes confirm them. If an Emperor stumbles too often, some other noble family will present their own candidate. Every so often the princes decide it’s time for a change of dynasty.”


“And all this ensures peace and harmony?” scoffed Eclan.


Tathrin grinned. “There are untimely deaths and convenient accidents and no end of negotiations over land and marriage settlements, but the princes know that cooperation serves their own best interests.” His smile faded. “They still remember how their ancestors were fool enough to allow Nemith the Last to claim the throne because every wiser man was busy quarrelling with his rivals. Until Nemith brought the Old Empire crashing down into the Age of Chaos.”


“And the Lescari liked chaos so much they’ve cherished it ever since?” Eclan teased.


“Ancient Tormalin rule over Lescar was different.” Tathrin tried to stifle his irritation, but it still coloured his tone.


“I didn’t mean to speak out of turn,” Eclan said slowly. “I’m just curious.”


They drew to a halt outside the imposing severity of the Excise Hall.


“Are you two going to sit chewing your cheeks all day?” A man in Excise Hall livery glared at them.


“We’re here to get our weights certified.” Jumping down from his seat, Eclan used his fingers to blow a piercing whistle. Three urchins idly picking through litter beside a public fountain came racing up the street.


Eclan held up a silver quarter-mark and each boy’s eyes fixed on it. “Water the pony and keep your pals off the cart and there’s one of these for each of you when we come back.”


“Aye.” The tallest of the three spat into a grimy palm and held out his hand.


Eclan spat and shook on it without flinching. Tathrin didn’t think he could have done the same.


“Right, let’s get these weights certified.”


They carried the heavy chest through the arch into the Excise Hall’s forecourt. There was already a long line of people waiting to be summoned before the assessors.


Tathrin saw a close knot of short, stocky men with flaxen hair and guarded expressions wearing high-collared tunics. “Mountain Men?” he queried.


“It’s not just Lescari tapsters who value a properly certified set of weights.” Eclan lowered his end of the chest. As Tathrin did the same, Eclan sat on it and looked up expectantly. “So what happened when the Tormalin legions of the Old Empire first invaded Lescar?”


“Move up.” Eclan shifted and Tathrin sat beside him. “They conquered the local lords and divided Lescar into six provinces. Each province had a governor who answered to the Emperor. All revenues were sequestered for the use of the armies and the administration of justice wherever Imperial writ ran. So Lescari coin financed the conquest of Caladhria and Tormalin ventures into Dalasor and Gidesta. The governors all competed to earn Imperial favour by increasing revenues, and some say that’s how the rivalries first started.” He tried to keep his tone level.


“And when the Old Empire fell?” Eclan was watching the line moving slowly through the door to the assessors.


“Each of the governors did his best to hold his province together, assuming the Emperor’s writ would soon be reestablished. Different claimants to the Tormalin throne offered them whatever coin they could scrape together to win their support. By the end of the Chaos the governors were calling themselves dukes and taking up arms against each other, claiming they had the Tormalin Emperor’s sanction to rule the rest as High King. Each still believes his line has the truest claim to that throne. Each one bequeaths the insanity to his children.” Tathrin couldn’t hide his bitterness. “Since the Chaos, when the Tormalin princes whose lands run up to the River Asilor started thinking the grass looked greener on the opposite bank, other noble families didn’t want them expanding their holdings. So they agreed that only the Emperors would wage any warfare outside ancestral Tormalin lands. Hence, the Lescari dukes have been left to their own disastrous devices ever since.”


“No one’s ever won?” Eclan stood up and they dragged the chest a few paces forward. “In twenty generations?”


“Kycir of Marlier, ten generations ago, he fought everyone else to a standstill.” Tathrin sat down again with a sigh. “He ruled Lescar until he died in a duel defending his wife’s honour. When they went to tell her, they found her in bed with his brother.”


Eclan laughed. “I’m sorry, but it is funny.”


“It’s a fair example of the honour and insight of our noble rulers,” Tathrin said sardonically.


“No wonder anyone who can get the gold together leaves,” Eclan said dismissively. “Oh, look, they’re waving us in.”


Tathrin picked up his end of the chest and helped carry it into the hall. Eclan had clearly lost interest in Lescar’s endless tragedy. Perhaps that wasn’t surprising. Put so simply, it did sound trite.


The interior was deeply shadowed after the bright sunlight outside. As his eyes adjusted, Tathrin saw a long row of tables. An excise clerk sat at each one with a set of scales and precisely graded weights engraved with the ornate seal of the Excise Hall. Behind, officials walked to and fro, collecting any weights that failed to pass muster. Men in heavy leather aprons stood beside black anvils, and the hall rang with the strike of their hammers and chisels. Confiscated and defaced, unfit weights were tossed into baskets for melting down.


Raeponin, god of justice and balance, gazed down from the painted wall, robed in blue and hooded in white. Stern and implacable, he held up his scales with one hand, his bell ready in the other to ring out over the forsworn, the deceitful and all those irretrievably abandoned to self-indulgent vice. To his right, the virtuous were bathed in sunlight and surrounded by plenty. To the left, the dishonest and immoral grovelled beneath the shadow of the god’s displeasure.


Tathrin held his father’s box tight. Without the weights, no merchant would trust his father to change his coinage.


“We’re from Master Wyess’s counting-house.” When their turn came, Eclan began taking out the leather bags holding each graduated set of weights.


“Copper penny, bronze penny, silver penny, silver mark, gold mark.” The excise clerk counted each one off as he tested them with deft fingers. His eyes barely shifted from the central needle of his scales. “All true.” He looked up as he swept the last ones back into their pouch. “Are those for certifying?”


“If you please.” Tathrin handed over his father’s box. He saw sweat from his fingers marring the glossy wood. Was it possible the weights could somehow have become unreliable?


The excise man examined each one. “An heirloom set?” He looked up, mildly curious. “I can’t recall when I last saw weights so old.”


“Handed down from my grandsire, and his sire before him,” Tathrin explained.


“They’re still weighing true.” The man handed the box back. “Swear by Raeponin’s bell and balance that all these weights will be used in fair and equitable trade, may the gods bring all deceivers to ruin.”


“We swear. Talagrin take all oath-breakers.” Eclan was gathering up all the counting-house weights.


“I swear,” Tathrin echoed. “Raeponin rend me if I lie.”


“Get all your certificates sealed over there.”


The clerk was already looking past them as another merchant’s apprentice unbuckled a leather-bound coffer. They joined the next line.


“I need to send these back to my father. Do we have any other duties today?” Tathrin asked.


“As soon as we get these safely back to the counting-house, our time’s our own. Pay the extra and use the Imperial Tormalin courier,” Eclan advised. “There isn’t a bandit between the Great Forest and the Ocean who dares attack their coaches.”


“I’m going to buy some ribbons and lace for my mother and sisters.” Tathrin did his best to sound offhand. “I might buy some wine for my father. Where’s Master Gruit’s storehouse?”


“Halfway up the Ariborne, past the Mercers’ Bridge.” Eclan collected the freshly sealed certificates that the second clerk was shoving at him.


Eclan’s confidence in the urchins hadn’t been misplaced. Reclaiming the pony cart, they retraced their route. Though the day was considerably busier, the carts and carriages were all moving swiftly enough.


“Me and some of the others are heading for The Looking Glass this evening.” Eclan pulled the pony up by Master Wyess’s entrance. “There’s a troupe of players come all the way from Toremal to give us The Chatelaine’s Folly. They’re bound to have pretty dancing girls showing plenty of leg.”


“That sounds good.” Tathrin had only managed a few visits to Vanam’s acclaimed playhouse. Each time, he’d found imagined worlds of passion and challenge where he could forget his own trials and secrets, if only for a little while.


“We’re meeting at the cheese market at the bottom of the Bairen at the second hour of the night.” Eclan grinned. “If you’re not there, I’ll assume some lacemaker made you a better offer.”


“You never know.” Tathrin managed an embarrassed smile.


Eclan snapped his fingers at a gang of younger clerks who were playing an idle game of runes on the step. “Two of you, come and carry this inside! Shall I lock those up for you?” He held out a hand for Tathrin’s father’s weights. “No need to carry them around while you’re… shopping.”


“Thank you.”


Tathrin started walking. It wasn’t far to the thoroughfare that wound up the shallower face of the Ariborne. On this side of the hill, the recently built houses of the newly prosperous sought to leave the sprawl of the lower town behind them. On the far side, the long-established coveted their wealth in spacious mansions. Above, the upper town’s ancient walls looked down from the heights where the Ariborne, Teravin and Dashire hills joined together.


He reached the Mercers’ Bridge, which carried the road across a rocky cleft. On the far side, the shallow swell of the Pazarel stood guard over the high road to the west. Horns and shouts sounded from the scrub below. The hog hunters were still beating the bushes for the tusked fugitives that found sanctuary amid the wooded defiles threading through the city.


Gruit’s name was boldly displayed above a storehouse’s door beside a fine statue of Ostrin. The rotund and bearded god of hospitality smiled down, a flagon in one hand, a bunch of grapes in the other. It was the busiest of all the warehouses lining this stretch of the road. Liveried servants were directing storemen carefully carrying casks of fine spirits. The wax-sealed necks of bottles poked out of woven straw in tightly packed baskets.


Tathrin walked cautiously inside. Soberly dressed clerks were offering glasses of wine to prosperous men and women in silken gowns. No one paid any heed to him in his drab clerk’s doublet. He saw a staircase leading to a half-open door at the back of the building. Steeling himself, he walked up.


Gruit was making notes in a ledger, a glass of wine and an open bottle to hand. “If you go back down, I’ll send someone to wait on you.”


He didn’t look up as Tathrin hesitated on the threshold. Recalling Kierst’s slander, Tathrin wondered if that was the first bottle of the merchant’s day.


“Forgive the intrusion.” He cleared his throat. “But I’m not here about wine.”


Gruit looked up, his faded eyes narrowing. “I know your face.” He thought for a moment. “You were with Wyess, last night.” He startled Tathrin with a bark of laughter. “How are his knuckles? I should send him some mustard to poultice his hand, along with my thanks for knocking Kierst on his arse.”


“I’m not here on my master’s behalf.” Tathrin’s mouth was dry. “I was interested in what you had to say last night, about how all Lescari should take some responsibility for what happens at home.”


Gruit considered him. “Where are you from, lad? Carluse, by your accent?”


Tathrin nodded. “I know someone who’d very much like to meet you. Someone who wants to improve the lot of all Lescari.”


“I don’t travel, not back to Lescar.” Gruit shook his head regretfully.
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