



[image: Cover Image]




BY K. J. PARKER

The Fencer trilogy

Colours in the Steel

The Belly of the Bow

The Proof House

The Scavenger trilogy

Shadow

Pattern

Memory

The Engineer trilogy

Devices and Desires

Evil for Evil

The Escapement

The Company

The Folding Knife

The Hammer

Sharps

The Two of Swords (e-novellas) 

BY TOM HOLT

Expecting Someone Taller

Who’s Afraid of Beowulf? 

Flying Dutch

Ye Gods! 

Overtime

Here Comes the Sun

Grailblazers

Faust Among Equals

Odds and Gods

Djinn Rummy

My Hero

Paint Your Dragon

Open Sesame

Wish You Were Here

Only Human

Snow White and the Seven Samurai

Valhalla

Nothing But Blue Skies

Falling Sideways

Little People

The Portable Door

In Your Dreams

Earth, Air, Fire and Custard

You Don’t Have to be Evil to Work Here, But It Helps

Someone Like Me

Barking

The Better Mousetrap

May Contain Traces of Magic

Blonde Bombshell

Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Sausages

Doughnut

When It’s A Jar

The Outsorcerer’s Apprentice

The Good, the Bad and the Smug

Dead Funny: Omnibus 1

Mightier Than the Sword: Omnibus 2

The Divine Comedies: Omnibus 3

For Two Nights Only: Omnibus 4

Tall Stories: Omnibus 5

Saints and Sinners: Omnibus 6

Fishy Wishes: Omnibus 7

The Walled Orchard

Alexander at the World’s End

Olympiad

A Song for Nero

Meadowland

I, Margaret

Lucia Triumphant

Lucia in Wartime



For David Barrett, with thanks




Copyright


Published by Orbit


ISBN: 978-0-356-50557-2


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2015 by K. J. Parker


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


ORBIT


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.orbitbooks.net


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk



6


The Thief


Captain Guifres watched the sail until it was hard to see. Then he turned to Musen.


“Well now,” he said. “What are we going to do with you?”


Musen’s mouth felt dry, as though he’d been working in the sun all day. “How about you let me go?”


Guifres shook his head. “Can’t do that,” he said.


“Oh. What can you do?”


Guifres pulled a face. “It’s depressing how little discretion I’ve got, actually,” he said. “Well, that’s not strictly true. For instance, I could have you killed, right now, and nobody would say a word; it’d come under general expediency in the field. But if I let you go, they’d have me up in front of a board of enquiry and I’d be lucky to keep my commission. And if you can make any sense of that, please enlighten me.” He scratched his chin. He’d lost his razor. Actually, Musen had taken it, the day before yesterday, while the captain was talking to Teucer; it had an ivory handle, and could at a push serve as a weapon. He’d hidden it in one of the troopers’ saddlebags, wrapped in a spare scarf. “No, as I see it, I’ve got two options. I can turn you over as an ordinary prisoner of war, or I can find someone on the staff here to take you off my hands.”


“A craftsman.”


“Well, yes, obviously. But that wouldn’t be a problem. Plenty of them.”


Musen relaxed a little. They might be savages, but they took the craft seriously; far more than anyone had done back home. He wondered, not for the first time, what he’d have done in Guifres’ shoes. Kill them both, probably, and spared himself all the inconvenience. After all, who’d ever have known?


“Do that, then,” Musen said.


“It’s not as simple as that.” He was getting on Guifres’ nerves. “For a start, what would anyone possibly want you for? Sorry.” He smiled. “No offence. But really. You aren’t a skilled man, you don’t have a trade, and I can’t see any of my brother officers wanting you as a servant.”


“I can read.”


“Yes. So can every soldier in the army. I’m sorry,” he repeated, “but you can see, it’s a problem. Even for a fellow craftsman, there are limits as to what can be done.” He thought for a moment. “You could always escape.”


“But I thought you said—”


A sort of give-me-strength look. “Yes, that’s right. I can’t let you go. But if you escape, I can quite legitimately take a command decision that I can’t spare the manpower to chase after you and catch you. Once you’re two miles from here, what the hell difference will it make if you’ve escaped or I let you go?”


“I wouldn’t have a safe passage.”


“Well, no,” Guifres conceded. “There’s that. But you’re a smart fellow, you can look after yourself.”


“I’ll get caught again. By your lot.”


“Not necessarily. You only got caught the first time because I was looking for your friend. But for him, you’d probably be home free and clear by now.”


“I’d have starved to death on the moor.”


“God, you’re hard to do favours for. All right, you don’t want to escape and I can’t let you go. You suggest something.”


Musen gave him a flat, stupid look. It was one of his best, versatile and effective. “We’re craftsmen,” he said. “You’ve got to look after me.”


“Actually, that’s not what it says in the rules—” Guifres stopped. “All right. I can leave you here in the custody of the garrison commander, who just happens to be a craftsman, too. Then you can be his problem. How about that?”


Musen thought for a moment. The sad fact was, he wasn’t really sure what he wanted any more. Going home to Merebarton, alone, the only man under fifty in the village; be realistic, no future in that. At first, after the slaughter at the river, he’d had such visions – all the unclaimed land, the huge estate there for the taking; then the sober thought, as they’d crossed so much empty space, that land is useless without men to work it, and by the look of it there were no more people; because he knew for a fact, ten years ago the country they’d crossed, from Merebarton to Spire Cross and then on towards Carney, had been a settled, prosperous network of hill farms and small villages, all duly marked on the maps, and where the hell were they all now? So, no labour to be hired in from outside, no value, no point in all that land that should have been his for the taking. Waste; useless. In which case, why the hell go back? Nothing there but hard work and sorrow. But if he didn’t, what was he supposed to do?


And the answer, coiled seductively round the base of his mind like a fat snake; these people obviously have far more things than they need, and plenty of money—


“Fine,” he said. “After all, I wouldn’t want to be a burden to anyone.”


The city was a miserable place, hostile, empty and miserable, but eventually he found a buyer, a short man (they were all so short), in a coat even older than he was, sitting in a doorway. The man had called out, “Hey, want to buy? Good stuff, very cheap.” He hadn’t bothered looking up.


“Not buying,” Musen said. “Selling.”


“Uh.” The man looked up at him. “You’re not a soldier.”


“No.”


“What’re you doing here, then? You’re not from these parts.”


“I ran away from home to seek my fortune.”


That got him a grim look. “What you got?”


Musen dropped down beside him, looked round and fished in his pocket. “Here,” he said, and unrolled the cloth bundle.


“Where’d you get that from?”


“Family heirlooms. Been handed down from father to son, twenty generations. Where do you think?”


Sixteen bone buttons, various. A small folding knife, bone handle, some pitting, the blade missing the tip. A man’s ring, small, almost certainly gilded bronze, the blue stone slightly chipped. A man’s razor, best quality, ivory handle. A silk handkerchief, some slight bloodstaining. “Well?”


The old man brushed aside the buttons. “Don’t want them.” He picked up the ring, put it down again; unfolded the knife and tried to wobble the blade, but it was sound in its bolsters; sniffed the handkerchief and dropped it; didn’t even look at the razor, which meant he knew what a good piece it was. Thought so. “Ten rials.”


“Oh, please.”


“Nah.” The old man covered the stuff with the cloth. “Ten rials. I’m not bothered.”
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