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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.







WARNING


This is the second extract from the memoirs of Omar the Trader of Tales to be offered to the public in vernacular translation. Certain passages herein may seem to contradict statements Omar made in the first book. Those who have not read the first book will not be troubled by this. Those who have will not be surprised. 




1: The Traveler Returns


Some harsh words had been spoken the previous summer, the first time I lodged at the inn. Nothing serious, milords, just a minor misunderstanding—a small imbalance on the slate. A trivial sum, truly! 


I admit that appearances were against me. My taste for shortcuts has been misinterpreted before. When the hour for my departure dawned—it was slightly before dawn actually, but I am by nature an early riser—I chose the swiftest route. I was in a hurry, being bound that day for Gilderburg, a city many hard leagues away. Moreover, I feared I might disturb the other guests if I went clattering down the stairs. Only when I was halfway across the vegetable patch did I realize I had forgotten to pay my bill. The house door would still be locked, so I resolved to leave the money on the hostler's desk in the stable. 


That was the only reason I approached the stable. Why else would I do so? I had no horse lodged there! 


The trouble arose because the innkeeper, Fritz, motivated by unseemly greed, had rented out even his own quarters the previous night. He had chosen to sleep in the hayloft overhead, from which he had a clear view of my window. 


The stable door gave me a little trouble. Then it swung open, freely and quietly on well-oiled hinges. I stooped to lift my bundle, and when I straightened up I was exceedingly surprised to discover myself facing what appeared to be a haystack. 


I have often been complimented on my expertise in animal husbandry. I am well aware that general practice is to put the livestock on the ground floor and the fodder in the loft. It is a technical matter of getting them up ladders. In this case I could not see why Mine Host Fritz might have reversed the normal filing system. Then I realized that what I was seeing in the chill predawn light was Mine Host Fritz himself. He had no shirt on, which is what had confused me. When I tilted my head back, I discovered his face, higher up. 


There can be something very unwholesome about blue eyes. Jaws of that magnitude are better left unclenched. 


Instinct warned me that there could be a misunderstanding brewing. I explained carefully, using short sentences and speaking distinctly. 


Another problem then arose, concerning the house tariff. I do not deny that it was posted in large letters on the taproom wall, a list very detailed and well lit. No one could claim that the inventory of services offered was incomplete or the scale of charges ambiguous. The Hunters’ Haunt was an inn of the highest standards. Though small, it offered quality personal service most welcome to experienced and sophisticated travelers such as myself. Within its range, it was one of the finest hostels I had ever graced with my custom, and one I fully intended to recommend heartily to the numerous fellow wayfarers I meet upon my travels—as I repeatedly assured the innkeeper. However, being a stranger in the Grimm Ranges, I had mistakenly assumed that his prices were posted in Nurgic dinars. 


To my astonishment, Fritz informed me that Gilderburg thalers were specified at the bottom of the notice. I explained that every time I had been looking in that direction the previous evening, Fritz himself had been drawing ale from the left-hand barrel, directly underneath. The vital postscript must have been obscured by his shoulders. True, that was a remarkable coincidence, and most men would not have blocked my view, but Fritz was not most men—only about three of them, hammered into one. 


Of course I had funds enough to cover my tab, had the amount been calculated in Nurgic dinars. 


That was the truth of the matter, milords. Alas, the oaf chose to disbelieve me! 


Do not be too hard on him! Large as he was, Fritz was young for his responsibilities. Even an older, more experienced man might have misconstrued a situation of such manifest ambiguity. He was perhaps a little coarse in his language. He might have used more tact in the way he disassembled my bundle, pronouncing my spare garments to be useless rags and strewing them in the mire of the stable yard. Finesse is not to be expected in the young. But he resisted overt violence, which must have been a great temptation for one of his size. 


Pretty much resisted it, that is. He carried me by my right ear over to some distant outbuildings, and there presented me with a monstrous ax, more fittingly sized to his thews than mine. He indicated ten or eleven tree trunks and where they should be stowed when cut into hearth lengths. And then he whistled up an animal I had seen the previous day and at first assumed to be a full-grown bear. It was a dog. 


Its name was Tiny, but even by Fritz's standards that was inappropriate. Tiny, Fritz assured me, would keep me from leaving—ever, under any circumstances—until its master gave it the correct password to release me. Tiny was an excellent guard dog, the innkeeper added, its only fault being the killer frenzy that came upon it when it tasted blood. 


While I mulled the implications of that subtle innuendo, Mine Ex-Host stalked away to prepare breakfast for his guests. Tiny ran a tongue like a black doormat over a picket fence of white teeth and lay down to plan my dismemberment. 


The sun rose about then, promising a hard day, or perhaps several hard days. I began with a few lusty blows of the ax, continuing until I judged young Fritz would be engrossed in other pursuits and hopefully out of earshot. 


I think I mentioned that I am not without knowledge in the ways of our four-legged brethren? Pausing to catch my breath, I edged closer to the corner of the woodshed. Tiny raised a forest of hair down the entire length of its back, rumbling a growl I found strikingly reminiscent of the earthquake that threw down the walls of Atlambaron. Clearly the beast was expressing a warning that I should not progress any farther. Fortunately I was already close enough for my purposes. 


To be explicit about my next actions might bring a blush to sensitive cheeks, so I shall wash over the details. Suffice it to say that I rendered said corner of the aforementioned woodshed of immediate interest to the dog. When I had finished, Tiny rose and came across to inspect my labors, its manner indicating a clear belief that it might not know much about firewood, but it did know about that. Tiny came, in short, within reach. When it turned away to initial my signature, I stunned the brute with the back of the ax. 


I missed breakfast and lost my bundle, but I sold the ax for six Gilderburg thalers in the next village, so I came out well ahead on the exchange. 


That, as I said earlier, had been in the summer. Now winter was setting in. 


I had come to the Volkslander in search of the ending of a certain story and had failed to find it. The experienced collector of tales learns to accept disappointment and will not let it discourage him. Somewhere, someday, I would pick up the trail again—in bazaar gossip, a chance remark upon the highway, a tale heard in an alehouse, or perchance a legend recounted in a monastery. Meanwhile, warmer climes called me, for my way of life can be arduous in cold weather. 


Three possible routes south were available. I could take ship, although the season was late. I might seek out a caravan following the amber road and accompany it as far as the salt rivers, but the wild children of the steppes were being gruesome again. All in all, it seemed safest and easiest just to venture a recrossing of the Grimm Ranges. The way is strenuous, but extremely scenic. 


My sojourn in the northern marches had not been entirely fruitless. My repertoire of stories had been well rewarded. I left Luzfraul on a sunny, frosty morning, mounted on a sprightly bay mare, journeying in the company of a convivial band of merchants bound for the misty valleys of the Winelands. Our conversation sparkled like the ice crystals on the grass of the verge while we climbed through the foothills. I gathered some trivial tales for my collection, granting others in return, as is my wont. 


We lunched well, seated on the bank of a joyous cataract, resting our mounts and making the crags ring with our laughter. The peaks above us wore their winter finery, white and pure in the sunlight. Scenery can be overdone, of course. 


By afternoon the sky was taking on a menacing leaden hue, an unfriendly wind was tugging at our cloaks, and we had entered into the forest's dark domain. We passed few habitations, only the lonely cottages of woodsmen or charcoal-burners. We debated stopping and taking shelter at one of these, but rasher counsels prevailed. We decided to push on in the hope of crossing the pass before the weather turned on us—or turned at all, because nothing is more fickle than mountain weather. 


Alas, it was not the elements that brought disaster upon us! We were set upon by one of the many bands of brigands that too often haunt such wild places. They were ragged, hairy, and ferocious—desperate, ruthless men who would have been more than a match for my genteel companions even had we not been outnumbered, which we were, hugely. 


Although I am not without skill at swordplay, I was without sword that day. In any case, I have always preferred subtle stratagem to bludgeon brutality. Ambush may succeed where mere impetuous resistance will not. As my horse reared in terror, I reached up and caught hold of an oak branch fortuitously overhanging the road. I hauled myself up, drew my dagger, and waited to drop on the first marauder who came within my range. 


I did not expect to escape attention for long, because the trees were bare of leaves. But I did. 


I watched in silent horror as my companions were odiously murdered, their goods sequestered, their corpses stripped. Soon it was too late for me to achieve anything other than gallant suicide. In short order the outlaws drove off the baggage train, leaving only naked bodies behind. 


Now I was in a difficult situation. The brigands had headed south, deeper into the ranges. They would go no faster than I, for many of them were still on foot. I had no desire to catch up with them to explain that they had overlooked me in their massacre. 


My only logical course of action was to retrace my steps northward in the hope of finding one of those woodcutters’ cottages. Already the first flakes of a winter storm danced amid the boughs. 


Having waited awhile to make sure the desperadoes would not return, I scrambled cautiously to the ground, said a sad farewell to my erstwhile friends—together with a heartfelt apology that I lacked the means to grant them decent burial—and set off alone through the forest, whistling to keep up my spirits. 


There are numerous tales of trolls and evil spirits preying on wayfarers in the Grimm Ranges. I have never spoken with a man who had met any himself, although that does not prove that the stories are false. I encountered none that evening. What I did meet was a mountain blizzard, the likes of which have killed more travelers than all the trolls ever spawned. In pitch darkness, flying snow is not white, it is black. It insinuates into every crevice of a man's clothing, it weighs down his cloak and shoulders, soaks his skin, fills his boots; trickles, freezes, and blinds. I should certainly have wandered off the road had it not been flanked by dense woods. I followed the path by bumping into trees. 


But where were the cottages? Gradually I was forced to conclude that either I had staggered right by them without noticing, or else I had lost my way. Several routes lead up to the pass, and I might easily have taken a wrong fork. I had no guarantee that there would be any shelter at all on this road. 


The night grew colder, the wind stronger, the drifts deeper. I never plague the gods with prayer, since omnipotence requires no advice, but that night I fully expected to greet them in person. I reached the last stage of endurance, the stage of promising myself a rest after fifty more paces and then fifty more, knowing that if I ever stopped, I should never rise again. 


Suddenly, to my great relief and astonishment, a light blazed up ahead of me. A moment later it shrank and vanished, but I was not discouraged, knowing that a shutter blown open in the wind would not be allowed to remain open for long. What mattered was that there was a dwelling within reach, and it was inhabited. Surely no one would refuse hospitality to an honest traveler on a night like that? 


I plowed through waist-deep drifts, guided eventually by chinks of light. I stumbled at last to the door and fell against the handle. The latch lifted. The door flew open and I through it. I reeled into a crowded room, accompanied by a hurricane of wind and blowing snow. Thus, not exactly unobtrusively, I returned to the Hunters’ Haunt inn. 




2: A Challenge Accepted 


As inns go, milords, the Hunters’ Haunt is not large. Being the only habitation of any sort for many leagues along the Gilderburg route, it rarely lacks for custom. Curiously, the fickle weather is more its ally than its enemy. In winter, wayfarers may be forced to remain in residence for days at a stretch. 


The previous owners had died less than two years before, of pestilence—a professional hazard for those who associate with travelers. The business was now owned and run by their two children. Fritz I have already mentioned. He may best be described as an ill-tempered blond brute of unnecessary size. 


His sister, though—almost do words fail me! Few women have ever bewitched me as Frieda had, upon our very brief acquaintance the previous summer... 


I hear you sigh, miladies? You roll your eyes at my masculine ways? Ah, but hear me out. 


Yes, of course Frieda had youth and beauty. One word from her would turn men's heads, and two their wits. She was as blond as her brother, tall for a woman, as tall as I. Her golden hair hung in two long braids. Her eyes were shining fragments of summer sky, her cheeks ripe peaches, her lips promises of Paradise. She was slim and light on her feet, and although her heavy homespun country dresses and voluminous aprons fought hard to hide all evidence of the figure they concealed, no man would doubt that beneath them further excellence would match the perfection of her face. 


I will admit before you ask that she was accomplished in feminine skills—the house was sweet-scented and clean, the fare mouthwatering. A few weeks of her cooking would have induced obesity in grass snakes. 


I do not deny that men too often judge women by such trivia, but I insist that in this case they were merely seasoning. Believe me, miladies, in my life upon the road I have met beauties by the thousand and good cooks by the hundred. One or two who were both, even. It was neither her physical charms nor her rabbit Wellington that endeared her to me, truly! 


Frieda was not merely attractive and accomplished, she was also a wit. There is a rare combination indeed, in woman or man. How many humorists do you know who are truly likable? 


She could return jest for jest, quote for quote, pun for pun, quip for banter, and the melody of her laughter lingered long in the memory. That first evening she bested me in barroom jocularity, greatly delighting the other guests and much surprising me. Yes, it does happen, milords, but rarely without my connivance. In Frieda's case I did not submit; I was outclassed. Nay, I was conquered! Alas, my flirtation was its own reward. I am certain no other man in the tavern fared better. 


Mayhap I came closer than most did, for Fritz's evident animosity toward me waxed steadily stronger throughout the evening, long before the next morning's misunderstanding about Nurgic dinars. When Frieda came to sit beside me on the bench, the knuckles of his gargoyle fists whitened like hens’ eggs. Unlike his sister, Fritz had no sense of humor at all. He consistently failed to appreciate my efforts to include him in the conversation, although everyone else did. 


This may be an opportune moment, milords, to describe the taproom of the inn, for it features largely in the course of my narrative. 


It occupies most of the ground floor. Visualize, if you will, four sturdy walls of fieldstone, their thickness exposed in the deep embrasures of the windows—all of which were then firmly shuttered, of course. The front door is of ancient, massive oak, studded with nails. An open plank stairway against the opposite wall leads up to four poky guest chambers, and the owners’ attics above them. A third wall is largely occupied by a great stone fireplace, and the fourth contains the way through to the kitchen, partially blocked off by a bar counter of solid timbers. 


At the time of which I speak, three hogsheads of beer stood in back of the counter, only the middle one being truly potable. Shelves over the barrels were laden with the coarse brown pottery of the region: cups, dishes, steins. Alongside those hung the tariff board I have already mentioned. Its stylish black letters had doubtless been painted by some wandering scribe in years gone by, in return for a night's lodging, or perhaps just a slab of venison and a flagon of ale. 


The decor was simple. Heads of elk, mule deer, and mountain sheep mounted on the walls testified to the inn's hunting clientele. A battle-ax and two-handed sword hung on the chimney were somewhat less explicable. Below them, a mantelshelf held bric-a-brac: a battered military helmet of antique design, a nodule of rock crystal, a small brass vase, a few clay figurines, an hourglass, a hand-carved music box. Tasteful oil paintings and elegant sculptures were absent. 


Dry fern fronds covered the flags of the floor. The high beams were smoke-stained, and the communal board table in the center of the room was shiny black with the grease of generations. By day, two long benches flanked it and two high chairs stood by the hearth. That bitter night the benches had been pulled close to the fire, also. The copper ewer on the hob emitted tantalizing odors of yeast and spices. The evening meal had been tidied away, the spit and its succulent burden removed, although a scent of roast meat still hung in the smoky air. A single lantern swayed over the counter, but the roaring pine-log fire provided more light. 


The occupants clustered near the heat while their Hunters’ Haunts danced in the cold corners. Storm winds wailed in the eaves and rippled the ferns on the floor. The atmosphere was creepy; yet on such a night, deep in the heart of the unfriendly ranges, this was a very welcome haven. 


More! A haven not merely welcome but necessary, for Death waited outside in the forest. 


The absence of a dog was ominous. 


As might be expected, my dramatic entrance provoked consternation. I was lifted bodily and borne to the fireplace. Once it had been established that I had no companions left in adversity outside, the door was forced closed and latched again. In a babble of sympathetic chatter, my snow-laden cloak and hat were hauled off, my jerkin and singlet and boots, also. Stripped down to my shift and trews, I was quickly enveloped in a rough blanket. 


I caught a glimpse of the person doing the enveloping and yanked a corner over my head. I was not quick enough. Her limpid blue eyes widened as she recognized me. 


“Idiot!” she whispered. 


I have known more affectionate greetings, but in this case the word was a warning and therefore probably well intended. I hunched down to warm myself before the blaze, and the company resumed its places around me, all jabbering at once. 


“Innkeeper!” The voice was male, hearty and boisterous. “Surely your new guest will welcome a stein of mulled ale?” I thought I knew the speaker, but I did not look up. 


“He is no guest of mine!” replied a voice I had no trouble identifying. “And I prefer not to have my blanket soiled.” 


My cover was yanked away, leaving me crouching in wet undergarments in the brightest part of the room. My eyes streamed as warmth began to penetrate my hands and feet and face. I shivered with such intensity that I could barely twist my head around to squint up at the barely-haired giant. 


“Ho!” the first voice boomed. “Do you not realize that your tavern is honored to shelter the renowned Omar, the celebrated trader of tales?” 


I knew him then, a merchant I had met more than once upon the road. His name escaped me for the moment—and when I did hear it, it was not the name I had known him by before. Indeed, several of the persons present in the Hunters’ Haunt that night were already known to me, and not all of them by the names or stations they were then professing. 


“The celebrated thief,” young Fritz replied. “He is a freeloader. He tried to steal a horse. He killed my dog. He gains no shelter here, my lord.” 


Voices rose in protest and were drowned out by the merchant's booming laughter. “Hold! Curb your impatience, mine host, while we clarify the legal aspects of the matter. To drive out a supplicant upon such a night as this is to send him to his death.” 


“My pillow will remain dry,” the young monster retorted. 


I confess that discomfort made me testy. “Boy,” I snapped. “I notice that your attempts at a mustache remain largely theoretical, but if you continue to grow at your present rate until you reach manhood, then you will have to acquire a kennel with greater headroom.” 


Fritz growled and reached down with hands like plowshares, intent on evicting me from the premises. 


“Hold, I say!” the merchant roared. “There need be no haste, for we are all confined here until morning at the earliest—with the possible exception of Omar, that is. State your grievance, innkeeper.” 


The giant released me and straightened. “Theft, my lord! He departed without paying his reckoning. He stole my ax. He killed my dog.” 


“Specifics?” the merchant said, hefting a foaming tankard. “What is the exact amount he owes you?” 


“Fifteen thalers.” 


“Twelve,” Frieda said in the background. 


“Plus three for the ax!” her brother roared. 


“Twelve?” the merchant repeated. “Why, he must have treated the entire house, all evening long!” 


“He did,” Fritz said grimly. 


That was a vile exaggeration! Three or four rounds, no more. 


The merchant beamed. He was a corpulent man of middle years, swathed in soft furs and shiny leathers. He glittered: rings on his fingers, jeweled buckles on his boots, and a gold chain looped across his breast. His face glowed red in the firelight, lit from within by good food and much ale. The fact that he occupied one of the two chairs by the fire showed that he outranked or outriched the rest of the company. Even the pouches under his eyes might be stuffed with gold. He was the sort of man who enjoyed life hugely, especially if the enjoyment did not come at his own expense. 


“But perchance he has returned tonight repentant, intending to settle his debt? If he does so, and pays in advance for whatever else he now requires—plus a small compensation for insult, perchance—then you can hardly refuse to accept, can you?” 


“I can, sir! We have no empty rooms and the table is cleared. In any case, this vagrant has no gold.” 


A few voices twittered in alarm. The storm wailed angrily in the eaves and chimney. Door and shutters rattled. 


“Well, Omar?” 


I sighed and went back to studying the glowing logs in the fire. That morning I had left Luzfraul with five or six thalers concealed in my saddlebags. I still had a few coppers in my pocket. The robbers had taken everything else. I did not think my sad story would influence the innkeeper even if he believed it, which he wouldn't. 


“The entire business was an unfortunate misunderstanding,” I said. 


The background chorus murmured disapproval. 


The merchant chortled, almost choking on his mirth, as if this were no more than he had expected. “Well then, that cloak? With a sable collar! Those boots, the dagger, the hat ... not everyone's choice of style, perhaps, but good stuff nevertheless. I should say that fifteen thalers might be a fair estimate of their worth. Take those, mine host, and call the former matter settled.” 


“It is a good cloak,” Frieda's voice said. 


“Stolen, doubtless. Who would want such a hat?” 


“You would turn him out in his shirt?” a scandalized female voice demanded. “On such a night?” 


Right on cue, the wind rattled the door again and blew smoke from the fireplace. 


“Ah!” the merchant said. “The future has yet to be debated, my lady. We are still trying to settle the past.” 


I have talked myself out of tight spots in the past. Tonight I should need to talk myself into one, and I was still too muddled by the aftereffects of the cold to concentrate my mind. 


“The affair of the dog is a matter of blood!” Fritz proclaimed. 


He was still standing directly behind me. I mused on the possibility of grabbing his belt and tipping him over my head into the fireplace. I have known warriors who could have done that. I did not think I could, though. He would probably crush me. Even if I succeeded in bouncing his skull on the hearth, I would just make him cross. 


“Wergild?” the merchant mused. “It is time for a legal ruling on this matter. Advocate?” 


Everyone turned to peer at someone on one of the benches. I twisted around also and observed a mousy man in a clerk's black robe and biretta. As he was about as far from the fire as it was possible to be, he obviously lacked status. His complexion was sallow, but little of it was visible within his collar, which he had turned up against the chill. 


He squeaked. “Oh, I am not qualified—” 


“You are more qualified than anyone else present,” the merchant boomed, his fat hands clasped on his paunch. “I am sure you can cite some legal precept on the topic. Now, how can Omar settle the matter of the dog?” 


“Wergild is hardly ... Although I do believe that dogs have been classed as companions in some instances.” The notary chewed his lip for a moment, wrung his hands, screwed up his eyes and then muttered, “I recall a precedent where the plaintiff attested that the defendant had maliciously and with prejudice—” 


“God of my fathers preserve me! Spring will be here before we know it. How much for the dog?” 


“If memory serves me, the total judgment in that instance came to thirty thalers, being comprised of—” 


“Making a total of forty-five,” the merchant said with satisfaction. “And let us assume another five for tonight's board and room. Friend Omar, we judge that you need to tender fifty thalers to our host, or he will be entitled to confiscate your outer garments and toss you out in the storm in your present apparel. How do you plan to settle the bill?” 


He handed up his empty stein to the landlord, who hastened off to refill it. I was relieved not to have him looming at my back, for I had been half expecting a boot in the kidneys. The merchant leaned back and beamed at me, ruddier than ever, wiggling thick black eyebrows like signal flags. 


My own face felt hot from the fire, and my thighs were steaming. I turned around to warm my back. Still on my knees, I surveyed the congregation. As I said, several of the faces were familiar to me, but few of the names that later emerged. For simplicity, therefore, shall list the spectators by the stations they professed that night. 


The portly merchant occupied the chair to the left of the fireplace. On the bench at his side sat a striking young lady who claimed to be his wife. Her apparel was almost as rich as his: a green satin gown, hat and cloak of ermine, assorted jewels and precious metal. When I had last seen her she had been dancing on a table—wearing earrings, only earrings and nothing but earrings. As she was so obviously talented at playing diverse roles, I shall refer to her here as the actress. 


She was trying to keep her distance from her other neighbor, a hunched, miserable, undernourished young man in threadbare doublet and hose. His hair was lank, his expression woebegone, and his nose a boiling furnace. Every few minutes he would wipe it on his sleeve. He sneezed repeatedly. I knew him for a second-rate minstrel, but I obviously need not worry about him singing tonight. 


The end position on that bench was occupied by the majestic Frieda, staying well back from the fire as a good hostess should. Recalling our innocent flirtation and merrymaking on my previous visit, I wondered if she would stand up for me against her brother. It seemed unlikely, unless she was a dog-hater. 


On the other side, the fireside chair was occupied by an elderly dowager, almost invisible inside a full-length cloak of lush sable and an elaborate hat that descended in folds to her collar, mercifully concealing her hair and neck. Her hands were tucked away in a matching muff. Hideous patches of rouge on her cheekbones merely drew attention to their angularity and the crumpled parchment of her face, speckled with age spots. 


Next to her sat a tall, spare man. Observing the scuff marks of chain mail on his brown leather jerkin and the way his silver hair was cut short for comfort below a helmet, I deduced him to be a soldier. Besides, he wore a broadsword. He had the eyes of a hungry eagle. Whether he was traveling alone or was the dowager's escort I could not immediately determine. He was past his prime, but still a man to be taken seriously. 


At his side sat a younger woman, whose coat was of faded cloth, too light for the climate. Her face was hidden from me by her bonnet. Her downcast gaze and simple attire suggested that she was the dowager's maidservant. The moth-eaten clerk was next to her. 


So there was the court assembled: merchant, actress, minstrel, Frieda on one side; dowager, soldier, maid, and notary on the other. 


Giant-boy Fritz returned, squeezing through between the benches to deliver the merchant's stein. Then he stood back a pace, looking huge in the firelight and glowering at me. My mouth watered at the thought of a draft of ale, or even some food, but I was not about to beg. 


Not openly, anyway. 


“My honorable friend,” I said—meaning the merchant, although my sarcasm might not have been appreciated by all my listeners—"has been quick to judge a case on the basis of inadequate information. As I tried to explain, my disagreement with our host was due to a misunderstanding. The true facts must be determined by a proper tribunal of law. Until such time as that can be arranged, the universal dictates of hospitality and the edicts of the gods require that a benighted wayfarer be granted shelter from the storm. I shall be quite content with a place by the fire and the chance to roll up in my cloak, once it has had a chance to dry. Of course, a crust or two of bread and—” 


“Out!” Fritz roared, who was standing in the background with his arms folded like tree trunks felled by a hurricane. “You may roll up on the doorstep if you wish. I have taken precautions to improve the locks on the stable and sheds.” 


“One admires a man who knows what he wants,” the merchant observed, complacently wiping foam from his fat lips. 


“Surely on such a night this would be murder?” the dowager rasped. 


“It would indeed, milady,” I agreed, smiling gratefully at her. “And I fear you would all share complicity in the misdeed.” 


“Would we, though?” the soldier sharply asked, speaking for the first time. “What lord would judge us? In whose domain is this inn located, innkeeper?” Trust a soldier to worry about such trivia! “To whom do you pay your taxes?” 


“Taxes, Captain?” Fritz's eyes widened in disbelief. "Taxes?" Being the only one on his feet, he dominated the group like a bull in a chicken run. 


The leather of the old campaigner's face wrinkled in something resembling a smile. “Then who gives you protection?” 


Fritz raised a fist like a stonemason's mallet. 


“Long may you trust it, lad,” the soldier muttered. “Notary? Whose writ runs in this land?” 


The clerk twitched nervously. “An excellent question, Captain! The free city of Gilderburg does not claim jurisdiction this far into the Ranges, and I doubt that the cantons to the south do.” 


“No-man's-land, then?” 


“I do believe that the principle of terra nullius would apply, yes.” 


“If no lord rules,” the merchant murmured, “then we ourselves must be the law?” 


The clerk mumbled, unwilling to commit himself aloud to such an outrageous idea, but then he nodded. 


“Out, scum!” Fritz said. Yet he made no move from his place at the back of the group. He was enjoying the charade—and he was certainly not alone in that. 


“The situation is tragic,” the merchant proclaimed. “Has no one any helpful suggestions?” 


The actress frowned at me, creasing her pretty brow. She probably remembered our previous meeting. She was certainly not going to mention it, and she would not prejudice whatever influence she had on her paramour by pleading my case. 


“Well,” the soldier mused, “I do feel that thirty thalers seems excessive for a mere hound. With respect, innkeeper, a silver crown would replace the beast.” 


“I was exceedingly fond of the dog, Captain,” Fritz said narrowly. 


“Oh, I daresay! I have felt affection for animals myself. But if it is your feelings that are wounded, rather than your money pouch, then how can gold compensate you?” 


“What are you suggesting, sir?” A sinister gleam lit the pale eyes; his lip curled menacingly. 


“Were it me,” the old warrior said reflectively, “I should rather seek satisfaction with a horsewhip. The exercise would assuage my grief better than money would.” 


“Oh, an excellent suggestion!” the merchant said heartily. “Do you not agree, Goodman Fritz?” 


“The idea has merit, Your Honor. You think, then, that I should flog him before I throw him out?” 


“I strongly recommend you proceed in that order. See, Omar, how your situation improves? We are now down to a mere twenty thalers.” 


“Nay!” Fritz was leering again. “You added five for tonight's lodging, and he is not going to get that. So just the original fifteen. Settle now, thief, and then leave.” 


“Just fifteen!” the merchant marveled. “Such a trivial amount. Why, my darling fritters that much away in a morning's shopping! Don't you, dear?” 


The actress simpered. “You are so generous to me, my love.” She leaned over to cuddle him and place a kiss. 


My back was well roasted now, but I feared to move farther from the fire, lest once I began I might find myself continuing indefinitely. The howling of the storm was even louder than before. The entire building seemed to tremble beneath it, the Hunters’ Haunts around the walls gibbered at me. I needed a brilliant preserving inspiration, but my normally quick wits remained stubbornly torpid. 


“And we agreed that fifteen was the value of his cloak and boots,” the merchant mused. “So our host can go fetch his horsewhip directly to settle the remaining matter of the dog ... Have I overlooked anything, Trader of Tales?” 


“Entertainment,” I suggested. “I normally expect compensation when I regale a noble company, and you have certainly been enjoying yourself at my expense.” 


His eyes seemed to darken. He pursed his thick lips like slabs of raw steak. “Indeed. Perhaps the price of a stein of ale before you depart would he only fair.” 


“I have a suggestion,” the dowager announced in her croaky voice. Everyone looked respectfully in her direction. 


“My lady?” the soldier murmured. 


“Is not this Omar reputed to be the finest storyteller in the world?” 


“Others have made that claim, ma'am,” I said hurriedly, “but never I.” 


The eyes peering at me were like amber in milk. “Do you deny it?” 


“I cannot venture an opinion!” I shifted to ease my back farther from the heat. “I cannot listen to myself narrate in the way I can others. I have no basis for comparison.” 


“Surely audience reaction provides such a comparison? But no matter. I shall certainly not venture up those stairs to an ice-cellar bedroom while this storm lasts. I shall remain here! I expect many of us feel that way.” 


“Indeed!” the merchant said thoughtfully, but his hand slid to his companion's thigh. “I suppose this is the warmest place. You propose that Omar be allowed to spin us one of his yarns, milady?” 


She chuckled, a noise like snakes moving in dry leaves. “I propose a contest! After all, we have another professional here with us this evening.” The crone pulled a bundle of bony fingers from her muff and aimed one at the minstrel. 


He flinched. “I am in no condition to sing for you tonight, my lady, much as I...” He doubled over in a massive sneeze. 


“No, we do not expect you to sing, troubadour. But if I permit our host to add a stein of mulled ale to my account, could you manage to tell us a story, do you think?” 


He brightened greatly. “Most kind of you, ma'am!” 


She smiled, covering her paucity of teeth with the same shriveled hand. “And then Omar can try to top your tale! The rest of us shall be judges.” 


The old hag knew how to brandish rank and authority; no one was going to oppose her very seriously. I decided that perhaps she was not quite as poisonous as she looked. My life expectancy had just increased by a half hour or more. 


“This is a most promising proposition, ma'am,” the soldier said. “But the night is young yet. Why do we not extend the contest?” 


She eyed him suspiciously. “What have you in mind, Captain?” I decided that they were acquainted and thus he must be in her hire. I had trouble visualizing a woman of her antiquity on horseback; of the men present, only he could be her coachman. 


“Subject to our host's agreement, ma'am, I suggest that all seven of us tell a story. After each one, the Omar man will be required to better it. We shall vote on each pair.” 


“Ah! Spoken like a strategist! And if he fails?” 


“As soon as he fails, then the contest is over. The rest of us can repair to bed, leaving our host free to work out his grief over the dead dog and thereafter evict Omar from the house, as is his right.” 


The dowager nodded graciously. “Is that agreeable to you, innkeeper?” 


Only in the crocodile swamps of Darkest Arinba have I ever seen a grin to match the one the big lummox now wore as he thought of all the food and drink he was going to sell that night. “Whether he leaves now or at dawn will matter little, ma'am. These storms often last for days. As long as it is agreed that he must leave.” 


“And you accept these terms, Omar?” asked the soldier. 


I could not read the message in his eye, if there was one. 


“Certainly not,” I said. 


The shutters wailed. Nine frowns looked down at me. 


Ah, the impetuosity of youth! Fritz was the first to speak. “I think I will dispense with the horsewhip, Captain. Bare hands would be more fitting. I am always reminded of poor Tiny when I hear the crunch of breaking bones.” The oaf had no native humor at all; he was just playing up to his betters. 


“Your choice, lad. Omar, have you a counterproposal?” 


I was unworried by the prospect of seven story duels, but I could think of several improvements to the rules, the most obvious being that I should be allowed to depart safely and with a whole skin if I succeeded in besting all of my opponents. However, this happy ending would require that Fritz abandon his blood feud, which meant someone would have to buy him off. Only the merchant and the dowager had that kind of wealth, and neither seemed likely to make such a commitment. 


But the festival surely could be spun out till dawn, and who knew what the gods might send with a new day? 


“I have no quarrel with the contest,” I said, “but my journey was hard. I am hungry and thirsty. More important, I am inadequately dressed. To expect me to tell a convincing tale in my present costume is manifestly absurd.” 


“Beggars cannot be choosers,” Fritz said. 


“And honest men do not gloat!” Frieda declaimed, jumping up at his side. 


He turned to look at her, first in astonishment and then with a flush of anger. She gave him no chance to speak, wagging a finger under his nose. Big woman though she was, she seemed small alongside him. 


“You have very little cause to strut, brother! You were the one who set your dog to guard a man and then armed the man with an ax! I suppose you think it was your cleverness that brought him back here and threw him on your mercy? I say it was the gods’ justice. And I say that I will not see a man exhibited undressed. This is a decent house. You go straightaway upstairs and fetch some clothes for him!” 


I had an ally. Indeed, I probably had at least two, for the old soldier had contrived to postpone my execution by several hours. 


Fritz began a protest, but his sister planted both hands on his chest and pushed. She could not have moved him an inch had he put up any serious resistance, but he let himself be urged in the direction of the stair. With an angry growl, he went thumping up the steps. 


Frieda ran around the counter, snatching the lantern from its hook as she went by and disappearing into the kitchen. 


From my lowly place on the floor, I surveyed the audience. The dowager was inscrutable, the soldier quietly amused, the little lady's maid shocked, the mousy notary disapproving. The stringy minstrel had apparently failed to notice the byplay, lost in thought as he worried over the story he would tell. The actress flickered me a hint of a wink and the merchant raised his woolly caterpillar eyebrows in cynical admiration. 


Frieda was the first to return. She came bustling over to me, bearing a wooden platter loaded with white cheese, yellow butter, fat onions, and two thick slabs of her own rye bread, which I remembered well from my previous visit. I sprang up. I did not accept the offering, although my mouth ached at the sight of it. 


“The gods will repay your kindness, friend,” I said, “but I cannot. Nor will I risk being the cause of dissension in this house.” 


“Why this sudden repentance? Here—eat fast!” 


But already heavy steps overhead announced that Fritz had begun descending the ladder from the attic. I glanced meaningfully at the dowager. “Her ladyship proposed this encounter and undertook to fortify her champion in advance ... were she also to accept responsibility for this wonderful gesture of yours, so that I might enter the lists similarly prepared, then trouble could be averted.” 


The old harridan glowered at me. Fritz's legs were coming into view on the stairs before she nodded agreement. 


He reacted with a bull roar of rage when he saw my repast, but was cut short by explanations. He scowled at his sister to show he could guess whose idea it had been. He went off to amend the dowager's bill. 


I donned the serviceable trousers and padded doublet he had brought. Of course they were grotesquely large for me, but the pant legs covered my toes and would keep my feet warm—I could see no chance of having to run anywhere that evening. I turned back the sleeves in cuffs that reached almost to my elbows. I was cumbersome as a turtle, my face disappearing into my collar whenever I tried to sup. 


What matter? Aromatic mulled ale was distributed from the jug on the hob, and several of the others chose to refill their tankards at the same time, which somewhat restored our host's temper. I found a place on the bench next the notary, and proceeded to enjoy my meal as I have rarely enjoyed anything. Frieda resumed her previous place opposite, with Fritz squeezing in beside her. This meant that the two of us were unpleasantly close, our knees almost touching across the gap, but he seemed able to contain his desire for violence. Vengeance is always sweetest in anticipation. 


At last we were all ready and naught could be heard but the banshee wailing of the storm and possibly my immodest crunching of onions. 


“You may begin, minstrel,” the dowager said graciously. “And begin by introducing yourself, so we know who you are.” 


The minstrel sneezed four times in quick succession and dragged a slimy sleeve across his nose. “My lady,” he said in a painful croak, “my name is Gwill, son of the Gwill who was troubadour to the Count of Laila. My father, may the gods cherish his soul, apprenticed me to Rolfo, a minstrel of renown in the Winelands. My master treated me with kindness and schooled me in his craft according to the oath he had sworn my father. He trained me to perform upon the lute and cithern, taught me diverse lays, romances, and ballads. At his behest, I was accepted into the troubadours’ guild in Faima. Storytelling is not my usual—” 
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