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      The Hammer

      
      “Other people,” Stheno said quietly, “have to live in this house too. Sometimes it’s not easy, but generally I manage to cope.
         But it’s hard enough as it is without you pulling stunts like that. Do you understand?”
      

      
      He’d have said anything to get the hand off his shoulder before he choked to death. “Yes, I understand. I’m sorry.”

      
      Stheno held him just a little longer; just a little too long. Then he let go, and all Gignomai could think about was breathing.
         “I can see why you did it,” Stheno said, not at all unkindly. “In your shoes, probably I’d have done the same. But you don’t
         have that luxury. Right?”
      

      
      “Right.”

      
      Stheno nodded. A curt nod that said, quarrel over, let’s not bother with grudges. “Glad you’re back,” he said. “I was worried.”

      
      “Stheno?”

      
      “Yes?”

      
      “The sword,” Gignomai said. “I lost it, in the woods. Really.”Stheno frowned. “I suggest you find it,” he said, “else, Father’ll
         kill you.”
      

      
      “That’s what I was thinking.”
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      For Ian and Angela Whitefield and Jim Alcock,
An everyday story of country folk

   

      

      Seven Years Before


      

      When Gignomai was seven years old, his brother Stheno gave him three chickens.

      


      

      “They’re not yours, of course,” Stheno said, “you’re just looking after them. Food and water twice a day, muck ’em out when

         the smell gets bad, make sure the fox doesn’t get them. No big deal. Father thinks it’s time you learned about taking responsibility.”

      


      

      “Oh,” Gignomai said. “How about the eggs?”


      

      “They go to the kitchen,” Stheno said.


      

      For a week, Gignomai did exactly as he’d been told. As soon as he woke up, he ran out into the yard, being careful not to

         slam the door in case it disturbed Father in his study, and went to the grain barrel, where he measured out a double handful

         of wheat into the battered old pewter cup he’d found in the barn. He scattered the grain all round the foot of the mounting-block,

         filled the tin pail with water, counted the chickens to make sure they were all there and made a tour of inspection of the

         yard palings. One paling was rotten at the base, and Gignomai was worried that a fox could shove against it, break it and

         get in. He reported his concerns to Stheno, who said he’d see to it when he had a moment. Nothing was done. Two days later,

         something broke in during the night and killed the chickens.

      


      

      “Not a fox,” his brother Luso said, examining the soft earth next to the broken palings. Luso was a great hunter, and knew everything there was to know about predators. “Look at the size

         of its feet. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was a wolf, only we haven’t seen one of them for years. Most likely it’s

         a stray dog from town.”

      


      

      That made sense. Town was a strange, barbarous place where common people lived, barely human. It followed that their dogs

         would run wild and murder chickens. Luso undertook to patrol the woods with his gun (any excuse). Stheno told Gignomai not

         to worry about it; these things happened, it wasn’t his fault (said in a way that made it clear that it was, really), and

         if you kept livestock, sooner or later you’d get dead stock, and there was nothing more to be said. That would have been fine,

         except that he then issued Gignomai with three more chickens.

      


      

      “Try to take better care of them,” he said. “The supply isn’t exactly infinite, you know.”


      

      For three days, Gignomai tended the chickens as before. For three nights, he sat in the bow window overlooking the grand double

         doors of the hall. He was too young to be allowed out after dark, and from the bow window you could just about see the far

         western corner of the yard. He managed to stay awake for the first two nights. On the third night he fell asleep, and the

         predator broke in and killed the chickens.

      


      

      “Not your fault,” Stheno said wearily. “For a start, you wouldn’t have seen anything from there, and it was dark, so you wouldn’t

         have seen anything anyway. And even if you’d seen something, it’d have taken too long. You’d have had to come and wake me

         up, and by the time I’d got out there, the damage would’ve been done.”

      


      

      It was the same large, unfamiliar paw print. Luso still maintained it was a dog.


      

      “You didn’t mend the broken paling,” Gignomai said.


      

      “I will,” Stheno replied, “soon as I’ve got a minute.”


      

      Custody of the remaining dozen chickens was awarded to one of Luso’s huntsmen. The paling didn’t get fixed. Two nights later, the leftovers from two more hens and the cock were scattered round the yard.

      


      

      “We’ll have to get a cock from one of the farms,” Luso said. The met’Oc didn’t condescend to trade with their neighbours,

         but from time to time Luso and his huntsmen went out at night and took things. It wasn’t stealing, Mother said, but she didn’t

         explain why not. Stheno tied the paling to the rail with a bit of twine from his pocket. Gignomai knew why he hadn’t mended

         it: he had the farm to run, and he did most of the work himself because the farm workers were weak and lazy and not to be

         trusted. Stheno was twenty-one and looked like Father’s younger brother rather than his son.

      


      

      The next night, Gignomai climbed out through the kitchen window. He’d noticed some time before that the catch didn’t fasten;

         he’d made a note of this fact, which could well be strategically useful, but had decided not to squander the opportunity on

         a pointless excursion. He took with him a horn lantern he’d found in the trap-house, a knife from the kitchen and some string.

      


      

      The predator came just before dawn. It wasn’t a dog. It was huge and graceful and quiet, and it nosed aside the broken paling

         as though it wasn’t there. It jumped the half-door of the chicken-house in a single fluid movement, and came out a short time

         later with a dead chicken in his jaws. Gignomai watched it carefully, and didn’t move until it had gone.

      


      

      He thought about it. The predator was a wolf. He’d seen pictures in the Bestiary in Father’s library, and read the descriptions in Luso’s Art of the Chase. Quite likely it was the last surviving wolf on the Tabletop, or maybe in the whole colony. The met’Oc had waged war on the

         wolves when they first came here. Luso had always wanted to kill a wolf, but he’d only ever seen one, a long way away. This

         wolf was probably old, which would explain why it had taken to burglary; they did that when they were too old and tired to

         pull down deer, and when they were alone with no pack to support them. There was no way a seven-year-old could fight a wolf, or even scare one away if it didn’t want to go. He could tell Stheno or Luso, but they almost certainly

         wouldn’t believe him.

      


      

      Well, he decided. The job had to be done or it’d kill all the chickens, and nobody else was going to do it because they wouldn’t

         believe he’d seen a wolf.

      


      

      He thought hard all the next day. Then, just as it was beginning to get dark and the curfew came into force, he went as unobtrusively

         as he could to the chicken-house, chose the oldest and weakest hen and pulled her neck. With the knife he’d borrowed from

         the kitchen and neglected to return, he opened the guts and carefully laid a trail of drops of blood across the yard to the

         woodshed, where he put the corpse on top of the stacked brushwood. He scrounged some loose straw from the stables and laid

         it in the shed doorway, and found a stout, straight stick about three feet long, which he leaned up against the wall. It was

         the best way of doing it that he could think of. There’d be trouble, but he couldn’t help that.

      


      

      The wolf came earlier that night. Gignomai had been waiting long enough for his eyes to get accustomed to the dark, and besides,

         there was a helpful three-quarter moon and no cloud. He watched the wolf’s nose shove past the paling and pick up the scent

         of blood. He kept perfectly still as it followed the trail, pausing many times to look up. It was suspicious, he knew, but

         it couldn’t figure out what was wrong. Old and a bit stupid, but still a wolf. He made sure of his grip on the lantern, and

         waited.

      


      

      Eventually, the wolf followed the blood all the way into the woodshed. Gignomai kept still until the very tip of its tail

         had disappeared inside; then he jumped up, took a deep breath, and crept on the sides of his feet, the way Luso had taught

         him, across the yard. He could smell the wolf as he groped for the stick he’d put ready earlier. As quickly as he could, he

         opened the front of the lantern and hurled it into the shed, hoping it’d land on the nice dry straw. He slammed the door and

         wedged the stick under the latch.

      


      

      

      Nothing happened for a disturbingly long time. Then he heard a yelp – a spark or a cinder, he guessed, falling on the wolf

         ’s back – followed by a crash as it threw itself against the door. He’d anticipated that, and wished he’d been able to steal

         a strong plank and some nails, to secure the door properly. But the stick jammed against the latch worked just fine. He could

         see an orange glow under the door. The wolf howled.

      


      

      He hadn’t anticipated that. It was guaranteed to wake the house and bring Luso running out with his gun. Luso would open the

         door and either he’d be jumped by a maddened, terrified wolf, or the burning lintel would come down and crush him, and there’d

         be nothing Gignomai could do. He considered wedging the house door with another stick, but there wasn’t time and he didn’t

         know where to find the necessary materials. Then the thatch shifted – it seemed to slump, the way lead does just before it

         melts – and tongues of flame burst out of it, like crocuses in spring.

      


      

      Stheno came running out. Gignomai heard him yelling, “Shit, the woodshed’s on fire!” and then he was ordering people Gignomai

         couldn’t see to fetch buckets. One of the farm men rushed past where he was crouching, unaware he was there, nearly treading

         on him. Quickly Gignomai revised the recent past. As soon as it was safe to do so, he got up quietly and headed for the house

         door. Luso intercepted him and grabbed his shoulder.

      


      

      “Get back to bed. Now!” he snapped.


      

      Gignomai did exactly as he was told, and stayed there until the noise in the yard had died down. Then he made his way down

         to the hall. Stheno and Luso were there, and Father, looking extremely irritable. Stheno was telling Father that the woodshed

         had caught fire; they’d tried to put it out but the fire had taken too good a hold by the time they got there and there had

         been nothing they could do. Luckily, the fire hadn’t spread, but it was still a disaster: half the winter’s supply of seasoned

         timber had gone up in flames, along with twelve dozen good fence posts. Father gave him a look that told him that domestic trivia of this nature wasn’t a good enough reason for disturbing

         the sleep of the head of the family, and went back to bed.

      


      

      Next day, Stheno went through the ashes and found the twisted frame of a lantern. Some fool, he announced, had left a light

         burning in the woodshed, and a rat or something had knocked it over, and now they’d all be cold that winter. It would go hard,

         he implied, with the culprit if he ever found out who it was. But his enquiries among the farm hands produced a complete set

         of perfect alibis, and Stheno had too many other things to do to carry out a proper investigation.

      


      

      The attacks on the chickens stopped, of course, but nobody noticed, having other things on their minds.


      

      Gignomai wasn’t proud of what he’d done. Clearly, he hadn’t thought it through. On the other hand, he’d done what he had to,

         and the wolf, quite likely the last wolf on the Tabletop, was dead and wouldn’t kill any more chickens. That was important.

         The violation of the family property wouldn’t happen again, so there’d be no need for him to repeat his own mistake. Accordingly,

         he didn’t feel particularly guilty about it, either. It was a job that had needed doing, and he’d done it.

      


      

      A little while later, when he thought it was all over, his sister came to him and said, “You know the night of the fire.”


      

      “What about it?” Gignomai replied.


      

      “I was in the kitchen,” she said. “I went down to get a drink of water, and when you came in, I hid and watched you climb

         out of the window.”

      


      

      “Oh,” Gignomai said. “Have you told anyone?”


      

      She shook her head. “Why did you burn down the woodshed?” she asked.


      

      He explained. She looked at him. “That was really stupid,” she said.


      

      He shrugged. “I killed a wolf,” he said. “How many kids my age can say that?”


      

      She didn’t bother to reply. “I ought to tell Father,” she said.


      

      

      “Go on, then.”


      

      “But I won’t,” she said, after an agonising moment. “He’d just get mad, and then there’d be shouting and bad temper and everybody

         in a mood. I hate all that, specially when it goes on and on for days.”

      


      

      “Fine,” Gignomai said. “Up to you, of course.”


      

      “You might say thank you.”


      

      “Thank you.”


      

      “It was still a really stupid thing to do,” she said, and left the room.


      

      After she’d gone he thought about it for a long time and, yes, she was right. But he’d done it, and it couldn’t be helped,

         and it had to be done. The only criticism he could find to make of himself was idleness and lack of foresight. What he should

         have done was stack brushwood in the old cider-house, which was practically falling down anyhow (Stheno was going to fix it

         up sometime, when he had a moment) and would’ve been no great loss to anybody.

      


      

      Next time, he decided, I’ll make sure I think things through.


   
      
      The Year When

      
      His first real command were pigs. There were fourteen of them, quarter-grown light brown weaners, and it was his job to guard
         them while they foraged in the beech wood and keep them from straying. He dreaded it more than anything else. The men from
         the farm – proper stockmen who knew what they were doing – drove them up there from the house in the morning and led them
         back at night, but for the whole of the day they were his responsibility, and he was painfully aware that he had no control
         over them whatsoever.
      

      
      Fortuitously, they were naturally gregarious animals and stuck together, generally too preoccupied with snuffling in the leaf
         mould to wander off and cause him problems. But he had an excellent imagination. What if something startled them? He knew
         how easily they spooked and once that happened and they started dashing about (they were deceptively fast and horribly agile)
         he knew he wouldn’t stand a chance. The whole litter would scatter and be lost among the trees, and that’d mean turning out
         the whole household to ring and comb the wood in a complex military operation that would waste a whole day, and it would be
         all his fault. The list of possible pig-startlers was endless: a careless roebuck wandering into the clearing and shying;
         a buzzard swooping down through the canopy; the crack of a dead tree falling without warning; Luso down in the long meadow,
         shooting his stupid gun. Or what if a wild boar decided to burst out of a briar tangle and challenge him for leadership of
         the herd?
      

      
      The first half-dozen times he performed his wretched duty (“It’s time your brother started pulling his weight on the farm,”
         his father had pronounced. Why couldn’t they have told him to muck out the goose-house instead?) he’d spent the whole day
         at a breathless, stitch-cramped trot, trying to head off any pig that drifted more than a yard from the edge of the clearing,
         an exercise in counterproductive futility. It didn’t help that the beech wood was on a steep slope. Since he clearly couldn’t
         carry on like that for any length of time, he resolved to think the thing through and find an answer. There had to be one.
      

      
      In the long barn, he knew where to find a large oak bucket, which everybody else had apparently forgotten about (the farm
         was crammed with such things, perfectly good and useful but long since mislaid and replaced). He also knew where they kept
         the yellow raddle. He got up very early one morning, mixed a pint of raddle in a derelict saucepan and used it to paint the
         bucket, which he carried up to the clearing in the wood. Next morning, he stole half a sack (as much as he could carry – actually,
         slightly more) of rolled barley and took that up as well, hiding it safe and dry in the crack of a hollow tree.
      

      
      The idea was simple and based on sound principles of animal husbandry he’d learned from watching the stockmen. Three times
         a day, he fed the pigs from the yellow bucket. He knew the pigs loved rolled barley above all things – the sight of fourteen
         of them scrambling over each other and scrabbling across each other’s heads to get into the bucket was really quite disturbing
         – and he made sure that each feed was preceded by a distinct and visible ritual, because pigs understand that sort of thing.
         When he walked to the foot of the hollow tree, they all stopped rooting and snuffling and watched him, still and tense as
         pointing dogs. When the sack appeared, they started barking and squealing. As soon as he moved, holding the sack, there’d
         be a furious torrent of pigs round his ankles, and he’d have to kick them out of the way to get to the bucket to fill it.
      

      
      A great success, whose only drawback was that it was strictly illegal – he’d requisitioned equipment and drawn restricted
         supplies without authority, a serious crime, the consequences of which didn’t bear thinking about, but the risk of detection,
         given the way the farm was run, was acceptably low. He took great pains to hide the yellow bucket when not in use, and was
         almost excessively careful in planning his raids on the rolled-barley bin. It was, however, a significant part of his nature
         that he didn’t believe in perfection. The system worked just fine, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be improved.
      

      
      The most beneficial improvement would be doing without the barley, but he knew that wouldn’t work, or not for long. He could
         rely on the squealing of the main body of pigs to draw in any outlying stragglers in an instant, but wouldn’t it be better
         if he could train them, by association, to come to a feeding call of his own? The stockmen did it with the cows. All they
         had to do was call out, and the herd came quick-shambling to them right across the forty-acre meadow. He tried various calls,
         but the pigs just looked at him as if he was mad. In desperation, he tried singing. It worked.
      

      
      His mother had once told him he had a fine singing voice (but then, she’d told Luso that he was handsome and Pin that she
         was pretty). He wasn’t quite sure what “fine” was supposed to mean in this context. If it meant loud, Mother’s words were
         a statement of undeniable fact, not a compliment. He thought he sang rather well, but he was realistic about his own judgement.
         In any event, the pigs seemed to like it.
      

      
      To begin with, he restricted himself to a few short simple halloos and volleys, the sort of thing Luso used to communicate
         with the hounds ever since he’d lost the hunting-horn in the river. They worked perfectly well. By the fifth note out of eight,
         all the pigs came running, even if the sack was still in the tree (though he knew he had to keep faith and fulfil the contract
         by feeding them or the whole procedure would fail). Nevertheless, he felt the need for improvement or, at least, further elaboration.
         He extended the halloos into verses from the usual ballads, and the pigs didn’t seem to mind. But he didn’t like ballads much,
         they were plain and crude, and the words seemed a bit ridiculous taken out of their narrative context. So he began to invent
         words and music of his own, using forms from his mother’s music book. He made up serenades to call them, estampidas for while
         they were feeding (the only form boisterous enough to be heard over the sound of happy pigs) and aubades for the minute or
         so of forlorn sniffing and searching before the pigs managed to accept that all the barley was really gone. Gradually, as
         he elaborated and improved his compositions, the singing became an end in itself rather than a function of practical swineherding,
         and the terrifying chore blossomed into a pleasure.
      

      
      For the afternoon feed of the day in question he’d worked up what he considered was his finest effort yet. He’d started with
         the basic structure of the aubade, by its very nature a self-limiting form – but he’d extended it with a six-bar lyrical coda
         that recapitulated the opening theme transposed into the major key with a far livelier time signature. He’d run though the
         coda many times during the day, sitting with his back to the fattest, oldest beech in the glade. A wolf tree, the men from
         the farm called it. It had been there before the rest of the wood grew up, and instead of pointing its branches directly at
         the sky, it spread them wide, like his mother making a despairing gesture, blocking the light from the surrounding area so
         that nothing could grow there, and thus forming the clearing which generations of pigs had extended by devastation into a
         glade. When the angle of the beams of light piercing the canopy told him it was time for the feed, he got up slowly, brushed
         himself free of leaf mould and twigs, and hauled the yellow bucket out from its secure storage in a holly clump. Three pigs
         looked up, their ears glowing translucent against the slanting light. He grinned at them, and lugged the bucket into the middle
         of the clearing. Then he walked slowly to the hollow tree and felt inside the crack for the barley sack. Two more pigs lifted their heads, still diligently
         chewing. He cleared his throat with a brisk cough and began to sing.
      

      
      La doca votz ai auzida …

      
      (Lyrics weren’t his strong point. They had to be in the formal language of Home, or he might just as well sing ballads and,
         in theory, he was fluent in it as befitted a boy of noble birth albeit in exile. In practice, he could pick his way through
         a few of the simpler poems and homilies in the books, and say things like “My name is Gignomai, where is this place, what
         time in dinner?” As far as writing formal verse went, however, he hadn’t got a hope, so he tended to borrow lines from real
         poems and bend them till they sort of fitted.)
      

      
      De rosinholets savatges—

      
      He stopped suddenly, the next phrase congealed in his throat. A string of horsemen had appeared through the curtain of leaves
         and were riding up the track towards him. In the lead was his brother Luso, followed by half a dozen of the farm men and one
         riderless horse.
      

      
      His first impression was that they’d been out hawking, because he could see a bundle of brown-feathered birds, tied at the
         neck, slung across the pommel of Luso’s saddle. But there was no hawk on Luso’s wrist. Had Luso lost the hawk? If so, there’d
         be open war at dinner. The hawk had come on a ship from Home; it had cost a fortune. There had been the most appalling row
         when Luso turned up with it one day, but Father had forgiven Luso because a hawk was, after all, a highly suitable possession
         for a gentleman. If Luso had contrived to mislay the wretched thing …
      

      
      Luso looked at him without smiling. “What was that awful noise?” he said.

      
      There was no way he could explain. “Sorry,” he said.

      
      They hadn’t been hawking. They were wearing their padded shirts, with horn scales sewn into the lining. Two of the men had
         wide, shiny dark red stains soaking through their shirts, Luso had a deep cut just under his left eye, and they all looked
         exhausted. The birds on Luso’s saddle were chickens.
      

      
      “Keep the noise down, will you?” Luso said. He was too tired to be sarcastic. For Luso to pass up an opportunity like this,
         something had to be wrong. The men rode by without saying anything. Their horses had fallen into a loose, weary trudge, too
         languid to spook the pigs. He didn’t bother trying to hide the barley sack behind his legs; Luso didn’t seem interested. Under
         the chicken feathers, he could see the holsters for the snapping-hen pistols. The ball pommel of one pistol was just visible.
         The other holster was empty.
      

      
      When they’d gone, he performed the feeding ritual quickly and in silence. It worked just as well without music. When the swineherds
         showed up to drive the pigs back to the farm, they were quiet and looked rather scared. He didn’t ask what the matter was.
      

      
      Father was angry about the man getting killed, but he was absolutely furious about the loss of the pistol, so furious that
         he didn’t mention it at all, which was a very bad sign. Gignomai heard the shouting before they were called in to dinner –
         that was all about the man’s death, how it’d leave them short-handed at the worst possible time, how Luso had a sacred duty
         by virtue of his station in life not to expose his inferiors to unnecessary and frivolous dangers – not a word about the pistol,
         but it was plain as day from what was said and what wasn’t that the real issue wasn’t something that could be absolved through
         sheer volume of abuse. Dinner was, by contrast, an eerily silent affair, with everybody staring at their hands or their plates.
         When the main course was served, however, Father looked up and said, in a terrible voice, “What the hell is this supposed
         to be?”
      

      
      A long silence; then Luso said, “It’s chicken.”

      
      “Get it out of my sight,” Father said, and the plates were whisked away. No great loss, Gignomai couldn’t help thinking; it
         had been sparse and stringy and tough as strips of leather binding, and he was pretty sure he’d last seen it draped over the
         pistol-holsters, in which case the chickens had been laying hens, not table birds, and not fit for eating. There was rather
         more to it than that, of course. They’d eaten layers before, when they’d had to, and had pretended they were perfectly fine.
      

      
      Next morning, early, his brother Stheno told him he wouldn’t have to look after the pigs for the next week or so. He gave
         no reason, but Gignomai could tell it had something to do with yesterday and the chickens. He supposed he should have been
         pleased, particularly since Stheno didn’t give him anything else to do. Instead, he felt aimless and somehow disappointed,
         as though he’d closed his eyes for a kiss that never came.
      

      
      He wanted to sneak up to the hayloft with a book, but as usual Father had entrenched himself in the library (the place he
         was usually to be found). Going to the loft without a book would just be a waste of lifespan. He looked for Mother’s music
         book, but she was propped up in bed reading it, feeding scraps of cold chicken to her cats. How slender, he thought, is the
         division between happiness and misery. All he needed for a day of perfect pleasure was a book (any book, so long as he hadn’t
         read it so often he could say the words with his eyes shut), but there wasn’t a book to be had, and so the day promised to
         be wretched.
      

      
      Unless, of course, he did something desperate and illegal. Those aspects of his proposed plan of action held no charm for
         him in themselves. He preferred to avoid danger and keep to the rules whenever it was possible to do so. But the prospect
         of drifting aimlessly round the farm all day suddenly seemed unbearably dreary, and he felt as though he didn’t really have
         a choice. He decided to break out of the Tabletop, walk down to the town and see his friend.
      

      
      Breaking out was no small thing. The Tabletop, the plateau on which they lived, rose steeply out of the plain, a rectangle
         a mile long and a quarter of a mile wide, three sides of which were bare perpendicular rock. At the foot of the southern face, where the beech wood sloped sharply down to the river, they’d built
         what everybody called the Fence, though it wasn’t a fence at all, but a high earth rampart, topped with a stone wall, with
         a deep ditch at its foot on the river side. There was one gate, the Doorstep, in the middle of the Fence, a massive thing
         guarded by two towers which Gignomai had never seen opened. Hired men, seasonal workers and the very occasional visitor were
         winched up the north face in a terrifying beam and plank cage, in which Gignomai had sworn a private oath he’d never set foot.
         There was, however, a third way out, the one Luso used. Gignomai wasn’t supposed to know about it, but he couldn’t help having
         a lively mind. Once he’d followed the bridlepath through the wood down to the Fence, and found that it stopped abruptly at
         the point where it met one of the many run-off streams that turned the lower part of the wood into a quagmire for two-thirds
         of the year. The stream-bed looked impossibly steep for a human being to walk down, let alone men leading horses, but he guessed
         it must be possible, since that was apparently what Luso and his raiding parties did.
      

      
      Scrambling down it the first time had terrified the life out of him. Once he’d been up and down it a dozen or so times, he
         realised it could be done, safely if not comfortably, if you knew exactly where to go and where to put your feet. It came
         out beside the river between two giant rocks, lying so close that they looked like one enormous monumental facade, commissioned
         by some great emperor. The crack (you went in at an angle, where the two rocks sort of overlapped) was so slight you’d miss
         it if you didn’t know it was there. On closer examination, it turned out to be wide enough for a horse to squeeze through,
         but from only a few yards away it looked like just another facet of the sandstone wall. It was, when Gignomai came to think
         about it, pretty well perfect. Luso, returning from one of his frolics, could ride up the river, leaving no trail, and melt
         away into an invisible chink in the wall. If anybody were to stumble upon it and look upwards, they’d immediately assume that the stream-bed was unscalable, and continue their vain search for the real entrance.
      

      
      As he walked through the wood, contemplating the reason for his surprise holiday, he had to assume that it was to do with
         Luso’s raid, which he knew had gone badly. The beech wood was, he supposed, the Tabletop’s most vulnerable aspect, though
         (needless to say) it had never been compromised in the past. Therefore, as a precaution, it had been emptied of man and pig
         until the fuss had died down. That made sense, but it hadn’t been deemed necessary before. It occurred to him that this time,
         Luso might have made rather more trouble than usual. In any event, he expected to find at least one sentry on duty at the
         head of the stream – standard procedure for two days after a raid – and he wasn’t proved wrong. There were, in fact, four.
      

      
      That was awkward. He spotted them easily enough from his usual vantage point at the top of the worked-out limepit he called
         the Woodland Cathedral. They were some of Luso’s best men (best in this context bore a rather specialised meaning: they didn’t
         do farm work, and a lot was said about them behind their backs) and their presence tended to support the hypothesis that something
         bad had happened the previous day. It occurred to him that he could have used his day off rather more usefully eavesdropping
         on Father in the library; except that was a highly dangerous operation and, if anything, even more illegal than breaking out.
         Besides, it would’ve involved a great deal of sitting, or crouching, perfectly still, and he really wasn’t in the mood.
      

      
      Luso had a book called The Art of War. He kept it beside his bed and had let it be known that dreadful things would happen to anybody who so much as noticed it
         existed. Gignomai had therefore taken it as his fraternal duty to read it from cover to cover, several times, an exercise
         far more excruciating than any punishment Luso’s rather limited imagination could ever have devised. It was a boring book,
         badly written and self-evidently useless (by his own admission, the author’s only qualification for writing about military
         strategy had been twenty years as headmaster of a small provincial school), but Luso clearly set great store by it, since he’d posted his sentries almost exactly
         as shown in diagram C on page 344. As a result, there was a blind spot where the double trunk of a fat old split oak blocked
         the western sentry’s view of the riverbed; not a major flaw, since they were presumably guarding against enemies coming up
         the stream, who’d be visible at other points, not delinquents going down it. As for those other points, he guessed he’d be
         able to get past them by virtue of being small and skinny. He could duck down and be covered by the overhang of the moss and
         ivy clusters that hung from the stream’s lower bank.
      

      
      He considered the tactical position. With the blind spot in his favour, the risk was acceptable, but only just – according
         to the handy reckoner in Luso’s book, something in the order of 25 per cent, with 33 being the cut-off point. In such circumstances,
         the book recommended raising a diversion. On that issue he begged to differ. A diversion – throwing a stone, breaking a branch
         to simulate the stealthy approach of an enemy, starting a small fire – would require activity and movement, with the attendant
         risk of detection. True, the penalties for being caught crashing about in the bushes were considerably less than those for
         being caught trying to break out, but it’d still mean he’d be marched back to the house, where he’d be given into the custody
         of his brother Stheno, who’d assign him uncongenial farm work as a remedy for excessive leisure. A one-in-four chance. He
         studied each of the sentries carefully in turn, weighing up what he knew about them. Luso’s book suggested that guards could
         be neutralised with gifts of alcohol, either drugged or in bulk. But Luso’s best men would know exactly what was going on
         if one of the sons of the farm strolled up to them with a huge jug of beer and, besides, they could drink anybody else in
         the house under the table, so it’d have to be a barrel at least.
      

      
      He sighed. Stupid people shouldn’t be allowed to write books, in case even stupider people believed them.

      
      Dismissing the book’s final fall-back suggestion (picking the sentries off at extreme range with a crossbow), he resolved to take the one-in-four chance. There was, however, no sense in
         rushing. He settled down to wait for the right moment.
      

      
      It came when the eastern sentry, who stood the best chance of spotting Gignomai as he emerged briefly from the cover of the
         split oak, yawned and began unwrapping a bundle he’d taken from his pocket, which proved to be a fat slice of cheese. Perfect.
         First he’d have to unwrap it. Then he’d carefully pare away the plaster and the rind, using a sharp knife. Most likely, given
         the size of the slice and the time of day, he’d cut it in two and save one piece for later. A person could go a long way while
         a man was busy doing all that.
      

      
      The ground underfoot was dry. There was no wind, which meant sound would carry, but the mild rattle of the stream would deaden
         a certain amount of noise. He stood up, feeling a mild tingle, like that of a two-hour-old nettle sting, and forced himself
         not to hurry. He looked down at his feet (swinging his head from side to side watching the guards was unnecessary movement,
         and movement is what gets you seen) and covered the first leg to the base of the split tree, in faultless style.
      

      
      Once he was safe behind the tree, his nerve failed. He couldn’t have moved even if he’d wanted to; he was sweating and he
         had to make a determined effort to breathe. A detached part of his mind commented that this was just something that happened
         occasionally; it didn’t seem to need any particular reason, and it didn’t signal any unusual increase in the danger level.
         Sometimes people just froze in the middle. This commentary didn’t help much. He knew it was stupid, but he couldn’t do anything
         about it, which meant he was stuck. All he could do was keep still and quiet and hope he’d pull himself together sooner or
         later.
      

      
      It turned out to be later – half an hour, maybe, though he had no means of knowing for sure since he couldn’t see the sun
         or a helpful shadow without moving his head, which he didn’t dare try. He couldn’t see the sentries, but logic told him if
         they’d noticed anything they’d have come looking by now. Gradually the panic thawed, giving way to a curious sensation of grossly heightened perception. He could hear sounds he’d never have
         noticed otherwise, and the light seemed bright enough to tan skin. He really wished he was back in the hayloft not reading
         a book.
      

      
      From experience he knew the best way to break the spell was to count up to some randomly chosen number. He opted for 250 but,
         in the event, he moved on 187 without quite knowing why. He crossed the open patch with no bother at all, and could feel the
         blood pounding in the veins in his head. He swooped like a hawk into the stream-bed, ducked low and walked with uncomfortably
         long strides until he was confident he was out of sight. Then he had to concentrate.
      

      
      Halfway down the stream he stopped. Normally this wasn’t recommended. At that point, the gradient was so steep and the footholds
         so marginal you really had to get by the middle section on blind faith and happy thoughts; it wasn’t a place for sitting down
         and taking stock. But that was what he did, almost as though his mind was exhausted and couldn’t go a step further without
         a rest.
      

      
      Not that he was thinking about anything in particular. He was processing the memory of the panic, the way you do, and half
         consciously running through the list of possible hazards he might encounter before he reached the bottom of the slope. Otherwise,
         his mind was clean and empty. He sat awkwardly on a low, sharp stone and watched the thin stream bouncing past his feet for
         a while. Then he stood up again, and finished the descent.
      

      
      He arrived at the bottom, where the crack between the rocks opened out onto the narrow water meadow on their side of the river.
         Nothing to see in either direction. He lifted his shoulders, straightened his back and walked out into full daylight. As he
         did so, he heard in the distance the unique sound of a gunshot, a long way back in the wood.
      

      
      Luso, he thought. Luso, getting dinner.

      
      
      As he walked quickly down to the river, he mulled over the loss of the snapping-hen pistol. It wouldn’t be the end of the
         world. They had six (well, five now) and even if the lost pistol had fallen into the hands of a hostile agency, it wouldn’t
         irrevocably shift the balance of power. In terms of honour, prestige and dread it was a bad thing, needless to say. Also,
         it couldn’t help but have a serious effect on the political situation in the family and the farm as a whole. That might not
         be so bad; maybe Father would be a bit less inclined to indulge Luso, which would mean Stheno would gain ground, if only for
         a while. On balance, most of the time, Gignomai was broadly on Stheno’s side (not that his allegiance mattered a damn to anybody);
         not that he was against Luso, or Father, or anybody. Actually, if anybody was going to come out of this well, it’d probably
         be Pin, simply because she wouldn’t be involved, and could therefore earn points as a peacemaker, should she choose to do
         so. As for the pistol itself, being realistic, it wouldn’t be much good to an enemy. None of their enemies had any significant
         resources of powder – enough for two shots, maybe – and no balls of the right bore, and no skill to make a ball mould or more
         powder. It’d probably hang on a wall as a trophy for a year or two, and then Father would discreetly buy it back.
      

      
      He walked – strolled, in fact, with his hands in his pockets; a gesture nobody could see, but it was important – to the riverbank,
         and stopped at the very edge. He was out, free and clear. In theory, he could go anywhere and do anything.
      

      
      In some book, a romance of some kind which he’d read when he was too young to know that such books were to be despised, there
         had been a moment when the hero had stood by a river, just as he was doing now, and probably that was why he was doing it.
         In the book, the hero had thought about rivers, about how the water that was passing by his feet would be miles away by that
         evening, and tomorrow might well be tumbling into the vast and unknowable sea, mingling with that plural and singular entity
         that touched other shores he would never visit, places whose existence he’d never be aware of. If only a man could become water, the hero had mused, what understanding, what unimaginable
         clarity there must be in the common intelligence of an ocean. How bizarrely unnatural it was to be a single, isolated drop
         that could never join with the main.
      

      
      Well, people in books thought like that, and even said that sort of stuff out loud. Father had a word for it: melodrama. He used it for everything he reckoned was false and just for show (that wasn’t quite what it meant – Gignomai had looked
         it up in the dictionary) and the bit in the book was just melodrama, because people weren’t drops of water, and it’d be a
         pretty odd world if they were. Even so. Let the river (he cast it in mathematical form, a habit of his; he was quite good
         at mathematics) equal the human race minus the ancient and illustrious family of met’Oc. There was no mathematical symbol
         for crossing, as far he knew, so he couldn’t calculate what would happen if he (x) crossed the river. Would your answer be
         different if you built a raft and sailed down the river? Calculate the effects necessary for proving rain falling on a fountain.
         He took off his boots, rolled up his trousers, and waded into the water.
      

      
      On the far side, he stopped and looked back. There was nothing to see. The trees masked the Fence at this distance, and the
         crack between the two rocks of the Doorstep was too faint to make out. People had learned long ago not to graze cattle on
         the rich, fat grass of the water meadow – rather a pity; it was some of the best grazing in the colony – and the deer wouldn’t
         come out here in daylight, for more or less the same reason. Conclusion: there is a world beyond the Fence, but nobody much
         lives there, which tends to decrease its attraction. It was only at this point in his mental journey that he remembered that
         he’d had a purpose in mind when he started out: to walk into town and see Furio.
      

      
      He frowned as he began the walk. He’d spent rather longer than he’d anticipated getting past the Fence and the guards, which
         meant he’d really only have enough time to get to town, say hello, turn round and come back again if he wanted to stand any sort of chance of returning before his absence was noticed. Quickly, to salvage the operation, he modified the objective.
         He’d walk into town, buy a coil of wire (he checked his pocket; he’d brought the coin) and maybe spend an hour with Furio
         on the way back if there was time.
      

      
      Two hours from the river to town. It was a conventional figure which people tended to accept and believe, even though it was
         plainly wrong. Maybe it was true if you ran part of the way, or had extremely long legs. He guessed that once upon a time
         the road had gone through the bog, or where the bog was now, instead of round it. Come to think of it, the bog was a man-made
         thing, the result of subtle changes in the course of the Whitewater caused by years of uncoordinated irrigation. The road
         had moved, slowly, as the bog had gradually encroached on it, but in everyone’s minds the time from the river to town was
         still two hours. If you couldn’t make it in that time, it had to be your fault for dawdling.
      

      
      He always felt nervous at the first sight of the Watchtower. It meant he was rapidly approaching enemy territory – melodrama.
         In reality, he was approaching a place where he wasn’t really supposed to be, but he’d been there dozens of times, everybody
         knew who he was and nothing bad had happened yet, although he’d never been stupid enough to wander into town the day after one of Luso’s pranks before. He assumed he was
         tolerated because he was just a kid (that’d change soon, of course), but also, well, because he wouldn’t be there unless he
         wanted to be, and that was the fundamental difference between him and the rest of the house of met’Oc. He had an idea that
         the people in town recognised this, somehow, and turned a blind eye. Also, they must know by now that he was friends with
         Furio, and Furio’s dad was Somebody in town. (He was also aware of the fundamental difference between luck and a wheelbarrow;
         only one of them was designed to be pushed.)
      

      
      Just as the road into town was really only a suggestion in the grass, town itself was two dozen buildings, which gave the
         impression that they’d been left lying about after someone had finished playing with them. One of the buildings was the Watchtower.
         Next to it was the livery, then Furio’s father’s store: the Merchant Venturers’ Association. Beyond that were ten long low
         sheds, warehouses in which people happened to live. Beyond them, in a circle, were the pens, which covered a hundred and six
         acres. There wouldn’t be a ship for three months, so naturally the pens were empty; nobody brought cattle into town, where
         they had to be fed hay at ruinous expense, until a ship had been definitely sighted. When the big salt-beef freighters came
         in, the pens would be full, so you could walk quite easily from one side to another across the backs of cattle too closely
         packed together to move. Furio claimed a boy he knew had done this. Slaughtering day, when all the animals in the pens were
         killed and butchered, was reckoned to be a sight to see, though Gignomai had never done so. But he’d heard the noise, right
         up behind the Fence.
      

      
      As he passed the gate of Number One pen, he stopped. It was a tall gate, seven feet high and fully boarded in, and to it a
         man’s body had been nailed. His face and chest were pressed against the board, his arms and legs were spread out as wide as
         they would go, and the nails had been driven through his wrists and ankles, with one long nail through his neck. It was how
         you nailed a rat or stoat on a barn door, so presumably someone was making a statement about something. The man was unmistakably
         dead, but there was no smell, and the flesh was still firm under the smooth skin, so he hadn’t been there long. There was
         no blood to speak of, so he’d been dead when they put him up there. Over his head, someone had daubed CATLE THIEF in blue
         raddle. That made Gignomai frown. For some reason, poor spelling had always offended him. He didn’t recognise the face, but
         he hadn’t necessarily expected to. Many of Luso’s men kept themselves to themselves, and they came and went.
      

      
      That explained the mystery of the empty saddle, at any rate. He hesitated. If they’d taken to nailing up Luso’s casualties
         as vermin, it suggested an unprecedented level of anger, and maybe town wasn’t safe any more. On the other hand, he’d come a long way, and turning round and walking tamely home again would
         be an admission of defeat (though who he was fighting he couldn’t say). Besides, there was a world of difference between one
         of Luso’s men and a son of the met’Oc. The town people were realists. They didn’t tend to pick fights.
      

      
      He walked up to the store. The door was open (he’d never known it closed) and he wandered in.

      
      The store was one of his favourite places. To some extent, it was the sheer number and variety of objects it contained that
         never failed to please him. At the farm, he knew all the things. There weren’t very many and most of them had been there as
         long as he could remember, and a significant proportion were broken, worn out, imperfectly mended or otherwise unsatisfactory.
         He was pretty sure he’d be able to recognise every nail the family possessed. He knew their histories – what they’d been used
         for, when and why they’d been reclaimed, straightened, reused, reclaimed again. In the store, by contrast, there was a barrel
         full of virgin nails with the oil still on them, also buckets with all their slats intact and their original handles, cloth
         in great rolls that nobody had ever worn, shovels and hammers made in the old country, by strangers, things he’d never met,
         things he might possibly (one day, if everything changed out of all recognition) buy, and have, and keep for his very own
         exclusive use. Walking into the store was like meeting a thousand strangers – better, of course, because things had no reason
         to dislike him because of who his father was, or what his brother had done.
      

      
      Furio’s dad was at the back of the store, going through a barrel of store carrots, discarding the sprouters. He looked up
         and saw Gignomai, and there was a moment during which he could be seen doing the arithmetic, reasons for and against being
         friendly. Then he smiled.
      

      
      “You want Furio?”

      
      Gignomai smiled back politely. “If he’s not busy,” he replied. “But I’d like to buy some wire, please.”

      
      
      “Wire,” Furio’s dad replied, as though he’d just been asked for the philosophers’stone. “What sort of wire?”

      
      “For making snares.”

      
      “Ah.” A nod of the head that implied many things: understanding, willingness to trade, and a sort of community of interests
         and ideas, as if to say that anybody who wanted that sort of wire was fine by him. “How much?”
      

      
      Gignomai took the coin out of his pocket without looking at it. “This much?”

      
      Furio’s dad dipped his head. “Two yards. Just a moment.”

      
      (Gignomai had found the coin in the bed of the river the time before last. One of the farm men had identified it as a silver
         two-quarters. It was the first coin Gignomai had ever seen, and he had no idea what it was worth. Now he knew. It was worth
         two yards of snare wire – a fortune.)
      

      
      Furio’s dad pulled a huge spool, as big as his head, off a shelf. It was hard to believe there was that much wire in the whole
         world. He pulled wire off the spool and laid it alongside a series of marks on the side of the bench, then he took a pair
         of shears, snipped it off and started winding it round his hand.
      

      
      “Do much snaring?” he asked. “A bit,” Gignomai replied.

      
      Furio’s dad looked away, almost furtively. “What do you do with the skins?”

      
      Gignomai shrugged. “We use them round the farm,” he replied. “You know. Gloves, collars, fine rawhide twine.”

      
      Another nod of the head. Well, of course you do. “Worth money,” Furio’s dad said, in a faraway sort of voice, as if Gignomai
         wasn’t actually there. “If you had any spare, I mean. Any left over.”
      

      
      “How much money?”

      
      “Quarter a dozen.” The words came out so fast they almost blended into each other. “For squirrel,” he added. “Quarter for
         ten for rabbits. Don’t suppose you get any ermine up there, do you?”
      

      
      
      Gignomai didn’t know what an ermine was. But a quarter a dozen, for stupid squirrels. The coin, briefly but no longer his,
         had been a two-quarter. He did the arithmetic. Two dozen squirrel skins could, by some strange alchemy, turn into two yards
         of wire. Amazing idea. “No,” he said, because he’d have died rather than show his ignorance. “But we’ve got loads of squirrels
         and rabbits. And hares,” he added.
      

      
      “Hares.” A sort of awed wonder, as if they were talking about dragons. “Quarter for six,” said Furio’s dad, and Gignomai knew
         that that was a lousy price, and that Furio’s dad was ashamed of himself for seeking to swindle a minor. “Sure,” he said.
         “I can get you all the hare skins you want. We’ve got them like rats.”
      

      
      (Which was a lie, and he wondered why he’d said it. Later, he realised it was because he wanted Furio’s dad to feel better
         about the lousy price.)
      

      
      “Deal,” Furio’s dad said, and smiled a broad, false smile, because of the guilt. “How about hawk feathers? I could give you
         a quarter an ounce.”
      

      
      “Luso won’t let me kill hawks,” Gignomai said, and realised he shouldn’t have spoken that name, not here. Furio’s dad didn’t
         say anything, but the smile evaporated and it was clear that business negotiations were at an end. Gignomai handed over the
         coin and received his wire, which he stowed in his pocket, resisting the temptation to look at it and feel it, now that it
         was his.
      

      
      “I’ll see if Furio’s out back. Stay there, won’t be a minute.”

      
      Furio was seven months younger than Gignomai and a head shorter. His aunt reckoned he’d been born thirty years old and he
         really needed to mix more with boys his own age. His mother agreed, but drew the line at the common boys in the town. They
         compromised by not letting him read books, which were known to be bad for a growing boy’s eyesight.
      

      
      “What did you bring?” was always Furio’s first question.

      
      Gignomai hadn’t given it much thought. It had been an impulse to break out, so he’d snatched the first book to come to hand
         off his shelf. “Eustatius on the identification of waterfowl,” he replied, trying to make it sound like he’d thought long and hard about it. “There’s some really good pictures.”
      

      
      Furio’s face lit up like a lantern. “Fantastic,” he said. “Give it here, then.”

      
      Gignomai handed over the book, which Furio just about managed not to snatch. Instead, he looked longingly at the spine, then
         shoved it deep in his coat pocket and folded the flap over it.
      

      
      They were sitting in the store room out the back, where the bulk goods were kept. There was just enough room to squeeze through
         between the stacks of barrels, crates and boxes. “I didn’t know you were keen on birds,” Gignomai said.
      

      
      Furio shrugged. Birds – whatever; it was a book. “You’re taking a bit of a chance, aren’t you?”

      
      “Am I?”

      
      “Coming here,” Furio said, “after what happened.”

      
      Gignomai nodded. “I saw,” he said. “What did happen?”

      
      Furio gave him his you-mean-you-don’t-know look. He’d seen it many times. “Your lot raided the Venuti place,” he said.

      
      “Where?”

      
      Furio waved his hand vaguely – somewhere north, south or east. “They’re new arrivals,” he said. “From Home. Guess they don’t
         know about your lot.”
      

      
      That would explain it, Gignomai thought. “So?”

      
      “They fought back,” Furio said, reaching into a bucket and producing two elderly apples, one of which Gignomai accepted out
         of politeness. “Your lot killed their indentured man; they killed one of yours.” He paused, lowered his voice. “People are
         saying they captured a gun. Is that … ?”
      

      
      Gignomai nodded. It was an unforgivable breach of honour to disclose such a thing to an outsider. He wasn’t bothered. “Dad’s
         livid,” he said.
      

      
      Furio’s eyes widened and practically glowed. “My dad reckons he’s going to try and buy it off the Venuti.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      Furio shrugged. “He wants one, I guess. Or he thinks he can sell it on.” Furio hesitated, and those wide, bright eyes clouded for a moment. “Were you talking to him earlier?”
      

      
      Gignomai nodded. “He asked if I wanted to sell him some squirrel pelts.”

      
      A faint sigh, as though Furio was contemplating some foul habit of his father’s that he’d accepted but could never quite forgive.
         “How much?”
      

      
      “Quarter a dozen.”

      
      “He’s ripping you off,” Furio said, with a degree of compressed savagery that Gignomai rarely heard him use. “He’ll get a
         thaler six for them when the boat comes.”
      

      
      “So what?” Gignomai grinned at him. “Mostly we just chuck them away – too much bother curing them. Everything’s too much bother
         at our place.”
      

      
      “Yes, but—” Furio left off; he knew when not to start an unwinnable argument. “You should make him pay you a quarter each,”
         he said.
      

      
      Gignomai laughed. “No way,” he said. “If I do that, he’ll get them from somebody else, and I won’t get my quarter. You do
         realise that a quarter’s an absolute fortune to me.”
      

      
      Furio bit a third off his apple, pulled a face and spat it out. “He hasn’t got any other sources of supply,” he said. “Not
         regular, anyhow. On account of the only big woods in the colony belong to your lot. And nobody goes poaching up there, because
         of your nutcase brother.”
      

      
      It was an established licence between them: Furio could insult Luso and nothing need be said or done. Even so, Gignomai winced.
         “He wants rabbits too. And hares.”
      

      
      “You’ve got it made, then, haven’t you?”

      
      “But surely there’s rabbits and hares down on the flat,” Gignomai said. “They’re pests, you can’t get rid of them.”

      
      “Actually you can,” Furio said seriously, “if you can get quarter and a half for a pelt, and you’ve got no other way of raising
         cash money.” The surely you know look again. “The colony pays its taxes partly in furs,” he explained. “We’ve got a quota.
         We have got to fill it or the government back Home gets stroppy.” He frowned. “They make them into hats, apparently,” he said.
         “They make the fur into felt, and then—”
      

      
      Gignomai wasn’t interested in hats. “Is that right?” he said. “We pay a tax to Home?”

      
      Furio’s turn to laugh. “You don’t,” he said. “We do. Which is why there’s nothing furry left alive round here smaller than a deer and bigger than a mouse.
         Except up your mountain, of course. Which is why you mustn’t let Dad screw you over the price.”
      

      
      “Like I said,” Gignomai replied, “I’m not fussed.”

      
      “You’re strange,” Furio said (the words seemed to burst out of him, like grain from a rotten sack). “I can’t make up my mind
         whether you’re better than us because you’re noblemen and you’ve got that amazing library and you talk funny, or whether we’re
         better than you because you’re so poor and you’ve none of you got any money and you live like peasants. It confuses the hell
         out of me sometimes.”
      

      
      “Does it matter?” Gignomai asked mildly.

      
      Furio considered his answer carefully. He frowned and looked at his hands. “With you and me, no. Between your lot and us,
         of course it does. People need to know where they stand, I suppose.”
      

      
      Gignomai stood up, walked to the bucket and put back the unmolested apple he’d been issued with. “In that case,” he said,
         “my guess is, probably both. We’ve got the breeding and the glory of the family name, you’ve got …” he paused, then grinned,
         “stuff. Though stuff is good too,” he added wistfully, gazing at a stack of scythe-blades with the oil-black still on them. “But
         my father says, one of these days Home’ll boot out the bad guys and we’ll go back and it’ll be like it was in the old days.
         Meanwhile …”
      

      
      “Do you believe that?”

      
      Gignomai shrugged. “No,” he said. “But then, I don’t know much about it.”

      
      “Nor me,” Furio said. He yawned, then reached down into an opened crate and pulled out a dusty black glass bottle. “Brandy,” he said. “From Home. Want some?”
      

      
      Gignomai shook his head. “I had some once. Made me throw up.”

      
      “Sure?”

      
      “Sure. Wouldn’t mind the bottle, though.”

      
      Furio raised both eyebrows, then laughed until his face was bright red. “Fine,” he said. “We’ll pour away the fifty-year-old
         vintage brandy and you can have the bottle.” Gignomai thought he was joking, but a moment later he’d sprung to his feet and
         was looking for something – a tool for opening bottles, presumably.
      

      
      “No, don’t,” Gignomai said. “That must be worth ever such a lot of money.”

      
      “For my uncle,” Furio replied. “Already paid for, in advance.”

      
      “Oh well, in that case.”

      
      On the way home, he washed the bottle out carefully in the river. The hell with Furio; a glass bottle was a treasure. The
         stupid cork stopper hadn’t survived, they’d practically had to pick it out a shred at a time with the tip of Gignomai’s knife,
         but it’d be no job at all to whittle a proper hardwood stopper, and then he’d have something to carry clean water in, instead
         of the mouldy leather bottle that made its contents taste like sick.
      

      
      It rained as he crept back into the woods. Tactically, this was no bad thing, since it meant the guards would be huddling
         in their coats, not paying as much attention as they should, but it was a nuisance and he got soaked to the skin, something
         he particularly hated. Furthermore, if he turned up in the Great Hall all wet, someone might think to ask where he’d been
         all day, and he wasn’t feeling particularly creative. The same problem would apply if he changed his clothes. It wasn’t likely
         that anybody would notice he was wearing a different shirt, but somebody might, just this once. The obvious course of action
         was to dry out, but it was too early in the year for a fire in his bedroom – Father never allowed fires outside the kitchen
         till late autumn, even though it was often freezing cold well before then, because late autumn was when fires were first lit back Home. It had never occurred to him to change the rule for a mere inconvenience
         of geography. The only place on the farm where he could be sure of finding a fire was the forge. Oh well, he thought. Could
         be worse.
      

      
      “What happened to you?” Aurelio asked, as Gignomai sat down on the second anvil and peeled off his coat.

      
      “Fell in the dewpond,” Gignomai answered.

      
      Aurelio was too busy watching a complicated weld heating in the fire to look at him again. “Is that right?”

      
      “I wanted to see if I could walk across on that fallen tree. Turned out I couldn’t.”

      
      Aurelio nodded, and Gignomai wondered, just out of interest, how the old man knew he was lying. He thought about it, and realised
         he was too clean. The surface of the dewpond was filthy, but he wasn’t. “You want to be more careful,” Aurelio said, and Gignomai
         was happy to take the advice in the spirit in which it was given.
      

      
      “What are you making?” he asked.

      
      “Just fixing the bottom hinge off the middle house door.”

      
      Ah. The middle house door had been loose since spring, you had to prop it shut by jamming a branch under the one remaining
         hinge. Maybe that was why he liked the forge so much. Gradually, slowly, far too late but eventually, things got fixed here.
         It was the only place on the farm where things got better over time. “Looks tricky.”
      

      
      “It is,” Aurelio said. “Quiet.”

      
      Gignomai knew why. Aurelio was waiting for the moment when the two pieces of iron he was intending to weld were almost melted.
         You couldn’t always tell the moment by looking, but if you listened very carefully there was a sort of hissing noise. He heard
         it. Aurelio grabbed the tongs and snatched the sun-white iron out of the fire and started tapping it with a hammer. It made
         a soft noise, not the usual hard ring. Gignomai waited until the hinge had gone back into the fire and asked, “Did it take?”
      

      
      
      Aurelio smiled at him. “Just about. You could learn this, I reckon.”

      
      That was a rare compliment; also impossible. A son of the met’Oc couldn’t learn a trade, though there was apparently nothing
         in the code of conduct about not doing menial labour, such as tending pigs, provided it was unskilled. “I’d like to,” he said,
         “but my dad …”
      

      
      Aurelio laughed. “Let me think about it,” he said. “Now shut your face, I need to concentrate.”

      
      The fire provided light as well as heat, and he considered sneaking indoors for a book. But he wasn’t nearly dry enough yet.
         But then, as he reached in his pocket for the wire, which he remembered he hadn’t gloated over properly yet, he found something
         else: a roll of paper.
      

      
      “Where’d that bottle come from?” Aurelio asked.

      
      “What? Sorry. Found it. In the woods.”

      
      Fortuitously, at that moment a fat white spark drifted up out of the fire. It signified that the metal was starting to burn.
         Aurelio swore loudly, hauled the work out and started whacking it with his hammer. Under cover of all that, Gignomai took
         the paper from his pocket and examined it.
      

      
      Paper, not parchment. Very occasionally, they made parchment on the farm, when Father felt the need to write one of his letters
         to someone back Home. For parchment you needed lamb rawhide, skived very thin, ground and polished (or else the ink soaked
         into it, and Father would lose his temper). Paper, made from rags, was beyond the limits of their technology. Gignomai shoved
         it quickly back in his pocket, hoping Aurelio hadn’t seen. For some reason the old man indulged him to a quite extraordinary
         degree, but there had to be limits.
      

      
      It seemed to take for ever for his clothes to dry, even in the forge where it was hot enough to make your skin feel tender.
         Eventually he reckoned he was dry enough to pass inspection. He thanked Aurelio for his hospitality (no reply) and scuttled
         back to his room, where he wedged the door shut with a broom handle before taking the paper over to the window. There was just about enough light. He’d have to read quickly, or else face
         the frustration of waiting for dawn. He unrolled the paper. There was a lot of writing.
      

      
      THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW

      
      He raised an eyebrow. Furio, presumably. Who else could have slipped a roll of paper into his pocket without him noticing?

      
      
         Furio Opello to Gignomai met’Oc; greetings.

         Every time I talk to you, I’m amazed at all the really basic stuff you don’t know. Which is crazy, really, because you know
               all sorts of stuff I don’t know. Different sorts of things. Well, you lend me books, so it’s only fair. Anyway, this is some
               of the stuff you don’t know. I hope it comes in useful.

      

      
      Then a gap of a few lines. Gignomai paused to be astonished at the prodigality. When Father wrote letters, every last bit
         of space was filled in, and Father could write really small. The paper, he realised, was a page torn out of a ledger.
      

      
      
         1. History of the Colony

      

      
      He felt a surge of annoyance, which he quickly and ruthlessly stifled. Things you should know, indeed.
      

      
      
         The colony was founded seventy years ago. The plan was originally to mine silver, but there turned out not to be any. However,
               the first settlers found beavers and other furry animals whose pelts would fetch a lot of money back home. We still pay part
               of our rent in furs.

         When we arrived here, we didn’t know the country was inhabited. The natives turned out not to be much trouble, though. They
               leave us alone, mostly. They don’t plant crops like we do. They live off hunting and gathereing wild fruits and berries

      

      
      (He frowned, reached for his pencil and corrected the spelling.)

      
      
         and they move around all the time, so we don’t seem to be in their way particularly. However, many people in the colony are
               frightened of what might happen if they decide to attack, since they outnumber us considerably. There used to be a permanent
               garrison here, to protect us (and keep us in order) but it was too expensive and the government at Home recalled them. Now
               there’s just the militia, and the mayor (there isn’t one) can call up any citizen for military service for a period not exceeding
               three months (this never happens).

         2. Economy and Society

      

      
      (He grinned. That was part of the title of a book he’d lent Furio last year.)

      
      
         We grow all our own food here, but we have to import nearly all our tools and clothes and stuff from Home. Actually there
               are laws saying what we can and can’t make here, to make sure we stay dependant

      

      
      (The pencil again.)

      
      
         on Home for everything we need, and to make sure we sell them all our meat and hides at cheap prices. We aren’t allowed to
               trade with other countries. We supply salt beef and cured, untanned hides. My father and five other men handle all the trade
               between them.

         3. Your lot The met’Oc

         Obviously you know all about your family

      

      
      (Wrong.)

      
      
         but you might find it useful to know what the people in the colony reckon they know about them, if that makes any sense.

         Your family used to be great noblemen back home, but they were on the wrong side in some war seventy years ago and had to
               clear out. They came here. We reckon they planned on takeing the place over. That didn’t happen. There was still a garrison
               here then. Some people say there was some fighting. Your lot took over the Tabletop – that’s what we call it, did you know
               that? – and made it into a sort of fortress. My dad says you have no title to it. That means you don’t own it legally, with
               deeds and stuff.

         Your lot aren’t popular, obviously, because of all the cattle stealing, but it’s actually not that bad. My dad says people
               tollerate you because you’ll protect us if ever the savages attack. Don’t know if this is true. He says you’re the only ones
               with weapons (we aren’t allowed to have them) and of course you’ve got the guns as well as swords and pikes and bows. Dad
               says that all you’d have to do is fire off a gun and the savages would run away. Anyhow, that’s why people put up with Lusomai.
               Your dad and grandad did the same thing when they were younger. Dad reckons it doesn’t actually matter that much if you just
               steal cattle, because people don’t really own the cattle, not like they own pigs and chickens and sheep.They raise the cattle
               and get paid some money for them but they’re not theirs. It’s complicated, something to do with mortgages and quit rents and
               taxes. You might try telling your brother. Lay off the chickens.

         My uncle says your lot will never be allowed Home.

      

      
      He lifted his head and looked out of the window. It was almost too dark to read now, and he made a deliberate decision to
         stop there and save the rest for tomorrow. He rolled the paper up tight and stuffed it right down inside his boot, then lay
         on the bed with his eyes closed, trying to think of something he could give Furio that might come anywhere close to being
         equivalent in value. It was, of course, the most extraordinary present he’d ever been given, and incomparably the best.
      

      
      He didn’t deliberately set out to ration the remaining sections, but that was what he ended up doing. The next morning, he
         only had time to read about Money (twelve quarters to the silver thaler, but money of account was different) and Geography (the colony is just the tip of a huge island six days’ sail from Home) before he was called out to help round up escaped
         bullocks in the cabbage field. He was sent out with the pigs before he had a chance to go back to his room, and didn’t get
         home till dusk. The next morning, however, he made the choice to read only one section. (Most of the colony are indentured.
         That means they paid for their passage out by undertaking to work for the Company three days a week for fifty years.) The
         next morning, he was called out to feed the chickens while it was still too dark to read. When he’d finished and returned
         to the kitchen, Luso was waiting for him.
      

      
      “Father wants to see you,” Luso said, “in the library.”

      
      He tried to read Luso’s face, but all he could get from it was a vague smugness; not a good sign.

      
      “Now?” he asked.

      
      “Now.”

      
      His conscience was relatively clear. The only major concern was breaking out, but if he’d been caught doing that, he’d have
         known about it straight away. He shrugged, went through to the front hall and started to climb the stairs.
      

      
      Under other circumstances, the library was his favourite room. It was the biggest room in the house, with a dramatically high
         ceiling. All four walls were completely covered with books. The polished wooden floor was a desert. There were four old, carved
         chairs and a single massive table, where the rosewood box stood, and that was all, apart from a small black pot-bellied stove
         in the west corner. Father was sitting in the biggest and ugliest chair. It was decorated with falconry scenes in deep relief.
         They’d been painted once, but only a few flakes of colour remained, in the cracks and combes between the figures. He wasn’t reading. On the floor beside him lay a long, narrow box, figured walnut,
         with silver hinges.
      

      
      “Happy birthday, Gignomai,” Father said.

      
      “Is it?” Gignomai blinked.

      
      “Yes.” Father didn’t smile. “You weren’t to know,” he went on, “we don’t bother with that nonsense much in this family. But
         it’s your fourteenth, which makes it important.”
      

      
      Gignomai kept his face blank and his mouth shut.

      
      “There are certain traditions,” Father went on, shifting his head a little so he was looking just over the top of Gignomai’s
         head, as though he was talking to where Gignomai should have been at age fourteen, if he hadn’t turned out disappointingly
         short. “At fourteen, a son of the met’Oc receives a gift of great significance.”
      

      
      Gignomai waited, though he could guess what was coming. Big deal, he thought.

      
      “First, though.” Father adjusted the position of his head, like a scientist with a precision instrument. Now he was looking
         over Gignomai’s right shoulder. “It’s a trifle chilly in here, don’t you think? Light the stove for me, would you? I worry
         about the damp getting into the books.”
      

      
      Everything was laid out ready for lighting the stove. Inside, a neat pyramid of slender kindling. Lying next to the stove,
         a tinder box, dry moss and a roll of paper.
      

      
      “Light the stove,” Father repeated quietly.

      
      His own fault, Gignomai told himself, for not reading the whole thing as soon as possible. No secrets in this house. He piled
         the moss round the base of the kindling, cranked the tinderbox, shook the burning shavings onto the moss; he considered trying
         to palm the paper and slide it up his sleeve, but Father was far too smart for that, even though he pointedly wasn’t watching. He held the end of the roll in the smouldering
         moss till it caught fire, then pushed it under the base of the pyramid. He shut the stove door and stood up.
      

      
      
      “Your birthday present,” Father said.

      
      He went back to the middle of the room, and Father pointed at the box on the floor. Gignomai knelt down and lifted the two
         catches. They were beautifully made – pierced and chiselled work – and so stiff that he tore a fingernail. Inside the box,
         as he’d anticipated, was a sword.
      

      
      “Wear it with pride,” Father said. “Use it with discretion.”

      
      It was, of course, Luso’s old sword. The family had eight swords, plus the hunting hanger Luso had bought from Furio’s dad.
         Luso greatly preferred it to the sword he’d been given (this one) because it had a cutting edge. The family swords were all
         smallswords, thin and triangular in section. You could kill people with them, but that was all they were good for. Gignomai
         wondered if his father had asked Luso before taking this one back. He doubted it.
      

      
      “Thanks,” he said.

      
      “You will, of course, only wear it on formal occasions,” Father went on. “Lusomai will teach you how to fence. An hour a day
         to begin with, then two hours a day once you’ve mastered the basics. I expect you to practise properly.”
      

      
      “Yes, Father.”

      
      “Make sure you do. I’ll be testing you myself from time to time.” Father hesitated, which wasn’t like him. Usually he spoke
         like someone who knew his lines by heart. “That sword belonged to my father, who had it from his uncle, Erchomai met’Oc. He
         was chancellor of the empire for thirty years.”
      

      
      Gignomai guessed that he was supposed to pick the rotten thing up at this point. He looked to see if anybody had got around
         to straightening the knuckle-bow – Luso had bent it, throwing it across the room in a temper when Gignomai was nine. The bend
         made it painfully difficult to get your hand inside the guard. It’d take Aurelio about five minutes to straighten it. Needless
         to say, it was still bent. Fencing lessons with Luso, Gignomai thought. What fun.
      

      
      Father was waiting for something. He knew he wouldn’t say what it was, because Gignomai was supposed to know without prompting or hints, and the audience couldn’t end until Father
         was satisfied. “Thanks,” Gignomai said, but it wasn’t as simple as that. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll take good care of it,
         I promise.”
      

      
      Either that was it or Father was getting restless. “Mind you do,” he said. “Put some logs on the fire before you leave.”

      
      Gignomai waited for as long as he could – six days – then broke out again. He took the sword with him. There weren’t any guards
         this time, the perceived threat of reprisal having faded, and he went straight to Furio’s house. He thanked Furio for his
         gift, gravely and seriously, then asked, “How did you know it was my birthday?”
      

      
      Furio looked at him. “I didn’t. Was it?”

      
      “Yes.” Gignomai felt disappointed. “Well anyway, it was a great present. Thanks.”

      
      That was more thanks than Furio was equipped to handle. He looked away, keen to change the subject. “What else did you get?”

      
      “This,” Gignomai said. He’d wrapped the sword up in a big, slightly mouldy sack, to disguise what it was. “And now I’ve got
         to have fencing lessons.”
      

      
      Furio was staring at the sword as though he’d never seen anything like it. Well, of course, he hadn’t. “That’s amazing,” he
         said. “Your family gave you that?”
      

      
      He found the enthusiasm annoying. “Well, it’s not really mine. I mean, Luso had it before me, but he didn’t like it, so …”

      
      “That must be worth an absolute fortune.”

      
      It hadn’t occurred to Gignomai to think of it in terms of value. He couldn’t imagine anybody wanting it. “Really?”

      
      “You bet. Hey, Dad.” Furio’s father was passing the stockroom door. “Have you got a minute?”

      
      Furio’s father was even more impressed than his son had been. “Extremely valuable,” he answered, when Furio asked him. “I’m
         no expert, of course, it all depends on the maker and the condition.”
      

      
      
      “It’s bent,” Gignomai pointed out. “Luso bashed it against a wall.”

      
      Furio’s dad had drawn two inches of blade out of the scabbard. He was gazing at the patterns in the steel, the slender, semi-abstract
         design of wreathed foliage chiselled into the ricasso. He stuck his hand in his pocket and produced a lens (who on earth carried something like that about with him?), through
         which he stared closely at the name engraved just below the pas d’âne.
      

      
      “Well?” Furio asked.

      
      “At least twelve thousand,” his father relied. “Could be twice that. I don’t know.”

      
      “Twelve thousand thalers,” Furio whispered, as if in the presence of some dark angel. “Your dad gave you a present worth—”

      
      Gignomai said it before he could stop himself. “Is that a lot of money?”

      
      Furio’s dad laughed. Furio scowled, and said, “You know the Glisenti place? Out on the south road. Freehold. It sold last
         week for eight hundred.”
      

      
      Worth more than a whole farm – Gignomai felt slightly sick. His first thought, he realised, had been, I could get a long way
         away with that kind of money.
      

      
      “As I said,” he said, “it’s not really mine, it belongs to the family.”

      
      “I’m not saying you could get twelve thousand for it here, of course.” Furio’s dad’s voice had changed very slightly, and Furio was glowering at him behind his back. “I mean, nobody
         here’s got that sort of money, and if they had, they wouldn’t spend it on a status symbol. You’d have to find a merchant from
         Home, and of course he’d want his percentage, and then he’d probably pass it on to a specialist dealer. But definitely five
         thousand. Definitely.”
      

      
      Furio was getting angry, so Gignomai took the sword, gently but firmly, and put it back in the sack. For a split second Furio’s
         dad looked very sad. Then he said, “If ever your family does think of selling …”
      

      
      
      “They wouldn’t,” Gignomai said. “Not ever. We don’t sell stuff. We keep it till it rusts, or we’ve forgotten where we put
         it.”

      
      Shortly after that, the bad thing happened, and Gignomai didn’t break out again for a long time.

   

      

      Seven Years After


      

      “Do you think he’ll like me?” she said for the fifteenth or sixteenth time, and Furio pretended he hadn’t heard. He glanced

         sideways at the clock (for the fifteenth or sixteenth time). The hands didn’t seem to have budged since he last looked.

      


      

      “Do I look nice?” she said.


      

      He nodded.


      

      The clock was, of course, a joke. In a life dominated (as he saw it) by jokes, it was one of the biggest. It was the only

         clock in the colony, unless the met’Oc had one (and if they had, Gig had never mentioned it), and the function of a clock,

         surely, is to share a common truth, or at least a common belief, with other clocks. A solitary clock is the proverbial one

         clapping hand. No earthly good saying to someone “I’ll meet you by the customs shed at ten minutes past eleven” if you’ve

         got the only clock in the country. It might have had some semblance of purpose if it had been set up in a tower in the square,

         but it wasn’t. It lived in the back room of the store. While Father was alive, it had been on display in the store itself,

         but when he died, Uncle had moved it. He was afraid someone might steal it.
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