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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.


      







Introduction



Journey to Elabon


Gerin the Fox barely managed to defend his castle against an attack by the evil sorcerer Balamung and his Trokmoi minions, and knew it was only a matter of time before Balamung would return for a second assault.


Leaving Fox Keep in the care of Duin, his second-in-command, Gerin set out with his friend and comrade, the giant Van of the Strong Arm, in search of a sorcerer whose magic would be strong enough to overpower Balamung. His goal was the City of Elabon, where the Sorcerer’s Collegium was located.


Along the way, Gerin and Van stopped at the castle of Gerin’s old friend Ricolf, who was about to celebrate the betrothal of his beautiful daughter, the Lady Elise, to the elegant Southerner, Rihwin. In the course of the betrothal banquet, however, Rihwin became drunk and disgraced himself. Ricolf, disgusted, decreed that Elise would wed instead Wolfar of the Axe, a crude but fearless warrior in whom wereblood ran strong.


Elise was infuriated by this turn of events, and begged Gerin and Van to let her accompany them to the City, where she planned to seek shelter with relatives until her father reconsidered. Gerin, who had known and been fond of the girl since she was a child, reluctantly agreed. When Wolfar tried to prevent Elise’s escape, Gerin was obliged to knock him out, adding fuel to the fire of Wolfar’s rage at losing his bride.


As Gerin, Elise and Van continued on their journey through the strife-torn Empire of Elabon, Gerin realized, much to his dismay, that he was falling in love with Elise. She, however, rebuffed his advances, unable as yet to accept yet another suitor for her hand.


Disappointed though Gerin was, the dangers that beset the travelers left him little time to dwell on his romantic difficulties. The power of the vengeful Balamung continued to pursue them, conjuring up all manner of evil apparitions to halt them in their quest. The most dangerous of these was the aurochs, a wild, blood-thirsty ox-like creature that Gerin slew when it attacked the Lady Elise.


Hard on the heels of Gerin’s encounter with the aurochs, he and Van had to deal with the demented female followers of the fertility god Mavrix, who came upon them as they slept. In their mindless, drunken frenzy the women were about to tear the three adventurers limb from limb, when a mention by Elise of Gerin’s slaying the aurochs drove them, terrified, away.


But the last of the departing harpies intoned a warning that struck fear into their hearts: “Mock not Mavrix, lord of the sweet grape. Rest assured, you are not forgotten!”










Chapter 1



Taking advantage of the quiet of the ghosts, Gerin decided to leave at once, though he knew mere distance was even less guarantee of safety from Mavrix than from Balamung. No thunderbolt smote him, though, and before too much time had passed the rising sun turned Tiwaz and Math to a pair of pale gleams hanging close together in the southern sky.


So full of events had the previous day been that it was mid-afternoon before the Fox remembered his dream, if such it was. By then they were on the main road again, three more corpuscles among the thousands flowing toward the Empire’s heart. “So that’s why you woke up with such a thrash!” Van said. Then the full impact of the baron’s words sank in. “You’re saying the scrawny son of nobody knows where we are and what we’re up to?”


Gerin rubbed his chin. “Where we are, anyway.”


“I’m not sure I like that.”


“I know damned well I don’t, but what do you propose to do about it?”


The Fox spent a gloomy, watchful night, half-fearing a return visit from Mavrix; the oracular tones of the god’s half-crazed worshiper had left him jittery. The watch was lonely, too. As was usual when he did not have first watch, Van fell asleep at once, and Elise quickly followed him.


That day on the road she had hardly spoken to the baron, spending most of her time listening to Van’s yarns of his wandering past; he would cheerfully spin them for hours on end. She gave Gerin nothing more than cool courtesy when he tried to join the conversation. At length he subsided, feeling isolated and vaguely betrayed. The left side of his mouth quirked up in a sour smile; he knew only too well his ill-timed ardor had caused her wariness.


The new morning began much as the day before had ended: Gerin and Elise cautious and elaborately polite while Van, seemingly oblivious to the tensions around him, bawled out a bawdy tune he had learned from the Trokmoi. So it went until they reached the River Pranther, another of the streams that rose in the foothills of the Kirs and ended swelling the water of the Greater Inner Sea. The road did not falter at this check, but sprang over it on a bridge supported by eight pillars of stone. The span itself was of stout timbers, which could be removed at need to slow invaders. This bridge was no flimsy magician’s trick—it looked ready to stand a thousand years.


“What a fine thing!” Van said, looking at it with admiration. “It beats getting your backside wet, any day.”


“It’s probably the most famous bridge in the whole Empire,” Gerin told him; the bridge over the Pranther was one of his favorite places in the south. “Folks call it ‘Dalassenos’ Revenge.’”


“Why would that be, Captain?”


“Dalassenos was Oren the Builder’s chief architect. He was the fellow who designed this bridge, but the only name Oren wanted on it was his own. Being a Sithonian, Dalassenos didn’t have much use for the Emperor in the first place, and that was too much to bear. He carved his own message in the rock, then put a coat of plaster over it and chiseled Oren’s name into that. After a few years the plaster peeled away and-well, see for yourself.” He jerked a thumb at the pylon.


“It’s only so many scratches to me. I don’t read Sithonian, you know, or much else, for that matter.”


Gerin thought for a moment. “As near as I can put it into Elabonian, it says:




‘The plaster above? ’Twas nought but a farce,


And as for King Oren, he can kiss my arse.’”





“Ho ho!” Van bellowed laughter. “That calls for a snort.” A blind reach into the back of the wagon brought him his quarry—a wineskin—with unerring precision. Prize in hand, he swigged noisily.


Dalassenos’ flip insolence also earned the Fox a smile from Elise; her appreciation was worth more to him than Van’s chuckles. “What happened to Dalassenos when the plaster wore off?” she asked, and the friendly interest in her voice told Gerin he had been forgiven.


“Not a thing,” he told her. “It lasted through Oren’s life, and he died childless (he liked boys). His successor hated him inexpressibly for almost bankrupting the Empire with all his building, and he likely laughed his head off when he learned what Dalassenos had done. I know he sent him a pound of gold, tight though he was.”


As they passed over the bridge Gerin looked down into the clear water of the Pranther. A green swimming shape, manlike in form, caught his eye. It was so close to the surface he could easily see the four scarlet gillslits on either side of its neck. The Pranther held the only colony of “rivermen” west of the Greater Inner Sea; Dalassenos had brought the reptiles here from their native Sithonian streams. The canny artificer knew stones and sand propelled by the Pranther’s current would eventually scour away the riverbottom from under his bridge’s pilings and bring it tumbling down. Hence the rivermen: by their labor they repaired such damage as fast as it occurred. In exchange, the Empire had banned any humans from fishing in the Pranther, and given the rivermen leave to enforce the prohibition with their poisoned darts. It was also said that Dalassenos had hired a wizard to put a spell of permanent plenty on the fish. The baron did not know about that, but the rivermen had flourished in the Pranther for more than three hundred years, whatever the reason.


Gerin heard the screech of an eagle overhead. Shielding his eyes from the sun, he looked up into the morning haze until he found it. It wheeled in the sky, sun striking sparks from its ruddy plumage. Its feathers were red as a Trokmê’s mustache, he mused idly, and then sudden suspicion flared in him as he realized what he’d thought. “Van, do you think you can bring me down that overgrown pigeon?” he asked, knowing his friend’s mighty arms could propel a shaft farther than most men dreamed possible.


The outlander squinted upward, then shook his head. “No more than I could flap my arms and fly to Fomor.”


“Fomor, is it?”


“Tiwaz, I mean. Whatever fool name you give the quick moon.”


“Two years with me, and you still talk like a Trokmê.” Gerin sadly shook his head.


“Go howl, Captain. What’s in your mind?”


The Fox did not answer, but pulled the wagon off the road. The eagle no sign of flying away, nor had had he expected any. He had never before seen a red eagle, and was convinced it was some creature of Balamung’s, a flying spy. He climbed down from the wagon and began to root among the bushes growing by the roadside.


“What are you looking for, Gerin?” Elise said.


“Sneezeweed,” he answered, not finding any. He muttered a curse. Near Fox Keep the stuff was a rank pest; it grew everywhere in the northlands, even invading wheatfields. When it flowered, those sensitive to its pollen went into a season-long agony of wheezing, sneezing, runny eyes, and puffy faces. The dried pollen was also a first-rate itching powder, as most small boys knew. The Fox still remembered a thrashing he’d got from his brother Dagref because of a sneezeweed-impregnated pair of breeches.


At last he found a ragged sneezeweed plant huddling under two bigger bushes, its shiny dark-green leaves sadly bug-eaten. He murmured a prayer of thanks to Dyaus when a saw a spike of pink flowers still clinging to it. It would serve for the small magic he had in mind; he ran the spell over and over in his head, hoping he still had it memorized. It was simple enough, and one all ’prentices learned—a fine joke on the unwary. At the Sorcerer’s Collegium one quickly learned not to be unwary more than once.


He held the spray of sneezeweed flowers in his left hand and began to chant. His right hand moved through the few simple passes the spell required. It took less than a minute. When it was done he looked up and awaited developments.


For a moment nothing happened. He wondered if he had botched the incantation or if it simply was not strong enough to reach the high-flying eagle. Then the bird seemed to stagger in mid-flight. Pecking furiously, its head darted under its wing. No longer could it maintain altitude. It descended in an ungainly spiral, screaming its rage all the while, and flopped into the bushes about twenty paces from the wagon. Van put an arrow through it, and it died still snapping at the shaft.


Much pleased with himself, the Fox trotted over to collect the corpse. He had just brought it to the wagon when Elise cried out in warning. Two more eagles were diving out of the morning sky, stooping like falcons. Van had time for one hasty shot, but missed. He cursed foully, snatched up the whip, and swung it in a terrible arc. It smashed into one bird with a sound like a thunderclap. Feathers flew in a metallic cloud. The eagle gave a despairing screech and tumbled inert to the roadway.


The other one flew into Gerin’s surprised arms.


It fastened its claws in a death grip on the leather sleeve of his mailed jacket, seeming to think the garment part of its owner. The Fox plunged his free hand at its shining breast, trying to keep its bill from his eyes. It screamed and tucked, buffeting him with vile-smelling wings.


There was a crunch. Van drove the butt end of the whip into its head again and again. The mad gleam in the golden eyes faded and Gerin slowly realized he was holding a dead weight. Blood trickled down his arm; his leather sleeve had not altogether protected him.


A gleam of silver caught his eye. The bird had worn a tiny button at its throat, held on by a fine chain. The button bore only one mark: a fylfot. “Balamung!” Gerin muttered, not much surprised.


Van stared at it over his shoulder. “Let me have a closer look at that, will you?” he said, and Gerin slipped the chain from the dead eagle’s neck and passed it to him. He lifted it thoughtfully. “It’s lighter than it should be,” he said. He squeezed it between two massive fingers, grunting at the effort. “Gives a little, but not enough.” He brought down a heavy-booted foot club-fashion.


There was a thin hissing wail. Gerin gagged. He thought of latrines, of new-dug graves freshly uncovered, of scummed moats, of long slow evils fermenting deep in the bowels of swamps and oozing upwards to burst as slimy bubbles.


He felt the body in his arms writhe, though he knew it was, knew it had to be, dead. He looked down, and dropped his burden with an exclamation of horror. No longer was the corpse that of an eagle, but of a Trokmê, his head battered to a pulp, fiery locks soaked in blood. But … the broken body was no bigger than the bird had been. Grim-faced, he repeated the grisly experiment twice more, each time with the same result.


As he buried the three tiny bodies in a common grave, the pride he had felt in his sorcerous talent drained away like wine from a broken cup. What good were his little skills against such mighty power as Balamung possessed, power which could rob men of their very shape and send them winging over hundreds of miles to slay at his bidding?


Elise said, “It will take a mighty southern mage indeed to overcome such strength.” Her voice was somber, but somehow her words, instead of depressing the baron, lifted his spirits instead. They reminded him he would not, after all, have to face Balamung alone. More and more their conflict was assuming in his mind the nature of a duel between himself and the northern wizard, and one in which the Trokmê owned most of the weapons. But why was he here in the southlands, if not for allies?


“You have a gift for saying the right thing,” he told her gratefully, She shook her head in pretty confusion, but he did not explain. And as the day wore on, he began to feel better and better. True, Balamung was trying to slay him from afar, but twice now his efforts had come to nothing, and every hour put more miles between him and his quarry.


Late in the afternoon Van pointed to a hand-sized roadside shrub not much different than any of its neighbors said, “There’s a useful plant.”


“That?” asked Gerin. “It looks like any other weed to me.”


“Then you Elabonians don’t know the use of it. It grows out on the plains of Shanda, too, and the shamans there call it ‘aoratos,’ which means it lets you see a bit of the unseen when you chew the leaves. They help keep you awake on watch, too. Like I said, a useful plant.”


“What do you mean, ‘it lets you see a bit of the unseen’?”


“That’s the only way I can explain it, Captain. Hold up a moment, and you can see for yourself.” He uprooted the little bush and returned to the wagon. Gerin studied it curiously, but it was so nondescript he could not say whether he had seen its like before.


He got to test its properties soon enough, for he drew first watch that night. The leaves were gritty and bitter, and their juice burned when he swallowed. Little by little he felt his tiredness slip away, and as he sat sentinel the night came alive around him.


The sky seemed to darken, and Elleb, just past first quarter, shone with spectral clarity. So, when she rose, did Math: she was a day past full. The stars, too, were very bright and clear. But that was the least of the effects of the aoratos plant. The Fox found he could tell with certainty were lurked every live thing within a hundred yards of the fire. No matter how well concealed it might be, the life force it carried impinged on him, like spots of light seen in the back of his mind. He understood why Van had had trouble communicating the experience to him, for it seemed to make use of a sense his body did not normally employ. He was even able to detect strange patterns of radiance within the ghosts, though their flickering shapes remained indistinct as ever.


His extra perception gradually faded, and was gone well before midnight. On the whole, he decided, he approved of the aoratos plant; if nothing else, it made ambushes a near-impossibility. “Aye, it does that,” Van nodded when Gerin told him of his feelings, “but you have to use near half the plant at every dose. The gods know when we’ll see another here. I never did find one in the northlands, you know.”


Nor did they find another bush on the following day, or the next, or the next. The last of its leaves stripped, the aoratos plant was tossed away and all but forgotten. As the road swung east, down into the great plain whose heart was the City, Gerin found he had more important things to think about. The dry warmth of the south, the quality of the sunlight pouring down from the blue enameled bowl of the sky, and the bustling populace of the ever more numerous towns were calling forth a side of his nature he had had to hide on the frontier, a gentler side his vassals would only have construed as weakness. Drago or Rollan could never have understood his open admiration of a sunset, his search for verses from Lekapenos appropriate to its beauty, his easy, friendly dealings with merchants and innkeepers, men at whom they simply would have barked orders. He felt like a flower half of whose petals were seeing the sun for the first time in years.


The presence of Elise beside him was a pleasant pain. She unsettled him more than he was willing to admit, even to himself, and he was too conscious of her as a woman to bring back all the ease of talk they had once enjoyed. She was still warm and friendly, but deftly avoided personal matters, seeming content with the inconclusive status quo. Her warmth extended farther than the Fox, too; her laughing responses to Van’s outrageous flirtation grated on Gerin’s nerves.


Two days out from the City the travelers found lodging at a tavern in a little town named Cormilia. The lass who served them there was short, dark, and, though a bit plump, quite pretty, her round face made piquant by a tiny mole on her right cheek. Something in the way she moved struck the Fox’s fancy, and when he raised an eyebrow at her she winked back saucily. He was not surprised by the tapping at his door later that night. Her arms tight around him, she was hot-blooded enough for any man’s taste, but her ministrations, immensely pleasurable while going on, somehow left him less than satisfied after she had slipped away.


He knew he had pleased her; her adoring manner the next morning spoke of how much. But the coupling had showed him only emptiness within himself, and he was preoccupied and curt toward her. He breakfasted without paying much heed to what he ate, and when he and Van went out to the stables to hitch up the horses, he blurted to his old friend, “You know, Van, when Dyaus created women he must have been in a fey mood; you can’t live with them and sure as sure can’t live without them.”


Though surmise gleamed in his eye, Van said nothing to that. He knew Gerin was a man who had to work things through in his own mind and often thought advice interference.


A briny breeze from the Greater Inner Sea blew all day, and they might have made the City by evening. However, Gerin did not relish trying in the dark to find the inn run by his old friend Turgis; the City’s maze of streets was bad enough by day. Also, the coming parting with Elise wrenched him more each mile he traveled, and he was far from eager to speed it unduly. He decided to make camp just behind the last low ridge shielding the City from sight. As darkness fell, its light put a glow on the eastern horizon and bleached the fainter stars from the sky.


In so densely peopled an area night travel was no longer unthinkable. Every few minutes a brightly-lit convoy of wagons and chariots would rumble past the campsite, often with a mumbling priest to help ward off the spirits. Of this Van heard nothing, for he was almost instantly asleep. But Gerin did not pass his watch in lonely contemplation; for the first time since the night Mavrix appeared, Elise decided to stay up a while and talk. The reason soon became clear: she was bubbling over with eagerness and curiosity about the City and the family in it she had never seen. She gushed on for a time, then stopped, embarrassed. “But this is terrible!” she exclaimed. “What a loon I am! Here I am playing the magpie over all I’ll see and do in the City, and not a word of thanks to you, who brought me here safe through so many troubles. What must you think of me, dear Gerin?”


The answer to that had been forming in the baron’s mind ever since he helped her slip from her father’s keep; her rhetorical question served but to bring it into sharp focus. His reply was hesitant, though, for he feared she would feel he was abusing the privileges their companionship had given him. Yet, he realized, the thought of losing her forever filled him with more dread than any Trokmê horde. His hands, so clever and deft when filled with weapons of war, now moved uncertainly. “It’s simple enough,” he said at last, taking the plunge. “After Balamung and his woodsrunners are driven back to the forests where they belong, nothing would make me happier than coming south once more and courting you properly.”


He did not know what reaction he had expected from her, but it was not the glad acceptance she showed. “As things are now, I cannot say as much as I would like,” she said, “but no sight would please me more.” Her lips met his in a gentle kiss that gave him more contentment than had all his sweaty exertions the night before in Cormilia. She whispered, “Foolish man, did you not know I cried last year when I learned your wound would keep you from coming to my father’s holding?”


He held her close, his mind filling with a hundred, a thousand foolish plans for the future. The rest of the watch flew by like a dream, as it would for any lover who suddenly found his love returned. If the gaunt figure of Balamung stood like a jagged reef between him and the fulfillment of his dreams, on this night he could pretend he did not see it.


Elise fought sleep until Math rose to add her light to that of Elleb, whose nearly full disc rode high in the south. The baron watched her face relax into slumber, murmured, “Sleep warm,” and kissed her forehead. She smiled and stirred, but did not wake.


When the Fox told Van what he had done, the outlander slapped his back in congratulation, saying, “And what took you so long?”


Gerin grunted, half-annoyed his friend had been able to follow his thoughts so well. Something else occurred to him. “We need to start a few minutes before sunrise tomorrow,” he said.


“Why?” Van asked, not seeming to believe his ears.


“I have my reasons.”


“They must be good ones, to make a slugabed like you want an early start. All right, Captain, a few minutes before sunrise it is.”


They topped the last rise just as the sun climbed over the eastern horizon. It flamed off the Greater Inner Sea, transforming the water to a lambent sheet of fire, dazzling to the eye. Tiny black dots on that expanse were ships: merchantmen with broad sails billowing in the fresh morning breeze and arrogant galleys striding over the waves like outsized spiders on oared legs.


Elise, who had never seen the sea, cried out in wonder and delight and squeezed Gerin’s hand. The Fox beamed, proud as if he’d created the vista himself. Van, too, was nodding his appreciation. “Very nice indeed, Captain,” he said.


“If that’s all can find to say, you’d likely say the same if Farris herself offered to share your bed.”


“She’s your goddess of love and such things?” Van asked. At Gerin’s nod, the outlander went on, “I’ll tell you, Fox, that reminds me of a story—”


“Which I’ll hear some other time,” Gerin said firmly. Straight ahead, on a spur of land thrusting out into the sea, lay the City of Elabon, and all his attention was on it.


A thousand years before, he knew, it had been nothing but a tiny farming village. Then the Sithonians came west across the Sea, and the infant City, now a center for Sithonian trade with the folk they deemed barbarous westerners, acquired its first wall. Its inhabitants learned much from the Sithonians, and little by little extended its sway over much of the fertile western plain, drawing on ever greater reserves of men and resources, and soon swallowing up those Sithonian colonies planted on the western shore of the Greater Inner Sea.


Nor could the Sithonians come to the aid of these colonies, for Sithonia itself, divided into rival confederacies led by its two greatest citystates, Siphnos and Kortys, fell into a century of bloody internecine warfare. All the while Elabon waxed. No sooner had Kortys at last beaten down her rival than she had to face the irresistible army of Carlun the World-Bostrider, whose victory brought an end to the Elabonian League and a beginning to the Empire of Elabon. A great marble statue of him, ten times as high as a man, still looked to the east from the shore; it was easy to spy, silhouetted against the bright sea.


Not far away from Carlun’s monument stood the Palace Imperial. Gleaming like an inverted icicle, it shot a spearpoint of marble and crystal into the sky. An eternal fire burned at its apex, a guide from afar to ships on the Inner Sea. Round it was a wide space of well-trimmed gardens, so the Palace Imperial itself almost seemed a plant grown from some strange seed.


Near the Palace was the district of the nobles; their homes were less imposing by far than the Emperor’s residence, but most were far more splendid than anything to be found north of the Kirs.


To Gerin’s mind, though, the rest of the City was the true heart of the Empire. Men of every race and tribe dwelt there, and it boiled and bubbled cauldron-wise with the surge of life through its veins. There was a saying that you could buy anything in the City, including the fellow who sold it to you.


The Fox could have gazed on the City for hours, but from behind a gruff bass voice roared, “Move it there, you whoreson! Do you want to diddle the whole day away?” The speaker was a merchant, and a loudly unhappy one.


Gerin waved back at him. “This is the first time I’ve seen the City in eight years,” he half-apologized.


The merchant was not appeased. “May it be your last, then, ever again. You stand gawking, you boy-loving booby, and here I am, trying to make an honest living from tight-fisted nobles and little bandit lord-lings, and all my thirty wagons are piling into each other while you crane your fool neck. I ought to set my guards on you, and it’s a mark of my good temper and restraint that I don’t. Now move it!”


Gerin almost expected to see smoke and flames spurt from the man’s mouth. He clucked the horses into motion. Van chuckled. “Fellow sounds like a sergeant I knew once,” he remarked.


Like any town south of the mountains, the City had its ring of crucifixes, and because of its size there was a veritable forest of crosses around it. Bright-winged gulls from off the Inner Sea squabbled with ravens and vultures over the dead meat on them. The stench was overpowering. Elise produced a wisp of scented cloth and pressed it to her nose; Gerin wished for one of his own.


Expanding through long years of security, the City had outgrown three walls. Two had vanished altogether, their bricks and stones going to swell the growth, and only a low ridge showed where the rammed-earth core of the third had stood.


Gerin took the wagon down the City’s main street. The locals affectionately called it the Alley; it ran due east, arrow-straight, from the outskirts of the City to the docks, and was filled with markets and shops from one end to the other. The Fox drove past the Lane of the Silversmiths (a trade dominated by Kizzuwatnans), the pottery mart where Sithonians and Elabonians stridently cried their waves, odorous eateries serving the fare of every nation subject or neighbor to the Empire, the great canvas-roofed emporium where wheat imported from the northern shore of the Inner Sea was sold, scores of tiny stalls owned by peasants hawking fruit, chickens, and vegetables, a small nest of armorers and smiths (the baron had to promise Van they would return later), and so much else he began to feel dizzy trying to take in all of it at once.


Beggars limped, prostitutes of both sexes jiggled and pranced, scribes stood at the ready to write for illiterate patrons, minstrels played on every corner, and, no doubt, thieves lurked to despoil them of the coins they earned. Running, shouting lads were everywhere underfoot. Gerin marveled that any of them lived to grow up. He pricked up his ears, though, when he heard one shouting, “Turgis!” His head swiveled until he spied the boy.


“Snatch him, Van,” he said, steering toward his target, talking the horses to calm in chaos.


“Right you are, Captain.” Van reached out and grabbed up a ragamuffin whose first beard was just beginning to sprout.


“You can lead us to Turgis?” Gerin demanded.


“I can, sir, and swear by all the gods and goddesses no finer hostel than his exists anywhere.”


“Spare me the glowing promises; I’m known to Turgis. Tell me, lad, how is the old butterball?”


“He’s well enough, my lord, indeed he is, and generous of food, though sparing of praises. You turn left here, sir,” he added.


Within moments Gerin was lost in the labyrinth of the City. He did not think Turgis’ hostel had formerly been in this district; the old fraud must have moved. His young guide, who called himself Jouner, gave out a continuous stream of directions mixed with shrill abuse directed at anyone daring to block the narrow, winding roadway (this last was often returned with interest). Jouner was also extravagantly admiring of his charges—especially Elise. She blushed and tried without success to wave him to silence, not recognizing his manner was partly professional courtesy. Still, the Fox noted real sincerity in the lad’s voice.


Most of the houses in this part of the City were two-storied, flat-roofed structures; their whitewashed outer walls defined the twisting paths of its streets. Despite occasional obscenities scrawled in charcoal, from the outside one was much like another. But within this austerity, Gerin knew, would be courtyards bright with flowers and cheerfully painted statuary; some, perhaps, would be enlivened further by floor mosaics or intricately patterned carpets woven by the Urfa.


Poorer folk lived in apartment houses: “islands,” in the City slang. Solid and unlovely, the brick buildings towered fifty and sixty feet into the air, throwing whole blocks of houses into shadow. More than once jars of slops emptied from some upper window splashed down into the street, sending passersby running for cover. “Watch it!” Van bellowed up. An instant later two more loads just missed the wagon.


“That’s one of the first things you learn not to do in the City,” Gerin told him, recalling his own experiences. “They hold the high ground.”


When at last they came to Turgis’ establishment, the baron was agreeably surprised by the marble columns on either side of the entranceway and the close-cropped lawn in front of the hostel itself. “Go right in,” Jouner said, scrambling down. “I’ll see to your horses and wagon.”


“Many thanks, lad,” Gerin said as he dismounted. He gave the boy a couple of coppers, then helped Elise down, taking the opportunity to hug her briefly.


“Have a care with that Shanda horse,” Van warned Jouner. “He bites.”


The lad nodded his thanks. As he began to head for the stables, Elise said, “A moment. Jouner, how do you live in this stench?”


Puzzlement crossed Jouner’s face. “Stench, my lady? What stench? Travelers always complain of it, but I don’t smell a thing.”


Turgis met the travelers at the front door. His bald pate, brown as the leather apron he wore, gleamed in the sunlight. A smile stretched across his fat face, the ends of it disappearing into a thick graying beard. “You appear to have come up in the world a mite,” Gerin said by way of greeting.
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