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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.







A note from the Author


Havenstar was my first published book, and is the only book of mine written under my married name of Glenda Noramly. The story has not changed one iota in the intervening years, but this ebook edition has been re-edited to reflect all I have learned about being a better writer. The artwork for the map was done for me by Perdita Phillips.




Chapter One


In the beginning there was only Chaos—but this was displeasing to the Maker, so He took the matter of Chaos and moulded it to form the firmament and the stars, which was more pleasing to Him. But the Unmaker Lord looked on His work and was unhappy, for Chaos is Lord Carasma’s Realm, and only in the Unstable does he find joy.


—Creation, Book I: Passage 1, Phrases 2 & 3


Piers Kaylen drew rein at the top of the rise and looked across to the horizon. He sat unmoving in the saddle of his mount, and his emerald eyes missed nothing as he shifted his gaze away from the distant mountains and bordering roughs to the tree-spattered plain, and finally to the stolid buildings of the halt below. Beside him, his pack-horse—laden with the tools of his profession—shook a dusty head and then nudged its master’s leg as if to tell him to get moving again. It was a crossings-horse, with all the habitual bad-temper and impatience of its breed. Piers Kaylen, however, Master Mapmaker from Kibbleberry, was not a man to be hurried by his pack animal’s irascible temperament.


He surveyed the scene below with careful scrutiny. He saw nothing unstable although he searched for it, and he had thirty years of experience at recognising instability. He saw no flicker of colour, no veiled movement or mirage-ripple that would speak of danger, of change. The halt, built of uncut and undressed logs, still squatted toad-like beside a soak, shedding bark from shingles and walls like scales of unwanted skin, exactly as it had done when he’d passed this way on his outward journey. The spiked poles of the stockade surrounding the buildings were still level one with the other, their tips as even as a ruled compass heading; no signs of Unstable attack there either.


‘Your luck holds, Pickle my friend,’ he thought aloud. ‘Three years in one spot, and not a hint of ley. You chose well.’


He knew enough not to be complacent. There were no paths to and from the halt, no tracks leading to the building, no trace of the passage of man or animal. The blue-grey grasses and the scrubby prickle bushes around the stockade looked as if nothing had disturbed them for a generation, which was all the indication needed for him to know that instability was as powerful here as ever. This was no place of Order, for all that the buildings still stood, untouched and untainted, three years after they had been built. Here, nothing could be taken for granted. This was the Unstable after all.


Piers urged his mount down the gentle slope and the pack-horse followed obediently. Where the feet of the two beasts had crushed the grass a moment before, the grey leaves sprang back into shape as the plants quivered and shook off the effects of their violation the way an animal shakes water from its coat. Where the weight of the horses had impacted the soil, sand grains stirred and loosened themselves, their irritation shivering the ground like a heat mirage.


Piers took no notice. In the Unstable, that was normal.


The jangle of the bell-pull brought Pickle himself out to swing open the gate of the stockade. Piers knew the haltkeeper well enough not to be fazed by the nightmarish personification of a troll rather than a man, and grinned. ‘Greetings, Pickle. Still here, I see.’


‘How goes it?’ Pickle asked in return, using the ritual words of greeting to all ley-lit, and he accompanied the phrase with a kinesis of welcome to a friend: right hand moving from heart to diaphragm, then extended palm outwards.


The words and gesture may have been ritual, but Piers knew a full answer was expected. ‘Ah, you’re secure enough this night,’ he said as he rode into the safety of the enclosed courtyard and swung himself down from his mount. ‘There’s no change I can see, not within twenty leagues east, anyway.’


‘The Wanderer?’


‘That bitch travels east this season. Moving fast, and the emanations from the Snarled Fist are even nastier than usual with a number of new off-shoots, all as mean as Chaos, but none of it’s coming this way. Your halt will stand a little longer, with the Maker’s grace. How’s the company?’


‘Building up. Still a little early in the season for much in the way of pilgrims, but there are one or two small fellowships in, with a devotions-chantor among ’em too. There’ll be a kinesis session in the common room after supper.’


Piers grimaced. ‘Thanks for the warning. I’ll stay in my room. You do have a vacancy?’ He began to unsaddle his mount without even waiting for an answer; there was always a place for a mapmaker to lay his bedroll even when the beds were all taken.


‘Oh, aye. No worries there. You can take the room you had last time.’ Pickle signalled a reluctant stable boy to come and help unstrap the bundles from the pack-horse. The horse curled its lip back and displayed its discoloured teeth in an evil grin.


‘Stop that,’ Piers growled and pulled in warning at the stiff hairs of the animal’s striped mane.


‘Join me for supper,’ Pickle said.


Piers nodded his thanks, knowing his meal and his lodging would be free; no ley-lit mapmaker ever paid a reckoning in a halt. It was their knowledge that helped haltkeepers stay alive, after all.


Pickle stomped off on thickened legs, the heels of his bare feet hitting the beaten earth of the yard like battering rams. The haltkeeper weighed three hundred pounds, and every pound was solid flesh and muscle. Pity that his hide is that colour, Piers reflected, not for the first time. Green made people think of creatures such as wart-toads or jowled water monitors, which was a shame, because Pickle was very much a man for all that he looked like something that lurked in the dark of age-old slime beneath a bridge.


Keeping an eye on the snapping teeth of the pack animal, the stable boy led the two horses away. In the gathering dusk their stripes blended into the perpendicular lines of the stockade wall behind them. Piers, staff in his hand, watched for a moment, then headed for his room and a much-needed wash.


Supper was a stew, over-laden with yams and onions and heavily spiced in a vain attempt to hide the stringiness of the dried meat it contained. Meat in the halts of the Unstable was never fresh.


As usual the conversation in the common room centred around the latest peregrinations of ley lines. Pickle was not the only person interested in what Piers had to say. Two couriers, a guide and a trader, all ley-lit men, wandered over to exchange a word with the mapmaker and to learn what they could of the changes. With none of them was he particularly forthcoming even though he was acquainted with them all. ‘My information is for sale,’ he told them, ‘as usual. I have old maps of every area north of the Wide, including the best Wide crossings. I can sketch in the latest changes now as well, or you can have properly updated maps within a couple of weeks from my shop. You all know my place in—’


‘—in Kibbleberry on the South Drumlin Road in the First Stab,’ one of the couriers finished for him, grinning. He turned to the others, saying, ‘Come on, you load of misbegotten Unstabler carrion-eaters, you ought to know by now you’ll get nothing out of Piers Kaylen without paying for it.’


‘Bloody freeloaders,’ Piers said without rancour, addressing Pickle once they were gone. ‘They want the best information to save their hides, but they hate to have to pay for it. They forget I’ve been out there in the Unstable for three months, risking my neck half a dozen times a day. I was attacked by Minions near the Fist, nearly lost my life fording the Flow, got bitten by a snake-devil within a leyflame’s throw of the Wanderer—do they think I do it all for nothing?’


Pickle laughed. ‘A normal trip, eh? By all that’s dark in Chaos, Piers, I reckon you must be the toughest bit of leather ever to roam the Unstable. There’s not many can say they’ve lasted as long as you have. And often alone, what’s more.’


‘True.’ He felt a quiet pride. ‘Thirty years I’ve been at it. And I reckon it may well die with me too. That damn son of mine’ll never make a decent surveyor. Maker knows what sort of maps he’ll turn out, left to himself.’


‘Seemed tough enough to me the few times you’ve brought him here.’


‘Nah, he’s all bluster. He’s about as tough as melting sugar-cakes.’ He thrust out his left leg and waved a hand at it. Flesh and bone ended just below the knee and the stump nestled inside a leather cup attached to a wooden peg leg. ‘This happened twenty years back, and it never stopped me. Saw my own foot disappear down the gullet of one of the Wild and I survived. That son of mine winces when his hipbone nudges a pebble under his bedroll!’ He sopped up the last of the stew with a piece of bread and shrugged. ‘He’ll run the business into the ground when I’m gone. My girl’s got twice his gumption and it’s a jiggin’ shame she’s the wrong sex. Jiggin’ shame too, that Chantry took the other son we had, the over-encoloured bastards. Still, why worry, eh? I don’t suppose I’ll be around to see what happens to Kaylen the Mapmaker’s twenty years from now.’ He paused suddenly, head cocked in disbelief as he listened. ‘Chaosdamn, Pickle—you’ve never got a baby in here?’


From somewhere above the unmistakable sound of a hungry infant wailed down into the common room.


Pickle gave a grimace that made deep green furrows in his face. ‘What’s the Halt coming to, eh? Yep, it’s a babe right enough.’ He lowered his voice. ‘The parents are a young couple, making the Long Pilgrimage, so they say. But the babe’s Unbred, or I’ll be pink and white myself. They are certainly keeping it away from yon chantor.’ He nodded at the man who had appropriated the room’s most comfortable chair by the fire. He was dressed in the scarlet and mauve robes of Chantry and was reading the text of a book with the aid of a gold wire-rimmed lorgnette. Every now and then he shook his yellow silk stole to emphasise the importance and holiness of what he read, and the bells along the hem tinkled.


‘So what are they doing dragging a baby all the way across the Unstable?’ Piers asked.


‘Looking for sanctuary in Havenstar, or I’ve missed my guess.’


He shook his head in disbelief. ‘Poor souls! Ah, Pickle, when will people stop believing in miracles? They’ll get themselves and their babe tainted, and all for a dream that doesn’t exist.’


Pickle gave the mapmaker an embarrassed look. ‘Maybe it’s a dream worth having.’


‘Ley-life! Not you too! Next you’ll be telling me there are winged fire-elementals sitting on your kitchen hearth.’ He yawned. ‘My friend, I’m for my room before that chantist kinesis-maker over there really gets going. Just listening to his bloody bells is bad enough.’


Pickle regarded the red and mauve figure pensively. ‘Don’t knock ’em, Piers. Kinesis devotions stave off the predations of instability and I’m damned sure they keep the Wild at bay, too.’


‘So they reckon. I wonder myself if they don’t just make the Wild flipping wilder. Anyway, I’m off.’


As he limped away, his wiry frame all muscle and sinew, in the eyes of those in the room who watched him go there was both envy and respect. Only his swinging walk betrayed his lack of a foot. The polished black staff he carried was more ornament than necessity. Piers Kaylen was a legend: an Unstabler who had survived thirty years of crossings, a mapmaker who often travelled alone in places most men would not go without an armed escort, a man who possessed all the instincts of a hunted animal and yet had the talents of a hunter. It was said that even the worst of the Minions of Chaos slunk away rather than face the throwing knives Piers wore strapped to his chest, at his hip and, so it was rumoured, in his single boot.


He was halfway undressed, stripped to the waist with his knives lying on his bed, when there was a knock at the door. Habit made him pluck up one of the knives as he went to answer it. He expected no attack and scented no danger, but you did not stay alive in the Unstable by being careless about anything.


‘Who is it?’ he asked. He laid his face against the door and was immediately aware of the faint vibrations of wrongness given off by one of the Unbound.


‘They call me the Mantis,’ came the reply. ‘You probably noticed me down in the common room. I want to talk to you ’bout a map.’


He unbarred the door with a fair idea of who it was he would see. The man standing there was, like Pickle, one of the Unbound, or an Untouchable as they were sometimes called, and the Mantis was an appropriate name. Piers had indeed noticed him in the common room. At seven feet tall, with limbs and body as elongated and as thin as the insect whose name he bore, he would have been hard to miss. He had to fold himself up to enter the room, and there was no way he could stand erect once inside. The ceiling was too low.


Piers put his knives away and waved a hand at the bed. ‘Sit down. You want a map? Are you buying on your own account?’


‘Well, no. I mean, I don’t want to buy at all, really. I want to sell, see.’ He shoved a hand inside his shirt as he sat and withdrew a mapskin wrapped around a rod of wood.


‘I don’t buy maps,’ Piers said. ‘I make ’em.’ But he reached out a hand to take the skin nevertheless. One could always learn something from another man’s chart.


He’d spent a lifetime dreaming about this, the wonderful instant when his hands would unroll a trompleri map and he would feast his eyes on magic. Yet as he opened up the skin and the dream became reality, he could not believe the moment had arrived. He stared at the map in his hands, felt his jaw dropping, and still could not believe it. A trompleri map. One of the legendary wonders that he’d only half-believed existed now unfolded before him in all its glory…


‘Where—where did you get this?’ he stammered finally. His knees gave out and he sat down heavily on the bed next to the Mantis.


‘What does it matter? What I want to know is, are you hankering after such like?’ The man poked his lean features into Piers’ face. His nose and chin and jaw were all sharp-edged, insect-like. A long-fingered hand seized his arm, circling it. There was surprising power there, even though his wrist was scarcely wider than a broom handle, and each finger as slim as a pipe-stem. ‘Do you want to buy it, master mapmaker?’


Piers strove to regain both his native caution and to avoid shuddering. He hated to be touched by one of the Unbound, even though the man was careful not to cause him pain by brushing against his bare skin. ‘Well, it’s not really of that much value to me,’ he said. ‘I deal with the land north of the Wide; this appears to be some place south of the Graven. Who in heaven’s ordering wants to go there? That’s even beyond the Eighth Stab.’


‘Don’t fool with me, mapmaker! I know the value of a trompleri map to one of your ilk. You’d sell your soul to have one of these, in the hope you can ferret out its secret, so you can produce the like. How much will you give me for it?’


‘I don’t carry much money with me. What need have I of money in the Unstable? I keep what meagre wealth I have at home in the First.’


‘And you know full well, you do, that I can’t go that far into a stability. Quite apart from the fact that any stab makes me as sick as a cat with worms, I’ve no wish to challenge Chantry, now have I? How much you got on you?’


‘Hardly more than a handful of coppers. Just enough to tip a stable boy or two and buy me a meal or two between the kinesis chain and home. Nothing more.’


‘Come now, any shrewd-nosed mapmaker is going to travel with a little stash for emergencies, right? Don’t take me for some newly-tainted lad who doesn’t know his way about the Unstable and who’s never met an Unstabler. I know what’s what. You have more than a few coppers hidden about you.’


‘Well, three silvers and a gold. That’s all. And yes, I’d part with them to own a trompleri map, but you must know it’s worth more than that.’


‘I’ll take the coins and your nag for it.’


‘My pack-horse?’


‘No, your mount.’


He was genuinely dismayed. ‘That mare and I have been together a long time. We’ve been through a lot. Besides, it’s a crossings-horse. Ley-lit Unstablers don’t take kindly to other folk having them.’


‘There’s no law agin it. That’s my deal. And it’s a generous one. Take it or leave it.’


‘I ask myself the reason for your, er, generosity.’


‘Don’t be daft. You don’t need me to spell it out. I’m in need of cash and a mount. My nag took a tumble and is as lame as an old man’s pecker. I’ll give her to you, if you want.’


He was silent, thinking. The map was obviously stolen. He’d never be able to admit to ownership of it, or resell it. The fact that the Mantis was in a hurry to rid himself of it also seemed to indicate the real owner was only a step behind him.


But Piers’ hands itched to hold it, his mind begged to analyse it, his mapmaker’s soul longed to solve its mysteries…


‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll buy it. And I’ll take your lame nag. Come back in half an hour and I’ll have the money and the papers ready for you.’


By the time the Mantis returned, Piers had retrieved his money from its hiding place and had the horse’s ownership scrip ready. Wordlessly, he handed them over and received the map and another horse scrip in return. As he checked the skin to make sure it was the same one he had first seen, he said casually, ‘Don’t think to divert your followers to me, Mantis. I’m too wily to be taken like that. This map disappears the moment you leave this room. They wouldn’t find it on me, and then they’d still be after you, madder than before.’


‘I don’t have the dribbling tongue of a betrayer,’ the Mantis said indignantly. ‘No one’ll ever hear aught from me, even if they ask.’


‘Look after my horse. If ever you want to sell her back to me, send word to Kibbleberry. Her name’s Ygraine.’


‘A high-falutin’ handle, that.’ Legend—or was it history?—said that there had once been a great Margravine of Malinawar called Ygraine. She was said to have led an invasion into Yedron with particularly nasty results for the Yedronese monarch of the time, simply because she’d thought herself insulted. The Mantis evidently did not think much of the choice of name, but he said, ‘I’ll take care of her. She’s my passage out of here.’ He tucked away the paper and the money, nodded briefly, and let himself out.


Piers hardly noticed his going. Instead he pored over his acquisition, revelling in the beauty and workmanship, touching it with reverent fingers, already looking forward to the moment when he would share his awe, his joy, with Keris. And Thirl, of course.


Reluctantly, he secreted it away in the hiding place he used for valuables when travelling. He was hoping that he would have another one or two visitors, people wanting to buy his maps this time, and he did not want anyone to see this purchase.


Within the next hour he made four sales of maps roughly updated with the latest information, then—just as he was about to spread his bedroll out on the straw mattress and turn in for the night—there was another knock at the door. As before, the habit of a lifetime made him pick up one of his knives and caution made him ask the visitor to identify himself, but he was tired and he didn’t notice the emanations that might have warned him what waited for him on the other side of the door.


The name given in reply meant nothing, but he thought he recognised the voice of one of the chambermaids and unbarred the door anyway. After all, no one really expected to be attacked inside a halt. Certainly no one expected to confront one of the Minions of Chaos within its walls, especially not when there were kinesis devotions being performed in the common room to ward off just such evils. And most of all no one would have dreamed of seeing one of the Wild…


Yet no sooner had he lifted the bar than the door was flung open with immense force, catching him across the chest and arm. His knife went flying and before he could utter a sound he was flattened by his attacker and two clawed hands the size of dinner plates were around his throat, squeezing, crushing his windpipe. It happened so fast—and his assailant was so unnaturally strong—that he never had a chance.


Even as he struggled, even as he battered at the thickened nose and gouged at the yellow eyes, he glimpsed the Minion standing with folded arms behind her pet. He saw her blood-soaked nails tapping impatiently on her bloodied forearms, and knew he was going to die. His only thought was one of surprise it was all going to end this way, in the relative safety of a halt, and not out there in the Unstable somewhere as he had always thought.




Chapter Two


And no more did the lands beyond the sea send their sailors; nor yet did the Margravate of Malinawar see its own sails return on the wind, decks piled high with the fragrant oils of Premantra and the golden cloth of Brazis. No more did the caravans come from Yedron and Bellisthron and the lands behind Beyond. All about was Ley. All about was unstable, and Humankind feared to cross. Malinawar was as eight rafts afloat on a storm-soaked ocean, and none knew the way to swim.


—The Rending I: 7: 8-11


On the outskirts of Kibbleberry village a party of Tricians rode past the mapmaker’s shop at a brisk trot: six women and five men, guarded by twenty of the Defenders and followed by a baggage train of servants and kinesis-chantors. The Tricians might have been clad in the normal brown and gray of the unencoloured, but their clothes were of the finest deer leathers, soft linens and plush goat wool; the domain-symbols they wore around their necks were of gold, some even studded with jewel-stones although it was doubtful Chantry would have approved of that. The Defenders, all of them as noble as those they guarded, were lavishly accoutred and armed.


In the shop, Keris Kaylen laid her work aside to watch them pass. Even the servants are better dressed and mounted than anyone in Kibbleberry, she thought. She felt no envy. Tricians and their retinue were as remote from her as the forests of the Eighth Stability, even though fellowships such as this one passed along the road often enough. She’d never spoken to one of their number and had no reason to think she ever would; none of them ever stopped. If they had needed a map, the purchase would have been done long since through an intermediary. Tricians rarely made commercial transactions themselves.


These were bound for the Unstable, yet they seemed happy, laughing and joking and flirting and never thinking about the dangers ahead once they crossed the kinesis chain. They were young, they were beautiful, they seemed carefree—yet Keris would not have changed places with any of them. Too many of these same young men would lose their lives one day as Defenders; too many of those young women would raise their children alone, only to see their sons die or be tainted in the Unstable just as their husbands had been. The very word ‘Trician’ was derived from some longer and more ancient expression supposed to have meant ‘of my father’s arming.’ Tricians were born to bear arms, or to marry those who did, just as their parents had. It was not a life Keris envied.


Better, she thought, to be a canny ley-lit mapmaker like her father, who was scornful of noisy young Tricians and their arms and their delicately-bred horses. ‘In the Unstable they and their chantors just attract trouble,’ he had remarked once. ‘Better to be solitary. Wiser to be quietly elusive, than to be challenging. Never take your pilgrimage with a guide that hires Defenders, Keri. It means the fellow doesn’t know his job.’


One of the young men saw her looking out of the shop door and winked. The girl next to him giggled and said something that made him laugh, then they were all gone from her sight. With a shrug, Keris lowered her eyes once more to her work. None of them mattered.


And then her head jerked up again as she realised what she had just seen—beyond the road, beyond the fields and the wood. Or rather what she had not seen.


There was a line of mountains beyond the stab, and on a clear day it was possible to see the whole range from the shop. Keris had been able to name all the main peaks since she was just four years old: the Jag, the Oven, the Shadow…the Axe Head…the Snood and the Wimple. All told, they were the Impassables. And now the Axe Head was missing. For three days they’d all been hidden by cloud, but now that the weather had cleared—


In a daze she slipped off her stool and went to stand in the doorway, to stare. It was true. It really had gone. There was the range, there were all the other peaks, but the Axe Head had vanished. There was a space on the skyline that gaped vacantly like the cavity left by a pulled tooth.


She whirled from the door, wanting to run inside to tell someone, but then stopped. There was only her mother, and it would be better if she was not bothered. Not now. Keris sighed. Not for the first time, she wished her father was home.


And then she remembered the roof-mender at work returfing part of the barn roof. He wasn’t a learned or particularly knowledgeable man, but at least he was somebody to tell. She left the shop to go to the barn, walking around the outside of the house so as not to disturb her mother. She found Articus Medrop arranging cut turf on his hod at the foot of his ladder.


‘Master Medrop—’ she began, but he didn’t let her finish.


‘Good turf I’ve got you, look.’ He showed her some, waggling it at her. He was all lean muscle: arms, shanks and calves, even his face tautly sinewed. ‘You tell your Dad when he comes home. This came from Jeckitt’s top field, and it’s full of snow bells and mauves. Your roof’ll be a picture next spring. Had Carasma’s own job trying to persuade the Rule Office to let me cut it, I can tell you!’


She interrupted. ‘Master Medrop, have you seen the Axe Head?’


He looked at her imperturbably. ‘Oh aye. That I have. Or not seen it, more like. It’s gone.’ He bent to stack more turf on the hod. ‘Best forgotten now, lass.’


‘Forgotten? How can one forget a mountain?’


‘Easy. It’s gone, hasn’t it? ’Twas far away, and never did concern us even when it was there. Beyond Order, the Impassables. As long as stability lives—and it will if we live right—why worry your head about it? Lass, it’s better you concern yourself with that there roof beam in the barn. Won’t last more than another year or two, and all my returfing ain’t going to repair a beam that’s about to crumble.’


She allowed herself to be diverted. ‘We did plant a replacement tree about five years back, but the Rule Office says we have to wait until that one’s been growing ten years before we can cut another for the beam. And we’ve had our name down for a lightning-struck tree, or a wind-felled one, but the list of people waiting is an ell long. It’ll be years before we get a beam.’ It was a sore point with her father, who thought the Rule Office ought to be more flexible about allowing wood to be imported from the Unstable.


Articus grunted. ‘They won’t like it if the roof of your barn falls in. That’ud make a change to the landscape, and what then? I’ll mention the state of the beam to the Office. Mayhap they’ll reconsider.’


She thanked him and went back to the shop, but couldn’t resist another glance up at the snow-dredged peaks of the mountains. They’d always seemed so unchangeable, so impervious to everything, even time. She couldn’t recall ever seeing any alterations to their outlines, yet perhaps it had been an unreal expectation to assume they would never change. After all, they no longer seemed to resemble the objects they were named after… Snoods were the accepted way for a married woman to contain her hair at the back of her head, but no snood she had ever seen resembled the Snood Mountain of the Impassables. If anything it looked more like a chantor’s tricorne. And the Wimple bore no resemblance to the obligatory headgear of widows either.


For the first time, she wondered just how many changes there’d been in the thousand years since the Rending, but it was not an idea that she wanted to dwell on.


With one last lingering glance at the new silhouette of the Impassables, she returned to her stool and her work.


It was warm for the first day of summer. Sometimes, there in the First Stability in the shadow of the mountains, the season’s warmth came late, but that year it promised to be otherwise. Sunlight shafted in through the open door of the shop to warm the cat where it dozed in a furry ball on the floor near a pile of vellum squares. The breeze that nudged a scroll of parchment along the counter top was pleasantly balmy.


Lightly dressed, with her arms bare and her skirt immodestly hitched up, a habit which might have prompted the Trician’s wink, she enjoyed the feel of the sun on her legs as she laboured over a master chart.


She dipped a fine-haired brush into a pot of paint and hesitated briefly before dabbing colour on to the oblong sheet of parchment pinned to the mapboard in front of her. The hesitation was an ingrained ritual, something she did without real thought, in deference to her father. He disliked her adding colour to maps, and had only accepted the idea after she’d shown they sold better that way. His acceptance had not stopped him from muttering things about newfangled ideas and silly feminine frivolities, utterances which had induced a sense of guilt in her every time she loaded her brush with vegetable dye—hence her pause.


Yet when her brush did move on to tinge the trees of Taggart’s Wood with green, the colour added life to the ink work already done. Under the strokes the map began to live, and she was careful not to allow her desire to turn a chart into a work of art interfere with the map’s technical accuracy. She was not a mapmaker’s daughter for nothing.


The cat near the door snuffled and stirred uneasily. Keris worked on, thinking often of that awful gap in the mountains, more occasionally of her mother and her brother—unhappy, worrying thoughts. Mostly though, she concentrated on the picture taking shape in front of her. The First Stability, nestling in the foothills of the Impassables—darn it, she would have to blank out the Axe Head later—oval in shape with its numerous towns and villages and one large city, Drumlin. On the other side of the River Flow, the Second Stability, smaller, perfectly round and much flatter. And somewhere in between, the Wanderer, but she would not put that in yet. Not until her father came home with the Bitch’s new coordinates.


Her brush moved on to the Third Stability, the border chaotic where it followed the contours of a more rugged landscape…


It was the cat that broke her concentration. It raised its head from the flagstoned floor, ears pricked, and miaowed. Outside Keris heard the sounds of riders turning in from the road that passed by the front door. She glanced up in time to see four horses, stolid plough animals with two riders between them, coming into the side yard. She began to clean her brush. She’d made it herself from cat hair, and was not about to leave it to dry stiff with paint while she attended to customers.


The cat, named Yerrie for reasons long forgotten, stood, stretched elegantly and jumped up on to the counter top. She patted its head absently and moved the map she had been working onto the shelf out of sight. She pulled her skirt down and quickly ran her fingers through her hair in an attempt to tidy it. Having reached the age of full majority that summer, she was of pilgrimage age, but was ruefully aware that to those who visited the shop she appeared younger. Her figure was more boyish than womanly and she’d resigned herself to the knowledge it would probably stay that way until she’d borne children. Worse still, her nondescript brown hair streaked unevenly into half a dozen indeterminate shades, and her skin freckled in the sun, a combination that made her appear more hoydenish than mature.


There was nothing pretty about her face, she knew. Her pale grey eyes were unremarkable, although they could tinge blue on bright days, or darken to slate in winter, as leaden as snow-laden skies. Her nose was too long, her mouth too wide and her chin too solid for beauty, while her hands were too large and her feet too long for grace—but for all that, she was more ordinary than ugly. She was, in fact, the kind of woman men passed in the street without giving a second glance, failing to note any possibility of passion or intelligence or character simply because the face and the figure promised only banality.


She regretted the lack of beauty, but never dwelt on it; she’d never had any reason to do so. Her entire sexual experience consisted of deterring one or two pimply village youths from thrusting a hand down her blouse on the odd occasion when they’d seen an opportunity in the cold dark of a winter’s afternoon. If this was what being a woman meant, she saw little advantage in possessing an attractiveness that would only give her more such problems.


However, as she watched the young woman of about her own age slide down from her horse into the waiting hold of her companion, she did wish she looked a little older. People listened more when they thought a person was old enough to have experience.


Newlyweds, she thought, wanting to get their pilgrimage over and done with before they settle down to raise a family. She’d seen many such.


They came into the shop together, more than a little anxious, tired and dusty and in need of a bath and rest.


‘Greetings,’ the man said, making an appropriate kinesis with his hand moving from forehead to mouth. ‘We were advised we’d need a map of the First Stability, and that this was the place to come. Is the mapmaker here?’


She shook her head as she returned the kinesis, hiding a momentary irritation. ‘I’m sorry, no.’ And his son’s not here either, as he should be. But I am, and what’s the matter with me? ‘Can I help? You are pilgrims?’


‘Yes, from the Second Stability,’ the woman said with an anguished sigh that came from somewhere deep inside her.


Keris was immediately sympathetic. ‘A bad crossing?’


‘Terrible. There were two who were tainted—two! And six separate ley lines to cross, four of them uncharted. The guide said he hadn’t had such a trip in years…’


‘My wife doesn’t want to go back,’ the man said bleakly.


‘The guide’ll have new maps by the time you are due to return, and you’re unlikely to be tainted on a return journey anyway,’ Keris said. ‘It usually happens the first time you cross a ley line, or not at all.’


‘That’s what they say,’ the woman said. ‘But I’ve heard it can happen.’


‘It can. But rarely.’


‘I don’t want to go back. And it doesn’t matter if we don’t, does it? I mean, the pilgrimage is still valid, isn’t it?’


‘Now Cosey,’ the man said with patronising patience, ‘you know you’d be hankering after your Ma and sister within a few weeks. We got to go back.’ He turned to Keris. ‘We need a map of Drumlin City, maid.’


Keris indicated a map pinned to the wall behind her. ‘We have ones like that. They show all the hostelries for pilgrims, and all the holy sites you’re supposed to visit within the city. And we have this one too.’ She spread out another chart on the counter. ‘This one is of the whole of the First Stab, showing the most convenient route from shrine to shrine. See? They are numbered, and the paths are marked. The obligatory shrines are shown in red; the minor ones in blue. The names are written beside them.’


Cosey looked at it doubtfully. ‘I dunno that we can understand maps. We’re just farming folk—’ Her husband gave an embarrassed nod of agreement.


‘There’s nothing to it really,’ Keris said. ‘Imagine you’re a bird, flying up in the air, and you’re looking down on the ground. Well, this is what it would look like. Everything tiny, looking a bit odd because you’re looking at it from above. See here, that’s a wood, and this is a road. And there you have a village. See the houses? And here’s a stream—’


‘Oh—! And look, Jax, there’s a water mill!’


‘That’s right. So if you were on this path and wanted to go to this shrine here, you would turn right at the crossroads where the water mill is.’


‘Why, that’s easy! Jax, do you see? If we had a map, we really don’t have to pay a guide.’


‘It’s certainly cheaper,’ Keris agreed. ‘And you can always ask the way as well, once you have studied the map and decided where you want to go.’


‘How much is it?’ Jax asked.


‘A silver for a vellum one. A parchment one is cheaper, only half a silver. But then you really need a leather map case for it, and that costs twenty coppers.’


‘A silver doesn’t sound much for a chart,’ Cosey said, surprised. ‘I thought maps were expensive. We were wondering if maybe a guide would be cheaper.’


‘Charts of the Unstable are expensive. Mapmakers like my father risk their lives six months in every year to map the Unstable. But these stability maps hardly need much updating because of the Rule. Look, if you’d like some advice, I’ll tell you what I think. Don’t go direct to Drumlin. Go to Kte Marlede’s Shrine first. That’s just about an hour’s walk off the main road, and you turn off just forty minutes or so from Kibbleberry.’ Keris pointed to the shrine on the map. ‘Here, see? It’s an obligatory one. There’s a chantist hostelry there if you want it, or you can camp in the field for a small fee. It’s where the Knighte begged forgiveness from the Maker for her previous disbelief. She wasn’t a sworn Knighte of Chantry then of course. You can still see the melted rocks where the Maker sent down His warning… It’s a beautiful place with a river, just the place to rest after your journey, to make your peace with the Maker for your past sins. What better way to start a pilgrimage?’


Cosey sighed. ‘It sounds lovely. I’m so tired.’


‘Drumlin, on the other hand, is a day and a half’s ride from Kibbleberry,’ Keris added. ‘If you go to Kte Marlede’s instead, then you can go on to the second obligatory shrine, here. That’s Kt Gallico’s. And then the third here. After that, you have to decide whether to take this route here—’ her finger traced a pathway across the map ‘—which takes in five minor shrines, all in Taggart’s Wood, or stay on the main route to Kte Felmina’s. The deviation rejoins the main path here. There are several other detours like that further on. Eventually you will arrive in Drumlin from the north. It’s the route most pilgrims take.’


Cosey turned to her husband. ‘Jax, let’s do that.’


He squared his shoulders. ‘All right. We’ll take this map. I dunno about the other, though.’


Keris smiled. ‘Look, I shouldn’t say this, but you’ll be able to buy a used one in the city for a few coppers from a pilgrim about to return to his or her own stability. You may even be able to sell this one just before you leave, although that may be more difficult because most people will already have bought it here on their way into the stab.’


The man began to look happier. ‘That’s a good idea.’ He dug into the pouch around his neck and produced a silver.


Keris rolled up the map and fastened it with its attached ribbon. ‘There you go. May the peace of Creation be yours on your journey.’ She signed a kinesis of farewell.


‘Thank you,’ Cosey said, as her hands fluttered the reply. ‘You are nice—I feel better about being on pilgrimage already.’


She watched them from the doorway while they remounted and rode away, then turned to pick up the coin from the counter. She hesitated a moment, then slipped the silver into her apron pocket.


From the next room a weak voice asked, ‘Have they gone?’


‘Yes, Mama, they’ve gone.’ She went into the main room of the house, the kitchen, where her mother was lying on a bed under the window, well wrapped in spite of the day’s warmth. Only her face, tired and pale, and her thin white hands moving restlessly on the much-patched cover, were visible.


‘Your father would say you threw away the sale of the second map.’


She nodded, unrepentant. ‘They were farming people without much money. We don’t need their silver.’ She made an impatient gesture with one hand. ‘Riding their plough horses, poor souls. They won’t get their knees together for a year once they’ve got home. And—obedient to the Rule—the wife has already changed back into a skirt which can’t be comfortable to wear while riding such a beast.’


‘Now, Keris—’


She didn’t let her mother finish. ‘It’s nonsense that they’re here anyway, risking their lives crossing the Unstable. For what?’


‘For the good of their souls, dear.’


‘But why should it be good for their souls? What’s the matter with devotions at shrines in their own stability? Why should we all have to make this truly ridiculous journey once in our lifetimes, or risk dying unhallowed and destined for the Hell of Disorder no matter how knightly a life we’ve led? The whole thing is just a way Chantry has of fleecing the population!’


‘Nonsense, dear, and you know it. They could fleece us quite adequately at our local shrines if need be. We do this because the Maker requires it of us, to show that at least once in our lives we put Him first before our personal desires and indeed before our personal safety.’


‘Is He so…so petty? It’s not right, Mother. People die out there in the Unstable. Or are terribly tainted and then excluded, unable to ever return. Is that fair?’


Her mother’s expression was that of someone who had heard it all before from the same source, and often. She said quietly, ‘Those who die are received directly into Heaven’s Order. You would be more tolerant of your faith and the Rule if you were older and closer to death, child.’


She winced. The words struck too close to home. Her mother’s illness was worsening as the strange lump that grew inside Sheyli Kaylen sucked her life away while it swelled and groped its way through her body. She was frail now. Even her hair, once luxuriantly abundant, seemed as fragile as the delicate lacework woven on to the neck of her nightdress. An illegal frippery that, but it showed Sheyli had once been a woman of spirit prepared to defy the Rule, even if she did keep the rebellion hidden on her nightwear. Keris said with unaccustomed gentleness, ‘Father will be home soon. Perhaps even today.’


‘Perhaps. But Keris, you heard what that Cosey woman just said: four uncharted ley lines on their route. Your father will have had much to do. Did you put their silver in the till?’


Keris shook her head and took the money out of her pocket. ‘For Thirl to drink or gamble away? No. This will buy you some more sleeping medicine for a start, and still leave more than enough to pay what we owe to Master Ferit for the yams and onions he bought us at the Daltoner Market last week. Thirl needn’t know about it.’


Her mother sighed. ‘I don’t—’ she began, but whatever she was going to say was obliterated by the sudden desperate howling of a cat.


‘Yerrie?’ Keris looked up in astonishment and went back into the shop to see whatever was alarming the normally placid animal.


It was another customer, a man just dismounting out in the yard.


‘Hush up,’ she hissed at Yerrie. It backed over into a corner, lashing its tail angrily. She stared out of the door, thinking the visitor must have a dog, but she couldn’t see one. He did have a pair of matched crossings-horses that could have been twins they were so alike. Short, with stumpy necks, stiff manes and thick legs, striped all over with brown and black and dirty grey, crossings-horses were unprepossessing beasts, much ridiculed by those who did not ride them. Their value lay in their stamina—they could run for hours carrying heavy loads—and their ability to leap, not heights, but widths. Their hindquarters and back legs had the hidden power of coiled springs, while their narrow backs, well-padded with fat, made them comfortable to ride, even though they were bad-tempered and impatient. Unstablers, those ley-lit who lived in stabilities yet worked the Unstable for a living, would ride nothing else, and traditionally resented anyone else owning or using one.


Even if she had not seen the horses, she would have soon known their owner was an Unstabler. He had the aura of assurance and the lack of conformity that was commonplace among those who chose to work outside the stabilities. Couriers, guides, mapmakers, traders, tinkers, peddlers—such men, leading dangerous and often solitary lives, rarely followed convention, and while some were uncouth and tongue-tied in any kind of town society, most displayed the same sort of quiet confidence this man had. He was dressed all in brown and his clothes were of Trician quality, but they seemed to conform to the dictates of the Rule only loosely. At a guess, she’d have said he was dressed more for comfort than any desire to please rule-chantors. His age she thought to be about thirty-five or forty. When he swung himself out of the saddle with an easy animal grace, she saw there was a long whip coiled at the side of his saddle. She’d seen such before: the plaited hide of it would be impregnated with slivers of glass. Not a weapon for the squeamish, and her immediate thought was, A tough man. His eyes were chips of black obsidian; the gaze he gave her as he crossed the yard to the shop door was one of total disinterest. He had looked and seen nothing that merited the slightest curiosity on his part and his gaze ranged on to look past her into the shop.


She turned away, humbled and riled, and went to stand behind the counter top.


He stopped in the doorway for a moment to look around. Even as he made the greeting kinesis he scarcely seemed to notice her. When he spoke, he was looking at the maps on the wall, not at her, and he had a voice like a slide of gravel down a hillslope, all rough edges and conflict. ‘Is Piers around?’ he asked. The tone was polite enough; it was just the voice that was extraordinary. The cat backed up against the wall in the far corner, its whole body shivering with fear, all its fur on end, its teeth bared. She blinked in astonishment. She’d never seen the animal in such a state before. Whoever this man was, he’d reduced Yerrie to a mass of trembling terror just by his presence.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, eyes still on the cat. ‘He’s not here. How can I help you?’ She wrenched her gaze away from Yerrie to look at the man. He wore throwing knives. She’d never seen anyone but her father wear those—to use them required a skill not many bothered to master.


‘I need to see Piers. It is important. Where is he?’ He looked at her then, still without much interest. He obviously did not intend to explain any further.


‘He’s away on a surveying trip. He’s expected back any day now.’


‘Ah. Then I shall have to come again.’ He sketched a farewell kinesis and swivelled on his heel.


‘Can I give him a message?’ she asked, coldly polite. Some perverse part of her wanted to detain him, wanted to have him really see her as a person, instead of having his eyes flick over her as if she was part of the furnishing, and a rather shabby part at that.


He turned back in the doorway. ‘It’s up-to-date maps I want, child, and you can hardly supply those if Piers is still out on his surveying trip.’ The tone was still mild, but the ‘child’ rankled.


Bastard, she thought. In her mind she savoured the word forbidden by convention to her tongue. In the corner, Yerrie spat.


He heard and turned his gaze on the cat, noticing it for the first time. The animal’s back rose, fur hackled, and it snarled, a low growling in the back of the throat.


The effect on the man was extraordinary. He stood stock still while a slow flush spread from the back of his neck to his face, suffusing his sun-tanned skin with colour. It wasn’t embarrassment, she realised, it was shame. The man was ashamed, like a lad caught peeping in a girl’s bedroom window as she undressed. For a moment he seemed at a loss. Twice he made as if to speak, but closed his mouth each time as if he could not trust himself. She gaped at him as he turned his look back to her. A competent, whip-wielding, knife-throwing Unstabler who blushed like a schoolboy? It was ridiculous. ‘Has anyone else been asking for Piers lately?’ he asked finally. The gravel-slide voice was explosively harsh and she almost jumped.


‘Everyone asks for Piers,’ she replied tartly. ‘They don’t seem to think I know enough about maps to sell one.’


‘I mean, specifically for him. Someone not interested in buying a map.’


‘You mean, someone like you?’ She shook her head. ‘No, I can’t say there’s anyone like that been here lately.’ She stared at him full in the face, and for the first time he really appeared to see her.


He nodded his thanks, sketched another farewell, and was gone. Yerrie took the opportunity to flee into the kitchen.


She remained standing where she was, unaccountably afraid.


Thinking back, she tried to place the man. Over the years she’d come to know the ley-lit who regularly worked the crossings to and from the First Stability. They all needed maps and Piers Kaylen was the best mapmaker who charted the land north of the Wide. As a young child she’d spent hours hidden beneath the counter listening to her father talk to his customers, hearing the tales of their encounters with the Wild and the Minions of Chaos, hearing their experiences with ley lines told and retold. Sometimes she thought she knew as much about the fickle character of the Wanderer as her father did. She would see in her mind the brooding expanse of the Wide or the knotted upheaval that was the Snarled Fist, and she’d dream of the day when she’d ride out with Piers: Keris Kaylen, apprentice mapmaker.


But she couldn’t remember ever hearing or seeing before this man with obsidian eyes and a voice that would scour burnt stew pots. A man who was ashamed because he terrified a cat half-way to Chaos…


Perhaps he’d only recently come north of the Wide. Perhaps he came only infrequently and she’d happened to miss his visits—for, of course, as she’d grown older, there had been less opportunity to eavesdrop and she’d grown too big to fit unnoticed under the counter, although for a while she had continued to cling to the fanciful notion that she would one day be her father’s apprentice. It had seemed so logical, after all. Thirl was not interested in mapmaking; she was. She loved everything about maps and charts; her brother did not. She loved poring over them, she was fascinated by the changes one season to the next; he was bored stupid. She was always begging Piers, when he was at home, to show her how the theodolite worked, how to use a compass, how to translate surveying angles into features drawn on a chart and how to read map co-ordinates. Thirl could hardly contain his impatience when such things were mentioned. Surely then, it was obvious she would be the one to follow in her father’s footsteps.


She had worried miserably about whether she was one of the ley-lit or not, because only someone who was ley-lit could possibly map the Unstable, but it had never occurred to her that the Rule did not encourage women to be Unstablers. Still less did she dream that her father did not want her to be a mapmaker. She took his approval for granted. Then, on the day that a chance remark of hers indicated to Piers the way she was thinking, he’d thrown back his head and roared with laughter until tears ran down his face. She’d been standing there in the shop, dressed in her grey pinafore, her hands locked behind her back, and she’d listened to that laughter ending all her dreams, the hurt of the knowledge crushing the dream inside her with a pain she would remember forever.


Thirl would be the mapmaker. Thirl who had no wish to see the Unstable, who never dreamt of crossing the Graven or the Riven.


Worse still was the reason. The stupid, horrible, unbelievable reason that had nothing to do with ability or interest or skill. Because she was a girl and Thirl was a boy. Because she was born to be forever without any vocation or trade except that of wife. Because of the Rule.


The bitter seeds sown deep inside her that day had rooted and grown. Never again would she wholly believe that there was some innate goodness to Order and the Rule. How could there be goodness when she was condemned to marriage, housework and raising babies, simply because she was born the daughter of a mapmaker?


And yet even then she had not rebelled. How could one rebel when there was nowhere to rebel to? Every other stability obeyed the same Rule, had the same prejudices. And love created its own ties anyway, even stronger than those of convention. She loved her parents. Both of them. She respected them. Love made it impossible to rebel.


‘Keris? Sorry to bother you dear, but could I have a cup of water?’


Her mother again.


She went through into the kitchen, thinking how hard it must be for a woman like Sheyli Kaylen to come to this, unable even to get herself something to drink with any ease. Mother and daughter had often clashed. They were both too strong-willed for it ever to be otherwise, but there was also respect there. Sheyli had spent six months in every year alone, as was the fate of a mapmaker’s wife. It had been she who’d run the shop every autumn and every spring and raised two children while doing it, knowing there was a good likelihood that one day her husband would not return from one of his trips. It was she who’d softened Piers’ rough edges with her gentleness, who’d given the children something beyond the outlook of an Unstabler to think about.


It was seeing her father’s courage that had taught Keris to be strong; it was her mother’s lively curiosity that had taught her to question. Sheyli had never intended her example should stir rebellion and an unhealthy desire to experiment, but that is what had happened. She’d encouraged her daughter’s development, realising too late she’d nurtured a bird too big for the nest.


‘Stubborn,’ Piers had once growled in the direction of his daughter. ‘Stubborn as a dung beetle trying to get too large a ball of dung into his hole.’


She handed her mother the water she’d pulled from the kitchen pump. ‘There you are. Is there anything else I can get you?’


‘No— Ah, is that Thirl I can hear?’


‘That’s him,’ she agreed, hearing the sound of her brother’s boots crossing the back yard to the door.


He came in as he always did, full of bonhomie and expecting to be the centre of the world. He washed under the pump at the sink, splashing water and discarding the towel on to the floor, dispensing village gossip all the while.


Thirl Kaylen was a small man who compensated for his small size and the ordinariness of his features with an overpowering personality. People always knew when Thirl Kaylen entered a room just as they were always aware of when he left it. He was listened to with deference, not because he was particularly astute or wise, but because when he spoke, such was his assurance, the sheer vigour of his character, that it was difficult not to listen.


‘Mistress Pottle was asking after you, Ma,’ he was saying. ‘She said she’d look in on you later. I met Harin down in the square. He’s asked me to join him over in Upper Kibble this evening. I’ll need some money, Keris. Have you made any sales so far today?’ He gave her a peck on the cheek, and smiled.


It was a fond smile, the smile of a man for a loved younger sister, and it almost swayed her. Almost. ‘No,’ she lied, shaking off the temptation to trust that smile, to bend before him, as wheat before the wind. Harin’s father owned the tavern in Upper Kibbleberry and she didn’t want Thirl spending all they had on drink. ‘It’s too early in the season to be expecting many pilgrims, and the Unstablers won’t come until they know the new maps are ready, you know that.’


‘Damn. Then give me a silver out of the caddy, Sis. I need it.’


‘That’s the housekeeping money.’


‘So? I shan’t be in for supper. You will save the price of a meal.’


‘A home-cooked meal doesn’t cost a silver. Nor does a tavern one,’ she said sourly, even though she knew her mother would nod her acquiescence—as indeed she did. Keris hid a sigh. ‘You can have a quarter silver, Thirl. That’s all we can spare.’


She went to get it. The caddy, black with age and made of a metal that no one could identify, stood on the mantel over the fireplace. It had been the repository of Kaylen housekeeping money for as long as anyone could remember, and she handled it carefully. Family legend said it dated back to the days before the Rending, that it had come from lands across the sea. Brazis, perhaps. Or the isles of Quay Linden. She didn’t know whether she believed that, and she was rather vague as to what a sea was anyway, but she did not want to be the one that dropped and dented so ancient an heirloom.


‘Harin was asking about you,’ Thirl said to her. ‘He said he might drop by this week.’


‘Tell him not to bother.’


‘I’ll do no such thing.’ He took the money from her. ‘Don’t be impolite. Thanks, Sis. I’ll see you both later.’


‘You’re going already?’ Sheyli asked, disappointed and trying not to show it.


‘Ay, why not? Nothing to do around here, is there? As Keris said, it’s too early in the season for much business yet and we all know Keris drafts better maps than I do—and enjoys it more.’ He bent to kiss his mother on the cheek and was gone before either of them could protest further.


Keris gritted her teeth. ‘He didn’t ask after you,’ she muttered, picking up the towel.


Sheyli smiled gently. ‘Come now, perhaps he wanted to take my mind off my ill-health. Anyway, you can hardly expect a healthy man like that to be wanting to talk about illness. Thirl’s young. He wants to enjoy himself and why not?’


I’m young too, she thought resentfully. And why the Chaos should we always be excusing him because he’s a man?


Piers had not taken his son into the Unstable this trip because of Sheyli’s illness. Thirl had been supposed to stay at home and help out, yet all he did was breeze in, cheer Sheyli with ten minutes of gossip and jokes, then breeze out again. He hadn’t touched ink and map pen in three months and he’d hardly ever taken a turn in the shop either.


He only ever comes back to the house when he is hungry, or sleepy, or in need of money. But what’s the use of saying any of it? It never makes any difference and it never will. He could make Sheyli laugh and forget her illness; she could not. He was Sheyli’s son and she forgave him everything. She was Sheyli’s daughter and as much as Sheyli might have loved her, she also took her for granted.


‘Is Harin Markle interested in you?’ Sheyli asked suddenly.


Keris was diverted. ‘Ley-life, I hope not! He’s a gutter-minded sharpster, just like his father.’ She went to stir the hotpot that had been slowly cooking on the hob all day.


‘Is he? He’s always seemed polite and attentive when I’ve spoken to him.’


‘Attentive? Oily’s the word you’re looking for. Slippery, like greased pork just lifted from the pan.’


Sheyli gave the faintest of shrugs and stirred uncomfortably on the couch. ‘Perhaps. But you ought to be looking over the young men, Keris. You have to marry soon.’


She turned to her mother, but the sharp words on her tongue died unspoken. Sheyli was only worried about her daughter’s future because she was— She stopped the thought right there. It was hard to admit, even inside the privacy of her mind, that her mother was dying. ‘Not Harin,’ she said at last. ‘Anyone but Harin.’


‘Then perhaps a mapmaker, or a courier or a trader or a guide. It’s not such a bad life for an independent woman,’ Sheyli continued tentatively. ‘An Unstabler, Keris. Chantry likes the children of an Unstabler to marry one.’


‘Is that why you married Father?’ she asked. ‘Because he wasn’t around all that much to curb your independence?’


Sheyli did not get a chance to reply. The bell on the shop door tinkled, indicating another customer. ‘Business is brisk today,’ she said with mild surprise.


Keris replaced the pot lid and turned to go back into the shop.


‘Shut the door, dear,’ Sheyli said, suddenly losing interest. ‘I think I will sleep for a while.’


She walked through into the shop and pulled the door to after her. There was no one there but she could hear sounds outside at the hitching rail and someone had propped the door open. She looked out into the yard.


And her heart skittered.


Two of the crossings-horses there were undoubtedly her father’s, but of Piers Kaylen there was no sign. The man now untying packs from the back of one of them was a courier. She had known him for years.


Blue Ketter came to Kaylen the Mapmaker’s to buy charts because he regularly worked the area north of the Wide. He was good at his job, known—as indeed most couriers were—for his reliability and honesty. He was an ugly man, short and squat with hands the size of fire bellows and a twist of blueish scar tissue across the centre of his face like some bizarre mask made by a child at play. A ley line had been responsible for that on his first ley-crossing. He’d been called Blue ever since.


Like most couriers, he preferred his own company to anyone else’s, and spent as little time as possible within the boundaries of any stability. He appeared in the First every few months, where with a minimum of conversation he bought new supplies and perhaps a new map or two, made his deliveries within the First Stability and collected new letters and packages for other stabilities before riding back into the Unstable.


Keris stood stock still, hand on the counter, and knew she was not going to like what she was about to hear.


He came into the shop slowly, refusing to meet her gaze. The subdued kinesis he made was one used for occasions of sorrow. ‘Maid Kaylen,’ he said. ‘Your brother about?’


‘No, Master Ketter, he’s not. And my mother is ill. You had better tell me what’s happened.’


He untied his kerchief, mopped the back of his neck with it and then twisted it through his fingers, stalling for time while he decided what to say.


Sick in the pit of her stomach, unable to wait even to hear what she did not want to know, she helped him out. ‘Is he—? He can’t be— He’s—he’s dead, isn’t he?’


Bleakly, Ketter nodded. ‘Sorry.’


And even then part of her would not believe it. Piers? Piers Kaylen? Never! Not her father, with his slow smile and lightning quick reflexes, not Piers Kaylen, with his rough tongue and decent heart. She did not move, but instinctively lowered her voice to be sure her mother would not hear. ‘What happened?’


‘Pickle’s Halt. He was attacked. Died right away.’


She stared at him, still unable to accept that Piers was dead, and certainly not comprehending what she was hearing. She’d never been into the Unstable, but she knew enough to know that halts were generally the safest of places anywhere outside a stability. ‘He died in a halt?’


He nodded. ‘Sorry, lass,’ he mumbled. ‘Now I got to go. Got deliveries to make. Brought back his horses. And his things, what was left of them. Pretty torn up, they were.’


Still stupefied, she repeated the words without understanding them. ‘Torn up?’


He nodded. ‘Got to go. Got packages for the Rule House in Kt Beogor. And letters for Drumlin. Perfumes for the Margrave’s daughter there from the son of the Domain Lord of Salient Meadows. Courting her, they say.’


She stared at him, unable to believe he was passing on gossip about Tricians when all she was interested in was what had happened to her father.


‘What killed him?’ she asked. Piers? Dead?


‘Uh—a pet, I heard. Had to have been. The way he was ripped up, you see. Crushed. Never had a chance.’


A pet? She did not want to hear—yet she said, ‘Can’t you be more—more specific? About how it came about, I mean.’


‘Wasn’t there,’ he said simply. ‘Lass, better not to ask. He’s dead. Chaos got him in the end. Happens out there. Piers was one of the best, but even the best get caught sometimes. Got to go. I’ll unload the horses and put them in the barn for you.’ He left the room, scarcely concealing his relief.


None of it made sense. A pet? Died in a halt? Pets did not enter halts. She took a deep breath, tried to control the enmeshing grief that threatened her calm—and failed. She cried noiselessly, helplessly; cried for a man who had been many things to her: mentor and inspiration; detractor and disparager, friend and advisor. Piers Kaylen, master mapmaker, was dead. The best of fathers, sometimes. And an indifferent parent too, often. Always away, or too busy, skilled at leaving discipline problems to Sheyli, or ignoring what he did not want to see. But still her father. Living, he could have been more to her; dead, he could only be loved for being exactly what he had been.


By the time Blue Ketter returned carrying her father’s packs, she was composed again, sitting quietly in the shop with her hands folded in her lap. The sun had retreated; her skirt covered her legs, but still she felt cold.


‘Thank you, Master Ketter,’ she said politely. ‘Doubtless we owe you something—’


‘Nay, lass,’ he said in deep embarrassment. ‘Couldn’t charge Piers’ family for a service, not with him gone. Wouldn’t be right. Besides, Pickle of the Halt gave me a bit for my trouble. Not that it was a trouble really,’ he added hastily. ‘Glad to do it. Good man, your Dad.’ He took a deep breath and plunged on. ‘Best maps in the business, you know. Accurate. And clear. Last few years, well, they’ve been better than ever. Coloured, you know. Better than before. Easier to follow, better drawn. He was improving all the time. Not often you get a mapmaker like that. Best maps of all, Piers Kaylen’s. Everyone knows them, you know.’


She looked up at him, and her tear-streaked face betrayed her doubt. He said, ‘True. Wouldn’t say that just cos he’s dead. Piers Kaylen made the finest maps in all the stabs and it’ll be a long time before we see his like again.’


Bitter laughter bubbled up from within her, coupling with an ambivalent grief. Piers Kaylen had not drawn a map in almost five years. She had been the draughtsman in the family. He had given her his sketches and his notes, the cross-staff and theodolite and compass readings, and from them she had created the maps to scale, even as he had concealed her talent. ‘No one will buy a map if they know it was drawn by a woman,’ he had said. ‘Don’t ever let anyone see you working at a chart, or we’ll be out of business, there’s a good girl.’ They had been a good team, each complementing the other, but no one outside the Kaylen family knew the truth of it.


Now he was dead, and his daughter laughed and grieved and—in the deepest recesses of her heart—hated, just a little, the father she had also loved, because he had hidden her talent from the world, because he had used her but never publicly acknowledged his debt, because he had never truly admitted her potential even in private.


Piers Kaylen, Master Mapmaker.




Chapter Three


And all this was displeasing to Lord Carasma, so he looked for ways to unravel what the Maker had ravelled, until he found what he sought: the imperfection of humankind’s greed was in the warp just as human goodness was in the weft.


And so it was that when Goodperson prayed for an end to the Chaos that ate Malinawar, the Maker replied: ‘I gave you choice, but some of you chose the Unstable. Therefore has Chaos cut a hole in the fabric of my Creation and torn the weave of your world asunder.’


—The Rending I: 1: 10-12


Two days later, when the immediate shock of Piers’ death had subsided to a vague awareness of loss, a sort of grumbling pain that would not ever quite go away, Keris was sitting in the main room beside her mother’s bed. She had the cat sitting on her lap and was searching absently through its fur for fleas. Yerrie submitted, unprotesting. Thirl, polishing his boots on the other side of the room, occasionally glanced at his sister with disapproving eyes. Only the presence of an outsider, a village woman called Helda Pottle, stopped him from telling Keris exactly what bothered him.


Mistress Pottle was folding the washing, and prattling. The first she did because she was paid to help with the housework now that Sheyli was ill; the prattle was freely bestowed and habitual. ‘Well, Sheyli, I must say I enjoy those frill flowers you got planted around your washhouse, but I shudder to think what’d happen if old Mistress Quint saw them! She’d be off to tell the Rule Office, sure as her face is as sour as a green plum. Mean-spirited old bag, she’d be sure to notice you’ve changed the garden there. ‘S’posed to be cabbages along the washhouse, right? Oh, and that reminds me, Adarn Morl—you know him, Sheyli? That hulking farm labourer who got himself wed to Chickee Oster? Well, their son’s got hisself tainted, they say. He’s excluded, and Chickee was howling fit to bust her laces. Went for the Chantor at evening Prostration, saying it was all Chantry’s fault!’


The woman flapped creases out of the sheet and slapped it down on the table as she spoke. The loose furls of fat on her upper arms wobbled in sympathy. ‘Dunno what the world’s coming to, meself. What with mountains disappearing and so many not coming back from the Unstable. Your Piers, Adarn and Chickee’s son, that lass over Upper Kibble way—’ She shook her head. ‘They say a live Wild turned up in the Flow last month near Drumlin city. A water monster. The Defenders slew it, but Chantry’s none too popular for letting that one in, you can be sure. And then right here in Kibbleberry the rule-chantors came and took one of Maree’s twins last week, just like they done to your Aurin, Sheyli, all those years back. T’ain’t right.’


Sheyli shivered and turned her face to the wall.


‘Watch your tongue, Mistress Pottle,’ Thirl said. ‘That kind of talk doesn’t do, you know.’


‘Ah, bah! Which one of you lot’s going to tell on me? Chantor Nebuthnar knows what I think, anyways. I tell him to his face, the silly old chook. Let me tell you, Master Thirl, if Chantry wants us to follow the Rule, then they ought to make sure they give us summat in return. But mountains disappear from right on our doorstep, and lasses and lads get tainted, and they take our children, and monsters come down the river. What’s the Stability coming to, eh? Things like that never used to happen when I was a gel, let me tell you.’


She gave a self-satisfied grunt, as if her youth had once been responsible for keeping the Unstable at bay. ‘Nowadays, all Chantry seems good for is spiriting away bairns, and making life difficult. Why, only last week they were telling my nevvy that he can’t put plain glass in his window, cos it’s allus been bottle glass, and that even though the window was shattered by a runaway cart last week. And there was old Marcun the Cooper wanting to root up his apple tree cos it ain’t had an apple on it for two seasons, and plant a pear instead, and they was saying the Rule won’t allow it. Pah!’ She took a breath and regarded the clean laundry. ‘Anyways, there’s the washing folded, and I’ll be on my way for today.’ She undid her pinafore and went to the door. ‘Be seeing you all tomorrow, then.’


‘Stupid old biddy,’ Thirl said when she had gone. ‘As if Chantry could ever have stopped the Axe Head from vanishing. Which reminds me,’ he added, taking the opportunity to mention what was irritating him, ‘you should be working on the maps, Keris.’


‘You’re the mapmaker,’ she replied, knowing she sounded sullen, and not caring.


‘You do a better job. Listen, Keri, it’s got to be done. Why don’t you do the master charts, using Father’s notes and figures, and once you have the first one ready, I’ll start work on the copies. I’ll do all the ink work and leave the final colours and artwork to you.’


Sheyli roused herself enough to endorse Thirl’s suggestion. ‘Your father gave his life to gather the necessary information,’ she said, her fingers fluttering over the bed covers like the fragile wings of an injured butterfly. ‘The maps must be made. Don’t let his death be a waste, Keris. He gave his life to serve Unstablers and the Pilgrimage.’


Not quite right, that, she thought. Her father had died not because he dreamed of a life of service, but because he couldn’t keep away from the Unstable. It drew him to his death, just as he had drawn him to live dangerously for thirty years. The moth, finally consumed by the flame.


Thirl nodded. ‘The Unstablers will be coming in to buy the new maps as usual; they’ll expect them to have been done.’


She tried to maintain a stolid complacency. ‘That’s right. They will expect you to have done them.’ Her faint emphasis on ‘you’ lingered on into the silence.


Thirl changed the angle of his argument. ‘People will die out there if accurate maps are not available. From the gossip I’ve been hearing from pilgrims, there’s been considerable changes in the ley lines since the autumn surveying.’


Mother’s aged, Keris thought inconsequentially. She looks a hundred, yet she’s only forty-four. Her illness, knowing father’s dead—she looks desiccated, sucked dry of life. She dragged her thoughts back to mapmaking. Thirl was right, blast him. ‘Yes, all right. I’ll start on them.’ And then, just so he knew she saw through his righteous reasoning, ‘Although I doubt if your motives, Thirl, are as pure as you would have me believe.’


‘So we need the money,’ he said. ‘There, does that please you?’


She gave him a level look.


‘Have you found Father’s notes?’ he asked.


‘I haven’t unpacked his things yet.’ I haven’t had the heart—


‘Do it today. Harin Markle is coming to see you later on, by the way.’


She bent back to her task. ‘Whatever for?’ She found a flea and chased it through Yerrie’s fur with a dab of lard on her finger ready to smother it.


Thirl waved an exasperated hand at her. ‘Because he’s interested in you, that’s why. Disorder be damned, Keris, do I have to spell it out for you?’


‘No.’ She flattened the flea with grease then looked up at him. ‘But maybe I have to spell it out for you, Thirl. I. Am. Not. Interested. In. Harin. Markle.’ She put the cat down on the floor and went to wash her hands under the sink pump.


‘Well, you had better get interested,’ he said harshly.


She turned to face him, expression blank. ‘Pardon?’


‘I am promoting his suit.’


‘Promoting his suit? What is this? Your brains are tainted, Thirl Kaylen! Have you forgotten that I still have a living parent? I may be legally under your protection in some respects, but Mother heads this family now. It is none of your business whom I choose to have court me and I can’t imagine why you have developed this sudden interest in having me wed. Nor can I imagine why Harin is interested anyway. He never used to even like me.’


Thirl flushed slightly under the intensity of her gaze.


‘I’ll be tainted,’ she whispered finally. ‘You’ve told him I have a proper dowry, haven’t you?’ Fifty golds, saved by her parents over the years, to provide for her. Sheyli had insisted on it, even though other girls in the village normally brought no more than the mandatory two golds to their marriage in addition to a trousseau of the practical items listed in the Rule.


She glanced at her mother, wishing this conversation was not taking place. Sheyli was tired and seemed swamped by her grief and the pain of her illness. That casual remark from Mistress Pottle about the baby she’d been forced to surrender to Chantry had not helped either. She was having to make an effort to listen and pearly drops of sweat glistened across her forehead.


Thirl was belligerent. ‘So what if I have mentioned it to him?’


‘What’s your interest, Thirl?’


He shrugged. ‘Harin needs capital.’


The conversation seemed to be slipping out of her grasp. ‘Capital for what?’


He gave an uneasy look towards Sheyli. ‘You may as well know. We are going to turn this place into a wayside tavern for pilgrims.’


Keris stared, slack-minded, unable even to consider the ramifications of what he said.


Sheyli struggled to raise herself, saying in pained protest, ‘But you’re a mapmaker, Thirl.’


‘No, I’m not. I hate maps. And I hate spending time in the Unstable. I’m not Dad. I’d be dead in my first three months out there. I’m going to be an innkeeper. And where better than this? A day’s ride from Hopen Grat and the kinesis chain. I told Harin years ago that this would be a tavern if anything ever happened to Dad.’


‘You are going to change your father’s shop into a pilgrim’s hostel?’ his mother asked, incredulous.


‘Not exactly. Into a tavern that also has rooms to rent. In partnership with Harin. Because he knows the business.’


Sheyli was appalled. ‘A public house? You would try to seduce pilgrims away from the holy nature of their journey and into the licentiousness of a tavern?’


Keris added her own touch of acid bitterness. ‘And my dowry is supposed to supply the capital for their seduction, it seems.’


Sheyli shook her head. ‘It’s just not possible. You are Piers’ only son: you have to continue his trade. That’s the Rule. There has been a mapmaker’s shop on this site since—since—well, probably since the Rending. Chantry will never countenance such a change.’


Thirl smiled thinly. ‘Mother, Mother, do you think that everyone follows the Rule to the letter? Nothing would ever get done! Anyway, this is one change Chantry will countenance because they don’t like Unstablers and I’m offering to become a good solid citizen instead of a mapmaker who spends half the year in the Unstable. I spoke to a chantor at the Rule Office of Order in Upper Kibble only today. And he is willing to grant me a dispensation for a, er, consideration.’


Sheyli almost choked. ‘You bribed him?’


‘I will, yes. Don’t worry, Mother, everybody does it.’


‘I don’t,’ she said, with dignity. ‘And your father didn’t either. Creation above all, Thirl! Order must be maintained, and if some people pay others to thwart the Rule, then Order crumbles, and with it our safety.’


‘My not being a mapmaker is hardly going to disintegrate Order, Mother, any more than your frill flowers do, planted where there should be cabbages.’ He smiled at her. A smile of rueful charm. Keris didn’t wait for the rest. She turned and walked out of the room, clenching her hands in an effort to suppress her anger.


It wasn’t fair! Anger tumbled towards tears. It just wasn’t fair. She would have given anything to be a mapmaker. Anything.


She went to the stable, as she had always done when she was unhappy. There was something calming about the presence of the animals: the two crossings-horses standing sleepily in their stalls, the chickens scratching in the straw, the half-wild stable cat blinking as it woke briefly to contemplate if flight was necessary, then settling its nose back down into its fur. It was difficult to maintain a hot rage when Ygraine and her stable mate, the pack horse named Tousson, vied with one another for her attention, each hoping for some titbit from her pocket.


This time, however, she was not given the time to cool down. No sooner had she walked over to Ygraine than the sunlight through the door was blocked by Thirl appearing in the open doorway behind her. He must have followed her out of the house almost immediately.


She turned on him, all her tearful rage bubbling out. ‘How could you do that to Mother? You didn’t need to—not then, not now, not when she’s so sick and not so soon after Dad’s—’ The stable cat, reacting to the anger in her voice, scuttled away behind the feed sacks.


He shrugged carelessly. ‘You’d prefer me to live a lie? Keris the dreamer, who doesn’t like to face the facts. I’m damned if I’ll be a mapmaker, and I don’t care who knows it. The shop is going to be a tavern. We’ll continue to sell maps until the end of autumn, as usual. But I shan’t be going off into the Unstable. Come winter, this place will be a public house. I’ll be calling it the Mapmaker’s Rest.’


She was so angry she was choking on it. ‘But Mother—’


‘—will be dead by then,’ he said brutally. ‘A fact which she knows full well.’


‘Unstable take you, you’re a heartless sod, Thirl.’


‘Not particularly, I think. Just practical. And being practical means facing facts. I’ll never make a mapmaker and I’ve never intended to be one. Mother will be dead within weeks, if not days, and you have got to find a niche somewhere. If you want to hang around and be a housekeeper for me, well, you can—but bear in mind firstly that I intend to marry as soon as I find some pretty and willing maid, and secondly that I won’t be paying your fifty golds in dowry to just anyone.’


‘That money’s mine!’


‘No, it’s not. It was intended to be your husband’s. The moment Dad died it legally became mine, as long as I undertake to care for you and Mother. And I do. But I’m under no obligation to give you a dowry of more than two golds. I intend to have that money to help pay for the expense of refurbishing the place as a tavern. And to pay the bribe. The rule-chantor is not going to accept this for anything less than ten golds. And so I shall take the money directly, or it can come to the business, indirectly, through your dowry to Harin. I thought to help you find a husband, that’s all.’


‘I don’t want a husband—least of all someone like Harin!’


‘There you go again, being impractical. What else can you do? You can’t be a mapmaker because the Rule won’t allow it, even if anyone would buy maps from a woman, and anyway, a woman wouldn’t last a handful of days out in the Unstable alone. Moreover the Rule says you’re supposed to marry, but you show no signs of even trying to find someone. Keris, a woman who looks like you will never do better than Harin.’


That hurt. Her fury poured out and Ygraine, unsettled, blew noisily down her nostrils. ‘He’s as slimy as a river flatworm! I wouldn’t marry him if he was willing to pay me a hundred golds for the privilege.’


Thirl shrugged. ‘That’s your choice. I don’t care. I reckon to win either way.’


His indifference deflated her. She took a deep breath, cocked her head on one side and considered him with all the growing wonderment of making a bitter new discovery about a familiar object. ‘Why, that’s right, isn’t it! You really don’t care, do you? I wonder why I never saw that before. There’s no feeling there inside you. You feel no grief about Dad, or Mother, do you?’


‘Why should I? They never asked me how I felt about anything. It was always: ‘Do this, Thirl. Do that, Thirl. Learn how to draw maps, Thirl. Carry the theodolite, Thirl. Come with me into the Unstable, Thirl.’ Well, now I’m saying no. And I feel no grief that their time is over and mine has come. No grief, and no compunction. I’m no Minion though, Keris. I’ll do the decent thing by both of you, but no more than that. No more.’


She felt an odd fascination with his utter lack of feeling. ‘And me? What did I ever do to have you dismiss me so lightly?’


‘You really don’t know, do you? Didn’t it ever occur to you that a boy might resent the fact that his younger sister did just about anything one cares to name better than he did? Well, he did, Keris. He hated you when you drew more accurate maps, when you threw Piers’ knives better, when you shot arrows straighter, when you beat him swimming across the river pool… Count yourself lucky, Sis. If you’d been a boy, I might have killed you. I’ve got over that callow jealousy now, and I got good at turning on a show of fraternal affection, but don’t ask me to go out of my way to help you, because I won’t.’ He smiled lightly, carelessly, and left her. There was no real hate for her in him, just a complete lack of interest, and she wondered if that was not worse.


She leant her head against Ygraine’s neck and choked down the ache in her throat.


It wasn’t really all her fault he was like this, was it?


Harin Markle came as he had promised. Keris was alone, working in the shop when he came to the door, traipsing in a trail of dirt from unwiped boots.


She tried to be detached in her assessment. He was not bad-looking, she supposed, even though there was a rather large spot developing right on the end of his nose at the moment. Still, she could hardly hold that against him. No, it was not his looks she didn’t like, it was his attitude. He was so cock-sure when he faced someone he considered his inferior, yet so obsequious when in the company of those he considered his superiors. She came in the first category, she knew, while Thirl was one of the latter. With Thirl he was all smiles and flattery, couching his ideas as mere suggestions; with her he spoke with a heavy pompousness and treated her as though she were a recalcitrant horse to be persuaded out of wrongful behaviour.


‘Keris,’ he said, ‘Thirl tells me he’s told you of our plans for the tavern. What do you think of that, eh? Loads of money to be made because we’re bound to catch the trade coming up from Hopen Grat. Great idea, but that’s your brother all round. Always has bright ideas…’


She tried to freeze him with a look that would have stopped a rain shower, but he didn’t seem to notice. She said, ‘I understand that the two of you have also had a bright idea about me.’


He was not in the least embarrassed. ‘Why, yes—Thirl’s idea, actually, but it seemed a good one. I mean, you and I could hook up together and everybody benefits—’


‘Perhaps you’d be good enough to explain just what benefit I’d get from it?’


He looked taken aback. ‘Why, you’d be married, of course! Otherwise you’ll end up like Old Woman Raddles, with everyone saying you’re a witch, too ugly ever to have found a man. Come on, now, Keris, it won’t be so bad. You’d be a tavern keeper’s wife, lording it over the other women in the village. As for the other side of being married, well, I know you’re a virgin, but we can get that out of the way quickly enough, and once we’ve had a couple of kids, you won’t have to worry about that sort of thing anymore, I swear.’


She gaped at him, not knowing whether to laugh or be angry. ‘Harin Markle,’ she said a last, ‘get this into your insensitive skull: if I were to consider marrying anyone at all, you would be right at the bottom of my list of potential candidates. Is that understood?’


Unfortunately it did not seem to be understood at all. He laughed, made several condescending remarks about women having coy natures, and of course she was pretending modesty because that was the maidenly thing to do. He would, he said, be back again, naturally.


She gritted her teeth and refrained, with difficulty, from throwing something at his departing back when he finally left her.


Some time later, when she had calmed herself, she began to unstrap the packs belonging to Piers that Blue Ketter had left in the shop. The first things to fall out were the throwing knives, all five of them, still in their scabbards. She pulled one free and weighed it in her hand, feeling its balance. It was true that she could throw them more skilfully than Thirl, although even she had not quite perfected the knack of judging distance accurately enough to ensure that it was always the point of the blade, rather than some other part of the knife, that ended up hitting the target. Too often the weapon would spin out wrongly and clatter harmlessly to the ground as a consequence.
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