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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.
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CHAPTER ONE


Ancient Music


IT was the stirring of the warm body at his side that woke him, and the shifting of the furs that covered them. She had flung her arm over her eyes, leaving one breast bare above the covers, the nipple firm in the chill air. He reached out sleepily to caress it where the growing light suffused it, cupping the warm skin against the cold. She stretched and mumbled with drowsy pleasure. Then she sat bolt upright, the covers falling, her long brown hair flying. ‘You’ve got to get up!’ she gasped. ‘To go! My brothers will be up and about.’


Gille laughed, though softly. ‘Those slugabeds? And what would send them barging in here? They’ll be out counting the fowls and milking the bull – whilst you and I cuddle up snug and silent and loving …’


She squirmed lazily under his hands, then pushed him away. ‘Go on, I said! You don’t know what they might do!’


Gille did not; but he could guess, and let himself be pushed. His resistance had been mostly for form’s sake, and he suspected she knew it. ‘Till three nights hence, then! While they’re off to market. Or would you come to town some day sooner?’


She shivered. ‘No! That’d be too risky. Folk would see!’


He rubbed her naked back. ‘There’s the Ice-breath in this breeze. Let them see! We’re to be married one day, aren’t we?’


‘Yes!’ She gave in to the rubbing, with a little breathless laugh. ‘Yes, surely. But they’d still talk! Three days, dearest—’ She smiled, her plump cheeks dimpling wildly, and reached out to cup him in her turn. ‘It’ll give you time to revive.’


He landed a smacking kiss. ‘For you, Utte my honeycake, no need!’ he said ardently; but he was already hauling his shirt over his head, and wriggling it into his breeches. A cock crowed, and he reached hastily for his sword-belt and short tunic, laid across the chest that was all the room’s furnishings, save the carven bedstead and chair. Cautiously he opened the shutters, and, blowing the girl a kiss, hopped nimbly out on to the sill and caught hold of the eaves.


Gille was not an especially brave man, but swinging his way hand over hand along the ends of the beams caused him no concern. He was used to it by now. This was the kind of derring-do the bold lovers of the romances took in their stride, and he gave no thought to the drop of three times his height. The tall poles in the vegetable patch below became sentries’ spears, the pig sty beyond a deadly swamp. It pleased his humour, and added a spice to the affair that he felt it otherwise rather lacked.


So the Chronicles speak of him, a man of some thirty-two years, darkly handsome, bright-eyed, small in stature, still young by the reckoning of his time, younger still in looks, and, as so often follows, in his thoughts and actions. He reached the end of the wall, swung himself down, dropped lightly on to the stable roof and padded easily along the steep gable, freed of frost by the warmth that rose from the gathered beasts below. He jumped down on to the surrounding wall of coarse stone and ran across to the old steading where he had tethered his own mount, with the blankets, hay and water Utte had left. They were needed, even in this burgeoning spring; for in the North no night was warm, amid the unending Winter of the World.


He led the horse briskly some way along the wall before mounting, out of sight of the tall shutters. Outlying farms, beyond town walls, needed walls of their own, even in peaceful times, and this was the largest manor hereabouts, a rich estate with four or five tenant farms. Nothing to what he had seen in the South, of course; but Utte’s brothers were not lords, and their tenants were free men. He liked the place; he liked them, for that matter, in their stolid ways. He liked Utte – well, more than any woman else in a long while. There would always be other girls, was his usual thought; but now he was increasingly inclined to wonder about one other, one different from all the rest, a soulmate, an ideal. Not Utte, of course. Bouncy, bright little thing, altogether too ordinary. He felt at home with her, certainly. He could feel at home here; it was like his father’s steading, only here he would not be the middling and least valued of many sons. So why was he so eager to get away?


Perhaps he was just beginning to feel shut in. The memories of his prentice days drifted back to him, and his great journey, hauled the length of two lands by his former master, in and out of scrape and skirmish, of corsair lair and sothran citadel… He sighed. Half the time he had been scared and half starved, but this was not one of his more realistic moments. He thought back to the warm and wealthy Southlands, with their tall red-haired women – not at all like these little local butterballs, delightful though they were – and heady wines. His grand constant dream of going back there, of leading a trading trip and making his fortune, came flooding back to him; but so did the unlikeliness of its ever coming true.


He sent the horse cantering easily across the half-ploughed fields, keeping to the margins and the windbreak trees, still out of sight. A thought came to him as he reached the wide meadows fringing the Wold, and he unhitched the crossbow at his saddle. He feared no pursuit; but there might be rabbits out breakfasting, and he had a use for a free breakfast of his own. So it was that, once away from the house, he rode more slowly, and scouted the grey-green slopes for movement, watching carefully the line where they stood out against the slaty sea and sky beyond, so clear in the low pale light that every tuft and tussock showed, and every twitch of a leaf or grass blade. It was thus that the chase caught his eye.


A sail billowed there, a common sight so near the port of Saldenborg. Gille was no great seaman, but he had been aboard ships often enough to realise that this one was running fast with the rolling iron-grey waves, careless of their buffets, kicking up great fans of spray as it smashed their crests. Then, as the waves dipped a moment, the reason became obvious, a long, low dark streak lancing through the troughs astern, its single mast bare. A galley; and one that would not raise a sail in this brisk breeze. Therefore, most likely, a corsair galley. A desperate one, to pursue a prey so near a port; but they had been starved of late, with the Marchwarden Kunrad, Gille’s old master, harrying them in their marshland lairs. He shaded his eyes, trying to judge. They were not such fools, either, the sea-wolves; they would overhaul that wallowing great merchantman long before it came in hail of the town, and the watch was probably asleep. No boat could get out to the prey in time, not against the wind. But if it were coming from astern …


He looked down the coast, to the little fishing village that nestled in the crook of the cliff. He could be there in minutes, though the road was steep. He wasted no more time thinking. The village Headman would surely have a good boat, if nobody else. The horse skidded and slipped on the stony path, but Gille held him to his fast trot, grimacing at the drop that opened alongside. He had been aboard a ship taken by corsairs; he hated the memory. The wood-tiled rooftops rose below his feet like the backs of scaly sea-creatures beached in the cove, faint wisps of smoke curling up from night-damped fires. There was a wooden palisade at the narrow foot of the path, the watchman nodding on his perch above the gate; but when he heard the hooves, and Gille shouting about corsairs, he sprang up so fast he almost fell over it. The gate opened, and Gille cantered into the little square beyond. Without dismounting, his horse panting steam, he seized the bar from the heavy steel triangle that hung there and rattled it frantically.


The metal was old and rusty, but there was a virtue in it he could see, that commanded awakening and heeding. The jangle echoed between the cliff walls as if twenty alarms were sounding, and within a moment a tall grizzled man in a fur-trimmed robe came rushing out on to the gallery of the largest and most freshly painted house. ‘What’s this?’ he rasped. ‘Be you piss-headed, boy?’ Then, seeing Gille’s black tunic, and the gold trimmings at the neck, he ducked his head. ‘Sorry there, Mastersmith! We have problems now and again, y’see…’


‘I can guess!’ wheezed Gille, waving towards the sea. He kicked his leg over the pommel and slid down on to the stony earth. ‘But we’ve got another now!’


It took only a moment for the Headman to grasp the situation; and by then others could see it too. Within minutes there was a general rush down to the shore, with the Headman still hitching up his oilcloth trousers. ‘Can you do anything?’ coughed Gille, wishing he had shouted a little less.


‘Maybe! Good that you came to us, Master, and not to the town. That was in your mind, was’t? You’ll have some sea lore, then. We stand best chance of overhaulin ’em ere they reach the middle o’ the bay, in my little Sea Mare.’


Gille gaped as he saw the long, low craft lying alongside the rickety jetty. But for its cheerful green paint and lack of mast, it could have been a smaller cousin of the sleek predator out there. ‘Like her, do you?’ grinned the Headman, displaying a graveyard of stained teeth. ‘Bought her as a prize, after an encounter five summers back, damaged somewhat. We could set her aright without costly shipwrights, see?’


‘What in Hella’s name d’you fish for in that?’


‘Oh, you’d be surprised, Mastersmith. Mortal fast some fishies are – ever see a marlin, to be sure?’


Gille never had, and didn’t want to. The most likely use for such a craft was casual smuggling, probably to avoid road tolls and town tithes; the green paint would be concealment in a light summer sea. Not that it was any of his business, anyhow. The Headman swung aboard, and offered him a hand. Gille hesitated, as fishy-smelling bodies barged past him.


‘Nay, come, sir, and welcome, you all hot for the scrap with that bow o’ yours!’ Gille grimaced, but let himself be swung aboard. He had feared to leave the valuable bow on his saddle, that was all. But there was no way to back out of this without shaming himself.


‘I’ll take an oar!’ he said, lingering in the safer stern. ‘I’ve rowed in attack before!’ He winced at the memory.


‘Nay, nay, sir!’ beamed the Headman. ‘Making a master row, what’d folk say? Up you come to the bow with me! Hurry aboard there, lads, come on, and Sarre, there, do you give the master some bolts for his bow now. All aboard? Got the helm there, Erke? Then cast off, forrard!’ He seized a huge boathook and pushed off from the jetty. ‘Heave now! And heave!’


The narrow boat was well laden, with fisher-folk crouching between the rowers and on the cargo platforms, waving a fiendish array of weapons from bows like Gille’s to boarding pikes and steel-toothed rakes. The lean craft wallowed and flexed alarmingly in the swell, but the oars bit, the carved bow dipped and rose, and suddenly the waves were not smashing against it but lifting it and hurling it along at a drastic speed. The rowers broke into a hoarse chant, and almost at once they were passing the point and out into the bay. Gille, kneeling beside the Headman on boards glistening with dried scales, kept his grip firm on the gunwale and fought down his empty stomach. Spray slopped in and puddled, soaking his knees. The white sail seemed invisible at first, and he had a momentary twinge of alarm – had it already been taken and hauled down? Or capsized, in a wild manoeuvre? But then, as the Sea Mare climbed one high crest, he saw it again, taut and strained as the merchant ship sought for speed. Against it, very close now as it seemed, the thin black mast whipped and rocked.


‘If they could only get off on a tack,’ shouted the Headman over the noise of the rowers and the creaking of rowlock and timber, ‘they’d outrun the bastards for sure. But that’d be out to sea, and then the bastards could hoist sail too, and cut ’em off …’


‘Of course!’ agreed Gille, as confidently as he could. ‘How long—’


‘Not long,’ grinned the Headman tautly. ‘Maybe half an hour, less. And they won’t be expecting us, with no masthead to make out.’


‘And what then? What’s our best plan?’


‘Plan? Bless you, Master, we need no plan! We up and tear straight into ’em! We ram!’


Gulping, Gille looked down over the bow. There it was, breaching the black water on the end of the main keel timber, a shining steel staff tipped with a cluster of spikes like a chicken’s claw, flinging spray in all directions. Shining indeed to the eyes of a true smith, for the metal coursed and ran with the strange virtues one such could set within it, like rippling sheets of lightning ensnared, cold as the Northlights over the distant Ice. ‘Looks well made,’ he ventured.


‘Glad t’ have your word on that, Master, for what it cost! See there, they’re closing! Heave now! Heave!’


Gille could only cling on through that wild ride, jamming himself with knees and elbows to avoid being flung out as the bows plunged, desperately wishing himself snugly back in Utte’s bed. He clutched his bow close, though, and thrust the bolts firmly into his belt. Face this armed, if he had to, was all his thought. The longboat lanced across the waves, and time seemed to lose all meaning with the sea-roar in his ears.


Then, all too suddenly, the bulk of the merchantman was before him, with the sail no longer taut but billowing and flapping in panic; and alongside it the black shark shape, and figures swarming off it up the curving planks and boiling on to the deck. The Headman shouted something, and the rowers gave a single gasping grunt as they leant still heavier upon their oars. Gille remembered the crossbow, and struggled frantically to draw it as the Sea Mare sprang forward under the quickening pace. The Headman was roaring directions, and the wind carried the sound of their coming to the corsairs. Those still in the boat looked around in surprise and panic, and shouted to those attacking. Some went on climbing unheeded, others, looking back, dropped down into their craft in disorder. Oars were unshipped as they sought to escape the longboat bearing down on them, but it was too late. Gille struggled to aim, then gave up and threw himself down. The Sea Mare’s bow lanced into the corsair’s stern, and the ram sang like a striking arrow as it bit into the planking and carried away the rudder in a shower of splinters.


The corsair craft heeled wildly with the impact, flinging men into the sea, and there was screaming turmoil. A wild-looking figure sprang up on to their bow, aiming a spear. Gille, sprawling below, could hardly miss. The bolt vanished into the man’s body, and he was hurled sideways out of sight The fishermen cheered wildly, and sent a small shower of bolts past Gille as he sat up, some so ill-aimed that they thudded into the wood around him. He flung himself forward to get out of the line of shot, a wave surged up and slapped him icily in the face, and he found himself half sprawling over the gunwales of both boats as they bobbed together. Another wave, and he fell headlong into the stern of the corsair craft, in a tangle of smelly bodies. The villagers, assuming he was leading an attack, surged after him with uncouth cries, loosing off bolts and striking out at any head that showed itself. A snarling face rose over Gille, a blade flashed, then fell limply as somebody’s spear butt crashed into the back of the corsair’s neck. The other corsairs Gille had fallen among lay sprawled and twitching now. The fight had rolled on, and nobody was bothering him. He scrambled up, drew his bow again and shot at the most obvious corsair in sight, a tall copper-skinned Northerner shouting by the mast. Gille was a good shot; the man sagged, pinned to the timber.


There had been few corsairs left in the boat, after the impact fewer still; but now those on the merchantman’s deck saw the new danger, and came swarming back. Too late: the villagers’ rush had carried them to the side, and they were striking at the reivers even as they leaped, casting them into the water that churned between the hulls. Gille loosed, caught one, who fell like a sack, then missed two more as their landing made the boat heel again. The remaining corsairs tried to counterattack, but the Sea Mare’s rowers, having got their breath, were quitting their benches and charging aboard to join the fun, as they seemed to find it.


Gille could no longer get a clear shot, and his fingers were tired. He drew his short sword, nervously; he had not used one in anger for years, and had never been very adept. A corsair with an axe swung at him, Gille parried, they both missed and fell heavily into one another in stinking bilgewater. Gille hit him with the crossbow, the corsair howled and kicked Gille’s thigh, lashed out with the axe, missed again, and Gille punched him ineffectually in the nose, then bit his filthy ear. It tasted horrible. The corsair jumped up with a scream and fell backwards over the gunwale. Perhaps somebody had hit him with something; it made little difference, with the hulls grinding against one another as they were.


Spitting and shaking, Gille scrambled up and retrieved his sword and bow. There seemed to be no more corsairs about, and a lot of water around his ankles; the rammed boat was beginning to founder. A few fisherfolk were having wounds bound up, but there looked to be nothing too serious. The Headman was busy in the stern, organising makeshift repairs lest this new prize slip through his fingers. On the merchantman’s deck above, the row had died down to a few snarling voices, captured corsairs by the sound of it. Gille sat down unsteadily on the heaving gunwale, slightly faint with the sensation of having once again survived some horrible tangle. Sickness, relief, a little giddy; he tittered slightly, then caught hold of himself.


‘Ahoy below!’ boomed a voice. Gille jerked to his feet. A burly-looking man was leaning over the merchantman’s rail. A sothran, by the accent, and the dark red streaks in the dishevelled grey hair, caught back in a tail behind. He spoke the Northern tongue with a rolling burr. ‘You the skipper o’ that little beauty? My thanks!’


‘No, I!’ called the Headman cheerfully, then, because it was always a good idea to be fair to a smith, ‘Twas the Master there as raised the alarm, though. And led the boarding.’


Gille bowed. If that was how it looked, he was not one to argue.


‘Then I’m deeply obliged to the both of you, sirs. Tanle Athlannyn of Bryhannec, Master of the Mariners’ Guild, owner and skipper of the Ker Dorfyn, for to serve you.’


‘Gille Kilmarsson, Master of the Smiths’ Guild, desires your further acquaintance.’


He and Gille saluted one another, as was proper for masters even from different countries, while the Headman looked on wryly at the antics of educated men. ‘Best we make straight for harbour, I think,’ said Tanle. ‘I’ll be honoured to entertain you gentlemen aboard.’


‘I thank you, sir, but we need to make this shark seaworthy again,’ said the Headman. ‘And get our wounded home.’


‘Take your time,’ said Tanle. ‘There’s a few things we may attend to meantime. And you, Master?’


Gille, thinking of breakfast, scrambled for the rope ladder that was cast down to him. But something else fell with a rattling thud further along. It was a body, on a rope, and its boots scrabbled briefly against the hull. Gille swallowed. From the other side came more shouts and thuds, and bodies rose kicking to dangle from the mainyard in the morning sun. Tanle was clearly a man who wasted no time attending to things. Gille’s appetite vanished.


‘Best I reclaim my horse,’ said Gille. ‘We’ll ride over and see you docked.’


‘We’ll open a choice bottle or three,’ called Tanle. ‘Till then, sirs!’


Gille bowed and turned, to find the Headman cheerfully unsticking the body of the corsair he had shot from the mast. ‘A Northern man!’ he growled, waggling the lolling face at Gille. He deftly relieved the body of its jewellery and a purse. ‘Never like to see one of ours among these sea-scavengers, let alone leading ’em! Funny thing, though – these earrings and a necklace, not like I’ve ever seen anyone wear. And he’s all over scars – deliberate ones, like. Patterns.’


‘An offcomer, maybe,’ shuddered Gille. That was the not unkindly name Northerners gave to the copper-skinned refugees who sometimes appeared from a far land across the ocean, fugitives from the Ice and its murderous votaries. ‘Newly arrived from over sea, fell in with a bad crowd. I’ve heard there have been some new ones coming over of late – another conquest for the Ice, maybe.’


‘Well,’ said the Headman decisively, ‘this one could have saved himself the trip.’ He heaved the corpse over the side with a splash.


By the time they came to town the harbour was already bustling, and most of all around the new arrival. The fight and rescue had been seen from the shore, and an idling crowd had gathered around the wharf where the Ker Dorfyn was tied up, young men pointing at the ugly black shapes swinging from its yardarm, and children staring open-mouthed. Executions were rare in the close-knit Northern communities, and were never public. Gille and the Headman had to push their horses through.


Tanle was waiting for them by the gangplank, grinning widely all over his freckled face. ‘Our gallant rescuers!’ he boomed, and the idlers cheered. ‘Come, sirs, have you broken fast? Only a bite, surely.’ He led them to a table on the open deck, now clear and sunlit. ‘While we have fine sothran meats and pickles, and fresh bread hot from your market, and rare fruits of the deep South, and wines – by the hot Sun that Raven stole for us, such wines!’


He was a generous host, and Gille, who for some time past had been living on plain, affordable fare, managed to ignore the swinging shadows above, and take full advantage. ‘Fighting gives a man an appetite!’ he declaimed, feeling it sounded like the sort of thing he ought to say. He was feeling absurdly pleased with himself.


‘Well,’ laughed Tanle, drinking deep, ‘eat your fill and more, sir, for without you we’d have been feeding the sharks, surely. Whence came those bastards, anyhow? I’d heard this Marchwarden Conreid, or whatever his name is, had cleared the Norrard Way of them.’


Gille smiled easily, stroking the elegant wisp of beard on his chin. ‘Kunrad. He has indeed, as I can say, for I was once his prentice, and helped him to his high place.’ The others looked suitably impressed, and the onlookers, hanging on their every word, murmured. ‘There’s always a few vultures, though, lurking here or there. No threat, save to ships lone or lost, and never yet as bold as today. You were unlucky, that’s all.’


‘Lucky, rather, that we had you on hand. His prentice, you say? Then I can believe what’s said of your master! I knew he was a Northerner born, but a mastersmith, eh?’ He shook his head. ‘So, then. You’ve saved my ship, my stock, and all our lives, bar a couple. Tanle’s known throughout Ker Bryhaine as a man who pays his debts! You, Headman, you have that slick demon’s skiff of theirs, and well earned, but I give you some ballast to it!’ He fished out a purse that hung heavy, and put it into the delighted Headman’s hands. ‘But you, sir – how shall I reward you? I doubt that a mastersmith lacks for much here, if all they say is true.’


Gille shrugged modestly, but was careful to say nothing. ‘I must give you something, sir!’ pressed Tanle. ‘Why, the pick of my stock—’


‘That’s very generous of you, Captain Tanle!’ said Gille, loudly enough to be heard, and wrung his hand. ‘More than I deserve, I’m sure!’


Tanle’s genial expression stiffened ever so slightly, the look of a man who might just have made a very expensive mistake. Gille could almost read his thoughts. He was far from home, and had to deal with people here to make his profits. It would not do to let the word go round that he had failed to reward his rescuer. His foot traced the shadows as they swung. And there was honour. He did have much to be grateful for …


‘Then do you pick any piece as takes your fancy!’ he boomed, and could not help adding, ‘Any one piece …’


He clearly resolved to make the best of it, and added, ‘Sit you at your ease here, and we’ll parade the best of it for your pleasure.’ And, incidentally, for the watchers. Word would get around, and customers.


Gille bowed, and murmured something suitable, while Tanle gave his orders. The first items up were fabrics, stored well above the water line, bales of fine sothran linen that dazzled in the sun, strong hemp cloth, soft wools of Northern growth, but subtly spun and woven, dyed with richly glowing colours, silks and satins that seemed to flow like liquid, stiff embroidered brocades. Gille was politely loud in their praise, but he made no choice. Then came foodstuffs, spices and sugars in great quantities, long-lived cakes and sweetmeats made from them, sothran wines of the mellow vintages that were making his head spin, stronger burnt liquors, sweet and potent. ‘High prices they’ll command, too,’ murmured Tanle happily. ‘Some of your merchants’ and Guildsmen’s wives’ll pay a small fortune to put what’s hard to come by on their boards! Perhaps your good lady – no? Ah, well. Next, now, next we have glass – well packed, to be sure, well nigh a hundred cases—’


Goblets and pitchers winked in the sun, stained in deep shades, cut in facets like glittering gems. The Headman was dazzled by these bright gauds, so unlike the rough utensils of his village life, and Tanle gave him a tankard – an especially robust one, noted Gille, suitable for such uses. An honourable man, clearly, and his conscience plucked at him a little for taking advantage, but he guessed the most valuable stuff would be left till last. So it proved, for Tanle was carrying a load of furniture, new and antique. For woodwork, carving, inlays, rare woods and finishes, graceful mouldings and shapes that gratified the eye, sothran craftsmen were renowned; and this stuff was unusually fine. Gille caressed the chests they brought out on deck, fingered the fine chairs with their scrolled arms, traced the gold inlay on long dining tables polished to a glassy shine, and came close to breaking Tanle’s heart as he paused to admire a huge and ornate dresser. But it was only to peer at a wide box, a flattened triangle of rich red-hued wood, strapped inside the top, so as to protect it.


‘Captain, what’s this?’


‘That? Why, Master, let me show you—’ The merchant captain was trembling with so much relief he could hardly undo the knots. ‘Very old, so I’m told, and well crafted; but very fine still. Something you folk in the North call – what is it?’


‘A kantel,’ murmured Gille, cradling the lustrous wood in his arms, admiring the sheen of the thick lacquer and the silver inlays, the carven fingerboards and silvered steel endpieces, in which the ornate bridges were set. Built to last and to travel, evidently. He ran his fingers idly across the strings, and nodded. ‘A kind of dulcimer, in the South. Fine tone, as you say.’ He plucked a string or two, hastily tuned them by ear, tuned a couple more, then picked out a short measure or two with the abalone-shell plectrum dangling from a scrap of wire. The broad fingerboard at the left gave suddenly under his grip, and he panicked for an instant as the string tension changed and the sound with it, fearing the shell had broken. Then he laughed; the strings had changed their pitch, that was all. The fingerboard was some sort of ingenious device that shifted one bridge, and with it the tension of all the strings equally, so you could change key as you played. It had been stuck at first, that was all; probably not used for years, but it moved smoothly enough now. This was the sort of instrument he would have liked to make. He peered through the fretted hole into the wide soundbox. It was finished as beautifully within, with a liner of aged parchment. There seemed to be something written there, but he could not read it. These things were made in both Northland and South; but if he was not mistaken …


Light flashed on the metal endpieces, threads of light like caged lightning; but neither the Headman nor Tanle seemed to see it. Northern, then; and strong, strong and complex virtues. Strange to find such things in a mere musical instrument. He turned it over, looking for a maker’s mark. Then his own voice suddenly sounded unnatural in his ears, as if from a great distance. ‘Captain, whence came this?’


‘That? Oh well, that I had from a merchant who bought up an old house,’ began Tanle eagerly. ‘One that all the heirs of had died off, see? Last one of some mucky distemper on his country estate, see? Name of Keraldein. Hadn’t been to town for maybe thirty years, his house falling into decay, nobody to claim it save some connection by marriage who has a better one, and sells off all save a few bits and bobs to this merchant. And he knows I’m seeking out good solid stuff for the North, so sells me a job lot and throws that in with it. Fond of music, are you then, Master?’ he added tautly.


‘Oh yes,’ said Gille calmly. ‘Very… Well, Master Tanle?’


‘That? You want that? That’s all? I mean, it’s very fine, very old piece, very valuable … for a musical instrument.’


Gille nodded. ‘That’s all, Master.’


Tanle gave an almost hysterical little cackle, ridiculous in such a robust voice. ‘And you’ll have nothing else? Nothing more?’ He gave a great swallow, and tugged at his long ponytail. ‘Well, bugger me. Bugger me backwards through the bilges! I’ll have no man say that Northmen are grasping, not in my hearing, never again!’


‘Nor sothrans stingy?’ grinned Gille. They roared with relieved laughter.


‘Well, well,’ wheezed Tanle. ‘We must have another drink or two on that. And you, Headman? Put your tankard to the trial, eh? Northmen? Finest fellows alive, and I’ll drink to that, don’t care who hears it—’


When Gille reeled off the Ker Dorfyn, an hour or two later, he wondered why the dock was going up and down. But he had the kantel hanging very carefully across his back, by a strap of the merchant’s finest strong leather; and as he rode, swaying slightly, he felt its curved flank bump against him, gently, like a woman’s, and thrilled to the faint reverberation.


When he came to his smithy, set high on the slope in the less expensive end of town, he dismounted carefully, and led his horse into the unkempt yard. Then he saw the other horse munching quietly at the manger there, and almost forgot himself as he dashed indoors.


‘Olvar!’ he shouted, to the huge dark man who was sitting by the hearth. ‘How long have you been back?’


Olvar, draining a mug of thin ale, looked at him disapprovingly. ‘About half an hour. Long enough to see your bed hadn’t been slept in, unload the ore by myself, hear some strange gossip about you, and find out there wasn’t a thing to eat in the house.’


Gille subsided. ‘Yes. Sorry.’


‘Run through the money I left?’


‘Not quite. Almost.’


Olvar’s heavy features lifted. He could almost have been smiling. ‘Well, that’s some achievement, anyhow. I didn’t think it would last you half the month.’ Gille snorted in outrage. ‘You must have been going very short. Or, wait a minute, has little Utte been helping you out? Or Laris? Or what’s-her-name the flesher’s wife? Thought so. And the takings?’


‘The trade hasn’t been good. How’d you fare?’


‘A bit better. The farmers along the road still need their ploughshares and axes and eating knives, kettles mended and so on. Tinker’s work, but it mounts up. And I got the ore, with no adventures to speak of. Which I gather can’t be said of you. What’s this about chasing corsairs, anyhow? You hate boats. Trying to be like old Kunrad?’


Gille made some explanations, without trying to decorate them overmuch. Olvar knew him too well, from their prentice days together. The brown man nodded soberly. ‘Kept your head for once. Not bad, laddie. And what reward did you wangle yourself from the grateful Master Tanle?’


This time Olvar blinked rapidly, and then seemed close to bursting. ‘A bloody kantel? Are you mad, boy? Those sothran pedlars are rich as kings, and you saved it all for him! Could’ve picked yourself up a tidy little sum there, maybe a step on the way to that trading trip southward you’re always on about. Drop in on Master Kunrad, maybe even get as far as sunny Ker Bryhaine again. And you tossed that away for a box of strings?’


For answer Gille swung the instrument around and ran his fingers over the strings, then followed up with the plectrum; and the smithy seemed to fill with the warmth of a Southland sun, rippling around the sooty walls like a breeze stirring leaves of vine and scented eucalyptus.


‘I did,’ said Gille. ‘Picked myself up something, as you said.’


He upended the carcass, and held it out for Olvar. The big man hefted it gingerly, nodded in surprise, sniffed at the laquered wood that was much the same shade as his cheek. ‘Well crafted, wood and metal both. No, beautifully, with those endpieces. Not a style I recognise; more sothran than northern, maybe. And old. All right, it’s a nice piece, maybe worth a penny or two – for a jingle-kist.’


‘That’s pretty much what Tanle said,’ Gille answered, relishing his moment. ‘The style’s much like the old late Morvan pattern, rich and subtle, like you’ve seen on those old eating-knives. Haven’t looked at the maker’s mark, have you?’


Olvar held the instrument in his huge paws and squinted. ‘Mark? A master’s piece, then, or a good journeyman’s – hard to read, this! Worn with polishing, the style’s odd; must be really old, then. Looks like – one character, an ash – or is it a vay …’ Suddenly he was holding the instrument as if it might explode, or bite him. He looked up, stricken. ‘Wait a minute. Vayde?’


Gille nodded brightly. ‘Lord Vayde of Kerys his cantankerous, necromantic, sorcerous self. Over two hundred years gone, unless what the sothrans say about that creepy old tower of his is right. And that’s not his master’s seal, you’ll note, it’s his personal one. So the chances are this was his own instrument; they say he played beautifully. Uncannily beautiful. Might be fun to go down there and strum it on the tower battlements one night, eh?’


Olvar’s narrowed eyes flickered. Such matters made him very unhappy. Gille took pity and retrieved the precious instrument, and the big man breathed more easily. ‘Brrh! Anvils of Ilmarinen, Vayde! Only once handled anything the old bugger made, and that those goblets of Lady Alais’s – and them with his master’s mark only. How could this Captain Tanle come by such a thing? Keraldein the family name? Doesn’t sound properly sothran …’ He thought for a moment. ‘Ker Alvedan, could once have been – and Alvedan’s a northern name. One of the stay-behinds, maybe, who had sothran kin to shield them. Vayde might have given one of his friends such a gift, to remember him by. Maybe foreseeing his death, as the tales say. We can look into that!’ He rubbed his big hands. ‘I take it back, friend. There’s great men north and south who’d pay a small fortune to own Vayde’s own kantel, though they could never play a note. Master Kunrad’d give you a small estate for it, maybe. And Tanle has only himself to blame for not investigating—’


‘True, Olvar. I’m sure it’s genuine; although …’ He stroked the strings. ‘A nice enough tone, but I might have expected something more … well, exciting. But genuine or not, I’m not selling it. I’ve always wanted a good one, and never been able to make one to suit me.’


Olvar, an unexcitable man from a stolid race, sprang up so fast he nearly fell into the forge. ‘Man, are you daft? Could you not maybe buy a thousand kantels for what that’d fetch, with tone as fine as you like? Kit us out for that little trading trip indeed, and make our fortunes at last? Or are you so happy with our rich living that you’re afraid to wallow in luxury?’


‘No. But this is the only thing so rare I’m ever likely to have. And I earned it hard, Olvar – all the harder for not wanting to. And besides … it speaks to me, somehow.’


Olvar turned away. ‘Wouldn’t listen, if I were you.’


‘Why? Vayde wasn’t evil, just … uncanny. But I don’t get that feeling from this. Or any other sense of anything; only strong virtues in the metal, flows and fluxes that don’t seem to make sense. Yet I’m sure it was his right enough, and nothing he touched was ordinary. There’s a secret in this, great or small; and I want to know what it is.’


Olvar sighed. ‘Well then, until you find out, I suppose the coffers can stand a good homecoming dinner in some tavern. The Longbow? Or the Emerald Fountain?’


‘The Fountain. I’ve had enough of bows today. Crossbows, shipbows… Let me tell you, comrade, when those fisher bumpkins let loose that bloody spray of bolts – and don’t order fish, by the way. I’ve had the smell up to here!’


The Fountain was an unpretentious, comfortable inn, but known to craftmasters and merchants of the better sort for its excellent food, priced high enough to command respect, yet reasonable enough to let such canny men of affairs feel they were getting a bargain. Its spicy Southern sauces suited Gille, its large portions Olvar. The young mastersmiths pushed away their empty plates, sat back in their cushioned settles, Olvar’s creaking loudly, and let the cares of the world slide off their shoulders awhile. Gille, who had been unable to leave his new plaything behind, took up the plectrum, and flicked the strings gently, stopping them with the fingertips of his flattened left hand. The landlord had been careful to admire the instrument, aware there was no music in the house tonight. He nodded approvingly now, and the regulars with him; they knew Gille as a decent player, for a casual song, anyhow. ‘How’s about a turn, then, Master? Sing us a ballad of your derring-do’s today.’


Gille took him seriously, and preened a little. ‘Powers, no! You don’t want me going on about that! Besides, I’m not so good at making things up as I go along. Something a whit easier, maybe, like The Norrard Reiver.’


Olvar belched, which was a comment. Since this was a ballad of piracy and bloodthirsty swashbuckling, it was a choice less modest than Gille pretended; but the merchants were ready enough to let the young smith have his way. Gille tuned the strings a little, found the key with his left hand and began to play rippling, bouncing chords, while the melody he plucked with his right glanced across them like light on a racing wave.




Let her free! Out to sea!


Sailing swiftly to the reiving


Tacking fast, straining mast


On the wind a hawk is riding!


Men now sleeping


Safe abed


Will instead


Leave widows weeping,


Ships at sea


Towns ashore


Safe no more


From stooping talon!


At the helm, with streaming hair


Stands the Buccaneer Orcanan,


Dispossessed, young and fair,


Fighting for his rightful fortune.





Orcanan had been a hero of the wars with the South, a century ago, or a villain, depending on one’s side of the border. His claim to some minor estate in Ker Bryhaine might or might not have been just, but he had used it as a licence to harry the South by sea, at one time commanding a Northern fleet until he threw it away in reckless savagery and was betrayed to a glorious end in the bows of his blazing vessel. The rights and wrongs were lost to the listeners, as the rippling thrust of the music caught them up. They were there with the dashing lordling, and also with Gille as they believed he had been that morning, standing proud and valiant in the bows of a racing ship, daring all for justice and vengeance. Gille was beginning to believe it himself. Even Olvar joined in as they chanted the chorus with a force that rattled the shutters, and raised eyebrows in the street outside.




Sail you free, to sothran sea,


Sweep the waters of their burden!


Safe return, as roof trees burn,


To lands of light and shores of laughter!





Gille strummed the melody to a swift concluding chord, and they rattled the tables with their mugs and roared in lusty approval. Gille grinned as a brimming ale mug was slid before him. ‘Well, that didn’t go too badly!’ he grinned, wiping foam off the end of his nose.


‘You sang it better than usual, was why,’ rumbled Olvar. ‘More spirit. Maybe your adventure this morning did you good!’


‘It got me out of myself, I’ll allow. My vital forces have been low of late.’


Olvar grinned. ‘And that couldn’t have anything to do with keeping three girlies on the go? We could economise. Sell your bed. You’re never bloody well in it!’


‘Ach, there’s only Utte, really. The others are just … there. When she isn’t, or rather her brothers are, bless their block heads.’


‘You should wed the girl, Gille. Why not? A man of your age …’


Gille glared. ‘What about you, then? You’ve a year or two on me. You want to settle. Why aren’t you chasing some poor woman?’


Olvar frowned. ‘Would if I could. Way things are now, how can I afford to marry? Who’d want me?’


Gille shrugged. ‘I’m no better off, am I?’


‘Not your problem,’ Olvar grumbled. ‘Utte’d have you on that farm of theirs, you could earn your keep as a smith there. Her brothers’d like that. You just want to go on as you are, hopping from bed to bed like a bright little bug, dangling marriage and leaping free at the last moment. How many is it you’ve promised, this last year or two? Six? Seven? Better hope they none of them find out, or they’ll maybe take a bit each!’


Gille stirred uncomfortably. ‘It’s what they expect. It just smooths the way; like a, a password, a courtesy! Satisfies their lines of defence, lets ’em lie back and get on with what they want as much as I do. Nobody really means it.’


‘Not when you were a lad, maybe. That was good enough for then, but you’re a master now. You’re taken more seriously, as well you know. You can be a little bastard sometimes, Gille!’


Gille flushed, but did not reply. They sat in gloomy silence, and the others, sensing that the mood had changed, left them to it. They had come to Saldenborg a decade past as journeymen, when their first master Kunrad forswore his craft in despair and won a great place of honour in the Southlands. He had been generous in his support of them, giving them ample money to study for their masterships, but finding a new place had proven hard. Kunrad, in his less prosperous days, had taken them on for qualities he found useful, such as Gille’s versifying, ideal for the strong singing of virtues into metal; but as craftsmen they were, as they knew well, unremarkable. Without Kunrad they had the choice either to vegetate as sole smiths in some small village, or try for a place in the larger forges of great towns. This they had managed; but for masters to whom they were little more than day-labourers, and who gave them only occasional support and counsel. They had had to toil hard and against the odds for their mastery. Nonetheless, and perhaps because of that struggle, they achieved it younger than most men; and then they were launched upon a less than welcoming world. Since their skills and natures were so well matched, each supplying much that the other lacked, they had mingled the last of Kunrad’s money to set up a forge together.


So far, though, despite desultory attempts to develop bright ideas, they were not prospering. There were too many other, richer smiths here, and their own forge lay in the less accessible and fashionable end of the town. Merely keeping themselves fed took up all their time, and that with the plainest and least rewarding of toil. Their friendship had survived such stresses, for this time at least. Gille knew that Olvar wanted him to seize his opportunity; Olvar knew that Gille was unwilling to leave him to struggle alone. But there were times when the gulf between them grew greater.


Olvar considered his friend for a minute or two. He was always sorry to break the man’s happy moods; it was like snuffing a bright light. He himself felt like so much lead and iron to his friend’s quicksilver; but quicksilver has few uses, and dangerous.


‘Why don’t you want to marry the wretched girl, man?’ he grumbled. ‘Or some other one? You’ve a choice, Powers know why, always. They throw themselves in your path, and there’s precious few men can say that. Don’t you really yearn after any of them?’


‘Any?’ Gille laughed, his cheer restored by the idea. ‘All! But none of them enough, no single one. I see them as if—’


‘As if they’re just facets of one big jewel, so you said last time. It didn’t make much sense to me then, either.’


‘I was going to say, fragments of a broken mirror,’ said Gille, in sudden dudgeon again. ‘All reflecting small parts of something greater.’ To Olvar’s eyes he seemed more than usually serious. ‘Maybe … some One greater. But I expect you’ll make little enough of that, too.’


Olvar’s heavy mouth twitched. ‘Maybe you’re wrong. An ideal woman? Raven’s claw, man, who doesn’t seek such an one? And who’s likely to find her? Who’s so perfect in themselves that they could match her if they did? It couldn’t be that you tire of a woman fast, could it? And find her flaws a convenient reason to flit along to the next, like a butterfly that’s drained all the nectar?’


‘I haven’t tired of Utte!’ protested Gille, so indignantly that Olvar had to chuckle.


‘True, young master. Perchance because she’s not yet started to tighten the screw upon you. Let her but try, and I’ll lay odds you’ll be up and running.’


‘I don’t want to be stuck away out on a farm!’ Gille muttered.


‘Instead of our carefree, laughter-laden existence? Lad, from all I’ve seen, you wouldn’t know your ideal woman if she had herself catapulted into your bed. You’ve always got your eyes fixed on the horizon, like in everything else. Like this trading trip south’ard you keep wanting to fix up! It’s pretty girls with red hair you’re after bidding for!’


Gille jangled the kantel impatiently. ‘I could do it. You could do it with me. They’ll pay high for Northern craft down there. We could bring back a hoard like Tanle’s, and double, no, quadruple the profit Then I might find myself able to settle – on my terms, not Utte’s.’


Olvar shook his head. ‘Might as well wish for your perfect woman, then, while you’re about it!’ He leaned across the table and rasped finger and thumb under Gille’s nose. ‘Gold’s like livestock – you need to rub two bits together to get a third. And what do we see but coppers? It’s hard enough for proper merchants to raise money for journeys south, let alone raggedy-arses like us. Who’d lend us the wherewithal?’


Gille’s eyes flashed so suddenly Olvar sat back. ‘Whom have we ever asked? Somebody might! Hear me, all of you!’ And he sprang up on his bench, and struck a great flourish on the kantel, and sang, to an old slow air that rose and fell like the eternal ocean:




I would sail the seas to the wide world’s end,


I would load my ships with the wealth of men


The North’s precious things I would carry south,


And the Southland’s pearls I’d bring back again!


Not for gold alone, nor to fill the mouth,


But the heart and the spirit of Nordeney men!


Who will fill me a ship? Who’ll spread sail with me?


Who’ll extend our reach to the farthest sea?





Olvar’s eyebrows rose a fraction. ‘My, my! This is the man who says he can’t improvise?’


The listeners were startled into silence at first, but when they caught the drift of his song their response was not encouraging. Most smiled and shrugged and turned back to their drinks; some laughed out loud. Gille struck a ferocious chord.


‘Do you not hear? So much that we make, smiths and the rest of us, goes south in the hands of sothran sea-traders! And a double profit is theirs, what they make from selling us their wares, and from selling the stuff of ours they buy. Those we send south are mostly pedlars by compare, bearing only what they can carry on their backs, or in a few wagons, selling what they bring back at the first market they come to, so that it never reaches us without passing through many profit-hungry hands. And that makes Tanle’s prices cheap by comparison! No blame to him, he takes the opportunity we give him.’


‘And do you know why?’ demanded one of the older men there, a wealthy skin and hide merchant. ‘Because he and his kind take something else – namely the risks. Even now that fellow Kunrad’s showing the sothrans how to clear the corsairs from the land, he cannot altogether scour them from the sea – as you’ve seen for yourself. And there’s winds and waves and worse, in the realm of Niarad Sea-Lord. You need good ships and good men to make the risk worth taking. We don’t have that kind of money for ourselves, let alone to lend others!’


‘Unless you bond together, Master Vangar!’ snapped Gille, eyes glittering. ‘Unless you take each a small part of the risk, no more than you can afford!’


‘And unless we find a man we can trust,’ said another, steepling his fingers censoriously. ‘You can’t garner riches for yourself, man! What makes you think you could gain them for us?’


‘Because I’m ready to try!’ barked Gille, eyes snapping. ‘What have any of you done in the ten years I’ve lived here? What argosies have we sent out, as the sothrans have to us? As we used to?’


‘Young Master Gille’s caught the seafaring bug today!’ smiled Altor the goldsmith, not unkindly. ‘Wants to go chasing heaps of gold in foreign lands. More likely to leave your bones there, young sir! Or on the seabed, snug i’ the arms of Saithana the Last-Comer. As soon go trawling for golden fish, laddie. Why should we venture so far, when there’s surer profit enough nearer home?’


The mocking roar that picked up his words was a great deal less kind. Gille’s temper blazed, and the strings flared under his fingers.


‘Then stay and pick for coins in the gutters, if you will!’ He worked the lever, and the song shifted disconcertingly into a harsher, more aggressive key. ‘Drink your sothran wine at their prices, eat your meat with their precious spices!’




Over land, over sea, there our fortunes lie,


Not in narrow ways that we know too well!


I would venture once more, ere my spirit die,


Sail to barter, to bargain, to buy and sell!


Laugh your laugh as you will, you shall all see me yet


Sailing home to your shore with my cargoes bright


With the sights and the songs a man will not forget,


That shall warm his heart against bleak winter night!


You who scoff, you who mock, shall regret and pine


That you—





Olvar, acutely aware of the ugly atmosphere, tried to haul the furious Gille down. There were catcalls, and cries to turn him out. Somebody shied a crust of bread at him, another a greasy bone that bounced off his temple. Gille flinched, and his elbow caught the carven lever. Two of the strings snapped, unmelodiously, tangling his fingers. A roar of laughter filled the room. Lips pressed so tight they turned white, he stepped down from the bench, laid the kantel down on the table, and put his fingers to his temples.


‘Here,’ rasped Olvar, signalling for the reckoning, ‘down your ale quickly! Enjoy it, it’ll be a few weeks before we’re welcome here again. Assuming we can afford it. Come, let’s be on our way!’


Gille trailed after him, out into the chill evening air; a fog was rising. Jeers and whistles echoed after them, and a great roar of merriment. Evidently somebody had said something very witty. ‘I can’t imagine why they broke,’ Gille said limply. ‘They’re not so very old, not like the body—’


‘What in the world has got into you anyhow, my lad?’ growled the big man. ‘You’re acting like a child, not a master. A spoilt child! What set you off at folks like that? And whence this sudden thirst for adventure?’


Gille shrugged. ‘I … don’t know. I felt, what should I call it? Stifled, maybe? Suffocated? I needed to open a window wide – or break it!’


‘My talking about marriage,’ grunted Olvar. ‘That’s what did it. Off like a rabbit at the very mention of the word.’


‘Maybe, maybe. But there was more to it than that – I felt, I felt I should be able to persuade them, you know? That I could break through their bloody self-sufficiencies and show them, just this once, that I was right, damn right!’ He sagged. ‘And then I couldn’t.’


He stopped beneath the warm light of an unshuttered window, fidgeting with the instrument, struggling to tie the plectrum back on to its wisp of wire. Then he stopped, peered at the soundboard and swore softly to himself. Olvar peered over his shoulder, but could make out nothing unusual.


‘Come on!’ Gille said suddenly, and went striding over the cobbles at his best father-dodging pace, so that Olvar had to stump along behind. ‘Guts!’ Gille muttered venomously.


‘Er – pardon?’ asked Olvar breathlessly.


‘Gut strings!’ snapped Gille. ‘Should’ve known! Probably don’t tan them properly down south. So they wouldn’t stand up well to the sea air, not left tight like that They stretch, they tighten – no wonder they snapped. The more so, as they’re not meant to be there!’


Olvar was still annoyed and disturbed, but glad that Gille’s grasshopper mind had sprung on to something new for now. It might be best to encourage him. ‘It’s got to have strings.’


‘Yes, but not this kind! Look at these silver bridges, I should have noticed that at once – they’re too hefty just for ordinary gut strings. And too hard – no wonder they snapped. Yes, see here, the others are wearing badly. They must have done that all the time. Might explain why nobody wanted to play this much.’


‘Wouldn’t affect its value too seriously if you wanted to sell it, though,’ suggested Olvar hopefully. ‘The name’s the thing—’ Gille wasn’t listening.


‘But what, then? Wire? Steel strings? I’ve heard of those – but they’d wear the silver off the bridge, wouldn’t they?’


‘It’s steel beneath,’ Olvar pointed out, getting interested in spite of himself. ‘And it hasn’t worn anywhere else in two centuries. Maybe there’s some kind of virtue in the metal, the sort we sing into iron against rust.’


Gille nodded. ‘You and I couldn’t do that – but I imagine Vayde could. Maybe there’s something to these unreadable swirlings… Steel strings, though! They’d harden the sound, surely. Still, let’s have this home and take a good look under the lamp. Have we still got all that wire lying about? And the drawing gear, we’ll need to thin it out.’


‘Unless you’ve pawned it!’ muttered Olvar. The wire-drawers had been bought for one of Gille’s more disastrous money-making ideas; and he would have to see that this one didn’t go the same way.


‘Not yet!’ said Gille breezily. ‘Those bumpkins! Those bloody stick-in-the-mud stay-at-homes, I’ll sing the ears off ’em yet!’


‘Take care lest they have the ears off you less laboriously, laddie!’ growled the large man. ‘My ancestors used to risk that if they sang rude songs about the chieftain or the shamans. Some of our tight-fisted friends are from the same stock, and they’ve influence with the Guildmaster and the elders. They might revive the custom for your especial benefit!’


Gille laughed, his spirits restored. ‘No, I don’t fear that! That’s what your folk fled from, after all, wasn’t it? I mean, three generations of living with us has even managed to civilise you, after a fashion.’


‘Think so, do you?’ It was a bear’s growl in the still night. Huge hands caught him by his well-shaped ears, and began to pull apart.


‘I’d – ouch – depend on it! Remember I might have some offcomer blood too, damn it!’


‘Runs too thin,’ opined Olvar, letting go. ‘You pink people, you get excited too easily. Like tonight. What were you hoping for? ’Cause if it was to make us a laughing stock, your wish is granted. That’s some more work we won’t be getting, maybe!’


‘Maybe so,’ said Gille obstinately. ‘But your ancestors and mine, they were great seamen, weren’t they? All the way across the ocean they sailed here to Brasayhal, seeking freedom before the Ice. Yours from the West, mine the East, never once set eyes on land. Wouldn’t they rise to a challenge?’


‘Not like a fish to a fly.’


‘I’ll show you, all the same! The pack of you!’ stormed Gille, and stalked on, close-mouthed and silent.


Olvar ambled after, with an inner sigh. He could not help remembering how their master Kunrad had run mad one day in much the same fashion, his old steady self dissolving in a tidal wave of feeling that had lost him his most prized possession, his home, his livelihood and in the end his land, even. Admittedly Kunrad had gained rather more, but painfully; and there was little chance Gille would be so lucky. Too many women, and too many songs; neither set a man’s head straight as it should be. And Olvar would probably get roped along once more – or strung, with this infernal instrument that had erupted into their lives.


Back at the forge the big man began to stow the sacks of valuable ores he had brought home, sources of rare and precious metals that could be used to turn plain copper and steel into so many more useful alloys, imbued with the special virtues that only true smiths could impart. At first Gille helped him; but he kept wandering off to look at the instrument again, and Olvar left him to it. At last, when he had finished, he brushed off his hands and straightened up with a sigh, only to see Gille at the forge, tending pots and crucibles. ‘Should’ve thought you’d be off to your bed, after the day you’ve had.’


Gille shook his head, engrossed despite the baking heat that streaked his face with sweat. ‘Not yet. There’s something here. Look at that paper pasted inside the soundbox.’


Olvar squinted. ‘Common enough, isn’t it? The maker’s name or sign, a verse or motif – a dedication if they’ve made it for someone, or even just advice on playing the instrument, or caring for it. I can’t read this.’


‘I almost can. Some of the words, anyhow.’


‘Mmm. ’S like what you call a cursed old script, ain’t it?’


‘Cursive, you human clinker! Hold it up to the hearthlight. Look for the shape of the characters.’


‘Mmmh. Well, that word could be “copper” – and that silver-something, “silvered” maybe – and that “steel”—’


‘Hey, don’t get it too near the flame! I’ll go fetch a lamp, that’ll help.’


‘No,’ said Olvar slowly. ‘I don’t think so. This seems to come out a lot better in the firelight – see?’


Gille peered. ‘Not wrong, are you? Must be something to do with colours. It’s been varnished over with the rest. Here, I can read this! Though no wonder you couldn’t.’


‘Thanks ever so much!’ growled Olvar.


‘No, I mean it’s really old-fashioned. More than that, positively antique. Must have been old-fashioned even when it was written. All tangled and poetic.’


‘Oh, poetic, eh? Well, you’d know about that.’


‘Yes,’ breathed Gille, angling the soundbox this way and that. ‘Yes! Weird. This is an old poetical form called mhathlac – really old, dating from ancient Kerys itself.’


‘Like Vayde,’ said Olvar, and his deep voice, suddenly hushed, set the strings humming in resonance.


‘Yes, like Vayde,’ agreed Gille, preoccupied. ‘Pure Svarhath in style, wouldn’t work in Penruthya – lots of assonance, agreements vague so you’re never sure what refers to what. It’s always a sort of invocation, two stanzas with a sort of participle ending, and a couplet to close. Supposed to be based on one of those temple chants they used, back in Kerys. Still do, down in the South, as I hear.’


Olvar shrugged; Nordeney built no temples. ‘What’s it mean? Anything interesting?’


Gille blinked. ‘I don’t know. The spelling’s so antique it affects the metre, but … well, something like this …’ He declaimed it haltingly, searching for the right words.




These are my voices, ringing, singing:


Hawk-high windwords in the sky-dome swirling,


Stark-deep stonespeech under earth shivering,


Wave-cold seasong on the shoreline rushing,


Sear-hot flamedance in the forgehearth leaping.







Copper my throat binding, steel my tongue winding,


From silver jaws my heart’s song outpouring.


Whose heart to music beats, through my heart spilling


All he conceives, shall see it growing and enriching.







Only match your voice to mine, bind your tongue with mine,


And your heart’s song shall not go unheard.





‘Whew!’ said Olvar. ‘Sounds sort of conventional, hinting at things. Like one of those rhymes they put on seduction rings – only less obvious. What d’you make of it?’


‘Don’t know… There’s the characters at the centre, though. V and K in the old style, and intertwined. So this is his work, as much as the rest of the kantel. And though they say he had a good few mistresses, I’ve never heard he was the type to go scratching out love-lyrics!’


‘You never know. I had a go once,’ said Olvar, a little wistfully.


Gille grinned. ‘Well, I hope you didn’t go on about copper throat and silver jaws. Silver? That sounds more like this – the two silver bridges … Copper and silver? That couldn’t be what the strings … no. Silver, maybe; but not copper …’ He strummed the remaining strings, grimaced; and then suddenly held the kantel to his eyes. ‘Look here! This little old tag-end of wire that holds the plectrum – see it?’


‘Surely,’ said Olvar. ‘Looks worn – frayed, almost … That’s strange.’


‘Yes! It’s … a coil, isn’t it? A complex coil, fine wire over a core, a fibrous core …’


Olvar rolled it in his huge forge-scarred fingers. ‘Two kinds of wire,’ he agreed. ‘Reddish metal, and something white …’


‘Copper and silver!’ they chorused.


‘Well, I’ll be buggered!’ said Olvar mildly. ‘Around gut? Must sound a bit odd. And be damned hard in the making.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Gille thoughtfully. ‘No harder than any other coiled wire. Tense the core – this isn’t gut, but gut should do. Draw the wire very fine, wind it close – with an adhesive … But how’d you temper the wire? What kind of alloying for the copper – what kind of virtues …’


‘I need another drink,’ said Olvar.


He thought, that night, that he had persuaded Gille to get to his bed and let matters rest till morn, at the least. But in the small hours he woke, and heard the creak of the wire-drawer, and along with it a series of those quick little notes that tense metal makes, as if ghostly fingers plucked it. The air smelt hot. Gille had fired up the hearth again. Through his ill-fitting door the red light traced a panel on the ceiling, hatched across with a web of fine lines that he guessed were wires stretched about the forge. They had plenty of copper in all gauges, so this suggested that Gille was busy applying hard distress to their meagre store of silver wire, drawing it still finer.


Olvar sighed. Gille should shape a few nails with such dedication, or something else to bring in a penny or two; but you could not force him to, he would simply forge bad nails. Not maliciously, but because his thoughts were elsewhere. Best to let him have his way, for now. As a child with toys he would tire of it, soon enough. Olvar turned over; but as he sank back to sleep he was woken again for a moment, by the muttering of curses and the slam of the outer door. He smiled and mumbled contentedly. Perhaps the tiring had already begun.




CHAPTER TWO


The Golden Shoal


THE wind whistled around Gille’s ears, ruffling icy fingers through his dark curls, but he did not bother to draw up the heavy hood at his neck. The damp turf chilled his hams, but he did not move. He leaned his head against the flank of the kantel, and felt the remaining strings singing softly in the wind. The lacquered wood was cool, the metal colder, but they warmed up almost at once against his cheek. He looked along the bridge, seeing the strings vibrate like living things, and listened to their faint mutual music, reverberating with the force of the air. They could sound so much richer, the strings in his mind, the strings he had tried to make, and failed.


Below him, dark in the greyness before dawn, the sea crashed and beat on the beach, rolling relentless drums that echoed the black hopelessness in his heart. What was he? Where was he going? Nowhere, it seemed. And at an age when most men were settled already, even in that long-lived era, and plotting out the course their lives could reasonably take. Why was he not settled? Perhaps he was; and that was a thought too horrible to endure. To founder slowly in this slough of scanty comfort, year by year, with no prospect of better …


The wind seemed suddenly that much colder, and the gull-cries mocking. There were the women, of course. Just over the point was the narrow sheltered beach where many came to bathe of a morning, the one steep path usually guarded by a frightful old masseuse with wrestler’s arms. There were ways to evade her, for the nimble, while it was still half dark; but Gille did not even feel like trying. How long would he be welcome there, or anywhere else, as his youth faded and his poverty grew, his honour lessened?


He could feel himself decaying already, his eyes dimming, his teeth staining, his skin reddening and cracking and growing seamed and dirty with the constant rigours of the common forge, and the soot that penetrated every crevice and stained the very lines of the skin, even under clothes. The young girls on the beach would run screaming, then, and mean it; or else they would laugh at him. They already were, probably; the story must be all over the town by now. It would leave him doubly impotent. Gille was not much given to self-doubt; most of what fuelled his mood now, as Olvar had guessed, was wounded pride. But it forced him, for a moment, to look at himself and what he might be, and his heart withered.


He sighed, and the remaining strings sighed with him, but so feebly he struck them. The sound-box picked up the rough chord and flung it into the air, but still too weakly. He plucked a few notes. The overbearing crash of the surf did not drown them, but they sounded faint and strange. He heard the makings of a tune in them, that seemed to echo his own doubt and pain, and when he plucked them again, with a shivering tremolo that the missing strings should have picked up, his throat tightened. He was always improvising tunes, with dubious success. And yet this one was a real complaint, as lonely as a seabird’s cry, as little understood.




You waves, you sentries of all the coast,


Part, and show me the hidden way,


The light is hidden by your spray,


And the tears it strikes from my sad eyes.







You waves, in infinite freedom born,


Hear, and share all my bitter mind,


How shall I ever hope to find


A sail that will bear me to my dreams?







You waves, your crests I may not subdue,


Nor stride across on a bridge of song!


The life and love for which I long,


Are shapes unformed in your endless play …





His voice faded. The sky was full of light, and the first long ray lifted over the ocean’s rim and shone full in his face, as sudden and warm as a caress. The wind seemed to lose some of its bite, and become no more than fresh and reviving. Yet he looked around, quickly; because something else had changed, something subtle, the intangible loneliness of the beach. It was like a touch laid upon him, icier than the wind and more thrilling. Then he saw.


Perched on the steps of the bare black spray-shining rocks at the cliff base, some hundred strides away. Sitting with one pale-skinned leg extended, one knee clasped in long arms, hair blowing in the first light. Long hair, paler gold than the sunrise, blew in fine streamers across the face, hiding it; but the head was cocked his way, listening. At first he thought she – yes, it had to be she, though the limbs were long and shaded with muscles – at first he thought she was naked. But as she rose, the wind slapped the light shift back and forth about her legs. Elsewhere it clung, soaked to transparency. She stood, wavering a little on the slippery rock, and he thought to run and help her, lest she lose her footing and tumble into the heavy surf. But she leaped down to the beach and landed nimbly; then, a little hesitantly, began to move towards him. He stood, uncertainly, letting the kantel slip down on its strap; but she gestured eagerly, her long fingers flung wide. He smiled. She wanted him to go on playing.


He struck the strings, and somehow caught the rhythm of her hesitant approach and wove a dancing theme around it, to the tune of a popular children’s game.




Sweet girl goes a-gathering sea-flowers


For her sweetest, sweetest sweetheart …





It seemed strangely appropriate, and evidently she knew it; for suddenly she was dancing on the sand, a little clumsily at first, then gaining confidence, kicking out her long legs, spinning around. Her flimsy shift flew wide, and he saw it was greenish, with some kind of fine girdle; and though her hair still shadowed her face, he caught a flash of eyes as she whirled, light eyes. He speeded up the dance a little, and met a wide grin as she matched him, arms outflung for balance, at once endearingly coltish and suddenly, breathtakingly graceful, whirling faster and faster without the least false urge to conceal her body. He increased the beat to match her and beyond, and, forgetting himself, slid the lever up a key to make the music wilder and more exciting; until suddenly, with a vicious pinging sound, another string broke, stinging his wrist. Her feet flew from under her, her shift billowed wide, and she landed on her backside in the damp sand. It was a loud thump, and sent a guiltstruck Gille skidding and clattering down the layers of stone and leaping across the sand.
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