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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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Map of the Burgundian Empire some 700 years after the death of Attila, from the Imperial Library in Worms. The map, painted on wood, was discovered after a mysterious fire in the students’ quarter – it had been re-used as the headboard of a bed in one of the more exclusive bordellos.







History Lesson


The sublime Emperor Constans, born to the Purple, Lord of New Rome, or Constantinopolis, or Byzantium – depending upon whether you were flattering the Emperor, writing a history book, or just trying to ask the way – stamped furiously into his marbled audience chamber, his sparse hair disordered, his crown of gilded laurels bent at a rakish angle over one ear, striving vainly – and messily – to shake the richly assorted clods of horse dung off his stiff gilded robes. From below came the buzz of angry altercation as his personal guard of Saxon, Teuton and Scandinavian tribesmen forced the crowd back down the steps, removing the odd head here and there in their artless barbarian fashion, and barred the palace doors. He rounded angrily on the sleek old man who had glided in, apparently on oiled wheels, and was contemplating the Emperor with a far too expressionless face.


‘Hokay! All-a right!’ said the Emperor coldly. He made a point of not speaking Greek too well, as if to underline that he was technically at least still an Italian. ‘So, what’s a-da matter this-a time?’


Stephanos, his personal scribe, adviser, food-taster and stage manager, waved his hands in the twisted shrug that was the nearest to helpless frankness a Byzantine official could manage. He began checking off a list on his ring-laden fingers. ‘The Leek-Greens are rioting because their chariot teams didn’t win. The Blues are rioting because theirs did. The Red and White demes are rioting because they want to keep up with the wealthier supporter’s clubs. The Christians are rioting because they can’t agree over the nature of Christ, and because you don’t restore them to the official faith. The Jews are rioting in case you do. The devout pagans are rioting because they’re being threatened by all these monotheists. The worshippers of the dark gods of Tartarus are rioting because what else would you expect them to do? And the everyday Greeks—’


‘Si?’


‘Because it breaks the monotonos, I suppose.’


The Emperor howled for a slave while he began a futile effort to wriggle out of his soiled finery. ‘Jeesama Christ!’; Like most of his line since Constantine he had flirted with Christianity, but it had taken root only in his swearing. ‘What a-da people I’m-a ruling! What a-da people! Jeesama Christ!’


‘Would that be in His divine nature, O excellency?’ inquired the slave politely. ‘Because, saving your Worship, despite the ridiculous Orthodox contention that He could somehow have two, divine and human, divisible, it surely must be more respectful to believe that—’


‘Out!’ roared the Emperor, wrapping the noisome cloak around the slave’s head and shoving him staggering away. He slumped down in his throne of gilded porphyry, and raised his fists to heaven.


Unknown to him or to anyone else, a nexus of history trembled invisibly on the brink of resolution. It swelled and bobbed in an instant of electric silence, broken only by the distant sound of the slave falling downstairs. It was quite an old nexus, having been born in the turmoil after the death of the emperor Constantine, when it became clear that his attempt to make Christianity the official Imperial religion hadn’t quite caught on. By now it was positively overripe and bursting with implications; and it was determined to be settled one way or the other.


The Emperor slammed down his fists on the arms of the Imperial throne, accidentally activating the mechanism of clockwork and counterweights arranged by what would now be called the Imperial special effects department to impress barbarian visitors. There was a clanking whirr, a strong smell of olive oil, and the emperor was hoisted sixteen feet up in the air, while bronze lions roared and brass peacocks flapped their wings.


‘Mamma mia! That does it! That-a does it! I’ve had-a my bellyful of this city of lunatics and-a chariot hooligans and religious maniacs and-a crazy clockwork tinkerers and-a retsina louts out here on the edge of the world, entendi? My bellyful!’ repeated the Emperor. The nexus of history tipped happily over and burst. ‘I’m-a going back to where it’s-a civilised, and-a people can murder each-a other inna peace anna quiet and not-a tear down half-a city every time!’


‘But excellency!’ stammered Stephanos from below, staggering against an unseen shower of implications. ‘Roma – so ruined – and so far from the capital of your Empire – all the heart of the Imperial administration—’


‘That’s all-a right!’ declared Constans with a grand, all-embracing gesture. He slumped back into the throne and crossed his legs. It was amazing how problems seemed to melt away once you came to a decision.


‘They-a coming too! Where-a Emperor is, is-a Empire, no? So. It is-a settled. But we not-a going to Roma. We go to Sicily, to lovely rich-a Syracusa, where the sun shine and men-a know how to live! Make-a da arrangements, Stefano! Sei pronto!’


‘But – majesty—’ protested Stephanos faintly, feeling ancestral reins of influence and rivers of patronage slip out from between his shaking fingers. Sheepishly he began to work the lever that lowered his royal master safely, if rather jerkily, back to earth. ‘It’s so far to the south – cut off by sea – so remote from the direct lines of Imperial communications northward! These barbarians in Germania and Gaul, these Angles and Saxons and Franks and these Burgundians, Nibelungs as they called themselves after they allied with that uncouth Attila person! They’re powerful already, and there’s more of them pouring in all the time! What if they band together? They could found a whole new Empire up there in the Transalpine lands!’


The sublime Emperor Constans stood up, plucked the ruined laurels from behind his ear, contemplated them a moment – then threw them down and stamped on them. ‘Let-a them! They’re-a welcome. Me, I’m-a go take a bath! Let them!’


And that’s exactly what they did.




Prologue


Night lay heavy over the ancient city of Worms, high capital of the vast Nibelung Empire. Elsewhere, perhaps, in the palaces of its lords and the high houses of its richer merchants, blazing braziers and festoons of candles might lift the mantle a little, music and song drive back silence; even in the lowest dives of the Rhine-side districts dockers would be carousing with their drabs around a fire of flotsam and litter. But here in the university quarter the shutters were made fast, and scarcely a chink of light escaped between them; even the moon could not lift the darkness in the narrow, winding streets they overhung, and a deep silence reigned. But it was the silence not of sleep, but of thought, the thought that delves deep into mysteries darker than the darkest night. Behind many of those shutters, by the light of a single candle or cheap tallow dip, strange substances were mixed, decayed old scripts were scanned and arcane rites performed which might, in the day of their fruition, move the world more profoundly than a whole generation of merchants, lords and dockers together. For this was the realm of knowledge, and the hour of magic.


In the large and draughty room where the doctor of alchemy Schweiker Strauben had allotted his apprentice Volker a place to sleep there was no light at all, save a silver thread of moonlight at one ill-fitting shutter. The darkness didn’t worry Volker; his fingers knew every contour of the old cittern better than his eyes, and they slid deftly to their stops as the music poured out into the room. It was his great love and leisure, this music; there was no greater pleasure for an apprentice, at least one as poor as he was. But tonight his heart was hardly in it; he’d strum a few chords, then break off and glance anxiously up at the ceiling, to where even now his master was working. He didn’t worry about disturbing him; in fact Strauben liked him to play, saying that it helped him concentrate. It was just what the old man was up to that concerned him, this evening and many like it in the past few weeks. He’d half a mind to go up and knock on the elaboratory door, though he knew it would get him nowhere.


Strauben had changed. He’d seemed like a worthy old fellow when Volker had first come to him, a year or two past, austere and withdrawn but kindly enough in an absent-minded way; and he’d never been less than a good master. But Volker had soon come to realise that as an alchemist Strauben was a failure, and knew it. He had made a great name twenty years ago with a pioneering thesis on the natural harmonies of matter, the ‘music of spheres’, but all his attempts to research it further had led nowhere. These six months past the last of them had gradually petered out, and he seemed to have no new ideas to replace it; at least, none he’d talk about. He’d become not just withdrawn but completely cut off. By day he’d potter through meaningless labours, with hardly a word for Volker; he seemed to be waiting impatiently for night, when after their scant supper he would retreat into the elaboratory again, shutting Volker out. And then there would be … things. Worrying things. Sounds, strange sounds filtering down through the boards from above; some he could identify—


He stopped playing abruptly. There was the first, the creak and bump of furniture shifting. Old fool! He’d do himself an injury mucking about like that! Then the squeak of chalk on the boards, or sometimes a brush rasping, painting something in minute, intricate-sounding strokes. Then the voice, sometimes simply muttering aloud, sometimes clearly chanting, now rising, now falling, a monotonous moan like the wind in the chimney. After that, other sounds, infinitely stranger, and odours – gods, those stinks! There was the chant beginning now; it could go on and on for hours, lulling him to sleep only to waken him, half the night later, with nightmarish visions dancing in his head. Dancing – was the old fellow doing that too, the way those feet thudded on the boards, hopping about and kicking up his scrawny shins? He shivered; it should have been funny, that idea, but instead it unnerved him. He didn’t want to face what it suggested. Even the merest suspicion of such goings-on would bring every witch-hunting fanatic in Worms down the back of their necks, and right now the city was louse-ridden with them. He strummed an angry chord, then jumped as something answered him out of the darkness, a metallic ring like a soft cymbal. Volker looked up to the ceiling and saw the orrery of painted bronze that hung there still vibrating, its planets shaking on their gearwheel courses and turning new faces to the thin sliver of light. He swung off the bed and padded over, cursing the cold flagstones. Something had struck it …


The chant was rising now, a note of intensity and excitement in the old man’s voice that he had not heard for many months. He held out a hand, and something warm dripped into his palm. Dripped? He lifted it to his face, then gagged and ran for the pitcher and basin to splash away the foulness; blood and dung and rotting offal were the least of it. More of it was dripping down as the boards flexed, and the stench was filling the room, catching acridly at his throat, while overhead the bouncing and crashing grew louder. And behind all that noise there were other sounds, ghastly ones. He grabbed his jacket, and kicked his feet into his boots. This had to stop, and now! Come morning he’d give the old loon a proper earful, but for now he was going out; he’d little money to spare for another bed, but sooner sleep in the gutter than beneath what was going on up there.


Then he stopped dead. Something had fallen with a crash, something big – and now something else. And as he looked up he saw the boards creak and bulge suddenly, as if some immense weight had settled upon them, and a single wisp, of steam or of smoke, puff down between them into the shaft of moonlight. Old Strauben was not chanting now, he was shouting. Or screaming. Volker darted across the room, hurtling out of the door and into the narrow stairwell. The stench seemed to pour down on him as he clattered up the springy boards, enveloping him in its invisible embrace. His lungs convulsed, refusing to take it in; it was growing worse by the minute, an overwhelming, suffocating wash of foulness. He had to force himself up against it, like climbing up a waterfall, and draw himself up on to the landing on all fours. He reached the door, scrambled up and beat on it. The screaming was louder now, louder but somehow thinner; and beneath it he seemed to hear another note, a deep gurgling sound with the rhythm of a chuckle, though there was nothing merry about it. It was the kind of gloating sound a cat might make when toying with a mouse, undisturbed by Volker’s hammering and cries. He leaned against the door and pushed hard; and it seemed to him that the wood quivered under tension, as if something upon the far side pushed back with greater strength. He could not move it in the least, and suddenly he fell back with a cry, rubbing his shoulder; the wood was getting hot.


In desperation he stepped back across the landing, nerving himself. He was more afraid than he had dreamed he could be, he knew it was a foolish and futile thing he was about to try. But the old man had been good to him. He flung himself off the wall opposite, and cannoned with all his weight into the door. He was not heavily built, but even that strain seemed too much for the tortured timbers; they exploded outwards with a roar, and a great tongue of red flame licked out over his head.


Tongue indeed; for as he reeled back, shielding his face, he saw the door pillars sweat and bulge, and the lintel above them curve suddenly. Warping in the heat, was his first instinctive reaction – till they bulged out after him like vast obscene lips, slobbering fire. In sheer terror he hurled himself aside, and that saved him, for he fell head-over-heels down the stairs once more. Bruised and shaking, he staggered to his feet and back into his own chamber, knowing there was no more he could do. The foul drip lay slathered across the room: the books on the shelves whose worn bindings he had polished, the papers on the great table, the worn trenchers on the dark dressers, the clothes chest he left open at night to air it. He could not bear to touch anything it had contaminated, not even the worn spinet he had been learning to play. But his best cloak was safe, and his cittern and hautbois, and he caught them up, along with the two books that lay beside his bed, his present studies. On the dresser only a salt-cellar, one of Strauben’s few pieces of silver, had escaped the drip, and he seized that also. Smoke was billowing in the hallway outside, but he had no intention of escaping that way; seizing the shutters, he hauled them back and flung wide the casement beyond. The fire above roared hungrily at the fresh inflow of air. He inhaled once with deep relief, then sprang nimbly on to the sill, crouched there an instant, and leaped out into the cool darkness.


He landed in mud. There was no drain in the alley that ran behind the old houses, but it felt infinitely cleaner than the foul air within. Looking up, he saw plumes of smoke escape between the roof tiles, with here and there red glows like malevolent eyes peeping through. Smoke billowed up through the open window, and tongues of flame played across the ceiling. He had one glimpse of the orrery, glowing scarlet and white, swinging crazily; then the beautiful instrument fell free and dropped blazing into the dark, like true stars falling.


Outside in the street voices were calling, feet clattering on the cobbles. Volker had been wise not to go that way; folk were gathering, folk who would want to put out the fire, to know just how and why it had started. He wouldn’t be the one to tell them. Let it burn, and with it all trace of Strauben’s folly. He picked himself up, and began to run, though he didn’t know where. The rising column of flame lit his way, and showed him the vast wavering shadows of the crowd gathering. The witchfinders would not be far behind, circling like vultures over any unexplained calamity, eager – too eager – to find someone to blame. Only when he was some streets away did he stop and stare back at the glare that danced over the rooftops. It hadn’t been put out, then, but neither was it spreading; and both those things were good. He found himself shedding a few tears for the old alchemist; in his way he had been a good and a kindly master, something of the father Volker had never known. Even if, in his extreme of fury and frustration at failing to master his own legitimate science, he’d been driven to dabble in demonology – and had demonstrably failed to master that as well.


Pitying the old man made it easier to avoid self-pity. He shivered. He’d some excuse: he had been cast out almost penniless and utterly alone, without a single friend to turn to, and with little or no skill to support himself. True, he had his degree – but the theses his tutors had admired and encouraged were no substitute for practical experience, and two years as Strauben’s assistant had given him less of that than he had imagined possible. His prospects looked dismal, right enough. Then he drew himself up to his full height, which was considerable, and pulled his cloak closer about his lean shoulders. He was young, wasn’t he? And strong? There must be plenty of jobs he could do, if he didn’t mind swallowing his pride. And he had freedom. No bonds of duty, family, or religion held him back; he was free to wander where he willed in the world. He’d seen little enough of it so far – his home city of Bremen, Worms, the roads between. Yet, huge as these cities were, the Empire was vaster yet. From the cold borders of the Norselands to the warm coasts of the Mittelzee in the south, from the barbarous steppes of the East to the wide seaboard of western Galle, over huldra-haunted forests and kobold mountains, over nymph-swum lakes and pirate-ridden rivers its vast mantle spread – although sometimes a little threadbare in patches. And beyond that mighty sweep lay another as rich, that few now living had ever visited – the Southern Empire, vast and decadent, last heir of vanished Rome, sprawling about the Middle Sea like the corpse of one of the Titans Jupiter struck down, gangrenous and crumbling, yet still seething with malign life.


And beyond that immense sway there must be other, stranger lands still. In so wide a world there must surely be a place for him somewhere, a new life to lead …


The problem would be staying alive to find it.




Chapter 1


Volker glared contemptuously at the specks of coloured light skipping about like fireflies in the smoky air, and struggled not to feel envious or despondent. One of them wiggled suddenly and made as if to shoot up his nose; despite himself he swore and slapped at it, though he knew it was the simplest of illusions, the cheapest and flashiest of magic. The skinny little man who had directed the lights with his waggling fingers smirked broadly and bowed, while the tavern regulars around the ratting pit hooted. Some threw bones and crusts at Volker, and even the occasional dead rat. They were getting used to him, which wasn’t too surprising. He had been standing in that same hiring line every day for the last two weeks.


The Mutzelbacherkeller was a huge low-roofed cellar. The building above had once been the headquarters of a waggoners’ company – but its owners had failed to compete with the new canal link to the Danube. Since those heady days the inn had come down in the world, a long way down. Even so, its hiring line was supposed to be the best in Nürnberg for entertainers, especially those boasting magical skill. That was why silk sleeves brushed the greasy tabletops, and fine leather boots scuffed circles in the sawdust on the floor. With both music and magic to offer, Volker had thought he might do well here. After all, Nürnberg was the oldest Free City of the Empire, commercial capital of the Burgund-mark – all its lands east of the Rhine – and richer, if anything, than Worms itself. Also, it was a university centre, almost as illustrious as Heidelberg or nearby Regensburg, but much more liberal. It had seemed the best place to run. The capital, after all, was too hot to hold him, what with demonfire on one hand and witch-burners on the other. Finding another master would take time, but his skills should pick him up some cash while he looked.


He knew better now. He’d known better after the first two humiliating days. He was ten times the magician of any other in this line, with their hedge-wizard skills and half-baked marketplace patter; but he could not do that trick with the lights, nor conjure up crude caricatures of leading citizens as the man before him had – nothing at all like that. And he wasn’t enough of a musician to make up. He’d been careful to keep his music a hobby. Becoming anything like a professional player would have seemed like a bad joke, as if the blood he’d always despised and rejected was showing through. So he couldn’t join the kept players of a nobleman, expected to read off anything from a sarabande to a symphony at a few minute’s notice, And he couldn’t reel off all the bawdy street songs from memory the way the feeblest busker could, even with only three chords and a broken d-string, nor play the lumbering ländler dances they favoured for weddings and jollifications round here. There was definitely more to being an entertainer than he’d thought.


He had stood in other hiring lines, of course; but scriveners and shophands had their special skills as well, and even a bootblack with a reference could beat a bootblack without one. He’d never have dreamed how many experienced bootblacks and undergrooms and footmen – even tall and personable footmen – seemed to be running loose around Nürnberg just now. There was no hiring line for experienced magician’s apprentices, and if there were he wouldn’t have dared join it. Strauben’s death had caused gossip, and with the taint of demonology at his back nobody would have hired him, even if the witchfinders didn’t start pulling out his toenails just in case. Moodily he watched the very fat man next to him conjure up a miniature nymph, on the porky side herself, and set it dancing on his palm. Volker found nothing remotely erotic in her meaty wigglings; in fact they only reminded him that he was hungry. The proceeds of pawning the salt-cellar had kept him alive, barely; but there was only tonight’s dinner left of it, and a meagre dinner at that. For the last week he’d been dining only every other night. And the bluff, jolly fellow who was the last hirer tonight seemed the typical merry merchant type, richly dressed and leaning on a silver-headed ebony cane. He was no more likely to hire Volker than all the others had. It hardly seemed worth staying in the line.


But here was his turn, and he might as well summon up the best trick he could think of. From his pocket he produced one of his last coins, a cheap copper thing, and spun it a moment on his palm; then he breathed on it, and muttering words in an ancient tongue he flipped it high in the air:


A Mercurio! Denarius in argente enitesce!


It caught the torchlight with a sudden silvery gleam as it dropped into his outstretched palm, and with a flourish he held out what looked like a silver thaler. The burly man took it in red, meaty fingers, and examined it carefully. ‘That’s useful!’ he said cheerfully. ‘Doesn’t look like an illusion, either. Risking the laws ’gainst coining, aren’t you?’


‘It’s not meant to be an illusion,’ explained Volker hastily. ‘Just a simple transformation spell. Before I blew on it I turned the acid in my breath to a weak solution of spirits of nitre and quicksilver; it reacts with the copper to become a thin film of amalgam. Looks silvery at first, but it goes on reacting – turns black in a minute or two, then rubs off, so!’


It seemed a feeble trick to him, and the tavern louts thought so, too. But to Volker’s surprise the merchant rounded on them, and silenced their hooting with a single angry bark. ‘That’s real magic!’ he said, in some surprise. ‘Simple alchemy, but real. Called on Mercury, didn’t you? God of alchemists …’ He chuckled. ‘And thieves. You know a thing or two, don’t you, my lad? Any other skills?’


‘Well, aside from reading and writing, only music, I’m afraid,’ said Volker lamely, ‘but I play several instruments—’


The merchant stepped back a little, and looked Volker up and down. He felt a cold chill as those eyes passed over him; suddenly they seemed dark and fathomless and not at all jolly. ‘Yes,’ said the merchant musingly. ‘Yes, of course. You would, wouldn’t you?’


Volker flushed angrily. Was it that obvious? And suppose it was, why should even a rich bastard go tearing out of a man the things he most wanted to bury? ‘I’m no minstrel or player,’ he said coldly. He was ruining his best, his only prospect, but he couldn’t hold back his pride. ‘It’s just a hobby with me. Nothing more.’


The merchant nodded, apparently undisturbed. ‘All the same, it’s in your blood,’ he said calmly, adding, ‘whether you like it or not.’ Volker flushed. ‘But this once, at least, it may serve you; it has decided me. I hadn’t hoped to find a lettered man here. My name’s Ulrich, Ulrich Tragelicht of Worms, dealer in wines and spices and anything else that’ll turn a profit. If you’re game for a long journey, and maybe a hard one, you’re exactly the servant I’m looking for. Will you join me?’


A long journey? Volker blinked in amazed relief. It could hardly have suited him better. He could go somewhere else and find a new apprenticeship, or at least stay away till matters here had blown over. As for hardship, well, he could soon have his bellyful of that just by staying where he was. Volker squared his shoulders and bowed as he had seen servants do. ‘I’m Volker Seefried of Bremen. I’ll be honoured to!’ The merchant nodded, and called across the gaping heads of the loiterers for the two cups of wine that were the traditional bond of hire.


‘But not here!’ he told the landlord sternly, glaring at the noisy crowd about the ratpit. ‘Show us to a clean table in a quiet corner! I’m surprised the city ordinances haven’t banned this filthy sport.’


Volker smiled sourly. ‘They do – officially. But it’s tolerated – they say it encourages the poor to catch rats.’


Ulrich twitched his whiskers disdainfully, and followed the grovelling landlord to an alcove by the main fireplace. There they toasted one another. Volker took a long draught, and felt the new wine run cold and deep into his empty stomach; the merchant sipped austerely, and put his goblet down at once. Again he looked at Volker with that same piercing gaze, that turned his jolly face to … something else. ‘Seefried, eh? I’ve heard that name in Bremen. A wealthy merchant family. Strange …’


Volker smiled ruefully. ‘That’s my family, sir – abut my branch of it hasn’t much hope of wealth.’


Ulrich shrugged. ‘Perhaps. But truth to tell, I expected a name in another tongue altogether.’


Volker flushed: ‘Seefried was my mother’s name. My father’s I choose not to bear.’ He had meant to say no more, but when the merchant looked at him expectantly, tapping his cane lightly against his shoe, he found himself telling the whole story, unable to hold it back. ‘She came from the merchant family you know of, yes. My father – he was as you have guessed. Of another kind altogether—’ He stopped, waiting for the merchant to fill in the hateful name himself; but he didn’t.


‘One of the Huldravolk,’ said Volker at last. ‘One of the Old Peoples. A Huldrawicht of the Odenwald, the High Forests.’ He spat out the words as if they poisoned him. ‘One of the few who live near men, and have some trade with them. He … he went away when I was young. Just vanished. Perhaps something happened to him. I think he just got tired of humans – like any wild beast! He abandoned us without a thought. In poverty. My mother’s kin might have helped us, but she broke with them to marry my father – she was too proud to go begging to them. My father had kin still in the woodlands; it was their duty to aid us. And they did – as little and as grudgingly as they could. After all, we were humans. My mother died young, worn out. Now I want nothing of theirs, not even the name. I would spill their blood from my veins if I could.’


‘But you cannot,’ said the merchant severely. ‘Nor their shape from your body, their thought from your mind – as witness your love of music. This is folly, my young friend.’


‘My mother loved music,’ said Volker angrily. ‘My father was a huntsman, a skin-trader – practically tone-deaf, by his people’s standard! She gave me music, not him.’


‘And your way with magic? In huldra the two go together – in humans, more rarely. Which brings me to my problem.’ He sat back, took a deeper draught and patted his belly, and became the merry merchant once again. ‘I use magic and music to sell my wares; a good show pulls in the customers. And sweetens ’em for an extra two or three thalers in the hundred on the prices. Trouble is, none of my present staff could manage this journey; it’s a long one – and no, I’m not saying where to just yet. What I need is two or three new helpers, same as my partners in the venture are taking, men young and strong enough to serve on the road, but with talents we can use at the far end. They’re hard to find. Now I’ve found you – and your first job’ll be to find me the others!’


Volker swallowed uneasily. ‘I’ve no experience of hiring … Surely you …?’


‘Not I. This is meant to be a secret, this journey, for any number of reasons; never know who might be keeping eyes and ears open. Competitors, robbers – comes to much the same thing in this trade. I can hire one young fellow with no questions asked; but if I’m seen touting about for sturdy bravos with talents magical and musical … you follow? And sturdy they must be, two or better still three fellows who’ve knocked around a bit and can look after themselves. You’re a strong lad, I don’t doubt; but we’ll need experienced fighters on this road.’


Volker shook his head helplessly. ‘I don’t want to let you down! I wouldn’t know how to choose such people, even if I can find them!’


Ulrich’s beard twisted in a lop-sided smile. ‘Bring those you choose to the Goldener Hirsch inn, four days from now. I’ll cast an eye over them, and unfold all to you – and them. But use your own judgement first; you’ve brains, they’ll serve you. And you’ve a good heart, when you’re not filling it with follies! Choose those you trust, those you’re drawn to, and I’ll wager you won’t go far wrong.’ He grinned suddenly, and tossed a purse on to the table. ‘Tell them their pay will be excellent; and so will yours, little as you seem to care. Here’s for your expenses! And your first should be some dinner. You’ll look less elven-pale with some blue trout and a mug of ale inside you. At the Goldener Hirsch, then!’


His shoulder still stinging from the friendly thump of Ulrich’s hand, Volker sat hefting the unopened purse in his hand. From its weight he could guess there was gold in there, a neat amount. Either this Ulrich was mad, or he could size men up with the accuracy of an insult. He’d decided Volker was honest; and the worst of it was, he was right. Volker smouldered with resentment. He’d half a mind to run off with the lot, just to prove him wrong; only he was too damn proud. And Ulrich might have guessed that, too. What gave that fat old fraud the right to read a man like a book? Volker sighed, and hefted the money. The right to buy the book, of course. Being a servant wasn’t going to be easy. But he had been given his orders, and he’d better get on with them – starting with dinner. Ulrich had even guessed his weakness for trout. Sheer perversity made Volker order a steak.


It might just as well have been the fish. Ravenous as he was, he hardly noticed what he was eating. His new responsibility took all the savour out of it. How in all the length and breadth of the Empire was anybody supposed to set about finding a pack of reformed musical brigands? And discreetly, at that!


Two evenings later, lurking behind the door of the snug with the row from the rat-pit grating on his ears, he still had no answers. The cudgel of untrimmed oak poised above his head was about as near as he’d got. Unemployed musician-magicians seemed to be as common as bootblacks, and a pretty feeble lot they were. By now he had scared several dozen out of half a year’s growth. None who came in answer to his carefully phrased placards had shown the slightest ability to ‘look after himself’… No, not quite true. A fair number showed startling agility when the cudgel whistled past their ears, and some had demonstrated a fine turn of speed. One had leapt clear through the window. That had cost Volker extra to placate the landlord; the window had been closed at the time.


Useful as these skills might be, they weren’t quite what Ulrich had meant. Being a peaceful and sensitive soul himself, Volker felt some sympathy with his victims; but the fact remained, all of them were even softer than he was. Not one had shown the kind of spirit he’d want in a companion on a different journey to the gods knew where. Neither, he told himself, would this next one. The tread approaching the door was heavy and slow; probably another bulge-bellied lutenist, or another Italian eunuch singer; the last had screamed in a voice so high Volker was almost had up for rape. He hefted the cudgel, fighting down the urge not to miss for a change, so disgusted he felt; but he muttered the simple spell that would deflect it, just as before. As the door swung back on the newcomer he brought it whistling down.


For one mad moment he thought he’d hit himself, so solid was the impact that jarred along his arm. Then he heard a nasal, accented voice say, very reproachfully, ‘A man should not do that. Someone might get hurt.’ Something, a gale maybe, plucked the cudgel out of his hand. Then the gale blew a tree down on his head. ‘Saa. You see?’


Those damned coloured lights were back, Volker decided, wittering around his head again. But what was he doing flat on his back, and why was the cudgel waving about in front of his nose? ‘One light tap I give you. You have a face too honest for any such nithing’s work. But I think it best that in two, maybe three breaths you tell a tale I believe, or you shall eat this twig without salt and pepper.’


Volker sat up with an effort, though the room insisted on swaying. Above him loomed what appeared to be a mass of sandy-brown hair, with somewhere in the midst of it a straight, rather prominent nose; above high cheekbones, tanned to the same shade as the hair, a pair of ice-blue eyes fixed him with a highly alarming stare. ‘I think,’ mumbled Volker, rubbing his head, ‘that concludes the first part of the interview …’


The newcomer’s name was Thorgrim, called, he said, Thorgrim Thryhyrning, for reasons he didn’t go into. But even before he heard it, Volker knew where he was from. The accent was unmistakable, and so was the look, up to a point. He had seen and heard Norse barbarians often enough in Bremen, where their traders came now and again to buy the civilised luxuries that fierce and hardy folk had developed a remarkable taste for. Unlike most Empire citizens Volker knew that they weren’t all giant raving loons in breechclouts and horned helmets. Aside from the occasional berserker, that was; and this one looked almost offensively calm.


He was no giant; Volker, yanked back on his feet with one effortless heave, topped him by a good handspan, though the Norseman was much more heavily built. And he didn’t look uncivilised, too much the other way, if anything. His hair and beard, though dense, were elaborately barbered and curled and perfumed; his metal-studded leather jerkin, though it looked rather worn, was lined and trimmed with rich grey fur, and his full hose were in the latest eye-aching fashion, gaudy black and yellow stripes. The high boots they were tucked into, though very battered, were imported Cordoban work, crucially expensive city footwear. But he bore none of the ornaments that were every Norseman’s portable savings, save a heavy gold-hilted knife at his hip, and empty sockets yawned among the gold where gems had been pried loose. He might have looked funny, like an overdressed mountebank; but that knife, and the weapon like a huge-bladed spear or pike that he scooped up off the floor – there was a well-used practicality about them that gave Volker, clutching at the wall for support, no urge to laugh at all. He put the Norseman at about ten years older than him, and maybe twice the strength. A pretty active ten years, at that. The blue eyes measured up Volker with deceptive mildness. ‘Naa. An interview? You hear, perhaps, that Norsemen make drums of skulls, and you will tune mine? I heard you sought skalds or spellsingers—’


‘You?’ demanded Volker, detaching himself gingerly from the wall. ‘You’re a musician?’


Thorgrim’s blue eyes fixed him with that stare once again. ‘That seems unlikely to you. But our princes will not have slaves to sing their praises. Alfvinn Reykjadale’s-Chieftain, he was my father. His third son, me, he causes to be raised as a skald, so that someone may sing of his great deeds. Then he is slain by Eystein Fart before he does much worth singing about. And so there is feuding—’ he fingered the shaft of his halberd suggestively ‘—and I must fare south awhile with Oskel the Skin-Trader, down the Rhine to Strasbourg. There I serve the Archpriest three years as hærethman—’


‘As what?’


‘Bodyguard. In his house-troop. Also I play in his band. Second sackbut. Then the Archpriest tightens his purse-strings. Band disbanded. Sackbuts sacked.’ He stamped the round steel butt of his weapon irritably on the floor. ‘So I wander this great Empire with my father’s old halberd Hlavisbana to look for honest labour in lousy fleabitten taverns, and instead we are set on from behind doors …’


‘Please sit down!’ said Volker hastily, waving him towards the better of the two chairs and the wine bottle on the table. ‘Help yourself,’ he added, staggering to the other chair and managing, somehow, to slump into it. ‘All right, so you’re a musician. But my – er, I also require some magical ability …’


‘That I have also,’ grunted the Norseman from behind his wine cup, ‘a little. It comes to me when I am deputed to guard a fjolkingis, a witchfinder you would say, in the Archpriest’s service. A bad man, that, little better than the Tartarists he hunted. But in his service I found a skill, and that – uncommon.’ He fell silent, as if unsure how much to give away, fingering the hammer-shaped amulet that hung at his throat. Volker couldn’t help noticing the ruby that glittered at the base of its shaft – one jewel, at least, the Norseman had kept.


‘You came for a job,’ Volker reminded him. ‘I’ll need a demonstration, maybe—’ He gulped at his wine, and the drumming in his head eased. ‘Wait a minute … I’ve just had one, haven’t I? With the cudgel! You were expecting it!’


The Norseman shrugged, rather sheepishly. ‘Half-told is ill told. Ja, I knew. It came to me while we searched for places where ill magic was being worked, that I knew them at once. I was not believed at first, but later it saved many innocents from being put to the question, or worse. For that he did not love me, the witch-hunter; he would have tried me, but the Archpriest pronounced me clean. It is this way with me, that I have no magic – but when a man uses magic near me, I know it. In my guts I feel it. If it is strong enough, I know where. Sometimes, very strong, very close, I can even tell who. You and your little stick-spell, it was a small matter; for as the saying goes, no door speaks of what lies behind it, and it is my way always to check. That is all.’


Volker whistled, impressed. ‘That’s not quite what I expected, but it’s a powerful talent! It could come in useful—’


The beard split in a crafty grin. ‘Naa ja? Useful for what?’


‘I don’t know myself. Not yet. We’ll all be told before we’re hired.’


‘But it is a matter of hazard, that is plain. Hence the twig. It seems you are looking for the kind of skald who does not step lightly through strange doors?’


‘Something like that,’ admitted Volker. ‘There can’t be many, and I couldn’t think of a better way to find them.’


‘Not so bad, at that,’ conceded Thorgrim reluctantly. ‘Though perhaps it is not so simple to find another with my placid nature. Most, I think, will first break your neck, and ask why later …’


‘I thought of that; but magic and music, those kinds of skills make a man more likely to think before he acts. Anyway …’ he smiled shamefacedly, and rubbed his head. ‘I thought I’d be able to stand them off – long enough to explain, anyway. Some hope! I hardly even saw you. I think you’re just the type my master’s looking for. I’m just not sure that I am.’


Thorgrim chuckled good-naturedly. ‘There is more to you than your seeming, I think. So when shall we see this master of yours?’


‘In a day or so. But I’ve got to find others first – at least a couple more like you.’


‘Luck, my friend,’ said Thorgrim drily. ‘Tell me the meeting-place, and you shall find me there.’


‘I was hoping you might help me …’ Noting a certain lack of enthusiasm, he added, ‘I’d make it worth your while, of course. But this time you hold the club.’


Thorgrim thought it over a moment, then chuckled again, and raised his wine cup.


The next two days passed all too swiftly, and so, it seemed, did the few remaining musician-magicians in town. If the firstcomers had moved fast when Volker swung at them, the rest surpassed themselves when they saw Thorgrim. One with more magical ability than most tried to levitate up the chimney, wedged himself tight, and had to be hauled down kicking and screaming amid clouds of soot and old bird’s nests. Volker’s hopes sank.


‘Tomorrow,’ he muttered, staring moodily down at the dinner he had hardly touched. A day or two earlier he had been starving; now he had lost his appetite. Besides, everything tasted of soot. ‘My first task, and I fouled it up.’


Thorgrim shrugged and stole a length of blood-sausage from his plate. ‘You have found me. I think it not so strange that there should be few in these soft lands to match me. There is no making a stone bleed – except, maybe, in the forest heartlands or the high mountains, where the older powers still endure. I am wondering if our journey will lie through them.’


Volker shuddered. ‘Surely not. There can’t be many customers in the wilds—’ He broke off as the bell above their heads tinkled, the tapster signalling that another customer was on the way.


‘Yes, well, try going a bit easier on this one!’ warned Volker as Thorgrim took up station, the end of the sausage still dangling from his mouth. ‘Spell or not, swing wider!’


‘Well for you to say!’ grumbled the barbarian past mouthfuls of sausage. ‘Making miserable lute-pluckers spoil their breeches, that is poor work for a man—’


They were taken completely by surprise. The door burst open as if it had been kicked. A large figure careered through it, rebounded off the doorpost with a wild shout, and reeled straight into the path of Thorgrim’s cudgel. The spell had no time to deflect it again. There was a hollow clonk, a roar like a ruptured centaur, and the black-clad man collapsed on to his knees, clutching his head.


‘Merde de Minotaure!’ he bellowed, his pale face suffused with fury. His pointed beard bristled, and one of the upturned moustaches above it wilted to give him a lop-sided sneer. ‘Qui a osé?’ He spotted Thorgrim and screamed with such fury that even the Norseman blinked. The newcomer shot out a hand, surrounded by a heavy lace cuff, and shouted in a different tongue:


Vinifer vineaticus Dionyso! Torrenter in mascarpionem effervesce!


From between his stabbing fingers a jet of scarlet liquid blasted out, caught the startled barbarian in the chest and shot him bodily off the ground to slam hard against the opposite wall.


For an instant the torrent held him there like an insect pinned to a card, a time in which it ought to have flooded the tiny room. Instead it vanished utterly, leaving only a heavy, fragrant odour on the air. Thorgrim slid to the floor. Volker, horrified, moved to help him, but seeing the wheezing Norseman already picking himself up he turned to the newcomer. He had started to rise, but as Volker took his arm he shook him off absently and sniffed at the air. Then he gazed in astonishment at his fingers and touched them to his lips. ‘Un bon soixante-six – ou cinquante-neuf, voyons …’ he muttered raptly to himself. ‘Première cuvée, coté sud du colline …’


Without warning he whirled around unsteadily and caught the startled Volker in a bone-crushing bear-hug. ‘My friends!’ he shouted, in perfectly clear Burgundian. ‘This is a great night! At last I have succeeded in calling up the true, the blushful queen of wines, the one and only Sein d’Aphrodite! You shall drink it with me!’ He sent Volker spinning across the room, seized a cup from the table and thrust his fingers into it. Liquid boiled over the rim, he flung it to his lips and gulped. A wild, haunted look came into his eyes, and he sat down heavily on the bench. ‘I am betrayed!’ he whispered. ‘Again – nothing but water!’


‘Try again!’ suggested Thorgrim, fascinated. So was Volker; this was potent magic, and no illusion-juggling. With a look of deep resolution the hefty man flung the water hissing into the fire, plunged his fingers into the cup, and this time sniffed nervously at what appeared. Then he sank his head into his arms and quietly began to weep. Curiously Thorgrim picked the cup up, twitched his wide nostrils over it and suddenly drained it with a smack of the lips. ‘A man should not weep with no cause,’ he observed, wiping from his moustache. ‘The ale is passable.’


‘Ale!’ wailed the man, pounding the table. ‘But where are the wines of yesteryear?’


Abruptly, as if he had just remembered, the scowling face of before popped up. ‘What bestial trick is this? I come to offer you the incomparable benefit of my services and you set upon me in this coward fashion? Canaille, I will teach you—’ He was on his feet with a surge that almost overset the table, his hand already in the basket hilt of a long straight sabre, halfway from its sheath. Thorgrim snatched at his halberd, but Volker held up his hands between them.


‘Freiherrn! Gentlemen! Peace, please, while we explain! And,’ he added, eyeing the sabre, ‘drink a glass of wine as some amends …’


The newcomer looked them both up and down out of glittering brown eyes, somewhat bloodshot. Absently he lifted a finger and curled his moustaches back into shape. Roundheaded and bull-necked, he bulked formidably in the dim light of the dingy little parlour, taller than Thorgrim and broader than either of them. His doublet of figured black velvet hung unlaced across his barrel chest to reveal an elaborately ruffled and laced shirt of white silk, his glossy black hair flowing back in unkempt waves across its wide ornate collar. They were costly clothes, obviously made closely to his measure; but the elbows of the doublet shone with wear, and the lace was speckled with spatters of dull brown that might have been wine, or blood, or both. If Thorgrim looked like a barbarian dressed as a gentleman, this one, thought Volker, looked like a gentleman dressed as a barbarian.


Suddenly he gave a snort of disgust, and the sabre swept from its sheath. Volker seized the cudgel, Thorgrim hefted his halberd, but the newcomer swung around and with his sword’s point flipped up a wide-brimmed black hat from the floor where it had fallen. He blew the dust from it, straightened its cockade of white plumes, and slid the sabre back into its sheath.


‘Well? I await your feeble excuses with interest, and I will drink your wine if it is palatable.’


Volker rang for wine, then introduced himself and Thorgrim, and began trying to explain what the cudgel had been for. ‘It wouldn’t have hit you, if you had not, er … stumbled.’


An angry cloud swept over the burly man’s face. ‘Is it that you are implying I was drunk?’ he growled.


‘Yes,’ said Thorgrim matter of factly. The other man’s face crumpled with fury; he seemed about to burst, but instead he gave a rumble of laughter and sat back.


‘You are not mistaken, foi de Guillac! Do you think it easy for I, I, Guy de Guillac, Seigneur de Josselin et de Pontivy, Draconnier Hereditaire of all the lands north of Morbihan, Knight Commander of the Tributary Dukedom of Armorica, to come and seek common employment – employment! – as a mere entertainer? No! It could not be! Five hundred ancestors weep within their vaults tonight! So I must needs console myself. A trace over the brim, it may be. And, my faith, I have never been sobered more quickly, nor my head ached more speedily! Not to mention a mouth not unlike the floor of the ancestral vaults – ah, you are kind!’ There was a brief interval of fast swallowing, then he held out his cup for a refill; so did Thorgrim. They regarded each other with a certain professional respect, and drained their wine noisily. ‘Aaahh!’ sighed the lord of Josselin and Pontivy, settling back on the bench. ‘Hardly the Sein d’Aphrodite, but it will serve. Now, tell me, what manner of mountebank do you seek that you must test their nerves with a cudgel?’


Before Volker had finished the Armorican noble sprang to his feet and paced around the room. ‘I see it all! Yes! This is better than I could have guessed! I will certainly join you!’


‘Generous of you,’ grunted Thorgrim.


‘Is it not? But I am inimitable!’


‘But are you – I mean, is such a noble gentleman as yourself fitted to the task?’


The big man stopped dead, mouth dropping open. ‘I? But who is better? In my very cradle I am trained as a warrior. I am a belted knight, I fight in three campaigns under my lord duke of Armorica, in one under the Emperor himself. Ever since I am exiled from my humble demesnes through the intrigues of the Archpriest of Condate and his closet-Tartarist cabal on the flimsy pretext of having hunted his scrofulous tithe-gatherers with boarhounds, I have lived as a freelanced knight, a Landsknecht as you say in the Empire.’


‘A mercenary? I see,’ said Thorgrim. ‘They are ten a thaler round the Empire just now, even the best. You would have done better turning professional jouster, or hiring out as a champion for trials by battle.’


‘The Draconnier is no paid assassin!’ rumbled de Guillac sulkily. ‘Nor a skulker at sports grounds, ready to strip any man of his armour. I have my pride! I am not one of the perfumed brainless fops of the Gallic aristocracy, nor one of your boneheaded Burgundian Junkers! The Lords of Guillac have always been educated men. I am master of all the skills you demand!’ He snatched up Volker’s cittern and struck an impressive flourish of chords upon it, then a lilting little tune. ‘I play also hautbois and ophicleide, and I sing, bas-profond. The rudiments of music are taught us in our cradles, and of magic also. As you have witnessed.’


‘I think you are kept busy in those cradles,’ said Thorgrim, straight-faced. Volker looked a question at him, and found it returned. So the decision was once again up to him. Choose whom you trust, Ulrich had said. He had begun to trust the genial Norseman, but this outrageous Gallian – or more accurately Armorican – was a harder proposition altogether. His magical skill was obvious, but his appearance was against him. The pointed beard and moustaches around his jutting chin and blunt nose had an arrogant, devilish tilt, heightened by the ironic tilt of his brows; an intelligent-looking devil, though, with that high forehead. And with a sense of humour, for all his bluster. He’d laughed off that whack on the head.


That decided Volker. ‘Very well, then. I’ll take you to my master tomorrow. It’s he who must make the final choice.’ After all, it was unlikely he would find anyone better. It would have been good to have a third, but now, at least, he could feel that he had not failed Ulrich.


The Gallian rose and bowed with an elaborate flourish to each of them in turn. ‘Then, masters, I suggest we quit this soot-stinking parlour and drink a small glass or two upon our agreement. And what diversion does this ill-conditioned hovel offer, I wonder?’


Volker did not want to drink any more, but he did want to get out of the little snug; the cloudy wine fumes still hanging in the air were giving him a headache. As for entertainment, he hoped the man didn’t mean the rat-pit; he’d already spent too long beside it, and he loathed rats. But de Guillac sniffed ostentatiously and gave the crowd a wide berth. ‘Stinking beasts!’ he said, taking in rats, dogs and audience, and Thorgrim grunted his assent.


‘No sport for a man,’ he said stolidly. ‘Drink up, my friends, and away to the Tröllenkopf, where they have sword-jugglers and fire-eaters …’ De Guillac shrugged unenthusiastically, and the Norseman added craftily ‘Or the Blue Harpy. They have exotic dancers, Libyan style …’


‘Ahhahh!’ said the Armorican happily, twirling an extra curl in his moustaches. ‘Have you ever seen Libyan dancers of the stomach, Master Volker? No? And you aspire to be an educated man! Let me tell you—’


His lecture was rudely interrupted by a loud crash. The door at the head of the stairs was flung back. A blinding beam of evening sun slanted down into the smoky gloom. Many of the regulars cringed back from it like night creatures under a stone, fearing a raid by the City Watch or the Imperial Excise. But the silhouette was too slender to be either. It was the slim figure of a girl that came cantering two at a time down the rickety stairs, long hair flying out behind her, a long staff bouncing at her shoulder. With a shriek of rage she plunged through the gap her appearance had cleared.


‘Oi!’ yelled the outraged landlord. ‘Where d’you think you’re—’ But she was already at the rat-pit, and to Volker’s horror she leaped right over the rim and down into the little arena. A flurry of squeaks and snarls arose from the startled terriers and their prey, but she plunged through and across to the door on the far side, and flung it open. ‘Stop the bitch, somebody!’ bellowed the landlord. But before any of the thugs could move she reappeared with a shriek of triumph, clutching a wooden cage.


‘Landlord!’ she yelled furiously, jumping up on to the barrier of the pit. ‘Mutzelbackher, you boar’s fewmet! Not paying enough, was it, the pit? Punters getting bored, so you’ve got to go breeding more rats – oh yes, those special late-night shows! I’ve heard! But not just plain ordinary rats, you stupid bastard, no – they’ve got to be black rats!’


With the force of her anger she heaved the cage high and hurled it across the heads of the startled crowd. It crashed down into the main fireplace and exploded into pieces among the blazing logs. The drinkers dived for cover as shrilling things little smaller than cats came boiling out of the ruin, biting and tumbling among the flames; a few burst blazing out of the fire and went scattering across the floor, snapping in their last agony at themselves and anyone or anything else they passed.


‘Don’t you know what you were doing?’ screamed the girl. ‘Those things are deadly! Every bloody distemper out of Tartarus they carry! And not just breeding them – you’ve been letting them escape! Three I caught in the sewers round here tonight alone! Want to set the Black Plague on the whole bloody city? The Watch’ll have your hide for this, and not before time either! They’ll shut you down—’


The fat landlord loomed out of the shadows, sweating heavily about his jowls. ‘Shut me, will they?’ he wheezed. ‘You little whore, I’ll see you flayed first! Here, boys!’


An angry growl answered him; many of the rat-pit gamblers sprang to their feet. The girl tossed her head defiantly, but Volker read the sudden nervousness in her very stance. She twitched the staff he’d taken for a ratcatcher’s pole down from her shoulder; it was a longbow. But as she bent and strung it, a huge lout snatched at one end and began to yank on it, amid coarse howls of encouragement.


Volker clenched his fists. ‘Shouldn’t we help?’ he demanded uncertainly.


Thorgrim shrugged. ‘Why?’


The Armorican nodded. ‘It is her lookout. My faith, lad, she is a ratcatcher, they are rarely tender souls. A little harmless roughing about may remind her not to rush in so stupidly next time.’


Suddenly the girl, in danger of being pulled down, looked up to the door and whistled loudly. Volker expected a ratcatcher’s savage little dog. Instead he ducked like all the others, as something wide and white whistled through the air. Between girl and thug it swept, seeming to touch neither – but the thug squealed and spun around. The gamblers growled, and Volker caught his breath. Bloody furrows were scored down the man’s face from eye to chin.


Down from the vaultings the white shadow swooped, to settle on the girl’s shoulder, and with a high shrieking cry it spread its wings behind her head like a protective crest. It was an owl, a huge owl of no breed Volker knew, its back grey-mottled but its breast pure blazing white behind her rich brown hair. Its eyes flashed as bright as hers, eerie, numinous, forbidding. Thorgrim nodded quietly, as if he had noticed something.


Ignored by the others, the lout lurched roaring away. The girl snapped home the bowstring, and with liquid speed plucked out an arrow, notched it and drew to her ear. But the landlord’s obscene goadings overcame the startled superstition of the crowd, and with a menacing rumble they closed in. Their mood had changed, bullies balked of their fun turning suddenly resentful. The girl swung her bow back and forth, but at every swing the thugs ducked closer. The owl’s head twisted around suddenly, its jarring cry rang out. She whirled, there was a thrum and a hiss, and the man who had crept up through the open rat-pit door yelled and cartwheeled over with a long shaft quivering in his upper arm. In the same instant she notched and drew another arrow, and swung back to cover the growling mob. Fast as she was, Volker realized, she could manage no more than one or two shots; and there were at least twenty. He tensed suddenly; metal glinted among them. The knives were out, if no worse.


He sprang up, but Thorgrim’s heavy hand landed on his shoulder. ‘So, it goes too far, yes. But best leave this to us. You wait a chance to get out the girl.’


‘Mille sabords, yes!’ muttered the Armorican. ‘A pretty hide she has, rat-scented or no. A shame if such a rabble were to cut it up!’ He thrust his plumed hat at Volker. ‘Allons!’


With a speed Volker would never have expected from such hefty men they launched themselves across the room. Those few more reputable customers who hadn’t already fled hastily scuttled out. Thorgrim’s halberd butt ploughed a path through the startled bullies; with a challenging bellow that made the girl jump he scythed the long blade at their legs, and they leaped back in stumbling disorder. De Guillac, without even drawing his sword, seized the nearest and sank his heavy boot into the man’s ample stomach, then, as he folded, felled the man behind with a blow to the throat and sprang through the gap to the tabletop behind. A sword slashed down at Thorgrim’s head; he parried deftly, and the sword skidded down his halberd blade and caught in a deep notch at the base. The ironbound shaft twisted sharply in the Norseman’s heavy hands. With a crystalline ring the sword was snapped off at the hilt. The flat of the halberd smacked down on the ex-swordsman’s head; he slid down under the others’ feet and failed to reappear.


Weapons cut at de Guillac. With a shout of laughter he dodged them, sprang down on the far side of the table and ducked out of sight. Jeering at his cowardice, the attackers sprang up after him, only to be sent flying as he surged up again, bringing the table with him. Knives were flung, even an axe, but he heaved the overturned table up before him and they thudded harmlessly into the thick wood. Then, with an angry roar and an audible crack of his shoulders, he swung the long table chest-high and hurled it bodily at his shrinking assailants. Three went down beneath it, as many more went sprawling. De Guillac jumped on to it like a springboard, crushing the wind out of those beneath, and fell upon the rest. That left only three or four to harry the girl. One swordsman she dropped with an arrow in the thigh, struck aside a knife blow with her bowstave and notched another arrow before they could strike again.


Volker waited as he’d been told to, clenching his fists and shivering with the unfamiliar excitement of the fight. Two knifemen jumped Thorgrim, front and back. A quick fore and aft swing hammered the blade down flat on the head of the front man, then, one-two, brought its steel-ball butt up smartly between the legs of the man behind. Both lost interest in the immediate proceedings. Volker winced. His blood was in turmoil. Thorgrim and de Guillac were still grossly outnumbered. They were obviously being careful not to kill; would their opponents let any little thing like that bother them? And the girl – while here he was left hat-holding like a milliner’s dummy!


An axe-wielder slashed at de Guillac, then dropped his weapon with a yell as an arrow skewered his arm. The girl snatched at a new arrow, fumbled – and the remaining thugs closed in. Volker threw down the hat. To Tartarus with that, he’d make his damned moment! He snatched the cudgel from his belt and charged.


The first man, a huge fat bully, half turned with dagger upraised, but Volker’s long reach took him by surprise. The cudgel struck a pleasantly musical note on his shaven pate and knocked him in a heap. The second, a skinny little shred, ducked, wove, and thrust with a darting needle of a dagger, so insignificant that Volker simply plunged in and whacked him on the head with the cudgel. He dropped, but with a strange tearing sound. Volker swallowed as he saw the little dagger rip free from his jerkin below the armpit. It had come within a hair’s breadth of his heart. The third man, as tall as himself, loomed up, Volker struck out – and the world exploded in stinging light. Abruptly, confusingly, he was flat on his back on the filthy floor again, the cudgel a splintered stump in his numbed fingers and above him the dull sheen of a sword. It seemed to fill the world as it fell.


Dimly, from vast distance, he heard a shrill command. ‘Roll, idiot!’


The blow sent filth leaping from the trodden floor where he’d been. Then the high voice spoke again, words he only half understood.


Diana lucina! In frumenta zizania – spargete!


All his senses quivered. Something like a vast invisible soapbubble seemed to burst overhead and shower its essence on the men around him – just as the sword-wielder snarled and struck again. His blow went wild, he lost his balance, stumbled roaring right over Volker and barged the landlord. The landlord took it personally, thumped the swordsman on the nose, tripped painfully over Volker’s gangling shins, was caught by another man – and thumped him too. The swordsman aimed a terrible blow at the landlord, but his upswing sank his sword deep in one of the beams. Volker kicked him on the kneecap and scrambled up, only to be felled by the man the landlord had punched. Somebody else cold-cocked the staggering swordsman and turned to the landlord with an ingratiating grin – for which he received a bullet head in the stomach, sending him flying into a heap of empty casks. The landlord straightened up with a satisfied air, then jerked as a chair flew to matchwood flinders against his shaven skull. He toppled rigidly over the edge into the rat-pit, where he was immediately set on by yapping terriers.


The girl tossed aside the chair’s remains and reached down to Volker. ‘Up you come, elf-legs!’ Volker bridled, but she jerked him easily to his feet. He was still too winded to speak and more than a little dazed by the nimbus of that soundless detonation. He’d recognized it from the words, an appeal to some goddess or other to sow tares among the wheat – a confusion spell. Simple magic, but tricky enough to handle in a tight spot; a neat piece of work, and it had saved his neck. He’d plenty to thank …


Wait a minute. Thank who? That hadn’t been Guy de Guillac’s rumbling drawl. It sounded more like … Oh, no. Here was Thorgrim, grinning like an urbane wolf, and behind him the Armorican, panting hard, his sword still in its scabbard.


‘Timely aid for our young friend!’ growled Thorgrim. ‘Now I think it good that we clear a way out of this place!’


‘Suits me!’ snapped the girl, slinging her bow over her back and standing shoulder to shoulder with the men. The Armorican nodded breathlessly, and twisted his head round to the bewildered Volker.


‘Keep close behind us! And don’t forget my hat!’ Hastily Volker snatched it up, and grabbed his cloak and cittern from beside the bar. ‘Now!’ shouted de Guillac, and for the first time drew his sabre. Hunched close together the three charged for the stairs, halberd and sabre swinging a path. None of the remaining gawkers seemed inclined to challenge this human wall. They shrank back, and Volker, hobbling along behind, passed unhindered, with the great owl wheeling above their heads.


But as they clattered up the creaky wooden steps the girl looked back and stopped so suddenly she almost knocked Volker over. Behind them the landlord scrambled groggily over the edge of the rat-pit, beating feebly at the two terriers attached to the seat of his pants. The girl leant over the creaking rail and yelled something that, if it was true, made either his ancestry or his anatomy pretty remarkable. Then she whirled and fumbled with her belt; either she meant to launch an arrow at him, or drop her hose. Thorgrim cursed and more or less dragged her up to the door by the scruff of her neck.


He slammed it hard behind him. Together he and the Armorican upended one of the large tables outside and leaned it against the door. ‘Hey, it opens inward!’ exclaimed the girl, holding an arm out to the owl. ‘That won’t stop them …’


Thorgrim grinned. ‘You think not? Wait and see – but not here. Only fools gabble at a foeman’s gate.’ Despite his words, he set off at a very leisurely stroll. Volker was more inclined to run, but Guy, too, showed no sense of urgency; he just kept looking over his shoulder. They had reached the far edge of the little court when a fearful racket of crashes and shouting reached them, and a faint tremor underfoot. It was exactly the kind of noise you would expect several men crashing arse over apex downstairs to make, especially if they were inextricably entangled with a large table.


Thorgrim nodded calmly. ‘Best we fill our bellies at some other board for a while, perhaps.’


The girl nodded. ‘Don’t worry. Once I sic the Watch on old Mutzelbacher they’ll close him for a year at least.’


‘In that case,’ grunted Guy, ‘may I suggest you take a little trip awhile, out of town altogether. For reasons of good health.’


The girl looked him up and down. ‘Listen,’ she began, ‘don’t think I’m not grateful for you all rushing in to help and everything when you don’t know me from Embla. But most times I can look after myself—’


‘Look after yourself?’ exploded Volker, nursing his head. ‘Just charging in like that, running off at the mouth? Of all the fool tricks—’


‘Hmm,’ observed the girl, as if belatedly noticing him. Her eyes were large, as brown and lustrous as her hair, but she narrowed them as if she was looking at some small and unpleasant insect. ‘Now of course you’d never go galumphing in just anyhow, would you? So nobody would have to waste a good spell just saving your stupid butt – right?’


Volker scowled. ‘Next time I’ll save myself the trouble …’


She wasn’t listening. ‘So I blew up a little, that’s all. Lousy enough being a ratcatcher without morons making it worse! Plague rats, ugh!’


‘Then why stick to it?’ inquired Thorgrim mildly. ‘One more reason to get away. He is right, this Gallian; he and I leave town anyway, but I shall sleep the sounder for it. As the saying goes, Sleep lowers the strongest guard, and no man’s throat is safe upon a mattress. You show some skill as a fighter, and some also in magic. You could find a hundred less lowly ways to earn your bread!’


De Guillac twirled his moustache. ‘You could, for example, do us the honour of joining our company!’


‘That was in my mind,’ agreed Thorgrim.


‘Here, wait a minute!’ protested Volker. ‘That’s for me to say! I choose who’s right and who isn’t! And she doesn’t fit!’


De Guillac threw his hands wide in florid disagreement. ‘You sought a third? Here she is, tumbled into your lap – your pardon, mam’selle, merely a figure of speech! But what possible objection can there be to one with so shapely an … an …’


‘Yes?’ smouldered the girl. ‘You were going to say?’


De Guillac gestured apologetically, eyes twinkling. ‘So shapely an owl – is it not? The word had quite escaped me.’


Thorgrim’s grin split his beard. ‘It seems to me she would not be wholly unwelcome.’


‘Hey, don’t I get any say?’ demanded the girl. ‘I’m not just sailing off into the blue with a bunch of guys I don’t know – not even their names! Think I need to go buying trouble?’


‘See? See? She just doesn’t … measure up.’


‘Measure up? Name of a damned blue demon!’ Guy threw his hands up to the skies for patience.


Volker, flushing, wished he’d chosen a better way of putting it. Nothing measurable about her could possibly be described as wrong. She was tall, lissom, hardly shorter than himself, with chestnut hair all but long enough to sit on. No wonder the others were interested. In fact she was looking more attractive by the minute, standing there with hands on her hips and an indignant flush on her high cheekbones, her lips pursed angrily and her dark eyes flashing. Volker told himself it was her character he couldn’t stand; he hated brash women, and her manner grated on his nerves. As a shy teenager in a squalid quarter of Bremen he’d shrivelled when fishwives and street-girls called coarse invitations after him. It had never occurred to him, then or since, that they actually liked the look of him. The girls he dreamed of were pastel princesses, silently passionate, or – in more realistic moments – free spirits with brains and education, good company. This one’s barging and bawling had put him off, and that elvish taunt of hers had just finished the job. Damned if he’d suffer that sort of thing on a trip that might last months! It didn’t occur to him to wonder why he’d still been so eager to help her. ‘She’s … not the type my master meant, that’s all. She’s no skill in music, for one thing.’


The girl snorted. ‘Well, Master Fokler—’


‘Volker!’


‘All right, all right, keep your codpiece on! And while you’re about it my name’s not she – it’s Dani! Danitzia! Don’t worry, wild horses wouldn’t drag me anywhere you went – but as it happens I can play an instrument!’ And from one of the pouches at her belt she produced a row of wooden tubes bound into a wide slab.


Volker snorted. ‘Panpipes! We mean real music!’


The girl snarled ‘These are real music! You think I’m just an ignorant peasant, don’t you? I’ve studied it, studied hard! I can read all five kinds of tabulature – can you? I know harmony, counterpoint – and I can write in all the modes—’


Volker bridled, though he fought not to show it. He was fine on the commoner tabulatures, but he’d never applied himself enough to learn the technicalities of composition. She might be bluffing, but he didn’t dare call it. ‘No!’ he said firmly, forcing down the feeling he was making an idiot of himself again. ‘It’s my choice, I say she’s not fit for it, and that’s all.’


‘Not fit for what?’ she blazed. ‘For anything you are? Listen here, you long superior streak of misery – anyhow, what makes you think I’d come anywhere with you this side of Tartarus? Answer me that!’


‘The man finds, the master chooses,’ put in Thorgrim. ‘Why not let this Master Ulrich make up his own mind?’


‘No!’ said Volker as firmly as he could. ‘I don’t know much more than you about him, but one thing I’m sure of – he’ll never approve of her!’


‘An excellent choice,’ said Ulrich, putting down his winecup and wiping his lips on a napkin of fine linen. The Goldener Hirsch, a tall half-timbered stone building standing right on the main square between the immense guildhalls, was a far superior breed of inn. ‘I approve of them all!’


Volker swallowed. ‘All?’ he croaked. ‘Even the girl?’


‘Why, yes!’ frowned Ulrich. ‘A lapsed votaress, almost certainly a priestess – don’t find them every day! Nor the others, for that matter. They’re all of high calibre, better men than I’d hoped to find at such short notice. I congratulate you.’


‘A lapsed priestess,’ said Volker, leaning heavily on the carved back of the merchant’s chair. ‘I’d never have guessed.’


‘You didn’t know? Lapsed, or a penitent, maybe, labouring under the displeasure of her goddess. Surely the owl made you wonder? A familiar, the gift of a goddess such as only practitioners of her mysteries may have. But which goddess, eh?’ Ulrich crossed his hands over his belly, and looked crafty. ‘Minerva Brynhilda, maybe, for an owl’s her emblem, but a smaller one, not that ferocious snowy breed from Bretain. It’s of a piece with all else about her – the bow, the magic. Hunting! It all smacks of that! Even her ratcatching, the lowliest task that would still let her remain a huntress. So, it’s likely enough Diana Skadia she served, and sorely offended. I wonder how?’ He mused for a moment. ‘No. Best not ask till we know her better. There are depths to that young woman, as there are to you, young man! Now go call your fellows up to our chambers here; they must be introduced to the company. And then, at last, I may speak freely of our venture!’


Volker bowed, his mind still whirling, and went down the stairs into the main body of the inn. Thorgrim and the others sat at the table where he had left them; but since Ulrich had summoned him they had collected an impressive array of jugs and bottles. The men were definitely merry. Thorgrim was telling some complicated story with very strange gestures that were making Dani splutter with laughter as she drank. They rose as he approached, obviously expecting the summons, and he saw the clear flask of fruit juice by Dani’s plate, another telling detail, now he knew what to look for. These nature cults didn’t exactly ban alcohol, but they tended to make a virtue of avoiding it.


Even so this rowdy she-urchin, batting back Thorgrim’s coarse jokes and Guy de Guillac’s elaborate compliments, hardly seemed the type to serve a goddess, even a pretty robust one like Diana. Still, the magic of the mystery cults was strong and ancient, and perhaps she’d acted differently when Ulrich had interviewed them one by one that afternoon. The merchant had that kind of effect on people. Even Guy and Thorgrim looked subdued as they tramped into the spacious dining hall and bowed before him.


He sat solid as a carving in the place of honour, above the salt. The four other men who shared the tables’ head were dressed as richly as himself. Behind them, and at the ends of the long table, sat some fifteen more, all in livery of some kind. They all eyed the newcomers suspiciously as Ulrich named them. A few of the liveried men were clearly domestic servants, bland of face and manner, but the majority were different, lean men with faces seamed and scarred and hardbitten, and unreadable eyes. Thorgrim nodded to them casually as Ulrich introduced him, but de Guillac stared back with immense disdain, twirling his moustaches into a sneer. ‘Comes d’Actaeon!’ he muttered to the others. ‘A fine boiling of a crew! One or two barber’s powder-puffs – the rest cutpurses or cut-throats! Wharfsweepings – not worth a tin thaler the gross!’


‘Not all!’ murmured Thorgrim. ‘There are soldiers or sailors among them, that straight-backed old fellow for one.’ He pointed to a grizzled veteran who seemed to hold himself at a distance from the rest. Volker had noticed the curious stains on the man’s hands – stains more fitting for an alchemist than a soldier – and noted the respectful tone in the merchant’s voice as he spoke the name of Joachim Landau.


Ulrich frowned at them, and they fell silent. ‘My followers, I make known to you my partners in this little venture. On my left hand here, Master Rudiger Goldfüss of this city, well-known merchant-general.’ Goldfüss was a big blond scowling man with eyes so habitually narrowed their colour was hard to see. His curt nod tipped his forelock into his eyes. ‘On my right, first, Master Ekkehard Haagen, Augsburg’s largest dealer in wines and luxury goods, and by him Master Balthazar Beck of Mainz, jeweller and goldsmith—’ These two were opposites, to each other and to the images of their trades. Beck was plump and merry-looking, his nose red-veined and bulbous, while Haagen was tall and thin and bald, as mean and sour-looking as his worst vintage. ‘And of course,’ continued Ulrich, ‘the oldest member of our party, Master Diderik Gundelfingen, like myself of Worms, who deals in fine furs and choice leathers.’ Master Diderik looked even more like his own stock, brown as a berry and so bent and shrunken and wrinkled that he might very well have been seasoned in his own tannery; but his eyes sparkled very black and bright in his walnut face, and he alone condescended to greet Volker and the others.


‘Welcome, welcome, my children,’ he cackled cheerfully, waggling his fingers at them. He seemed to fizz with a vitality that belied his age. ‘My, my, this is going to be a merry little adventure, isn’t it, eh? Eh? Heh-heh, and a fine pretty lass as well – my, you young folk are fine and enterprising these days!’


Goldfüss smiled, his eyes narrowing to invisibility. ‘Well, old fellow, we’ll see how enterprising when they hear whither we’re bound! Tell ’em, Master Ulrich!’


Ulrich inclined his head slightly. ‘Thank you; I was about to. Seat yourselves, all you serving-men, and listen.’ He perched himself on the leading edge of the table, and paused a moment while benches were pulled around. Master Diderik beckoned Dani over to sit beside him, patting his cushions excitedly. ‘So, then. You’ll all, I think, have heard of the southern land, home of the old Empire, known as Italia? And of its northern region, called Alpina for the mountains above it?’


If he’d spiked every seat in the room he couldn’t have made them jump more effectively. The hiss of breath was simultaneous, and Volker noticed many pairs of eyes – even in the toughest faces – turning to seek the door.


‘Alpina?’ growled a man in brown livery. ‘It’s called bloody Alpina Tartara – and not for nothing! That’s haunted land, Hades’ own doorstep!’
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