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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.











CHAPTER ONE


A stiff east wind was blowing, bearing the scent of salt and decay from the beaches beyond the city wall. Such a breeze was chilly and uncomfortable, but it could bring ships into port quickly, cutting travel time, and that might mean happy merchants looking for laborers to unload their cargo. Captains and owners pleased by a quick passage tended to pay well, so Emmis of Shiphaven ambled up New Canal Street with an eye on the sea, watching for any inbound vessel, rather than following his usual morning routine of a stroll up Twixt Street to Shiphaven Market. If that unseasonable wind dropped, leaving ships becalmed in the bay, any hope of being overpaid by cheerful merchants would drop with it.


The richest cargoes were usually landed at either the Spice Wharves or the Tea Wharves, across the canal in Spicetown, but the Spicetown dockworkers had their own little bands and brotherhoods, and Emmis was not particularly welcome. In fact, Emmis was not welcome there at all — not since Azradelle’s wedding. The Shipping Docks and Long Wharf here in Shiphaven were more informal, though, if only because the work wasn’t as steady. Nobody in Shiphaven would mind an extra pair of hands.


Emmis had made his living as an extra pair of hands for some time now. It wasn’t a career with impressive prospects, but he got by.


He reached the mouth of the canal and walked out on the seawall, peering out through the tangle of masts and yards at the Spicetown docks, trying to see whether any ships were out beyond the docks, running before that lovely wind. He shaded his eyes and gradually swiveled his head to the left, toward open water.


There! A ship with red and gold sails, hauled over on the port tack, with a long multicolored banner streaming from the mizzen, was swooping across the bay. She looked to be southern-rigged, which meant she was from somewhere beyond the river-mouth at Londa in the Small Kingdoms, and she was clearly heading toward Shiphaven. Her helmsman seemed to be steering for either Pier Two or Pier Three.


Emmis turned west along the seawall to Pier One, where he cut over to the street; he kept a careful eye out to sea, watching the ship’s approach.


It was headed for Pier Two, he decided. Even with the strong wind, then, he didn’t need to hurry; he would be there before the ship came in. He slowed his pace.


The ship was starting to reduce sail now, slowing for her final approach. Emmis watched with mild interest, observing how well the crew handled their duties — their performance might provide some indication of how he might get the most money from them for the least work.


They did well enough; the mainsail was furled quickly, without any corners flapping free. The jibsails came down smoothly, then the topsails, until only the topgallants were still drawing.


When the vessel finally neared the dock, out past the elbow in Pier Two, Emmis was seated comfortably on a bollard, waiting. Rather to his surprise, no one else had appeared yet on Pier Two; presumably the other Shiphaven laborers had all either already found work elsewhere, or had decided to stay inside out of the wind today.


Emmis stood as the ship came gliding slowly in and raised a hand, indicating his availability. A crewman stood in the bow holding a line; seeing Emmis’ signal, he nodded and began swinging the rope, building momentum. When he flung it, Emmis was ready and waiting; he grabbed the painter and threw a loop around the bollard he had been sitting on, securing it with a neat clove hitch.


Then he jogged toward the stern, where another crewman was readying another line.


A few moments later the ship was secured alongside the dock, sails furled and gangplank out. Emmis waited by the plank. He knew better than to board any ship without explicit permission from its master, and as yet he had not spotted this vessel’s captain. The man at the wheel wore the same faded white blouse and blue kilt as any other sailor, without so much as a hat to set him apart. Emmis assumed he was merely the helmsman.


There was no sign of a pilot, which might be why the ship was here rather than across the canal in Spicetown; the Newmarket sandbars could make getting to the eastern wharves tricky. The more experienced foreign navigators often made the approach themselves, rather than paying a pilot’s fee, but no one from this ship looked very experienced. Judging by the visible excitement among the crew of this vessel, Emmis doubted most of them had ever been in Ethshar of the Spices before.


Then a hat appeared amidships, emerging from the deck below and rising above the coaming of the main hatch — a large black hat trimmed with a red satin band and a magnificent plume. It was followed by the head wearing it, and then by the rest of its owner.


Emmis watched with great interest as this person emerged.


He was rather short, with dark hair and a brown complexion; his beard appeared to have been trimmed recently, but had clearly not taken to the idea and bristled unevenly. He wore a red velvet coat trimmed with gold braid, black piping, and gold buttons, and below the coat were fine black breeches. The coat and breeches both had the look of new and unfamiliar garb.


His boots, when they finally appeared, were well made and, unlike the rest of his attire, well worn.


Several of the sailors — not all, but probably a majority — bowed to this person as he stepped over the coaming onto the deck. Emmis did not go that far, but he straightened up respectfully.


The man in the red coat waved a brief acknowledgment of the bows, then stamped toward the gangplank.


As the man approached, Emmis continued to eye him with interest. The foreigner was at least forty, perhaps over fifty, though his hair showed only the faintest hints of gray. He had the slightly saggy look of a man who had once been fat but had lost weight, not from healthy exercise but because he wasn’t eating well. The fancy clothes fit him well and had obviously been tailored for him recently, but he didn’t look entirely comfortable in them.


He paused at the gangplank and looked along the pier, from the seaward end to the warehouses on East Wharf Street. He took note of the sailors who had secured the lines, of the handful of other workers finally making their way out from shore, and of Emmis, standing there ready.


“Who are you?” he demanded, speaking Ethsharitic with a slight accent.


Emmis did bow now. “Emmis of Shiphaven, at your service,” he said.


The foreigner marched across the gangplank and stepped off onto the pier, then turned to face Emmis.


“Do you mean that, or are you being polite?” He had an odd way of drawing out certain consonants; Emmis did not think he had ever heard this particular accent before.


Emmis blinked. “My services are indeed available,” he said. “For a reasonable charge.”


The foreigner cocked his head to one side. “We will decide later on what is reasonable, but you’re hired.”


Emmis smiled. “To do what, my lord?”


The stranger did not smile back. “Don’t call me that,” he snapped. “I’m not a lord.”


Emmis wiped his own smile away. “My apologies, sir. I saw them bow.”


The foreigner waved that away. “Apology accepted.” He turned and shouted, “Fetch my baggage!”


Two of the sailors hastened to obey.


“Come on,” the foreigner said, beckoning for Emmis to follow him toward shore.


Emmis did not move. “Sir?”


The foreigner stopped and turned. “Yes?”


“You have not yet told me what my duties are to be, nor my pay. I can’t consider myself employed until I know more.”


The foreigner nodded. “A reasonable . . .” He seemed to grope for the right word without finding it. “A reasonable thing,” he said at last. “Od’na ya Semmat?”


Emmis blinked. That last phrase had been completely unintelligible; he had no idea what language it was, let alone what it meant. “What?”


“You don’t speak Semmat?” the foreigner asked.


“I never heard of Semmat.”


The foreigner nodded, which set the plume on his hat bobbing. “Trader’s Tongue? Ksinallionese? Ophkaritic? Thanorian?”


“I’ve heard of Trader’s Tongue and maybe know a few words,” Emmis said warily. “If you’re looking for a translator, I might be able to find you one . . .”


“Ah!” The stranger flung up a hand. “There! You see? You know your duties!”


The little knot of other laborers had reached them; the foreigner waved them past, toward the gangplank, where the sailors welcomed them aboard and began directing them. Brass-bound trunks and leather handbags were starting to appear on the dock, lined up beside the gangplank.


“No, sir,” Emmis said emphatically. “I don’t know.”


The foreigner sighed. “You live here, yes? In Ethshar of the Spices?”


“Yes. I was born here, over near Olive Street.” He gestured in the direction of his parents’ home. “Now I live behind Canal Square.”


“You know the city well?”


“I suppose so, yes.” Emmis was not simply being wary in his phrasing; he knew parts of the city very well indeed, but there were plenty of places within the walls where he had never set foot — and never wanted to.


“Then I hire you!” the foreigner exclaimed. “To know the city for me. To tell me what I need to know and take me where I want to go.”


“A guide?” Emmis frowned. “You want to hire me as your guide?”


The foreigner smacked himself on the forehead with the heel of one hand. “Guide! That’s the word. I couldn’t think it. In Semmat it’s almit, in Trader’s Tongue it’s elfur, and I could not remember the Ethsharitic. Guide, of course. Yes.”


Emmis hesitated. He did not particularly like the idea of showing this overdressed barbarian around the city’s sights; he would probably want to see the Arena and the Wizards’ Quarter, halfway across town, and might be upset that he couldn’t meet the overlord face to face. He would perhaps want to poke around parts of the Old City that Emmis did not care to visit. And people from the Small Kingdoms were notoriously stingy, unfamiliar with the prices charged in the big city . . .


“I will pay a round of silver a day,” the foreigner said, interrupting his thoughts. “To start.”


“Ten bits,” Emmis said automatically. “To start.” Apparently this foreigner wasn’t stingy, as a daily round of silver was generous to the point of extravagance, but that was no reason not to dicker.


Only after he had responded did Emmis realize that by naming a price he had effectively agreed to take the job and could not back out if his price was met.


“Done!” The foreigner held out a hand.


Emmis grasped it, surprised to be doing so, though the thought of all that silver stifled any regrets. “May I ask your name, sir, and what brings you to Ethshar?”


The foreigner’s mouth quirked upward. He turned for a moment and pointed out several other workers. “You, you, you, and you! Bring those bags — my guide here will tell you where. And . . . Emmis, you said?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Get that one,” he said, pointing to a leather traveling case, “and lead the way to a reasonable lodging.”


“For one night, or a longer stay?”


“Ah! You ask a reasonable question. Very good. For one or two nights, for now.”


As he picked up the leather bag Emmis considered which inn might be willing to give him the best commission without overcharging his new employer too egregiously. He heaved the bag up on his shoulder — it was heavier than it looked — and began walking into the city.


The foreigner fell in beside him. “As for my name and purpose,” he said, “I am called Lar Samber’s son, and I am . . .” He cleared his throat, then recited, “ . . . I am, by appointment of the Imperial Council and of the Regent Sterren of Semma, the ambassador plenipotentiary from the Empire of Vond to the court of Azrad VII, overlord of Ethshar of the Spices and Triumvir of the Hegemony of the Three Ethshars.”


Emmis almost dropped the bag. “Ambassador?” he said.


“It’s the right word, isn’t it?” Lar said worriedly. “I practiced saying all that so much . . .” He shook his head. “I have no knowledge what ‘plenipotentiary’ means; Sterren didn’t think there was any such word in Semmat, but he said it was important. He said ‘ambassador’ was the Ethsharitic for espovoi, a messenger from one ruler to another.”


“That’s what it means,” Emmis agreed. He glanced back over his unencumbered shoulder to see a line of laborers hauling Lar’s other luggage, but no sign of any other retinue. He would have expected an ambassador to have an entourage of aides and underlings, especially an ambassador from an empire. Emmis knew that Vond was a very young empire, having only been formed two or three years ago, and not really very large, but still — one man, unaccompanied?


“Did you bring your family, sir?” he asked.


“Don’t have any,” Lar replied. “No staff — you can stop looking. I have me, my belongings, and my orders — and enough of the Imperial Treasury to hire you and to pay my expenses for some time. I hope you will forgive me for saying this, but since I have only just met you I think I must say it — the money is well hidden and carefully warded, with the most potent protective spells the Empire’s wizards could find, so don’t think you might rob me.”


“Oh, I wasn’t! I assure you, I wasn’t!” Emmis said hastily. Then he smiled. For what this man was paying, he deserved the truth. “But I would have soon, so it’s just as well you warned me,” he said.


Lar smiled back.


“Emmis, my new friend,” he said, “I think this is the beginning of a long and wealthy . . . no, not that word. A long and profitable relationship!”














CHAPTER TWO


The Crooked Candle was not the best inn in Ethshar, nor the best inn in Shiphaven, nor even the best inn on Commission Street. It was, however, fairly close to Pier Two and known for its generously sized rooms. Emmis had taken the quantity of luggage into consideration. It was pleasant enough; from the top floor one could even, if one leaned out the right window far enough, glimpse the sea to the north and Shiphaven Market to the south.


“I don’t expect we’ll stay here long,” Emmis said, as he dropped the last of the smaller bags atop the largest of the trunks. “You’ll want somewhere closer to the Palace, won’t you?”


“Will I?” Lar asked, apparently quite sincerely.


Emmis blinked. “Well, I thought so,” he said. “I mean, aren’t you here as your country’s representative to the overlord’s government?”


“Yes, I am,” Lar agreed. “Among other things.”


“The government is in the Palace, and that’s at least a mile from here on the far side of the canal, through some crowded streets. I’d think you’d want somewhere closer. I don’t know if you can afford a place in the New City, but something in Spicetown or the Old Merchants’ Quarter ought to do.”


Lar smiled at him. “Emmis, friend,” he said, “those names mean nothing to me. I don’t know anything about your city. Lord Sterren tried to explain some basic facts, but we didn’t talk about the names of streets. It was easier to let me come here and learn it for myself. You say we are a mile from the Palace?”


“At least. You’d go across Shiphaven Market, then down Twixt Street to Canal Square and out Upper Canal Street, then turn right on Commerce Street and go south to one of the main streets in the Old Merchants’ Quarter — that’s the part of the city southeast of Shiphaven . . .”


“What’s Shiphaven?”


Emmis’ mouth opened, then closed. He swallowed, took a deep breath, and started over.


“This part of the city, at the west end of the waterfront, is called Shiphaven. It extends from the New Canal in the east to the city wall and the overlord’s shipyards in the west. Everywhere you’ve gone since you got off your ship has been in Shiphaven.”


Lar nodded. “Do I really need to know this?”


Emmis stared at him, momentarily astonished into silence. “I don’t know,” he said. “I think it would be useful, certainly, but I don’t know whether you need it.”


“People speak of these parts of the city often?”


“Yes, of course!”


“Very well, then. I have never before been in a city large enough for such things to matter, but I saw from the ship how large Ethshar of the Spices is. I believe you when you say this is important. You were telling me how to get to the Palace from here?”


“Yes,” Emmis said. “I was. You’d go through Shiphaven Market — you saw that, I think, just up the street — and then southeast along the full length of Twixt Street, which runs from Shiphaven Market to Canal Square.”


“Is Canal Square in Shiphaven?”


Emmis hesitated, considering the question, then turned up an empty palm and said, “Yes.” It really didn’t seem worth explaining that Canal Square was almost where Westgate, Shiphaven, Spicetown, and the Old Merchants’ Quarter met, when really, it was in Shiphaven. “It’s not a square, though. It’s triangular.”


“Of course. Go on.”


“From Canal Square you’d take Upper Canal Street east to the first corner and turn south on Commerce Street,” Emmis continued. “That goes into the part of the city called the Old Merchants’ Quarter.”


“The Old Merchants’ Quarter.” Lar nodded. “Is there a New Merchants’ Quarter?”


“Yes, but that’s farther south; you don’t go that far.” Emmis gestured dismissively. “You turn east off Commerce Street before you get there.”


“I see.”


“Then you have a choice, though. You can go east on Warehouse Street, or Cheap Street, or Bargain Street, or High Street. High Street isn’t the shortest route, but it would probably be fastest; you certainly don’t want to go any farther south than High Street.”


Lar nodded. “How will I know when I see High Street? Are there signs, perhaps?”


“No, of course not,” Emmis said. “You just know. Or you could ask someone.” He paused and thought for a moment. He had never really paid any attention to how he recognized the familiar streets, after living all his twenty-two years in the city, but obviously there must be landmarks of some sort. “Or . . . well, it’s called High Street because it runs along a bit of high ground. As long as you’re going uphill on Commerce Street, you aren’t there yet. If Commerce Street starts to slope down, you’re past it.”


“Ah! How reasonable. Say more.”


“You walk east on High Street until the third fork — the first one is Cut Street going off to the south, and then Old Merchant Avenue goes off to the north, and then next after that is where Merchant Street cuts diagonally across High Street. You turn northeast on Merchant Street, along the foot of the hill. You’ll see the mansions and garden walls of the New City on your right, along Merchant Street, with the Old Merchants’ Quarter on your left. You can’t miss it.” He looked at the ambassador, hoping to see some sign that he was following this. Although he could have walked it himself without giving it any thought, now that he said it aloud, it did sound complicated.


Instead, Lar’s expression was politely blank. “The New City is on the hill you mentioned?” he asked.


“Yes. You might have seen it from the sea, before you came ashore.”


“I might have, yes. The New City is part of Ethshar of the Spices?”


“It’s right in the middle of Ethshar of the Spices!”


“But it’s called the New City? In the middle?”


“Yes! Because it’s newer than the Old City. The Old City is the oldest part of Ethshar, and the New City was built after it. But most of the city is even newer.”


“But it is still called the New City?”


“The name never changed,” Emmis said defensively. “It’s only been a little over two hundred years.”


“Ah. So, I am on Merchant Street — what then?”


“Then you just walk down Merchant Street to Palace Square, and there’s the Palace on the other side of the Grand Canal, across the bridge.”


Lar nodded. “Tell me something, Emmis,” he said. “How do you remember all that?”


Emmis’ mouth opened, then closed. He stared at the foreigner in bafflement.


“Never mind, then,” Lar said, with a wave of his hand. “You know the city well?”


“Parts of it,” Emmis said. “Don’t ask me to find my way through Fishertown or Newgate.”


“Newgate? How old is that?”


“Oh, it really is new,” Emmis said. “Most of it was built when my father was a boy.”


“Ah. But you know most of the city.”


Emmis hesitated. “Most” might be an exaggeration, but it was close enough. “Yes,” he said.


“What if I wanted to find a warlock? Could you show me where to go?”


“Oh, Warlock Street is in the Wizards’ Quarter. There are a few warlocks elsewhere, but that’s the easiest place.”


“There is no Warlocks’ Quarter?”


Emmis almost laughed. “No. All the different kinds of magicians are in the Wizards’ Quarter; they don’t all have their own places.” The idea of a Warlocks’ Quarter or an Herbalists’ Quarter or even a Ritual Dancers’ Quarter amused him.


“Where is the Wizards’ Quarter?”


Emmis sighed. He had just known the foreigner would want to see the Wizards’ Quarter. Foreigners always did. Ethshar was famed for its magicians, and foreign visitors often didn’t understand that those magicians were running businesses, not putting on free shows.


“You follow the directions I gave you before,” he said, “but instead of turning on Merchant Street you stay on High Street right through the New City, over the hill to Arena Street. You turn right on Arena Street and just keep going, past the Arena. If you get to Southgate, you’ve gone too far. Once you’re in the Wizards’ Quarter just read the shop signs and notice boards until you find warlocks.”


“I would need to go more than a mile?”


“Three or four miles, I’d say. Arena Street is long.”


“All inside the city walls?”


“Yes, of course.”


Lar shook his head in amazement. “A city this size is hard to believe!”


“It’s the largest in the World,” Emmis said, with a touch of civic pride. Then his natural honesty compelled him to add, “Although some people say Ethshar of the Sands might be larger.”


“I think you were right. I won’t stay in this . . . house? No, this inn. I won’t stay in this inn for long. Can you find me a place between the Palace and the Wizards’ Quarter?”


“I think so,” Emmis said warily.


“I will be talking to several magicians.”


“I thought the Small Kingdoms had their own magicians.”


Lar grimaced. “Yours are better,” he said. “Much better.”


“I thought the Small Kingdoms didn’t like magicians.”


“That’s why yours are better.”


“Oh.” Emmis could hardly argue with that. “But then why do you want to talk to them?”


Lar sighed. “Emmis,” he said, “sometimes we must do things we don’t like. But also, the Empire of Vond is not like the other Small Kingdoms. It was created by the Great Vond, who was a magician from Ethshar, and it is ruled now by Lord Sterren, who came from Ethshar. We have different ideas from our neighbors.”


“Oh,” Emmis said. He chewed his lower lip to keep himself from frowning, hoping that he looked thoughtful rather than disapproving.


He hadn’t really known how the Empire of Vond had come about. A couple of years ago he’d started hearing stories about someone using magic to conquer a dozen or so of the southernmost Small Kingdoms and unite them, but Emmis didn’t remember any mention that the conqueror came from Ethshar.


Ethsharites weren’t supposed to meddle in the Small Kingdoms. Everyone knew that. When the first three overlords had created the Hegemony of the Three Ethshars after the Great War, they had deliberately excluded certain other lands. The Baronies of Sardiron were excluded because they carried the lingering taint of the old Northern Empire; the northern coasts, Tintallion and Meroa and so on, were excluded because they were too cold and empty to be worth bothering with.


The Small Kingdoms had been excluded because they were filled with madmen and fools, always bickering among themselves, a source of nothing but trouble. The people of the Hegemony prided themselves on their common sense, and common sense was obviously in short supply in the Small Kingdoms. Emmis had seen that for himself from talking to sailors from the Small Kingdoms. He had heard Kushinese speak scathingly of Amessans, Amessans denounce Meyans, Tantasharites insult Londans, Imryllirionese abominate Morrians, and to him and the other Ethsharites, all those various nationalities were indistinguishable. Oh, a Perelian might be a little paler than an Ashthasan, a Mergan might have a slightly different accent than a Weidamonite, but really, they were all barbarians alike compared to the good people of Ethshar. Fortunately, the kingdoms were so fragmented that they were harmless, far more interested in squabbling among themselves than bothering Ethshar.


The overlords of Ethshar left them carefully alone, so as not to risk becoming a common foe they might unite against.


At least, that’s what the old men on the docks had told Emmis, and when he had asked his father, his father had shrugged and said, “I suppose there’s some truth to it.”


Yes, the Empire of Vond had united about a dozen of the Small Kingdoms a few years ago, but it was far off on the southern edge of the World, at the other end of the Small Kingdoms, and the conquests had stopped after a few months, so no one in Ethshar had paid very much attention to it — but maybe they should have.


This man, this ambassador — why had he really come to Ethshar? Why did Vond need an ambassador? Emmis was fairly sure that most of the Small Kingdoms didn’t bother with such things.


Why was this Vondish ambassador so interested in magicians?


“Should I look for an inn on Arena Street, or do you think you might want to rent a house, or even buy one?” Emmis asked. “How long do you expect to stay in Ethshar?”


“I don’t know,” Lar replied. “Rent a house, perhaps?”


Emmis nodded. “Then I’ll start looking,” he said. “You can stay here until I find one.”


“That sounds good,” Lar said. He took off his hat and tossed it on the bed. “That sounds very good.”


“How big a house do you want? Will you have a staff? Are more of your people coming?”


Lar’s mouth quirked.


“No,” he said. “Just me. You’re my staff.”


“Oh.” Emmis frowned. “Well, do you want others? A cook? A housekeeper? Will you be entertaining often?”


Lar turned up a palm. “Emmis,” he said, “I don’t know these things. I have never been in Ethshar of the Spices before today. I have never been an ambassador until this journey. In the Small Kingdoms ambassadors are given rooms in the royal castle and attended to by the castle staff. They do not have their own cooks or housekeepers. A secretary, perhaps, or an aide. But my regent tells me this is not how it is done here — ambassadors do not live in the overlord’s palace, but in the city. Very well. I did not bring a secretary or an aide. You are my aide. I am paying you very much money. I am not a complete fool; I know that even here ten bits in silver a day is not reasonable. I am paying you so much so that you will figure these things out for me. I can spend . . . well, I have a certain amount of money, and no more. I will pay you what I have promised, and I can pay for some more than that, but I cannot be . . .” He paused, groping for a word, then rephrased. “But I must be reasonable,” he said. “You must pay for much from the money I pay you.”


Emmis could hardly complain about that, since Lar was quite right that ten silver bits a day was outrageously generous, but it did call for an adjustment in his plans. He had been imagining himself as the head of a grand household high in the New City, but now it did not sound as if the ambassador’s funds would stretch that far.


Well, he would make do.


“You don’t know how long you’ll stay?”


Lar shook his head. “No. I have instructions from Lord Sterren that I must follow, and when that is done I can go home. I don’t know how long that will be. Perhaps a month, perhaps a year, perhaps a life.”


“What is it he wants you to do?”


Lar smiled crookedly. “I am not to tell. Perhaps when I know you more.”


“That makes it difficult for me to help you.”


“I know. For now, do what I say, and we will see what happens.”


“All right,” said Emmis. “You want a place between the Palace and the Wizards’ Quarter, appropriate for an ambassador but not too expensive. What else?”


“You must make an introduction to the overlord. Lord Sterren does not want me to be secret, even if my instructions are.” He sighed. “He didn’t want me to try to be secret. He didn’t think I could be secret here in Ethshar.”


Emmis looked at the gaudily dressed foreigner, with his sun-darkened complexion and curious accent. He would certainly not pass as a native Ethsharite.


“And he wanted me to be able to speak for the Empire of Vond, if need is, not just ask questions,” Lar continued. “So I am an ambassador, not a spy.”


“You want an introduction to the overlord.” Emmis frowned. “I’m just a laborer, sir; I’ve never met the overlord.”


“You are an ambassador’s aide. That should be enough.”


“Maybe,” Emmis replied. “Maybe.”














CHAPTER THREE


The guard on the bridge listened politely. When Emmis had said his piece there was a moment of thoughtful silence; then the guard said, “A Vondish ambassador?”


“Yes.”


“He wants an audience with the overlord?”


“Yes.”


The guard glanced up over his shoulder at the golden marble walls of the palace. “I suppose that seems reasonable,” he said. “I’ll pass the word, but it may take some time to get an answer. Can you come back tomorrow, about this same time? I should have an answer for you by then.”


“You can’t find out sooner?”


“I might,” the guard said. “I don’t know. It’s not an emergency, and so far as I know it’s not a standard situation where there are procedures in place. We do see ambassadors sometimes, from Sardiron or Tintallion, but I don’t know just how that works. They usually have appointments made in advance.”


“Well, that’s what I’m trying to do — make an appointment,” Emmis protested.


“Yes, but they usually do it with an exchange of letters, or with magicians sending messages. They don’t just walk up to the door here.”


“I didn’t know who to address a letter to!”


“Well, I don’t, either, but the ambassadors we’ve had here before apparently do,” the soldier explained. “So I’ll have to find out and let you know, and I don’t know how long it will take, so could you please come back tomorrow?”


Emmis sighed. He started to turn away, then stopped. He took a deep breath and turned back.


“Am I doing something wrong?” he said.


Startled, the guard said, “I don’t think so.”


“I’m not making some horrible mistake in protocol, or being rude somehow?”


“No. I really just don’t know the procedure.”


“Keeping an ambassador waiting like this doesn’t seem right, somehow, so I thought maybe I’m doing something wrong,” Emmis explained. “I mean, I’m new at this. The ambassador hired me as his local guide on a whim, and I haven’t had any training at all; I’m just making it up as I go. If there’s anything you can tell me about how I should be doing this . . .”


The guard looked at him helplessly. “Honestly, I don’t know,” he said. “The only time I’ve seen any ambassadors, they’ve shown up on the bridge and said they were expected, and sure enough the names would be on the daily orders, so I let them in. I’m only a sentry, not some sort of official.”


“But you’ve never had a . . . a diplomatic aide come up to you like this? Or heard any of the other guards talk about it?”


“No. Never.”


“Then I’m probably doing it wrong.” Emmis sighed again. “Well, thank you. I’ll be back tomorrow morning, then.” He turned away with a polite nod and this time kept going, ambling back across the red stone bridge, past the two outer guards, and into the plaza beyond.


Perhaps he should have spoken to a magistrate, he thought, instead of the palace guards. At least he hadn’t followed his original plan of marching down here with the ambassador in tow, expecting to be admitted immediately. What’s more, he had found a house for rent just off Arena Street, and he had found it in less than a day. It wasn’t actually in the New City, where the lords and ladies lived if they didn’t live in the Palace itself. It was, if the truth be told, in Allston, but it was almost in the New City, and not all of Allston smelled of fish or sawdust or glue. Emmis hadn’t smelled anything inappropriate when he inspected the property, and the wind hadn’t seemed to be in an odd quarter.


So now it was back to the Crooked Candle to report to the ambassador. With any luck they could be settled into the house on Through Street by nightfall. He strolled across the plaza and through the midday crowds to Merchant Street, then up the gentle slope to High Street.


This whole business still didn’t seem entirely real; he kept thinking it would all turn out to be a prank, or a misunderstanding, but then he felt the bulge in his purse as it slapped against his thigh, listened to the jingle of silver as he walked, and told himself that at least the money was real. If Lar turned out to be a madman rather than an ambassador, or if the overlord had him cast into a dungeon as an enemy of the Hegemony, at least Emmis would have something to show for it.


He turned right onto High Street, into the Old Merchants’ Quarter, and hurried on, ignoring the calls of hawkers and the scent of herbs and spices, eager to return to the familiar streets of Shiphaven.


Half an hour later he marched through the taproom of the Crooked Candle, ignoring the rather sparse lunchtime crowd, and climbed the three flights of stairs to the ambassador’s room on the top floor.


The door, which had been standing open when he left that morning, was closed; he hesitated, then knocked.


No one answered, and all his worries about fraud or insanity, which he had been able to hold at bay until now, suddenly tumbled in on him.


“Lar? Sir?” he called, as he rapped on the wood again. He tried the latch, but the door was locked. He groped for an appropriate title for an ambassador and called, “Your excellency?”


There was still no response. He dropped his hand to his purse — the possibility that those coins weren’t really silver at all, but some lesser substance enhanced by a bit of magic, had finally occurred to him. He frowned.


If that was the case, well . . . all he had really lost was a day’s work, give or take a few hours, and a little of his self-respect. He could stand that. At least he hadn’t bragged about his new job to anyone; by the time he had gotten Lar settled in the Crooked Candle, answered the foreigner’s hundreds of questions about the city, discussed rents and wages, and carefully gone over the plans for today, he hadn’t felt like talking to anyone else. He had eaten supper with Lar downstairs here, then gone back to his attic room in the tangle of uncertainly named streets behind Canal Square, where he had looked over the foreign silver carefully, gotten out his best clothes to air overnight, and then gone to bed early, so as to get an early start today.


He had spoken to his landlady in passing, on his way up to his room, mentioning that he had a new job that might force him to move out, but he didn’t think he had told her anything that would embarrass him. He hadn’t run into any of his friends or family.


This morning he had breakfasted with the ambassador here at the inn, then set out on his business. He had not told the owner of the house in Allston who his employer was, merely that it was a foreigner with business at the Palace.


He had told the guard at the Palace the whole story about the Vondish ambassador, but he could live with that.


“Are you looking for the man with the red coat and the fancy hat?” someone asked.


Startled, Emmis turned to find a young woman, perhaps a year or two younger than himself, standing at the top of the stair. “Uh?” he said.


“The foreigner with the plumed hat,” she said. “Are you looking for him?”


“Yes,” Emmis answered.


“He went out about an hour ago. I’m not sure when he’s coming back, but he left all his things, so I’m sure he’ll be back eventually.”


Emmis glanced at the locked door, then back at the young woman, who, he realized, was wearing a beer-stained white apron and had her hair tucked up under a mobcap. “Oh,” he said. “Do you work here, then?”


“Sometimes. My uncle owns the inn, and I help out when he’s short-handed.”


“You’re sure he’ll be back?” he said, nodding toward the door.


“He didn’t take his belongings, so I’d say so, yes.”


Emmis’ hand squeezed his purse; the silver, if it was really silver, was still there. And the girl said Lar’s luggage was safe inside the room.


Lar was probably real after all, and he had been worrying about nothing. The ambassador had surely just gone out on an errand of some sort, perhaps to buy a few things in Shiphaven Market — not that Emmis had seen him when he had passed through the market a few minutes before. “Did he say where he was going?” he asked.


She shook her head. “No. Not a word.”


For a moment Emmis stood silently staring at her, trying to think of something useful to ask her, but nothing came to mind.


The girl stared back. “The other foreigners might know something,” she said at last.


Emmis blinked. “Other foreigners?”


“Downstairs, eating lunch,” she said. “Four of them.”


“Are they Vondish, too?”


She turned up both palms. “I have no idea,” she said. “I just know they’re foreigners from the way they talk.”


“Oh.” He took a final look at the locked door, then said, “Could you introduce me, perhaps? My name’s Emmis of Shiphaven.”


“Of course. My name’s Gita, by the way. Come on.” She turned and beckoned and led him back down to the common room.


The four foreigners were three men and a woman, seated at a large table to one side of the room. The woman was middle-aged and full-figured, wearing a white blouse embroidered in two shades of blue; the men wore brown cloaks with hoods thrown back. All four had the dark hair and dark complexions common in the far south, but were otherwise unremarkable.


Gita took his hand and led Emmis directly to them.


Emmis was unsure what they had been doing when he first entered the room, whether they had been talking among themselves or not, but the moment Gita started toward them they had all turned and stared silently at her approach, and at Emmis behind her. That did not strike him as entirely normal behavior, but after all, they were foreigners and couldn’t be expected to have any manners.


Then the woman smiled at him, and while she was at least a decade older than he was and no great beauty to begin with, that at least made him feel less like an intruder. “Gita, my dear,” she said, speaking Ethsharitic with a truly barbarous accent, “is this the young man you told us about?”


“Annis, this is Emmis of Shiphaven,” the innkeeper’s niece said with a curtsey, and Emmis suddenly found himself thrust forward, and his hand released.


The three men still hadn’t moved or spoken, but the woman waved at a vacant chair. “Have a seat, Emmis of Shiphaven!” Her accent was thicker than Lar’s, and Emmis did not think it was the same. She spoke her vowels through her nose. While she was obviously from the Small Kingdoms, he didn’t think she was from the same kingdom that had produced the Vondish ambassador.


There was clearly something going on here that he didn’t understand, but none of these people looked particularly dangerous, and no one was likely to do anything violent here in a public house. Warily, keeping his eyes on the woman, Emmis sat down.


“I am Annis the Merchant,” the foreign woman said. “I hope you don’t mind that I sent Gita upstairs to see if you would join us.”


Emmis gave the innkeeper’s niece a quick glance, but she was hurrying away toward the kitchen, careful not to look at him.


“Ah,” Emmis said. “You did that?” Gita had done an excellent job of getting him here without mentioning that she had been sent to find him.


“Yes. And of course you want to know why.”


“Well, yes.”


“Of course. You would be a fool not to wonder, and I’m sure you are not a fool.” She smiled again. “Are you?”


Emmis did not care to answer that. “Who are you people?” he asked. “What do you want with me?”


“I told you, I am Annis the Merchant. These three are, if I have the names right, Neyam, Morkai, and Hagai, all of them from Lumeth of the Towers.”


The three men shifted at the sound of their names, and it occurred to Emmis that they might not understand Ethsharitic. They gave no sign they were following the conversation. Emmis did not think he had ever heard of Lumeth of the Towers, which meant it was almost certainly one of the Small Kingdoms. Emmis did not know much about the lands outside the city walls, but he was fairly sure he had at least heard a mention of every nation outside the Small Kingdoms, from Kerroa to Shan on the Desert, or from the Pirate Towns to Srigmor. But he hadn’t heard of all the Small Kingdoms simply because there were too many.


“And where are you from?” Emmis asked. “You don’t sound Vondish, and I notice you said they were from Lumeth, not we are.”


“Ah, not a fool at all! I am from Ashthasa, on the South Coast.”


Emmis had heard of Ashthasa and had even met a few Ashthasan sailors, and now that she said the name, her accent did seem to fit, and her coloring was dark enough. She might be telling the truth.


One of the Lumethans said something in what sounded like Trader’s Tongue, and Annis made a quick, brief reply. Emmis thought she was telling him to shut up until he had been introduced, but Emmis’ command of Trader’s Tongue was almost as weak as he had told Lar it was, and Annis spoke Trader’s Tongue with that same thick Ashthasan accent she had in Ethsharitic, so he was not at all sure of his interpretation.


“They don’t speak Ethsharitic, do they?” he asked.


Annis smiled at him again. “If they do, they won’t admit it,” she said. “I take it you don’t speak Trader’s Tongue? Morkai wanted to know what we were discussing, and I said we were still on introductions.”


That matched what he had heard reasonably well. “Shall we get beyond the introductions, then? What did you want with me?”


“To the point. You are working for the Vondishman? The one in the red coat and plumed hat?”


Emmis wondered whether the woman was exaggerating her accent; if she knew the Ethsharitic word for “plumed” she had to be pretty fluent.


“He hired me to find him a residence, yes.” Emmis didn’t see any reason to admit to more than that.


“Ah, is that where you were today?”


“Yes.”


“Did you find him one?”


“I did. Why do you want to know?”


She leaned back in her chair. “Do you know where Ashthasa is?”


“You just told me — it’s on the South Coast, in the Small Kingdoms.”


“But do you know where it is relative to the Empire of Vond? And how big it is? And how big the Empire of Vond is?”


“No,” Emmis admitted.


“Our entire eastern frontier is with the Empire,” she said. “It was our border with the kingdom of Quonshar, until the Great Warlock conquered Quonshar three years ago, together with all the lands beyond. Where there were once eight other kingdoms along the coast to the east of Ashthasa, there is now only the empire, reaching from our border to the very edge of the World, and Quonshar is merely the westernmost province of Vond. There are more than a dozen other provinces in the empire, and while Quonshar is one of the smallest provinces, all by itself it’s still larger than Ashthasa. If the empire should decide to extend its borders ever so slightly, my homeland would vanish and become Vond’s nineteenth province. We could not possibly resist them effectively.”


Emmis glanced at the three silent men.


“And Lumeth of the Towers — well, it’s inland, not on the coast. It’s one of the larger lands in the Small Kingdoms, though of course it’s nothing compared with the Empire of Vond, or the Hegemony of the Three Ethshars. A few years ago it bordered on nine other kingdoms; three of them are now provinces of Vond, and southern Lumeth is halfway surrounded. Do you know what a map is?”


“Yes,” Emmis said. “I’ve seen maps.” This was true; some of the ships he had helped unload had had maps aboard, showing where the various lands around the Gulf of the East were in relationship to one another. Emmis thought the idea was rather clever, though he preferred to keep his own geographical knowledge in his head, rather than on a sheet of parchment.


“Good. Well, if you were to look at a map of the Empire of Vond, you would see that it’s shaped a little like a half-moon, with the sea and the desert around the curve to the south and east, and the rest of the Small Kingdoms to the north and west of the flat side. Except that the border isn’t straight. There’s a piece broken off the western tip — that’s Ashthasa. And there’s a bite out of the middle — that’s the southern part of Lumeth. So they’re worried about the empire just as my own people are.”


“Oh,” Emmis said.


“So we are all very, very interested in everything the empire does, and when the Imperial Council and the Regent send an envoy to Ethshar of the Spices, well, naturally, we want to know who he is, and what he’s doing, and why. I am telling you this openly to save time; I could have made up some elaborate story, but why should I? You have no ties to Vond, and we are not asking you to do anything terrible. We just want to know whether you can tell us anything about why this Vondishman is in Ethshar.”


Emmis glanced at the three silent Lumethans, then looked Annis in the eye.


“What’s in it for me?” he asked.














CHAPTER FOUR


Emmis had never greatly concerned himself with ethical issues. Unloading freighters generally did not present a lot of difficult moral choices.


One of the rules he and the other dockworkers lived by, though, was that you finished the job you were on before you took another one, even if the new employer offered higher pay. Walking off one job to start the next meant you weren’t trustworthy or reliable. After awhile, that meant you didn’t get decent work. Emmis had done some stupid things in his life, but he had no intention of breaking that rule.


You didn’t steal from the people who hired you. That was even worse. A thief who got caught would never work on the waterfront again.


But if the captain left you sitting on the dock while he got the paperwork done or dickered with a buyer, there was no rule that said you couldn’t answer a few questions for interested merchants, or that they couldn’t give a hard-working young man a copper bit or two in exchange for telling them just how many planks of planed hickory, or crates of tarragon, you and your fellows had really hauled out of the hold, even if it didn’t match what the owner claimed he had available.


It wasn’t as if Lar had told him anything important, after all. In fact, Lar had specifically refused to tell him just what the actual purpose of his stay in Ethshar was, and if Lar was keeping that secret, then presumably anything Lar had told him was not secret.


So why not pick up a little extra money while he waited for the ambassador to come back from wherever he had gone? That was what Emmis told himself while Annis and the three Lumethans argued in Trader’s Tongue.


He kept an eye on the front door as they bickered; if Lar should walk in just then, Emmis wanted to be ready to put some distance between himself and the four foreigners. He also listened, though, while trying not to let on that he could understand about one word in five of the debate.


The Lumethans seemed to find his willingness to talk to them suspicious, while Annis appeared to be arguing that it was plain old Ethsharitic greed, that Ethsharites would sell their own children if the price was right.


In Emmis’ experience, most Ethsharites would not actually sell their own children, which was a constant annoyance to slavers. He was not about to mention this, though.


The foreigners also seemed to disagree as to whether the costs should be split two ways or four, by country or by individual. There was also the question of how much to offer him, up front or in installments. Emmis did know all the numbers in Trader’s Tongue and was reasonably pleased by what he heard.


Finally, Annis turned back to him and said, “Two rounds for what he’s told you so far, and another round for every new item you bring us.”


“Silver?”


Annis looked genuinely shocked. “Gods, no!” she said. “Just copper!”


Emmis turned up a palm. “It was worth asking.” It hadn’t really been, as far as any honest doubt might be concerned, but it did make plain to these four that while Ethsharites might be greedy, they weren’t cheap. He had also understood enough of the Trader’s Tongue to know that two rounds was the opening bid, not a final offer — for one thing, he was fairly certain that they had compromised on a three-way split, and eight bits didn’t divide by three. “Perhaps half a dozen rounds?”
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