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Part One In Xandria, |inked together
by chai ns of coincidence
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Humans were made by a world other than the one they know, close kin to it but
not the same. No man of the world will ever see the world which nmade him
and yet it can be glinpsed in dreams. No nmenory of the world which made the
human race survives in this world, nor is there any account of it in the
sacred lore, but what is witten in the bl ood can never be wholly erased, and
the flickering flame which lights the nost intinmate dreams can never be
utterly extinguished. No man born of this world can know what a noon or a
mountain is, but there are men neverthel ess who see the nmoon while their eyes
are firmy shut, and drink of precious folly, and there are nmen who clinb
mountains while they lie abed, dizzied by sublime heights. This world has no
changi ng seasons, but there are seasons in the rhythmof our being. The
tides which surge in our blood are greater by far than the petty tides which
stir our shallow seas. The world's seas are briny, but not as briny as the
bl ood of men. Qur blood marks us children of other and uni magi nably distant
seas, and this is true even of those who have Serpent's blood in them The
worl d's seas are shallow but the water of our being is deeper by far; it

mar ks us children of a great and unfathomabl e abyss, and this is true even of
those whose hearts are warned by Sal amander's fire. There are seasons in the
affairs of nmen, and always will be, despite that the nen who live in the
worl d we know were born and will be born again from Chinera' s Cradle.

The Apocrypha of Genesys
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a ndris nmyra sol had been a prince in Ferentina

until he was six years old, but now had been six years a vagabond. Exactly
half a lifetine had passed since he quit his own | and, and the anniversary
was not a happy one. He had told hinself a thousand tines that it was
neither fear nor the fear of brotherly Iove turning to hatred which had
driven himaway fromhis home. He had told hinself a thousand tinmes what a
fine thing it was to be a citizen of the world rather than the scion of a
single tiny nation, but he was past believing it now. Six years had taught
himwhat it nmeant to be without hone, w thout property and without a goal in
life. In six years he had suffered every penalty of aim essness, but he
wasn't so foolish as to imagine that things couldn't get worse

Andri s sat on a crooked chair beside a rickety table beneath the interna
staircase in a harbour side inn called the Wayfaring Tree in the city of
Xandria and cursed his miserable luck. He was alone and friendless. The ale
he was drinking was uncomonly dark and suspiciously salty, matching his nood
wi th uncanny precision. The |legs of the chair had becone so soft and spongy
by courtesy of the corrosions of five different kinds of wood rot that it
threatened to cave in beneath his bul k- which was, adnmittedly, unusually

| arge by Xandrian standards. The surface of the table was peppered and

bl ot ched by no I ess than eight kinds of rot, three of which were unfamliar
to him being quite unknown in mlder climes. One of these appeared to be
feeding on the stain which had been used to col our the wood, nmottling the
tabletop with a strangely disconfiting pallor.

Andris had no idea what kind of wood it was, and couldn't put a nane to any
of the eight kinds of rot, famliar or unfamiliar. H s travels hadn't taught
hima great deal, but they had anply denobnstrated the truth of the old adage
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that it did no good to |learn the nanmes and habits of different kinds of rot
because there woul d al ways be a new kind eating away at your possessions
whenever you turned around.

That, in a nutshell, is the story of ny life, he reflected. 1In fact, that,
in a nutshell, is the story of everybody's life, even though the vast
majority of nmen fail to notice the fact- especially those who are privil eged
to live in a vast and vainglorious city |ike Xandri a.

Andris didn't like Xandria. He liked it even less than all the other ports
whi ch he had visited as he had made his sl ow way sout hwards across the
Slithery Sea, and he was already regretting his decision to cone here chasing
a runour which could hardly be expected to live up to his hopes even if it
were true.

Xandria was huge, and it had a city wall in frank defiance of what comon nen
held to be the limts of practicability even in nore tenperate | ands where
stone had the grace to crunble at a relatively slow pace. Xandria's

i nhabitants thought they were the nost civilised people in the world. Few of
them had ever heard of Ferentina, but even those who had woul d undoubt edly
consider it to be a stagnant backwater in the flow ng stream of hunman
history. |In Ferentina, though, even tiny inns had solid chairs, tables whose
four legs were all precisely the same length, and' serving girls.

In Andris's view, there could be no firner proof of the” un civilised nature
of a city and its people than the fact that the city contained, and its
peopl e gl adly patronised, inns which did not enploy serving girls. 1In the
Wayfaring Tree a man had to carry his own ale, which was dispensed through a
hat chway of such parsinoni ous di mensions that nmerely waiting to be served
could easily take ten minutes. Andris didn't know why this was, but he was
prepared to assume that it had sonething to do with the innkeeper's fear of
bei ng nobbed, choked and beaten bl ack and bl ue when his patrons tasted the
al e he served

In spite of the poor quality of the ale, the inn was crowded. Mst of its
patrons were sailor nen fromthe various ships which were noored in the
harbour, but there was a party of local bravos huddl ed about a table set in a
covert on the other side of the staircase which led up to the roons in the
upper part of the house. (Qccasionally one or other of these bully-boys would
dart a glance through one of the gaps between the slats of the stairway, as
if to
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see whether Andris was trying to listen to their whispered

conversation. The inplied suspicion nade Andris feel direly unconfortable,
even though he had not the |east interest in whatever villainy they m ght be
plotting. He wished that he had soneone to talk to, so that he could i nmerse
hinself in a conversation of his own, but none of the sailor nmen were from
the ship that had brought himto Xandria, and his tentative enquiries
regardi ng the possi bl e whereabouts of one Theo Zabio had so far net with no
response. The table in the covert was not the only one fromwhich gl ances
were occasionally directed at Andris. At the other side of the room close
to the door which gave access to the waterfront, sat a group of anbers, whose
skins were alnost as pale as his own. He knew that this was nere

coi nci dence, and that these other nen were so- called dark | anders fromthe
great forest in the far south of what the Xandrians were pleased to think of
as their enpire. In all probability, he supposed, nobst of the other people
in the roomwho were gold ens all, though some were so dark as al nbost to be
reckoned bronze- took himfor a dark lander in spite of the cut of his
clothes. They had been very good cl othes once, but six years of nending and
pat ching had turned theminto ragged travesti es.

In order to avoid the possibility of making accidental eye-contact with
curious and suspicious gazes Andris studied the ceiling beans with a critica
eye. In a place like this, every guest had good cause to wonder whet her the
ceiling of his bedroom m ght coll apse while he was peacefully sleeping in his
bunk. The beans | ooked solid enough, but it was easy to see where fresh
pai nt had been applied to conceal the tell-tale blotches of softening decay.
The stone pillars which supported the ends of the beans | ooked sturdier, with
relatively few cracks and crevices, but there was cl ear enough evi dence of
pat ching for the informed eye to notice

The whole lot could go at any tine, Andris thought, with a silent sigh. And
there's a cellar too, subject to steady seepage if the taste of the ale's
anything to go by. The whole edifice mght crunble into its own soggy
bowel s, taking every one of us with it. Paradoxically, the uncheerfu

t hought nmade himfeel slightly better. The idea that all Xandria would one
day crunble into dust and slide into the every-hungry sea nade his persona
pl i ght seem | ess remarkabl e.
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Hi s contenplation of the ceiling ended abruptly as his attenti on was caught
by the unm stakabl e sound of trouble, borne kind of argument had started
between the dark | anders and the sailor men at the nei ghbouring table.
Insults were being hurled back and forth in several different accents.
Mercifully, no one was getting up to wave fists, |et alone draw bl ades.
Andris judged that it would probably di e down soon enough. In any case, he
was close to the bottomrung of the staircase; he could dash up to his room
at a nonment's notice should there be any need so to do.

He stared into the murky depths of his ale. The tankard- which was gl ass,

al beit of a crude kind- was showi ng the effects of sone nysterious species of
blight. The vessel didn't seemlikely to break, but he didn't suppose that
the bloom made the ale taste any better.

Hi s contenplation of the tankard's interior was interrupted by a sudden

awar eness that he was no longer alone. He jerked his head up to confront the
man who was now standi ng beside the enpty chair opposite his own. Andris
woul d doubt| ess have offended the other with the fierceness of his stare had
the man not been blind, but his eyes had been wecked by sone kind of disease
whi ch had turned the pupils mlk-white and the whites blood-red. He was
thin, and his clothes were in rags but he carried hinself with a certain
dignity and his ancient face was not unhandsone, apart fromthe terrible

eyes. | "May | tell you a story," the ancient whispered, 'for the small est
and ol dest coin you have. " ', Is this what | will be when | grow ol d?
Andri s thought, with a twinge of panic. The few coins which he had left were
all small, and none had been minted within the last two years.

"It'd be a bad bargain,"

he conf essed.

"You'll find richer nen el sewhere in the room™
"I hear them" the old man said.

"But here there is silence, and sickness of heart. Here there is a need
which I mght neet." H's accent was one which Andris did not know, he too
must be a stranger in Xandria.

Could he really judge the sickness of a heart fromthe quality of a pool of
sil ence?

"Perhaps there is," said Andris, not ungrudgingly.

"Tell me a story, then- but tell nme no tales of Xandria's noble kings and
valiant heroes. 1'd far rather hear a tale which mght renmind ne of ny
chil dhood in a distant land."
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"I can't pronise to awaken old menories," the ancient said, "but I'Il tell
you the oldest tale | know. You might have heard it in the cradle even

t hough you cone fromthe far side of the world. " " 1'll settle for that,"
Andri s agreed.

The old man sat down. He held hinself very straight although the years nust
have wei ghed heavily upon him He was at least thirty but it was evident
that he still had pride in his work. He seemed to have been thoroughly
versed in his dubious Art. Wien I'mold as well as destitute, Andris
thought, J won't even have stories to trade for the coins | beg.

"There is no destiny," said the old man softly, in the sonorous tone of one
reciting words learned in the distant past and recited nmany ti nes before.

"The future cannot be foretold, but the world is pregnant wi th many
possibilities. Some will be given birth and suckled with nourishing mlKk,
and the strongest of these will grow to be things which are new not nmerely in
the world but in the universe.

"VWhat will be new cannot be foreseen, but its shadow m ght be glinpsed in the
fertile imagination.

"There once cane a Serpent into Idun, which brought the gift of a tree whose
fruit had know edge of good and evil, and the forefathers bought the tree
with promses they could not fulfill. / wll nmake you a gift of ny bl ood,
the Serpent said, and hope that you will use it wisely. The forefathers
accepted the gift, and nade a further prom se they could not fulfill. W
shall return this gift a thousand fold they said, if only we can use it

wi sely.

"There al so cane a Sal amander into Idun, which brought the gift of a tree
whose fruit had know edge of another kind, and the forefathers bought the
tree with coin the Sal amander could not spend. | wll rmake you a gift of the
fire in ny heart, the Sal amander said, and hope that it might warmyou. The
forefathers accepted this gift, and gave the Sal amander anot her unspendabl e
coin. W shall return this gift a thousand fold they said, if we can only

feel its warnmth. " Serpents die, and Sal ananders too, and the people of the
wor | d brought death with them when they first descended fromthe sky, but if
ever the world is devoid of Serpents or Sal amanders nmen will have cause to

mourn. Better by far that the promi ses their forefathers nade ni ght one day
be fulfilled, and the coin they paid
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m ght one day be spent. MIlk that is
given to the nourishnment of Serpents and Sal amanders is al ready owed, and
does not go to waste.

"There is no destiny. The future cannot be foreknown, but the human mnd is
pregnant with many designs, sone of which may be realised if only the
necessary instruments can be devised and forged. " W cannot know today what
we m ght di scover tonorrow, but the schem ng nind should make what provision
it can. Renenber this, for it is atruth as vital as any in the lore. "

For a second or two, Andris didn't realise that the recitation was over. Ws
that the whole of the story f he thought. Was it a story at all? The blind
man clearly believed that it was; he now had the nanner of one who had just
inmparted a valuable secret. Andris reached into the noney-pouch attached to
his belt, and took a coin at random

He held it out to the old nan for several seconds before it dawned on him
that the gesture was futile. He reached across the table to pick up the
man's left hand with his own, and solemly placed the coin in the palm

"I't's neither Xandrian nor fresh," he adm tted apol ogetically.
"Thank you," said the old man.

"Was the story to your satisfaction?

Had you heard it before, |ong ago?

"Only the beginning and the end," Andris told him 'and not all parts of a
story. W cannot know today what we m ght discover tonorrow, but the
schenm ng m nd shoul d make what provision it can is a popular saying in ny
honel and, but the passages concerning the Serpent and the Sal amander are new
to ne. In Ferentina, no man has ever seen a Serpent or a Sal amander. | hear
that Serpents, at |least, can sonetinmes be seen in Xandria. "

"They never cone to the city," the old man said, 'but | have heard that they
can sonetinmes be seen in the western regions of the enpire. " He stressed
the words heard and seen very faintly. " If your story is fromthe Lore of
Genesys," Andris said thoughtfully, '"it's strange that |'ve never heard it in
full. | thought the storytellers of Ferentina were thoroughly versed in that
particul ar set of |egends."

"It's fromthe Apocrypha of Genesys,"” the blind man informed him

"W had many forefathers, and they gave us nore gifts than nost of us know.
Goran made the lore for everyone, but his

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (12 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:19 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

brothers took care to comruni cate
their own wisdomto a select few"

"Ch," Andris said un enthusiastically

"You nean the secret commandnments and all that occult rubbish.” He regretted
it immrediately, realising that if the blind man could recite nock mnythol ogy
with evident respectfulness he mght be a firmbeliever in all that occult
rubbi sh. He woul d have apol ogi sed, but at that nonent the argunent between
the dark | anders and their neighbours erupted again, and this tinme there was
little time wasted in nere insult.

Wthin a few seconds- far nore quickly than Andris woul d have t hought
possi bl e- the dark | anders were on their feet, lashing out this way and that
with hands and feet alike. Three tables and a dozen chairs went tunbling
over, followed by a cacophony of shattering glass. Through the open doorway
of the inn rushed a nenber of the king' s guard, red-skirted and brightly

hel med. He hadn't drawn his sword; his enpty hands were raised in a

pl acatory fashion, and his clear intention was to nip the trouble in the bud.
Al as, he was already too late. He was inmediately swallowed up by the

vi ol ence.

Andri s stood up, the first thought in his mnd being that he ought to protect
the blind man.

"Quickly," he said.

"Up the staircase!" But the blind nman didn't nove- because, of course, he
didn't know where the staircase was. Andris stood up and reached out his
hand, intending to take the blind nan by the armand | ead himaway to safety,
but he was rudely interrupted. Qher nen had their eyes on the steps and
their thoughts on escape, including the bravos who had huddl ed about the
table in the al cove beneath the slanting staircase.

Al of a sudden those men were jostling Andris and his conpanion, trying to
shove them both out of the way. The blind man's chair was overturned and the
table too

The tabl e knocked the blind man over as it fell, spilling Andris's sour ale
all over his grey rags.

The insult and injury done to the neek story-teller inflaned Andris's anger
rather nore than the | oss of the unappetising beer, but he still had
sufficient presence of mind to curb his tenper. Wen he turned to grapple
with the men who were anbitious to swarmup the stairway he had no intention
of hitting or hurting anyone; |ike the guardsman he nmerely wi shed to restore
a senbl ance of order to the incipient chaos.
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He never got the chance to speak or to take constructive action. The

bi ggest of the conspirators- who was a little wi der than Andris, though not
as tall- was already intent on thrusting himout of the way. He barged
forward and sent Andris “spinning sideways, away fromthe bottomstair.
Andri s woul d probably have tripped over one of the | esser nen and fall en down
had it not been for the fact that he met another nan coning the other way,
who had apparently been hurled with even greater force. This proved to be

t he guardsman who had tried unsuccessfully to break up the fight as it
started.

Andri s grabbed hold of the guardsman and the guardsman grabbed hol d of him
as both of themstruggled to stay upright. Their eyes met for a noment and
Andri s saw or thought he saw a glimer of understanding. At any rate, the
guardsman made no attenpt to strike Andris, and they rel eased one anot her at
exactly the sane tine. They wanted to turn in opposite directions- Andris
towards the stairway and the soldier towards the area where half a dozen
anber dark | anders were |ashing out among a crowd of thirty or forty gold ens
now i ncludi ng at | east one nore guardsman- but neither of themwas able to
follow his intention through. The big man who had shoved Andris had picked
up the table at which Andris had been seated, and he brought its heavy top
across in a vicious arc ainmed at the heads of the anber and the guardsman. ;
Andri s, who had the advantage of being able to see it com ng, ducked.

The guardsnman, who was | ooki ng the other way, took the edge of the table
square on the back of his head.

The guardsman went down as if he had been pol e-axed. Andris would have
escaped unhurt if only the table had not had its legs still firmy attached,
but one of them caught himin the ribs as he tried to shrink into an

i mpossi bly small space, and jarred himhorribly.

Wil e he gasped in pain the big nan turned the table sideways, lifted it up-
rat her inelegantly, but with considerable dexterity- and brought it crashing
down on the fallen guardsman.

Had the table's edge struck the man's head again it would have killed him
but it struck his leg instead. Again, one of the table-legs- of which only
two now remmi ned attached- hit Andris, this tinme just beneath the hip.

The i npact redoubled Andris's agony and spun hi maround, 10
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with his linbs

inaterrible tangle. Wen he fell, trying unsuccessfully to enbrace his
ribs with one hand and his thigh with the other, he somehow contrived to fal
upon the upended tabl etop, which was now sandw ched between his own body and
that of the soldier. The wind had been knocked out of him and he had to
fight desperately hard to draw air into his reluctant |ungs.

He was still there several minutes later, cursing his luck and nursing his
injuries, when two other guardsnmen seized him and told himthat he was under
arrest. By this tine, the nen who had been fighting for access to the

stai rway had di sappeared, having presumably made their escape. The stricken
guardsman and the blind story-teller were both stretched out on the
flagstoned fl oor, unconsci ous and barely breat hing.

It occured to Andris, somewhat belatedly, that he mght be in deep trouble.
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Z the dark |l ander suffered his fifth and final seizure shortly after the

ni neteenth hour. That, at |least, was the tine according to Ereleth's
red-striped candle; a glance out of the wi ndow at the brightly shining stars
suggested to her that the candle m ght be as nuch as half an hour slow, but
she certainly wasn't about to summon an astronomer to make an accurate

ti me-check. Wtchery was work that required to be done in secret- preferably
in a high attic with a single narrow wi ndow and a | ow dark-beaned ceili ng,
just like the roomthey were in.

The | ast seizure was by no neans as spectacular as the earlier ones.

The dark | ander had nothing left in his stonmach to bring up but clotted

bl ood, and insufficient strength in his aged nuscles to sustain violent
convul sions. His colour was quite ghastly. Being a dark |ander he had
started out pale, but now his flesh was al nost ds white as his hair, the
col our of new sailcloth. H s open eyes were bul ging out of their sockets,
like two great glass beads with a bad case of vitric rot.

Ereleth didn't waste nuch tinme watching the dying man's convul sions.

She was far nore interested in watching the Princess Lucrezia's reaction to
hi s unl ovel y deat h.

So far, Lucrezia's response had been all that could be expected, and Ereleth
was not di sappoi nted now. The expression in the young wonan's eye was one of
fasci nated but dispassionate interest; her gaze was intense but clinical, and
her lovely features were flushed with a purely intellectual excitenent.

By contrast, the features of the giant who stood on the far side of the couch
| ooked as if they had been carved out of stone; her eyes too m ght have been
made out of glass. The giant was no |longer a stranger to this room although
she had to duck under the beans every tine she took a step, but she had not
become used to such 12
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sights; her awe and her anxiety remai ned as powerful
as ever. But she was only a guard, not an apprentice witch

Lucrezia is the one, Ereleth told herself, feeling that the statenent was the
final confirmation of sonething she had known for a long time, something

whi ch had | ong been determined. This is the best and truest instrunment that

I have forged. This is ny appointed heir.

She's no child of Belin's, despite that he's her father, but sonething wholly
and exclusively mine. The |ast thought brought a slight frown to her face,
because Belin naturally saw things differently. According to Ereleth's

spi es, he had recently taken advice fromhis pettifogging mnisters which
bade himarrange a marriage for his twenty-second daughter even though she
was still forty days short of her seventh birthday: a nmarriage to the prince
of Sham nzar a.

Erel eth had not the slightest idea why Sharninzara should suddenly have
entered so forcefully into the ministers' calculation of the delicate bal ance
of political power within Xandria's sphere of influence, but she had nade it
her business to find out what kind of place it was. According to the patient
tally men who kept count of the enpire's possessions, Sham nzara was an isle
fully five hundred kirns distant, which nmeasured barely sixty kirns by fifty-
five, so desolate as to be well-nigh treeless. It had only a single harbour
and was reputed to be a favourite haunt of pirates. It wasn't the kind of

pl ace in which a young queen might be able to devel op her own anbitions; nor
was it the kind of place in which a young witch night find adequate scope for
the exercise of her Art.

"Did | not tell you?" said Ereleth softly, lacing her fingers together and
cracki ng her anci ent knuckl es.

"Dead in five hours. A small enough dosage to be easily disguised, and no
known antidote. It never fails."

The princess nmade a slight sound of disgust.

"It took himfive hours,” she said warily.

"He nust have been at |east twenty-five, and he spent the last fifteen of
themworking on the wall. The only reason the seneschal released himto us
was that he was no |onger capable of lifting a fair-sized pebble or mxing
snmooth cenent. He wanted to die. W need far better subjects if these
experinments are to be reliable. If I'"'mever to use the Art in earnest | need
to know how to neasure the effect of the poisons on nmen who are strong and
desperate to live."
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"Your father has better uses for nmen like that," Ereleth said wyly.
"W all have- or would have, given half thecnance." She |aughed |ewdly.

"In this case, believe ne, the condition of the subject nakes no difference."
Privately, however, she thought: The child has a good mind. She is
determned to take nothing on trust which can be tested.

Not one of her sisters showed such promi se- but those who have Serpent's
bl ood have a natural aptitude for witchery.

Erel eth, who had never borne a child herself, had been nentor |o half a dozen
of Lucrezia's half-sisters before her; the tricks of poisoning and the
corollary tricks of healing the poisoned- had | ong been consi dered val uabl e
in the Xandrian royal famly. Customdictated that every king of Xandria
shoul d have at | east one witch-w fe, and should always let it be known-

di screetly, of course- that any one of his daughters m ght have been trained
in such skills. The alliances sealed and cemented by their marri ages were
just that bit stronger when tinged with a little anxiety. Many teachers,
Erel eth knew, woul d have construed the princess's scepticismas an insult to
their teaching, and to the lore itself, but Ereleth too had never been
prepared to take entirely on trust that which had been handed down to her by
her own nentor. The experinments which she had undertaken in the course of a
long lifetime had di scl osed several significant inaccuracies in the
traditional |lore, which she had been careful to take aboard. She was too
clever and too proud to be one of those over-devout |ore keepers who assumned
that if reality would not conformw th what she had been taught then reality
must be at fault; she was, after all, a keeper of the secret comuandnents,

Il oyal to a higher authority than the king of Xandria.

Ereleth's own nentor, in the course of her diplomatic career, had never had
cause to use nore than half a dozen of the several hundred poi sons whose
properties she 'knew . She had lived in quiet tines, and had not been

bl essed with the gift of curiosity. Ereleth had lived in quiet tinmes too,

but she had al ways taken care to nake nore liberal and varied use of what she
knew, partly for art's sake but mainly to nmake sure that what she had been
taught was actually true.

It was all very well to have a profound respect for the first commandnent of
CGoran the Forefather "The only sin is forgetful ness' but the lore was no nore
i mmune to di sease 14
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and decay than anything else in the world. The nost

i nsidious form of forgetful ness was surely the slow poison of cunulative
error which was gradually corrupting every one of the Four Hundred Arts. The
stink of the dead dark | ander was beconi ng overpowering, but Lucrezia's

fasci nation kept her by his side. Ereleth noted that the princess was stil
prepared to | ean over the corpse in order to make minute inspection of the
effects of the poison she had fed him Her curiosity was indefatigable.

The gi ant mai ntai ned her position too, but in her case it was duty and
determ nation that would not let her turn away. Ereleth approved of duty and
determination in servants; they were qualities as valuable in their way as
intelligence and curiosity in |ore keepers

This particular guard- her nanme was Dhalla -- was the one Ereleth co-opted to
help in all her quiet work. Lucrezia liked her, and the fondness seened to
be reciprocated.

"It is as well to be confortable in the presence of death, nmy child,"
Erel eth said approvingly.

"Qurs is classified as an Art Political rather than an Art Chemical, and its
exercise has as nmuch to do with reputation and nystique as it has with
heal i ng or execution, but a poisoner nust not be over wary of the fruits of
her endeavours. Learn to |ove the stink of putrefaction, provided that you
are the cause of it."

Lucrezi a straightened herself, and smled. She had a deceptively sweet

smile. Like her nother- who had died in childbed trying to bear Belin a
second son, when Lucrezia was |ess than a year ol d- she was slender, with
finely drawn features, but she was wiry and had a good neasure of strength to
support her perennial stubbornness. Her eyes were dark, alnpbst black in the
| anpl i ght whose yel |l ow radi ance suppl enented the white |ight of the blazing
stars, but they gleamed with a noistness which a nere nman m ght m stake for
tenderness. "Get rid of that," Ereleth said to Dhalla, pointing to the dead
man. "He has told us all he can."

Dhalla pronptly knelt down to fold the corpse into the white shroud on which
it lay. She picked it up without any evident effort. She had to set it down
in order to unlock the door, and then again to close the door behind her, but
she did her work with consummate efficiency.
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"I need a stronger man than that for the other test, Lucrezia said
pensively, as the sound of Dhalla's footsteps on the stair died away.

"Only one of the Hyry Keshvara's seeds remmins, and while the one to which |
gave the dog refuses to bear flower or fruit | dare not waste the third on
anot her di seased and enfeebl ed weck of a human being. | nust persuade ny
father to rel ease a suitable host."

Erel eth approved of the direction her pupil's train of thought had taken, and
of the spirit that inspired her, but she could not help but feel a slight
pang of anxiety about this particul ar experinent.

Because Keshvara traded with the Apu she had | ong been a useful supplier of
the materials Ereleth required to maintain her stock of potions, nmany of

whi ch originated in the dark | ands Erel eth had encouraged Lucrezia's

acquai ntance with the wonman, and had been pl eased by the way in which the
princess's adniration for the adventuress had nourished the di scontent which
inevitably afflicted the daughters of a Xandrian king as they grew to

adol escence within the constricting security of the citadel's |Inner Sanctum
But she had not expected Keshvara to bring gifts of an unprecedented and

hi ghly unusual kind, and strange stories with them It was not that she
coul d not see the possible significance of such an event, nor that she had no
confidence in her own conpetence to respond to such a chall enge, but
Lucrezia's education was far fromconplete. One nore year mght nake all the
difference. On the other hand, if the king really were planning to send her
to Shani nzara

"The bush might take a year to put forth flowers," Ereleth pointed out.

"I fear that you nmight not have the tine to see it bloom Runour has it that
your father has plans for you."

"My father's plans be dammed," Lucrezia retorted carel essly.

"I'"ve not the |east intention of being shipped off to sone petty island

ki ngdomin order to be | ocked away in a prison narrower by far than this one,
to serve as child bearer to some brutal protector of pirates. |I'mworth
infinitely nore than that."

Ereleth was slightly taken aback by this- not because she di sapproved of the
sentinment but because Lucrezia hadn't had to ask what she was tal ki ng about.
The princess nust have begun to cultivate her own network of spies-
presumabl y wor ki ng through her maidservent, Monalen, and Dhalla. Ereleth
wonder ed whet her she ought to caution her pupil against indiscretion. The 16
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roomwas secure agai nst eavesdroppers, but such sentinments should not have
been spoken al oud within the Sanctum She decided that there were nore
i nportant things which needed to be said.

"I will do what | can to persuade the king's mnisters that you are too young
to go to Shaminzara and nmight do far nore for the enpire in days to cone if
you were allowed to compl ete your education. Al that is true- but there are
other reasons why it is necessary that you and | should not be separated now.
There is work for us to do."

Lucrezia could not, of course, know what she neant but Erel eth was
nevert hel ess surprised by her reaction

"I"'mheartily sick of that work too,
frankness.

the princess said, with defiant

"I'"ve a burning desire to do something new, sonething of my own. You can
have no idea of the fervour which thrills ne when | listen to Hyry Keshvara
telling ne of her adventures in the Spangled Desert and the Forest of
Absolute Night. How Il envy that woman!"

"You shouldn't,"” said Ereleth mldly.

"I't's one thing to travel the world as a princess, with nen-at-arns beside
you and the inplicit mght of Xandria behind you, and quite another to trave
as a petty trader, ever vulnerable to robbery and rape."

"Keshvara seens to evade such fates readily enough."
"Keshvara is by no neans handsone and by no neans rich," Ereleth pointed out.

"I disagree." Lucrezia's voice had all the stubborn authority of a princess
born and bred.

"She may not dress in silks and she wears her hair uncomonly short, but she
has fine, strong features- hers is not a conventional womanly beauty, ['1]
grant, but her face is finer by far than the one worn by that supposedly
handsome popi njay of a guard-captain who persists in staring at me fromhis
|l ofty coign of vantage while | work in the garden. As for riches, she has
the wealth of know edge and experience, and a desperately keen eye for
precious things. Did you see the way her eyes lit up when she descri bed how
she cane across the seeds fromthe far side of the Dragomte Hlls?

Did you see what a fever burned her while she spoke of gathering an
expedition to find the road into the unknown? "

Erel eth had i ndeed seen those signs, but it was the content of Keshvara's
account which had disturbed her, not the manner of its delivery.
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"I believe that she was intending to serve as a recruit.in soneone else's
expedition," Ereleth said, thinking that it migntbe wise to danpen the
princess's inflamed romanticism 'and the overwhelming likelihood is that the
road she intends to follow will |ead nowhere but oblivion. Even if the seeds
were really brought across the Dragonmite Hills, that doesn't nean that any
man might now cross themw th inpunity. "

"If anyone can do it," Lucrezia said firmy,

"Hyry Keshvara can."

"I wish her the very best of luck," Ereleth said, with only the faintest

hint of sarcasm 'but you and | have a kind of wi sdom which urges us to nake
nmore careful plans- and to nake nore extensive enquiries first. Even when
time presses, the wise are patient. " " You've led a very patient life,
know, " Lucrezia replied, obviously conscious other rudeness in saying so but
determined to say it neverthel ess.

"But | hope you'll forgive ne if | say that | would not like to Iive as you
have lived. | don't want to be married off to sone princeling, whether I
remain ny father's instrunent or becone a true witch-wife

I don't want to be a prisoner, condemmed to rot quietly while | pass on the
lore to my own daughters and stepdaughters. "

Is that really how she sees ne? Ereleth thought. But then, how could she
possi bly see me otherw se, when she is not yet party 1,0 the deeper secrets
of the lore?

"l have not always been a prisoner," she said aloud, rather stiffly,
remenbering the time when she had been free, before Belin had married her-

not to bed, but to fill a space which tradition required to be filled.

"l have lived in those dark | ands whi ch Keshvara nmerely visits. | know the
Apu better than she does, although twenty years have passed since | |earned
their lore. | have anbition yet, for nmyself as well as ny nobst precious
pupil."

"I know you have," Lucrezia said, not ungently.

"But how will you ever escape these high walls which surround us both? |
doubt that ny father would ever |let you go, although he night easily set one
of nmy sisters in your place, now that you have trained so many. | wonder
that you'd want to go, given that you've been here so long." Does she think
I"'mtoo old to cope with the world beyond the walls? FEreleth said to herself
sourly. Do / seemso feeble in body 18
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and nind? Has she no inmagi nation,

to see beyond appearances to what | really an? But how can she read signs of
whi ch she knows not hing? How can she know secrets which | have been carefu
to keep, even from her?

"You do not know ne," she said brusquely.

"Nor do you know yourself, as yet. | have a clearer idea of what you are and
what you m ght be than you have yourself. You nust trust ny judgnent in such
matters. "

In the past, her authority had always sufficed to subdue her pupil's awkward
moods, but it did not seem sufficient now.

"Must | ?" she retorted

"My whole life, it seens, is governed by nmusts. | nust do as ny father
wills; | must do what mnmy teacher advises; | nust do what tradition denmands
I nmust do all these things, even when they conflict. |[|'d gladly trade every

privilege I'mheir to for the one which Keshvara has: the privil ege of being
free."

"You don't understand," Ereleth said, knowi ng how unsatisfactory a statenent
it was, and how hollow it would sound in Lucrezia's ear, even though it had
the advantage of truth.

"l understand far nore than you think," the girl replied forlornly.
"l know what | am and what | want to be."
If only you did, Ereleth thought. |If only you coul d.

Lucrezia had turned away after finishing her statenment, unable to sustain her
defiance as resolutely as she night have wi shed. She crossed the roomto the
wi ndow, and opened the casenment so that she could suck in the warmair of the
sumrer night. Ereleth joined her gratefully. The unpleasant odour of the
corpse still lingered in the air of the claustrophobic chanber, and had | ong
since ceased to serve as a useful chall enge.

The sky was very clear, and the cal mback cloth against which the vivid flane
stars were set scintillated with the silver dust of fainter lights. On
nights such as this it was possible to see as well as one could in the dingy
light of a cloudy winter day. Starlight had al ways seened to Ereleth to be
infinitely preferable- on the grounds of being far nore intricate and far
nore beautiful- to the blue curtain of daylight which danced attendance on
the inperious sun. The chanber was set so high that they could see over the
crenellated rimof the | owest section of the citadel wall. The waters of the
great harbour were visible beyond the green-fronded rooftops, sparkling with
reflected starlight.
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"On cal mdays and nights,
sheet of shinmmering glass: a mirror to catch me image of infinity.

Lucrezia said, 'the opense”™ nust be |like a vast

It was hardly an original thought, Ereleth knew The sea was described in
simlar terns in a hundred romantic tales which the young princess must have
heard over and over again from her nurses, her elder sisters and her

mai dservants. But such ways of seeing, and the ways of thinking they
reflected, were precious things which needed to be protected, and cherished,
for the sake of mmintaining a sense of wonder.

"It is, daughter," she said, as softly and |ovingly as she coul d.

"That's exactly what it is.

20
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a ndris studied the exam ning nagistrate carefully while the clerk read

out the charges against him He was dark for a golden, as many Xandri ans
were al nost sailor man dark- although his hair and beard were going grey. He
was tall, too- perhaps tall enough to resent the fact that Andris was a good
three sins taller.

At least he's old, Andris thought. M best hope is that he's experienced
enough in the ways of the world to know the difference between a cultivated
man fromthe far north and a forest savage. |If only | can reason with him.

He stirred restlessly. The heavy steel shackl es which were clasped about his
ankl es al ways settled at an awkward angl e when he stood still, and they had
chafed the flesh so that any sustained pressure quickly becanme painful. The
shackl es were purely synbolic- lust rust had weakened the |links of the chain
strung between themto the point where at least half of themwould shatter if
he ki cked out forcefully but he knew better than to oppose their grip. The

| ast thing he needed was to have attenpting to escape and damagi ng crown
property added to the list of his supposed crines.

Apart fromthe nmagistrate, the clerk and Andris, the only other people
present in the exami nation roomwere three soldiers. One had been set to
guard him and had been with him ever since he had been brought out of the
cells beneath the harbour nmaster office. The other two a sergeant and a
captain were presunmably here as witnesses. The sergeant was | ean and
grizzled; he looked as if he had been a soldier all his Iife. The captain
was very young and very neat; he | ooked as if he had been recruited within
the ten day Andris renenbered seeing both of them when he had been arrested.
He was mildly disturbed, but not unduly surprised, to
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find that the
guardsman who had been knocked unconsci ous was not present.

Al'l the other prisoners had been brought in before hin evidently they had
told their stories and received their sentences. There had been eight in al
ei ght, at least, who had shared the harbour master cells with him Four were
dark landers and four were sailors fromvarious far-flung shores of the
Slithery Sea. The room seemed nmuch too large for such a small gathering.
There were rows of wooden benches on either side of the dock, presumably

pl aced there for the use of onlookers as well as w tnesses, but they were
deserted now. The detritus of waterfront brawls were presumably of little
enough public interest even at the best of tinmes, and the hour was now
unconfortably close to the mdday doldrunms. The nagistrate woul d doubtl ess
be enthusiastic to get things over and done with, so that he might go to his
bed. Andris noticed, however, that the proceedings were not entirely
unobserved. A series of observation-slits had been cut into the wall behind
the magistrate, so that watchers in some covert or corridor beyond could peer
in wthout exposing nore of thenselves than their curious eyes. Soneone was
| urking behind one of the slits, quietly looking on. Andris w shed that
there were nore people present. He was extrenely conscious of being al one
and friendl ess, and h(s apprehensi on was hei ghtened by the fact that he had
no idea how the lawcourts of Xandria functioned. According to the
oft-quoted wi sdom of CGoran the Forefather the | aw was the | aw t hroughout the
world, but Andris -- who had reason enough to believe that he had seen but a
tiny fraction of the world- had not found it so. |If there ever had been a
man named Goran, who really had said all the things he was supposed to have
said, he nust have lived a very long time ago, when the affairs of men ran
far more snmoothly than they did nowadays.

"What have you to say to these charges, dark |ander said the nagistrate, when
the clerk had finished.

"l beg your pardon, sir, but I'"'mnot a dark |lander Andris said. His
scrupul ous politeness was wasted; the nmagistrate frowned resentfully.

"You are the Andris Myrasol to whomthe charges refer, are you not?"
he said.

"That's ny nane," Andris confirmed patiently.

"And to those 22
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who know nanes it reveals clearly enough that |'mnot a
dark | ander

My skin is pale because | cone fromFerentina in the far north, nearly two
thousand kirns beyond the opposite shore of the Slithery Sea. |1'ma
civilised man, as you are. " He added the |ast coment by way of diplomtic
flattery, but it seemed to go to waste

"You were arrested in the conpany of dark |anders the magi strate pointed out.

"There were dark landers in the room" Andris adnitted, '"but | wasn't with
them | was sitting at a different table, and | wasn't involved in any way
with the fight which broke out. I'minnocent of all the charges. "

The cl erk whispered sonething in the magistrate's ear. "All the men | have
so far questioned say that you were involved in the fight," the nagistrate
sai d.

"Al'l of them have said that they saw you grappling with Guardsnman Herri man,
and that it was you who struck himw th the table at which you had been
sitting."

Wth a sinking heart, Andris renmenbered the |ong hours spent in the harbour
master cells and all the whispered conversations that had gone on around him
The dark | anders and sailors seened to have settled their own di fferences by
agreeing that he was the nost suitable candidate to take all of the bl ane.

He | ooked around at the two guardsnen, neither of whom was neki ng any
protest. "Have you asked the guardsnan who was hurt?" he said.

"Did he say | hit hinP"

The magi strate | ooked at the officer, who stiffened slightly.

"Herriman's in the hospital, sir," he said.

"He's unfit to attend these proceedings, having sustained a broken |l eg and
severe concussion. He did come round for a few m nutes, but he was only able
to say that he was hit from behind and couldn't see who did it." The

magi strate's dark eyes settled on Andris again.

"What about the story-teller?" Andris asked desperately.
"He was at ny table."
This time it was the sergeant who answered

"There was another man injured, sir," he said.

"A pauper. He was able to wal k once he cane round, and wasn't taken to
hospital. | have no idea what happened to him but he woul dn't be nuch use
as a witness- he was blind." The magistrate turned to Andris again.

"Are you saying that all the other witnesses are |lying?" he asked silkily.
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"Yes," Andris said firmy. #; "I saw himgrappling with Herrinman nyself,
sir, said the sergeant quickly.

"Just out the corner of ny eye, like, while | was trying to sort things out
but | did see it."

"I's Sergeant Purkin lying?" the magistrate asked Andris. "No, sir,"
said Andris swiftly.

"He's m staken. The guardsman and | did collide for a noment. He was pushed
towards ne just as | was pushed towards him W had to hold on to one

anot her to keep our balance."” It sounded feeble even to him although it was
the truth, and he was quick to add: "I'msure that the man who was i njured
will confirmthis, if you'll only wait until he's able to give his evidence."
The magistrate didn't seem disposed to listen to any plea for nore tine. It

was perfectly plain he wanted to get this over with as soon as possible.

"There was a big nman," Andris said desperately.

"Heavyset. Alnost as big as me, but not quite as tall. He and severa
others were desperate to get away up the staircase to the bedroons. | just
happened to be in their way that's why they shoved nme. It was the big man
who picked up the table and hit us with it. He hit me as well as the
guardsman- | can show you the bruises."

"Make a note of the fact that the man has bruises,” the nmagistrate said to
the clerk, without showing the slightest interest it” inspecting them 'even
t hough he denies being involved in the® braw. "

, "They're just trying to put the blame on ne because |'ma foreigner,"
Andri s conpl ai ned.

"They decided to say | hit the guardsman just in case soneone tried to put
the bl ame on them™

"Al'l of the arrested nen are foreigners," the magi strate pointed out.

"But not fromas far away as nme- and they all knew each other ... at |east,
the dark | anders knew one another and so did the nmen they were fighting."

"And yet both sets of fornmer disputants now agree that you caused Trooper
Herriman's injuries," the nagistrate observed, as though it were a point of
i mmense significance

"You are, | suppose, a prince of your own |and?"

Andris was so startled by the change of tack that he failed to notice the
sarcasmin the remark.

24
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"As a matter of fact," he said, 'yes.

The magi state let out a short, barking |augh. The clerk tittered.
Sergeant Purkin smiled in a way that was both ironic and predatory.

"It's strange," said the nmagistrate, 'that the further away visitors to
Xandria hail from the higher their rank seens to be. No matter how shabby
their clothing mght appear, nor howill-supplied their purses, they always
turn out to be princes. "

O to put it another way, Andris thought dismally, we think we just caught
you out in a whopping lie, and we're not going to believe a single word you
say.

"It doesn't matter what | once was," he said desperately.

"I arrived in Xandria a poor man, hoping to find a kinsman of nine who |eft
nmy honel and many years ago. A nerchant in one of the northern ports told ne

that he'd come here. | took a roomin the Wayfaring Tree while | made ny
enquiries. | was just sitting by the staircase, with the story-teller, when
a riot broke out. | had no quarrel wth anyone.

except, perhaps, with the man who did hit the guardsman, who' d al ready caused
some injury and distress to my conpanion, the blind man. "

"What's the nane of this kinsman for whom you're supposedly searching?" the
magi strate asked.

"Theo Zabio. | understand he cane south across the Slithery Sea sone twelve
or fifteen years ago."

"Have you ever heard of a man nanmed Theo Zabi o, Captain Cerri?" the
magi strate asked.

"Never," said the officer, slightly unhappily.

No reason why you should, Andris thought. You can't have been born twel ve
years ago

"I think this is all nonsense," the magistrate said sternly.

"Whet her you're a dark lander or not, it seens that you behave |ike a dark
| ander | see no reason whatsoever to doubt the word of all these w tnesses.
I find you guilty as charged, on all counts." The sanctinonious bastard,
Andris thought. It's the sane wherever you go.

Al ways put the blanme on the foreigner, and if you have a choice go for the
big one. | should never have crossed the Slithery Sea. | should never have
conme south at all. Wat was wong with west or east? Wy should |I expect
Theo Zabio to be interested in nme, just because he's ny uncle? Al ny other
uncl es woul d have stabbed me in the back as soon as | ook at ne.
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"I"'msorry, sir," he said, keeping his voice very |levelnspite of the ashen
taste in his nouth, 'but the witnesses are mstaken. That's understandabl e-
it was a very confused situation. But the fact is that | didn't hit anybody,
| east of all the guardsman. This isn't fair. 1In ny own land, |1'd be allowed
to see and hear ny accusers give evidence, and |I'd be all owed an advocate
too. "

"This is Xandria," the magistrate told himcoldly.

"Advocat es cost noney, and you hadn't enough in your pouches to hire a
donkey-dri ver.

How, exactly, did you intend to make a living here? Wat training do you
have? "

Andri s wondered briefly whether he could possibly get away with a flat lie,
but decided that it was best not to weave too tangled a web of deceits, even
t hough he knew that even a hal f-honest answer woul d probably bring forth nore
| aught er .

"My primary training is in the Arts Geographical,"” he said unconfortably. He
had, indeed, been intensively educated in that subject, although his primary
training- and alnost all his actual experience- had been in the Arts Martial,
whi ch he thought it best not to admit in the present circunstances.
Unfortunately, the Arts Geographical were held in very |ow esteemin these
parts, because the maps which had been drummred into his menory with such
great care were held by every nman who sailed the Slithery Sea or knew its
shores to be utterly unreliable.

"You nust understand, sir," he was quick to add, 'that insofar as they relate
to the nations of the far north, the Arts Geographical are far nobre congruent
with reality than they seemto be in these parts. "

"If that's the case," the magistrate said, reverting to his silkily menacing
tone, '"it's surprising that you' ve strayed so far fromthe | ands where your
education is of use to you. | ask again- how did you intend to nake your
living here? And how do you propose to pay the debt that you now owe His
Royal Hi ghness King Belin of Xandria? "

"It's not so very surprising, sir," Andris said, fighting to keep cal meven
though he knew this was a losing battle. He tried desperately to think of a
story which mght be believable.

"When the maps which tradi ng nations know are i nadequate to their purposes,
their nobl enen becone interested in nmaki ng new and better naps- and who el se
but a mapmaker could they send forth to do such work? |In Ferentina there's
consi derabl e curiosity about 26
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the Slithery Sea, the Thousand | sl ands and

| egendary Xandria. |'ve known the name of Xandria since infancy, sir, and
have known too that the lore | |earned had misplaced it. | cane here in the
hope that ny ki nsman Theo Zabio might help nme to amend ny faulty lore, so
that | could return to Ferentina with news which mght be to the benefit of
our nerchants- and of yours. | beg you to let me do that work." The

magi strate's face had beconme stony. He was not in the least interested in
the follies of foreign map nakers

"Have you any noney, other than that which was found on your person?' he
asked- displaying, Andris bitterly observed, the skill which nen of justice
the world over had for getting to the true heart of a matter. "None,"

he adm tted, while his sinking heart attained the utnost depths of its
private abyss.

"My coin anounts to three crowns, | believe- but | have ny col ours and
brushes in ny pack at the inn, and sone ot her goods . "

"He had but two crowns and a quarter,” the clerk interrupted dutifully.

Andri s shook his head angrily, bur knew that it was usel ess to protest.
Corrosion all owances were generous around the shores of Slithery Sea, where
even gold could not be expected to last nore than a few years unless a nman
had a very cunni ng purse.

"The fine for incapacitating a guardsman,"” the magistrate said, 'is eight
hundred crowns. The | esser charges bring the sumto nine hundred and ni nety.
The interest for delayed paynent is one per cent per ten day

"But | didn't doit," Andris said doggedly.

"Your guilt has already been determned,"” the nagistrate told him
uncer enoni ousl y.

"G ven that your education is worthless, |I think it best if you pay off the
debt under the supervision of the king' s stone masons

"I'mtrained in the Arts Martial too!" Andris said swiftly- but the
magi strate only favoured himwith a grimsmnile, as if he had contradicted yet
again his earlier clains to have been uninvolved in the braw .

Anxious to find a nore profitable course of action, Andris said: "Don't |
have any right of appeal? |Is there no way | can delay natters until you can
hear the guardsman's testinony?" /7

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (31 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:19 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T
The nmagi strate sighed.

"If you decide to go to prison® he said, 'one crown will be added to your
debt for every day you spend there."

"You nean it costs noney to go to jail in Xandria?" said Andris, in
genui ne astoni shnent.

The nagi state smile broadened, albeit in a sonewhat |ack |lustre fashion.

"Xandria," he said unctuously, 'has been a civilised nation for a hundred
thousand years. That is why its nanme is known even to the superstitious
geographers of Ferentina. |Its jails are confortable, its prisoners well-fed-
for which reason we nust di scourage our prisoners fromstaying there too |ong
when they could be nuch nore usefully enployed in repairing the walls which
secure Xandria's place as the greatest nation in the world. The rate of pay
for indentured stone workers is three crowns a day, but the interest payable
on your fine will initially take up a third of that, once you actually start.
Wuld you like me to sutmon a mat hematician to work out the exact tine of
your service? "

Andri s thought of hinself as a fair arithnetician, by laynen's standards, and
felt in no need of a nunber-wise nagician to tell himthat the nagistrate was
talking in terns of four hundred days and nore.

"You call this civilised?" he said, allowing his anger to show because he
could no longer hold it in check.

"No wonder no one from Ferentina ever cane here before- or ever went back to
tell their story, if they did. Do | have the right of appeal or do I not?"
"Your only right of appeal is the right to a petition for a royal pardon,"”

the magistrate said, in an omnously self-satisfied fashion, 'and the

adm nistrative charge levied on a failed royal petition is a hundred crowns.

I nmust warn you, too, that the |ikelihood of your petition being heard within
the next fewten days is slight. The king is a very busy man. "

"Any man who keeps nmore than thirty wives would be!" Andris snapped unw sely
he judged when he saw the reaction of the clerk. The magistrate, no |onger
smling in any fashion at all, said: "I'mbound to point out that you have
just comitted a further offence, for which I ought to fine you another ten
crowns. G ven that you're a foreigner and clearly, a barbarian- | shal

overl ook the 28
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matter this time, but | urge you to show proper respect in

future.
Now, do you wish to go to jail in order to wait until a petition can be
heard, or will you start your termof indentured |abour imrediately? It

woul d be much better for you, in the long run, were you to take the latter
option. "

Andris had not the slightest desire to rush into a career as a stone worker
| abourer, and he was in no nood to nake conplicated calculations as to the

extra time he would have to spend on the wall in exchange for a few ten days
in prison.
"I''l'l goto jail," he said obstinately.

"I want to petition for that royal pardon- and | want the captain here to ask
hi s man what he thinks about the question of who hit him"

"W already know the answer to that,"” the magistrate said icily.

"He couldn't see, because he was struck frombehind, in a cowardly fashion
There's no possibility whatsoever of ny verdict being overturned- and | nust
poi nt out that the king has the right to increase your fine as well as

i mposi ng further administrative charges. At this rate, you'll be working on
the wall for life."

"I only want justice," said Andris sourly, knowi ng even as he said it that
hi s chances of ever receiving it or anything like it- were vanishingly small.
I'"'mas good as dead, he thought. Dead and buried before turning
thirteen-and for what? A nmoment's pity for a blind story-teller who hadn't
anything nore interesting to relate than fake sequels to the ol dest and
rottenest nyths in the world. This is what seeing the world amounts to: a
sl ow descent into misery and degradation, to end as a virtual slave two

t housand ki rns from hone.

What a rotting city! Wat a rotting |ife!
"Take himaway," said the nagistrate.

The silent guardsman took himby the arm Andris had no alternative but to
shuffle off, dragging his absurdly corroded chai ns behi nd him

As he paused by the door he | ooked back at the novice captain, who had the
grace to blush slightly. Wether the blush was in synpathy for the injustice
of the court's treatnment of an innocent nman or resentnent of the angry stare
wi th which the condermmed nman sought to wither himAndris didn't care to
specul at e.
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f\ 70V don't suppose,” Jacom Cerri said to Sergeant Purkin, | as they
threaded their way through the crowded street beneath the fiery afternoon
sun, 'that the anber mi ght have been telling the truth?"

"Naw, " said Purkin, in that infuriatingly worldly wi se way he had.

"Al'l dark landers are liars. Don't even know the neaning of the word truth.
Can't believe a word they say, sir take nmy word for it."

Jacom hated the way that the old soldier had of patron ising him always
contriving to inply that he was a country-born babe in arns who desperately
needed to be educated in the ways of the city and of the world. It wouldn't
have been so bad had Jacom been sufficiently confident that it wasn't so, but
the few short ten days he had been in the city had nmade hi m keenly aware of
the sheltered nature of his upbringing. (' Wen his father had bought hima
commi ssion in the king's guard he had fondly inagi ned that he woul d spend
nmost of his time about the court, |ooking handsome' and being gallant.

Nobody had told himthat the harbour patrol fell into the guard's
jurisdiction rather than that of the constabulary or the mlitia, or that he
woul d have to exert hinmself in such undesirable occupations as breaking up
tavern brawl s. The huge anber had been his very first arrest, and the nere
fact of it made himfeel unconfortable and sonehow dirty. The possibility
that he had got it wong and m ght be found out was too horrible to bear. He
desperately wanted to prove hinself to his father, to his commandi ng officer
to the king. . . but nost of all, at least for the noment, to Sergeant
Purkin and the nen in his command.

"But he isn't a dark lander is he?" Jacom persi sted.

"He really is fromthe far north, and he really wasn't with the dark | anders
who actually started the fight."
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Purkin spat in the gutter, narromy mssing a pair of urchins who were
intent on some gane involving a reel of cotton, a handful of matches and a
gi ant shield bug They didn't bother to | ook up

"Came in on a ship all right,” he admtted

"Darkl anders aren't worth a bucket o' shit aboard ship, so he probably does
conme fromtother side o' the Slithery Sea. So what? Still a barbarian, and
a fool

Shoul d' ve shut up and gone to the wall right away. M ght have been free
again in a year or so. Damed now. Probably never get off. H's own stupid
fault. "

"But there were other nen on that stairway, weren't there?" Jacomsaid

"I sawthem" He had, in fact, arrived just intine to see a pair of heels
di sappearing, but he felt that it was necessary to rem nd Purkin that he had
been in the inn while the affray was still in full flow He didn't want
anyone thinking that he had hung back while his nen did all the work, because
he hadn't.

"Yeah," Purkin agreed.

"Local s knew what a good idea it'd be to be out o' the way before we started
ki cking arses. Checuti's nmen, | think. Thieves and tricksters. | know that
big bastard the anber tried to fix the blame on- Burdam Thrid, his nane is.
End up on the wall hinself one day, that's for sure. Only hope it's some

ot her poor sucker has to arrest him"

"Could it have been himwho hit Hernman, | nean?"
"Aw, | don't know," the sergeant conpl ai ned.

"Who cares?" It seemed to Jacomthat, in the sergeant's eyes, the sin of
caring was at |east as bad as any others he mi ght have commtted. He wasn't
sure that the sergeant was right to think so, but he didn't want to to be out
of step with the whole citadel guard. It was inportant to fit in if he were
going to build a proper career.

Wil e they wal ked the | ast hundred nmets to the hospital he directed his
attention to other matters, scanning the street for signs of evil doing He
was of f duty, but his commandi ng of ficer had gone to great pains to explain
to himthat while he was in the king's uniformhe was the king's
representative, bound to | ook after the king's interests.

The street was filled with hawkers selling a bewildering variety of fruits,
veget abl es and | oaves of bread fromcarts and baskets.

Conpetition seened to be fierce it appeared to be a buyers' market, in which
it was inmpossible for anyone to make a sale w thout an exhaustive session of

haggl i ng.

Jacom had never been able to see the point of the kind of |ong drawn-out
haggl i ng which wasted ten or fifteen mnutes in nmaking the nost trivia
purchases, but it seened to be an i mensely inportant point of pride anobng
Xandrians never to pay a quarter-crown too nuch for a day's bread. He
supposed that this nust be what his father had been tal king about in all
those long | ectures about efficient trade being the true basis of inperia
grandeur. Personally, he had al ways thought of inperial grandeur in terns of
armes or, to be strictly honest, in terns of flags, mlitary unifornms, arns
and arnour- but his own brand-new uni form and badges of rank seened to carry
little enough wei ght when it came to pushing through a crowd of serious
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shoppers. He was glad when they finally arrived at their destination

The hospital was oppressively clean. The walls were whitewashed every week
and the floors were scrubbed every day. The constant battle that was waged
about Xandria's mghty walls, in the interest of keeping them strong and

i npenetrabl e, seened to be a cursory affair conpared with the constant battle
that was waged within the city's hospitals.

To Jacom Cerri, who was newto the rituals of mlitary discipline and the
ways in whicH they were enployed to nmech anise nen's refl exes, the manner in
which the orderlies worked seenmed remarkable in its efficiency-anjd also in
its pointlessness. He was a sceptical man, utterly uninterested in and

uni npressed by all talk of the occult and the invisible. He had not an atom
of faith in the 'bacteria' which were said to infest all walls arid all
floors not to mention the very air itself- and which nust be kept at bay at
all costs in places where wounded; nen were laid to rest. He thought of

hygi ene as a natter of politeness, and felt that it was quite unnecessary to
pretend that nmere cleanliness was a matter of |ife and death.

The true purpose of all this scrubbing down with unpl easantly sharp-snelling
subst ances, he thought, as he glanced into the wards past which he and Purkin
tranped, must he synbolic. The real idea nust surely be to provide a kind of
al |l egorical exanmple to the patients, urging themto marshal all their inner
resources to the fight against debilitation. The real nmedicine is in the
mnd, isn't that what they say?

The psychol ogi cal effect in question seened to be working well
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enough on

Herriman, who was | ooking surprisingly cheerful considering that the |ast
time Jacom had seen himhe had been unable to stay conscious for nore than a
few minutes at a tine, and had spent npbst of those lost in delirium The
guardsman seened genuinely pleased to see his sergeant and his commandi ng
officer, and he saluted them both with some verve, although the plaster cast
on his leg inhibited the initial novenent of his hand and the eventual inpact
of his rigid fingers on his bandaged head brought a pai ned expression to his
face.

Purkin's response was automatic but deliberately slovenly. Jaconm s was mnuch
neater. An officer had to be able to salute properly, or what woul d peopl e
t hi nk?

"I''"l'l be back on ny feet in two ten days they say," Herriman told them in
response to Jaconis polite enquiry.

"I just wish the plaster cast didn't itch so nuch. They'|ll have to change it
tomorrow | just can't help trying to bend nmy knee, and the plaster's
crunmbling. They keep sluicing it with that disinfectant stuff, but it
doesn't help. | keep telling them everything crunbles, it's just the nature

of things but they don't listen. Medics, hey?"
"Medi cs," Jacom echoed obligingly.

"The inquiry's concluded, by the way. W got nine of them They all got
away with trivial fines except for the big anber. He was identified as the
one who hit you he's in jail for the nonent, |ooking for a pardon, but he'l
be on the wall for along tine."

Herriman | ooked puzzled for a nonment or two.

"It wasn't the dark | ander who hit ne, sir," he said hesitantly.

Jacom s heart skipped a beat. He didn't dare | ook at Purkin for fear that
the man m ght take the glance as a tacit 'f told you so', although the only
thought in his mnd was: |'ve nade a ness of this, haven't 1? Al oud, he
said: "No, it wasn't a dark |lander It was the big anber by the stairway

| ooked al nost as if he mght have giant's blood in him if that were
possible. He was the one who did it. They all said so."

TMo sir," said Herriman stubbornly.
"It definitely wasn't him"

"You had your back to him" said Purkin, speaking with exaggerated
carefulness in order to signal to his man that this was treacherous ground.

"You couldn't see who hit you, could you? Anyway, | saw you grappling with
himnyself. You probably can't renenber, because you got hit on the head."

33
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"He wasn't in thejight at all," Herriman said, blithely refusing to take
the hint.

"l grabbed hold of himto stop nyself falling over. He helped ne. He was
just having a drink with some beggar. Sone big bastard in a hurry to get up
the stairs knocked his table over- the anmber was only trying to stay out of
trouble.”

"You didn't see it," Purkin insisted steadfastly. ToJacomhe said: "Hs
menory's not clear, sir. Mist've been the blow on the head. He doesn't know
what he's tal king about."

"I't might have been the other big man, but it wasn't the anber,’
man i nsi st ed.

t he supi ne

"The anber was in front of ne when | was hit from behind. Woever it was, it
coul dn't possibly have been him"

"You only told nme that you didn't see who hit you," Jacom conpl ai ned
anxi ousl y.

"That's what | told the magistrate. Eight witnesses all agreed that it was
the big man."

"Al'l protecting one another, like as not," opined the soldier- but then he
caught the full glare of Purkin's disapproving eye, and a sudden expression
of enlightennent dawned.

"Ch well,"” he went on

"Don't suppose it matters. The score's even. They send one of us to
hospital, we send one of themto the wall. They don't care which of us they
hurt, so why should we care which of themwe punish? Qught to send two to*
the wall really I nmean, we are the law. W' re supposed to conejout ahead."

Jacom pursed his lips. He had a strong suspicion that he ought to let the
matter rest, but somehow he couldn't quite bring hinself to do it. Perhaps
this was an opportunity for' himto denonstrate that he could be firmin a
just cause. ' "Are you sure it wasn't the anber?" he asked, with nore
unease in his tone than he woul d have |iked.

"It was a braw, when all's said and done. Maybe he just |lost his tenper and
| ashed out. Maybe he caught you by accident."

"Don't worry about it, sir," Herrinman advised, with one eye still on his
sergeant.
"Like | said before, | couldn't actually see who it was. Anyway, he'll be a

|l ot nore use on the wall than the other skinny bastards that were swarni ng
around. Probably a pirate- pirates are always big. Mist be all the fish
they eat." He was babbling now, trying to cover up his earlier m stake.

"That's all very well," Jacomsaid slowy, although he was com ng round to
the opinion that his one and only priority ought
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to be covering up his own
m stake, if indeed he had nade one.

"But if you're right, it would mean that the man who did hit you has got away
with it. What did you say the other nman's nane was, sergeant?"

"Burdam Thrid," said Purkin, raising his eyes to the discoloured ceiling as
if to say that this was all a terrible waste of tine.

"Checuti's man?" the recunbent guardsman said.

"So it was! | bet it was him If he ever tries it again I'll skewer the
ugly bastard."

"Who's Checuti?" Jacom asked.

It was Purkin who answer ed.

"Deal er in stolen goods," he said contenptuously.

"G ly bastard. Getting too big for his boots.

Peopl e've started calling himthe prince o' thieves. He's long overdue for a
fall. Needs chasing out of the city back to wherever he came from "

"Khal orn," said Hcrriman hel pfully.
"Sonmewher e around there, anyhow.
He's not exactly a foreigner, but not a real Xandrian. "

Jacom wonder ed whet her his father's estates were far enough away fromthe
city for its masters and | abourers not to be real Xandrians, in the eyes of
men |ike Herriman

"Perhaps we ought to investigate this further," he said un enthusiastically
"We're the king's guard, sir, not the constabulary," Purkin said pointedly.
"Keeping order is our business, not thief-taking.

Checuti's nothing to do with us. No point in our pursuing this matter any
further, sir. |It's settled we should let it alone. " Jacom was
unconfortably aware of the fact that he was being lectured, in a rough and
ready way. The.sergeant was twice his own age, but that didn't justify his
taki ng a pseudo-parental tone with his officer. On the other hand, Jacom had
every reason to suppose that the advice was sound. |f he had nade a ni stake,
the best thing for all concerned except, admttedly, the anber was to keep
qui et about it and hope nobody ever found out. He didn't like to think that
the man who had really flattened one of his soldiers mght have got away with
it, and he felt decidedly unconfortable about the whole affair, but he
supposed that it would all bl ow over quickly enough. The anber had been
destitute, after all if he hadn't been picked up for this crine he'd soon
have comm tted anot her.

"People shouldn't tell lies in the king's court," he said hel pl essly.

"The witnesses, | nmean-1 don't like the idea of them ganging up to 35
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protect one of their. own by accusing an innocent nman. |If that's really
what happened ... | mean, shouldn't we do something about it not officiallly,
of course, but for our own satisfaction?' The |ook which Purkin gave hi mwas
wi t hering, and even Herriman | ooked mildly astonished. Evidently no matter
what stories one heard about the honour of the guard and the extraordinary

| engths to which good nmen were prepared to go in defence of that honour- that
simply wasn't the way things were done around here.

"All right," Jacomsaid awkwardly, after half a mnute's enbarrassed sil ence
had | eaked away.

"The matter's closed. Get back on your feet as fast as you can, Herrinman --
we need you. Mercifully, we're on citadel duty for the next three ten days
Very peaceful, | dare say, after the harbour patrol."

"Yes sir," said Purkin. Jacom had a paranoid suspicion that the man ni ght be
radi ati ng contenpt even though he was duty bound to provide the | ooked-for
agr eenent .

"CQuarding the gates and patrolling the walls is about as easy as it ever
gets, in peacetinme.”

"Just nmake sure the big anber doesn't get away while you' re keeping watch on
the prison, sar'nt" said Herrinman, with a chuckl e which sounded whol |y
si ncere.

"Wuldn't do to | ose himnow we've got him would it?"
"No," said Purkin dully, withja sly sideways gl ance at Jacom

“I't wouldn't."
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n the encl osed roof-garden which was the crowning glory of the Inner
Sanctum of the great citadel of Xandria Princess Lucrezia watched two
servants digging up a corpse. The progress was slow, the wormen were used to
| abouring in the garden, but this was heavier work than they were usually
required to do. The task was nade nore difficult by the fact that the upper
part of the corpse was spiked with dozens of sharp and sturdy thorns, each
one three or four sins |ong.

It was obvious that the | abourers did not like their work. They were
mortally afraid of the dead woman, and of the thorns which stood out from her
head, arns and breasts, even though Lucrezia had assured themthat they were
not poi sonous. Servants were prone to far too many superstitions and
comonpl ace fears.

/ should hare waited for Dhalla, Lucrezia thought. She doesn't seemto mnd
doing this kind of thing, even though it' snot her job. Having given her
orders, however, Lucrezia was deternmined to see that they were obeyed. |If
servants began to think they'd be let off if they nade a task seemlike hard
wor k not hing woul d ever get done. Not until the two wonen had lifted the
cadaver into the cart did she turn away. She was near to tears, but it
wasn't pity which made her feel that way. She felt that she had lost a
preci ous opportunity. The dog was still alive, and the thorny shoots
projecting fromthe upper part of its body were vividly green, but there was
not the slightest sign of a bud anywhere. Lucrezia no |onger had the
slightest doubt that what Hyry Keshvara had told her would turn out to be
true: the third and last remaining seed woul d reproduce if and only if she
followed the instructions given by the people who had sold the seeds to the
trader. She had to feed it to a human being- a strong, healthy human bei ng-
so that it mght take a full 37
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measure of the nourishnent it needed from
the human body and spirit; only then would the plant which grewinside its
host put forth flowers.

In any case, she thought, a human would be able to satisfy a deeper curiosity
by telling her what it felt |ike to undergo the fabul ous process of

met anor phosis, at least until the throat filled up with thorns. The dog
could only whinper, in a manner whi ch suggested puzzl ement rather than pain.

If only the woman had been stronger

Dhalla arrived while Lucrezia was still dripping water into the eager throat
of the whinpering dog. The giant had to duck down very |low to pass beneath
the stone lintel of the gateway, noving the lust rust-stained gate very
carefully lest she tear it fromits hinges by accident.

"There's news that m ght interest you, highness," said Dhalla, as soon as

Lucrezi a gl anced up at her.

The princess stood up, and net the guard's eyes frankly. Dhalla immedi ately
dropped her gaze, as she had been trained to do. Lucrezia would rather she
had not done so, but understood the difficulty well enough. She |liked Dhalla
better than any of her personal servants and far better than any of her

mul titudi nous sisters. The giant wasn't handsome and her conversation was
limted, but she had a sense of hunour, which was a rare thing in the Inner
Sanctum Her npbst endearing feature was that she al ways obeyed Lucrezia's
orders with a conspicuous alacrity that she never displayed for anyone else's
benefit!

"What is it?" the princess asked.

"There was a young darkl andcr in the court today, highness. Actually, he
said he wasn't a dark | ander but he's an anber. He crippled a guardsnan
during a brawl in some harbour side drinking-den."

"What concern is that of m ne?" Lucrezi a asked.

"Only that he applied for a royal pardon instead of starting work on the wall

i medi ately. He doesn't understand the |aw, you see. Either that or he's

too pig-headed to be sensible. If you were to offer hima conditional pardon
well, 1 don't think he knows enough to ask the right questlons

Fb s very big and strong m ght al nbst have giant's blood in him"

Dhalla smled as she made the | ast remark. She knew wel
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enough that all
the dirty jokes and fol ktal es about ordinary nen and gi ants were pure
fantasy. There were no nale giants and no men with giant's blood in them

"They say that | have a splash of Serpent's blood in ne," Lucrezia said. So
far as she knew, that was nonsense too, but she didn't smle as she said it.
There was nention of

"Serpent's blood' in ancient nyths, which conferred a certain glanmour on the
noti on even though no one Lucrezia had ever asked about it including her
not her, from whom she was supposed to have inherited the trait- had had the

slightest idea what it mght nmean. As far as Lucrezia could tell, a mating
of human and Serpent was far less likely than a mating of man and gi ant.
Serpents were not nmerely un human but unearthly, |ike nbost of the things

which grewin the G ey Waste, the Forest of Absolute Night, the fabled
heart|l and of the Spangl ed Desert and the Dragomite Hills. According to
runour, the reproductive organs of Serpents were in their nouths rather than
their underbellies and they were hermaphrodites; if so, it was hardly likely
that sexual intercourse between their kind and human bei ngs was possi bl e.

"Thi s anmber sounds exactly the kind of man you'd need to grow a healthy
t horn- bush, highness," Dhalla said, although Lucrezia had already taken that
i nf erence.

"Unfortunately," Lucrezia said pensively,

"I'"d need nmy bel oved father's perm ssion to take himinto ny service, for
what ever use. He won't like it it's one thing to bring sone decrepit old
wal | slave into the Sanctum but quite another to inport a virile
tavern-braw er."

"l could nmake certain that he was no trouble," Dhalla said.

"l could break his |l egs before taking himfromthe prison. 1'Il watch him
ni ght and noon if necessary."

"I't's not a question of there being any real danger," Lucrezia said, with a

si gh.
"I't's sinply a matter of avail able excuses. |If ny father can think of any
reason for refusing ne, he'll probably do it. 1In this case, he'd have no

trouble at all."
"Sorry, highness," Dhalla said.
"I thought. . ."

"Don't be sorry," Lucrezia was quick to say.

"You were right. It's worth a try, given that I'mlegally entitled to make
the offer. |If | keep on asking for favours, ny father m ght say yes one day
just to keep ne quiet. | could send Monalen to see the anber right away 39
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- then, if he's fooL enough to accept the conditional pardon, | could go to
father nyself. If | explain it cleverly enough father might just think of it
as poetic justice- too good a joke to pass up. But will the anber agree?
What was his sentence?"

"He'll have to work off a fine of about a thousand crowns, plus interest
accrued while he's in jail, plus whatever else they can pile on for future
m s behavi our You know how t hese things work- it could easily turn into a
life sentence if no one offers to buy himout within the next few days.

doubt that anyone will do that; he only arrived a couple of days ago so he's
unlikely to have any friends in Xandria."

"What if soneone tells himwhat | want himfor? He's bound to be suspicious,
isn't he?"

"No one would dare to interfere- and the man seens to be a conplete idiot.
He's an anber, after all."

"In that case," Lucrezia said, 'you' d better fetch Monalen. " Dhalla bowed,
and turned on her heel

Lucrezia turned back to her garden. It was really Ereleth's garden, but
Lucrezia had begun to think of it as her own, just as she had begun to think
of Ereleth's wi sdomas her own. She knew that she was nerely the latent of a
string of royal apprentices whomEreleth had trained in the secret Arts of

wi tchery, but she also knew that she had been tjrained nore assiduously and
nore intensively than any of her sisters. She knew that Erel eth regarded her
as her true heir, and she,in her turn had begun to think of Ereleth as hers:
a uni que conbi nation of substitute nother and instrunent of anbition. The
garden contai ned nore than a hundred exotic species of plants, every one of
whi ch produced or was reputed to produce sonme kind of toxic substance. Sone
of them had been grown here since tine immenorial- Ereleth was by no neans
the first witch- wife to lend her knowl edge to the throne of Xandria -- but
others were recent arrivals.

Ereleth's experinental frame of mnd had | ed her carefully to cultivate the
acquai ntance of certain nmerchants and adventurers, in the interest of
increasing as well as maintaining her repertoire.

Many of the 'gifts' they brought for which the king's treasury paid high
prices did not live up to their reputations, but sone did. The nost reliable
of these suppliers was Hyry Keshvara, whose usefulness to the king's wi tches
was greatly
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enhanced by the fact that she did not need to use mddlenen in
her dealings with Ereleth; being fenale, she could pass nore or less freely
in and out of the Inner Sanctum

Lucrezia had a clear nenory of the day when Hyry Keshvara had brought the
three seeds which grewin the flesh of living men, partly because it was the
first tine she had been alone with the trader for any length of time- Ereleth
had been bedridden with sone kind of fever -- and partly because Hyry had
been so obviously excited by the news she had brought along with the seeds.

"Nothing |ike these seeds has ever been seen in the lands with which Xandria
trades, highness,” Hyry had said.

"l don't know whet her the clains nmade on their behalf are true, but | bought
other itens along with these which were obviously exotic. They were offered
to ne not as objects of great value but as tokens of proof that the people
who supplied them had achieved the inpossible- that they had crossed the
Dragomite Hlls in safety. These seeds, they said, cane fromthe fabled
Navel of the World, which lies far beyond the Soursweet Marshes. |f that is
true, sonething of profound inportance nust have occurred in the | ands beyond
the Forest of Absolute Night, for no one who tried to cross the Dragonite
Hlls within the last few centuries has ever returned to tell the tale."

Lucrezia's first instinct had been to wish as fervently as Hyry Keshvara
evidently wished that this mght be true- but she was Ereleth's apprentice
and had been schooled in scepticism

"I's there no other way such things could have cone into Xandria?"
Lucrezi a had asked.

"According to Ereleth, the captain of every ship that docks in the shadow of
the Great Wall swears that he brings goods never before seen within the
enpire, fromlands so distant that no Xandrian has ever heard of them It is
all lies, she says, pandering to the thirst for travellers' tales that al
sedentary city fol k have."

"I can't tell for certain," Hyry had answered.

"Al though | saved these seeds for you, highness, know ng how ent husi astic you
woul d be to test the clains which were made on their behalf, | took the other
items to a very cunning man and an uncommonly bol d adventurer. They both
agreed with me that the plants in question were extrenely odd, and that if
they did indeed originate fromthe 41
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| ands south of theDragomite Hills

their arrival here nust be reckoned a marvel. The hills stretch so far to
the west and the east, and are so inconveniently bounded by the Gey Waste
and the Spangl ed Desert, that even seeds would have difficulty surviving the
journey. There were nmature plants too, highness, all astonishingly free from
the ravages of decay. Either they were conveyed across the hills as swiftly
as a man can ride, or the people who brought them possess a powerful neans of
protecting their produce fromcorruption. |In either case, highness . "

"Perhaps they have the secret of incorruptible stone," Lucrezia had said,
intending it as a joke- but there had been a hollowring in Hyry Keshvara's
polite | augh which suggested that the nerchant did not consider it a jesting
mat ter.

I f anyone other than Hyry Keshvara had told Lucrezia that the seeds had cone
fromthe | ands south of the Forest of Absolute Night, let alone that they had
conme fromthe | egendary Navel of the Wirld of which sonmething was said in the
Lore of Genesys, where incorruptible stone was nmentioned too Lucrezia would
not have believed it.

Erel eth, when the story was repeated to her, would not believe it even from
Keshvar a

"If the nost honest nerchant of the city swears off his firstborn's life that
something is true," Ereleth was frequently wont to say, 'you nmay be perfectly
certain that it is alie. |If it is tjhe richest who swears, you may be
certain that it is one of the dammedest |ies ever pronounced. " Hyry
Keshvara was neither the nos”"t honest nmerchant in the city nor the richest,
hut there was sonmething in her particular excitenment that Lucrezia was
inclined to trust . . . something which spoke not of thirst for profit but
of thirst for adventure, and perhaps for glory.

Lucrezia had fallen in love with that particul ar excitenent, there seened to
her to be little enough in life that was worth desiring, and she had lately
devel oped a powerful thirsr for the new and the strange. When Hyry had
repeat ed what she had been told about the manner in which the seeds m ght be
cultivated, Lucrezia had listened with the utnost care.

"l cannot vouch for any of this," Hyry had said, 'and cannot easily put ny
trust in such awild tale, but what | was told is that one nust persuade a
man or a worman to swallow the nut whole. Both his legsl'll assune that it's
a man nust then be broken in half a dozen places, but carefully, so that he
doesn't bleed to death.
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He must be buried waist deep in rich soil, left |oose around his |oins but
packed tight about his midriff. H's arns ought to be broken as well, if he's
strong, to nake absolutely sure that he can't uproot hinmself, but he nustn't
be killed, for the seed will only growin living flesh. He nmust be well fed
while the nut gernminates in his belly and begins to grow Once the shoots

are established in his flesh he'll cease to feel pain; if he hasn't gone nad
before then he'll remain |ucid, perhaps even cheerful, until the flowers

bl oom

For a hundred days and nore there'll be no sign of anything amiss with him

and he may become prodigi ously enanoured of his keepers and feeders,
especially any conely wonen anong them if a woman is used, of course, the
reverse would be the case

"The first thing to emerge fromhis flesh will be the thorns. Hi s |egs, face
and torso will sprout quills like a porcupine, but he should still be fit and
well, for the plant is very ingenious in the matter of insinuating its own
tissues within its host's without any considerabl e disruption of function

He nmust be very well fed during this phase, for the plant will be hungry and
all its nourishment nust be derived fromits host's gut. A hundred and
thirty days after the thorns, the flowers will begin to energe. |'m assured
that although they aren't exactly beautiful, they are fascinating in their
peculiarity, resenbling snakes with gaping jaws. It's the fang-like el enents
protecting the flower which produce the poison- it's said to be the deadli est
in existence, but there are far too many substances of which that's said-for
the claimto be taken seriously.

The flowers aren't self-fertilizing, but will exchange pollen with one
another in a way which is said to be interesting to watch. Then the nuts
will form anew.

"After that, the process can be repeated but I was solemly warned that it
m ght not be easy to bring the plants to the point of self-reproduction, and
that they cannot be grown except from seed.

Sone of their near cousins are adapted to grow perfectly well in aninal
flesh, but ny informants said that these seeds cannot be relied upon to put
forth flowers- or might produce sickly and sterile flowers- in any but human
flesh. They said, too, that if the man in whose flesh they are grow ng
shoul d die, from hunger or disease or sone inherent weakness, the plant wll
die too. There are three nuts, princess, so you have sone scope for testing
the truth of these statenents. "

43
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"Who sold you these seeds and told you this tale?" Lucrezia had denanded
to knoW Darkl anders?

"Certainly not, highness. Darklanders live in daily contact with nuch that
is unearthly, but they have a powerful dislike of the unusual

The two men who brought ne these things had kept them secret while they cane
through the forest. They were bronzes, who said they had | ong been honel ess
wanderers, and they boasted that they had drunk the water of the Lake of

Col ourl ess Blood and had seen the Silver Thorns. | think they were nmaking a
ganme of the whole matter, highness -- but what they sold me was certainly
strange, and if they were telling the truth about these . "

Lucrezia gathered fromthis that Hyry was very interested to know how nuch
truth there was in what she had been told by these enigmatic nerchants, and
had brought the seeds to the Inner Sanctum because she fervently hoped that
Ereleth -- or Lucrezia -- would subject themto a test which she herself
dared not try.

Al though the first two seeds had failed, Lucrezia, Ereleth and Hyry had al
been fascinated by the manner of their failure, which bore out nmuch of what
the bronze nen had said. The first had got as far as producing thorns, but
the redundant sl ave Lucrezia had been given to use had sinply; not been up to
the task. She had seemed sturdy enough, and was certainly not

under nouri shed, having spent a lifetime in one of the Ctadel's best

ki tchens, but she had shrivelled and died by sl ow degrees, in spite of every
remedy Ereleth could prescribe. Lucrezia had no reason to think that another
doctor would have fared any better. | Ereleth had been inpressed by this
experinment too. Initially, she had refused to believe that the plant could
possibly live according to the pattern Hyry Keshvara had descri bed, because
it made no sense in terns of the theory of evolution by natural selection
The witch-queen's curiosity had been further stinulated by the second
experinment with the dog, and she had then taken it upon herself to question
Keshvara nore carefully about the origin of the seeds.

"There's not much nore | can add," Hyry had said.

"As | told the princess, they nade a gane of secrecy. At the tine, | thought
they were nerely trying to talk up the goods, but. . . Carus Fraxinus and
Aul akh Phar have al ready chided ne for mssing a val uable opportunity, and
they were right. There was one thing, though . "

She hesitated, until she was commanded to go on

"The
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bronzes said that if there were wonen in Xandria with Serpent's bl ood

--they did say wonen, not nen they ought to be told of this, |est they

nm stake the restlessness within their veins. Their words, nmmjesty which they
refused to explain."

Lucrezi a knew that Hyry must know what was whi spered about her own Serpent's
bl ood, and was annoyed that the trader had not seen fit to nention this when
they had spoken before, but she understood her hesitation. Mention of such
matters could be considered indelicate.

Erel eth had made no criticism though; it seenmed that she sinply filed the
new detail away with the rest. Wen Lucrezia had questioned her as to what
it all neant, she had confessed her ignorance with unusual frankness.

Now, as Lucrezia reached out to pet the half-buried dog, which responded to
her touch with a plaintive whinper, she wondered whether there really was a
special restlessness within her veins- and, if so, what it might signify.

VWhat these people gave to Hyry was intended to serve as evidence of their
power to work mracles, she thought. She understands that, and so do those
friends who are determned to investigate the possibility of crossing the
Dragomite Hlls. | have a part to play too, and I won't let her down. [If I
can only persuade ny father to let ne have the anber, 1'll prove to her--and
to him -- that the bronzes spoke the truth, and that the world is a richer
and stranger place than either of themdares to imagine . . . and then, by
what ever means | can devise, I'll do everything in my power to find out
exactly how rich and strange it is. There has to be nore to |life than
politics and poison.

45
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a ndris's cell was about as long as he was tall and so narrow that he

coul d easily touch both walls while standing in the niddle. The pallet which
served as a mattress wasn't | ong enough to allow himto stretch out ful

| ength, and the hole provided for the expul sion of wastes was the top of a
pi pe which | ed straight down to the sewer, with nothing but a wooden cover to
keep the stink at bay.

Fortunately, it was a very |long drop

On a brighter note, sone of Andris's few possessions had been fetched from
the inn where he had been | odging, so he had a change of clothes. There was
a tap over the waste-hole which produced water with which to wash. The
mattress was surprisingly free of vermn; and the cell did have a snall

gl azed window. He was told that food would be served twice a day, and if his
first experience of it could be trusted it was perfectly edible, though
somewhat el enentary. Al inall, it wasn't as bad as sone prisons he had
been in. ' The jailer who installed himin the cell was a small rotund nman
of perennially mournful aspect. He |ooked Iike the kind of man who m ght be
easily overpowered, but the doors of all the cells were constructed in such a
way as to mininmse the chance of any prisoner ever having the opportunity to
overpower him They were nmade of very stout wood and had no | ess than three
huge bolt-beans to secure them

The top beamfitted over a spy-hole, the bottomone over a slit sone three
sinms deep and twenty wide, through which food coul d be passed.

It was never necessary to renove nore than one beamat a tine- and, of
course, strictly against the rules to do so. Andris didn't doubt that the
doors and the beans were regul arly checked and repl aced before they showed
significant signs of weakening. He worked out that it m ght be possible for
a man with very strong fingers to dislodge the
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top and bottom beans from
inside, but there was no way he could get to the niddle one even if he failed
to attract attention when the top one crashed to the floor

The ceiling seemed to be by far the weakest elenment in the forces of his
confinement. There was a patch in the mddl e which was sul phurously yell ow
by virtue of the attentions of sone ferocious |ocal species of rot--but even
Andri s, who was probably the tallest nan ever to have been | ocked up there,
wasn't quite tall enough to touch it with his outstretched fingertips. In
any case, it was inmpossible to figure out what, if anything, was beyond the
st onewor k.

The cell was set very high in one of the citadel's seven towers, and it
seened entirely possible that there might be nothing above it but enpty space
wi t hout any conveni ent egress.

Andri s found the height rather dizzying the first time he | ooked down from
the wi ndow, he had never been in a building with nore than three storeys
before, and this particular tower had six. Andris was no nore than averagely
acrophobi c, but the thought of a possible collapse sent shivers down his
spine as he realised how nmany floors he m ght crash through on the way down.
Nor was the tower in which he was confined exceptional; he knew that the
others were just as huge, and the interior of the citadel--into which his

wi ndow faced- contained several erections of hardly | ess nagnitude, including
one which stood al one, unsupported by any accessory walls. The jailer
informed himthat this was the Inner Sanctum in which the king kept his
thirty-one wives and their househol ds, and confirned that there really was a
wal | ed garden set upon its roof.

"On a good day you can see the witch-wife Ereleth tending her poison apples,"”
the jailer said- in jest, Andris assuned.

"You al so have a wonderful view of the treasury's mint, where all the coin in
the real mgets freshened up ar regular intervals, and you can watch the
horses going back and forth fromthe biggest livery stable in the world,

whi ch happens to be directly below us. That's so our fall wll be cushioned
by straw and horse shit if ever there's a collapse. You can also see the

whi ppi ng-post and the scaffold, although we don't have any whi ppi ngs or

hangi ngs schedul ed this ten day - not yet, at any rate."

It was not at all difficult to obtain such information fromthe jailer, who
was perfectly willing to stand in the corridor and chat 47

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (51 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:19 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

t hrough the

spy-hole. He evidently found his job rather tedious. For the monent, the
had | ess than thirty men in his charge, distributed about this floor and the
one below. As the nagistrate had observed, few nen could afford to stay here
for |ong.

"I need to send sone letters,” Andris told the jailer, once he had taken
stock of the possessions which had been brought to his cell, "But |I can't
find ny pens and paper- or ny brushes and inks, cone to that. |I'ma
mapmeker, you know. "

"I mpounded, " said the jailer dolefully.
"No kni ckknacks allowed in the cell. You're only allowed spare clothing."

"But | have to try to get in touch with a kinsman of mne. He mght be able
to get me out of here."

"What's the address?"

"I don't know his address. | want to wite to the captain of the ship which
brought me here, to ask himto nake enquiries on nmy behalf.

Surely you can |l et me have a piece of paper, and the use of a pen

"Pen and ink, with one piece of scrubbed parchnment and the carriage charge,

would add up to half a crown,"” the jailer reported. "I have ny own witing
materials," Andris told him
"I only need to be allowed to use them" i The jailer shook his head.

"Rul es," he said stubbornly.

"Don't know how things are in the dai-klan ds but here we do things by the
rul es.

W're civilised, see. " ; Andris sighed heavily.
"Just for the record," he said,

"I"'mnot a dark lander I'ma civilised man. Are you telling ne that all ny
tool s have been confiscated? It's not that they're worth nuch, you
understand it's just the principle of the thing."

"What sort of tools were they?" enquired the jailer innocently. " Just
the usual sort of thing," Andris said.

"Sci ssors, skinning and gutting knives, fishhooks, eating inplenments
not hi ng out of the ordinary."

"Hunter, are you?"

"Al'l travellers have to be hunters and fishernmen when the need ari ses,"
Andri s said.

"I'"'ma long way from home."
"I''"l'l check to make sure they've been safely inpounded,” the jailer said.

"Maybe not- these waterfront inns are full of thieves and foreigners. Can't
have 'em though. Have to get what you need frommnme. Half a crown."
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Andris still had a few coins in his waist-pouch. He produced a half-crown
fromone of the Thousand Isles.

"No good," said the jailer, after testing it with his teeth.
"Rotten right through

"I''l'l need two like that- have to go straight to the mint at half-weight. No
one in Xandria takes coin that bad. There's always plenty of fresh about-
benefits of civilisation, see.”

Andris gritted his teeth as his tenper rose. Had the spy-hole not been so
tiny he m ght not have been able to resist the tenptation to reach out and
sei ze the tubby man by the throat, but his fist was too big to pass through
it. Although, sadly, the | aw was not the law the world over, its keepers
seenmed to be nmuch the sane. He did not doubt that the jailer already knew
exactly how much coin he had, and would aquire it all before the day was out.

He threw a second hal f-crown through the spy-hole. The jailer stooped to
pick it up and anbled away. He returned, in his own good tinme, with a

m nuscul e piece of old parchnent and a pen whose nib was nore direly in need
of refreshing than the coins he had given for it.

Presumably the royal netallurgists were far too busy re-nminting coin to
bother with mere inplenments of literacy. The ink was just as poor

It took Andris ten minutes to wite the letter. He would have taken a | ot

Il onger if he could, but even though he agoni sed over the choice of every word
there sinply wasn't enough space on the parchnent to permt nuch exercise of
el oquence or ingenuity. The jailer took the letter w thout commrent,
ostentatiously neglecting to read it although Andris was certain that he
woul d do so as soon as he was out of sight. He was welcone; the letter
merely pleaded with the shipnmaster to do everything he could to find one Theo
Zabio and tell himthat his nephew, who was confined in the citadel, had
urgent news fromFerentina. |In point of fact, Andris had no news from
Ferentina |l ess than six years old, and none at all concerning anyone nore
closely related to Theo Zabio than hinmself, but he felt obliged to nmake every
effort to persuade his kinsman that it was worth taking an interest.

Andris was fairly confident that even a Ferentinan could be relied on to do
sonething for a kinsman in trouble- assum ng, of course, that he was alive,
and that he was still in Xandria, and that the shi pmaster coul d be bot hered
to look for him He was painfully aware that there m ght be severa
assunptions too nmany 49
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in that chain of suppositions, but what could one
expect for a couple of rotten naif-crowns?

Later, as night was falling, the jailer returned and renoved the beam
covering the spy-hole.

"The ship hadn't sailed, so the letter's been delivered," he said.
"All a waste of tinme, mnd."

Andris got up fromthe bed, where he had been trying unsuccessfully to catch
up with |l ost sleep, and came to the spy-hole. The stars were shining
brightly, but Andris's wi ndow was very narrow and the corridor w thout was

just as gloony as the cell. Itwas difficult to make out the jailer's
features.
"Thanks anyway," he said. "Not just the letter," the jailer said.

"This petition for a pardon you've put in. That kind of thing' s not intended
for the likes of you -- it's for aristocrats who want to buy thensel ves out
of trouble with big bribes. You'll just get an extra fine."

"l suspected as much,"” Andris confessed wearily, 'but that sneering
magi strate annoyed me. | had to do sonething. |'mnot guilty, you know the
guardsman who got hurt must know it wasn't ne who hit him

I just thought that if |I bought a little tinme, he mght. . He stopped. He
could easily inmagine the pitying | ook that nust have been on the j&ler's
face.

"You shoul d never |et nmgistrates annoy you," the fat man advised him in a

fatherly tone.

"It's OKonce in a while to | ose your tenper in a brawl, but never in a court
of law. The guardsman won't say a word- only get' hinself into trouble if he
did"

Andri s sighed deeply as the jailer replaced the beam and anbl ed away.

He sat down on the mattress again, wondering how badly he had m splayed his
hand, and whet her there was any way out of his predicanent. /[ should have
stayed on the other side of the Slithery Sea, he thought glumy. [/ was far
enough away from home, without being too far. | should have settled down
when | had t he chance.

Unfortunately, he knew only too well that such slimchances as he had had to
settle down woul dn't have been overly attractive even to a man without his
tastes and fancies. To be an exile, unable to return to his honel and, was
bad enough to be an exile educated in early youth to the inclinations and
expectations of an aristocrat was doubly problematic. Try as he m ght,
Andri s had never been able to adjust his hopes and dreans to the level of his
actual prospects.
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Andris had been the third and | ast of the sons of the king of Ferentina --
who had been the sort of king to whomtradition allowed but a single wife.
That might have been difficult in itself, given that the city-state had been
notorious for its wars of succession for tens of thousands of years, but it
was nmade even nore problematic by the fact that all three sons had survived
and that none of themliked the others in the | east degree. In a better-
ordered world, kings of nations |like Ferentina would doubtl ess have refrai ned
from having nore than one son, but the only thing likelier to cause a civi

war in Ferentina than having nore than one son survive to adulthood was
havi ng no sons surviving to adulthood, so every dutiful king adopted the
saf er course of having nore than one son, and then trying to ensure that they
woul d be able to avoid conflict. This could often be done, and had been
fairly easily acconplished for three generations before Andris's tinme, but
the pattern had to break eventually, and Andris had spent his entire youth
and adol escence surrounded by people who expected it to break at any nonent.

The situation woul d not have becone so desperate, Andris knew, had nature

been nore even-handed. |If only his ol dest brother, Marc, had been taller or
cleverer- or even better-looking- than Andris, he m ght have felt nore
confident of his authority. It would not have mattered that Andris was such

a brave and bad- tenpered fighting man, if only those attributes had been
count er bal anced by dull stupidity or unquestioning |oyalty or openhearted
generosity but even Andris had to admt that they were not. Cruel nature
really had formed himto be a dangerous rival to his lean, sly and
mean-spirited el der brothers, and by the tinme he was five years old the

choi ce before himhad been stark: had he not taken hinself away he woul d

ei ther have been nurdered, or cynically used as a figurehead in a bitter war
whose outconme he could not control or foresee.

In the best- or perhaps worst- tradition of the romantic tales which his
nurses and tutors had been so enthusiastic to tell himwhen his fornal
studi es becane too tedious, Andris had departed to becone a wanderer, a
sol dier of fortune, just as Uncle Theo had a generation before.

Unfortunately, his career as a soldier of fortune had been infinitely nore
difficult to manage and infinitely |less rewarding 5
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than the tal es had

inplied. The world was every bit as |large and strange as the stoneS had
promi sed- and his careful education in map-making had not prepared himfor
its diversity half as well as he m ght have hoped- but it was by no neans so
bountiful, even to one as clearly deserving as he.

I shoul d have been born in a nation like this one, Andris thought, where a
ki ng may have a hundred sons and every one of themm ght find a proper place,
and none woul d ever dare to take arns against his brothers. |It's true, |
suppose, that a prince of Xandria rmust have far | ess power and prestige than
a prince of ferentina, even at the best of tines, by virtue of having to
share it with so many others

and it's probably true that the business of keeping things in order nust
be far nore conplicated in a sea- spanning enpire than in a very nodestly
sized kingdom but there's the tropic sun and the warm sea, and the stars
shine so very brightly four nights in every five

Wiy, oh why, couldnkt 1. . . ?

H's reverie was cut short by the sound of the upper beam bei ng drawn back yet
again fromthe door, and he saw the glimer of |anplight through the
spy-hole. He stood up, and stood cl ose enough to the door to be seen

"Got a visitor," said the jailer, briefly, before dunping his | anp on the
floor and stal ki ng awnay.

Andri s's hopes soared, as “hey were ever wont to do when his fortunes

i nproved, by however small a margin not did they sink when he saw that the
visitor was a young serving-girl, whom he had never seen before. | "Have you
cone from Uncle Theo?" he asked hopefully.

"l have come from Princess Lucrezia," was the reply, delivered in the
automatic style of a careful recitation,

"My nane is Mnalen. The princess asks ne to informyou that there is a | aw
in Xandria whi ch provides that anyone who applies for a royal pardon may be
granted such a pardon by any nenber of the royal fam |y, provided only that
the king agrees to the rel ease and that the person to be pardoned agrees
freely to render whatever service the pardoner requires of himfor a period
not exceeding half a year. Princess Lucrezia has heard what happened in the
courtroomtoday, and asks whether you would be prepared to enter into such an
agreenent with her, if the king will permt."

Perhaps there's justice in Xandria after all! Andris thought. A
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message of
hope, and froma princess! Perhaps the old tales aren't such dammed lies as

they've so far seened! Perhaps ny luck has changed at |ast, and ny destiny

will now be set torights . . . and half a year is, in any case, |ess than
three hundred days . . . and whatever service the princess has in mnd
must surely be | ess arduous than breaking stone for that huge and horrid
wall. Aloud, he sinply said: "Yes, by all nmeans. Tell your mstress that if
the king will sanction it, | should be proud to be the princess's nan for as

| ong as she should need ne."
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tacomcerri wal ked slowy down one of the nmany flights of | stone steps

whi ch descended the inner face of the citadel wall. It led to the wide
roadway which connected the City Gate to the big courtyard flanked by the
mai n stables and the treasury. He neasured his paces very carefully, not for
reasons of military precision but because he wanted to nmake the tour of
inspection last as long as possible. It was the niddl e of the midnight, when
the citadel was at its quietest.

Except for the sentries and patrols of the citadel guard the only people at
work were the coiners in the treasury mnt, who were working around the cl ock
to prepare the Thanksgi ving payroll. Jacom had hoped that his second tour of
citadel duty would be easier than the first, when the unaccustonmed hours and
the incessant tedium had proved surprisingly wearing. He had optim stically
reassured hinmself that it was bound to be a welcone relief after the
hurly-burly of the harbour patrol, but in fact the tedium seemed tw ce as bad
now that he was' repeating something he had done before. The first ten day
duty had at |east been new, and he had been distracted by all kinds -of
trivial |earning experiences; this tine he knew everything he needed to know
at the procedural level- the names of all his men, the distribution of his
sentries, the layout of all the citadel's coverts, courtyards and all eyways-
but he still |acked any kind of mental equi pment for making the time fly.

The passing hours seermed to have slowed to a painful degree, and no matter
how he regul ated his own paces he could not adjust hinmself to their enptiness.

His plight was not inproved by the fact that the nen under his command were,
wi t hout exception, fully adapted to the business. Every one of them was
utterly inured to all the trials and tribulations which custom inposed upon
them To the men, the
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routi nes which tested Jaconm s patience were sinply an

opportunity to relax, even to loaf. They were forbidden to pass the tine by
pl ayi ng cards or going to sleep, even when they were not actually posted as
sentries or appointed to wal k a beat, but they were experts in the business
of self-distraction; they needed neither apparatus nor altered states of
consci ousness to attain an extraordinary aptitude in the underrated art of
doi ng not hi ng.

Sergeant Purkin was, of course, a past master of this particular art.

As Jacom approached his present sentry-station, at the treasury door, the
grey beard seened set in stone, perfectly still and yet perfectly rel axed.
When Jacom st opped before himhe saluted with 'nechanical precision

"Nothin'" to report, sir,
wor | d.

he said, as though it were the best news in the

"Don't you ever feel that this kind of duty is a conplete waste of tine,
Pur ki n?" Jacom asked, on a confidential whim "Certainly not, sir," the
sergeant replied, with a certain ironic pride

"Who knows what'd be occurrin', sir, if we weren't here?"

"I nvadi ng arni es woul d doubt| ess be battering down the gates," Jacom said,

with a sceptical sigh.

"That too, like as not," said Purkin equably.

"Though we'd probably get a few days' warning, like, so we could nobilise the
regulars and the city mlitia. Pains ne to admt it, sir, we being the
king's guard, not thief-takers, but the real problem s petty theft. This is
a big place, see- hundreds of people cone back and forth through the gates on
|l egitimate business, an' quite a lot of "emhave illegitimte business on the
side. A lot o' valuable goods pass through those gates, and not all the food
reaches the kitchens, if you get ny neanin'. Those livery stables over there
are said to be the biggest in the world, and you m ght be surprised by how
many fine animals just disappear into thin air. Then there's this place--al
that coin comn' in by the barrel to be refreshed, and the raw netal to
refresh it."

"It seenms secure enough," Jacom observed, exam ning the heavy door before
whi ch Purkin was standing.

"It is, sir. Locked and barred. Take a barrel of plastic to get through it.
No one allowed in or out till the new issue's ready always extra precautions
when they have to pay everyone at once 'cause of the holiday. Treasury has
its own guardsmen inside- real sticklers for the regs. Even so, out of every
t housand coins there's 55
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always thirty or forty which sonmehow go m ssin'
sonetines as many as a hundred'" "But we didn't catch a single person
pilfering during our last tour,"

Jacom poi nted out.

"In fact, we never seemto arrest anybody at all."

"Ch, we do, sir," Purkin assured him

"Last tour was unusually quiet, just like these last two days . . . which
general ly means, in my experience, that the evildoers're savin' themnsel ves
for a big push.

As | said, though, the real point is that if we weren't here, there' d be
three or four tines as nmuch stuff going' mssin'. W're a deterrent, see
Just by being' here, we cranp the style of the thieves. They have to be
twi ce as careful and tw ce as clever

and they try, sir, they surely try. W prevent an awmful |ot o' skullduggery
just by doin' nothin' at all. Valuable work, sir, valuable work. "

Jacom recogni sed that what the sergeant said nade perfect sense. He supposed
that his own probl emwould take care of itself once he had done a few nore
tours of duty, because he would sinply get used to being out of phase with
the rest of the world, w de awake during the m dday and the m dni ght,
catching his sleep in the teen hours and the thirties. As he strode away
fromPurkin's post, however, this seened small enough confort.

He saluted the nen on duty at the gate, and began to clinb the steps on the
further side of it, jmaking his way upwards yet again, to the wal kway t hat
ran aroupd the battlenments. It was a long way to the top and by the tine he
got there his ankles were aching. He had always considered hinself to be
very fit, but clinbing stairs in full arnmour-no matter how slowy and
carefully he went-- was an arduous busi ness.

Once at the top, he felt alittle better. H s initial tendency to vertigo
had quite di sappeared by now, and there was sonethi ng about being up so high
whi ch he found strangely exhilarating. It was an illusion, he knew, but the
stars seened so nmuch closer here. There was sonething about starlight
observed from on hi gh which was conducive to phil osophical reveries, and as
Jacom mar ched al ong the wal kway he found hinsel f contenpl ating the question
of how many stars were visible in the sky. He held his hand up, ten or
twelve sins fromhis face, nmade a circle with his thunb and forefinger, and
tried to count the stars contained therein. 1t wasn't easy. There were a
dozen whose bright ness was
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quite distinct, but it was inpossible to say
whet her there were twenty, thirty or forty fainter ones glimering in the
backgr ound.

Call it thirty altogether, he thought. Now, how nuch larger than that little
circle is the whol e skyf He gave up on the problem as soon as it had been
posed. He was no mat hematician, and the cal cul ati on was well beyond his
meagre capabilities. He began wondering instead why, if the stars really
were as numerous as the lore insisted, they could not fill the night sky with
a light every bit as bright as that of day.

Wiy, if the stars were sinply distant suns, did they disappear into a
sparkling blue m st when the sun shone?

Sonetinmes, Jacomregretted that his practically inclined father had not seen
fit to provide himwith a scholar's education. It didn't seemquite fair
that the only acceptable way for himto avoid intensive schooling in the arts
and practices of fruit-growi ng and pi g-breedi ng had been to declare a fervent
interest in the Arts Martial.

He discovered, a little belatedly, that while these thoughts had occupied his
m nd he had come to a conplete standstill. He blushed when he realised
exactly where he had stopped. He knew that it was not by coinci dence that he
had paused at one of the few vantage-points fromwhich it was possible to

| ook into the roof garden on top of the Inner Sanctum which was, in effect,
the only part of the citadel into which a captain of the citadel guard had no
right to peer, even though his men provided an outer cordon of protection
around it. There was a certain dangerous significance in the fact that he
had paused on this particular spot w thout even thinking about it.

It was, of course, inpossible not to be aware of the phallic tower's
presence- it was positioned at the very heart of the citadel, surrounded by
an open space |arger than any other courtyard, and thus had a proni nence
unshared by any of the other blocks and towers cramed and crowded into the
avai |l abl e spaces of the eccentrically shaped and sprawling edifice- but that
awar eness ought, as a matter of duty, to be kept strictly in check. Oficers
in the king's guard could hardly be expected to be ignorant of all the
romantic tales and obscene jokes in which the Inner Sanctum figured, but they
were not supposed to | et such notions preoccupy their thoughts, mnuch |ess
their instincts. Jacom alas, had no nore 57
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mastered the trick of that
kind of indifference than he had nastered the tricK of armouring hinself
agai nst the tedi um of night patrols.

Wil e he was at ground |level jacom s Sanctuminspired reveries tended to be
of a fairly basic kind, along the lines of what it nmight be like to attenpt
sexual congress with a giant. To judge by the tenor of the oft-repeated

j okes on the subject this was somet hing many men thought about but few ever
dared to try, on the very reasonable grounds that their equipnent m ght be
t hought inadequate. When he was on the high battlements, on the other hand,
hi s daydream fantasies tended to run on nmore el evated lines, involving

bel eaguered princesses and near-inpossible feats of heroism These m ght
have been easier to control had he not been able to connect themup to the
appear ance of an actual princess, but he had and the place where he was now
standi ng was the very spot where he had made that connection

It was fromhere, on several occasions, that he had seen Princess Lucrezia in
the roof- garden.

During the ten days of his first tour he had unwi sely all owed such glinpses to
becone nore and nore inportant to him He had begun to feel disappointed
every time he found the roof-garden enpty, and his heart had begun to beat a
little faster every tine it was not. During his ten day stint on the harbour
patrol he had not given the princess a great deal of thought, but as soon as
he was back inside the wall the prospect of catching brief glinpses of her

had suddenly begun to seemimmensely attractive and had just as suddenly

begun to seem hazardous. The fact that he could get no closer to the

roof -garden than forty nets, with a yawning gulf between, nmade such glinpses
no |l ess exciting and no | ess inappropriate.

Soneti mes, he had been able to watch Lucrezia working in the garden while she
was unconsci ous of being watched, and whenever she chanced to look up it
seenmed easy enough to | ook away and reign total unconsci ousness of her
presence but he could never be quite sure that his attention had gone

unnoti ced, and he had no way to judge how unwel cone it might be if it had
not. \Whenever she was absorbed in contenplation of two particularly

remar kabl e pl ants one of which bore an uncanny resenbl ance to a human torso,
the other to the head and forepaws
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of a dog- she seened utterly oblivious of

all else, but he knew that the appearance m ght be deceptive. For a nonent,
during his first tour, he had al nost been convinced that the strange plants

actually were a human being and a dog, half-buried in the dark soil, but the
green shoots sprouting out of them had convinced himthat he had been fool ed
by some trick of perspective

The bright starlight allowed himto see that the |larger of the two plants had
gone. Only the one resenbling a dog remai ned. Jacom wonder ed whet her
Lucrezia would now be less inclined to linger in the garden during her waking
hour s.

He had heard, of course, that the roof-garden was reputed to be full of

poi sonous plants, kept by the witch-wife Ereleth - who was often seen in the
conpany of Princess Lucrezia -- and he had al so heard that the princess was a
mass- nurderess perennially in the market for broken-down slaves of either

sex, but he had sense enough to know that such rum ours neant nothing. He
knew how easily such preposterous tales could be cooked up, and how their
fantastic and horrific elenents tended to be anplified as they spread like
wildfire within the citadel walls.

Jacom was jerked out of his reverie by the sound of a chall enge enanati ng
fromthe roadway far bel ow him echoing eerily fromthe wall of the Inner
Sanctum The chal |l enge evidently went unanswered, for it was foll owed al nost
imediately by a cry of alarm Jacomturned on his heel and raced back to
the steps which he had ascended a few nminutes before. He ran full tilt,
reckl ess of the danger involved. It was as though his feet, so |ong
constrained to move with unnatural slowness, were intent on neking the nost
of their sudden freedom

It took himthree mnutes to get down to the roadway. By that tine four or
five guardsnen were running this way and that, peering into shadowy coverts
in search of the fugitive. Jacomturned round, then turned again, trying to
judge which way the fugitive mght have gone.

He saw nothing at all until one of the nen suddenly shouted: "Look out, sir!"

He turned for a third tine to find a dark sihouette hurtling out of the
shadowed cl oi ster which extended fromthe groomis quarters behind the big
stables to the side door of the main kitchen. Convinced that he was under
attack, Jacomreached for the 59
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sword that was sheathed at his belt, but

the man jinked around him seemingly intent on scuttling into an all eyway
whi ch coul d take himclear of the nen lunbering in his wake. Jacom
imediately et go of the hilt of his weapon and hurled hinself sideways.
H s aimwas to tackle the nan about the knees, but he had underestimted the
effect of the breastplate he wore, and his grasping fingers closed instead
about the falling man's |eft ankle.

Had the captain's desire to conplete the capture been conmprom sed by the
slightest irresolution the fugitive would probably have pull ed away, but
Jacom cl ung on desperately, and his armoured body was far too heavy to be
dragged. Thus anchored, the man's nonmentum carried himforward to a crashing
fall, which his cartwheeling arms could not soften. By the time his other
pursuers arrived he was groaning in pain, all further thought of flight
havi ng been rudely driven out.

Jacom cane to his feet, feeling very pleased with hinself in spite of the
fact that he'd been severely shaken up in the encounter. He noticed that he
had ski nned both his knees on the hard fl agstones.

Hs mdriff and ribs felt as if he had run full tilt into a five-barred gate.
Two guardsmen grabbed thfe recunmbent man's arnms and haul ed hi m upri ght.

"What did he do?" Jacomrisked, |ooking around for whoever had issued the
first challenge

"Not hing!" conplained the® victim while a third guardsman conducted a

t hor ough search of his clothing He wore no belt and had no pouch of any ki nd.
He was carrying no weapon. There was, however, a piece of parchnment tucked
inside his shirt. It was a pass to enter the citadel. The guardsman
identified the signature as that of the senior kitchen steward, and pointed
out that it was only valid until curfew

The man had | ong overstayed his licence to be on the prenmises. "Wy didn't
you answer the challenge?" Jacom demanded of him "Because he warn't
supposed to be 'ere," answered Kim the guardsman who had conducted the
sear ch.

"Cane in b' day, hid when the gates closed, then cane out thievin'. Poor
f ool

"Adn't got so nuch as a kitchen scrap 'fore we "ad 'im

The guardsman seened as pleased with the capture as Jacom
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had been, although
it did occur toJacomthat it night have been better had they caught the man
in possession of stolen goods. "It was a mistake!" the prisoner objected.

"I didn't mean to get shut in. | was just trying to clear out quietly, so as
not to trouble anyone.”

"Horseshit!" said Kim It seened an apt comment. "What's your nane and
station?" Jacom asked.

"Sart," the prisoner replied, pronptly enough
"Zadok Sart, bone-nan."
"You appear to have |left your bone-bag behind," Jacom observed.

"Not to mention your cart. Still- you've five hours of the midnight left to
think of a good excuse, before you see the magistrate. Shackle himin the
guardroom by the City Gate, for now "

"Yes sir," Kimreplied, with a zest which made it clear that he too was
fully appreciative of a welcone break in the normal routine.

"W c'n get the truth out of "imif'n you want us to, sir.

"That's not our business," Jacomsaid |oftily.

"We're the king's guard. Qur business is keeping order, not thief-taking.
We can | eave the sordid stuff to the constables.™

"Yes, sir," the guardsnen chorused

Jacomfelt a thrill of pleasure at having denonstrated that he had | earned
the ropes as quickly as anyone could have expected. He tried not to linp as
he strode away to resume his tour, but when he cane to the stairway he

deci ded that he'd seen quite enough of the battlenments for one m dni ght, and
went back to the guardroominstead, to inspect his cuts and bruises.

Vel |, he thought philosophically, as he dabbed his bl oody knee with a
handker chi ef, he m ght not he guilty of anything nuch, hut he's definitely
guilty. That's an inprovenent. Next tine, perhaps we can arrest someone
worth arresting. After that. . . who knows what possibilities the future
m ght hol d* 61
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a ndris |leaned on the wall of his cell and watched a spider

patiently spinning a web across the pane of the window It was a good pl ace
to have a web because any flies which got into the gloony cell- and somehow
they did, although the possible routes of ingress were bl ocked nost of the
time- naturally headed for the beam of |ight the wi ndow |l et in.

There had, of course, been a web there before, but Andris had thoughtlessly
swept it away on nore than one occasion in order to peer out into the
courtyard. To the spider, each such clearance nmust have been a cat astrophe,
but the creature had set about the work of reconstruction with infinite

pati ence and care, and Andris had resolved to be nore respectful in future.
In fact, he had cone to the conclusion that the spider was a useful resource
in a situation which offered relatively few wards agai nst boredom He had
decided to nane it Belin'so that every time he |l ooked at it he could be
offering up a silent and subtle insult to the king of Xandria. ' "I won't do
it again," Andris assured the' spider

"It isn't as if there's anything out there worth looking at.-In all the tine
I've been here not a single person has been brought to the scaffold, or even
to the whi ppi ng-post, and the traffic which passes in and out of the Inner
Sanctumis no nore interesting, seen fromthis height, than the com ngs and
goi ngs around the mnt. The level of entertainment which this places
provides is sinply not up to scratch. | was once in a jail where ny cell had
a view of a crocolid pool, and | saw one poor wetch throwm in. | hadn't
really believed in the logic of deterrents before that day, but |'ve believed
init since. | was very polite to the jail keepers after that, even though
they were conpl ete bastards who never wasted an opportunity to wind the
prisoners up.

That was a busy jail, not like this one at all
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but they didn't make people
pay to be init. | was innocent then, too.

The spider didn't answer, but Andris didn't mnd.

"It doesn't in the |least matter that you don't understand a word of what |I'm
saying, Belin," he informed the indefatigable arachnid, with all due
seriousness.

"I'"ve been travelling for a long tine now, always a foreigner. You get used
to not being understood, or even listened to. It isn't just that |I'man
anber anmong gold ens perennially mstaken for a dark |ander It's sonething
deeper than that--sonmething so deep that even when ny skin colour blends in
nicely ny foreignness still stands out and nmarks nme as a man apart. That's
strange, isn't it? | nean, given that all human bei ngs speak the sane

| anguage and are heirs to the sanme lore, you'd think we'd all treat one

anot her pretty much alike, but we don't. Not everywhere's as bad as Xandri a,
of course. @ddly enough, the places where people pride thensel ves as being
civilised tend to be the places where foreigners get the worst treatnent.
There's sonet hing about the frame of mind which treats anyone unlike oneself
as a barbarian which is profoundly distasteful- and | say that know ng
perfectly well that | come fromjust such a place nyself. |'ve |earned from
my experiences, you see."

Belin continued to build bridges between the strands of his web- or possibly
her web- neatly and cleverly. Somewhere in his travels Andris had heard a
tal e about an inprisoned king who watched a spider making attenpt after

attenpt to clinb up a sheer wall, undeterred by constant failure. This good
exanpl e had all egedly boosted the king's own norale to the point where, once
rel eased, he set about wi nning backAis | ost kingdom It was one of those

tales which was said to be very ancient which probably neant that it had been
i nvented no nore than a coupl e of generations ago.

"In any case," Andris told the spider,

"I have no plans to go home. A man has to have sone pride. You can't |et
the world grind you down, no natter how often you get thrown in jail. Mybe
that's what you're trying to teach me, by spinning that wonderfully intricate
web. Maybe you're trying to tell me that it's cleverness and not noral e that
finally turns the tide of fortune. Maybe you're trying to tell nme that
there's a way to wealth and position, however mazy, in the Princess
Lucrezia's offer to take me into her service if 63
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and when she can gffyour
august nanesake to agree. Maybe . . ." He fell silent and spun around as
the beam covering the spy-hole in the cell door was wi thdrawn.

"Mother visitor," called the laconic jailer.

"Never knew a man so popul ar

Andris didn't consider two visitors in three days to be evidence of great
popul arity, but he was grateful to receive any attention at all. By the tine
he had crossed to the spy-hole the jailer was gone.

In full daylight it was easy enough to nake out the features of the person
who stood in the corridor. It was not, as he had hal f expected the
princess's servant Monal en, nor could it possibly be Theo Zabio. It was a

m ddl e- aged and bearded gol den, tall for a Xandrian, grizzled w thout being
in the | east decrepit. H s brown eyes were bright but oddly nelancholy.
Andris could see little of the man's costume, but the cloth of his coat was
of very good quality and was showi ng not the slightest sign of deterioration
about the collar or shoulders. |In Xandria, where cotton-cleaners and other

I i nen-hungry pests were exceptionally voracious, that was telling evidence of
weal th. Andris was unconfortably aware of the fact that his own clothing was
practically falling apart.

"My nane is Carus Fraxinust," the visitor said, without waiting to be asked

"I''"'ma merchant. |'ve heard that you're a napmaker fromthe far north. [If
that's so, | mght be able to offer you enpl oynent rather nore congeni al
than rebuil di ng houses and repairing The city wall." , "I thought that the

peopl e of Xandria considered the Arts Geographical to be a joke, utterly
useless in navigating the Slithery Sea and the | ands about its shores,"”
Andris said warily. "They do,"

Fraxi nus sai d.
"That's why the city hasn't any map nakers of its own .

but there's always a price to pay for the sin of forgetful ness, however
venial it may seem |Is there, anpbng the maps you nenorised, one which
includes a region called the Navel of the Wrld? "

"Yes there is," Andris said pronptly. Can | renmenber it after all these
years. he wondered silently. Can | still draw and colour it, given that |
haven't been required to practise for seven years and nore? Better not |et
on that there's any doubt, though.

"Do you have any idea whereabouts that region m ght be |ocated?" (he
mer chant asked i nnocently.
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Andri s knew a test when he faced one.

"Yes | do," he said, and pointedly neglected to continue.

"You don't have to give away any secrets,"” Fraxinus assured him

"Just tell ne where the region lies in relation to the Forest of Absolute
Night, if you can."

Andris closed his eyes, and tried to call the requisite image to mnd. He
i magi ned hinmsel f back in the schoolroom |I|abouring under the eyes of his
stern nentors, drawi ng and drawi ng and drawi ng until his wist cranped,
dotting and stippling and col ouring and | abelling, driven all the while by
such endl essly quoted homilies as

"There is no sin but forgetful ness' and
"A man without Art is a man without worth'.
"Sout h," he said eventually.

"A long way south, beyond the Soursweet Marshes. The keys to the map are the
five-pointed star, the bowshot and the nest of the phoenix." He was so gl ad

to have been able to renmenber the menonic devices that he spilled it all out
bef ore pausing to wonder whet her he nmight have given away sonethi ng sal eabl e.

"Can you draw the map," Fraxinus asked, '"if | supply the requisite inks and
parchnment? "

"OF course," Andris said.

"I can interpret it too, to the extent that the interpretation is part of the
lore. Are you thinking of going to the Navel of the World?"

"Yes | am" Fraxinus said frankly.

"It's long been held to be an inpossible journey, but | have reason to think
that it's no longer inpossible. I'mtrying to nuster an expedition. A map
woul d be useful -- provided, of course, that it were accurate."

"It's ny belief," Andris said, 'that the maps | was trained to draw of the
Slithery Sea were accurate enough in their day- but the lore cones to us from
an uni magi nable antiquity, and the sea in question nust have been so naned
because it is indeed inclined to slither. |Its shores have changed over tine,
and so has the distribution of its |lands. The map which includes the Nave

of the World includes nmarshl ands, but no sea. |If ny experiences in the north
are any guide, it's likely to be accurate. | can offer no absolute
guarantees, but for what the map may be worth, | can drawit. Wuld it be
worth a thousand crowns to you? "

"That's a very high price," the nmerchant said.
"I'"d want much nmore than a map for a sumlike that."

65
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"How rmuch nore?," Andris asked. He was not disheartened because he had
not imagi ned for a nonment that anyone would pay so nuch for a nere nap.

"You're a fighting man too, | think, and a nuch travelled one. | mght see
my way to clearing your entire debt, if | could have the strength of your
arms as well as the know edge in your head. Wuld you be prepared to join us
on this adventure, as ny enpl oyee?" The merchant seened quite relaxed, as if
he expected Andris to junp at the offer. Andris rather liked the man, but
couldn't help taking a certain delight in upsetting his assunption.

"I'"ve already had an offer which m ght secure ny release," he said am ably.

"I'"ve promised to accept it, if it comes to fruition."
Fraxi nus seemed both astoni shed and perturbed.

"Who fron?" he asked with revealing bl untness.
"Princess Lucrezia," said Andris proudly.

"She's offered to take me into her service, if the king will give his
perm ssion. | understand that she has already subnmitted her petition, but
that these things take time."

"Way in the world would Princess Lucrezia want to take you into her service?"
the nmerchant' asked nmaintaining a polite tone in spite of the inplied
insult. , "Perhaps she wants a mapnaker," Andris retorted sarcastically.

Fraxi nus's brow was deeply furrowed, and Andris realised that he was actually
considering this hypothesis seriously.

"What has Keshvara started?" the nerchant nmuttered into his beard, as he
tugged at it reflexively with the fingers of his left hand. But then he

| ooked up again and said: "I can't believe that.-' Neither can |, Andris
thought - and belatedly realised that there really was a nystery here. Wy
did the princess want to petition for his pardon, when she could easily
obtain the services of any of a thousand Xandri an nen? He began to regret
not havi ng made enquiries.

"I did prom se," he said weakly.

"Perhaps nothing will conme of it, if the king refuses his permission but
have | any reason to think that | would be better off in your service than in
hers?" Carus Fraxinus was still puzzled and still hesitant.

"I'"ma good master,"

he said.
"Anyone in Xandria will tell you so. I'mvery well known in the city. As
for Princess Lucrezia. . . it's not for me to say anything at all about

the lady, but. . ."
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"l shouldn't need to be selling nyself as a bondsman to any naster,"

Andris said, deciding that it mght be better to steer the conversation to
saf er ground.

"I didn't injure the guardsman. | was sinply trying to protect a blind man
who was caught up in the braw .

If you have as nuch influence as you claim can you not see that justice is
done? Were | a free man, we could bargain on a fairer basis- and |I'd have no
need to sell myself for a royal pardon, for any purpose. "

Fraxi nus stared at hi mcontenpl atively.

"How might | prove your innocence?" he enquired, seemingly taking the matter
entirely seriously.

"Ask the injured nman where | was when he was hit from behind. Ask the
story-teller- he's blind, but neither deaf nor stupid. The man who struck
the blow was alnost as tall as | am but stouter. He was part of a conpany
of villains who seened to be plotting sonething. Oher people who were in
the tavern nmight know his nane. 1'd be very grateful for your help, if you
could do this. |'d certainly drawyou a map . . . and you'd be serving
the ends of Xandrian justice, which the | aw has not."

"Do you know the story-teller's name?" Fraxi nus asked dubiously. "No, but
if he regularly plies his trade about the harbour he shouldn't be too
difficult to find. He told me a tale which he attributed to something called
the Apocrypha of Genesys, of which | have never heard. It concerned a
Serpent and a Sal amander and a place called Idun. That's another name for
the Navel of the World, is it not?"

Andri s had assunmed in saying this that tales fromthe so-call ed Apocrypha of
Genesys nust be commonpl ace in Xandria, but he saw in Fraxinus's expression
that this was not so.

"Can you renenber the tale?" the nmerchant asked curiously. "Only that it
had to do with gifts of trees, in return for which the forefathers nmade bol d
promises. It was dressed up very ornately with proverbs and the like, like
the Lore of Genesys which everybody knows. It wasn't the kind of tale which
has a readily discernible neaning- | doubt if the man nakes an abundant
living unl ess he knows a few which are far funnier and sonmewhat dirtier. |Is

it of any significance?"

"Probably not," Fraxinus admtted.

"But still, | have becone 67
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interested of late inJaearing anything which

has to do with those | egendary regions. | shall try to find your
story-teller, Andris Myrasol. . . and if | do, | shall see what mi ght be
done to reopen your case and prove your innocence. But | want your solemm
promi se that as soon as you are free you will draw ne a map of the Navel of
the World."

"Prove me innocent," Andris said, 'and I'll draw you all the nmaps you want
that | swear. But you'd better hurry, for | can't tell where | might be sent
on the princess's service, if the king lends his blessing to the offer she
has nmade. "

The nerchant nodded, and woul d have turned away, but Andris interrupted him

"By the way," he said, 'do you know of a man nanmed Theo Zabi o - an anber from
Ferentina like nyself, who mi ght have cone to Xandria a long tine ago? "

Fraxi nus thought for a mnute, then slowy shook his head.
"Was he a nmerchant?" he asked.
"l doubt it," Andris said sourly.

"Li ke nyself, he probably arrived a vagabond, although he was well enough

born. If ny own experience is anything to go by, | fear that he's as likely
to have been enslaved to the wall, or enbarked upon some crimnal career, as
to have becone respectable and rich. Still, | had hoped . . ."

Fr axi nus nodded synpat hetically.
"I'"l'l ask after Theo Zabio too," he pronised.

"If 1 don't hear of himin the better parts of town I'Il go to Checuti, the
so-cal Jed prince of thieves who's an anmiable man in spite of his vocati on,
and who seens to know everyone. | need that map, you see, and |'ma (nan to
be reckoned with, even if I'mnot a princess of the realm Be cheerful, ny
friend- one way or another, you'll not be going to the wall."

As the man passed our of sight, Andris permitted hinself a broad and beam ng
smle. He did indeed feel cheerful nore cheerful than he had in many a year

"My luck is turning," he told the patient spider, as soon as he had regai ned
his former position.

"I feel it in ny bones. Merchants and princesses are vying for ny service
and fighting for ny rights. The worst is over, ny friend. Tonorrow, or the
next day, |I'll be heading for fortune and fame!"

Belin, ever the silent sceptic, didn't say a word.
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9 tacomcerri removed his sword belt and sank down gratefully J on to the
wooden bench that ran around the guardroomwall. It had once been

uphol stered with sonme fibrous substance but the cushioning had | ong since
been devoured by assi duous pests, |eaving nothing but the rotted wood to
support a guardsman's weary bones. Half an hour remained until the end of
the shift, when the nmen would be relieved of their posts, but captaincy had
its privileges, and he was not conpelled to keep a constant eye on his |oya
wat chers. Alas, he was not to be allowed to enjoy his early retirenment from
duty. There was an abrupt knock on the guardroom door, and he sprang to his
feet as it opened.

He was expecting his commandi ng of ficer, or some conpl aining courtier, but
the man who entered was obviously neither of those.

Jacom stared at himblankly for a few seconds, not knowing quite what it was
that made him so hesitant. The other stared at himequally blankly. Then
they realised, with a sinultaneous shock of surprise, that they knew one
anot her.

"Carus Fraxinus!" said Jacom who was the first to connect the famliar face
with a name. Fraxinus was the nmerchant to whomhis father sold the greater
part of his produce. He had been a regular visitor to the estate at one
time, although he had del egated that part of his business to his son in
recent years.

Fraxi nus was every bit as surprised as he was.

"Why," he said, 'it's Arnal Cerri's boy, isn't it? | renenber you when you
were just a babe in arns. So you're a guardsnan now and a captain, too!

" Yes indeed," Jacom agreed proudly. He knew that the nmerchant nust be well
aware of the fact that his commi ssion was a purchase nmade by an anbitious
father who wanted his favourite son to be sonething other than a fruit-grower
and pig-farner, but he 69
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nevertheless felt entitled to be proud of his
position. He advanced and shook the ol defman's hand firmy.

"OfF course," said Fraxinus, renenbering

"You had a fencing master when | saw you |l ast, and there were archery targets
hanging fromthe branches of your father's plumtrees. Wat luck! | cone in
search of a guard-captain, in trepidation as to how | mght be received, and
I find the son of an old friend."

"Trepidation?" Jacom echoed dazedly.
"Why trepidation?"

"Because | cane to ask a favour, and m ght have been rudely sent packing-
not, of course, that | expect any favours fromyou because | know your
father, but | dare to be confident that if you find it necessary to send ne
packing you'll do so politely and bear no grudge."

"What favour?" Jacom asked, aware that he was being subtly flattered, and
equal ly aware of his own susceptibility.

"I'"ve just come fromthe prison," Fraxinus said.

"Don't | ook so astonished, | beg you. | cane to visit a prisoner--a nan who
m ght be of considerable use to ne if |I could secure his services. | wanted
to pay his fine in return for his entering ny enploy, but he has had another
offer fromwithin the citadel, and the matter now seens nuch nore conplicated

thamt did before. It may be that | shall have to prove himinnocent in
Order to get what | need fromhim | wondered if perchance the guard-captain
or one of his nen mght have useful information. The prisoner in question is
the exceptionally tall man who | ooks |ike a dark |ander -- do you perhaps

know who arrested hinP"

i Jacomfelt a dreadful sinking sensation. He needed to sit down, but didn't
feel able to do so until he had invited Fraxinus to do so too after which he
seenmed to have admitted the man entirely into his confidence, in spite of the
fact that he didn't want to tell himanything that might make trouble for his
men or hinself. "You nmean Myrasol -- the northerner," Jacom said cautiously,
when they were both settled on the hard bench

"Do you know hi n"

"I't was nmy nen who arrested him and one of ny nmen whose | eg was broken in
the fight which occasioned the arrest."”

"Ah!" said the nerchant, inmmediately seeing his difficulty.
"I didn't realise that. Wen | spoke of his innocence, | didn't necessarily
mean to inply that he actually is innocent. It sinply
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seened to be a
possi bl e avenue of exploration."”

"Of course," said Jacomtepidly.

"As it happens, there is sone doubt about it. He may well have been fal sely
accused by the other witnesses. The injured man wasn't well enough to
testify, and neither | nor ny sergeant saw the bl ow struck. But |I'mnot sure
you' d be able to obtain nore honest testinony than was offered to the

magi strate- and in any case, wouldn't it be sinpler to buy the man out than
to drag the case back into court?"

"Per haps," Fraxinus agreed.

"At least, it would be, if Myrasol hadn't applied for a royal pardon and the
Princess Lucrezia hadn't offered to get it for him"

"Princess Lucrezia?" Jacom echoed, not trying to conceal his astonishnent.

"What woul d she want with the anber? WMal e servants aren't allowed in the
Sanctum and even if they were . "

"l don't know," Fraxinus said.

"I''"l'l have to ask ny associate Hyry Keshvara -she knows Lucrezia well, and
she might have said sonething to spark the princess's interest. | hope the
princess wants himfor the sane reason | do- to draw a map but there's another
possibility which . . . well, let's just say that I'd far rather she was
interested in his mapnmaking skills. |f you happen to hear anything, |'d be
grateful if you'd let ne know "

"Why shoul d you be interested in a northern maprmaker?" Jacom asked.

"Xandrian sailor nen are the only ones who know how to find their way around
the Slithery Sea and its shores.™

"It's a long story," Fraxinus said.

"Was there an old storyteller present when you arrested the anber? A blind
man?"

"Yes. He was knocked out but he recovered quickly enough. What happened to
himafter that I don't know. "

"Had you seen him before? Do you know his nanme?"

"No but he wouldn't be any use as a witness. He really was blind it wasn't
an act put on for the sake of synpathy."

"I'"ve another reason for being interested in him too. | dare say there've
al ways been story-tellers in Xandria avid to recite the

Apocr yphaof Genesysfortbepriceofa jug of wine, and it's perfectly probable
that the northern map makers di senbark fromforeign ships four or five tines
a year, but until now there hasn't been the slightest reason for anyone to
take an interest, so | haven't. Isn't it always the way that as soon as you
find out that you need sonmething, it becomes frustraringly difficult to find?
Such is life."

71
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"Al ways the way," Jacom echoed un enthusiastically He wondered how
mucntroubl e he mght be in if the anber were able to prove his innocence with
Fraxi nus's hel p. Sergeant Purkin certainly wouldn't be pleased if--or when-
he found out what was going on

Fraxi nus smled, warmy enough but just a trifle wanly.
"Shoul d you di scover anything," he said,

"I'"d be nost obliged if you could send a nmessenger- of course, if you'd be
able to conme yourself, 1'd be very happy to open a bottle of fresh Khal ornian
Wi ne so that we could enjoy ourselves a little. |'d be glad to hear news of
your father and his neighbours. M son Xury will be returning fromhis
travels in three or four days- he'll doubtless be pleased to see you, and
dare say that you'll feel nmuch nore at ease in the conpany of soneone your
own age than you can in the conpany of an old man like nme- but if you learn
anything that mght interest nme, please call before then. The house is on
the seaward side of Tore HIl. Anyone in the neighbour hood will point you in
the right direction- everyone knows ne thereabouts. | really would be
grateful anything at all."

Al t hough he nodded in response to the invitation, Jacomfelt that it mght be
better were he to be uAable to accept it, at least for alittle while. On
the ot her hand, he knew perfectly well that there was one item of information
whi ch Fraxfnus mght be very glad to have. After a brief struggle, his
consci ence pressured himinto spitting it out.

"There was anot her man nearby when Herrinman was hurt," he said slowy.

"A man naned Burdam Thrid. He might have been the man responsi bl e.
beli eve he works for a man naned Checuti."

"Does he indeed?" said Fraxinus.

"Everyone knows him too, so | hear. Checuti, | nean."

"Ch yes," Fraxinus confirned.

"Everybody knows Checuti, at |east by reputation. Wereas ny reputation
works to my benefit, however, his will one day ensure his damation. It
really doesn't do to get a reputation as a prince of thieves it's the kiss of
death to a productive career. |f he has any sense he'll get out of Xandria
while the going's good. | nust admit that | rather like him and | can't
hel p wi shing that he'd turn his cleverness to | ess dubious ends. | was going
to send a nmessage to himanyway, to enquire after sone relative of Myrasol's.
1"l ask himabout Thrid -- delicately, of course. Thanks for the

suggestion.”
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"You' re wel conme," said Jacomdol efully. An unconfortable feeling that he
needed to justify himself nade hi madd: "Wen one of nmy men gets hurt in a
brawl, | like to see justice done and the true offender punished. | really
don't have anythi ng agai nst the anmber." Fraxinus raised a quizzical eyebrow.

"COf course not," he said politely.

"Should |I find out anything further, | will of course be very glad to share
the information. Do come to ny house, even if you don't have any news for
me. It really would be pleasant to see you there. Don't leave it too |ong.

| expect to be setting out on a long journey in the not too distant future,
and | mght be away for a long tinme."

"That's why you need a mapreker, no doubt," Jacom observed, to prove that he
had his wits about him

"It is," Fraxinus confirned.

"We'll need a few fighting nen too.

Aul akh Phar will hire us a dozen dark landers but it certainly wouldn't hurt
if | could recruit a few extra men of Myrasol's inpressive stature. |f your

sergeant knows any ex-guardsmen who are finding civilian life too dull tel
himto suggest that they get in touch with nme. "

"Where are you headed?" Jacom asked curiously.

"Across the Dragonite Hlls and the Soursweet Marshes, to the | egendary Poo
of Life."

"The Dragonite Hills are inpassable," Jacom said.

"Everybody knows that."

"They al ways have been,"” Fraxinus admtted.

"But it seens that sone nysterious blight has starved all but a few of the
drago mtes and the fewthat are left are too busy tearing one another apart
to attack travellers. The southern linmit of the enpire is alint no |onger-
at least until the nounds recover fromthe catastrophe. | never could resist
a wi ndow of opportunity, Jacom- and |ife has becone so very tedi ous since
Xury took over all the hard work. | feel the need for one | ast adventure,
and 1'd like it to be the greatest of themall. Perhaps | ought to petition
Belin for a conpany of guardsmen, on the grounds that the breach in the hills
nm ght have political inplications. How would you like to visit all those

pl aces of which the Lore of Genesys speaks so enigmatically?" Jacom was not
the kind of man to place nuch credence in ancient nmyths, and he had heard al
the famliar horror stories 73
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pa bout the nonstrously unearthly drago mites

which had filled a vast swathe of territory with their castel |ate nounds.
Neverthel ess, he felt conpelled to say: "I wish | could come with you, but
" He left the sentence hangi ng because he didn't know how to finish it.

The nerchant got up to |l eave just as the first of Jacom s nen were returning
fromthe shift, conplaining in their usual ritual fashion about anything and
everything. They stared after the nerchant as he left, and Sergeant Purkin
darted an insolently inquisitive glance in Jacom s direction

"He's an old friend of the famly," Jacom sai d defensively.

"I'"ve known himsince | was a child."

"l guess you need connections |like that to beconme a captain,’
replied, in a carefully neutral voice

t he sergeant

"Still, they do say that he's the only honest man in Xandria." The tone of
his voi ce suggested that this was not a whol ehearted conpli nent.
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10 BY the tine Lucrezia left the Inner Sanctumit was the twenty ei ghth hour
The stars were shining brightly, illuminating the worn stones of the
courtyard but |eaving the coverts and cloi sters which hugged the citade

wal s in deep shadow. There were lights in the stables and in the coinery,
but the route which took her to the place appointed for her audience with the
ki ng passed through several unlit corridors. Because the neeting was to be
in Belin's private quarters rather than the throne room which he usually
enpl oyed for all formally requested audi ences, including those with his w ves
and children the latter part of the route was unfamiliar to her, but Lucrezia
refused to all ow herself the least feeling of disconfiture.

She was an adult now, and her anxiety to see the world beyond the world far
out wei ghed the childi sh unease of setting foot where she had never been
bef or e.

Lucrezia kept in step with the servant sent to summon her, refusing to allow
the woman to go ahead. Dhalla marched behind, a patient and indonmitable
guardi an. As they approached their destination Lucrezia conposed herself,
rem nding herself sternly that she nust not show the | east hint of

di spl easure regarding the tinme Belin had nmade her wait for the appointnent.
It was part of the art and craft of kingship to nake everyone wait; that
appl i ed even to sons, |et al one daughters.

When she stepped into the chanber, however, she could not entirely supress
her surprise at its bareness and its narrowness. She had never before seen
her father in a roomthat was not large and | avishly ornanented. The throne
room was comodi ous enough to hold a crowd of several hundred people, its
great vaulted ceiling supported by awesone and intricately carved pillars.
The throne itself was a massive construction, and the king always sat upon it
in cerenonial garb. This roomwas no bigger than her own 75
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bedroom and

t he hangi ngs which concealed its window ess walls were quite plain, nre
ceiling was so |l ow that Dhalla could not stand upright. She had to squat
down, in what seened an unconfortabl e and undignified position

King Belin was reclining on a couch, reading a book by the unconmonly bri ght
light of a tall but slender lanp. There was a |ow table by the couch, where
there was a jug of wine and a single goblet, and three bow s of sweets, but
not hing el se. The king was dressed in a |oose-fitting shirt and sl ack
britches, alnmost as if he were an artisan. He seenmed nuch smaller than he
usual ly did, and the glaring |l anplight showed every winkle in his aged face.

There was nowhere for Lucrezia to sit, so she stood. She was forced to | ook
down at her father, but if he was trying to seemlike sonething other than a
king he did not succeed. There was a bl eak hardness in his eye which
Lucrezi a recogni sed and understood. She knew full well that whatever her
father was, and however he nmight be dressed, he was the centre of an

uni magi nabl e vast web of authority and intrigue, which extended throughout
the Thousand Isles, into every port on the southern shore of the Slithery
Sea, and as far south as the province of Khalorn. He was the heart and
foundati on-stone of the political entity which the forefathers had decl ared
i mpossi bl e.

"In this world," Goran was reputed to have said, 'there can be no enpires,
and the community of nmen which is their strength and their glory nust be

preserved in other ways. " To which the ninisters of Xandria were wont to
add, pridefully: " Except in Xandria, which has its own strength, and its own
glory. " " Are you well, daughter? " Belin enquired, spftly, as the servant
wi t hdr ew.

"Yes, thank you, majesty," Lucrezia replied. She did not ask how the king
was. The king was always wel |- protocol demanded that such things be taken
for granted.

Belin closed his book and laid it down on the table, carefully.

Lucrezia could see that it was a very old book, perhaps eight or even ten
years old. The binding had been expensive, but was thoroughly rotten now.
The ink on the discol oured pages woul d al nost certainly be blurred. She
wonder ed what point he was maki ng by exhibiting such a weck. Xandria had by
far the greatest library in the known world al nost a thousand vol unes- which
enpl oyed a hundred scriveners, half of themfully
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occupi ed in copying. The

strength and glory of Xandria was by no neans linited to the nmighty walls
whi ch enclosed city and citadel alike. Was Belin trying to inply that the
enpire itself was old, as direly in need of refreshnment as the coi ns which
the nmetallurgists were working so hard to re-cast in tine for the Day of
Thanksgi vi ng?

Was all this intended to i nformher, subtly, that now was not a good tine to
pl ague the king with petitions?

Belin |l eaned forward to fill his cup and swall ow a sweet. Wen he noved, the
| ooseness of his shirt was inadequate to conceal the protrusion of his belly.
He didn't offer the bow or the jug to her, nor was there any other gesture
of intimacy. These days, Ereleth had told her, the king did not like to be
touched or approached too closely, being wont to conplain that it was bad
enough being public property wi thout being handled too. According to his
dutiful witch-wife, Belin had | ong ceased to take any pleasure in the fact of
being a king; like any comon man he had cone to take all the advantages of
his station for granted while chafing against all its constraints.

"You grow handsone," Belin observed.

"You have the | ook of your nother when first | saw her- but you never knew
your nother, did you?"

"No, mmjesty," Lucrezia replied, wishing that he would get on with the
business in hand. It was bad enough being forced to wait for days in the
Sanctum without facing further delay now.

"They said she had Serpent's blood in her. Did you know that?"
"Yes, mmjesty.”

"Nonsense, of course. Actual Serpents, according to the few nen |'ve spoken
to who've encountered them are a dull lot. | prefer the ones which feature
in fanciful folktales like those the dark |anders tell.

Dar kl ander | egend has it that sonme femml e Serpents are capabl e of

met anor phosis into preternaturally lovely hunan-1ike creatures, in which
gui se they seduce hapl ess human nal es, whom they devour |ong before they give
birth to the unnatural offspring thus conceived.

You' re supposed to be the rempote descendant of some such creature. To the
dark landers you're a kind of denon. Did you knowthat? " " Yes, mmjesty
but Hyry Keshvara says that the dark landers aren't as prinmitive or as stupid
as nost Xandrians think. "

"Who is this Keshvara?" Belin asked lazily- as Lucrezia had intended.

77
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"She's the trader who brought ne the seeds fromthe Navel of the Wrld-
the oneS which are supposed to produce the nost powerful poison known to
man. That's why | need the anber, majesty. |If | can't find a man strong
enough to support the bush until it flowers, Xandria will not have the
benefit of that treasure."

"Your garden is over-full of poisons, daughter,"” Belin said, with a

del i berate sigh.

"I fear that Ereleth has becone too determ ned a teacher, and you too apt a
pupil. Wtchcraft is supposed to be a healing art, not a nurderous one. A
witch-wife's true function is to protect her husband fromthe malice of

ot hers. "

"Has Ereleth not served you well, majesty?" Lucrezia asked, with no nore
than the slightest hint of sarcasm

"She has," Belin said gently.

"l dare say that she will continue to do so. But it is tine for her to find
a new apprentice." He held up his hand before she coul d speak, and went on
"l know your education is not yet conplete, but the state of the world is
such that nine nmen in ten never reach full command of their Arts before they
nmust apply themto the vul gar business of living, and royalty has no
exenption fromthat rule. There is a certain sector of the Thousand I sl ands
which is becom ng troublesone, and | need a new link in the great chain of
obligation and affection. | need to place trusted agents and nministers in
Sham nzara, and their arrival nust be wel coned rather th art resented. Wre
they to travel in the retinue of a princess of the real mdestined for
marriage to the prince of the island they'd have a sound basis for the
execution of their duties." ( "I amnot ready for narriage, nmmjesty"
Lucrezi a objected, knowi ng even as she said it that she ought not be quite so
forthright.

"A

hal f-formed princess is a blunt instrument in the gane of dipl omacy.

A half-trained witch-wife would be an inefficient shield for her husband. "
"Wtchery is like any other lore," the king inforned her coldly.

"Al'l know edge is a nere heap of nenorised facts unless and until it can be
ordered by practice. You have been closeted | ong enough, ny little | am a.
Xandria has an adequate supply of poisons and poi soners. Sonme seeds grow and

others don't-that's life. Necessity, little peach, is the nother of

i mprovisation. You will be witch-w fe enough for Sham nzara -- and should
you ever be wi dowed, you'll return to Xandria a far sharper instrunent than
before. ™
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Lucrezia inferred fromthis remark that her duty as a witch-wife mght in
this instance be murderous rather than protective, but that did not affect
her resol ve

"I am of course, utterly obedient to your will, mjesty," she said, 'but |
wonder if your advisors have properly judged the significance of the things
whi ch Hyry Kesh- vara has brought back fromthe far south. She believes that
there is now a way to cross the land of the Dragonmites which |ies beyond the
dark lands If so, regions which are no nore distant than the isle of

Shami nzara but which are utterly unknown to any man in Xandria are now
accessible. To Keshvara, who is a trader, this seens an opportunity- but the
king's advisors surely ought to consider the possibility that there m ght be
danger. "

"To Xandri a?"

"To the southern provinces. The way through the Dragonmite Hills, if it

exi sts, was not found by the nmen of Khalorn, nmajesty, nor by the dark |and
savages. It was found by bronze nmen from beyond the Soursweet Marshes: bold
adventurers who took care to bring proof of the strangeness of the | ands from
whi ch they had cone. Keshvara's reaction was enthusiastic, and the
expedi ti on which she and others are nounting is notivated by curiosity and
greed- but has she paused to ask why she was given these proofs? Has she
paused to wonder what notive the men fromthe far south have for sending such
tokens to Xandria?"

"Al'l very well, daughter- but what has this to do with the future queen of
Shaminzara? | dare say that nmy ministers will take an interest in Carus
Fraxi nus's expedition. Trade is the lifeblood of the enpire, and we are ever
enthusiastic to assist its expansion. Qur very best agents are our
merchants. But none of this is your concern, and the fact that Keshvara
brought her strange seeds to the Inner Sanctum knowi ng, | don't doubt, that
Ereleth's garden was the one place in Xandria that such a cruel device of
torture m ght be safely and secretly tested does not nake it your business."

"It is in Xandria's interests that the seeds be properly exanm ned, ngjesty,"
Lucrezi a sai d doggedly.

"Not nerely as a source of poisons, nor as a device of torture- in which
capacity they seemstrangely inefficient- but as a possible weapon of war."
She was inprovising as best she could, but having produced this notion out of
desperation she inmedi ately becane fond of it. Perhaps, she 79

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (83 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:20 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

t hought
there really was a threat fromthe far south, not merely to Khalorn but to
the rural heartland of Xandria, whose fields fed the mighty city.

"BEven so, daughter," said Belin, mldly but unyieldingly,

"l cannot see that this investigation requires a witch- and if it does, |
have a perfectly good witch-wife in Ereleth. | need you to wed the prince of
Shami nzara, and that is what you will do, willingly and gladly."

"l need a hundred and thirty days, nmajesty," Lucrezia replied, shifting her
ground yet again as her |ast position proved untenable.

"I ask for nothing but tinme to conplete ny experiment, and | have found
exactly the man | need. He's an anber, but not a dark lander He injured a

guardsman in some petty dispute and was sentenced to the wall, but he's
petitioned for a royal pardon. He's willing to pledge hinself to ny service
if you will agree to release himto ne."

"Does he know what you intend to do with him little darling?" "Of course
not, mmjesty- but the lawis the | aw. Once he's consented, he's consent ed.
The wall won't miss his services; it's stood inviolate for thousands of
years. Let me have him pl ease. If we can bring this last bush to term
it will produce enough new seeds to ensure that Xandria will never lose this
treasure. Keshvara coul d have sold the seeds anywhere, to any one of a

t housand curi ous buyers, but she brought them here, not to Ereleth but to ne.
This is sonething rare, precious and strange, najesty, and it's mne as
wel | as Xandria's.

Gve nme the foreigner, nmajesty, and let nme see this through. "

"He's a young nman, daughter," Belin observed, indicating for the first time
the possibility that he might relent.

"I can't allow a young nman to be brought into the Inner Sanctum™

"His legs will be broken and his balls cut off before he's taken out of his
cell, majesty," Lucrezia assured her father

"As long as it's done cleanly, by a good surgeon, it won't prevent his
bringing the bush to flower."

"The reason that the great wall of Xandria has endured so | ong while other
enpires have fallen into ruin," Belin told her loftily- alnmost as though he
were practising his speech for the Day of Thanksgiving 'is that the people of
Xandria have | aboured tirelessly to maintain its solidity. Wlls rot, but
great houses may
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abi de, as the proverb has it. There's great wisdomin

proverbs, snake ling despite that they aren't part of sonme sacred |ore packed
away into the nenory of Artists and Magicians. The w sdomthat everybody has
to know is the greatest wi sdomof all, and what that wi sdomsays is that a
city nmust protect its walls as ardently as a nman guards his skin. Rare and
strange and precious are fine words, daughter mne, but common and ordi nary
and useful are finer still, to those who know the true worth of things.

"The great majority of men and wonen live in the everyday world, not in
exotic enclosures, and everything which affects their well-being is famliar
to them Thorny bushes which grow in human flesh and produce venonous
flowers mght fascinate and horrify themfor a fleeting nonent of idle

sel f-indul gence, but the wall which surrounds their city and preserves their
civilisation is of the nmost urgent rel evance forty hours a day, five hundred
and fifty days a year- except for |leap years, when there's a five hunded and

fifty-first day, throughout which the wall still retains its urgent
rel evance. |If there's ever a choice between giving a nan to the stone masons
and giving himto an inquisitive witch, the wise king will always give himto

the stone masons at least until the day cones when he can no longer lift a
block or fill a mould."

It was obvious to Lucrezia that no argunent she could | aunch woul d be all owed
to prevail- and yet, the very fact that her father was devoting so nuch tine
to this interview, and bothering to make | engthy speeches instead of handing
down abrupt commands, inplied that she was going to get at |east some of what
she wanted. |t dawned on her that her petition would be granted, but in such
a way that she would be required to be exceedingly grateful. She suddenly
understood the nature of the game she was being forced to play. On the one
hand, she knew a neasure of relief that she would get what she so ardently
desired, but on the other, she felt seething resentnent about the way in
which it was being done. She hated bei ng mani pul ated and nanoeuvred in this
f ashi on.

"Only give ne the man | need, father," she said sharply, deliberately setting
protocol aside as a sop to her own wounded pri de.

"Make ne a gift of him for the Day of Thanksgiving or in celebration of ny
betrothal to the prince of Sham nzara. Only give nme time to see this matter
through to its end, and 1'll go to the end 81
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of the world thereafter, if
you wish it, for Xandria's sake. 1'Il go gladly, it that is wifat wll
pl ease your nmjesty."

Bel in condescended to snile.
"Your nother had a tongue like that," he told her

"Quick and clever, but forked. |In those silly nations where even the highest
of men have but one wife, a man m ght be seduced and strangled by a tongue
like that- but this is Xandria, where a king is a king and a wife but one of

thirty-and- one . . . and a daughter, for all her charmand artistry, is a
mere instrunment of diplomacy. | need your loyalty, nmy child, if not your
love. If I let you have this man, it will not be a gift, for you and | are

above such things. W are royal folk, who neither offer gifts nor barter
favours. W are honourabl e fol k who recogni se far greater di nensions of

debt. Do you understand what | amsaying, little darling? Do you understand
what it will nean if | send this man to your garden instead of the wall?"

It was always little darling, she noted, or little peach. 1In a silly,

par adoxi cal way, she w shed that she could now say no, or say yes without
being able to mean it, but she did understand what she was required to
understand. A year ago, she m ght not have been able to follow the chain of
t hought, but she was grown now, she had a mature brain as well asi mature
breasts.

"Yes, majesty," she said neekly.

"I know what this neans."” Privately, with calcul ated" childishness, she
added in silent thought: Perhaps | know better than you do, you fat old sot.
You had but one teacher and | have had a hundred. Every sad, bored wife in
the i nnbst tower understands her situation, because they have nothing else to
do with their time and their wit but understand. |f Xandria is indeed the

ol dest nation in the world it is not because it has a clever king who has
thirty-and-one w ves, but because it has thirty-and-one clever queens who
have but a single king to distract them

All this was nere bravado, but it nade her feel better to formul ate the
secret decl aration.

"I shall send an anbassador to the prince of Shanmi nzara," Belin announced.

"I think you might like the prince, and he will certainly Iike you, for the
firmess of your flesh and that cunning snaky sheen you have | earned to

i mpose on the liquid gold of your hide. A Serpent's granddaughter for a
scion of the Slithery Sea- a rare, precious and propitious union
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"In the nmeantine, you nay have your dark |land braw er, as skilfully
castrated and broken in the |linbs as the best of nmy surgeons can contrive..
for just as long as you need him and not a day |onger."

"Thank you, majesty," she said insincerely. She couldn't help feeling that
she had been cheated by her father, her birth, her sex and the way of the
wor | d.

How wonderful it nust be to be as free as Hyry Keshvara, she thought.

How proud one nust be of honest bargains freely struck. How delightful to
have a future unconfined by destiny and royal command.

It was good to be out in the corridor again, where even a giantess could
stand upright w thout bunping her head on a ceiling set too | ow.

83
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sonmewhat to andris's disappointnment, no word from Princess Lucrezia

arrived on the day following his nmeeting with the nerchant- nor, indeed, the
day after that. Nor had any nessage cone from Carus Fraxi nus by the tine
night fell on the eve of the Day of Thanksgi ving.

"I realise that things nmove very slowy in these tropic |ands,"” he confided
to Belin the spider, who sat patiently in the corner of his or her
reconstituted web, 'but | would have appreciated it had sonmeone nanaged to
secure ny release before the holiday. Not that |I could afford to celebrate
in an appropriate style, but it would be nice to have sonething to give
thanks for on the Day of Thanksgi ving.

If I were the lorrying kind of man- which, on occasion, | amdisposed to be
m ght begin to suspect that sonething m ght have gone wong. "

What coul d possibly go wong? he inagined the spider asking. "Good
guestion,” he repli ed.

"Princess Lucrezia surely ought to be in a position to get her own way, and
evert the greatest of kings must be inclined towards granting petitions at
Thanksgi vi ng, however little credence they may put in the | egend of the ship
that sailed the infinite void or the precise date of our ancestors' arriva

in the world. Even if she were to fail, the merchant seened like a very
capabl e kind of fellow the sort who woul d make thi ngs happen, once he put his
mnd toit. He really did seemto think that |I mght be valuable ... a prize
worth going to some trouble for." Beware of del usions of grandeur, ny huge
friend counselled the cynical spider, as characterised by Andris's overactive
i mgination. "I fear, ny mnuscul e conpani on,” he answered nmournfully, 'that

I gave those up a long time ago, in spire of the fact that there's no
del usi on about my being a prince in exile. Gandeur is
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sonething | carry in

my bones, but | no longer expect it to affect ny treatnent by the world. Do
spi ders cel ebrate the Day of Thanksgiving at all? | suppose you nust- after
all, you' re not unearthly, are you? |If ny ancestors arrived in the world
fromel sewhere, so did yours- and on the very sane day. | suppose you have
as much or as little reason to be thankful for that as we have.

"Your ancestors nmust have made their first hone in Idun al ongsi de m ne, even
though they aren't nentioned in the Lore of Genesys. They must have been
there, quietly spinning their webs about the wi ndows and the gates, |istening
in when the old storyteller's Serpents and Sal amanders cane to call. D d ny
ancestors bring yours on purpose, do you suppose, or did yours just sneak a
ride? Maybe the forefathers |iked having your kinfolk around rather nore
than their decendants tend to do. Maybe you were useful for sonething then,
but all we poor sinners have quite forgotten what it was. On the other hand,
per haps they just thought you' d be good conpany for all the poor fools their
decendants would put in jail "

Andris could have continued in this ranbling vein for a long tine- and,

i ndeed, already had on nore than one occasion in response to the pressure
that prolonged solitude exerted upon his idle brain- but he was interrupted
in full flight by the scraping of the beam which normally covered the
spy-hole in the door. He shut up immediately and swing around to face the
door.

The beam was not drawn back, but nmerely lifted for a nonment and then
replaced. While the spy-hole was uncovered, sonething small and round was
flipped through it by unseen fingers. It plopped softly into the dark corner
of the cell.

Andri s imredi ately went down on his hands and knees to search for it, and
eventually managed to locate it. He got to his feet again, holding it up to
the wi ndow to take full advantage of the starlight.

It was a piece of soft parchnent, carefully rolled up into a tiny scroll.

The material was in such an advanced state of decay that it was difficult to
unwrap it without inflicting any further injury, but he took great care while
straightening it and finally had it spread out neatly on the w ndowsill

It wasn't easy to read what was witten on the parchnent, but 85
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he

patiently deciphered the untidily scrawled letters one by one. The ink had
been intended for use on a nore snoothly waxed surface, but it had not run
too badly.

You are in great danger, the mssive informed him An escape nust be
arranged. Keep to your cell at all costs. Help is at hand.

Frustraringly, the only part of the nessage which had blurred so badly as to
be anbi guous was the signature. After considering various possibilities he
concluded that the second initial was certainly a Z, and that the renai nder
m ght well spell out the name Zabio, but that the first nane couldn't

possi bly be Theo, beginning as it alnost certainly did with an M "Now
there's a thing," said Andris to the spider, in a conspiratorial whisper

"What on earth am| supposed to nake of this? Has the shipnmaster or the

mer chant managed to find ny uncle, or sonme descendant of his? |f so, why
hasn't the person in question sinply cone to visit ne? Howis it that I'min
danger, and from whon? Wy should | need to escape when | have not one but
two people willing to save ne fromthe wall- and how on earth can an escape
be contrived without the aid of a small arny? Even if | were to escape, how
could a man of my stature and col ouri ng hope to hide when all the king's
horses and all the king's men were sent forth to find nme? This is surely not
the princess's work . . . but if it's the work of Carus Fraxijius, he's
decided to go about things in a very peculiar way."

Belin had nothing to say. , "No good asking you for advice, is it?" Aridris
said petul antly.

"You don't even care. You're quite content to stay here, probably imagining
that you're as free as a ... well, freer than any nman, anyhow. Not that this
i s spider paradise, of course- the air's hardly humm ng with the sound of
juicy flies- but it's good enough for you. You're lucky you don't know how
fragile and neagre your circunstances are. Sone human coul d cone al ong at
any tinme, suffering froma slight case of arachnophobia or sinply a desire to
clean up, and splat! . . you're gone, web and all. Still, ignorance is
bliss, isn't that what they say?"

Idly, he screwed up the piece of parchnment and began rolling it between his
warm fingers. Wthin minutes he had reduced it to a ball of anonymous and
uni nformative pulp. It could no |onger be unrolled, let alone read.
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Personal |y, he had al ways preferred paper to parchnent; it didn't |ast any
| onger, but it was cleaner and crisper while it did last and it didn't stink
as badly when it rotted down.

"Once," he told the uncaring spider, 'that was a bit of animal hide.

Then it became a nedi um of comuni cation: a vessel of vital know edge, as
rich as any loreful rhyme. Now it's just crap, like fecal matter. That's
the whole human life-story in an allegorical nutshell. W beginlife as
little parasitic worns; we grow to beconme the vehicles of sacred lore,
carrying it over fromgeneration to generation; and when we've handed on our
preci ous stocks of nmenory to its destined recipients we beconme nothing but
waste-matter. Like everything else, we begin to decay before we're even
born, and the ink of thought and know edge isn't very well adapted to the

gl oss | ess parchnment of nenory and i magi nation. And yet we nust give thanks
every year to our beloved forefathers, who brought us out of the vast and
enpty wilderness of stars, that we might wal k again upon a world, rejoicing
in the sun, the soil and the silvery sea.

"Don't you wish you were hunman too, so that you could spin phil osophy instead
of silken webs?"

It seemed that the spider was no longer listening. Andris couldn't blanme the
creature; he wasn't really listening to hinmself. He was distracted by a

pr of ound unease, which arose fromthe suspicion that no one would go to the
troubl e of sending hima message |like the one he had just received unless

there was a very good reason. |f someone were prepared to. take the risk of
coming into a prison in order to informhimthat he was in danger, in danger
he must certainly be . and the fact that an escape was supposedly being

arranged didn't necessarily mean that the rescue attenpt woul d be successful

"There's been sonething very peculiar about this whole affair fromthe very
beginning," Andris told the spider

"l shoul d have known that it was all too good to be true, that ny |uck
couldn't really have taken a turn for the better. For six years things have
gone steadily frombad to worse, and ny life has just about rotted down to
pure unadulterated filth. What do princesses and nmerchants want with a weck
I'i ke me? What does anyone want with a weck |ike me?"

Self-pity, observed Belin, will get you nowhere. In ny 8?
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experience, there ay”pniy two kinds of entity in the world--those which

build webs and t hose which get caught in them You 're just one of those who
get caught in them The question is, what are you going to do when the
web- spi nner cones for its supper?

"One can easily get lost in a maze of spidery metaphors,” Andris countered,

dutifully setting self-pity to one side

"The real question's much sinpler than that. The real question is ... just
what the rotting filth is going on here?"

Once he'd framed the question, however, he couldn't help feeling that the

spi der had indeed framed it rather nore elegantly. He didn't bother to wait
for the answer that would never conme. He sat down on the crude pallet which
was all the bedding he had, wondering whether it was safe to go to sleep- or,
i ndeed, whether he could go to sleep given the disconfort of his
circunmstances within and without.
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12 jacom canme as quickly as he could in response to the sunmons fromthe

jail but he found it inpossible to bound up the steps with his customary easy
grace. His knees were still rather sore and the unaccustoned hours he had

| ately been forced to keep had I eft himan unconfortable | egacy of | ost

sleep. His first inpulse, on entering the jailer's room was to curse the
man for being a nui sance, but he nanaged to control hinself.

Sergeant Purkin was already present, and so was a guardsman naned Kristoforo
The latter was standing behind a thin, grey- haired man in his twenties,
holding tight to both his arms. The sergeant had a hamer in his right hand,
whose | unpen iron head he was thunpi ng suggestively into the palmof his |eft
while the jailer | ooked on

Jacom cl osed the guardroom door discreetly behind hinself. "Wat's the
troubl e, sergeant?" he asked, eyeing the hammer. The head was badly pitted
and rusted, but it was still a serviceable tool. He couldn't inmagine,

t hough, that Purkin was contenplating sone trivial exercise in carpentry- nor
could the prisoner, who was | ooking distinctly fearful

"No trouble, sir,
pri soner.

sai d the sergeant am ably, squatting down beside the

"Except that this poor fellow night he about to stub his toe. Funny how a
reluctant tongue often has that effect." The thin man | ooked nervously down
at the speaker, quivering with terror.

"And why, exactly, should he be in danger of suffering such an unconfortable
effect?" Jacom asked, trying to enter into the spirit of the thing even

though he didn't really feel like it. "Passed an illicit nmessage to one of
the prisoners," Purkin growed. "Very reluctant to tell us what was in it,
or who sent it. 1In ny experience, sir, a crushed toe is far the best nethod

of
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refreshing a bad neg wy If it doesn't work the first tine, doubling
the dose is usually effective. Not many faulty nmenories can wthstand two
crushed toes ... let alone ten."

Jacom had to admire the sergeant's gruesonely laconic way with words

To judge by the thin man's face, Purkin's el oquence was not going to waste.

"What's your name?" Jacom barked at the frightened man. "Seril Sart, sir,
the prisoner replied.

"But | didn't do anything. It's all a mstake."

"Sart?" Jacom echoed, knowi ng that he knew the nane. "Brother of the man we
caught in the grounds | ast night but one,” Purkin supplied hel pfully.

"Ch," said Jacom

"You nean he's here."

"Yes sir," said the jailer

"Convicted of trespass, fined thirty crowms. Elected to stay in jail while
his fam|ly attenpted to raise the noney. His brother supposedly canme to give
hi mt he news."

"What's illicit about that?" Jacom asked, wondering if he had m ssed
somet hi ng.

"Nothing, sir," said the jailer

"But being a dutiful man, sir, | kept a surreptitious eye on himanyway, just
in case. He didn't know | was watching him \Wipped |lip the top bar on
Myrasol's cell he did, sir, and threw sonethingin. Qick as a flash he was,
sir, but I saw'imall right." i "Search the cell if you want to," Seri

Sart said nervously.

"You won't find anything." ; "No, we won't," the jailer agreed

"The nessage was probably witten on old parchnment, easily pul ped as soon as
read. Standard nethod people take us for fools, you know, think we don't
know what goes on

Only way to find out what was init's to persuade 'imto tell us.

"Myrasol's the big anmber, isn't he?" Jacom said, although he knew perfectly
wel | who Myrasol was.

"The one that. . . the one that's not a dark | ander He had been about to
say

"The one that isn't guilty' but caught hinself just in tine.

"Yes sir," said Purkin pronptly.

"l always knew there was sonething' funny about that one. He's into
sonething', sir- himan' Sart both.

Sonethin's going' on, sir, and we're only one or two stubbed toes away from
findin" out what. "

"I d-don't. . ." the thin man began, but interrupted hinself wth
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a
terrific how of pain. Kristoforo gripped himeven harder, and held himin
pl ace as he tried to hop away.

"Get up, Purkin," Jacomsaid tiredly.

"The poor chap mght hurt hinself if he trips over you again."

"That was nothin', sir," said the sergeant, weighing the hamrer carefully in
his right hand as he brought hinself upright.

"Whn't even | eave a bruise. He ought to be careful, though. Next tine, he
m ght really hurt hinself."

"That's against the law," Seril Sart gasped.

"This is a civilised country. There are laws . . . and lawers. If you
think 1've done sonething' wong you should charge ne, |ay your evidence
before a court."

"We're the king's guard,” Jacom assured the man solicitously.

"W woul dn't do anything that was against the law. Unlike you, apparently.
What did the nessage say, Seril, and who paid you to bring it in? | don't
suppose you did it out of the goodness of your heart, did you?"

"Unl ess, of course, you and your brother and the anber are all in this
toget her," Purkin suggest ed.

"Maybe that was why your brother was |urking around the citadel two nights
ago- planning a jail break."

"l don't know any anbers!" Seril Sart was quick to say.
"Zadok got shut in by accident. It's all a mistake!"

Pur ki n crouched down agai n.

Jacom put on his best predatory snile.

"Look at it this way, Seril,"

he sai d.

"You don't have any interest in Andris Myrasol. The only reason you brought
in that nessage was that sonebody nmade a contribution to the fund you're
trying to put together to secure your brother's release. W don't blane you
for that- and we're not particularly interested in taking advantage of what
we know to nake it nore difficult for you to get your brother out, despicable
thief though he may be. Al we ask of you is that you stop stubbing your
toe. Now, who gave you the nessage?"

The thin man hesitated, but as soon as Purkin's hand noved he deci ded that
di scretion was the better part of val our

"A g-girl," he said, so hurriedly that he devel oped a distinct stamrer.

"Ei ght maybe ten

N-never sawer before. Don't know her nane, on est He | ooked down fearfully
as he spoke the last sentence but Jacom suspected that if this were the truth
it certainly wasn't the whole truth. 9i
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"l need nore," Jacpm sai d.

"Tell me nore.”

"I d-d-- . . . shewas tall . . . t-taller than ne. Mannish clothes,
not dirty but well-worn. Looked |ike a p-pirate, or mmmaybe a snuggler."”

Jacom made a small sound of disgust.
"What' s that supposed to nean?"
he said- and then realised what it m ght nean.

"She wasn't an anber, by any chance?"

"N-not exactly,"” the thin man said, as doubt caught hi m up.

"Not anber but not pure g-g-gold, mnd. |If she'd d-dark lander in erit was
only a quarter. She warn't in lander though. |I|slander or sailor man
C-coul d've had anber in "er. . . certainly cc-could ve."

"What was the nessage?" Jacomsaid quietly, tiring of the nan's
pani c-stricken ranbling.

"I d-don't. . ." Purkin raised his armagain, but he didn't have a chance
to bring it down. Jacomneatly plucked the hamer out of the sergeant's
hand. He was warming to his task now, and suddenly saw an opportunity to
make an inpression on his nen.

"Don't do that, sergeant," he said silkily.

"I know a better way to cure bad nenories."

"You do, sir?" said Purkin interestedly. It was difficult to tell whether
the tone of his voice signified honest curiosity or whether he was sinply
trying to play his part in the pantom me. Jacom gave the hamrer back to
Purkin as the sergeant stood up, and stepped past Seril Sart, brujshing
Kristoforo's hands away with a casual sweep of his wist. As the guardsman
st epped back, Jacomtook his place.

Carefully, he renoved a handkerchief fromhis pouch and reached around to
stuff it in Sart's nouth.

"Hold that in place, will you?"

he said to Kristoforo. The guardsman obliged in time to stop the prisoner
munbl i ng an obj ecti on.

"Tell nme, sergeant," said Jacom as he took Sart's right hand in his own, and
pl aced his left on the prisoner's shoul der

"Have you ever seen this nmethod of treatnment?" He took a firmgrip on the

m ddl e finger of Sart's hand, and twisted it in the very preci se manner which
he had learned fromhis tutor in the Arts Martial. It was difficult to judge
the exact extent of Sart's agony because the precautionary nuffler stifled
his scream but Jacom noted the approving glint in Purkin's eyes.

"Interestin', that, sir,"” said Purkin agreeably, as Jacomrel eased the arm
stood the prisoner back on his feet and recovered his
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"I'"ve seen it done, sir, but never learned the trick of it myself. Leaves no
mar ks, | hear, but positively excruciatin' to experience. | don't suppose
you could show nme again, sir so | can try to get the hang of it, |ike?"

"That depends, sergeant,'
Sart's gaze with his own.

Jacom said. Then he suddenly noved to transfix

"Don't try to tell ne that you can't read, Seril," he said wolfishly, 'and
don't try to tell nme that because you were strictly forbidden to read it you
daren't even | ook.

VWhat did the nessage say, Seril? Wrd for word, now. " Seril Sart was no
hero, and he had taken nore than enough puni shment for one day.

"G g-great danger," he ground out, through teeth clenched agai nst the pain.

"Escape arranged. Stay p-p-put. Signed with a nanme begins with a z-zed.
That's all, on est This tinme, Jacomwas inclined to believe him

"Doesn't nake sense," opined the jailer.

"Mongrel's got people queuing up to buy himout all legal. Wat'd he want to
escape for -even if he coul d?"

Jacomsignalled to the jailer to be quiet.

"Thank you, Seril," he said.

"That's all we wanted to know. You can go hone now, if you want to. |If
anyone asks about the nessage, you'd be well advised to tell themyou
delivered it safely, and that no one was any the wiser. |f you don't tel
themthat, | mght not be pleased to see you the next time we neet. That's

only one of a dozen little tricks | know, and |I'd be glad of the opportunity
to test the other eleven. Practice nmakes perfect, isn't that what they say?"

Seril Sart nodded, perhaps to confirm that that was, indeed, what they said.
Jacom wat ched the thin man nake his exit.

"Shouldn't we have held on to him sir?" asked the sergeant, in a pleasantly
respectful tone.

"No," said Jacomthoughtfully. This, he was sure, was a chance to get his
nascent career back on the right track.

"We'd never get to the bottomof it that way. |If there really is an escape
pl anned, the sensible thing for us to do is to arrange for it to go awy.
That way, we catch the woul d-be rescuers instead of their nmessenger. He nust
be just a nessenger, don't you think?"

"But it still doesn't nake sense,” the jailer conplained yet again.

"The anber's as good as out. |If the king won't give himto the princess,
your friend Fraxinus'll buy himout."

93
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Jacom was uncorp”prtably aware of the sergeant's curious gaze studying

his face. Purkin was obviously wondering whet her Carus Fraxinus was behind
this, but wasn't entirely sure whether it was safe to say so. Jacom on the
ot her hand, was wondering whet her he ought to tell Fraxinus that sonmeone
seemngly had plans to |liberate his precious mapnaker before anyone had the
chance to get himout legally. Wy, Jacom asked hinself, were northern nap
makers suddenly in such demand?

"It seenms that a conpetition is developing to claimthe services of our
unl ucky vagabond," he said carefully.

"When he was in court, he said he'd cone to Xandria in search of a kinsman of
his, by the nane of Zabio. Sart's nessage was signed with a name begi nni ng
with a zed."

"He wote a letter to a shipmaster asking after a man of that nane,"

the jailer put in, and was swift to add: "A legal letter, that is.
"Perhaps this was his reply,"” Jacom sai d.

"Carus Fraxinus is an honest man, who's exploring honest ways to take the
mapnaker into his service. . . ifSeril Sart is right in thinking that he
was hired by a pirate lass, it's possible® that this Zabio fellowis a very
di fferent sackful of prunes." ' "And that the anber isn't what he clains to
be, irrespective of whether or not he clouted Henriman," Purkin put in
significantly. "I think we ought to set a trap, sergeant," said Jacom who
saw in this affair a gol den opportunity to put the seal on his reputation,
and perhaps to increase his standing in the eyes of Carus Fraxinus too.

"I think we ought to enploy a full neasure of cunning in getting to the
bottom of this not to nention-doing the anber a favour by saving himfrom
getting any deeper in trouble than he already is."

Sergeant Purkin condescended to |augh at that.

"When was the last tinme anyone succeeded in escaping fromthe jail?" Jacom
asked the jailer.

"Before ny time," the jailer replied stiffly.

"Twenty or thirty years, at least. Every wall and every door's solidl'd
stake ny life on that. You couldn't tunnel out with a sack full of grinder
worns and he hasn't got so much as a hairpin in there

Strikes me that his friends don't have a clue about what they're letting
thenselves in for. Foreigners! "
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"In that case," Jacom said,

"I think we'll let themhave a go, don't you? It mght even be tonight.
They probably think we'll be too busy with other matters, with the big
holiday tonorrow. We'Ill keep a close eye on the place until they arrive, let
themin ... and stop themon the way out. Maybe we'll even have tinme to
twist an armor two in the interests of finding out what in corrosion's nane
they're playing at."

"Suits me," grunted the jailer.

"Done ny bit. Down to you now. "

"We'll take care of it," Jacom assured him
"You can depend on that."

95
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i t was difficult to estimate Hyry Keshvara's age. Lucrezia judged that

she nust be at | east eighteen, but she seenmed amazingly fit and wiry for a
worman of that age. The wonen of the Inner Sanctum nostly grew fat before
they turned fifteen, and even those who didn't were soft, like pillows filled
with feather foam Keshvara was by no neans thin, but her flesh | ooked hard
harder even than Dhalla's. Lucrezia had only once had occasion to touch the
ol der wormman's arm but she renenbered vividly that she had never felt mnuscles
so taut and flesh so firm She imagi ned that the best of the king's
guardsnen woul d feel very sinmilar- not those |like the young officer who
paused to watch her fromthe wall while she worked in the garden, but tHe old
veterans who had seen action in the last of the wesrland wars.

Keshvara was surely a veteran of sorts herself-- but Lucrezia had never
before seen her as troubled or as hesitant as she now was,jand the princess
was di smayed by the sight. ' Lucrezia had often urged Keshvara to visit her
more frequently, but until this evening the trader had never conme to see her
wi t hout goods to offer for sale. When Keshvara had sonething to sell, she
was a paragon of all the conversational virtues polite, charming, witty and
completely at case with herself, even in the conpany of royalty- hut she was
different now. She had refused food, and she was sipping her wine in a
cautious manner that m ght al nost have been insulting, given the princess's
reputation. Her gaze was moving restlessly fromside to side, as though she
were reluctant to |l ook Lucrezia squarely in the eye.

Lucrezia wi shed that she could put the ol der wonan at her ease. She w shed
she could tell her that out of all the people she knew, she envi ed none but
Hyry Keshvara, no matter that the other wonen of the Sanctum except perhaps
Ereleth - woul d have
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despi sed her on sight. She wi shed she could explain

that although the great najority of the queens and princesses, and even the
hi gher-ranki ng servants, nmeasured their peers according to their beauty-
envyi ng the slenderness of a waist or the curve of a breast while feeling
fully entitled to sneer at a hank of grey hair or a callused hand- she,
Lucrezia, was different. Alas, politeness as well as protocol forbade her to
say any such thing. There was sinply no diplomatic way to inform soneone
generally considered plain that it really did not matter that a wonan had
narrow eyes, a |lunpen nose and hairy arns, provided that the sights those
eyes had seen, the odours the nose had snelt and the objects those arns had
reached out for were worthwhile.

Lucrezi a studied the scar which scored Keshvara's neck and di sappeared
beneath the collar of her masculine bl ouse, where she had been caught by the
teeth of a crocolid. She even envied the wonan that, but knew how absurd it
woul d be to say so. She was disappointed to di scover that Hyry was capable
of an altogether fem nine confusion and trepidation, but she was doubly

di sappointed in herself for not being able to dispel that anxiety. When she
groped for words, the best she could come up with was a | eaden

"Are you wel I ?" and even that came out in a formal tone quite unsuited to
the asking of a sincere question

"Yes, highness," the trader replied.
"Very well indeed, | assure you."

"I"'mflattered that you found the tinme to cone to see nme," Lucrezia said,
trying to make up for the awkward start.

"You nmust he very busy with preparations for your new expedition into the
sout h | ands

Keshvara seened taken aback by that observation, and her narrow eyes narrowed
further, as if she were wondering whether the princess m ght be nocking her.

"I'"'m nmaking ready for the journey," she admitted.

"Carus Fraxinus wants ne to go ahead, so I'Il be setting out for Khalorn
tonmorrow or the day after.”

"So soon!" said Lucrezia, in mld surprise.

"I'"d hoped that you'd remain here to see the culmnation of our experinent."
The trader bowed her head shanefacedly.

"Fraxi nus has received news from Aul akh Phar in Khalorn," she said.

"Phar urges us to nmake all possible haste there's trouble stirring in the
dark lands it seens.

Al'l kinds of strange rumours are spreadi ng 97
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through the forest, fcaxinus
thought it best to bring forward all our plans. In fact, highness, it was
Fraxi nus who asked me to come here tonight, to ask a small favour of you

"A favour!" the princess exclained, with a small thrill of delight.

If Keshvara felt able to come here asking favours, no matter how smalt, that
surely signified that there was nore to their relationship than nere comerce.

"You have only to ask," she added recklessly, "and | will do whatever | can

Hyry Keshvara nodded, but there was no evident dimnution in her uncertainty.

"It's about the tall anber who's presently held in your father's jail," she
sai d.

"He told Fraxinus that you had offered to secure a pardon for himif he would
pl edge hinself to your service."

Lucrezia tried hard to conceal her shock.
"What of it?" she said evenly.

"Do you, perchance, intend to feed himthe third of the seeds | brought back
fromny | ast expedition?"

"l do," Lucrezia said.

"It seens to ne that he will make a perfect host, and ny father has said that
I may have himthe day after Thanksgiving, although | had to strike a bargain
of sorts to get him™"

Hyry's lips were very tight; it was plain that this was the answer she had
antici pated- and, fonsone reason, feared.

"Why do you ask?" Lucrezia added.
"What has the northerner to do with you- or with Carus Fraxinus?"

"I know it's not ny place to say this, highness," Keshvara said haltingly,
"but | wish that you might see your way clear to finding a different host.
Carus Fraxinus would like to buy the anber out hinself. "

Lucrezia made every effort to remain calm and to be seen to remain cal m
al t hough this request caused her sone distress.

"I fear," she said, as mldly as she could, '"that |'ve gone to a certain
anmount of trouble to secure the man's services. |'ve nade prom ses in order
that | might have this man, and | can't sinply abandon him Wth the whole
realmto chose from can't Fraxinus find a substitute? " The trader's head
was deeply bowed, concealing her expression

"Of course, highness," she said unhappily.

"l understand. Perhaps, though, you might order the anmber to performone
brief and
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sinple task on our behalf before you give himto the seed. W
woul d be eternally grateful, and it shouldn't inconvenience you at all

He's a mapnaker, you see. He knows how to draw a map of the region we desire
to explore. "

"Are there no other map nmakers in Xandria?" Lucrezia asked, in genuine
ast oni shrent .

The trader | ooked up. She was bl ushing, although her cheeks were so dark
that they hardly showed the red.

"I fear not, highness," she said.

"At |east, none who practise openly. The Art fell into disrepute many
generations ago, and although there may be patient scholars sonmewhere within
the enpire's bounds who preserve the lore on the grounds that forgetful ness
is asin, we don't know where to | ook for them Carus Fraxinus has been

| ooking for a mapnmaker for sone tine, and when news reached him | believe
the informati on cane fromone of the clerks who serve in the king's court-
that one had been found he was enthusiastic to secure his services. Alas, he
di scovered that his offer to buy the man out had been preenpted ... by your
hi ghness. Wen he told nme, | guessed what had happened, and he asked ne to
cone to see you, in the hope that sonething mght be done. | knew that you
were interested in the prospects of our expedition, highness, and dared to
hope . "

"l see," said Lucrezia, quickly taking up the conversational slack as her
visitor's voice faltered.

"I really amsorry that this accidental clash of interests has arisen .
but if the map is all you need, there' |l be no problem 1'll instruct him
to. draw it before turning himover to the surgeon.”

"The map is all we need," Hyry agreed, stressing the word need very slightly
to indicate that there was a neasure of conpromi se in the agreenent.

"Fraxinus is, of course, willing to pay a fair price for it.

Lucrezia could see that Hyry was nore than willing to |l eave the matter there,
but she wasn't prepared to release the trader so easily. She had questions
of her own that required answering, and she could hardly hel p but remenber
what she had told her father regarding the political inmportance of the

expedi tion that Fraxinus and Keshvara were nounting.

"Tell me nore about this Carus Fraxinus," the princess commanded. 99

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (103 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:20 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

"He's
a merchany™Hyry replied uneasily.

"One of the richest in the city- a man respected by everyone. He's not one
of those who've made their fortunes by issuing usurious |oans and bargai ni ng
wi th rapacious fervour. He's . "

"An adventurer like you," Lucrezia put in, hoping that the conplinent mn ght
snooth the trader's expl anatory path.

"Far better and far bolder than I," Hyry answered nodestly.

"I'mglad to be his hireling in this business, although the initial
inspiration for the venture was mne. He and Aul akh Phar are the ideal nen
to equi p and undertake such an expedition."

"Is Phar a nerchant too?"

"He's nore of a scholar,” Hyry said, a little uneasily.

"He makes his living as a healer but his w sdom extends far beyond any single
branch of the lore. Fraxinus has often called upon his services as an agent
and advi sor, and thinks that his cunning will be invaluable if we can indeed
cross the Dragomite Hills."

"And you think the anber nmight be useful too?"
Hyry shrugged her shoul ders unconfortably.

"Fraxinus formed a good inpression of him highness. He has the |ook of a
fighting man and he seenmed to be in desperate need of a generous naster

but the map is the main thing. |If only we can obtain the map, we can hire
fighting men aplenty in the dark lands At |least, we canif . . ." She
trailed off. i "This trouble in the dark | ands you nmention," Lucrezia said,

quick to pick up the thread of the argunent.
"What exactly are the rumours you' ve heard?"

"Dragonmites are said to be noving out of the blighted hills into the southern
regions of the forest. Hunmans are said to be noving with themactually frith
them although Phar thinks that's probably nmere confusion on the part of

anxi ous dark | anders Anyhow, the dark |anders are making preparations for an
al | -out war agai nst the people as well as the dragonkes. |f possible,

Fraxi nus wants to nake peaceful contact before a war starts."

"Has all this been reported to ny father's ministers?" Lucrezia asked,
havi ng heard nothing of it.

"Undoubt edl y, hi ghness,"” Hyry assured her

"Phar was unable to send a detailed report, but he has doubtless inforned the
governor of Khal orn of everything he has heard. The govenor will certainly
include the information in his own reports.”
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One of which mght reach Xandria in ten or twenty days, Lucrezia thought,
and nmight catch a minister's attention ten or twenty days after that. O
m ght not.

"I tried to inpress upon ny father," she said earnestly, 'that the existence
of the seeds which you brought me was no trivial matter. | tried to nake him
see that it was of some inportance to the realmthat a way night now be open
to the |l egendary | ands beyond the Forest of Absolute Night. | even suggested
that he should take an interest in your expedition hinself- but he didn't
take the suggestion seriously. I'monly a princess, you see . a nere pawn
to be sacrificed in the game of diplomacy. But this is inportant, isn't it?

More inportant than a sinple experinent in witchery . . . and nore
important than a new trade-route. The dark | anders may not be subjects of
the enpire, but their wars are our business nevertheless. |n any case, the
Navel of the World is where it all began. |It's where the forefathers did
their work, nmade their plans and issued their commandnents. It's where the
Pool of Life is. |If the bronzes who sold you the seeds really did cone from
there, we don't want comunication with themdi srupted by dark | and
barbarians. "

"Yes, highness," said the trader dutifully.

"It seenms to me that this is inportant. But not everyone sees things the
same way. The conmon viewis that the Lore of Genesys is just a set of
pretty tales, full of ringing phrases which signify nothing. 1It's not
surprising that the king and his mnisters aren't very interested by news
that there's a blight in the Dragomite Hills and that its effects have
spilled over into the Forest of Absolute Night. |In any case. "

Hesi tancy overtook her yet again.

"You' re not so sure that you want the king's agents involved in your
expedi tion," Lucrezia guessed.

"You don't want to have some minister's |ackey or some over-polite courtier
intow telling you what to do in the name of the crown. | don't blane you."
"We're hoping to go farther than any man from Xandria has been for many
generations," Hyry said, carefully avoiding any direct response to Lucrezia's
observati on.

"We're hoping to visit places which are nentioned in the nost ancient |lore,
but we have no reason to expect that we'll find any relics of former tines.
Even if the grains of truth contained in the old tales and romances haven't
been corrupted in being handed down from generation to 101
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generation, the
reality, to which they refer nust have decayed into dust |ong ago. W can't
possi bly guess what we mght find there now .

but Fraxinus thinks, even so, that nyth and | egend offer sone reason to
bel i eve that whatever is there now m ght be of interest to scholars and
traders alike. "

"You're not looking for incorruptible stone, then?" Lucrezia said teasingly.

"You don't expect to happen upon the draught of |ongevity or any other fabled
mracl es?"

"No, highness," the trader replied soberly.

"What Carus Fraxinus is looking for is profit. | dare say that he hopes that
there mght be mracles- or if not mracles, wonders- but he's a hardheaded
man after his own fashion. He believes that the people of today have | ost
much of the heritage that once was theirs, and he'd be very happy i ndeed were
we to recover a little of that loss, but he'll gladly settle for know edge of
ordinary things if that's all there is to he had. He's not a wld-eyed
treasure-hunter, highness. He's a trader."

"That's Fraxinus," Lucrezia observed softly.

"What about you?" Hyry Keshvara seemed rather disconcerted by the intrusion
of such a personal note into the conversation. She opened her nouth
automatically, perhaps to protest that she had nmeant to include herself in
all these judgnents, but then she closed it again while she thought the
matter over. Lucrezia knew that she mght sinply be hunting for an
acceptable lie, but dared to hope that she nmight be trying to weigh her
motives mtre accurately than she had ever had cause to weigh them before. (
Eventual ly, the trader said: "Perhaps |'mno nmore than a victimof silly
pride. Wre | to tread ny accustomed pat hways for a thousand years | should
never be as rich as Fraxinus. Perhaps | |ack the noney-hunger of a true
merchant. Your highness m ght not understand, but |'ve always taken a
childish delight sinply in being where no man of Xandria -- and | use the
word man narrow y has ever been. | always seemto be happier in dark and
dangerous places than I amwhen sturdy and wel | -nmaintained walls are | ayered
about ne. Perhaps |'ma barbarian at heart, or a madworman. Either way, when
Carus Fraxinus proposed that we combine forces to find a way through the
Dragomite Hlls ny heart |eapt up, because that's precisely what | had
desired of him and precisely what | hoped."
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Havi ng finished this speech, Keshvara seemed so profoundly disconfited that
Lucrezia felt sorry for her.

"l do understand," the princess insisted, grateful for the opportunity to do
so, and to do so with passion.

"Indeed | understand perfectly- and I wish with all nmy heart that | mght go
with you."

Keshvara nmade no response to this, and Lucrezia continued after a brief
hesi tati on.

"My father, alas, has other plans for ne. But Fraxinus shall have his map; |
can prom se you that, at least. As soon as the anber is delivered into ny

care- before, if | can contrive it- | shall demand the very best map he can

draw, in triplicate. 1'll send Mnalen to your house as soon as it's done or
to the house of Carus Fraxinus, if you're already on your way. All | ask in
return is that you'll promse ne faithfully that you'll come to ne when your

adventure is done, to tell ne every detail of it-- no matter whether I'min
Xandria, or Sham nzara, or anywhere else in the known world."

"Yes, highness," the trader said.

"That 1'1l gladly do. Thank you, highness. A thousand thanks." 1t seened
that the vehenence of Lucrezia's speech had startled her, but she nade no
conment on it.

Lucrezia woul d have liked to expand upon her theme, but she had no wish to
tornment someone she would like to be able to think of as a friend. She gave
the trader permission to | eave, and Keshvara accepted it with a joy which the
princess tried with all her mght to see as a natural relief rather than an
insult.

When Keshvara had gone, escorted by the ever-patient Dhalla, Lucrezia threw
hersel f back upon the cushions which decked her couch, and stared at the
pitted ceiling of her little room The hour at which she usually retired to
her bed for the mdnight had already passed, but she didn't feel at all
tired. Indeed, her head was buzzi ng; she had never felt so vibrantly alive
and alert.

What a prison this is! she thought fervently. And what a fine, brave wonan
Keshvara is! How nuch ki nder fate woul d have been had ny birth consi gned ne
to her vocation, instead of the rigid duties of a princess! If only .

She knew, of course, that dreaming of '"if onlys' was a waste of time but she
had time enough to waste, for the present, and she was, after all, a
princess. joj
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a ndris was A |ight sleeper even at the best of tinmes, and

the citadel was honme to so nmany slight noises that he continually drifted
back and forth across the borders of unconsciousness while he lay on his bed.
He was forced to shift his position constantly in the ultimately hopel ess
attenpt to nmake hinself confortable upon a pallet which was too snmall to
contain him

These circunstances were no nore di stressing now than they had been when he
had first been put into the cell, but on this particular night he felt
frustration building up inside himlike pus in a boil

It mght not have been so bad if he had been certain that he was waiting, but
the nmessage thrown into his cell had not given any firmindication as to
when' the prom sed rescue attenpt m ght take place.

The awar eness that he m ght be dangling in unwarranted suspense nade the
suspense itself that much harder to bear. ; He tried to relax by neans; of
all the conventional tricks, but they all failed. Wen he tried to rehearse
his earliest and nost pleasant nenories of Ferentina he found that they had
becone flat and insipid, and that his once-bel oved not her had begun to seem
i neffectual and uncaring. Wen he tried to work up a hopeful fantasy about
entering the service of a Xandrian princess, who would fall conpletely in

|l ove with himand | aunch hi mupon a wonderfully successful mlitary career,
the plot faltered at every step and he could not shake the suspicion that a
bi g dagger mght at any noment be plunged into his back by any one of a
hundred hired assassins. Wen he tried to strike up a phil osophical dial ogue
with the bugs infesting the mattress they so devastated himwith their
vicious logic that it was difficult to cling to the nost stubbornly

el ementary dogna. He had no option but to wallow in his wetchedness,
savouring his nisery.
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In spite of all this, however, he had to be rudely jerked from semn -sl unber
when his attention was caught by the sound of bolts being w thdrawn from
other doors in the corridor

Such was his mood that his first thought was: Wy are they letting all the
ot her prisoners out?

Hi s second was: What if the others don't want to go?
Hs third was: What if | don't want to go?

He heard nmuffled voices as sonme of the puzzled prisoners to whomrel ease was
being offered enquired as to the cause of their good fortune. Shut up, you
fool s! he thought, heedless of all inconsistency. Do you want to wake the
jailer and bring the guard running to the door? None of the prisoners was
compl etely stupid, though; those who spoke at all were wi se enough to

whi sper. By the tine the three bars were wi thdrawn fromhis own door Andris
was up on his feet, groping for the few possessions he had been allowed to
retain- which he had bundl ed up for conveni ence, just in case.

The door opened and soneone slipped in. The starlight which shone through
the narrow wi ndow was just adequate to informhimthat the person was slim
and fairly tall by Xandrian standards, if not by his.

He noved forward but an extended hand bl ocked the way. "Not this way,
cousin."

The whi spering voice was female. While he paused to consider this unexpected
devel opment she haul ed one of the wooden bars through the doorway and thrust
it towards him inplicitly commanding himto take it. Wen he had done so
she brought a second one through and propped it against the wall. She was
obviously strong in spite of her slimess. Wen the third bar was inside she
shut the door again.

Havi ng sealed themin, she laid the third bar down crossw se so that anyone
who tried to open the door woul d have to shove hard. She took back the one
Andris held, and placed it on top

"What. . . ?" Andris began- but the worman silenced himimediately by
placing a firmforefinger against his lips. She stood on tiptoe to speak
softly into his ear.

"Listen! You may not know it, but if you don't get out now, you're dead.
This is your only chance. The citadel guard are lying in anbush at the door
we canme in by. The only way out is up, along and down."

105
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Andri s | ooked upatthe ceiling, renmenbering the stains that had nade him
slightly anxi ous before he had got used to the height. "W can't," he
muttered feebly.

"Yes we can!" she hissed fiercely.
"There's a cavity up there.

Water-tanks are set in rows over the walls- there's a narrow space between
them above the mddle of the ceiling. Lift ne up and |l et nme squat on your
shoul ders. Now, cousin! "

Cousin? he thought, as she said the word a second tinme. Ws it ny letter to
the shipmaster that has brought all this about, or that nmerchant to whom I
told nmy troubles? One or other of them nust have found my uncle, or sone
relict of him But . . . Wile he thought, he hesitated, and the woman
qui ckly becane inpatient.

"Squat, idiot," she said, putting her hands on his shoul ders and pressing
down.

"How can | reach the ceiling unless | can clinmb on you?"

How i ndeed? he thought. He gave in to the insistence of the hands and
knelt. The woman- or was she nerely a girl? -- clanbered on to his

shoul ders with alacrity. She was heavy in spite of her relative sl enderness,
by virtue of being un girlishly tall, but Andris bore her weight easily
enough.

"One step right!" she instructed inpatiently, as if he should have known by
instinct what to do.

Qutside, the corridor was ru(l of barely suppressed whispers and noi ses of
movenent. Andris had already figured out that a prison which charged fees to
its imates m ght be a useful source of revenue to a prosperous city whose
courts were perpetually busy, but until now he hadn't paused to wonder what
effect the privilege of paying to be in jail mght have on the politics of
escape. It was obvious that not everyone had been forewarned of the plan of
whi ch they were now bei ng nade part, and that he was not the only one to have
doubt s about the best course of action. Sone of the querul ous voices,
nmoreover, were rapidly escaping their users' sense of discretion. It seened
entirely possible that a fight might break out even before the al armwas

rai sed.

He wondered whether all the others were being told that an anbush had been
laid. He also wondered why, if she knew about the anbush, the slimwonan had
come to save himregardless . . . and, if an anbush had been laid, why the
woul d- be anmbushers hadn't sinply stopped her
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There were too many questions, none of which was easily answerabl e.
He realised that he was conpletely out of his depth.

The fact that the woman wiggl ed sonewhat as she worked on the ceiling of the
cell nmade the task of supporting her nore troubl esome, but Andris stood firm
proud of his ability to do so. Had he been able to get a good | ook at her
face and found it lovely he m ght have been able to derive nore erotic
excitenent fromthe experience, but anxiety and ignorance conbi ned to nmake
that difficult.

He didn't need to ask what the woman was doing. She was snearing on sone
fast-acting solvent which would soak into the ceiling, |oosening its solidity
as it went. It would normally require an hour or two to nake stone or wood
crunmbl e by any such nmethod, but the ceiling was nade out of some unnatura
subst ance designed for the conveni ence of stone nasons with the appropriate
tools it could be denolished in minutes. Andris imagined a heavy rank filled
with water toppling from above, but the woman obvi ously knew what she was
tal ki ng about- and conmon sense dictated that the middle of a ceiling would
not be subjected to such a burden

"According to the jailer," he whispered, '"there's no way out up there.

"He woul d say that," she observed, 'wouldn't he? Squat! " She hopped down
as he bent his knee, and grabbed the beam she had | eaned agai nst the wall.

"Hold it upright," she said.

"Get your hands under the bottomend. Wen | give the word, drive it upwards
with all your might. Then do what you have to do to enlarge the hole." He
did as he was told, nmoving |like an automaton. He expected her to give the
signal alnost imrediately, but in fact she just stood still, listening. Wen
a full mnute had gone by, he said: "What are we waiting for?"

"Rot needs tinme," she said tersely.

"Better if we wait till the noise starts. Any second, pure chaos will break
| oose. "

As if on cue, pure chaos did indeed break | oose. There was a sudden
cacophony of shouted chal |l enges, barked orders and how s of anguish, quickly
suppl enented by the urgent beating of an alarmdrum Then as if the drum
were nerely a signal for the outbreak of further mayhemthere was a series of
very | oud
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expl osions. There seened to be four in all, although they
were so precisely tinmed as alnpst to fuse into a single mghty roar. Their
echoes multiplied around the |l egendary walls |ike a barrage of nortar-bonbs.

That nmust have cost a fortune! Andris thought, astounded by the econonic

insanity of it. It would be cheaper by far to buy out every prisoner in the
jail!
"Now " the woman yelled. In spite of the thunderous ness of the expl osions,

the sudden anplification of her words froma whisper to a shout made him
wi nce.

He got his fingertips under the end of the beamthat was sitting on the
floor, and drove it upwards like a vertical battering-ram It smashed the
weakened ceiling to smthereens. Bits the size of pebbles rained down on
him It was easy to nove the beam back and forth, expanding the hole. He
felt the top end bunp agai nst nore solid objects to either side- presunmably
the water-tanks carefully sited above the solid walls.

"Are you crazy?" he said.

"Surely you're not releasing every prisoner in the jail and blow ng up the
citadel just to get ne out!"”

"Don't be silly," she said breathlessly, as she put a hand on his right

shoul der, indicating that' he could put the beam down now. "That's
Checuti's people bringing off the crinme of the century. W're just a
si deshow to distract the guard a diversion. You've got to go first -- 1"l

do ny best to give you a lift."

Andris felt a sudden sinking feeling. Crine of the century? he thought.
VWhat crine? What on earth have™ | got nyself into? They' |l hunt ne down to
the ends of the rotting earth for this'. "Wo exactly are you?" he asked,
bel atedly, as the wonan squatted down beside him

"Merel Zabio," she replied, bracing herself. "M grandfather was your uncle
Theo. This is the difficult bit don't crush ne!" Andris stared up at the
gap he had made in the ceiling. It |ooked awkwardly narrow, in spite of al

the stuff that had cone tunbling down when he noved the beam about. He
wasn't sure that he could fit into it, and he wasn't sure that there would be
anywhere to go if he did. The ledges to either side of the hole would
undoubtedly be fragile; they mght well collapse under his weight as soon as
he was up there.

There was now a fight going on out in the corridor, but no one
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was trying to

get into the cell- yet. Sone of the prisoners nmust be taking on the guards
who had lain in anmbush for them Even those who were reluctant nust have had
little choice about getting involved.

There was no sound of clashing steel- which inplied that the bl ades the
guardsnen carried were far superior to the weapons ranged agai nst them but
the soldiers didn't seemto be wi nning an easy victory on that account.
Sheer confusion nmust be making things very difficult for everyone concerned.

I''m dooned, he thought, as the woman adjusted her position, preparing herself
to be used as a stepping-stone. |If they catch ne now, |I'mdone for. It
won't even be the wall this tinme- it'll be that rotting gibbet.

He stepped on to his newfound cousin's back and reached up for the edges of
the hole, trying to nove as swiftly and as snmoothly as possible so as to

m nimse her burden. He took a firmgrip, but the noment he tried to
transfer his weight fromfoothold to handhol d the substance crunbl ed and he
had to | eap cl ear.

Merel Zabio noved half a met closer to the door, and made herself snal

again. Again he stepped on to her back and reached up for the ragged edge of
the hole. This tinme, the edge hadn't been weakened by the gluttonous seepage
of the solvent. It didn't crunble but he still didn't dare put his whole
weight on it.

"Stand up!" he commanded, as he steadied hinself.
"Push!"

It couldn't have been easy for her, given that he was so nearly a giant, but
she was kin to himand she was no frail flower. She heaved with all her

m ght, gasping with the effort. He knew that she would only be able to bear
himup for a few seconds, and he knew exactly what he had to do. He reached
out with his two arns, groping for the edges of the water-ranks placed to
either side of the hole. He knew that he had to grip themboth at the same
time, or risk unbalancing one of themto the extent that it came crashing
into the cell and he couldn't be certain that he woul dn't bring them both
crashing down -- but it was the best chance he had. He guessed that the
tanks couldn't be so very deep, and he just had to take it on trust that
their rims woul d be reachabl e.

He found one, then the other . . . and nearly slipped back as Merel Zabio
col | apsed under him but when she fell away, he found hinself safely
suspended. He swung his legs up, groping with his feet for the edge of the
hole, and found it. He sent his feet 109
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scurrying al ong the-n”"rrow

corridor between the tanks, gaining enough support to iuTow himto inch his
hands forward along the rins. Wthin thirty seconds he was Iying full length
al ong the narrow corridor between the rows of the tanks, with his head and
shoul ders above the hole. He had only to turn over and reach down, dangling
his arms to catch his cousin.

"Take hold!" he said.

He al ready knew how heavy his ki nswoman was, but it was still a shock when he
had to bear her full weight at the end of his arns, and a nonentary stab of
pani ¢ threatened that the rest of the ceiling would surely cone down,
spilling them back on to the floor of the cell

Fortunately, she was as agile as he, and every bit as deternmined. As he
lifted her she swung herself up, and got her legs up on the further |edge,
squirmng along it just as desperately as he had. Wen they were both up,
she told himto back off, so that she could work her way past the hol e,
supporting herself on the two tanks to either side.

It was very dark in the space between the tanks, and there was no roomto
stand up. He scranbled along the narrow all eyway on his hands and knees, and
the woman fell in behind him

"Don't go too far!" she told! him

"Go to the |eft, between the rows of tanks."

Mercifully, the attic space ii which they found thensel ves was not
completely dark. Starlight |eaked in through a nunber of slender cracks in
the ill-maintained roof. Once his eyes had adjusted, Andris found that it

was just possible to see the silhouettes of the tanks and to, pick a path

between them As soon as it could be nmanaged, the woman squeezed past him
She evidently knew how to find the trapdoor which I et workmen up into the

space to carry out repairs. It wasn't possible to follow a straight path,
but it didn't take long to get to the place she was aimng for.

The trapdoor was cl osed, bolted below, but that was no problem She didn't
have to ask himto use his superior strength- she took a heavy-bl aded dagger
fromher belt, inserted it through the narrow gap beside the bolt so that she
could use it as a lever, and exerted a steady pressure. The screws hol ding
the bolt in place yielded easily enough

There was a wooden stairway- little nore than a | adder
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| eadi ng down to a

corridor that nust have been on the sane | evel as the prison but didn't seem
to be connected with it. At the far end of the corridor was a sturdier
flight of stairs.

"May be a problemthere,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper again as
she pointed to the downward-| eadi ng steps.

"Those take us down to a barrack-room It ought to be enpty, given that
every guardsman in the citadel should be fully occupied in chasing his tai
and picking his way through the rubble left by the petards, but you can't
depend on anything in this place. Once we get through the barrack-room it's
still along way to the stables. Checuti's carts will probably have gone by
the tine we get there, so we'll have to nake our own arrangenents to get
through the City Gate. Qur only ally is confusion, but there'll be a |lot of
that. Stick close to me, and for Goran's sake be careful. [|f we're caught,
we' |l both end up waist-deep in Princess Lucrezia's poison garden with
five-simthorns in our guts."

"What do you . . . ?" Andris began- but he had no tine to finish the
question. Merel Zabio was off down the | adder, and by the tine he reached
the floor of the corridor he had to scurry to catch up with her

Well, he thought, there's no stopping now It's full steam ahead and damm
the consequences. This was not a conforting netaphor. He had once seen a
steam engi ne at work, and although it had not actually blown up while he was
wat chi ng he had thought it the greatest folly which the human m nd had ever
devi sed, whose loss fromthe lore could not have been reckoned. a sin by any
sane man. in
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15 ucrezia's mnd was so full of thoughts inspired by what _iHyry Keshvara
had said to her that even when she finally retired to bed she nade not the
slightest attenpt to go to sleep. She sinply lay there in the confortable
darkness, wondering what kind of magic lands might lie to the south of the
Forest of Absolute Night. 1In spite of what Ereleth had often said about the
Lore of Genesys being no less vulnerable to corruption than any other aspect
of traditional wi sdomshe could not help but consider it the best place to

| ook for guidance, and in the deepest m dnight she lit a |anp so that she
could consult a witten version she had borrowed fromthe king' s library.

L

The book was not old- no (nore than a year- but there was no way of know ng
how many times the words within it had been copied by faithful scribes.

Runour spoke in ternms of hundreds of thousands, but she knew well t'enough
what inflationary tendencies rumour had. It was probable, she judged, that
the figure could be cut by a considerabl e order bf'nmagnitude- but even if one
thought in terms of tens of thousands, each reproduction carried out at
intervals of a year or two, the words thensel ves nust be uni magi nably
ancient. The majority of civilised nmen believed that the whole thing was a
set of fictions, invented by the men of old to explain an origin of which
they had no true nmenory or record, hut even if that were not so Hyry Keshvara
was surely right to argue that no relic of what was described there could
possi bly have survived into the world of today. And yet the words sonehow
retained their nagic, even after all this time. Lucrezia found the passage
she wanted easily enough, and read it through. She had read it before and
had often heard it read by others, but she had not been trained in the Art of
Renenbrance, and could not remenber it well enough to recite it aloud wi thout
the aid of the witten page.
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The pl ace where humans first came into the world, the text read, was

naned | dun by the people of the ship, in nenory of a place which never was
but was renenbered and revered neverthel ess. The people of the ship built a
city there, but their sons and daughters were not permtted to live long in
the city.

"You nmust go forth into the world and nmultiply," the forefathers said to the

peopl e of the world.

"You nust go to every region which will support you: to every forest, every
pl ain and every seashore. You nust build cities of your own wherever you
can, and protect them as best you can agai nst corrosion and corruption

Where you cannot build cities you nust follow other ways of life, but you
must | eave no | and al one, even in the farthest reaches of the world, for the
purpose of human life is to fight evil wherever it may be found."

When the city of Idun crunbled into dust, as the cities of the world are ever
wont to do, the forefathers nmade no attenpt to rebuild it.

To their remaining sons and daughters they said: "Go follow your brothers and
sisters into the regions of the world, for we have other work to do here
before we | eave. Were there was a city we shall make a garden, but it wll
be a garden of poisons. Do not forbid your descendants to visit this garden,
but bid them beware of it, for they will be wise to avoid it for many
generations."

The garden of Idun becane the source of many evil and dangerous things, for
whi ch reason the people of the world called it Chinera's Cradle, hut they
also named it the Navel of the Wirld, to renmind thenselves that they too were
chinmerical beings. The best of the new chineras spawned and cradled in the
garden foll owed the people of the world as they dispersed thensel ves through
the forests and the plains, but the worst of themtainted the region around

t he garden.

The people of the world conplained of this injustice, but to no avail

"BEven that which has never been known before may yet be created,"” the lore
masters said, 'but it cannot be designed. The cradle in which it will be
hat ched and nouri shed nust give birth to evils too, but in the end evil will
be defeated and Order will prevail. "

The people of the ship gave what earthly gifts they could to the people of
the world, but the nost precious gift of all was one they did not have to
give and that was an incorruptible stone. Aboard the ship, there were many
ki nds of stone that had been "3
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i ncorruptible there® but corruption had no
dom ni on aboard the ship and incorruptibility was easily achieved. 1I|n the
worl d, alas, corruption reigned suprene.

"The war against evil will be hard fought in the world,"” the |lore nasters
told theirs sons and their daughters, 'but war is the nother of all weapons,
and the war against evil is the nother of the weapons by which evil shall one

day be defeated. There is as yet no incorruptible stone in all the world,
but it will not always be so.

We have planted the garden ofl dun so that the incorruptible stone m ght one
day be born fromthe Pool of Life, nourished by mlk and blood. When that
day cones, your children's children nust seize and use the stone, and turn
the evil of corrosion to the good of inscription. "

"That is what Carus Fraxi nus and Hyry Keshvara hope to find,"
Lucrezi a whi spered al oud.

"They may deny it- they may not even know it- but this is the lure which
attracts them They are setting forth in search of the garden of Idun
itself, of Chinmera's Cradle and the Pool of Life. They do not know the
meani ng of what is witten here, any nore than | do, but they know that it
means sonet hing." Wen she had cl osed the Book Lucrezia dressed herself
fully. She clasped her nany-pouchejd belt about her waist- not because she
had any need of it, but becjause Ereleth had told her a thousand tines that
it was too dangerojus a thing to | eave aside.

She tiptoed down the long stairway as quietly as she could, and cane
eventually to the room beside the door of the tower, fromwhich the

ni ght - guard kept watch. Dhalla was by the wi ndow, as she was honour-bound to
be, intently staring out into the darkness. Wen the giant heard the door
opened she turned swiftly around, her huge hand reaching out for the spear
that was propped up against the wall. As soon as she saw who it was, though,
her hand dropped away agai n.

"Hi ghness,"” she said, politely inclining her head. She did not seem
surprised; she was accustomed to Lucrezia's nocturnal wanderings. "Is al
wel | ?" Lucrezia asked, as she crossed the roomto join Dhalla at the w ndow.
She did not doubt for a noment that all was well, but she felt obliged to
ask.
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"I don't know, highness,
ast oni shnent .

the giant replied uneasily. Lucrezia started in

"What's wong?" she said. "Perhaps nothing--but there are two sentries
m ssing fromtheir posts, and the patrol is taking three rines as |long as
normal to conplete its round.

I called out to the guardsnen to ask them what was happening, but they told
me | must be silent, because they had sone secret operation in progress.
After that, | heard someone noving in the darkness, but | dared not sound a
chall enge. 1've seen nen noving stealthily, over by the stables. They're
probably just playing their usual boys' ganmes, but | don't like it. At |east
three of the |anps which usually stay lit all night have gone out, and
there's no sign of the lanplighter. "

Boys' ganes was Dhalla's termfor alnost everything the king's guard did:
their ceremonies, their drill and their occasional training exercises.
Lucrezia was profoundly uninterested in boys' ganes of every shape and form
but she didn't like to see the giantess so anxi ous.

"I't's probably nothing," she assured her.
"True," Dhalla agreed.

"But | wish the captain would pass by, so that | could ask himwhat's
happenng. There's never any sense to he had fromhis boorish nen."

"1'"ve been thinking about what Hyry Keshvara said," the princess told the
gi ant .

"About the anber being a mapmaker. |If he really can draw a map to guide
Keshvara and her friends to the place where Chinera's Cradl e once was, we
have to nmake sure he does it. W'Il have to handle the matter carefully,

though- we don't want himto think that he's in a position to strike
bargains, or to realise how desperately he m ght need to."

Dhalla said nothing in reply to this. Wether that was because she thought
it was nonsense or sinply because she was preoccupi ed by her own anxieties
there was no way to tell.

"What Keshvara really wants, of course,"” Lucrezia added, 'is for me to hand
the anmber over to Fraxinus -- but |I can't do that. [|'d like to help her, of
course, but | can't go back on the agreenent | made with ny father. "

Dhal l a continued staring out into the shadows.
"What do you see out there?" the princess asked, rather petulantly.
"l see nothing," Dhalla replied uneasily.

"It's what | hear that troubles ne. |'malnpbst sure that sonmeone was at the
door- and " J
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sonmet hing's goingDp in the stables. |If the guardsnen are
pl ayi ng practical jokes again. . . "

"Practical jokes aren't inportant," Lucrezia said firmy.

"What I'mtrying to talk to you about is. Please listen to nme, Dhalla.” 1In
any normal circunstances, Dhalla would never have di sobeyed such a direct
command, but all she did was hold up her hand. Her whol e body had stiffened.

"Go, highness, | beg you," she said.
"You should not be here. Please, highness!"

Lucrezia had not the slightest intention of going anywhere. |f sonething
really was about to happen, she wanted to have the best possible view.

"Sonmet hing's wong," Dhalla said, nore positively than before.

"The guardsnen shoul d have gone past by now. |'m sure something' s happening
in the stables.™

"It's just part of their secret operation," Lucrezia said, hoping nowthat it
m ght not be true and feeling a thrill of excitenment at the thought.

" Boys' ganes."
"No," Dhall a said.

"It can't be. | ought to raise the alarm... | ought at least to find out
what's happening. "

"Find out what's happening," Lucrezia advised.

"That's best. Look before you leap."

"Pl ease, highness,"” Dhalla sjaid, nmoving back fromthe w ndow,

wi sh you woul d rouse ny sisters while | go to see. Tell themthat they nust
guard the door. " , " I will, if you think it necessary," the prihcess said,
savouring another sharp thrill of excitenent at the thought that Dhalla

surely must be right.

"Be careful."

The giant noved swiftly fromthe roomand Lucrezia followed her. As Dhalla

went down to the door the princess turned the other way, rounding the corner
to go along the corridor which led to the barrack-roomwhere the giants were
| odged. She had no need to rouse anyone two of themwere in the antechanber,
wi de awake but utterly engrossed in a gane of cards. Wen the princess

| ooked in they both stood up

"Dhalla'"s gone over to the stables,"” Lucrezia said.

"She thinks sonething's happened to the guardsnmen who shoul d be patrolling
the inner court. She says that you should . . ."

She was abruptly interrupted by the sound of an expl osion. The
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fl oor
beneat h her feet shuddered.

Wil e the princess stood still, rooted to the spot by astoni shment, the two
gi ants reached for their spears. They had not conpleted the action when a
second expl osion followed the first, much | ouder and much cl oser at hand.

This time the fl oor | eapt instead of shuddering, and Lucrezia put her hands
to her ears. She had not been able to tell the direction of the first

expl osion, but she knew i nmedi ately that the second one nust have been at the
very door of the Inner Sanctum the door through which Dhalla had passed- or
had tried to pass- only seconds before.

The second expl osion was instantly followed by a third and a fourth, and the
princess was seized by the terrifying thought that the whole tower night be

com ng down. Panic-stricken, she turned to run for the door. The corridor

was already filling up with thick, choking snoke.

Fromthe fl oors above she could hear the sound of screami ng, which grewin a
stridul ant crescendo as nore and nore voices joined in. The damage was not
as bad as she had expected, although the wooden doors had been bl own open,
sagging fromtheir hinges. Ilgnoring the thickening snoke, Lucrezia ran out
through the gap. She | ooked wildly about for Dhalla's body, but it was
nowhere to be seen

She nust have got through in time! Lucrezia thought. She nust hare been
cl ear before the charge went off! Thank Goran she didn 't catch sight of it
and stop to see what it was!

Wt hout pausing for further thought, Lucrezia raced off in the direction of
the stables. The one thought in her head was to nmake sure that the gi ant was
all right, and the stables seened the obvious place to | ook for her. The
other two giants stayed behind, clearing the debris fromthe doorway. Their
first duty was to see to the safety of the occupants of the tower.

Al t hough the stars were bright the shadows gathered about the fringes of the
Great Courtyard deep and dark. There should have been lighted |anmps set to
either side of the stable doors, but these were anong the three which had
reportedly gone out- or, as now seened |likely, had been deliberately doused.
It was not until she was al npbst there that Lucrezia could see that one of the
huge doors had been drawn back, and that a cart was waiting within with a
team of horses ready hitched

"7
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The horses had ej“dently been disturbed by the explosions, and the
princess's precipitate arrival set themto whinnying wildly, but the beasts
were nmaking far |ess noise than the women in the Sanctum who were creating
enough racket by now to drown the sounds of even the npbst strenuous boys
ganes.

Lucrezia barely had tinme to dance aside as the horses hitched to the cart
were started forward by a whip-crack, but she evaded them gracefully enough
and did not fall.

"Dhalla!" she shouted, seeing no reason why she shouldn't add her own voice

to the gathering cacophony, since she at |east had a good reason for

shouting. As soon as the cart was gone Lucrezia noved once again towards the
open doorway, but saw her m stake inmediately. This tinme it wasn't possible

to be graceful about the business of evasion. She had to dive sideways, and

surely woul d have fallen had not strong arnms reached out to catch her and put
her upright again.

There was no m staking those arns, and Lucrezia cried out in wordless
relief-- but the giant did not hold on to her for long. As soon as she was
out of the way the giantess let go of her, and noved past her. As the cart
swept by, Dhalla" |eapt up behind, vaulting over the backboard without any
apparent effort or difficulty. Lucrezia heard the sound of a violent
souffle, and knew that the gi ant nmust have | anded anbng nen eager to thrust
her back agai n.

Lucrezia was quite certain that her friend did not have her spear with her,
for her hands had been enpty when she reached out to steady her stunbling

m stress. |Indeed, as the princess took another step back her foot fell upon
t he abandoned- weapon. Lucrezia i mediately knelt down to grope for it with
her hands- and was gl ad that she did so, for it becane obvi ous al nost

imedi ately that there was a third cart yet to cone, and a conpany of nen
gathered on top of it. There were other men comng on the scene too,
hurrying fromevery direction, and Lucrezia was certain that she would be
tranpled if she stayed where she was.

The third cart didn't nove forward quite as precipitately as the others, and
Lucrezia had tine enough to run towards it, casting the spear as she ran

She hurl ed the weapon as hard as she could, but it was too heavy for her un
practised arm and she could not raise it high enough into the air to nake it
fly as she had intended.
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It fell low, clattering along the ground- but its head went between the
spokes of the | eading wheel of the cart, and it was carried around by the
turni ng wheel so that its head snashed agai nst the underside of the cart.

Wth better luck the spear night have broken the wheel, but the wheel was
stronger than the shaft of the weapon, and it was the spear which broke as
the cart lurched and rocked, tenporarily interrupted as the horses were
gathering pace. The interruption was tine enough for Lucrezia to |eap ninbly
up on to the step that gave access to the driver's bench, and in a trice she
was beside him reaching out as though to di spossess himof his whip. There
was no thought in her head to tell her how foolish and how reckl ess she was;
she was entirely possessed by wath and determ nation

The carter did not even deign to glance at her. He sinply swept his arm back
in a short and brutal arc, so that his forearm cannoned into her upper body,
catching her just beneath the neck

She had no chance of riding the blow The inpact tunbled the princess

backwards, and she fell into the body of the cart. Already off-bal ance, she
had no way to cushion or interrupt her fall. She felt a sudden wave of

di zzi ness .

119
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f fromthe tiny window in the south-west tower Jacom Cerri watched the

two stealthy figures sidle along the deserted wal kway to the door of the
jail. They nmoved through the shadows as if darkness were their natura
habitat, but they had to conme out into the starlight when they cane close to
the door. Even so, it was inpossible to tell whether they were young or old,
mal e or female.

Jacom presuned that the two had cone into the citadel in rmuch the sane way as
Zadok Sart, using legitimte passes. It was obvious that the issuing of such
passes had becone reckl ess, and that the places of legitimte tradesmen and
their hirelings were being taken by dubi ous characters. |[If two men could get
in that way, then so could half a hundred . . . but Jacomsniled as he
thought of the difficulties these two would face in getting out again, i The
door of the jail was barred on the inside, as it always was, but the two
felons were prepared for that. The door itself was very sturdy, being
renewed at regular intervals, but the glazed |loophole let into it at eye

hei ght was a weak point. Jacom deduced fromtheir actions that they had
pushed aside the shield which protected the spy-hole, renoved the glass, and
let a pair of threads through the grille. The threads would doubtless carry
hooks which could be used as nminiature grappling-irons to lift the bar
securing the door. It seenmed inpossible that they could lift the bar free
and lower it without sending it crashing to the floor, but they managed it.
The two were obviously highly skilled practitioners of the black arts of
thievery. Jacomcouldn't even be sure that the jailer and the nen he had set
tolielowin the jailer's anteroomwoul d have heard the bar fall- but
someone woul d have an eye glued to a tiny peephole drilled through the

ant eroom door, and there was a lantern just
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inside the jail door whose |ight
the intruders woul d have to occlude in order to get to the darker corridors
beyond.

Jacom had given his nmen strict instructions to lie low and let the invaders

t hrough; he wanted to catch themin the conpany of the prisoner they had cone
to rel ease, so that they would have little or no scope for invention when the
time came to question them \Wen the two were safely inside Jacom signalled
to four nore of his men, indicating that they should nove al ong t he wal kway
and rake up a position outside the door to the prison. He was confident that
the trap was now seal ed tight.

Jacom stayed where he was. To Guardsman Aaron, the one nan who renai ned by
his side, he said: That's it. Signed, sealed and delivered. " He was snugly
confident that the prisoner and his woul d-be rescuers woul d surrender rather
than risk a fall fromthe un railed wal kway, even if they were arned.

"Shoul d be," Aaron adnmitted un excitedly
As the seconds dragged by, though, Jacom began to grow inpatient.
What on earth could be taking so |ong?

When he heard the sound of a challenge, his heart |eapt with exultation- but
it lurched sickeningly as he realised that the chall enge had not been sounded
inside the jail, but had cone fromfar below Someone somewhere began
beating an alarmdrumvery fervently, but he wasn't sure exactly where the
sound was coning fromand had not the slightest idea why anyone shoul d think
it necessary to rouse the whole citadel

"What the . . . ?" he began- but the rest of the question was drowned out
by an al mi ghty expl osi on which stunned his eardruns. He felt the tower shake
beneath his feet and then there followed three nore explosions in very rapid

successi on, each one seemingly louder than the last. Bright flashes blinded

his eyes for a noment, although he could not have caught nore than the merest
gli mpse of the expl osions.

The first petard, he knew, nust have been placed at the City Gate. As his
sight readjusted it becane horribly clear that one of the others had been set
agai nst the doors of the coinery, and one agai nst the doors of the Inner
Sanctum Flickering flanmes and thick bl ack snmoke were billow ng about in
bot h doorways, and fromhis lofty station Jacom could see running figures
hurdling the wreckage in both directions.
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His first though® was that such things couldn't happen, and never did.

VWhat sort of man woul d take the enornous risks involved in handling so nuch
expl osive material ? And what sort of man could possibly be mad enough to
smuggl e such stuff into the citadel of Xandria? |1t occurred to himthat he
had removed half a dozen of the sentries whose purpose was to ensure that
such things never happened. The terrible possibility that he had been
tricked and mani pul ated was suddenly all too clear.

"They' ve blown the gate!" said Aaron disbelievingly. They've only gone and
blown the rotting gate! "

Jacom cal cul ated, with icy lucidity, that the four nmen he had |left on guard
at the City Gate were highly likely to have been injured, perhaps killed, and
that he had renpved the nen who woul d norrmally have been first to run to
their aid.

The alarm drum woul d rouse a hundred and fifty extra guardsnen fromtheir
various barrack-roons plus another hundred constabl es and servants authorised
to bear arms and twenty officers to yell orders at them but he was the
commander of the watch: the one man who was supposed to be able to judge what
ought to be done, and by whom in inmrediate answer to this carefully sown
havoc. Wth this thought in mnd he ran full tilt fromthe room ignoring
the residual pain of his bruises, taking the steps three at a time as he
headed for the City Gate, forgetting all about the jail and the nmen he had
stationed there.

"Assenbl e by the gate!"™ he how ed to anyone wi thin earshot.
"Keep the bastards out at all costs!"

There seened little point in the alarmdrumcontinuing its urgent throb,
given that no one within the walls could possibly have slept through the
expl osi ons, but the boy whose task it was clung to his duty regardl ess. The
sound | aid down an om nous undercurrent to the screanms of panic which were
emanating fromthe Inner Sanctum and the cries of angui sh which were rising
fromthe mnt.

There were four nmen waiting at the foot of the stairway, not know ng which
way to run

"The gate!" Jacomyelled again, only realising as his words were drowned out
how difficult it was to nmake hinself heard. He raised his armand stabbed
the index finger in the direction of the Gty
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Gate. One of the nen saluted

him and all four ran alongside him As they arrived at the gatehouse a
guardsman staggered back fromthe doorway, evidently having been expelled by
force. He collapsed to the ground in front of them Jacom|eapt over the
prostrate body and two of the nen who had acconpani ed himhurl ed t hensel ves
through the open doorway, intent on punishing the invisible assailants.
Jacom did not follow them instead he went to the great gate hinself, which
had been bl own apart.

The huge and gapi ng hol e which was still belching forth thick clouds of acrid
snoke was nore than w de enough to drive a horse and cart through, but
not hi ng of that size was com ng through as yet. Indeed, nobody seened to be
coming in at all- although there were several figures hanging back within the
gate, waiting to run out as soon as the snoke cleared. For a nonent Jacom
thought that they must be with the attackers, but they were liveried as
servants, and he realised that they sinply wanted to get away. He understood
why they were in such a hurry. Xandria's citadel mght be famed for the
awesone strength of its walls, but everyone who lived within it knew full

well that rot worked in its heart, just as it worked in the heart of every
other structure. The instinct of every man and worman said that no edifice
was to be trusted in the face of such sudden violence. 1In theory, the walls
of the citadel had been built to withstand the shock of any and all

expl osions, but if a chain reaction of cracking and crunmbling got to work on
the stone, anything m ght happen. No one now alive in Xandria had ever been
forced to withstand siege or bonmbardment, and Jacom knew t hat untested
courage usually proved fragile.

The crowd about the gate was swelling rapidly. Half a hundred servants were
quartered in the lower levels of the towers to either side of the City Gate,
and allot them had | eapt out of their beds, grabbing whatever cane
conveniently to hand as they made their exits. Not one in five of those

aut horised to bear arnms had bothered to seize anything which m ght be used as
a weapon, and even those who had taken up cudgel s seened bent on sel f-defence
rat her than the apprehensi on of whoever had set the explosives, but Jacom
knew that he had to i npose sone order on the gathering confusion

"Form a cordon across the gateway!" Jacomyelled, relying on his own nen to
take notice and set an exanpl e.

"What's without, for Goran's sake?"

"3
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"No eneny in siaht!" canme back the cry.

VWhat's happeni ng here? Jacom asked himself silently. What kind of
corruption is thisf It was then, and only then, that he guessed the truth.
No secret arny waited beyond the gate, eager to take the citadel by storm
The marauders within were not an advance guard but a whol e expeditionary
force, whose target could only be . the royal treasury. As the snoke

cl eared Jacom fought his way through the mlling throng to stand within the
arch of the shattered gate. He was relieved to see that there were no
corpses mngled with the weckage. H s nen were barely holding a formation
whil e the panic-stricken servants began to flock past themand spill out into
the square beyond. It was obvious that the guardsnen could not hold the
yawni ng gap agai nst any substantial assault. Those who had so far gathered
only carried swords; they had not a single pike between them

Jacomjoined the Iine and began yelling at the crowd, telling the servants to
be calm He mght as well have tried to how down the w nd.

He | ooked out into the open concourse outside the gate. There were plenty of
peopl e about, hundreds having hurried fromthe nearby houses and the wooden
shanties erected along the wall to see what was afoot, and the (nob was
swelling by the minute, its nmenbers eagerly receiving-the refugees from the
citadel, plying themw th urgent questions as to what was going on. Jacom
suppressed an inmpul se to wave his arns about and order the crowd back. Let
them stay, he thought. Let themall stay, to forma barrier with their
bodi es even though they have no weapons.

"Hold the line solid!" he cried out to his nen.
"Let no one pass, inwards or outwards. Hold the line!"

He had no idea what was happeni ng inside the gatehouse, and no idea how | ong
it would take for an adequate nunber of reinforcenents to gather. He
supposed that help nust be on its way but asked hinmsel f anxiously whether it
woul d cone in tine.

The answer, it seened, was no.

A large cart pulled by four horses cane hurtling towards the gate fromthe
direction of the Great Courtyard, scattering the crowm before it.
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Jacom s hope that an inpenetrable wall of human flesh night build up

spont aneously before his thin Iine of arned defenders was instantly dashed.
The pani c-stricken people were entirely ready to respond to any threat, and
they scattered with awesone al acrity before the juggernaut of fevered
horsefl esh and seasoned hardwood, whose clattering hooves and thundering
steel -ri mmed wheel s struck sparks fromthe stones. The driver was standi ng
up, plying a huge whip with considerable vigour, and Jacom had not the
slightest doubt that a two-deep rank of tight-wedged pikes inscribing a |line
of steel before the horses would not have been adequate to turn them back. A
single Iine of swordsnmen had no chance at all

"Look out!" he how ed at his nen- a quite unnecessary order, given that they
knew only too well that anyone who tried to bl ock the passage woul d be ridden
down and crushed. They were already scattering in disarray. Four or five

m ssiles were hurled at the cart-driver as he passed by, but he did not
flinch and did not fall.

As the horses blasted their way through Jacom caught the edge of the driver's
bench with both his hands and tried to vault up on to it, but the cart was
travelling so fast that the wench nearly dislocated his shoul ders, and he
could not conplete the daring nanoeuvre. The force of the inmpact threw him
si deways and he sprawed full Iength on the cobblestones. H's quilted arnour
provi ded sone cushi oning but the crash jarred himvery painfully, awakening
all his old bruises and inflicting dozens nore.

Aaron and Kimattenpted to catch hold of the back of the cart, evidently
hoping to | eap up behind. They m ght have succeeded where Jacom had fail ed,
but there were half a dozen nmen on the back of the heavily | aden cart, and
one of themwas quick to bring down a club of some kind to break Aaron's
grip, while Kimsinply could not get a firmhold. Aaron fell back upon the
mercil ess stones, howing with pain, while Kimspun away.

Jacom | ooked in vain for a conpany of mounted guardsnen to pour forth in hot
pursuit.

"Get horses!" he yelled fromwhere he | ay.

"Get after them" But it was not clear to whomthe order was addressed, and
the men who had tried to block the gateway nmade no attenpt to run for the
stables. Al but a few forned up again as a second cart canme into view,
whil e the renmai nder went to help "j
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their fallen conrad|~<but none of them
it was clear, had any real stomach for the task of sniting the king's enenies.

Jacom struggled to his feet unaided, but he could see well enough that there
was no scope for constructive heroics. Had there been a javelin to hand he
m ght have been able to knock the second driver fromhis perch, but there was
no convenient mssile within reach. He staggered to the Iine and drew two
men away. They were not at all reluctant to be drawn.

"Commandeer sone horses!" he gasped, pointing at the still- swelling crowd
outside the gate, which had parted to let the cart through as easily as the
crowd within.

"Get after that cart! At least find out where it's gone! Alert the
const abl es and the harbour patrol! ©Oh, no\' The final cry of anguish was
occcasioned by the fact that the second cart which was driving forward at the
gat eway was acconpani ed by half a dozen gall opi ng horses- not one of which
had a rider. The chaos which had clainmed the citadel evidently extended to
the stables. " Cut the horses' legs'. " soneone yelled neaning the horses
whi ch were drawing the cart. Jacomwould have tried it had he had a blade to
hand, and one or two of the nen whose swords were drawn did hack out

hal f-heartedly as they dodged asi de, but the second cart scattered the gate's
def enders even nore easily than the first. The |oose horses bovyl ed one or
two peopl e over, but the guardsmen had by now been | eft in sole charge of
their territory, free to discharge their duty un hel ped and unhi ndered by
pani cking civilians.

No one tried to junp aboard the second cart, the risk and costs of such
heroi cs having been all too obviously demonstrated. Hel plessly, Jacom

wat ched the cart sail past himand out into the streets of the city. He
tapped two other men on the shoulder, and | ooked wildly about in the hope
that one or nore of the | oose horses m ght have baul ked and stopped. None
had.

"Cet out there!" he shouted.
"Find horses get after that rotting cart!"

He was not in the |east surprised when a third cart foll owed the second. He
had few conpanions |eft by now, but this time the vehicle was pursued. Three
mount ed guardsmen were comng after it, and dozens nore were flocking to the
gate on foot. They were not Jacoms nen, but he yelled at them anyway,
telling the

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (130 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:20 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

horsenen to split up and mark the progress of all three carts

but he could do no nore to slowthe third cart than the others. Wen the
third cart had gone, a kind of lull seemed to descend, although the air was
still full of riotous sound. Jacom sagged back against the wall, feeling
utterly defeated. He knew that what had happened toni ght had never happened
before, and the know edge that it had happened during his watch, in the
course of his second turn of duty, seened nonunentally nmis fortunate Hi s

brui ses seened to be setting his entire body afire, and he had to close his
eyes against the pain, but it was another kind of hurt which nade himsick to
his stomach, Wiy ne? he conpl ained. Wy ne?

He had to open his eyes again as another of his men, Pavel, ran towards him
"It's the tower, sir!" said Pavel urgently.
"Conme quickly. The Inner Sanctum"

"Has it fallen?" Jacom asked, immediately junping to the worst of al
possi bl e concl usi ons.

"Are they all dead?"

"Ch, no, sir!" the guardsman answered, blinking hard and pulling at his
sl eeve.

"But the wonen are terrified! The door was bl asted open and they're
everywhere running blind with panic. Sone of themare hurt, sir queens and
mai dservants alike! It's terrible, sir!"

Jacom suppressed an urge to |l augh. The Inner Sanctum viol ated! The wonen of
the royal household driven to panic! Wat uninmagi nable horror! \When the

snoke cl eared, he knew full well, the king would be far nore anxious for his
newy refreshed coins than his thirty-and-one wi ves and their hysterica
| adi es-in-waiting. "Go back!" he told Pavel

"Above all else, we must secure the gate. Do you understand ne?"
"But you nust come, sir!" the man wail ed.

"You nust!" Corrosion and corruption! Jacomthought. There are a thousand
pl aces | nust be, a thousand stations |I rmust hold, a thousand orders | nust
give and what will it all count for, when norning dawms? |'m as good as dead
and dacrmmed . . . perhaps better off dead and damed. "It's the wonen,
sir," Pave! said again, plaintively.

"You have to come, sir, to keep order. Al chaos is breaking | oose, sir!
Someone will pay for this!"

127
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"Not in ready noi”y, soldier,'
hunour of it.

Jacomtold him revelling in the grim

"You can be sure of that nuch."

His private thoughts, alas, could not raise quite as nuch sardonic bravado as
hi s spoken words. Damm that anber and his filthy friends!

he raged inwardly. 1'Il pay themout for this foul trick if it's the |ast
thing I ever do! Even as he thought it, though, he felt utterly inpotent to
do any such thing . or anything else that m ght save himfromruination
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i 7 the barrack-roomat the bottomof the long stairway was ill-lit, although
there were half a dozen narrow wi ndows emitting starlight and a few tallow
candl es burning. Having cone fromthe dark craw space above the cells,
though, Andris had no difficulty adapting his eyes. The roomheld nore than
forty beds, nobst of which gave every evidence of having been quit in a
desperate hurry; blankets, bolsters and itens of clothing had been scattered
in every direction.

Merel Zabio, who was still holding the door ajar while peeping through it,
indicated with the briefest of nods that she was satisfied that it was safe
to proceed, and noved hurriedly on. She had only taken three steps into the
room with Andris two paces behind her- when one of the bundles of blankets
suddenly stirred, and a man sat up in one of the bunks, pointing at the
newconers.

"Hal t!" he conmanded.

"Who goes there?" He nust have realised i mediately what the answer was,
because he didn't hesitate for an instant before following the challenge with
a cry of

"Here, mates! To ne! To nme! Escapers!”

Andris fully expected the guardsnan to | eap out of bed and seize the sword
belt which hung from a hook above the bed, and nmde ready to fight- but the
chal | enger renmi ned where he was, in a sitting position, pointing his
accusative finger. Andris realised why when he saw that the soldier's eyes
had grown wi de with excited recognition.

It was the guardsman who had been hurt in the brawl at the Wayfaring Tree-
the man whose injury had Ianded himin prison in the first place. The
soldier was still sitting dowmn with his |egs outstretched because he coul dn't
get up. His leg was still in plaster. "Run for it!" said Merel Zabio,
followi ng her own advice without the slightest hesitation

129
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The barrack-roog”yas |ong and narrow, and the door at the far end seened

a very long way away- but no one had as yet cone through it in response to
the guardsman's cry. The noise in the Great Courtyard was so tenpestuous
that the probability of anyone having heard was virtually negligible. Andris
pi cked up pace so quickly that he was able to draw I evel with his cousin
within a few strides. This was the first opportunity he had had to see her
clearly, and he realised somewhat to his surprise- that her skin was so dark
that she m ght al nbst have passed for a purebred golden. Had he seen her at
a di stance, dressed as she was, he woul d have taken her for a boy rather than
agirl. Her hair was cut very short and any feninine curves she m ght have
had were conceal ed by her |oose-fitting jacket and trousers. She was younger
than he but not by nuch, and her skin had the weatherbeaten | ook of a sailor
man He guessed that she night have been a deckhand on one of the wi de-hulled
gal | eys which traded between Xandria and the Thousand I sl es.

Sonet hi ng heavy sailed through the air after them |anding | ess than a mnet
behind Andris's flying heels. Andris winced as he half- turned to see what
it was, imgining that he had just avoided being transfixed by a javelin, but
in fact it was only a water-jug, which would not have done any substanti al
damage even if it had clipped his heels. He could not resist the tenptation
to | ook back at the angry guardsman and grin. ; "Cone back, you bastard!"
shout ed t he wounded sol dier optimstically.

"It wasn't ne!" Andris shouted over his 'shoul der, as Merel paused to snatch
sonet hing fromone of the beds.

"I'"'mnot the one who broke your |eg!"

The guardsman had now nanaged to get down fromthe bed, and was standing
awkwardly beside it with one leg rigid, but he had no spear within reach, nor
anything el se which woul d serve as a deadly missile. He could do nothing but
shake his fist at the fleeing pair, shouting: "That doesn't mean you can j ust
run away!"

Still no one cane in response to the guardsman's shouts, and they were able
to bound down another stairway to an open door which et themout into a
shadowed corner of the Great Courtyard

There was uproar in the scabies, with people running in every
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direction,

shouting nadly at one another. Twenty or thirty | oose horses were gall oping
hither and yon across the courtyard, frightened by the racket and the cl ouds
of snoke that were drifting fromthe I nner Sanctum and the coinery. The

hal f - dressed groons and sol di ers who were chasing the beasts were adding to
their panic. Half a dozen lantern-bearing servants mlling about the stable
doors were being shouted at fromevery direction by at least thirty others
ardently desirous of light. Those horses still within were in a state of
hi gh excitenment. No doubt they had been trained to remain steady under
battl e conditions- including all kinds of fireworks- but the present
situation was quite unlike any they woul d ever have faced before, if only
because of the astonishing nunber of frightened womren who were spilling out
of the central tower, wailing in terror and anguish. It was well-nigh

i mpossible to tell the queens fromthe | owiest maidservants.

Merel pulled Andris into a quiet covert from which they could see everything.
"Wow " she said.

"Checuri certainly knows how to put on a show He said it'd be worth
wat chi ng. "

"But how the rotting hell do we get out?" Andris wanted to know.

"It's three hundred nmets to the City Gate and there's at |least five hundred
people in the way."

"This is the nost difficult part," she admitted.

"The carts Checuti's nmen were sent to steal have |ong gone, and every

guardsman and groom who can ride will be saddling up for the pursuit. On the
ot her hand, nobody's got a thought to spare for the likes of us. If we can
just cover up that big pale face of yours no one'll give us a second gl ance.

Can you ride?"

"OF course | can ride!"™ he told her

"OK no need to take offence, prince. In that case, we either grab a couple
of saddles and rig up our own chargers, or we go for ones that've been kit
ted out already and di spossess whoever's on top. | vote for nunber two,

provided you're up to it. Are you?" The way she said it inplied another
insult, but he knew that was just a tactical ploy.

"I"'mup to it,’
face. "

he assured her, "but | can't do much about the col our of ny

"Stick this on," Merel said, handing hima guardsman's helnet. He realised
that it nust have been what she paused to pick up in 131
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t he barrack-room
He took it. It fitted tightly, but it did cover his forehead and the sides
of his face.

"What about. . . ?" he began, but shut up very abruptly as Merel, who had
crouched down whil e he was donning the hel met, splashed something wet and
sticky over his chin and cheeks. It was nmostly nud, but not entirely; he

dared not open his nouth to protest until she had finished snmearing it.

"I't's not nmuch,"” she said, 'but whatever you look like, it isn't a dark
| ander Go get a horse, cousin. And when you've got yours, get another one
for ne. "

Andris didn't have to |l ook far for a likely target. Providence was obviously
taking his side for once. Not fifteen nets away two young groons had grabbed
the reins of a bucking mare and were doi ng everything possible to quiet her
while a guardsman tried to put a saddle on her back. The task conpletely
absorbed the attention of all three, and Andris was able to conme up behind
the guardsman as soon as the girth-strap was fastened and ti ghtened.

Everything fell into place perfectly. The horse consented to be calmand the
guardsman put his left foot into the stirrup. Andris tapped himon the right
shoul der and he turned reflexively, just in time to line up his chin with a
Vicious right hook. Fortunately, the unlucky guardsman's foot slipped

snoot hly out of the stirrup, and Andris slipped his own in its pace while the
two stabl e-lads stood gawpi ng.

; "Privilege of rank," he assured them as he swung hinsel f up

"I'"'m the anbassador from Ferentina." The mare tossed her head, but seened
to find his weight reassuring, and the |ads surrendered the reins w thout
objection or alarm \While he | ooked around for another horse to steal, Mere
hurried out of the covert carrying what | ooked |ike an axe-handl e.

"Sorry," she said, as she passed it up
“It's all | could find."

As Andris turned away, lifting the makeshift weapon |like a nmace, Merel knelt
besi de the guardsman he had knocked over. The nman was already sitting up,
dazed but not unconscious. She put out a hand as if to help himup and he

took it- but while he was only halfway up, still reliant on her support, she
let go, and hit himin the face with her other fist as he fought for bal ance.
Then she grabbed at the sword he wore at his waist, and nanaged to pull it

free fromits scabbard.
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By this tine the stable-boys had finally reached the concl usion that
sonet hing was am ss, and noved as if to tackle her, but now the sword was in
her hand she had only to scowl at themto nmake them change their m nds.

Andri s woul d have haul ed his cousin up behind him but their conbined weights
woul d have put far too rmuch strain on the poor mare, and Andris wanted to be
sure of getting well away fromthe citadel before his mount ran out of
strength. He | ooked around again, and this tinme saw a fast-approaching

probl em  Anot her nounted guardsman had noticed Merel's ploy, and had | eapt
to the conclusion that anyone laying | ow one of his conrades was likely to be
one of the perpetrators of the dire chain of events which had brought chaos
to the citadel. He was already charging, yelling for support as he cane.

The weapon he was w el di ng was no axe-handl e but a very solid sabre.

Andris, somewhat to his own astonishnment, was not in the |east intindated.

Al nost five years had passed since he had |ast been in the saddle, and it was
nearly seven since he had been tutored in the skills of fighting from

hor seback, but he suddenly felt very much at hone. He tweaked the reins,
hopi ng that the lore of horse-training was nore consistently universal than
the law or the making of maps, and was glad when the nare did exactly as she
was bid, turning to put himin the right position to receive and counter the
assault. As the point of the sabre thrust for his heart he swept the bl ade
aside with the axe-handl e.

There was no time for a riposte, but the attacker unwisely tried to check his
horse's nonentum rather than carrying through so that he could win space on
which to turn. Wile the guardsnan was still reining back Andris urged the
mare after him and by the tinme his adversary had everything back in bal ance
Andris was all but on top of him Using the axe-handle exactly as if it were
a sabre Andris thrust with all his might, driving the head of his weapon into
the other's ribs.

If the axe-handle really had been a blade it woul d have gone cl ean t hrough.
The head was hardly | ess broad than a fist, and the awesome wei ght of the
bl ow cat apul ted the guardsman cl ean out of the saddl e and over the runp of
his mount. The horse reared up, but Andris had al ready dropped his weapon
and he | eaned sideways, groping at full stretch for the trailing rein. He
was 133
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fortunate enough to touch it with his fingers, and he clutched it

with gleeful tenacity Merel Zabio |let out a mighty cheer mghty enough to
have brought a horde of avengers hurtling towards them had there not been so
many ot her voices trying to out-screamone another. Wthin ten seconds he
had brought the horse back to her. She thrust the captured sword into his
hand as she took the reins, then clanbered up into the saddle in a nost

ungai nly fashion

"Can you ride?" he shouted, as she settled herself rather unconfortably.

She did not deign to answer. Instead, she said: "Go for the City Gate, and
don't stop for anything!"

The advice was far easier to offer than to take. The crowd in the courtyard
was so dense that it was well-nigh inpossible to force the horse into a
gallop, and now that they were in plain sight others were beginning to
realise that they were enem es. Another guardsman ran towards them on foot,
but had to turn aside when Andris raised the sword to strike at him and
Merel saw himin plenty of tine to keep out of harmis way. The soldier cried
out an alarm but the cry was wordl ess and hal f-strangl ed, and woul d not have
been heard or heeded even in far better circunstances.

Anot her man- presumably a servant- grabbed at the mare's bridle as Andris
went by, and' actually caught it for a nonment, but he was no hero and he | et
go rather than risk being tranpled or stabbed. By now Andris was gathering
momentum and the clatter of the nmare's hooves seened to have a marvel ous

magi cal ability to cause the crowmd to nelt away fromthe animal's course

The great majority of the people in the crowd were so well used to dodgi ng
horses that it had becone a kind of second nature- they may not have been
consci ously aware of hearing the hoofbeats, but they could pick themout from
the general cacophony well enough to take the appropriate action

Now t hat she had picked up speed the mare changed her paces with remarkabl e
alacrity, and her battle training stood her in good stead.

Andris was soon able to fall in behind three other riders, who were al so
heading full tilt for the City Gate, letting their nmounts help to clear the
way. None was in uniformbut all were bearing arns- whether they were
servants of sufficient rank to be so entitled or guardsnmen roused
precipitately fromtheir beds there
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was no way to tell, but no one could

doubt their deternmination or their authority. As they noved out of the G eat
Courtyard the crowd thinned and the noi se abated slightly, but this only gave
the three riders the chance to shout at their conrades to clear the way and
the way was, indeed, cleared. There were a dozen armed nmen at the Cty CGate,
but they were not making the slightest attenpt to stop anyone riding out.

I ndeed, they were waving riders through, shouting sonething about the need to
catch carts before they could be unl oaded.

As the three nen ahead gall oped under the arch of the gate Andris lowered his
head, hoping that the gleam of starlight on his stolen hel met would be signa
enough to obtain free passage. He pressed so hard on the heels of the three
horses that he became the rearnost elenment in a di anond shaped wedge

Neither of the nen to either side |ooked back they dared not take their eyes
of f the route ahead- and the man in front nust have been well known to the
guardsnen at the gate, for they yelled encouragenent to himas he raised his
armin salute

Had the soldiers on foot had their way all four of the horses would have
gal | oped on uni npeded, but there was a crowd outside the gate as well as one
within, and its nenbers were pressing forward with eager curiosity. They
probably had no intention of blocking the pursuit of the carts which were
carrying away the contents of the king's coinery, and certainly had no

i ntention of exposing thenselves to danger, but the leading rider in the

di anond had to snatch up as he faced a wall of faces, cursing loudly. Andris
haul ed on his own reins, and bunped the horse to his right, which nearly cane
down.

There was a nonent's awful hesitation, when everything gai ned m ght have been
| ost, but the sheer momentum of the horses carried themthrough in spite of
the narrowness of the gap, tunbling citizens of Xandria to the left and to
the right as they tried, unsuccessfully, to get out of the way.

The horse to Andris's right veered off as soon as it was clear of the crush,
and Andris veered too, taking his own nount out of the tight formation. As
he cane away he was seen clearly for the first time, and he heard a shout of

"Darkl ander!" fromway behind him Qhers nust have heard the shout too,
but none coul d have known for certain which way to | ook, and the people
around hi m now were unarned, with not a red skirt in sight. He ducked |ow
over i35
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the mare's neck again, and rode for dear |ife across the open

square and into the first street that yawned invitingly before him He

| ooked round as he noved into the star-shadow of the houses, and saw t hat
Merel Zabio was right behind him

Unfortunately, she was not al one.

A guardsman with a spear was riding after her, and was al nost al ongside. She
must have known he was there but she was staring dead ahead, concentrating
all her efforts on the guidance of her horse.

The pursuing rider was already raising the spear, trying to get into a
position fromwhich he could contrive a nortal thrust. Andris reined in
hard. The mare couldn't stop, and certainly couldn't turn, but she sl owed
dramatically, and that was enough to bring the other two horses rapidly up
behind. Andris caught Merel's eye, and knew that although there was no tine
to signal she knew what to do. She steered her mount so that it canme to
Andris's left, while the guardsman found hinself forced to choose between
going to the right or cannoning into Andris.

Unfortunately, the guardsman was cast in the heroic nould. He |ooked Andris
full in the face, ainmed the spear at the gap between his shoul der-bl ades, and
drove straight forward, heedl ess of the danger of taking a fall

Andri s yanked hard on the rein and pulled his own nount sideways, but all the
advant age was now with the man behind and the point of the spear hurtled
towards the middle of his back

Andri s ducked as | ow as-h? possibly could and suppressed the anticipatory
screamthat swelled in his lungs'. He felt the head of the spear glide al ong
the bunpy line of his backbone, slicing cloth and fl esh, but he knew

i medi ately that he had escaped death. The point of the spear caught the rim
of the stolen helnet and flipped it clear of Andris's head. Andris |ashed
out sideways with his right hand- whi ch had sonehow | ost the sword it had
been clutching but a nmonent before snmashing his fist upon the nose of the
guardsman's horse just as it ran into the mare's heels. Both horses could
easily have cone down, but the nmare was both agile and courageous. She
danced away fromthe bunp while the other took a crashing fall.

Andris couldn't | ook back to see whether the rider or his unlucky nount had
been seriously injured. As he tried to straighten up he experienced the
strangest sensation, as if his back
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were on fire fromwaistline to neck. He
could feel the two halves of his divided shirt flapping wetly in the w nd.

"Follow nme!" Merel shouted to him having by now taken the |l ead. Her voice
seemed unnecessarily loud, and the command unreasonably difficult. Andris
felt very sick and exceedingly giddy, and every fall of the mare's hooves
seenmed to reverberate through his body. H's back now felt as though all the
el ements of his spine had suddenly fused together, so that the least jar was
li ke the scalding strike of a whip.

He heard hinsel f npaning piteously, like a |lovesick cat, and wondered why he
had not the breath to how Iike a man.

The sound of the vast crowd gathered outside the citadel died away in the

di stance, but Andris no | onger knew where he was or where he nmight be going.
The mare was maki ng her own way now, but she was slow ng down. He was
grateful for that.

The mare went sl ower and sl ower, but she had not quite stopped when he heard
a voice saying: "Andris! Let ne take the reins!"™ He would have surrendered
the reins gladly enough had he only known how, but he no | onger seemed to be
connected to his owmn arms. He hardly seemed to be connected to the world at
all. and such connection as he retai ned was rapidly unravelling.

He heard a voice saying

"Rot! Rot! Rot!" -- but the obscenity was spoken in a very strange way,
nmore angui shed than angered. Then he heard the sane voice saying: "You can't
die on me, you bastard. After | went through all that, you can't rotting die
on nme!" Andris summoned up every vestige of his strength, rem nding hinself
that he was big enough to be thought half-giant.

"I"'malive!" he whispered.
"Ride! Rde! 1'Il followto the Navel of the Wrld, if that's what's
needed. " It was all bravado, but saying it -- and having his valiant cousin

believe it- was all that was required to nmake it true

She rode on, and he followed, with no scope in his throbbing head for any
thought at all save a defiant determ nation that he nustn't | ose
consci ousness lest he fall off his horse and die. 37
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king be ling of

Xandria sat on his unconfortable throne in his disml throne room it seened
di smal even by daylight nowadays, despite the heroic efforts invested in the
mai nt enance of the carpet and wall-hangings- and |istened with gritted teeth
to report after report on the magnitude of the tragedy which had struck his
realm He was flanked to the left by the Prince- Conmander of the Arned
Forces and the Chief of the Secret Police, while the Chief Steward of the
citadel and the Lord High Treasurer stood to his right. Al four of these
wort hi es were aghast and angry, not to nention desperate and deternined; they
wai | ed and t hey shouted and they blustered, and woul d doubtl ess have gnashed
their teeth if they ha4 been slightly | ess well bred.

Belin, by contrast, was calmand diffident. He knew that this would be taken
as evidence ofjregal composure, and was perfectly content to |et that
interpretation stand, but the truth of the matter was that he sinply didn't
carp enough to get excited.

He was past caring about the loss of twelve barrels of newy refreshed coin.
He was past, caring about the laxity of citadel security or the evident
readi ness of trusted servants to take bri bes.

He was past caring about the violation of the Inner Sanctum He couldn't
even bring hinself to care about the injury done to his household or the
insult to his reputation

He had to pretend to care, of course, about all of it- and nore- but at |east
he had a reputation for regal composure to help himpretend with the m ni num
of effort. Wen he sinply nodded his head at each newitemin the | ong

catal ogue of atrocities and catastrophes, he could be confident that the
observers would only admre himall the nore for his awesone dignity and
self-control. Privately, he was hardly bothering to listen

It would have been far better, of course, if none of this had

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (142 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:20 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

happened,;

Belin liked life to be uneventful. Gven that it had happened, though, the
scrupul ous accumul ation of details seened to himto be ineffably tedi ous and

i nconsequential. He would rather have shrugged his shoul ders and forgotten
about it but that, alas, was out of the question. A king had his obligations.

The trouble is, Belin thought, as the Chief Steward interviewed yet another

| ackey as to the precise extent of the danage done by the petards, that a
king has far too many obligations. There are people in the world who envy ne
my thirty-and-one w ves, ny ninety-and-nine children, ny boundl ess wealth and
my glorious enmpire. Every man who takes pleasure in one wife- and perhaps a
m stress or two on the side imagines that | enjoy that pleasure nultiplied
many tines.

Every man who takes pride in three or four children i magi nes that | possess
that pride exaggerated to its linmt. Every man who has nore than enough
wealth to live in the manner to which he is accustoned i magi nes that |
experience his every appetite greatly nmagnified and yet fully satisfied.
Every man who has authority over a household and half a dozen servants

i magi nes that | exert such power over a space which extends fromhorizon to
hori zon and far beyond.

And yet, a nan who has thirty-and-one wives has no intinmates at all, nmerely a
flock of laying hens whose furious clucking is all envy and pride; and a nan
who has ninety-and-nine children has no true heirs at all, nmerely a herd of

fattened pi gs whose snuffling and snorting is all anbition and greed; and a
man -who has far nore wealth than he could ever spend can take satisfaction
in nothing; and a man who rules the greatest enpire in the world is nothing
but the bul ki est and nost tortuous knot in a huge net, whose one and only

privilege is to be pulled this way and that. . and that . . . and that

until his every sinew and sensation is strained to the linmt of human
endur ance .

The king had i mrersed hinself so conpletely in this reverie that the

Pri nce- Commander of the Arned Forces actually had to touch himon the armto
reclaimhis attention. He was sufficiently skilled in such matters not to
start. He raised his armin reflexively negligent acknow edgenent.

A young man had been brought to stand before the throne. He was, to judge by
his face, an extrenely unhappy young man. He seemed horribly conscious of
the fact that he was weary, i39
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di shevel | ed and unwashed. Presumably, |ike

al nost everyone else in the citadel, he VSd been awake for nmore than forty
hours, twenty of which had been spent in furious- if ultinmately hopel ess-
action.

Li ke everyone el se, he woul d doubtl| ess have done his utnpst to sal vage
somet hing fromthe disaster unfolding around him and |ike everyone el se he
woul d doubtl ess have failed dismally in every possible respect.

"Captain Cerri, majesty," the Prince-Commander expl ai ned.

"The officer in conmmand of the night-watch." The Prince- Commander clearly
didn't want his august father to mss any part of this particular episode; it
was to be a climax of sorts

"Of course,” Belin said, |ooking down at the dammed man. Captain Cerri
clearly knew that he was dammed, but did not seeminclined to resist his
fate. He was probably not nmuch concerned about the magnitude of the

puni shrrent likely to be visited upon him because he knew how t horoughly he
deserved it and was bitterly ashanmed of himself. He was all the nore ashaned
because he had to face his accusers | ooking Iike sonething which had craw ed
out of the gutter.

Belin, who had lately nade stern efforts to cultivate a taste for perversity,
instantly took a lining to the young nan.

"How do your men fare. Captain Cerri?" asked the Prince- Comander,
imedi ately taking the initiative. He was fully entitled so to do, by virtue
of the fact that he was the man ultimately in charge of the king's guard.

"None dead, sir," the young man reported dully.

"Several struck down by the darts which the dark | anders fired. Two tranpled
by horses, two wounded in the arns by knife-thrusts, one with a broken head.
All will recover, according to the doctors."

"No worse, then, than the injuries suffered by the other conpani es which cane
rushing to your aid," observed the Prince- Commander. |t was obvious that he
didn't mean the judgnment as a conplinment. "No sir," the young man adnitted.

"None dead," the Prince-Comuander repeated, enphasising the words with
omi nous force

"The citadel is invaded, the wall breached for the first time in a thousand
years, and every single nan set to guard it is so enthusiastic to protect his
own skin that the intruders get clean away. C ean away!"
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The young man wi nced at the unfairness of the judgnent, but knew better than
to protest. Belin raised his hand to put a tenporary stop to the torture.

"How did they get past the nen you had stationed at the Gty Gate, captain?"
the king asked, in a nuch mlder tone- although the young man did not seemin
the |l east reassured by its softness. "My nen were felled by anaesthetic
darts, mgjesty," he said.

"While the petard was being set against the gate a dozen nen or nore nust
have cone through the gatehouse- but the nen who set the other petards were
al ready inside, having entered during the day and secreted thensel ves.

O hers nust already have been in the stables.”" He did not add that they nust
have had considerable help fromw thin the citadel fromgroons and kitchen
servants, perhaps even nenbers of the royal household. 1t was not his place
to nmake such accusations, no nmatter how obviously warranted they were. "Wy
did your sentries and patrols fail to see or intercept these nen?" Belin
asked, although he already knew the answer. The young officer cringed.

"I''"d withdrawn sone of the sentries, majesty," he said, as evenly as he
could, '"and halved the patrols. | had to set a trap in the prison, because
had information regardi ng an escape attenpt. "

"VWich you did not report,"” the Prince-Commander put in. Belin raised his
hand again. The officer was no nore than a boy, and a country boy at that:
the son of sone provincial lordling sent to make his fortune in the great
city, with the aid of a comm ssion expensively bought with hard-earned coin
fully trained in the Arts Martial, though not at the expense of the State,
but otherwi se utterly naive

"Tell us how you cane by the information, captain,” Belin said, trying not to
| et his weariness becone too obvious.

"The jailer saw a nman pass a nessage into one of the cells, mmjesty.

He was there visiting his brother, shortly before the gates were due to be
cl osed, and took the opportunity to drop a piece of parchment into another

man's cell. 1. persuaded the man to tell me what the message said. | would
have reported the matter had it occurred earlier in the shift, or if the
ni ght had passed without incident, but. it seemed best to take precautions.

"I nmbecile,"” said the Prince-Commander

141
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The young man lifted his head for the first time, but there was nothing
heat ed about his response.

"I now see, mpjesty, that | was intended to intercept the nessage," he said.

"I was taken in. M stupidity was responsi ble for everything that happened
thereafter."

Brave man! Belin thought. And not so stupid as to attenpt excuses or
apol ogi es.

"How | ong have you held your comm ssion?" he asked. "Sixty days, nmmjesty."

"Did it occur to you to ask for extra nen to set your trap?"

"Yes, nmjesty. But |

"But you're the junior officer in the guard, and you wanted to create an
impression.” Belin finished for him thinking that it was probably a nore
accurate summary than the young man had in nmind, although it was probably far
too sinple to be the whol e expl anati on of a conplicated judgnent.

The officer had sense enough not to attenpt any correction. "There was
trouble at the prison, | suppose?’ Belin said. "Yes, nmjesty.

There was an escape.

"Which you failed to prevent, in spite of the advance warning." The young
man's face flushed crinson.

"Yes, majesty. | had been expecting only one man to be rel eased, but the nen
who went into the jail let everyone out. Then, as soon as the al arm was
raised, my nen went to the City Gate as fast as they could. Severa

prisoners escaped in the confusion, including the anber and the brother of
the man from whom we obtained the information. It seens that they were part
of the conspiracy all along. Their arrests mght well have been part of the
pl an. ™"

"So they might," said Belin tiredly.

"I't's obvious enough, with the aid of hindsight. But you're not a conplete
fool, Captain Cerri. No one could have anticipated that this might happen
The citadel of Xandria is one of the wonders of the world, and history tells
us that it has been besieged a dozen tines in the |l ast thousand years, always
unsuccessfully. These walls have been battered by nortar- bonbs, and even by
freshly forged cannon by those mad enough to take the risk, for ten days on
end. They've been bonmbarded with thousands of gallons of the mpbst powerful
stone rots known to man, but they've never been fatally breached. The

har bour has been bl ockaded by the nbst powerful navies ever assenbl ed, and
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the city has been sacked by arm es a hundred thousand strong, but the
citadel itself has always held firm Wo would have inagi ned that a gang of

petty thieves and dark | and savages wi th bl owi pes would dare to try to rob
it?"

Captain Cerri wisely said nothing.

"l suppose you realise, captain,” Belin went on, 'that these noble gentlenen
gat hered about nme want your blood. They want nme to nmake an exanpl e of you-
perhaps to have you hanged, or at |east condemed to the wall. Not because
they think you're any nore guilty than they are, of course, but sinply
because they think you're the nost convenient scapegoat. The Chief Steward
of the citadel didn't know that half his staff were in | eague with these
villains. The Chief of ny Secret Police heard not the slightest whisper that
any such robbery was being planned. M bel oved son the Prince- Commander of
the Armed Forces has such brilliant staff officers that the combi ned forces
of the guard, the constabulary and the nmilitia failed to nake a single arrest
between them The Lord Hi gh Treasurer failed to take the nost el enentary
precautions regarding the safe storage of the refreshed coin. Between the
four of them they nanaged to nmake the unthinkable not nerely possible but
perfectly straightforward. And they want you to take the blane for them
because nobody who matters a damm cares what becones of you. "

Belin did not |ook round to see what expressions his nministers wore, but he
took a certain pleasure in the naked astoni shnent wi th which the young
officer finally condescended briefly to neet his gaze. "As it happens," the
king went on, warmng at last to the task which lay unpl easantly and
tediously before him 'it could have been even worse. No one is dead, so far
as we know. That, | think, is sonething to be grateful for. The thieves
caused chaos, but they didn't cut anybody's throat, and they seemto have
taken some small trouble to avoid doing so. Their petards were very
carefully designed, and just as carefully set. The devices did what they
were supposed to do, and no nore. The coin they stole is a nodest enough
fortune, and its redistribution will be a tenporary affair- it night even
work to the benefit of trade within the kingdom or between Xandria proper
and whi chever of its far-flung provinces the thieves select as a refuge.

In any case, it's safe to assunme that i43
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every man in the enpire will be

keeping a sharp | ookout for the coin, whether his intention is to reclaimit
for the crown or to steal a portion hinself. There are other matters which
concern nme nore. " He paused, pronpting the officer to say

"Maj esty?"

"No one is dead, so far as we know," Belin said, 'but several people are

m ssing. One of themis ny daughter, Lucrezia. She seens to have run out of
the Inner Sanctuminmedi ately after the petard blew the door off its hinges,
while the carts were comng out of the stables on their way to pick up the
barrels of coin. No one is certain what happened to her after that, but |
fear she m ght have been ki dnapped. "

Captain Cerri had the grace to | ook astonished as well as faintly puzzl ed.

"I want ny daughter back, captain,’
omi nous.

Belin said, allowing his voice to becone

"l don't know what the robbers intend to do with her but if they did take her
they'll presumably try to hold her to ransom | want you and the nen in your
command to find her, and bring her back. [If, in the process of carrying out
this mssion, you encounter the nen who robbed the treasury, you should of
course kill the lot of- thembut not until the princess is safe. Until you
find her and bring her safely back, neither you nor any of your nen will set
foot inside the city walls. Do you understand ne, captain?" ' "Yes,

maj esty,"” the officer replied, although he was not entirely sure what he was
agreeing to. The order he' had been given was cl ear enough, but one of the
things he had to' understand was that unless and until he carried it out he
and all his-nmen were banished fromthe city. It was a mlder punishrment than
the king's mnisters wanted, but it was a punishment nevertheless. As for
the other thing he had to understand . . . well, no one was going to say
out loud that perhaps the princess hadn't been ki dnapped at all that perhaps
she, too, had taken the opportunity to escape fromher narrow prison. "Do
you have any idea where to start |ooking?" Belin asked, his voice once again
as mld as mlKk.

"According to rumour, nmjesty, the person behind the robbery nust have been a
man named Checuti," the officer said.

"He's a southerner, fromthe province of Khalorn , . . but that's not to
say
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he'll go back there. He might be wiser to go to one of the Thousand
Isles."
"My Chief of Secret Police will give you any information he has,"

Belin said. He leaned forward, and said: "Wat do you know about the anber,
captain? The prisoner whose escape you were trying to prevent."

"Very little, majesty,"” the officer replied, with a slight stutter which
i nplied that he might know sonet hing he wasn't prepared to adnit.

"My nen arrested himsome days ago, while we were on harbour patrol
shoul d have realised there was sonethi ng strange about the planned escape,
given that two people had already offered to buy himout."

"Two people?" For the first tinme, Belin found hinself facing a point of

i nformati on which had not already been made known to him "Yes, nmjesty. A
mer chant naned Carus Fraxinus and . . . Princess Lucrezia." The officer
bl ushed, realising that he had placed the nanes in the wong order

Belin | ooked round at the Chief of his Secret Police, but didn't bother to

ask the question that was hovering on his lips. |f Fraxinus had been
involved in the robbery, he'd hardly have attenpted to buy out a nan who was
required by the plan to be injail . . . assuming that the attenpted

jailbreak really was a cal cul ated diversion. He renenbered that Lucrezia had
mentioned the nanme of Carus Fraxinus in connection with that of Hyry Keshvara
and the expedition to find the source of the seed which she had planned to
feed to the anber

but he couldn't begin to see what sinister sense there mghr be in the
tangl ed web of coincidence. Hadn't Lucrezia tried to tell himthat there was
somet hi ng i nportant about whatever it was that Fraxinus had planned . to the
realm and perhaps to the world? Was that why she had di sappeared? Could
even she have been parr of this amazing plan to steal the Thanksgiving coi n?
For a fleeting nonment, Belin was alnost intrigued . . . but then he
remenbered how terribly tired he was, and i magi ned the dreadful headache

whi ch specul ations of that intricate kind m ghr easily bring on.

"Find ny daughter, captain,” he said dully.

"Bring her back, alive and well. |f you can, bring nme this Checuti's head on
a pike as well . . . and the anber's, if you want to be sure of the best
possi bl e i45
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wel come. But don't come back without the princess. Not ever
That goes for you® nen too. You have two days to nmake ready."

"Yes, majesty," the captain said, bowing |lowin response to a casual gesture
of dism ssal. He turned, and nmade his weary way back to the door through
whi ch he had entered, making only the feeblest attenpt to sinulate a mlitary
mar ch.

Anot her probl em sol ved, Belin thought, as he watched the young nan's dejected

retreat. There's not one chance in a thousand of ny seeing himagain. |If
only | could be as easily rid of the rest of these chattering apes!

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (150 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:20 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

i 9 the servant who had shown Jacominto Carus Fraxinus's reception-room
bowed and retired. Jacomwas surprised to find that the merchant was not

al one, and even nore surprised at the appearance of the nan with whom he was
engrossed in conversation. He was old, blind, very ragged and none too
clean. It cook several seconds for Jacomto realise that this nmust be the
story-teller who had been with the anber in the Wayfaring Tree. WAis he too,
Jacom wondered, part of the vast conspiracy which had caught himup and
ruined his life?

"Jacom " said the nerchant heartily. He leapt to his feet and extended his
hand to be shaken. There was a gl ass decanter on the table before the sofa
where his unprepossessi ng guest sat, and two dark-col oured goblets; now
Fraxi nus fetched a third cup froma cupboard and filled that too. He seened
to be in a good nood- an excessively good nood, in Jacom s sonbre opinion

"It's good to see you, friend," the nmerchant said, guiding himto a chair
whil e resum ng his own seat beside the blind man.

"I wish Xury were here, but he's still away- not expected until tonorrow or
the day after. Are you well?"

Jacom perching uneasily on the edge of his seat, could not sumon up the
energy to lie.

"No," he said bluntly.

"I''mnot. I|I'min trouble. | need your help."

"Ah!" said Fraxinus, not in the |east put out by his bluntness.
"

take it that Checuti's mad escapade has nunbered you anong its nany victins.
I"'mvery sorry to hear it. Howbad is it? "

"Not as bad as it might be, I'massured,” Jacomsaid glunmy, 'but quite bad
enough, fromny point of view | was on duty last night. | set men to watch
the jail, having |l earned that soneone intended to help one of the prisoners
escape- a nmove which nmust have assisted the robbers in the secret setting of
their petards and i47
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hel ped themto prepare their carts unobserved and
uninterrupted. M nen and | have~fcen exiled fromthe city, in effect. The
price of our return is the safe recovery of Princess Lucrezia. "

Fraxi nus seemed suitably amazed, and suitably synpathetic.
"I had not heard that Princess Lucrezia was missing," he said.
"That's a harsh sentence, Jacom | can't tell you how sorry I am"

"The princess is nmissing, presumed ki dnapped,"” Jacom said, stressing the word
presunmed very faintly.

"If Checuti took her, |I nust find him as quickly as |I can."

"That won't be easy," Fraxinus observed cautiously. Jacom wondered if the
note of caution signified that his careful use of the word if had not gone
unnoticed, nor its inplications unappreciated. "I'd be very grateful for any
hel p you can offer, Carus," Jacomsaid, this tine placing a slight enphasis
on the word any. Fraxinus took a sip of wine, studying his visitor with a
slightly furrowed brow. The blind nan was quite still, but he was |istening
eagerly to every word, well aware of the fact that there would be good nobney
to be earned fromthe spreading of this tale. Jacom enbarrassed by the
tensi on he had brought into being, sipped fromhis own cup

"l believe you' re going south very shortly," he said to Fraxinus.

"To Khalorn." He wondered why there seened to be a bitter taste in his nouth
when the wine was so silkily sweet. "That's right," Fraxinus said neutrally.
"[ told you as much when | spoke to you the other day. | also told you then
that | know Checuti. What are you getting at?" i "The man whose escape from
the jail | tried to prevent," Jacomsaid, taking the bull between the horns,
"was the man in whomyou expressed a strong interest- the maprmaker. | don't
suppose you know his present whereabouts? "

"Jacom " the nerchant protested, nmaintaining his voice at a gentle |eve
despite the clear note of reproach

"Surely you don't think that | had anything to do with this business? 1|'ve
been a respectabl e man of business since before you were born, and |I've never
been accused or suspected of any kind of wongdoing. Wy would | try to
secure the man's rel ease by stealth when | coul d have bought hi m out ?"

"The thing is," Jacomsaid uneasily, 'that you couldn't buy himout because
the princess had already clained him If the note
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which the jailer

intercepted wasn't a conplete fabrication, it mght well have been sent by
sonmeone called Zabio. You told ne that Myrasol asked you to |look for a
relative of his- by which he neant one Theo Zabio, according to the jailer
| see that you found the other man he mentioned to you. Did you by any
chance find Zabio too? " Fraxinus had raised his eyebrows, but it was

i mpossible to tell whether he was genui nely of f ended.

"Andris Myrasol did ask ne to enquire after a man named Zabio," he adnitted

"Alas, | could find no one who knew such a nman. | had intended to consult
Checuri about that, but | had no chance to do so he can be a difficult man to
find even at the best of tines, and | now know that he had other matters on
his mnd. The story-teller here was far easier to locate, and | wanted to
interview himfor nmy own reasons. You don't really think that I'm nm xed up
in this business, do you, Jacon? Surely not!" Jacomcouldn't neet the other
man' s eyes.

"No, | don't," he said. "But the jailer has given this information to the
Chief of the Secret Police, and it's his duty as well as his nature to scent
conspiracies everywhere. Gven that you' re about to set out for Khalorn, and
that anot her nenber of your expedition visited Princess Lucrezia nere hours
before the robbery, he's understandably interested. At the very |east,

you'll be carefully watched for the next fewten days - and | can't prom se
that you won't be hindered when you reach Khalorn. |[|f you do happen to neet
up with the mapnaker. . . well, perhaps you m ght count yourself nore

fortunate if you don't, at least until Checuti is caught or the princess
found. "

"It all seens a trifle over-conplicated,” Fraxinus said in a vexed tone.

"But | do see the logic of it. Wen you say you want ny help, | presune
you'd like ne to help you locate Andris Myrasol ... or Checuti. Gven that
Aul akh Phar and | have extensive contacts in the southland, including dark

| anders you think I mght be in a position to pick up valuable information."

"I'"'d like to travel with you, if | nmay," Jacomsaid, there being no point in

beati ng about the bush

"I'"d be extrenely obliged if you could do your utmost, while we're on the
road, to catch sone whi sper regardi ng Checuti's possi bl e whereabouts.”

"l see," Fraxinus said.

"Well, you're welcone to cone with ne, if you wish--you don't really need ny
perm ssion to follow me al ong 149
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the king's hi ghwavi.Wat ever whispers

reach ny ears |'Il be pleased to pass on to you- but for what it nmay be
worth, perhaps | ought to say that | had no reason whatsoever to try to get
Andris Myrasol out of jail. Hyry Keshvara had al ready persuaded the princess
to take steps to provide nme with a map as soon as the anber was given into
her care. | don't say that Checuti's so-called crinme of the century was as
much of an inconvenience to me as it has been to you, but | certainly
obt ai ned no advantage fromit, and would far rather it hadn't happened.

Pl ease believe that."

"l do," Jacom sai d unhappily, 'but
hel pl essly.

He shrugged his shoul ders

"I'"ll do what | can to help,"” the nmerchant assured him 'but |I have plans and
anbitions of my own- which mght turn out in the end to concern matters of
far greater nonment than the grand gesture of a petty prince of rogues. Wuld
you like to hear the rest of what the story-teller has to reveal ? "

Jacomi s first inmpulse was to say no, and protest that he had nore inportant
things to do than listen to idle fancies, but the thought of going back to
the barracks to face the bitterly reproachful stares of the nmen who were to
share his exile was by no neans a pl easant one.

"Wy hot?" he said, with a carel ess shrug.

"He has been recalling fragnents fromthe Apocrypha of Genesys,"
Fraxi nus expl ai ned, jalthough the title nmeant nothing to Jacom
"

believe that he has one nore left to relate. " He turned to the blind nman,
and said: " I'msqrry for the interruption, nmy friend. " " It wasn't the
anber who hit the guardsman in the Wayfaring Tree," the blind man said, with
the air of 'one who had been patiently waiting for a chance to say so.

"I't was a man nanmed Burdam | heard his nane quite clearly spoken as he nade
his escape up the stairway. The anber's an honest man, sirl have an ear for
such things."

"I't hardly matters now whet her he was innocent or guilty," Jacom observed.
"If they catch himagain, he's a dead man."

"It's quite possible that he didn't know anything about the robbery,"

Fraxi nus poi nted out.

"Per haps Checuti was using himas cynically as he used you."

"Per haps," Jacom admi tted

"But it won't help himif he's caught- and he's not an unobtrusive man. M
own situation isn't enviable, but | wouldn't swap places with him" He
suspected from
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the way Fraxi nus | ooked at him however, that the merchant
woul d very readily have nade the exchange of travelling- conpanions.

"Go on, then," he said to the story-teller.
"Let's hear your secret lore."

The story-teller seenmed to be on the point of saying sonething nore, but
changed his mnd and did as he was told.

"These are the last of the verses | was taught," he said.

"You will know their substance, | think." H s tone changed very narkedly as
he slipped into the manner of one reproducing a precious heritage.

"Let it not be thought," he recited, 'that the ship which sailed the dark

bet ween the scars was a place of perfect harnony, and let it not be thought
that there was agreenent as to the manner in which the people of the world
were to be arned for their struggle. The lore which the forefathers nmade is
not the only truth, nor is it even the whole of the truth which Goran desired
hi s sons and daughters to know. "In addition to the lore and the conmon

wi sdom whi ch the forefathers designed Goran drew up the secret comuandnents,
perhaps twelve in nunber and perhaps thirteen, which he entrusted to a
favoured few of the original lore masters but not to others.

"Goran was w se enough to know that secrets perish easily, and that pretence
flourishes wherever secrets are. Secrets perish easily because that which is
known to the few cannot be as securely held as that which is known to the
many. Pretence flourishes where secrets are because pretenders invent what
they do not truly know, for the sake of being thought better people than they
are. Goran knew, therefore, that sonme of the secret commandnents woul d be

| ost and the remainder polluted by haphazard invention. He could only hope
that these processes of corrosion and corruption would not |ead, even in the
end, to mere chaos. Nevertheless, he gave his secret conmmandnents to the
favoured few, and hoped that they m ght be kept.

"Goran was not the only one anpbng the forefathers to invent such arcana, and
others issued secret commandnments whi ch contradicted his.

They were wi se enough to fear that they were sowing the seeds of future wars,
but they were brave enough to hope that nore good would conme of it than evil.

"To all those who believe thenmsel ves custodi ans of secret 151
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commandnent s,

cqcanon wi sdom has this to say: first, do not fail to keep them second, do
not trust themtoo far; third, before you do evil at their urging ask what
good will come of it.

"VWhat are humans for, if not to fight evil wherever it is found? What are
humans worth, if they fear to tread the paths of evil? Wat wll humans
becone, if they do not aimtheir endeavours towards the defeat of evil?"

There was a nonent's silence when the blind man had finished. Wat nonsense!
Jacom t hought, while Fraxinus offered polite thanks. The story-teller drank
his wine, aglow with pleasure. Jacom doubted that he had ever been thanked
for news of that particular kind. Everyone had heard of the secret
commandnments. Everyone knew that they were a joke. Everyone knew or ought
to- that the so-called Lore of Genesys was sinply a story made up by ignorant
men to supply sone kind of explanation of their presence in the world. "You
seem uni npressed, Jacom " Fraxinus said.

"You are a hard-headed realist, no doubt, who has no truck with tales of the
begi nni ng of hunman society?"

"I"'mnore concerned with practical matters," Jacom sai d.

"Now nore than ever."
"So am|," Fraxinus countered.

"If 1"'mto go in search of |egendary places, is it not practical to be as
scrupul ous as possible in consulting what | egend hasjto say about then?
admt, though, that this was the least interesting of the three fragnments
which ny friend has taken such care to preserve. The others spoke of the
garden of Ildun, of Serpents and Sal amanders and strange pacts. . . and of
the | egacy of dreanms which connects us, even now, to our renotest ancestors
and the world fromwhich they cane."

"W cannot know that they came from another world," Jacom said stubbornly.

"Perhaps they did and perhaps they didn't-- but whatever the truth is, we
cannot know it. |If there ever was a ship, and forefathers who made the |ore,
they have rotted down to nere dirt.

What ever our ancestors were, they're gone as conpletely as if they had never
been. "

"Not so," Faxinus said.

"The nmakers of the |ore, whoever they were and whether or not they were
truthful in everything they taught, shaped our thoughts, our Iives and our
nature. W carry the past in our blood and in our minds; it remains
incarnate in our
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flesh and it colours our dreans. The world is the world,
though centuries and mllennia my el apse; the |egacy of its past is
everywhere, in every open appearance and every hidden thing.

Everything dies and everything rots, but everything gives birth to effects
and consequences, however briefly it may endure; life is eternal as well as
evanescent.

"The Navel of the Wrld cannot now contain the |least trace of the ship that
brought our forefathers to the world, if there was indeed a ship, but

what ever our forefathers did in the city of Idun and the garden they nade
when the city crunbled into dust, the consequences of those actions extend
even to the present day. | believe that we ought to be interested in those
consequences, and they might affect us far nore profoundly than we imagine.
Perhaps, in the fullness of tinme, | shall be able to convert you to ny way of
thinking." Jacomunderstood the inplications of that perhaps far too well.
He had al ready asked himelf over and over again, what he mght do if- as
seened entirely likely he never found the fee which would buy his way back
into Xandri a.

"I hope it won't cone to that," he said unhappily.

"I only want to find the princess, and bring her safely home. | w sh you
every success in your adventures, but | hope with all my heart that | shal
be able to return to Xandria | ong before you."

"Then | shall hope so too," Fraxinus said kindly.

"And for what it nay be worth, you shall have ny help for as long as you
mght require it." 53
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a ndris woke up not knowi ng where he was. He |ay
perfectly still, not daring to nove, trying to renenber.

He renenbered that he had been lost in terrible disconfort for a very |ong
time, but now felt sufficiently detached fromthe sensation not to be forced
to describe it as pain, or even as agony. It had started out as pain, and
had nore than once veered towards agony, but tinme had reduced it to a nere
framework of his existence, which circumstance inevitably nade it fade and
becone duller. It had been tenpered, too, by pride: pride in the fact that
he had never given up the ghost, never fallen unconscious, and never fallen
of f his horse.

He had ridden for hours on end, follow ng Merel wherever she led, held firm
in the grip of determ nation to show her that her efforts had not been

wast ed, and that he was a man worth saving, j He renenbered getting down from
the horse, and stretching hinself out as carefully as ho could upon the.

nmoi st ground. He renenbered |ying prone and hel pl ess whil e soneone applied
sonet hing glutinous and cold to his spine. He renmenbered trying to speak,

hut being unable to do anything nore than twitch and grunt.

"I't"s all right," Merel had assured hi mroughly.

"I't's only wound gl ue Grandfather always told me never to get into a fight
wi t hout wound glue in my pouch, and it's a good thing for you | was such a
respectful listener. Lie still." He remenbered making an effort to reply,
but failing. How |ong ago had that been?

Hi s head ached and his whole body felt sore. He had been |ying on danp
ground for a long time, without so nmuch as a coarse mat to cushion himor
keep himdry. He was clothed, but he could renenber Merel's intrusive
fingers working through an open gap in the back of his shirt, where no gap
had been until the
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guardsman's spear had raked him and he knew that he was

still clad in the same ruined shirt. His trousers had been soaked by nud and
such protection as his garnments gave himagainst the unfaniliar cold seened

i nconveni ently slight.

He knew by the cold that it was still night even before he attenpted to open
his eyes. Wen he finally managed to drag his sticky eyelids apart he found
that his resting-place was unsheltered by roof or foliage and that the stars
were obscured by a great sheet of unbroken cloud. No lamp was |it nearby and
he coul d not see where he was- but he felt intuitively certain that it was
going to rain, and that they would be in for a thorough drenching if they
could not find shelter.

He tried to get up, but the effort cost himdearly. The novenent set his
spine and dorsal ribs aflanme with agony. He gave up, and decided to lie
prone until he felt a lot better. H's nouth and throat were very dry, and he
felt fearfully thirsty.

But I"'malive! he thought. And wherever | am it's not prison

"Merel ?" he croaked weakly, glad to be able to pronounce the word. He heard
a rustling sound. A match was struck and a candle lighted, but his position
was too awkward to allow himto take nuch advantage of the little flanme. He
had to tilt his head back to ook up into the face of Merel Zabio, who was
kneel i ng nearby, and the effort was too painful to sustain. He laid his

f orehead down for a second, and then turned his head hal f-si deways so he
could inspect his rescuer fromthe corner. of his eye. She set the candle
down, conpacting soil around the base to make it stand up. Then she groped
in the dark beside her feet, and found a | eather bottle, which she uncorked
and passed into his hand.

It was good to have sonething to grip, although his fingers were unbearably
clumsy. He noved the bottle into position and lifted hinself |ong enough to
sipalittle of the liquid. It was only water, but it was very welcone. He
lifted hinself again. His second sip was nore of a gulp. By the tinme he had
drained the vessel to the dregs he felt al nbst human again. Wen he tried to
move his linbs he had to fight against the | eaden pain, but they all noved
freely enough; unfortunately, he could find no position other than prone
which did not put strain on his back

"Lie down and sleep," his kinswoman had advi sed, in a soothing i55
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t one.
"W can't go on till there's light. The wound glue is long set, and working
well. Wth luck, you'll be well enough to ride by the time we can nove on."

He had not the slightest idea how long he had slept. He had no idea whether
the present darkness was the sane darkness that had surrounded hi mwhen his
cousin had first applied the wound glue to his torn back, or whether he had
sl ept through an entire day. Wundglue could do that, especially if it had
been m xed strong and |l aced with sone kind of knockout drops.

H s back felt alittle better, but not nuch. He made another attenpt to get
up, but again decided that it was wiser to renai n prone.

"Merel ?" he said querul ously.

"Where are we?" His voice was still hoarse, in spite of the liquid he had
drunk. He did his best to | ook around, but his ignomi nious position nade it
difficult for his probing eyes to penetrate the surrounding curtain of
darkness. The candle's light was so feeble that the |lighted space seened
narrower than the cell he had so recently quit. It was alnost as if the
world itself had becone a prison.

"The middl e of nowhere," Mere! told him adjusting her position to nmake
hersel f confortable, 'or as near to it as we could get, given that the walls
of Xandria are, far too close for confort. | had to hide us quickly, because
| daren't let you bounce around coo long on that mare with bl ood gushing from
your back. She's a good horse, though. So's mine without them we'd have
been lost. Chccuti and his nen are |ong gone, but they wouldn't have hel ped
us anyway.

You're too easily recognisable. "W on our own, cousin, at least for the
time being. W have to<nake our own way to safety- and it'll be a |ong
journey."

The ground on which Andris |ay was bare, the |oose soil having been prepared
for planting but not yet sown with seed. He peeped up at his conpanion's
face. She net his gaze frankly, seemingly as interested in his features as
he was in hers. They studied one another for a mnute and nore. He had
collected hinself now, he felt nore like his usual self.

"You'll be fine," she told himreassuringly.
"Why did you do it?" he said faintly.

“You don't even know ne."

"You're the only fanmily | have," she told him

"But 1'd be lying if | said it was ny idea. |'d never have dared think of
such a thing. It
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was all Checuti's doing. He was the one who told ne that

I had a kinsman in the jail, and asked ne whether | was interested in getting
you out. | didn't know what to say ... | could very easily have told himto
forget it. Then he told nme what the princess intended to do to you .

after that, | could hardly say no."

Andris put his hand up to his forehead, trying unsuccessfully to calma
t hr obbi ng ache in his head.

"I"'msorry," he said, after a brief period of silence.
"l don't understand. What did he tell you the princess intended to do to ne?"

"Break your legs, cut off your balls and plant a thorn-bush in your living
flesh."

He | ooked up at her steadily for a few nonents before saying: "You're
serious, aren't you?"

"So was Checuti. He said he felt bad about it, because you hadn't actually
done what they put you in jail for. It was one of his nmen, apparently.
Anyhow, he said he'd already planted one of his people in the jail, but that
if I was gane for it he'd include you in the plan too. The nore the nerrier,
he said and | think he neant exactly that. | suspect that he has a certain
fondness for conplication for its own sake, and his schene was as much a
joke- or at least a grand gesture as a neans of getting rich. As | said,
felt obliged to joinin. He nade it seemas though |'d be turning down the
chance of a lifetinme if | didn't, even though he didn't offer nme a share of
the coin. And you are ny kinsman, after all what kind of person would |I have
been if 1'd said no? Checuti said there was a man who mght help us if we
can only stay ahead of the king's nmen Iong enough to get to him"

"Carus Fraxinus?" said Andris.

"No. He advised ne to steer clear of him at |east for now Too honest, he
said. Told me to go to a man naned Phar - Aul akh Phar if we can only get to

him Checuti says he'll pay as nuch as Fraxinus would for a map, and pay us
a wage if we care to join him The only trouble is that we have to go to
Khalorn to find him It's a long way, and there'll be people |ooking out for

us. Lots of them" Andris studied her carefully.

"Are you sure this Checuti wasn't lying to you?" he asked
"About the princess, |I nean."

She shrugged her shoul ders.

"Maybe. Wbuld you rather have taken a chance? Have you got any better ideas
about what to do now i57
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Andris decided,”! due reflection, that the answer
to both questions was no. He didn't bother saying so out |oud.

"How did Checuti know where to find you?" he asked.

"Wy was he even looking? | asked Fraxinus to try to find Uncle Theo -1 even
wote to the captain of the ship | cane in on- but they evidently failed."
"Actually, they succeeded- but indirectly," she told him

"I'f they hadn't started asking after Theo Zabi o, Checuti woul d never have
become interested.

He hears everything, you see. He keeps track of everyone else's plans and
schenes, just in case there's a chance to cut hinself in. That's why |
bel i eve hi mabout Phar -- he probably knows every detail of this business
that Fraxinus, Phar and Keshvara are |earning up for.

When he heard peopl e were asking about Theo Zabi o he thought he ought to |et
me know. That is, he thought that it mght be worth his while to make ne an
offer. He knew G andfather, you see- and nme too, though very slightly.
Checuti knows everybody. "

"You mean that Uncle Theo was a thief, like this Checuti?"
" No. I"'mno nore than a thief, | suppose, but G andfather was a genuine
pirate."

"He was once third in line for the throne of Ferentina," Andris observed
sadly. ' "He told ne that- but he sa”id it was nuch safer being a pirate,"”

Merel observed drily.

"He was ia successful man in his way. |If only ny father had been better ablje
to followin his footsteps, | mght not have fallen on hard tinmesi' " Was he
caught- your father, | mean? "

"He died of a fever. | was only a child. G andfather supported us after
that- until he died too. M nother nmet another man. |'ve been getting by as
best | can, working ships when | can but nostly working the docks. Nor well
enough, for the nost part. Wen Checuti told me about you . . . well, |

didn't have a lot to lose. They say that when everything you own can be
fitted into a belt and the coins in your pouch don't nake wal ki ng
unconfortable it's probably tine to nove on

Agreeing to conme in on Checuri's plan wasn't quite as brave or as crazy- as
you mght think. "

She seened to nmean it, but she also seemed to hope that he m ght contradict
her .

"Yes it was," he said obligingly.

"It was the bravest and craziest
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thing I ever heard of. | don't believe
that you didn't give anything up or |eave anything behind."

She sm | ed appreciatively, shaking her head as she did so. She wasn't going
to admt to having left anything behind, even if she had. She had a pl easant
smle, although her face was a little on the plain side. Andris couldn't see
the slightest resenblance to hinmself or any of his sisters, but that was
hardly surprising--she was only a quarter anber, and she obviously favoured
her gol den forebears.

"You paid ne back," she assured him

"If you hadn't cone between us, that spearman woul d have spitted nme. |f the
bl ade of the spear hadn't skimed your spine . . . well, we're about even,
I reckon. It was sonme show wasn't it? Checuti certainly knows how to

celebrate a public holiday."

If only it didn 't hurt so rmuch, Andris thought, / might be able to agree
with that.

"I's it still the Day of Thanksgiving?" he asked Merel shook her head.
"I't worked to our advantage yesterday," she told him

"Everyone takes the holiday no matter what, so there weren't as nany people

| ooking for us as there might have been. You slept a full forty hours it's

|l ess than four hours to dawn. WII you be fit to ride by daybreak, d' you
think? The horses are well rested, and we ought to nake what haste we can.
There's just a chance we can stay far enough ahead of the news to keep out of
serious trouble. Have to find you sone new clothes ... ne too, | suppose.
And sonething to eat. The horses' saddl e-bags were enpty apart fromthat one
water-bottle. Just nmy luck every purse 1 ever cut was either half-enpty or

full of rotten coin. 1've got a few crowns in ny pouch, not to mention half
a dozen candl es, sone matches, a good knife and various other odds and ends,
so we're not destitute, and food's cheap out here in the sticks. It's a long

way to Khalorn, but if you don't mind riding hard and skinping on the good
things of life, we can make it."

"I can ride hard," he said determ nedly, 'bad back or no bad back -and |'ve

|l ong grown unused to luxury. " He tried flexing his back nuscles very
gently, by way of experinmentation. The result was by no means reassuring,

but he knew that there was no alternative. They had no hope of outrunning
the king's nessengers, given that they could not change horses and dared not
use the highway, but there was a good chance that they could avoid the forces
rallied in response to the nessages, and they ought to be able to stay ahead
i 59
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of any troops that vvye heading south fromthe city, provided that they
rested regularly and were careful to nove on as soon and as fast as the
horses were able. More dark nights would hel p their cause consi derably.
Everyt hi ng stopped when the stars were blotted out, even when the contents of
the king's treasury were on the wing. He finally nanaged to roll over and
sit up. Pain flared up along the entire length of his spine, and it was sl ow
to fade to a nore bearable level, but he gritted his teeth against the
burden. The wound gl ue had indeed done its work, but it couldn't effect
mracl es.

He woul d need tine to heal

Merel put out a hand to touch himon the shoul der
"Sorry," she said as he wi nced

"Don't be," he said, putting his own hand on top of hers.
"If you're right about the princess . "

"They do say some very nasty things about her," Merel observed.

"But then, they say nasty things about all powerful people, don't they?"

"Sonme of themare true," he said gloomly.

"I't can be a hard world for folk like us.”" He wished his back didn't hurt so
much. He had a nasty suspicion that it was going to inconvenience himfor a
long tine, and not just when he rri~d to ride a horse.

"Weren't you in line for the throne of Ferentina, once?" she said.
"Third in the queue,"” he confirned.

"Just like Uncle Theo. But he was right, you know it is safer being a
pirate. W nmay not have nuch right now, but things can only get better

We' Il just have to huddl e together for warnth, until daybreak cones- al ways
provided that | can find a confortable way to' |ie down."
"You lie down," she said, "and I'Il fit in as best | can. " He did, and so

did she. He had not realised until then how very tired she seened. Wile he
had sl ept the whol e day, she nust have stood watch, worrying all the while.

"It's all right now," he told her, in the same soothing tone that she had
used for his benefit.

"Everything is going to be fine." "I know, "
she replied dutifully.

He smled, and carefully nmustered all his strength for the long struggle
whi ch | ay ahead of them The norning would be a new begi nning, a new
chal  enge. Just now, four hours did not seema particularly long tine.
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The last thing his cousin said to him before she drifted off to sleep, was:
"Checuti said you were well worth saving. He was only trying to tenpt ne,
but he was right."

Andri s savoured that judgment, realising that it was the nicest thing anyone
had said to himfor nore than seven years. 161
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Part Two To the Forest of
Absolute Night, uplifted by dreans of adventure
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The worl d of dreanms is not

so snooth as the world which gave birth to nmankind. The world of dreans is
flattened at the tilted poles; it dances as it spins, and is ever unquiet.
We are children of the world, but we are also children of the world of
dreans; the steps and rhythns of its dances reverberate in our hearts, and
its inquietude is in our blood.

There is no fire burning beneath the surface of the world, ever eager to
erupt, nor any sleeping giant to quake the earth with his restl essness, but
our inner eyes have seen nountains vomiting fire and ash, and our nerves
thrill to the echoes of trenmors which our furry fathers felt a mllion years
ago.

The worl d of dreans is a place of violent change which has given birth to
tyrannous constancy, 'and the tyrant of that constancy is man. The world in
which we lii”e is a quiet and orderly place which has given birth to anarchic
i nconstancy, whose produce is unbridled corruption. Such is the irony of our
twof ol d exi stence.

If Serpents and Sal amanders dream at all, they nay dream of the wonb and the
tonmb, but not of any other world than this. Men may dreamof the u' orld
where they were tyrants once, and because they nmay, they nust.

Men have ever tried to nake prophecies of their dreans, no matter how
difficult the task m ght be. Wether the world be conquerable or not, nen
wi Il never cease to hunger for its conquest.

Conquest without constancy is possible, with the aid of Serpent's Blood and
Sal amander's Fire and that which is nurtured in Chinera's Cradle, but there
is no destiny and nothing is witten in the stars which says that nmen wll
conquer each and every world on which they choose to dwell.

The Apocrypha of Genesys
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h yry keshvara was used to rising | ong before dawn,

and she kept to the habit even though it was obvi ous when she | ooked out of
the wi ndow of her roomthat there was no possibility of continuing her
journey until daybreak. Knowing this, she bathed and dressed unhurriedly.

By the tinme she cane down to breakfast the dining-roomwas full of nmen from
Xandria - couriers and soldiers- all of theminpatient and bitterly inclined
to curse the ill wi nd which had bl own dense clouds fromthe north-west. This
Checuti is a wizard," she heard one nan conpl ai n.

"The el ements thenselves are partners in his conspiracy. Wth better
weat her, we'd have had himby now" It was a hollow | anent.

The unhappy i nnkeeper had al ready run out of eggs and beer and his

m | k-churns were very nearly dry. He could offer Hyry nothing but porridge
and bl ack coffee, but she accepted these gladly enough. She took themto a
little wi ndow seat where she could sit alone; she had no intention of getting
into conversation with the king's nen after the way they had treated her the
previ ous evening. They had insisted on searching the packs her donkeys
carried, and her saddl e-bags too.

They had made her count out her noney, inspecting every single coin for
freshness. She had never before had occasion to offer silent thanks for the
fact that nothing in her purse was newy nminted. She had, of course,
protested vociferously that she was an honest nerchant, very well known in
the city, authorised to act as an agent for no less a man than Carus

Fraxi nus, but the soldiers had been adanant. Sol diers always |oved an excuse
to be inperious and to handle others roughly, and this was probably the best
excuse these particular nen would ever have. She knew that for the next ten
day -perhaps twice as long again the king's nmen 165
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woul d make |ife heUf or

everyone who travell ed the great highway and everyone whonved near it. She
did not suppose for a nonent that the fact that she had been thoroughly

i nspected by these nen woul d excuse her fromfurther harassnent by others.
Per haps, she thought, it might be better to | eave the highway and travel a
nmore discreet rout- but then, of course, she would run the risk of her
behavi our bei ng consi dered suspi ci ous.

Wy did it all have to happen now? she thought. Wy couldn't the crinme of
the century have waited until New Year's Day, or the King's Birthday . or
even next Leap fear Day? Fraxinus will suffer exactly the sane sort of
harassment, even if he delays his departure for a day or two- and it'll be
just as bad for Aul akh Phar in Khalorn, as soon as the first messenger gets
t here.

Wil e she ate her porridge Hyry marvelled at the way in which the king's nen
sei zed every excuse to hurry hither and thither, every one of them anxious to
be seen to be doi ng sonething, even though there was nothing constructive to
be done. Their horses were already saddl ed, although there was no prospect
of their actually being nounted and taken out for three hours and nore,

unl ess sone mracul ous wind sprang up to hurry the cl ouds away. She was
careful to take her tine about things, being deliberately slowin order to
prove that the nadness was not contagi ous and that she was still in full
possession of herself and her commobn sense, but she coul d not nake breakfast
| ast for ever. Her request for a second nug of coffee met with a curt
refusal ; the innkeeper had introduced an informal rationing systeml so as to
conserve his supplies of hot water.

Di sgustedly, Hyry went out to the stables to see to her own ani nal s.

She had no intention kf |oading themuntil it was actually tine to depart
but they had to be watered and fed.

The stables were crowded to bursting, but relatively quiet. Horses had a
sense of proportion in these matters, and her donkeys were masters of the Art
of Inperturbability. She chatted to them am ably while she doled out their
oats, and then she went to the well to get water. She brought back one pail
havi ng waited patiently in line for the privilege of filling it, and then had
to go back for a second

The queue had cleared tenporarily and she found the rai sed bucket stil
hal f-full. She reached for the ladle gratefully, but before her hand could
close upon it she was grabbed from behi nd.
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A huge hand was cl anped over her nouth, stifling her cry of protest, and she
felt herself lifted clear of the ground as easily as if she had been a nere
child. She struggled, but her captor had both her arns pinned with one of
his, and nust have been a very strong man.

The lantern lighting the well was positioned under the angled roof of the

wel | -house; its light was so narrowWy confined that she only had to be
carried three or four steps before she and her ki dnapper were utterly
swal | owed up by the gloom He nmust have had a very good i dea of where he was
goi ng, because he carried her another thirty or forty nmets before someone
struck a distant match to guide himfurther. Wen her captor brought her
closer to the tiny flane she tried to twist around to see him but she
couldn't do it. She couldn't even see the man who held the match, because he
was holding it at arms length, well away fromhis face. He at |east seened
to be a man of normal proportions.

They had gone a further thirty nets and had used up three nore matches before
the smaller man produced a candle in a tray, and used the last nmarch to |light
it.

"Now, Keshvara," a deep voice hissed in her ear, '
quiet if | |loose your nouth and set you down? "

will you promise to be

Perversity pronpted her to try to bite the hand and bring her heel up into
the man's groin, but curiosity and conmmmn sense suppressed the inpul se. She
tried to nod her head instead.

The big man | owered her feet to the ground, |let her take her own wei ght, and
then renoved his hand fromher nmouth. She imediately turned to |look at him
He made no attenpt to nove away fromthe light, allowi ng her to study his
features. They were broad and ugly.

He was, as she had inferred, a very big nman indeed.
"l know you," she said.

"Very probably,"” he replied, in his distinctive bass whi sper

"I dare say |I'mfanmous now or will be, as the story spreads." Although she
had spoken the truth when she said she knew him Hyry hadn't been able to put
a nane to the nman at first. It was the inplication of his words which

provi ded the necessary clue. "Burdam Thrid!" she gasped.

"Are you nmad? There are fifty men in that inn whose careers would be made if
they coul d seize you.

167
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Do you know whalLprice has been put on your head? They'd cut your belly
and pull your guts out inch by inch, twisting all the while, to nmake you tel
t hem where Checuti is! "

Wil e saying all this she was very careful to keep her own voice | ow.

The last thing she wanted just now was to be caught- or even glinpse ding the
conpany of Burdam Thrid, who was known to everyone in Xandria as Checuti's
chief lieutenant. A man of his height and breadth was far too easily
identifiable.

"I don't like this any better than you do," Thrid assured her

"I'd far rather be lying | ow but Checuti wants to see you, now.

"What in corruption's nane does Checuti want with nme?" she denanded.
"I"'mnot carrying anything of value- and he's already got a snmall fortune in
fresh coin."

"Come on!" urged Thrid's conpanion- a |less distinctive man to whom Hyry
could not put a nane.

"He's right," the big nman told her.
"We're in a hurry."

He was noving of f even as he spoke, and he reached out to take her armas he
did so. She might have been able to dodge and run had she acted quickly
enough, but the chance had gone before she gave it serious consideration, and
so she subnmitted neekly to being hustled at a fast wal k along a series of

wi nding | anes that were no nore than cart-tracks.

More than once they cut across open fields which had been freshly turned by
the plough. ;Hyry was accustomed to using the sun or the stars to take
bearings, and soon | ost her sense of direction in the darkness. She knew
that tHey were east of the highway, but how far east, and whether they were
north or south of the inn, she couldn't tell. Eventually, though, they came
to a cottage surrounded by huge barns. Thrid took her in while his conpanion
stayed outside. Checuti was waiting for themin a roomto the left of the
narrow hal lway, sitting casually on a wooden dining-chair with his booted
feet on the tabletop. There was a small nonkey squatting on his knees,

ni bbling a plum The thief naster indicated that Hyry should take a chair
set at right-angles to his. Wen she did so, Thrid took the one opposite his
master, drawing it away fromthe table so that it was near the door.

Hyry had seen Checuti before, but never at close quarters. She
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studi ed the

man carefully. He was bl ack-haired and bl ack bearded his curly tresses being
very neatly trimed. H's eyes were steady and sonbre. He was conspicuously
overwei ght, but like his lieutenant he seened nore solid than fat. He was
wel | dressed, but wore no colours save for black and white. He reninded Hyry
of her father, who had been a fruit factor renowned for his accuracy in
judging a green crop. He studied her with just as nmuch care- and, seem ngly,
with just as nuch interest.

Checuti suddenly | eaned forward, reaching past the nonkey to take up a cup
fromthe table. He sipped fromit delicately. There was no other cup within
reach, and he did not ask Thrid to fetch one. Hyry had |et her hands fal
into her lap. Now, under cover of the tabletop, she noved to take the hilt
of her dagger in her right hand.

She had no imredi ate intention of drawi ng the weapon, but she | et her palm
rest upon it anyway. It nade her feel better

Wil e she waited for Checuti to finish his appraisal she glanced around the
room It was drab and sparsely furnished, but the furniture was in very good
condition and the crockery arrayed on the shel ves was of nore than reasonabl e
quality.

"What do you want with me, Checuti?" she asked abruptly.

"Everything | have that's worth stealing is at the inn, with half a hundred
guardi ans at hand."

Checuti sighed, but the sigh seenmed in authentic

"Everyone suspects ne of wanting to rob them" he observed sadly. ") have a
terrible reputation, it seenms- and reputation al ways precedes disaster in mny
line of work. How right | was to think that the tine had come for ne to bid
farewel| to Xandria."

"Your reputation seens to be thoroughly deserved,"” Hyry said archly.

"Or do you deny that you were behind the plundering of the royal treasury?"

"Behind it!" Checuti exclaimnmed, teasing her with an expression of nock
horror.

"Indeed | do deny that | was behind it. | was in the van, ny dear, |eading
my troops into battle like one of the hero princes of olden tines. | am
after all, supposed to be a prince of thieves. Wen they began to call ne
that, | knew ny days in Xandria were nunbered- fane is to be avoided, if one

is tolive outside the law but | felt that | owed it to ny adnmirers to
measure up to their clains. So many people in public Iife | et us down, do
they not? | decided to retire in style. Mne is, | believe, a crine
unprecedented in a hundred generations although | sonmetines 169
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suspect that
those "hose lot inlife it is to remenber precedents routinely increase the
nunber of generations over which their nmenories claimdomnion."

Hyry | ooked at the man with open astoni shnent. This was not what she had
expect ed.

Checuti smiled, and reached out to pat the nonkey lightly on the head as it
spat out the plum stone cleaned of every vestige of flesh

"Everything went perfectly," he said, 'or very nearly so. It was glorious.
I ndeed, one might alnobst say that it went a little too well.

My grandi ose gesture becanme nore grandi ose than | intended, and | stole even
more than | planned. "

"How nmuch nore?" Hyry asked in bew | dernent.

"My nen placed a snmall firework by the door of the central tower by way of
di version," he said.

"I't was supposed to spread al arm and confusion, and indeed it did but | had
not anticipated that princesses would swarm out of the tower |ike angry
honeybees froma threatened hive, nor that they would leap at ny carts |ike
hungry ni ght cl oaks

"What in the world are you tal king about?" Hyry asked inpatiently. It was

still dark outside, and would be fora while yet, but she wanted to be on her
way by daybreak if it were still possible. "I'mtalking about Princess
i Lucrezia," the thief master told her equably.

"She nmust have seen or heard ny nen before the firework went off. One of the
giants cane to investigate, but | had dark | anders with bl owi pes posted to
take care of that possibility. She took her tine to fall but when she fel
she fell heavily. Unfortunately, the princess followed the giant and tried
to clinb aboard one of ny carts. The driver was in a hurry. He Struck out
at the invader, w thout even wondering who she might be, and she fell. He
never gave her another thought thereafter, his mnd being on the infinitely
nmore urgent nmatter of |oading the coin and getting through the Gty Gate.
Indeed, it wasn't until we came to unload the coin at a secret rendezvous
that we discovered her, still lying in the cart. " She regained

consci ousness as soon as she was couched- and very soon afterwards told us
who she was. We could hardly Iet her go, as we were very anxious just then
that our whereabouts should not be made known. She had seen very little, but
there were those
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present who felt that she had already seen far too nuch-

not all of those involved in our conspiracy intended to | eave Xandria, you
see, and sone of the coin had to stay behind in order that the usua

di sbursenments mght be made . but | don't want to bore you with details.
Suffice it to say that the only practicable alternatives before ne were to
murder the girl, or to bring her with ne. | brought her with ne.

"Some of ny followers think this was the wong decision, but | will candidly
admit that | ama squeam sh man. |In any case, | decided fromthe very start
that nmy grand farewell to Xandria should be marred by as few fatalities as
was humanly possible. A prince of thieves can easily be reckoned a hero by
conmon fol k, but comon nurderers tend to be held in nmuch | ower esteem |[f
I"mto pass safely and invisibly through the byways of the enpire, and find a
resting-place where | mght live for ten or twenty nore years in relative
confort, | shall need the goodwill of a great many people. | have a
reputation for gentleness which | would not like to put at risk.”

Hyry stared at the thief master alnost at a | oss for words.

"What do you intend co do with the princess, then?" she asked, when it
seemed obvious that Checuti was waiting for sone such pronpt.

"WIIl you hold her to ranson?"

"Those of nmy nmen who are anxi ous about what she has al ready seen woul dn't
approve of that," he said, 'and the risks involved in trying to collect a
ransom from her father are far too great to tenpt nme. | confess that the
probl em of what to do vexed ne considerably until | explained the difficulty
to the princess herself. She was quick to propose a solution which has a
certain neat el egance. "

"Ch," said Hyry, as sone suspicion dawned of what might be com ng.

"It seems," Checuti said, 'that Princess Lucrezia has no particular desire to
return to the safety of King Belin's Inner Sanctum |ndeed, she says- and
bel i eve her that she would far rather go south.

It seens that her head has been filled with wild dreanms of adventure in the
fabl ed | ands of the Navel of the Wirld. She has, after all, been educated as
a witch, and her inmgination has been further stinulated by . "

"Al'l right," said Hyry curtly.

"l get the picture. What do you want ne to do?" i?
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"I't's not what |”"ant
you to do that matters," said Checuti mldly. He caught the nonkey as it
|l eapt ninmbly fromhis lap to his shoul der

"I't's what the princess wants you to do. |In this particular matter, however
ironic it may seem |I'msinply acting as a |loyal subject, obedient to the
orders of a daughter of the king. |1'msure that when you' ve given the matter
careful consideration, you'll want to do the same. | ought to warn you
though, that if you were to decide to defy the princess and take her back to
Xandria -- at considerabl e i nconveni ence to your own m ssion- certain people
woul d probably take steps to prevent your doing so. Personally, |'m going

south with all possible speed, but those of my co conspirators whose intention
was to remain in Xandria really are anxi ous about what the princess saw. "

"But if | take her with ne," Hyry said, 'and the king ever finds out, 'l
never be able to set foot in Xandria again nyself. "

"I't's only because ny people understand that," Checuti said, 'that they can
be persuaded to trust ny judgnent in this matter. Please don't blane nme for
putting you in this situation- it was the princess who suggested it. She's
the one who's now asking you to choose between Belin and her, between your
expedi ti on and your hone.

I"mtaking a risk sinply Iby putting it to you- a risk of which poor Burdam
doesn't entirely approve. "

Hyry gl anced sideways ajt Thrid, whose gl um expression confirnmed that his
approval was indeed nuted.

"This is crazy," she said.
"Conpletely crazy." ; "Yes it is," Checuti agreed

"Qddly enough, that's one of the things which rather recommends it to ne. |
don't like things to be too sinple and straightforward- it takes all the
savour out of life. | can't allow you to go back to the inn, I'mafraid- but
I can contrive to have all of your goods brought out here, for a relatively
small fee. Then | can have you taken to the princess. After chat, you'd be
free to continue your journey discreetly of course. Once you're in so deep
that you can't back out wi thout putting yourself in considerable danger,
you'll be left alone; | can promise you that nuch. Now, what do you say?"

Hyry realised that there was no scope whatsoever for polite refusal or,

i ndeed, any kind of refusal. She had been in too deep fromthe noment Burdam
Thrid had grabbed her at the well. The sinple fact that she'd talked to the
man who' d hijacked the
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contents of the royal treasury would be enough to

foul up her life for along time if she were unwi se enough to tell anyone.

Al'l her own plans were already in ruins . . . unless she could expand them
to take the princess aboard.

The royal fool! she thought bitterly. The rotting little idiot! Wy in the
worl d did she have to involve nme in her nadness? But she was w se enough to
know, even as she silently vented her spleen, that she had brought this on
herself. She had fed Lucrezia's appetite for wonders by way of cultivating a
good customer, and now she was reaping the full reward of her sal esmanshi p.

"Funny old world, isn't it?" said Checuti, seemngly having read her nmind.

"Personally, | like it that way." ii? 3
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A s the sun set behind ribbons of

thick cloud it stained the air above the western horizon a deep crinson

col our which Lucrezia had never seen before. To the south, the dark canopy
of the unearthly trees of the Forest of Absolute N ght was just visible,
giving the lie to the forest's nanme by shining iridescently purple in the
strange light. |In the east, a dozen flame stars were al ready visible.

For once, it seened, they would be able to keep going long into the night.
Lucrezia turned in the saddle to | ook back the way they had cone, scanning
the horizon anxiously. There was no obvious sign of anyone follow ng, but
there were so many stands of trees that a small group of riders mght very
easily have been screened fromview. g Lucrezia called Hyry Keshyara's
attention to the remarkabl e col our of the sky, but the tradpr was sourly
di smi ssi ve

"The air in these parts is still and humd," he said grudgingly.

"When the wind blows fromthe east it picks up dust in the Spangl ed Desert,
but when it blows fromthe west or the north it brings clouds fromthe
Slithery Sea. Wen the cloud and dust neet up” as they sonetines do, that
red col our stains the sunsets.”

"And the bright purple glow?" the princess persisted, determ ned not to be
silenced by the other's brusque manner.

"The foliage of the trees in the forest ranges in colour fromdark green
through blue to violet, highness,"” Hyry said dully.

"The purples catch the light better. Once we're underneath the canopy it
won't seem bright at all- although absolute night's an exaggeration, even
when the sky's as dark as it ever gets." For a noment she seemed to be on
the point of elaborating further, but then she decided against it. Her
closed mouth set into the famliar grimline. It seened to Lucrezia that
Hyry had not sniled once since they
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had conme together. Now the trader was

trying to urge her horse forward again, so that the princess would not be
able to talk while they rode. Lucrezia nade her own nount walk a little
faster, to keep pace.

"Are you going to keep this up for ever?" Lucrezia demanded. "I don't know
what you mean, highness."

"For one thing, | asked you to stop calling ne highness," Lucrezia said.

"I"'mnot a highness any nore. W're in this together now. |If you don't like
it, that's too bad- but | thought you were ny friend.

VWhat el se could | have done? Tell ne that!
"Not hing," Hyry agreed, wi thout enthusiasm

"Checuti gave neither of us any choice." She didn't say hi ghness, but she
didn't | ook at Lucrezia either, and she didn't nmake any coment about their
bei ng friends.

"You might not |ike what he did," Lucrezia told her reluctant conpanion
angrily, 'but he did me a big favour, and I'mgrateful to him If you'd
rather he'd killed me, perhaps you ought to say so, so that everything's
cl ear between us. "

Hyry condescended to | ook round then
"No, highness," she said, nmaking an evident effort.

"I couldn't wish that. |[|'d far rather you were alive and here than dead
somewhere else. It's just. "

"It's just that we've had to stay well away fromthe road, which has sl owed
us down. We have to stop nore often because we're using both horses, which
has sl owed us down further. The rain has hardly let up in seven days, which
has sl owed us. down even further. To cap it all, we had Checuti's nen
trailing us for at least five of those days, which kept us |ooking anxiously
around every tinme we stopped. I"msorry, Hyry, but. "

"I't'"s not your fault,"” Hyry finished for her

"I know that, high--' She stopped herself hal fway through the word which
seenmed to Lucrezia to be a mnor victory in the unwanted contest. After a
pause, Lucrezia said.

"He didn't have to do it, Hyry. The others wanted to cut ny throat. Not
that | could have harned them | didn't see anything except the inside of a
big grain warehouse, and | didn't have the | east idea where it was. How
could I, when I'd hardly set foot outside the citadel? But they thought that
I mght have seen faces and heard nanes. They were scared. Checuti had to
bring me with him and give themhis word that | wouldn't be com ng back

175
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He asked nme hinself, you know, what |'d do with me if our situations

were reversed. For a monment or two | actually thought he's right; if | were
himl'd cut nmy throat rather than take the slightest risk- but then | thought
again, and | thought no- no, | really wouldn't

and | told himwhy. He listened Hyry. He really listened. " " He has a
certain perverse charm" Hyry conceded.

"Rumour has it that all the thieves in Xandia queued up to be cheated by
him™"

"I't wasn't |like that," Lucrezia insisted.

"What, exactly, did you say to hinP" the trader asked. That, too, seened
i ke a breakthrough to the princess. Hyry had been too sullen and sulky to
ask before.

"I told himthe truth," Lucrezia said proudly.

"I told himthat if | were a man like him | wouldn't bother with such
trivialities as robbing the king's treasury, whether the crine had to be

conmpounded by nurder or not. If | were him | said, | wouldn't just ride
sout hwards until | thought |I was safe frompursuit or betrayal, 1'd keep
right on going. If | were a man like him | said, 1'd want to know what lies

far beyond the Forest of Absolute Night, and now that there was an
opportunity to find out, maybe for the first time in a hundred generations,
norning would stop ne trying. If | were him | said, |'d spend every penny
of coinl'd stolen to outfit an expedition Iike the one you ajnd Fraxinus
have put together, and |I'd go | ooking for the garden of |Idun and the Pool of

Life. . . andI'd find them or die trying. \ " He knewthat it was al
true. |If he hadn't'known that, |'mnot sure that he'd have passed nme on to
you. " He knew and he understood what | neant."

"He's still going to hole up with his stolen noney, though," Hyry pointed out.
"He didn't volunteer to join forces with us, did he?"

"He was tenpted," Lucrezia said derermnedly. Then she relented, and put on
her nost w nning smile.

"He's not such a bad man, but he's not like you ... or me. W're rea
heroes, risking everything."

"So we are," Hyry said, not as bitterly as she m ght have. "I"'mtruly
sorry that you're risking rather nore than you planned," Lucrezia said, 'but
when you think about the dangers we might face in and beyond the forest,
surely the risk of being stopped and chall enged by ny father's nmen is trivial
enough? "
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Hyry said nothing to that, but she did nanage a halfhearted grin. It was
enough, for the tine being.

"I won't be a burden," Lucrezia said.

"In fact, I'mas useful as any fighting man would be. Checuti gave ne back
my belt, with everything intact. There's the |egacy of five years of
training in witchery wapped up in these packages. |f a nightcioak were to

swal low me whole it'd die in forty-three different ways. Believe ne, Hyry,
anyone who thinks we're an easy target because we're so far off the beaten
track will get a rude shock."

Hyry seened sceptical, but didn't challenge the claim
"We'd better rest and eat," she said.

"Now the stars have condescended to light the night for us, we can keep going
for at |east another eight hours, but the horses need to be fed."

They both reined in. Lucrezia tethered the horses while Hyry unburdened the
donkeys. The trader squatted down beside the packs and took out two snall

| oaves of bread, a few slices of salted pork and sone fruit that they had
gathered the day before. The bread was already stale and the fruit was

begi nning to devel op an al coholic edge, but that only encouraged themto eat
nmore, on the grounds that anything they left would spoil. They drank water
whi ch Hyry had boiled three days before, the last time she had been able to
make a fire.

"Shall we pass close to the city of Khalorn tonmorrow?" Lucrezia asked.
"Not very close," said Hyry.

"I wish | dared send a nessage to Fraxinus, but it's too dangerous. He night
not have arrived yet, and the king's men will be prying into everything.

He' Il be worried when he finds |I'mnot there, but he'll proceed as pl anned.
We might be able to neet himin the fringes of the forest, but if we're to be
certain that we don't miss himwe'l|l probably have to go deep into the heart
of it. There's a river which flows out of the Dragonite Hlls away to the
east, and then curves to run westwards. It has to be crossed . .

there's a ford we both know about. He's bound to make for that. We'Il do

t he same. "

Lucrezia asked no nore for a while, as they nade their neal. She was anxious

to nmake further progress in cementing their friendship now that Hyry had
finally begun to thaw out, but she knew that there'd be tine enough in the
days to come. She was

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (180 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:20 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

gl ad of the opportunity to |lie down and stretch

her |inbs, although the saddl e-soreness which had blighted her every waking
hour during the first three days of the journey had eased considerably. Hyry
saw to the horses and the donkeys, then prow ed around for a little while.
She was ostensibly | ooking for food, although there was unlikely to be any to
be found.

"We'll need fresh supplies very soon," Lucrezia observed, staring down at the
| ast di scarded norsel of her loaf. She had devoured the rest eagerly enough,
even though it had definitely not been a neal fit for a princess.

"Per haps we ought to buy sone food fromone of the farns, while we still can."
"They have fresh food in the dark | ands the trader assured her

"The heartland of the forest's unearthly, but it's alnost as easy to live off
the land there as it is hereabouts. The pigs and the deer are free to anyone
who can catch them and if we can't, we'll just have to eat what they eat.

If we can find friendly dark | anders we'll be fine, but even if we can't we
won't starve."

Lucrezia saw Hyry start slightly as she spoke the | ast few words, and
imediately turned to see what it was that the trader had glinpsed

The regi on through which they were passing was not under intensive
cultivation in spite of the fact that they were | ess than twenty kirns from
the city. It {was nostly grazing |and for woolly sheep, but there were

pl enty of people about, in scattered snall hol di ngs

They had frequently been seen by others during the last few days, and al ways
closely watched as they passed by, but that normally caused Hyry no concern
This time, she seened anxi ous.

Lucrezia followed the direction of her gaze- a little south of east and
caught sight of a small group of men on horseback. They were visible for

|l ess than half a mnute before disappearing into a small wood. They did not
seemto be in a hurry.

"Checuti's men?" Lucrezia said uncertainly.
"Are they still with us?"
"l doubt that they're Checuti's nen," Hyry replied.

"I think they turned back some tinme ago. Not mlitianen or farners, though
I don't think they've had a clear sight of us, although the horses and
donkeys were in plain view Wth luck, they' |l assume that we're as nany as
our animals."
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"Way with |uck” Lucrezia asked.

"Because four nounted nen would be nmore difficult to rob, and rather |ess
rewardi ng, than two nounted wonen with two pack- animals. |If they're
thieves, better they should think us a target too difficult to try. Better
still if they fear that we m ght be thieves too, as likely to seize their
possessions as they would be to seize ours. |In that case they m ght go hone
and bar their doors."

"Are there thieves everywhere?" Lucrezia asked.
"How is it possible for traders to nake profits at all?"
"Yes, there are thieves everywhere," Hyry told her phil osophically.

"But alnmpst all of themare discreet. Trade is the |ifeblood of all
communities, not just the crowded towns and cities, and no community can
afford to deter traders by playing host to robbers. Prudent predators
conserve their prey; wi se predators do their utnost to nmake sure that their
prey prospers- what's good for the sheep is good for the wol ves, as they say
hereabouts. Under nornal circunstances we'd be fairly safe in this region,
but we're a long way fromthe main road. A passing wolf mght judge that we
were offering our bare throats to his teeth.”

"W may be two and not four," Lucrezia said, 'but we have sharp cl aws.

"Perhaps we have," the trader said pensively.

"But it mght not seemso to themif they cone close enough to count us, al
the nore especially if they see that we're wonen. It's always better not to
have to test the sharpness of one's claws."

Hyry had al ready begun packi ng away the renains of their neal.

Lucrezia went to check that the horses had finished theirs, but didn't nmake
any nove to help with the packs until the time came to lift themon to the
donkeys' backs. There was a considerable skill in bundling and tying, which
she had not yet mastered

They noved off into the twilight. The western sky had faded now from cri nson
to purple, and the barely visible forest rimwas black even at its western
edge. Elsewhere in the great vault of the sky the stars shone brightly- nore
brightly, it seened, than they usually did, although Lucrezia knew that nust

be an illusion. According to the lore of the Arts Astronom cal, Lucrezia
knew, the Iight of the nearest stars took half a year to travel across the
intervening void, while the light of the furthest took centuries. 79
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Sonetinmes, stars exploded and grew tenporarily brighter, but for the nost

part theySvere perfectly steady, their intensity never varying at all. Only
the world's air varied, by virtue of cloud or dust or snobke. . and the air
here was certainly no clearer than the air above Xandria, which was
perenni al |y swept by sea-breezes. Lucrezia was well aware, of course, that
there were sone in civilised Xandria who said that the Arts Astronom cal were
even | ess worthy of the nane than the Arts Geographical, clainmng know edge
of things which no man could ever have had the means to find out. The stars
were too far away, such rigorous sceptics said, for their distances to be
cal cul ated by an inagi nabl e net hod.

Lucrezia had sone synpathy with this kind of |ogic- having found the lore
wanting in nore than one respect she was no |longer given to blind faith but
she was inclined even so to put a certain anpunt of trust in the astrononers.
If men really had come to the world in a ship which sailed the dark between
the stars, they nust have been in a position to know exactly what the stars
were, and how they were distributed about the wlderness of infinity.

Qurs is only one of many cradles of life and civilisation, Lucrezia told
hersel f wonderingly. Although we shall never see our nyriad kinsnen, we are
notialone. How could it be otherwi se, given that the universe is so nuch
vaster than we can inmagi ned Wiatever the sceptics say. Such know edge ought

to make a difference. It makes a difference to what we think we are, and
what we nmay aspire to becone. | have been a princess, but now | am sonething
else. | have Serpent's blood in ny veins as well as human, and whatever that

m ght mean | believe that it nmakes a real difference to the way I amand the
way |. think.
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a ndris sat with his back against the trunk of the gnarly tree and wat ched
the rain falling into the dammer-pool. The rain had sl ackened now, but had
earlier been heavy enough to churn up the shallows into grey, viscous soup
The damrers had taken shelter in their | odge and were nowhere to be seen, but
away to Andris's right, below the dam where the rain had threatened to send
the mud-cliffs sliding down into the narrow channel - a dredger was worki ng
patiently away, shovelling din up the slope with its massive forepaws and
conmpacting it with slaps of its oar like tail.

It can't be fun being a dredger, Andris thought, as he teased one of his
upper incisors with a tentative finger. Even at the best of times, when
every other creature can revel in the sun's warmh, a dredger has to live in
the silt, forever hauling it out of the river's bed, knowing full well if
dredgers have brain enough to know anything at all- that the rain will bring
the greater part of it tumbling back down. Wy do they do it's.

It was obvious that this particular dredger couldn't even expect a reasonable
ration of fish as a reward for maintaining the watercourse --the damrers had
seen to that. There would be frogs, of course, and insect eggs- danmers,
being aristocrats of the aninal kingdom wouldn't soil their shiny teeth with
anyt hing hunbler than fish and woul dn't bother to conpete for |esser prey but
nmostly there'd be waterweed, waterweed and nore water- weed.

The | oose incisor began to nove nore freely back and forth, but Andris didn't
try to tear it away too soon. It would cone out inits own good tine.

If it weren't for the dredgers, of course, he nmused, there wouldn't be a
river here at all, just a swanp. Because there are 181
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dredgers to

excavafe®a river there are also danmmers, whose lives nmust seemto the
dredgers to be entirely dedicated to screwing things up for dredgers. Mich
the sane argunent, he supposed, could be applied to the farmers, whose

drai nage ditches nust be just as nmuch of an inconveni ence- fromthe dredger
poi nt of view as the dammers' dans. On the other hand, the dammers probably
thought they had a rotten tinme too, because the fur coats that nade it
possible for themto chase fish in their damred-up pools were also useful for
maki ng wat er proof coats for the farners. Then again, the farmers undoubtedly
t hought that they had a rough deal because they broke their backs raising
huge crops which they then had to sell to factors and carters, who knew very
wel | that what wasn't sold instantly would rot, and thus held all the cards
when it came to haggling. Except, of course, that the factors and carters
had exactly the sane probl em when they sold the goods on . Al in all

Andri s decided, as the tooth finally came away, the world was a very
conplicated place, where everyone and everything faced a desperate struggle
to survive: a race against the ravages of corruption in which few could win
prizes and nost ran thenselves into the ground trying unsuccessfully to keep

up.

What keeps us all going? Andris wondered. Wy do we keep on running, when
there's nowhere to go? O dredging away, knowi ng that there'll never be an
end to dredgi ng?

He caught sight of Mere) then, nmaking her steady way across the field. The
sight seened to provide an answer of sorts. People kept going until they
found their other halves: partners they could settle down with, and form an
atom of community. That was what it was all about. That was the be all and
end all of human existence. Except, of course, that so nany people seened to
find that not long after they'd got what they'd been |ooking for, it turned
out not to be what they'd been looking for at all. Wuld that happen to him
too? For the nmonent, it seened inconceivable.

"Here's yours," said Merel, breaking into his reverie. She'd gone on foot to
the nearest farmhouse to buy food. It wasn't really safe for her to go

al one, being so slimand lightly arned, but it certainly wasn't safe for her
to be seen with an oversized anber or a top quality horse, given that news of
what had happened in Xandria had overtaken them several days ago.
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He showed her the tooth.
"It'Il take weeks to grow a new one," he said dol efully.
"It always does. This one isn't even rotted through

Are your new teeth always in such a tearing hurry to get through that they
push the old ones out while they're still strong? "

"No such luck," she said bitterly.

"l always have to get soneone to pull the rotten ones out with pliers, and
the new ones take nmonths to grow. Be grateful."”

The food didn't | ook very appetising which was hardly surprising, given that
they were al nost out of nobney. For the first couple of days the contents of
Merel's purse had easily extended to the purchase of neat, eggs and cheese as
wel | as bread, and they had been able to help thenselves to fruit from

unguar ded orchards, but now they were getting by on bread and pickl ed
veget abl es, plus whatever fresh vegetables they could root out in passing.
There were very few orchards in this part of the province

"The horses are eating better than we are,”" Andris observed gloonily.

The missing tooth nmade it slightly awkward for himto bite the bread,
al though it hadn't been a chew ng tooth.

"Don't turn your nose up at this," Merel advised him

"It could be worse. Khalorn readily soaks up the surplus fromthese farns
even at the best of tines. Now, they say, the town's crowded and prices are
ri sing sky-high. Anyway, if the horses weren't eating better than we are,
we' d soon be carrying them"

"The king can't have sent that many nen sout h chasing Checuti,"
Andri s said sourly.

"How can a city the size of Khalorn get overcrowded because of a coupl e of
army. wunits and a few dozen not-so-secret agents?”

"It's not just in comers fromthe north. There's a considerable drift from
the south too. The forest-dwellers are usually self-sufficient but the
farmer's wife says there's been a sharp increase in trade lately, with dark

| anders conming north by the thousand. She probably exaggerated in the
interests of driving a harder bargain, but there nust be sone truth in it

She says there's sonme sort of trouble in the far south- she doesn't know
what. She seened rather ungrateful, but she's obviously worried about the
rain spoiling their chance of getting the nmaxi mum advantage out of the higher
prices."

"That's farners," Andris observed

"Conpl ain when the rain doesn't come, conplain when it does. How |long before
we get to Khal orn?" 183
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"Depends wheth”the rain keeps up. Tonorrow if

we're lucky, or the day after. It won't be easy to get to Phar, with all the
mlitiamen in the province |ooking out for you. Going into the city will be
like walking into a drago mtes nest."

"What exactly is a drago nice Andris asked.
Mer el shrugged.
"I don't really know, " she said.

"According to rumour they're big, nasty and dangerous. Unearthly, of course
. like giant insects, | think, only not exactly. Nobody | ever net
clainmed to have actually seen one. | doubt if there's anyone in Xandria who
has. A few traders go into the forest, but there's no reason at all to go
all the way through and out the other side- or never has been, until now "

"W ought to find out nore about them™" Andris said, 'if we're really going
to join up with Fraxinus's expedition. W mght be seeing far nore drago
mtes than any sane person could ever wish to. " " Wat alternative do we
have? " Merel asked flatly.

"There's no place for us in the enpire. It's either south through the Forest
of Absolute Night, west to the Grey Waste or east to the Spangl ed Desert --
all of which are as bad as one another, if you believe travellers' tales."
"Per haps we shoul d have gone north- back across the Slithery Sea."

i "We'd never have got a ship. The harbour's in the citadel's backyard
--Checuti couldn't get a sackful of fresh coins out by sea. A huge yell ow
monster |ike you wouldn't have stood a chance if we'd tried to hide in
Xandria;' ' " Maybe not," said Andris gloomly, 'but you could have gone that
way, or even stayed in Xandria. No one knew you were involved no one saw
you, except that poor bastard with a broken leg, and he hadn't the faintest

i dea who you were. There's no need for you to cone into any drago mtes nest
with nme, real or metaphorical."

"Don't start all that again,"” she told himtiredly.
"l decided, right?

Not for love, or famly loyalty, or good bright coin, but because it suited
me. It still does. You don't have to spend the rest of your life worrying
about it. W' re together now, wherever we go- unless and until you want to
be rid of nme. Are you tired of me already? |Is ny skin too dark for your
delicate tastes? "

184
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"You know it's nothing like that!" he said- but not angrily. She did
know, and he knew she knew.

"If we're lucky," she told him '"we'll find out what drago nmites | ook |ike
soon enough- after we've made the acquai ntance of night cloaks and fl ower
worns and all the other forest nasties. | saw a night cloak pelt once, made
up into an actual cloak. It |ooked beautiful. The Iive ones have cl aws and
teeth, of course. Mnd you, if we're not lucky, we'll never get that far.
VWen | see ny first drago mite |'Il be delighted, no matter how ugly and
vicious it is, sinmply because it will mean that |'ve got past the mlitia and
the constabul ary, not to mention assorted wild boars, crocolids and whip
snakes . . . nor the dark landers who are said to have sonme pretty nasty
habits thensel ves while they're on home ground, although they seem neek
enough when they're in the big city. You'll have to do all the dickering
once we're in the forest the savages will probably think that you're a

| ong-1 ost brother who's finally found his way honme. "

Andris finished the |ast of his bread.
"W could do with a couple of cloaks ourselves," he observed.
"Dammer - hide, that is, not genuine night cloak Just to keep us dry."

"Dry! Easy to tell that you're a rotting prince, expecting to keep dry when
it rains. People Iike me just get wet and keep going."

"Just like the dredger," Andris said, pointing to the beast, which was
whol Iy out of the water at present. It | ooked |ike a huge heap of grey nud
whi ch had been nmagically brought to life.

"Not at all like the dredger," she replied, with a slight hint of asperity.

"Dredgers haven't an eneny in the world, except the occasional protracted
drought. Nobody bothers them while they get on with doing what they're
supposed to do, day in and day out. | don't have that luxury. | never did
and | never will. W'd better get going. It doesn't look as if we'll be
abl e to make any progress once night falls."

"No," said Andris.
"Anot her night, another gnarly tree Twenty hours of nmurk and nud."
"Are you always as mserable as this?" she denanded

"Of course not," he told her

"Sometimes | get depressed.” She |laughed at that, and didn't seemto be
forcing the laughter. That helped to lift his own spirits a little, and he
resolved to nake an effort to be nore positive. It was difficult not to

refl ect the nood 185
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of the weather whidf they couldn't escape its

oppression, but it surely wasn't beyond the scope of his intelligence-
especially if he nade an effort to renenber that if Merel had been right, he
coul d have been navel -deep in nud in the garden on top of the I nner Sanctum
of the citadel right now, with no balls and a thorn-bush growing in his
entrails. He still couldn't believe that Princess Lucrezia had intended to
do that to him but he did know enough about the prevailing noral standards
of royal families to be certain that it wasn't beyond the bounds of
possibility.

The horses didn't seemany nore enthusiastic to be on their way than Andris
was, but they weren't in the |east mulish about it. They' d been brought up
to obey- to them every human being was a prince.

"Good girl," Andris said to the mare, as she bore up bravely under his
excessi ve wei ght.

"Look at it this way- at |least you're not a dredger. | may be heavy, but I'm
grateful, which is nore than you can say for nud."

Talking to aninmals,” Merel observed as they moved off, follow ng the | azy

river upstream 'is a sure sign of a deep-seated inability to get along with
peciple."
"When | was in Belin's jail," Andris told her,

"I shared ny cell with a spider. Best cellmate He ver had until you came
al ong. "

"That's the nicest thing anyone's said to me for seven years and nore," she
said drily.

"I'n daylight, anyway."

He was glad that she couldn't possibly nean it. He knew that nuch for
certain and it seened, just at the monent, to be a very satisfying thing to
know.

186
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4 al though the hazy purple edge of the Forest of Absolute N ght was now
clearly visible along the entire southern horizon Lucrezia and Hyry were
crossing country that was rather nore open than that through which they had
lately come. The terrain was alnmost flat, although it was frequently
interrupted by streans edged with stands of purple-flowered furze. There
were ragged clunps of young trees scattered at irregular intervals before
them but very few bushes. The streans were a nuisance, for they often ran
deep in spite of the fact that they were not broad enough to support
dredgers, and Hyry had to pick their crossing-points carefully lest the
donkeys' packs got soaked.

The night was clear, and they could have continued riding indefinitely had it
not been for the need to conserve the strength of the animals. Like Hyry
Keshvara, the horses woul d have preferred to wal k on good roads, spending
every noon and mdnight in well-roofed stables with straw covered fl oors.

The animal s were not disposed to open rebellion, but they had ways of making
their disconfort known.

Eventually, Hyry called a halt as they passed close to a |ong, narrow nound
whose shal l ow ridge was crowned by a young stand of trees.

"What is it?" Lucrezia asked. Al though the mound was by no means bi g enough
to be called a hill the ideas of rising ground and drago nmites were firmy
associ ated in her mnd.

"A farnmhouse and barns once stood here," the trader replied.

"Probably built on a natural rise, which they increased when they rotted
down. Maybe the cycle was repeated two or three tines.

Settlers will nove in again soon enough, once the tinmber's nore fully grown,
but in sheep country people build where the good wood is, and nobve on when
it's gone. "

It was easy enough to find a clear space within the copse, and
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t here was

nmore than enough leaf litter to cushion the ground on which they spread their
mats. They ate again, but it was a neagre neal and they did not let it delay
them long. They stretched thensel ves out to sleep as soon as they coul d,
because they wanted to be on their way again |ong before dawn, but Lucrezia
could see that Hyry was apprehensive. She had taken care to | ook back the
way they had cone at regular intervals ever since she had first caught sight
of the riders, and she renmi ned anxi ous about them even though she had seen
no clear indication of their continued presence.

There were far too many insects about for Lucrezia's liking, but she had
school ed herself to ignore them The bites she had sustai ned during her
first few nights in the open had caused fierce allergic reactions, but her
body had now adapted to the commoner toxins and nore recent encounters had
caused her nuch less distress. She felt a certain pride in the fact that she
had that kind of capacity, given that she was herself trained in the use of
poi sons. It would have been an unconfrotable irony to find that she had an
abnormal ly | ow tol erance to such tiny stings.

She was very tired, and would have gone to sleep easily enough had it not
been for Hyry's obvious unease. Although the ol der wonan was naki ng every
effort to control her restlessness the faint sound of her breathing was quite
sufficient to communicate a sense that all was not well. Sone instinct or
intuition was sounding a warning note inside the trader's head, and Lucrezia
was di sposed to trust its inplications. The princess had been in peri
before, when she first woke to find herself a prisoner of Checuti's nen, but
her sense of danger had then been aneliorated by the fact that she could sec
and speak to her captors. Now, because she had no clear idea of what mnight
be threatening her or when the threat mght nmaterialise, her trepidation was
far greater.

It was alnost a relief when her straining ears finally caught the sounds of
approaching animals. As soon as she heard the distant snorting of tired
horses she came fully awake and sat up. She woul d have whi spered a warning
to her conpanion, but Hyry had rsponded even nore rapidly. The trader noved
swiftly to Lucrezia's side, placing a finger over the princess's lips to
instruct her to be quiet. They mght pass by," Hyry whi spered but Lucrezia
knew that she didn't believe it.

188
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Lucrezia felt an electric thrill of fear, but that was preferable in

sonme ways to the aching anxiety of anticipation and she did not allow the
terror to take a conmandi ng hold of her. She felt calmand collected in
spite of being on edge- and she also felt a certain grimglee at the thought
that she was at last in a position to nmake an authentic field test of the

| ore which Ereleth had patiently inparted to her. The coming conflict, she
told herself, would be far nore val uabl e as trustworthy experience than al
her experinents with worn-out slaves. She had already nade her plans; now
she changed her position to a predatory crouch, and reached into one of the
pouches arrayed about her belt. There she found the instrunent which best
fitted the circumstances. She handled it with all due care. The clearing in
whi ch the two wonen had canped was broad enough to let a good deal of
starlight through, but it wasn't possible to see the approaching nen; they
had di smounted and were coning forward on foot, as stealthily as they coul d.
Lucrezia tried to judge how many they were fromthe pattern of the slight
sounds they nmade, and becane certain as they spread out that there were at

| east three. Lucrezia knew that Hyry had a long, sharp knife in her hand,
but she didn't wish that she had one like it. She had nore faith in her own
resources. She carefully anointed her own weapons: the sharpened and
strengt hened fingernails of her left hand. The nail of the forefinger had
been broken in the course of her recent travails, but she had nmani cured the
remai nder with the utnost care in order to maintain their useful ness.

She suddenly becane aware that Hyry Keshvara was no | onger by her side,
al t hough the woman had nmoved much nore quietly than the nen who were com ng

to rob them She smiled. . . but the smle faded as she realised that the
sounds made by the people who were creeping up on them had died alnost to
nothing. It was as if everyone had paused, waiting for some chall enge or

si gnal .

Lucrezia felt an urgent desire to nove into the shadow of one of the trees,
so that she could feel its trunk agai nst her back, but she didn't dare
because she knew that she couldn't do it silently. She tried instead to
remain as still as possible, hoping that because she was crouchi ng down she
woul d be unobtrusive.

Suddenly, there was a fizzing sound and a brilliant |ight burst 189
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forth.

Lucrezi a hadp9t expected it, and had the misfortune to be Iooking in the
direction of the flare. She was dazzled and blinded, and knew i nmedi ately
what a severe di sadvantage she had incurred. She had time to hope that Hyry
m ght have been warned by the fizzing sound, or fortunate enough to have been
| ooki ng another way, but that was all the time she had- two blurred figures
converged upon her fromdifferent directions with purposeful haste.

Had the attackers grabbed an arm each and held them hard they m ght have

rendered her incapable, but their first concern was to pin her down, and they
had undoubtedly seen in the brilliant flash of Iight that she held no evident
weapon. They thought she was inpotent to hurt them and they weren't afraid.

She | ashed out at them although she had to guess where their faces were
because she still could not see them She nmade no contact. Then one of them
was suddenly on top of her, kneeling on her chest. He was so heavy, and had
conme down so brutally, that the inpact drove the air fromher lungs, and one
of his hands cl enched upon her right wist but her left was still free. Once
he was still there was no difficulty in finding his cheek, and raking it.

He | aughed! { He actually laughed, as if the pain of the scratches was
not hing nore than a seasoning for the fury of his assault. He was dead, but
didn't know it- and he | aughed!

Unfortunately, his ignorance had | ess pl easant consequences too. He struck
back at her with his fist, and Hit her on the tenple above and besi de her
left eye. The bl ow was unexpectedly disconcerting, and her vision which had
just begun to clear after the flash- blurred again.

For a nonent, renmenbering that there was a second man still to be dealt wth,
Lucrezia lost confidence in the imediate practicality of her Art- but then
the man who restrained her grow ed an instruction to his conpanion to hold
her, and when the other grabbed both her arns he raised his weight slightly.

The partial release |l eft her just enough scope to squirmand tw st.

The one who was adjusting his position- the dead man! was quick to organi se
hi nsel f, and to bear down on her again, but the other was stupid enough to
change his grip as she twi sted, and her sharpened fingernails scraped across
the pal mof his hand. He
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cursed, but not because he knew what had been
done to him He thought the wound as trivial as a wound could be, probably
not having shed a bead of bl ood.

They thrust her down hard, rolling her on to her back again- and this tine
they had her securely. Her wists were pinned and pressed to the soft ground
and the first man shifted himelf so that he was sitting on her thighs,
gropi ng at her belt.

At first she thought that he had guessed its value, or hoped that there was a
wel | -stuffed purse in one of its pouches, but she realised belatedly that he
had anot her reason for wanting it |oosened. He thought- wongly! -- that
there was all the tinme in the world for robbery, and that there was tinme for
amusenent first.

Lucrezia had no wish to lose her virginity in such a fashion, but she knew
that it was a straightforward race against tine, which she nmight not wn.
She struggled as hard as she could, in the interests of naking their work
more difficult, but she had not the weight or the strength to acconplish
much. She tried to kick up with her legs, but had so little effect that the
man who was inclined to humour | aughed again, while his conpanion grunted
sonmet hing that was half a word and half a cry of derision.

For her own part, Lucrezia said nothing at all. It m ght have been better to
cease struggling, because the nman on top of her becane inpatient with the
difficulties she was maki ng, and he | ashed out at her again with his fist.
This time she took the blow on the cheek. It hurt terribly, but she couldn't
feel a broken bone and it didn't knock her unconscious. She felt her
trousers being ripped, parted by means of the sinple strategy of tearing the
seans apart. Still, it seened, the dead nen had not begun to suspect their
fate. Wen her tornentor began to | oosen his own belt, Lucrezia thought that
the race against tine was |lost-but then, by the Iight of the stars, she saw
hi m pause, and reach up to his face, to run his fingertips along the

scrat ches she had made. She could see the scratches now, or thought she
could and he was noving oddly, losing control of his |inbs.

Slow y- very slowy- he fell.

He fell forwards, but that wasn't such a bad thing. He fell on top of her,
and he was so tall that his chest fell on her face. Hi s startled conpanion
took a step back, letting go of her wists. She clutched 191
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the dead man

to her wapping her arns around himas though to enfold himin a warm and
protective enbrace. He didn't try to fight her- and his conpanion didn't try
to do anything at all.

Lucrezia turned her head sideways and fought for breath, sucking air into her
lungs. The dead man didn't struggle, although his lower |inbs were twitching
slightly. Her face was throbbing where he had hit her, and she could fee

bl ood and tears mingling on her cheek, but she didn't |et go.

It was the other dead man- the nman who had still to conplete his dying who
finally pulled his conpanion away . . . but whatever he had intended to do
after that was quite irrelevant. He lifted the corpse away from her, and
pronptly dropped it. \When Lucrezia raised her head he was kneeling on the
ground, frozen by puzzlenent as well as by poison

Lucrezia stood up. It took sone tinme, because the blows to her head had nade
her unsteady, but when she was erect he was still kneeling in the sane
position. She nade the fingers of her left hand rigid, and stabbed the

m ddle finger into his w de-open right eye. He didn't blink, nor did he
moan. He sinply fell backwards. Lucrezia turned, all her fingers splayed
like the claws of a frightened cat but the only person she could see was Hyry
Keshvara, standing nmutely in the shadows, four or five paces away. She had a
knife in her hand.

Lucrezia couldn't see the blade clearly, but in her mind s eyel] she saw

bl ood: lots of blood. Hyry |ooked as if she wanted to race to the princess's
side, to help her as best she could - but she also | ooked as if she' didn
dare rake the first step, |lest she be nistaken, for another eneny.

It wasn't easy to nmake out the expression in the trader's eyes, but the way
she stood suggested that she was afraid. She was afraid that the
witch-princess wasn't entirely in control of her poisoned claws.

It isn 't supposed to be like this, Lucrezia thought. It isn 't

But then she changed her mind, and what she said aloud, in an exultant
whi sper, was: "Oh yes it is. This is exactly what it's supposed to be like."

Then she sat down with a thunp, and took a very deep breath. "I told you
so," she said to Hyry Keshvara.

"I told you | could be useful, | have poisons enough to kill a whole nestfu
of drago mites 192
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" | dare say you have, highness," Hyry replied drily.

"But could you kill them before they killed you?"

Lucrezi a | aughed, and was surprised at the way the |augh took hold of her,
and shook her whole body with false nmerrinment. It was only then that she
fully understood how awkwardly rigid with fear and determ nati on she had
become. 193
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j acorn cerri stood with Sergeant Purkin on the steps of the

Khal orn Corn Exchange. He studied the crowmded nmarket square with a distaste
which his father would have found difficult to understand. The m dday had
barely ended but the whole expanse was a hive of activity fromone end to the
other. There were horse drawn carts by the dozen, hand-carts and backpacks
and unburdened townsfol k by the hundred, all engaged in a constant war of
attrition as they tried to haggle prices up or dowm. There were countl ess
ragged children in the crowd, dodging this way and that, snapping up anything
|l eft as waste and many things not yet relegated to that status by their
owners.

Everyt hi ng i magi nabl e was bei ng hawked Al ere: raw and prepared foodstuffs;
lighting oil and cooking oil; spices and cosnetics; weak and strong |iquor;
cloth by the bolt and nade-up garnents; buttons and needles; jewellery in
brass or silver, inlaid with every kind of coloured stone which | apidarips
coul d manufacture; candl es and cage birds pens and parchnent; and inevitably
a thousand ki nds of pastes for a thousand purposes, many of them fake.

"I"'mvery sorry, sir," Purkin said, without nmaking the least effort to
conceal his insincerity. Jacomhad noticed that Purkin never apol ogi sed for
anything that m ght conceivably be reckoned his fault.

For the sergeant, sorry was a token expression of synpathy | which, roughly
translated, nmeant it serves you right you stupid bastard what the rotting
hell did you expect'? The news that had occasioned this particular sorry was
that two nore of the nen had vani shed, reducing the strength of the conpany-
if it could any | onger be dignified by such a name to ten, including one

of ficer, one sergeant and one nan not yet conpletely recovered froma broken
| eg.

t
"Way did they wait until now?" Jacom said wonderingly.
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under stand wel |l enough why they'd prefer to take their chances living as
outlaws in Xandria, where they've got famlies, but why conme all the way to
Khal orn before deciding to desert? "

"These two didn't have wives or children,” Purkin told him
"l guess they just found . . . well, other alternatives."
"W've only been here three days!"

The sergeant shrugged his broad shoulders. He didn't have to say anything
more. Jacom knew only too well that the three days hadn't been at al
productive, fromhis own point of view He had talked to the governor, the
| eader of the local mlitia, the city's chief constable, a couple of |oca
mer chants who knew his father, and everyone else who was willing to talk to
him He had waved his royal warrant around as though it were sonme magica

i ncantati on of awesone power. He had waxed lyrical on the subject of the
awf ul dangers threatening an i nnocent princess and the undoubted runificence
of King Belin's gratitude to anyone who assisted in her recovery. He had
throwm out dire hints as to the dreadful efficiency and passionate
nasty- m ndedness of the king's secret agents, and the tortures available for
the puni shment of anyone caught giving succour to thieves, kidnappers and
peopl e in possession of freshly mnted coins.

The only result of all this activity had been a visit fromone of the king's
secret agents- or, at any rate, a man who clainmed to be one of the king's
secret agents warning himto cease and desist fromuse of the |ast-naned
strategy.

"There's a big anber over there," Purkin said idly.

"l don't suppose.
o n

"There's another," Jacom poi nted out.

"And another. The city's full of big dark landers -- not to nention smal

and nedi um si zed ones. The | ocal constables seeminfinitely nore anxious
about the nunber of dark landers in town than the possibility that Checuti
and his men have brought several barrel-loads of fresh coin from Xandria. 1In
fact, if | were to try to think of a word to fit their attitude to the second
possibility, anxiety is not one which would spring readily to nind. Anyway,
none of themis quite big enough. Andris Myrasol was very big. About the
same size as one Burdam Thrid, if | renmenber rightly."

"Just about, sir,
1')5

Purkin echoed, stiffly unappreciative of Jacom s sarcasm
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"Look, Purkin," Jacpmsaid tiredly- deliberately neglecting the correct
term of address- "I understand how the nmen feel. | understand how you feel
You all blanme ne for getting us kicked out of Xandria, and you all blame ne
for the fact that our so-called nission seens to be a wild goose chase. The
princess is probably dead and buried by now, and Checuti has so many friends
inthis rotting province that the chances of anyone lifting a finger to help

us find himare pretty dacmm slim | don't blame the men who deserted, and
won't blame you or Herrinman or Luca or Kimor anyone else if you or they did
i kewise. You don't owe ne anything. |If you want to go hone, go home."

"No, sir," said Purkin wearily.

"I wasn't thinkin" of going', sir. For one thing, ny wife's a harridan and
my sons are full-grown. For another |I've worn the uniformfar too long to
think of throwin' it away at ny tine of life. On top o' that, a sergeant's
supposed to ook ; after a young officer, an' when the officer falls arse
over tit he's supposed to pick himup an' set himright, sir, not ship out
an' turn | bandit. As for the nen, sir, the ones we got left are the ones
who'll ~ stick it out to the end. You can depend on them sir. | guarantee
it." . j' Jacomknew that when Purkin said stick it out to the end he
didn't necessarily nean that they'd stick to the mssion forced upon them by
the king until the princess was successfully recovered. He neant that they'd
stick to whatever task he Purkin ~ decided on. The ten remaining nen were

| oyal, but they were | loyal to their sergeant rather than their captain or
their king. Even so, Jacom had no alternative but to say

"Thank you', and try his best to sound as if he neant it.

"You're wel come, sir," the sergeant assured him

Herriman came hurrying towards themthen, fromthe marketplace. His |leg was
out of plaster now but he was still on light duties, and although he didn't
exactly linp there was sonething curiously tentative about the way he wal ked.

"Got these in change while buying supplies, sir," he said, showi ng Jacom a
handf ul of coins which were obviously no nore than fifteen days ol d.

"Three fromthe third flour merchant on the right, the rest fromthe fat pork
but cher. ™"

"Thanks, Herriman," Jacom said un enthusiastically

"I'"l'l be sure to report it.

On the first occasion that his men had found recently ninted
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coi ns

circulating in the nmarketplace Jacom had reported it- in fact, he'd taken the
news all the way to the governor, who had been totally uninpressed by their
evi denti al val ue.

"What ever you may think in Xandria," the governor had said loftily, "a city
does not need a high and phenonenal |y expensive wall in order to be
prosperous and civilised. You may think of us as nmere provincials, but we do
not trade exclusively in debased and rotten coin. Qur money is as sound as
anyone's. "

"That's not the point," Jacom had sai d.

"These coins are freshly nminted and they carry the king's crest. The entire
stock of coin re nminted for Thanksgi ving was stol en every |ast one. These
must have been stolen. Checuti mnust be somewhere in the province, and the
trader who passed these on nust be able to set us on a trail that will |ead
straight back to him"

"Qur cunning nmen have ways of keeping the king's coinage fresh," the governor
had assured him

"In profligate and decadent Xandria such arts have probably been forgotten,
but we are careful folk. There is no reason whatsoever to assune that these
coins were stolen fromthe citadel of Xandria. | believe, however, that your
master's so-called secret agents are busy follow ng half a dozen so-called
trails with an assi duousness that does themgreat credit. You are nore than
wel cone to do |ikew se."

It was at this juncture that Jacom had realised he wasn't going to get mnuch
help fromlocal officialdom and that his royal warrant probably wasn't worth
the paper it was witten on. By now, he had thoroughly learned the grim

| esson that a man has precious few true friends even ar the best of rines,
and a man in trouble would be very fortunate to find even one.

"There's your friend Carus Fraxinus," Purkin said. He enphasised the word
friend very slightly, alnpost as if he had read Jacomi s thoughts, but he
wasn't being ironic. He knew as well as Jacomdid that Fraxinus was their
only real hope of getting sound information about Checuti's whereabouts, or a
reliable rumour about the continued well-being or otherw se- of Princess
Lucrezia. Fraxinus was always busily out and about, very often in the

mar ket pl ace. He was very well known in the exchanges where the factors
struck big deals, and was al ways gossiping therein, while his associate

Aul akh Phar - who seened to Jacomto be a far shadier character always seened
to be anong the stalls, deep in i97
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conversation with the petty dealers in
exotica whose coats were full of vials, jars al Whouches

"He don't | ook too pleased, sir," Herriman nuttered. Jacom had to agree.
Fraxi nus | ooked worried. Although his caravan was now fully kit ted out- if
two wagons and a dozen donkeys could really be reckoned a full kit for a

t housand- ki m j ourney- Fraxi nus had been forced to delay his departure because
Hyry Keshvara still hadn't put in an appearance, and the confused rum ours
whi ch were pouring out of the forest along with hordes of apprehensive dark

| anders obviously did not bode well for the chances of a trouble-free passage
to and through the Dragonite Hills.

"Have you had any luck. Captain?" Fraxinus asked, as he reached the little
group of guardsnen.

"Not yet, sir," Jacomtold him enploying the sane fornal node for the sake
of keeping up appearances in front of the nen.

"I'"ve no doubt that Checuti and the stolen coin are somewhere in the region,

but there's no clue as to the possible whereabouts of the princess. | take
it Keshvara has still not arrived?"

,t

"Alas, no. W shall have to set forth without her. | can't delay || any
further, now that |'ve arrahged delivery of so nuch food. The ji, caravan

nmust | eave tonorrow, cone what may- bur such a train | travels at the pace of
the sl owest donkey, and Keshvara ought to be | able to catch up if she

arrives after we've gone. | fear, though, that whatever m sfortune has
overtaken her has been worse than commonpl ace, el se she'd surely have sent a
message to tell us why she's been delayed." , "Has Phar nanaged to find a

maprmeker in the town?" Jacom asked.

"My nobl e host the governor is always telling nme that the outlying provinces
have taken far nore care to preserve the ancient Arts than conpl acent and
decadent Xandria."

"I'"'mafraid not," Fraxinus said good-hunouredly.

"The governor's ful sonme praise of his province is, | fear, wildly
exaggerated. He longs to be in Xandria, where true civilisationis, and it's
the fact that duty holds himso securely here that causes himto wax lyrica
as to the i magi ned advantages of such a fate."

"That's the kindest interpretation of his attitude," Jacom said sourly.

"Sonetimes, his stern defence of Khal orn sounds suspiciously close to
treason."
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Fraxi nus shook his head. There nmention of the word "decadent" , however
frequent, doesn't signify a rebellious attitude. Khalorn needs Xandria far
nmore than Xandria needs Khal orn; that's why tax revenues flow in one
direction rather than the other. The governor knows that and his people know
it too. "

"There seenms to be a prodigious counterflow of revenues at present,”

Jacom pointed out. The market place is full of freshly mnted coin, as
you' ve doubtl| ess observed. "

"Yes, it does seemthat sonme of Checuti's booty is already in circulation
It's hardly surprising-noney rots |ike everything else, and is better spent
qui ckly than hoarded."

Fraxi nus spoke these words in a perfectly normal tone of voice, nodding his
head as though to conplinment his own wi sdom but Jacom saw that his slightly
narrowed eyes were darting this way and that, as if to see who m ght be
listening to them Wthout waiting for any reply to his conmrents, the

mer chant reached out to clasp Jacom by the hand.

"But | shall have to say goodbye now, captain," he said.

"I must see to the packing of ny supplies and the gathering of nmy nmen. W
shall be on our way before tonorrow s dawn and we shall not have the chance
to neet again for a year and nore. | w sh you the best of luck with your
search for the missing princess. Gve ny best regards to the governor."

Jacom had sufficient presence of mind to give not the slightest indication
that Fraxinus had pressed a snall folded square of paper into his palmwhile
t hey shook hands.

"I'"ve been very grateful for your conmpany on the road, Carus Fraxinus," he
said, raising his voice (just alittle.

"I wish you all good fortune in your own enterprise, and | hope to see you
again sonme day- if not next year, the year after."

Fraxi nus smled, and wal ked away with a farewell flourish of his right arm

If the two soldiers noticed that anything unusual had occurred they too had
the sense to keep quiet about it. Jacomnmade no attenpt to | ook at the piece
of paper immedi ately, but nmade what haste he could to retire to the

| avatories in the Corn Exchange. As an officer in the king's guard he was
entitled to the use of the very best suite, and he took full advantage of his
rank. \Wen the door of the cubicle was securely bolted he sat down on the
covered pan and carefully unfol ded the i99
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fragile note, witten jn/soft
penci | .

We are both being watched, it said. Sone of the watchers are the king' s nen,
some are not; you would be wise to trust no one. Checuti will be nearby
tonight. The princess mght be with him if she still lives. You will need
all your cleverness if you are to persuade himto give her up or tell you
where she mght be found. Gather your nen behind the lodge in the Great Park
at the thirty- second hour. A man will come to guide you, with the password
drago mte | beg you never to tell anyone that | have hel ped you in this.

Jacom knew what to do in such a situation; he had heard nany stories in which
secret messages of exactly this kind turned around the fortunes of heroes
whose expl oits had brought themto an inpasse. He read the words three
times, to make certain that he had them nmenorised; then he crushed the note
in his fist and rolled it between his fingers until he had reduced it to
pul p. He stood up, lifted the cover on which he had been sitting, and threw
the note into the pan

He made full use of the facility before flushing, to be absolutely sure that
no one el se would ever read the nessage.

The chain broke as he released it, but such things were ever wont to happen,
even in the best-maintai ned establishments. He gave the broken end to the

| ong-suffering attendant as he left, and tried not to take offence at a
mattered reference to ' ham handed soldiers with shir for brains', “ven though
it was clearly intended for himto overhear. ; Reputations are a funny
thing, he thought with Carus Fraxinus in mind rather than soldiers. What
kind of world do we live in, where help in the apprehension of villains has
to be rendered underhandedl y? What future has the enpire, if the nbst worthy
actions of its citizens have to be kept secret for fear of ruining an honest
merchant's reputation for dealing fairly with unreliable place men He did not
care to wonder overnuch about the discreet timng of the communicati on,

al t hough he did realise that Fraxinus would al nbst certainly be gone from
Khal orn by the time he returned fromhis own expedition in search of the

el usive Checuti. He preferred to fix his thoughts on the possibility that he
m ght, after all, have a chance of redeemng hinself in the eyes of King
Belin, the Prince-Commander, his few remaining nen and his
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father ~ not to

mention the lovely Princess Lucrezia. However slimthat chance might be, it
was as welcome to himas a draught of cool, sweet water to a man dying of
thirst in The hot heart of the Spangl ed Desert.
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C- pHESE aren't napnaker's colours,"” Andris conpl ai ned JI defensively,
after inspecting the array of pignments which Aul akh Phar had laid out for him

"This brush isn't the right kind either- and this lining pen is in a dreadfu
state."

"It's the best | could do at such short notice," said the man who sat on the
opposite side of the table.

"I'f you can convince nme of the need I'll gladly see what | can do to get
better equi pnent but we're supposed to be | eaving before dawn and | have a

t housand other things to see to. | took a big risk in conming here, you know
the king's nen are searching everywhere for you, and they're keeping close
wat ch on Fraxinus in case you should try to contact him I'msorry the tools
aren't ideal, but if you can just do enough with themto convince ne that you
really are a mapnmaker- and | have reason enough to be sceptical after sone of
the offers | have had these last forty days |'lIl be glad to nake arrangenents
to neet you again at sone safe place in the forest. Once we're away froma

t housand pryi ng eyes, we can haggle to our hearts' content over equi pnent,
wages and conditions of enploynment."

"I"'monly saying that these aren't the instrunents | was taught to use,"”
Andri s protested sullenly.

"Map-drawing is sonething 1 learned to do by rote, the way all children learn

their lore. | never believed nmy tutors when they told ne what a good form of
mental discipline it was, but that's the spirit in which | learned it- as a
series of nmechanical actions. |If | don't have the right equi pment, the nmaps
won't turn out right. [1'll get confused."

What Andris was really worried about, of course, was that once Aul akh Phar
had seen a map of the Navel of the World he m ght becone narkedly |ess
interested in hiring and hiding a wanted man. Caution inclined himto nake a
bargai n beforehand, and- if possible to collect a down-paynent in advance.

Aul akh Phar,
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al as, was equally cautious and equally deternined not to part

with a penny. Merel Zabio had easily persuaded himto arrange a neeting but
the old man was obviously not convinced that there was any safe ground | eft
in the province. He was al nbst as nervous as Andris was, although he had
sel ected the inn in whose cranped attic they were now sitting.

"You rmust have tal ked to Fraxi nus about this," Merel put in.
"He saw Andris in the jail- he can vouch for his credentials."
"No he can't," Phar said contenptuously.

"He never saw you draw a map, did he? Anyway, it's me you're dealing wth,

not Carus. | don't need every last detail just draw me the outlines, in any
colours you like, and name the major features. |If it tallies well enough
with what | already know, you're in. |If not frankly I don't want you within

five kirns of the caravan. The king's nen can nake plenty of trouble for us
yet, if they've a mind to, and we've troubl e enough ahead of us if a tenth of
what the dark | anders say can be trusted."

Phar nodded his grizzled head as he spoke, to enphasise the points he was

maki ng. The old man's bright eyes and massive but fine-bridged nose made him
| ook oddly bird-1ike, and the noddi ng head conpounded the inpression. His
thin-1ipped nouth becanme al nost invisible when he pursed his |ips but when he
spoke, revealing his long front teeth, he also | ooked nore than a little like
a rat.

"I't's not ny fault the king's nen are here in such force," Andris conpl ai ned.

"It's Checuti they're after. | was caught up in the affair entirely by
acci dent."

"They don't know that," said Phar wearily.

"Just stop wasting tinme and show nme what you can do. Then we can decide
where we go from here."

"Draw the map, Andris," Merel advised. She was standing behind Andris's
chair, in the only part of the attic where anyone could confortably stand,
beneath the arch of the room s only w ndow.

"W have to trust him W don't have any alternative, do we?"

"I know you haven't done this for a long tine," said Phar, softening his tone
consi derably now that he had won the initial argument.

"But the lore that's punped into us when we're young is never lost. |It's
just a matter of getting into the right frame of mnd. You can do it,
Andris. Once a mapnaker, always a mapreker.”
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Andris was quick to nod his head.

"I know !l can do it," he said, with all the convi cfWh he coul d nuster

"I can't guarantee that the territory will nmatch the map, but | can draw what
I was taught to draw. Even without the right tools, | can make a fair stab
at it." He lowered his gaze again to the enpty parchnent. He sat very
still, and tried to cast his mind back over the years. He closed his eyes
and tried to imagine hinself back in his schoolroom the schoolroomin the
pal ace of Ferentina, which was the finest in all that land. |In the dark
arena of his consciousness he sketched the hi gh wi ndows, the thick carpet,

t he book-lined shelves and the ornanmented desk. He recalled the faces of his
tutors, selecting out the lean and sall ow face of the nmaster of the Arts
Geogr aphi cal who had devoted years to the thankl ess business of engraving his
secrets on the ungrateful layers of Andris's maturing mnd. He i. conjured
up the precise tone of that dry, cracked voice.

Nothing that is properly stored is ever |ost, he heard the inaginary voice
say. Wat we nake a part of you nowwll be a part of you forever. It is to
sustain the lore that the human being has been gifted with such a protracted
chi l dhood and such an inpressionable mnd. Provided that the initial

i mpression is deep enough, forgetfulness is an iriipossible sin.

"Stupid windbag,"” Andris nmuttered. Aulakh Phar, realising that the words
were not meant for' him did not take offence.

It was as though the voice were a string attached to Andris's hand.

The hand reached out, "unbidden by any conscious volition of his own, and he
had only to inagi ne the voice saying: South of the equator, line zero. The
Navel of the World. The key to the design is the five-pointed star, crossed
by the curved bow, whose arrow has flown into the Nest of the Phoenix. The
apex of the star is the Corridors of Power in the Dragomite Hills, and its
heart is the Lake of Col ourless Bl ood

H s hand noved back and forth, as if noved by an alien will, making dots and
curved lines. His little finger darted hither and yon as it neasured and
manoeuvred. He opened his eyes by the merest crack to watch the scurrying
pen, so that the sight of the enmergent pattern mght blend in with the

i magi stic guide-path laid down by his tutor's voice. Andris marvelled at the
monmentum of it all: the way it flowed within himlike a river of darkness,
and the way it flowed out of himlike a sputtering fountain, scarring the
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page with ink. It required very little effort on his part to nmaintain the
tenpo and the rhythm and he hardly hesitated at all. The second point is
the Crystal City, the third is Salamander's Fire; the fourth is the lair of
Serpents and the fifth the Pillars of Silence. The shaft of the bowis the
greatest river in all the world and the string the line of its flood-plain.
The arrow s fl etchings are the Silver Thorns and its shaft is the Gauntlet of
d adness; the Nest of the Phoenix is the Navel of the Wrld, the arrow s
buried head Chinera's Cradle, due east of that the Gties of the Plain

Andris paused to | ook at the nmarks which he had scratched, and filled his pen
again. He added a deft stroke here and a ragged blot there, and tried to

i gnore his uneasy awareness that it wasn't quite right. He drew a fram ng
line at the top of the parchment, and another to the right. Then, not quite
satisfied but fearful of losing his inpetus, he laid the pen down and took up
the first and coarsest of the three brushes. It was far too coarse, and his
hand was a bigger and clunsier thing now than it had been when he was hal f -
grown, but he tried with all his nmind to think in a delicate way.

The upper frame is the Forest of Absolute Night, said the voice inside his
skul I, as he swept a purple that was far too blue across the upper part of
the parchment. He washed the brush and deftly dried it.

To the right is the Spangled Desert. He applied a yellow that was far too
bright, with no silver init at all, wincing at the garishness of it. To the
left is the G ey Waste. He used a delicate shade of blue for that, but it
was quite wong.

The Dragomite Hills extend like the curve of a dove's wing in flight, the
i nner voice went on, as he applied pale green. The Soursweet Mrshes follow
the curve of the bow, whose grip is the Lake of Col ourless Bl ood.

He used pink for the marshes and red for the | ake, ignoring the incongruity.
He used a deeper green for the area south of the marshes, through which ran
the fl etched-arrow synmbol called the Silver Thorns. He had few colours |eft
to draw the w de-w nged phoenix fluttering above her nest, but he bl ocked the
shadowy figure in another shade of purple, and coloured the plain to the east
and south of it in green. Then he added in the remaining rivers, in dark

bl ue.

He cl eaned the brush for the last tine, and set it carefully aside.
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Then he took up the. pen again and dipped it in the ink pot He continued
for three or four minutes nmore, dotting and dabbing, adding |abels. Finally,
he stopped. He | ooked up at Aul akh Phar, who had been watching himwth

i ntense concentration.

"That's enough," he said.

"It's the best | can do. The colours are all wong, but it's good enough to
show that | know what |'m doing."

Phar sucked his teeth for a nonent or two, then nodded.

"Well," he said, 'either you really have the lore or you're the best actor |
ever saw. But you'll have to interpret these labels for me. Initials won't
do. "

Andris cleared the nib of the pen on a piece of rag, and gl anced around at
Merel, who was smling in relief.

"I"'mnot sure the |labels nmean very nuch," he said cautiously.

"They're nostly just vivid names -- menoni c devices, intended to fix things
in the nenory. PS, for instance, is Pillars of Silence- but what, exactly,
the Pillars of Silence mght be isn't part of the lore. Not my lore, at any
rate. "

"Let's not worry about the neanings for now,'
| abel .

Phar said, pointing to another

"This NWis the Navel of the Wrl d?"
"That's right."

"What do the NP and CC close by it refer to? Wat are these curious synbols
here, here and here, which don't seemto be letters at all?"

"I'"ve no idea what the glyphs' nean," Andris adnmitted, carefully not answering
the first part of the question, on the grounds that a wi se man ought to keep
alittle information up his sleeve, '"but |I can tell you that out of all the
maps conmitted to my nmenory, this and the one which describes the country
further to the south are the only ones that have them [It's strange, though,
that the Navel of the World should be so far south. You'd expect it to be at
the equator, wouldn't you? "

"What's the equator?" Merel Zabio asked.

"Aline around the mddle of the world, like a belt,” Andris told her,
pointing it out on the map.

"Here it is, running through the Forest of Absolute N ght and into the
Spangl ed Desert. The zero line cuts it here, due north of the Lake of
Col ourless Blood. That's where the Navel of the Wrld ought to be, not
hundreds of kirns to the south and way off to the west."

"Why is there a line around the mddle of the world?" Merel asked.

"Who put it there?"
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"It's not areal line," Andris told her

"It's just a map nmakers thing - part of the framework which contains the
maps. There aren't any..."

He never finished the sentence. There was a sudden hamreri ng on the door
whi ch was, of course, barred on the inside and a stentorian voi ce shout ed:
"Open up in the king's nane!"

"Corruption and corrosion!" Phar groaned.

"I thought this place was safe! The innkeeper's a boyhood friend of
Checuti's. You can't trust anyone these days."

If the conplaint extended any further than that, Andris didn't hear it. He
had begun to nove before the challenge was hal fway through and was al ready
scranbling past the old man's chair. Merel had opened the w ndow behi nd her
and was clanbering up on to the sill. Andris paused only to snatch the nap
fromthe table, scattering the paint pots and inkwell far and wi de, before he
fol |l owed her.

The wi ndow was rat her small, and because Andris was unconmonly large it was
by no neans easy for himto scranble through it, but fear lent urgency to his
attenpt. Wth the aid of Merel Zabio, who grabbed his left wist and haul ed
while he was still using his right hand to ramthe hastily furled parchnent
into his shirt, he sonmehow managed to wiggle out on to the steeply slanted
tiles. He glanced back at Phar then, but the grey-haired nan was shaking his
head, signalling to Andris to close the window while he called out to the nen
who were clanouring at the door that he was conming. The pace at which he
went to let themin was, however, far slower than the waiting men would
presumably have liked. Andris nade haste to be out of sight before the bolt
was drawn.

The opportunity which Andris's inprisonment in Xandria had given himto
accustom hinsel f to heights proved, alas, to have done himlittle or no

per manent good. It was one thing to | ook down froma securely barred w ndow
with one's feet solidly planted on a sturdy floor; it was quite another to
scranbl e over a sloping roof, on tiles which seened everywhere to be
crumbling, with nothing but a shallow and thoroughly rotted wooden gutter to
interrupt his fall should he slip.

Panic nearly froze him but Merel still had hold of his armand was pulling
himalong. He had no alternative but to go.
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Andri s had no id*a- of the external shape of the inn, because Merel had
hurried himalong the lane, through the rear door and up the stairs while his
head was vol um nously hooded, giving himno opportunity whatsoever to | ook
around. He had to hope that she had paid enough attention to its
architecture to know whet her there was any plausi ble way down to the ground.

As soon as his kinswoman |l et go of his hand he paused to make sure that the
map was as secure as it could be. Rolling it up so hurriedly and so untidily
and stuffing it inside his shirt was sure to have done a good deal of damage
toits colours, but he fully intended to cling on to it as hard and as | ong
as he could, given chat it was his only chance of buying the hel p he needed
to get himsafely out of Khalorn. By the time he got going again Merel had
taken a long | ead, but he scurried after her, determined to catch up.

Merel had scranbled up to the ridge of the roof, where she found an adequate
handhol d with which to steady herself, and began noving along it. She
signalled to Andris, instructing himto follow, but it was by no neans easy
to obey and when he did try to imtate her he sent three or four broken
tiles skidding down the || roof. The shards pattered down on the ground,

whi ch was enough to nmake themrattle alarmngly. |If any of their pursuers
had been stationed below, it would be perfectly obvious where they were- but
if anyone heard the falling tiles he did not cry out.

"Don't | ook down," Merel advised needlessly, as he continued to follow in her
wake in his own far clunsier fashion. He nanaged to get his left |eg over
the ridge of the roof, so that he mght sit astraddl e as he inched hinself

al ong; the position was unconfortable, but it felt secure and no nore tiles
went - sl i di ng away.

"We'll go to the end," Merel decided, gesturing forwards and whi spering
theatrically across the three nmets which separated them

"The roof slopes down again fromthe point, and the roof of the stable's just
a short drop below the gutter. |If you can refrain fromwanton destruction
for just five seconds you might get down on it without going clean through
Wth luck, there'll be sonel thing close to the outer wall of the stable to
provide a step. If not, we'll just have to junp. |[I'Il go first."

She noved off, crouching | ow but actually wal king on the vertiginously tilted

surface. Andris followed, still using his arns to inch hinself along while
his | egs dangled down to either side. By
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the time he ran out of ridge Mere

was al ready | owering herself on to the stable roof, supporting herself by
clinging to the creaking guttering. It bore her weight, albeit reluctantly,
but Andris could tell that it wouldn't be able to support his. He renmained
inasitting position as he slid hinself down the triangular section of
tiling, inflicting | ess damage on the tiles than he had expected, but the

sl ope was so steep that the further he went the faster he went, and when he
reached the guttering there was no way he could halt hinself.

The guttering split beneath him and he was precipitated into enpty space,
| egs extended and arns aki nbo.

Had he | anded feet first on the stable roof he woul d undoubtedly have
splintered the wood, and night easily have sent splinters deep into his

fl esh, but he managed sonehow to adjust his position so that he | anded on his
butt ocks, spreadi ng the shock of the inpact along his | egs and his back

Al t hough his back was much better now, the |ong spear-cut having healed quite
well, it was not ready for this kind of maltreatnment; the pain was terrible.

The tinbers groaned and gave way, but they didn't shatter. Jarred by the

i npact, and sickened by the agonising wench of his back nuscles, Andris was
unable to do anything for a few seconds but lie still, arns and | egs
outstretched, trying desperately to collect his strength and his wts.

By the time he was able to sit up Merel was out of sight. He squirned across
the slightly slanted beans to the edge of the stable roof. He was nowlittle
more than three mets fromthe ground, but even that seemed |ike a |ong drop,
and he | ooked around for sonething which mght allow himto take it in two
steps. There was a water-butt placed to catch the spillage fromthe
guttering, and he noved towards it, withing |like a snake.

He had no wish to take a bath, so he knew that he would have to be very
careful in placing his feet and bal ancing hinself. He adjusted his position
with the utnost care, and |owered hinself over the edge of the roof in

pai nst aki ng fashion, lying face down while he slid his | egs over the edge
inch by inch.

He groped with his dangling feet for the two sides of the butt, and found it.
He tested its solidity as best he could; not until he was fairly certain

that all was in order did he transfer his weight, and he did so as briefly as
possi ble. He conpl eted the nanoeuvre by 209
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executing a junp and turn of
whi ch- he was i mbdest enough to think a trained acrobat would not have been
utterly ashaned.

Unfortunately, the turn part of the nmanoeuvre brought himface to face with a
man very nearly as big as he was, who was holding a very inpressive dagger in
an unm st akably hostile position. There were two other nen behind him

Merel Zabio was nowhere to be seen. Oddly enough, his first reaction was not
fear or despair but blatant outrage.

"I know you!" he exclainmed in astonishnent.
"You're that bastard who . . ."

"Be glad that | am" the big man interrupted, with no nore than a slight
gri mace of annoyance.

"If 1 were the king's nan, you'd be in real trouble."
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"l can see the house," whispered Luca, who had clinbed a tree in |order
to peer over the intervening wall. There are lights inside they not

asl eep. | can see one man sil houetted in the window. | think there are
others inside, but I can't tell how many."

"How many men does Checuti have with hinP" Jacom asked the man who had net
them behind the | odge in the park. He was small and lean, very light on his
feet- and very nervous now that he had brought themto their destination

"How should I know?" the guide conpl ai ned.

"I'"'mnot one of them |'mjust an honest man who happens to owe nbnhey to an
honest nerchant. Maybe three, naybe thirty. But | can assure you they ain't
going' to lie down an' go to sleep. He only cane into town to see soneone.
He won't hang around once he's finished talking. Don't bank on there being
coin hid in there, 'cause there probably ain't."

"It's a big house shaped like an elongated H, w th outbuildings in both yards
and a big barn off to the right," Luca reported.

"The house nust have at |least two doors. The wall doesn't go all the way
round but there's a fence probably rotten in places but | can't see from
here. It's a real nmaze we don't have nearly enough nen to cover the exits."

"W don't have enough nen, period," said Sergeant Purkin gruffly.

"W shoul d've got help. Plenty of real arny about if the mlitia can't be
trusted.” Purkin's original opinion had been that this was a fool's errand,
but now that they had actually arrived at the place where Checuti was
supposed to be he had changed tack. Now he was naking a show of his strong
di sapproval ofjaconmis determ nation to trust no one but his own nmen. |f the
adventure went badly, the sergeant would certainly not be short of argunents
to denonstrate that the foul -up had definitely not been his fault.
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"W'd have more nmen if we hadn't |ost so many," Jacomtold him in a
faintly accusative tone.

"We'll just have to make do with what we've got left It's too late nowto
send for reinforcements. What are our chances of getting right up to the
house wi t hout bei ng spotted, do you think?"

It was the little nan who answered, before Purkin could open his nouth.
"None," he said flatly.

"There's geese in the sheds to the right of the front yard. Best sentries in
the world you go through that gate an' everyone in the house'll soon know
you' re around."

"Peck us to death, | shouldn't wonder," Purkin nuttered contenptuously.
"Naw, " said the little man di sgustedly.

"Whn't hurt you- but when they hear you comin' they'll start honking | oud
enough to wake the dead. You'll see.”

"What about human sentries?" Purkin asked, keeping his lips | very close to
the prisoner's ear so that he could grow instead of | whispering.

"Do they have those posted too?"

"How should I know?" the little man replied, a little too loudly forJaconis
I'i king, although the soft noise made by the wind as it rustled the | eaves on
the trees was enough to prevent the words being heard nore than a few* nets
awnay.

"I just know the place. | live round '
tell Carus Fraxinus we're square,

ere. Anyway, | gotta go now. You

oxK? "t

Purkin was quick to seize the little man before he could wiggle through the
group of guardsnmen and race away.

"Ch no you don't," he said.

"We're not finished yet." ( "Door's opening," said Luca murmurously.
"Someone comng out. Only one, though."

"Where is he going?" Jacom asked

"Can't tell. Too dark in the shadows. Probably taking a |eak."

Suppose we're been spotted al ready, Jacom wondered. Suppose he's been tipped
off that we're conming. He remenbered, ruefully, the damage whi ch Checuti's
dark landers had done to his patrols on the night of the robbery, with the
anaesthetic darts they'd fired fromtheir bl owipes. There had been

| anplight as well as starlight to aimby in the citadel, and there was far
less light here, but the dark | anders natural habitat was the Forest of

Absol ute Night, where- if runmour could be credited- there was hardly any once
the sun had set. Jacom | ooked uneasily about, cursing the
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awkwar d | ayout of

the farm buil di ngs and the overgrown wall surroundi ng the junk-1laden front
yard. The trees growing close to the outside of the wall were hardly dense
enough to qualify as a forest but they were old and stout, with very leafy
crowns, and they could have hidden a | egion of clever savages.

Not for the first time, Jacom wondered whether Purkin was right to argue that
he ought to have gone to the governor to raise a conpany of nilitianmen. He
rem nded hinsel f, though, that he had good enough reason to think that any
message passed al ong the governor's chain of command was likely to be
broadcast very quickly indeed. It was surely better to be here with too few
men than to have come with a snmall arny to find that the bird had fl own.

"It's OK, " Luca said eventually.
"He's gone back in. Ceese never nade a sound."
"Darkl ander," opined the little nman

"Darkl anders got a way with birds. Checuti's always been thick with dark

| anders Bl ood brothers or sonething' like. Nasty in a fight savages, the |ot
of "em™
"You seemvery well informed about his habits," Jacom observed.

"How many men is he likely to have with him do you think?"

"l don't know" the inforner insisted.

"It doesn't really matter, sir," Purkin said grimy

"We're too fewto rush the place even if there're only half a dozen. Even if
we keep watch on all the doors there's any nunber of escape routes froma

place like that. |If it comes to a fight. . . well, | don't like charging
into a battle without knowi ng the eneny's strength or the quality of his
arns. Far better to set an ambush and lie low [If he comes out when he's
finished his business, not knowing we're lying in wait, we'll be able to see
whet her the princess is with himand we'll have a chance to take him That's

our best bet."

"W don't want anyone getting killed," Jacom agreed, knowi ng that the
assenbl ed nen woul d be anxi ous to know that he wasn't about to do anything
f ool har dy.

"We're not here to take Checuti, unless we have a clear opportunity to do so.
What we want, first and forenost, is to find out whether he still has the
princess, and if so, where. |If we can get that without a fight, so nmuch the
better. Maybe we can talk to him W may not know how many nmen he 213
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has,

but he doesn't know how many we have. |f we can persuade himthat he's
surrolrhded, he might be willing to give up the princess in exchange for free
passage out of that house."

"Ambush is best,"” Purkin said steadfastly.

"Bluff can always get called. |If we pretend we're nore than we are, the
bastards will either scatter or nmake a stand- either way, we're not up to it.
If we wait, an' concentrate on grabbin' Checuti, the rest might |ook after

t hensel ves an' leave himto us."

The little man made a small sound of disgust. The last part didn't sound
very convincing to Jacom He suspected, in fact, that it didn't sound
convincing to Purkin either. Jacomdidn't want to lie in wait, |eaving the
initiative to the other side. He wanted to act. He wanted, if it was at al
possible, to be a hero. Fate surely owed hima chance of that, if there was

any fairness in the world at all. "If we lose him. " Jacom began
slowy. He didn't continue. There were far to nmany ifs hangi ng over the
argument. . . and at the end of the day, he and he alone had to sort
through them He was the officer. It would be his fault if they screwed

this up, no matter whose advice he took, and Purkin would never let him
forget it. Fraxinus had recomended cl everness- but what did cl everness
anount to, in a situation like this?

In all the stories he'd been told as a boy, about ever-valiant guardsmen and
dastardly enemes of the state, things had gone nuch nore smoothly than his
own exploits to date, and no officer had ever made a w ong deci si on without
havi ng a subsequent opportunity to redeem hinself spectacularly. It was,
however, easy for characters in stories to win through when the appropriate
monent arrived: they had dutiful story-rellers”to make sure that they'd be
all right whatever desperate risks they chose to take. In real life there
were far too many things that could go horribly wong.

"You're the only one of us who knows exactly what Checuti |ooks |ike,
sergeant," Jacom poi nted out.

"I't won't be easy to pick himout in light Iike this on the basis of a
second- hand description. Al things considered, | think we mght have to do
sonething a little nmore enterprising than just Iying |l ow and waiting for
Checuti to walk into our arms. W might be able to persuade himthat we're
more than we are, if only we pretend hard enough- and he night be prepared to
talk, if he's sufficiently uncertain of his
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situation. He won't have tine
to plan; he'll have to think fast, and he could easily make mi stakes."

"Don't bet on that," said their infornmant.

"Shut up," Purkin snarled into his ear gruffly. It was painfully clear that
he' d rather have said it to Jacom

"Al'l right," said Jacom trying hard to sound like a man in full command of
the situation.

"This is what we're going to do. Firstly, we need to post nen around the
house. 1t'lIl have to be threes and twos. Those of you who don't have

hal f - pi kes have your swords drawn and ready. Mor, Pavel and Kristoforo, nake
your way round to the rear. Keep sonme distance between yourself and the
yard- don't start the geese honking if you can possibly help it. Taj, you

and Herriman go to the right, Fernel and Aaron to the left. |If they do make
arun for it, look out for Checuti and | ook out for the princess. Your first
priority is to get the princess, if you can ... if that's not on, try to grab
somebody, alive and able to talk. |If they don't run, wait for orders. 1'lI

make sure you know if and when it's tine to go in."

"What about him sir," Purkin asked, nmeaning the man who had brought them

"Let himgo," Jacom sai d.

"He'll only get in the way if he stays.

Cone down, Luca. You'll be nore use on the ground than up a tree if this
doesn't work out. Stay with Kimand Purkin. " Purkin rel eased the man he
was hol ding, but he let out a sad sigh as he did so. As Luca scranbl ed down
to the ground the little man hurried away al ong the road.

"We'll wait ten minutes while the others get into position," Jacomsaid to

the men who had remained by the path |eading to the gate.
"

want you three to wait by the gate. Have your swords ready, but don't nove
unl ess and until | shout for help. "

"Where were you thinkin' of shourin' from sir?" Purkin enquired
di sapprovingly.

"From the doorway of the house, sergeant," Jacomsaid, trying to sound stern
as well as brave, 'if | can get that far. " " You're going to go up there
and knock on the door, are you, sir? " the sergeant asked w th scrupul ous

pol i teness.
"Al'l on your own, like."

"I'f our friend knows what he's tal king about, | doubt that 1'll get to the
door before the geese start honking," Jacomsaid drily.

"As 215
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for being on ny own ... well, let's just remenber who it was that
got us into this mesKlf anything dreadful should happen to ne. . . you can
all go back to Xandria then, can't you?"

"I"mnot sure that we can, sir,
voi ce.

Purkin said, with a noticeable edge to his

"Not as guardsnen, sir not without the princess.” 1t had not quite dawned on
Jacomuntil that nonent that if all that had been required for the
rehabilitation of his men was that sonething untoward shoul d happen to him
sonet hing untoward m ght very well have happened al ready.

It'd be nice to have real friends about nme, he thought. Men that | could
trust. Men who'd gladly take a risk on ny behalf. But if | have to settle
for men who haven't any good reason to stab ne in the back, I'll just have to
keep rem nding nyself that things could be even worse.

"Well," he said aloud, nmore than a little sourly, 'in that case, you'll just
have to hope that this comes off, won't you? " " Anbush is safer, sir,"
Pur ki n stubbornly insisted.

"Trust me, sir. Lie lowand wait. Al ways best."

| tried it once, Jacomthought, and | ook where it got me! "Bluff is
cleverer," he said firmy.

"And whether we trust one another or not, that's the way we're going to play
it, all the way to the last ditch." f
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8 the man who faced Andris across the

| ow tabl e was overwei ght but not flabby; he sonehow gave the inpression of
havi ng earned his size rather than having it thrust upon himby | uxury and

i ndol ence. His curly hair didn't seemin the |east effenminate, and this
wasn't because he wore a neat pointed beard of the sane ebon sl eekness. He
was attended by a sl ender grey nonkey which perched on the back of the sofa,
tethered to a lanp standard by a thin silver chain. "The prince of thieves,

| presune," Andris said drily. "It's not a nanme | ever sought, nor one | can
cherish," the bearded nman answered nournful ly.

"l understand they call you the big dark | ander but | don't expect that you
approve of the habit."

"But I'mnot a dark | ander Andris pointed out, 'whereas you certainly do
seemto be a thief."

"That's true," Checuti adnitted with a theatrical sigh, but said nothing nore
whil e he studied the map which he had carefully spread out on the table.

"Not that | have anything agai nst you on that count,"” Andris said
di pl omatically.

"Merel speaks very highly of you-and | suppose | owe you ny thanks for

getting me out of jail, if what you told her about the princess's intentions
was true. |I'mworried about Merel, by the way- | do think your three
bul I y-boys shoul d have intercepted her too. She'll be anxious and afraid she

probably thinks the king's nmen have got ne."

The bl ack-haired man didn't seemto be |istening.
"This is terrible,"

he observed critically.

"I'f this is an exanple of the mapmaker's Art it's no wonder the lore fel
into such disrepute in Xandria." As Andris had anticipated, the premature
and rather rough and ready scrolling of the map had done his brushwork no
favours at "7
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all. The map did indeed | ook awful

"I didn't have the right materials to start with," he retorted resentfully,
"and the work was utterly spoiled when | had to stuff it into ny shirt and
climb out of the window Was it really the king's nmen at the door, or did
you arrange that? "

"I't was the innkeeper," Checuti admitted.

"You'll probably recall that he didn't actually say he was the king's man- he
just demanded that the door be opened in the king's nane. Anyone can do that.

What's a king for, after all, but to lend the authority of his nane to his

| oyal subjects- and, of course, to keep the coin of the realmnice and fresh?
Burdam didn't want to get into an argument with Phar he's a touchy fellow,

qui te unpredictable, and his partner is far too friendly with that young
guard-captain. At the very |least, Phar would have wanted to come along to
keep an eye on you. It's dangerous enough ny being here at all, wthout
inviting the whole world. Don't worry about your pretty cousin. She'l
figure out soon enough that it wasn't the king' s agents who grabbed you

Phar will |ook after her. "

"If it's so dangerous for you to be here,
Wiy invite anyone at all? "

Andris said, 'why did you cone?

"CGood question," said Burdal m Thrid, who was hovering by the wi ndow | ooki ng
out into the night. The other nmen had retired to another room where they had
i medi ately begun to play cards, watched by two silent dark | anders The dark
| anders had | ooked Andris over very carefully when he arrived, and he had
studied themwi th equal interest, but Thrid had not bothered to introduce
them , "Burdami s the cautious type," Checuti said. '|. rnade himny chief
lieutenant so that he might act as a sobering influence, but somehow it
hasn't worked out. Every tine he tells nme not to do sonmething, it increases
the tenptation to do it. Sheer perversity, | suppose. He says it'll be the
death of ne. He's probably right. "

Andris couldn't help thinking that the conversation was becom ng bizarre.
Checuti was not at all what he had expected. He was begi nning to conprehend,
however, how the idea of robbing the king's treasury m ght have proved
irresistible to such a man.

"I"'mright about this business being sheer nadness," Thrid said.
"

shoul d have slit the bitch's throat myself, the instant we found her.
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"What birch?" Andris wanted to know.
"Princess Lucrezia," Checuti told him

"It's partly because of what she told ne that | wanted to see you- and the

map. He smiled faintly, presumably in response to Andris's blank stare.
"My nmaster plan was perfect," he explained, 'in every respect but one or
perhaps two. At the citadel, it succeeded just a little too well. W

escaped with all the coin, but we also carried away an unconsci ous princess
who was surplus to our requirements. She hadn't seen anything very damaging,
but ny cautious associates were all for killing her regardless. | let her
talk nme out of it. In the course of doing so, she told ne sone interesting

t hi ngs about what mght or night not be happening south of the forest. She
told nme about Keshvara's seeds, thus confirmng what |1'd al ready heard
runour ed about the exceedingly unpl easant death she'd narked you down for,
and she told nme everything Keshvara had told her about Fraxinus's plan to
cross the Dragonmite Hills and the uni que opportunity presented by the blight
whi ch seens to have w ped out so many nests. "

"Al'l horse shit," opined Burdam Thri d.
Checuti ignored him

"This information was intriguing in itself," he went on, 'but | probably
woul dn't have paid any nore attention to it if ny plans hadn't started to go

slightly amy at this end too. You see, |'d rather reckoned on living a
qui et and orderly life fromnow on. | thought that rural Khalorn -- which
is, after all, ny homeland -- would be the perfect setting for an idyllic

retirenent.
Unfortunately, things seemto have changed while |I've been away.

Dar kl anders are flooding out of the forest in considerable nunbers, bringing
tales of invasion by drago mtes with human riders denon wonen descended from
children stolen in the distant past to be nest-slaves.

"I'"ve had dark | ander friends since | was a child. | spent tinme in the
fringes of the forest in ny younger days-- |'ve known those two nmen you net
just now for fifteen years. |'mone of the few gold ens to be inducted into
the Uuru."

"What's the U uru?" Andris asked.
"It's a secret society all dark | anders belong to sonme such society.

Al the societies naturally claimto be the biggest and nost secret of all,
but the Uuru' s definitely the one to be in around these parts. | always
thought of it as a kind of gane a gane that could 219
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be turned to ny

advantage. That's how | contrived to involve dark |anders in the”bbery, of
course. Normally, dark landers live in small fanily groups which don't
co-operate with one another, |let alone anyone el se, but the societies bind
together much larger kin-groups. |It's said that the wonen have one of their
own, but | wouldn't know about that.

"Anyhow, to cut a long story short, the kind of obligation which | exploited
to get the dark | ander help in Xandria works both ways, and now t he society
to which | belong is trying to make clains on * ne.

The gane has sonehow becone serious. The dark lands are in ;. turmoil, it
seens, and the dark | anders are trying to forman arnmy | -- an actual arny,

t hough nothing could be nore foreign to their it. usual way of life to drive
out these nysterious invaders. | can't $ tell how bad the problemreally is
because of the superstitious fears that have beconme confused with it. The
dark landers are nuttering about the end of the world and Serpents reclaimng
their heritage and all kinds of nonsense- and the Uuru want ny help to fight
the good and glorious fight. They expect to get that help, in whatever form
I can best deliver it.

"I'n sone way- | don't yet know exactly how all this nust be connected with
what the princess told me, and this exploration teamthat Fraxinus and Phar
are putting together. Burdamthinks that | don't owe the darklanUers

anyt hing, and ought to let the thing alone, but the men in toe back room

di sagree, and | have a nasty feeling that the thing mght not |let ne al one-
or any of us, cone to that- if | try to stay out of it. | need to find out
nmore about what's happening, Andris. | was rather hoping that this m ght
help ne." He waved his pal mover the ruined map as he said this.

"l can draw another one,"” Andris said, 'if | can only get hold of the right
equi prrent. " He was about to add But | don't see what good it will do when
his mnd s eye conjured up an image of Merel Zabio's face, wearing a
despairingly censorious expression. He quickly changed his mnd, and said
instead: " For a price, of course. Checuri didn't react to that.

"It's odd, isn't it," he said rumnatively, 'that your fate and m ne have
becone entangl ed? Al because you happened to be sitting at a particul ar
table in the Wayfaring Tree at an unfortunate hour, listening to that blind
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beggar recite his fake lore. Did Phar tell you, by any chance, what he and
Fraxinus are really after? "

"He didn't tell me anything,"” Andris said.
"Why? Do you think he's after sone specific treasure?"
"I wish it were as sinple as that," Checuti said with a sigh

"That woul d make things so nuch easier to understand, wouldn't it? Phar and
Keshvara might be in it for sinple profit, but Fraxinus has higher notives in
m nd. The dark |landers are very big on signs and onens, you know . .

one of the things that holds their secret societies together is the notion
that they're a chosen people, having sole custody of certain secret
commandment s passed down fromthe days of the forefathers. The dark | anders
think that this business with the drago nmites conming out of the hills and
into the forest isn't just an inconvenience they think it's a sign of
somet hi ng much nmore om nous. Burdam of course, thinks it's all just
munbo-junmbo . . "

"Horseshit," Thrid corrected himdourly.
"Denmon wonen, Serpent nagicians and secret comandnents ... all horse shit."

.. . ‘but it mght just be," Checuti continued, as if he had never been
interrupted, 'that there are nmore things in the world than his narrowmnd is
willing to accormbdate. |'mnot a superstitious man, Andris, but | am an
initiate of a society whose rules require me to... well, to take an interest,
at least. Tell me, how do you feel about entering ny enpl oy?"

"I'n what capacity?" Andris wanted to know, still having Merel's stern face
fixed in his mnd s eye.

"Fighting man . . . mapnaker. . . imtation dark |ander " Wat about
Mere! "

"She's already one of ny secret |egion, by courtesy of bargains struck in
Xandria. So are you, in the eyes of the law. While you' re on the run anyway
it's far better to be part of a team don't you think?"

Andris hesitated. There was an echo in this situation of the one which he
had faced in Belin's jail. Once again, it seened, he was being offered a
choice without being told what he mght be letting hinself in for. He was
opening his nmouth to prevaricate when he was rudely interrupted by a sudden
raucous clanmour comng fromthe yard beyond the wi ndow at whi ch Burdam Thrid
was standing. Thrid started, but not as violently as the little nonkey 221
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whi ch began to | ook wildly about, chattering its teeth.

Thrid nuttered yet another curse as a human voi ce shouted above the din:

"Checuti! This is Captain Jacom Cerri of the king's guard. M nen have
surrounded the house. You're outnunbered and you can't escape. Send
Princess Lucrezia out. Provided she's unharned, | give you ny word that no
harmw |l come to you or any of your men."

"In a pig's eye," Thrid nuttered, as the door burst open and the
card-players tunbled into the room |ooking urgently to their |eader for
gui dance

"I't's atrick!™ 1; "If it's atrick," said Checuti dubiously, 'it's a
peculiar one. |If the geese gave them away while they were sneaking up on

us, why j didn't they sinply charge in? Do they really think the princess is
1lj here- and if not, what do they have to gain by playing for tinme? "

"There isn't time for this," Thrid said, drawi ng a huge dagger fromhis belt.

"Let's go."
"No!" said Checuti

"There's no knowi ng what we'd be running into. A little cleverness mght get
us all out alive and uninjured." The two dark |anders were in the doorway
now, waiting expectantly--but they seened perfectly calmand patient. It was
to them not to the card-players; that Checuti | ooked now.

"They' || have soneone watching the cjack door," he said.

"Don't let themsee you. No matter what youjfind, don't start a right.
Let's figure out exactly what we're up agai nst before we turn the place into
a battlefield OK?" ; The dark | anders nodded, and i medi atel yl turned away.
It was Thrid who said: "It's not K" Sonebody's turned us in! "

"I''"l'l handle it, Burdam" Checuti said quietly H s face seened to Andris to
reflect the same firminperturbability that he had seen in the faces of the
two dark | anders recalling all that he had said earlier about being party to
their secrets.

"Just be patient, will you? |If we do have to run, look after Andris he and
still have sone talking to do. Take himto the neeting-house; ['Il conme when
I can. Tell ne, Andris - are you a ganbling man?"

"Only for noney," Andris replied acidly, as an all too familiar sinking
feeling asserted its grip once again within his | ower abdonen.

"I don't like torisk ny life, if | can possibly help it."

"Very sensible," said Checuti, reaching out to pat the anxi ous nonkey
reassuringly on the head.

"Neither do I|."
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9 after shouting out his invitation Jacom stepped back ten or fifteen nets.
The geese didn't stop honking but they becane gradually |l ess strident. Jacom
could feel the beating of his heart as tinme | eaked away. At |east three

m nutes went by before the door opened and a | one figure appeared,

silhouetted by a lantern which had been set on the floor of the corridor
behind him The figure was stout but solid.

H's arms were spread wide and his fingers were splayed, to nmake it obvious
that he held no weapon. He didn't seemto be wearing a sword belt

"Captain Cerri?" The nan's voice was level, with nore curiosity init than
fear.

"Here!" Jacomsaid. He stepped forward again, but the other held up his
hand.

"That's near enough. | can see you. " The noise of the geese was so
mur mur ous by now that it wasn't necessary for himto shout. "Send out the
princess," Jacom sai d again.

"Then tell' your nen to lay down their arns and conme out quietly." He felt a
little nore rel axed now that he had actually seen Checuti and heard him
speak. The man didn't | ook so very fearsonme, and he sounded perfectly
civilised.

"I don't think that's necessary," Checuti replied.

"If you'd mustered enough nmen to stormthe house, or even to surround it, I'd
surely have been warned of your coming before nmy feathery friends sounded the
alert. Wo told you we were here?"

"My first priority is to make sure the princess is safe," Jacom said,

sticking doggedly to his own agenda.

"I'"ve been commanded by the king to bring her safely back to Xandria at al
costs."

"I"'malnmost tenpted to pretend that she's here,"” Checuti said calmy, 'but
there really isn't nuch point in our both becomng |lost in a nmaze of bl uff
and counter-Dbluff. I"msorry, but I don't have the 223
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princess in ny
chag”. any nore.

"ls she dead?"
"No. "
"Can you prove that?"

The sil houetted figure | aughed briefly.

"OF course | can't prove it, captain- but if she were dead, would you dare to
carry the news to Belin? | wouldn't, if |I were in your shoes. Wuldn't it
be arelief, in a way, if she were dead? Then you could sinply stop worrying
about your comm ssion and becone a soldier of fortune. | hear that Phar is
having difficulty hiring men because the dark | anders he was relying on have
other commitnments. As it happens, though, | have no reason to doubt that the
princess is alive and well. | handed her over to Hyry Keshvara two days
after | eaving Xandria. Keshvara agreed to bring her south."”

Jacom careful |y considered this surprising news.
"l don't believe you," he said, after a brief pause.

"Keshvara shoul d have arrived three days ago, ahead of Fraxinus, to join
Aul akh Phar. She hasn't shown up."

"Of course she hasn't," Checuti said equably.

"She isn't going to show her face within twenty kirns of the city while she
has the princess in tow. She's probably gone into the forest already- she'l

link up with Fraxinus there. |If you want her, you'll have to go with
Fraxi nus yourself. Did he help you find us? You must have had help from
someone, and he's the only man | know who m ght have sufficient pull in these

parts to turn one of my men around.”

"Way did you give the princess to Keshvara?" jacom asked, ignoring Checuti's
questi ons.

"Why shoul d* Keshvara take her south instead of returning her to Xandria? It
doesn't nmake sense it has to be alie."”

Jacom felt less than confident in saying this. Checuti was quite wong and
probably knew it- to suggest that it might come as a relief to Jacomto know
that the princess was dead and that his own fate was sealed so far as Xandria
was concerned. On the contrary, Jacom wanted desperately to be assured that
the princess was alive, that she was safe in the custody of Hyry Keshvara,
and that she might well ride into Khal orn tonorrow norning, deeply gratefu

to be delivered into the protective arms of her woul d-be rescuer.

Unfortunately, he couldn't think of any possible way that Checuti could
convi nce him of this.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (227 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:21 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

"The princess knew Keshvara," Checuri said blandly.

"She asked to be delivered into her custody. It suited ny friends, too- they
were afraid that the princess mght be able to tell the king's agents
somet hing that would prejudice their safety- so | obliged. When | explained
to Keshvara that they mght both end up dead if she tried to take the

princess back to Xandria, she hadn't much choice but to bring her south. |If
you can find Keshvara, | expect she'll be only too glad to hand over the
princess- your real problemw || be persuading the princess to go with you

She' s seen enough of the Inner Sanctumto last a lifetinme, and she seened
distinctly averse to the prospect of being married off to that island
princeling Belin had marked out for her. |If | were you, captain, |'d hurry
back to Khalorn. Catch up with Fraxinus and Phar and stick with them

Keshvara will bring the princess to you when she can, and you can negoti ate
your future prospects with the girl herself. There's nothing for you here
but a chance to die. Neither of us wants to take chances like that, do we?

Jacom consi dered this proposition dubiously. It was, he decided, far too
easy. |If he wal ked away now, and found out later thar this was all lies,
he'd | ook a perfect fool. Even if it were all true, how could he let a

chance to capture Checuri slip through his fingers? On the other hand,
Checuri was right about it being a chance to die. How nmany nmen, he wonder ed,
did Checuri have in the house? Did the fact that the thief was prepared to
cone to the door and talk inmply that he hadn't enough to come out fighting,
or so many that he felt confident of nounting a successful defence if he were
attacked? "I need proof," he said, knowing even as he said it that it was a
ridiculous thing to say. Wat proof could Checuri possibly offer? "I think
you should go now, captain," the man in the doorway said.

"You' ve been very sensible so far. | don't want bl oodshed any nore than you
do, and |I've told you what you want to know, so it would suit us both very
well if you sinply went away."

Tmafraid | can't do that," Jacomreplied reluctantly. He was uneasily aware
of the weakness of his position, but he felt that he had no choice.

"It's a matter of duty. |If the princess isn't here, | nmust ask for your
uncondi ti onal surrender. If | don't get it, my men will slaughter your
entire band of brigands."

"That's no way for a reasonable man to conduct his affairs, ~5
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captain,”
Checuti sd, in a voice that was gently derisive w thout being openly
i nsul ting.

"It might be brave, and it m ght even qualify as dutiful, but it's not
sensible. People could get killed- including you. How would Belin get his
daught er back then? Carus Fraxinus won't turn back once he's in the forest
no matter what problems might drop into his lap. Your first priority is to
find Lucrezia--isn't that what you said? Go find her, then. Don't waste
time with stupid heroics. It isn't worth the risk."

"It's a matter of duty,” Jacominformed himagain, wishing that his voice
didn't sound quite so dol eful

"And a matter of personal pride, too. It was ny nmen your dark |anders
felled, ny nen you lured away using the anber as a diversion. D d you
arrange for himto be captured in the first place? He was working with you
all along, wasn't he?"

"No," the thief nmster said.

"He was just an innocent man you arrested, and you didn't |et out even when
you di scovered that he didn't cripple your guardsman. His rel ease was just
an extra twist | added to ny little plot, for purely aesthetic reasons. You
| aid the groundwork yourself for the trap which you fell into, captain- you
and you alone." , That accusation stung, by vii-rue of its accuracy. Jacom
had been the officer in conmand; he had jailed the anber and then laid an
anbush to stop himgetting ojut of jail. [If he had only been in the
courtyard outside the Inner Sanctum and not high on the wall, perhaps the
princess woul d never have been captured. He could have run to intercept her,
to save her froma fate worse than . . but this was no tine for flights of
idle fancy: "If you don't cone out peacefully," Jacom said stubbornly, "we
have to cone in after you." He heard Purkin's words echoing in his m nd:
Anbush is safer, sir . . . Lielowand wait. . . Always best. Wy did
the patron ising swi ne always have to be right?

"The world would be a far better place if all woul d-be heroes were strangl ed
at birth," the thief master opined with a heavy sigh- but he was quick to

add, in a nore confidential tone: "If you're playing this scene for the
benefit of your men, forget it. They don't want to risk their |lives any nore
than you want to risk yours. 1've told you howto find the princess that's

reward enough for a night's work."

The troubl e was, Jacom thought, as he exam ned his options,
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that Checuti was

very probably right. He began to wi sh- perversely, he knew that he had not
initiated this conversation. Checuti was right to argue that no reasonabl e
man woul d start a fight in which half his conpany could end up dead unl ess he
had no choi ce- but on the other hand, wouldn't it rmake a nockery of
everything he was supposed to stand for as an officer in the king's guard if
he sinply wal ked away fromthe nan who' d stolen the contents of the king's
treasury on the day before Thanksgiving? In a romance, of course, he would
have chal | enged Checuti to single conbat, but he knew full well that if he
were to suggest anything along those lines the only response he could

sensi bly expect would be | oud and nocki ng | aughter.

"l have to take you with ne,’
f ace- savi ng nmove

Jacom sai d, desperately casting about for a

"If you cone out now, the rest of your nmen can go free. | pronmise that you
won't be harned."

"My nmen wouldn't like that," Checuti said.

"They'd lose faith in ne if they thought | was the sort of fool who'd hand

hi nsel f over on the strength of a promse like that. To tell you the truth,
captain, they're a lot nmore enthusiastic to fight than | am M/ dark | anders
are very edgy- trouble at home, you see and the others are prepared to fight
to the death rather than lose all the lovely bright coin they worked so hard
to earn. \What | can do, though as it happens- is give you the big anber.

You coul d take himback to Khalorn with you, and hand hi mover to the
governor."

Jacom was startled by this offer
"You just said he wasn't one of your nen," he pointed out.
"He isn't," Checuti said.

"I'"ve just been having a chat with him about matters of mutual interest.
But he is here, and if you're deternmined to take soneone away with you, |'d
rather it was himthan ne."

"l don't want him" Jacom sai d.

"l shoul d have turned himloose nyself instead of trying to stop you getting

himout and I'mnot going to make the same mistake again. |If you can't hand
over the princess, then it has to be you, Checuti, alone or with everyone
else. | can't settle for anything |l ess- not without a fight." Jacom

stiffened as a second figure appeared in the hallway behind Checuti .

It was a very big man, and for a nonent he assuned that it nust be the anber-
but then he saw that the man a?
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captain," Checuti said, in a voice that was gently derisive w thout being
openly insulting.

"It might be brave, and it m ght even qualify as dutiful, but it's not
sensible. People could get killed- including you. How would Belin get his
daught er back then? Carus Fraxinus won't turn back once he's in the forest
no matter what problems might drop into his lap. Your first priority is to
find Lucrezia -- isn't that what you said? Go find her, then. Don't waste
time with stupid heroics. It isn't worth the risk."

"It's a matter of duty,” Jacominformed himagain, w shing that his voice
didn't sound quite so dol eful

"And a matter of personal pride, too. It was ny nmen your dark |anders
felled, ny nen you lured away using the anber as a diversion. D d you
arrange for himto be captured in the first place? He was working with you
all along, wasn't he?"

"No," the thief nmster said.

"He was just an innocent man you arrested, and you didn't |et out even when
you di scovered that he didn't cripple your guardsman. Hi s rel ease was just
an extra twist | added to ny little plot, for purely aesthetic reasons. You
| aid the groundwork yourself for the trap which you fell into, captain you
and you al one."

That accusation stung, by virtue of its accuracy. Jacom had been the officer
in command; he had jailed the anber and then laid an anbush to stop him

getting out of jail. |If he had only been in the courtyard outside the |nner
Sanctum and not high on the wall, perhaps the princess would never have been
captured. He could have run to intercept her, to save her fromA fate worse
than . . . but this was no tine for flights of idle fancy.

"If you don't come out peacefully," Jacom said stubbornly, "we'll have to
come in after you. " He heard Purkin's words echoing in his mnd: Ambush is
safer, sir . . . Lielowand wait. . . Aways best. Wy did the

patron ising sw ne always have to be right?

"The world would be a far better place if all woul d-be heroes were strangled
at birth," the thief master opined with a heavy sigh - but he was quick to

add, in a nore confidential tone: "If you're playing this scene for the
benefit of your nen, forget it. They don't want to risk their lives any nore
than you want to risk yours. 1've told you howto find the princess- that's

reward enough for a night's work."

The troubl e was, Jacom thought, as he examined his options,
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that Checuti was

very probably right. He began to wish ~ perversely, he knew that he had not
initiated this conversation. Checuti was right to argue that no reasonabl e
man woul d start a fight in which half his conpany could end up dead unl ess he
had no choi ce- but on the other hand, wouldn't it rmake a nockery of
everything he was supposed to stand for as an officer in the king's guard if
he sinply wal ked away fromthe nan who' d stolen the contents of the king's
treasury on the day before Thanksgiving? In a romance, of course, he would
have chal | enged Checuti to single conbat, but he knew full well that if he
were to suggest anything along those lines the only response he could

sensi bly expect would be | oud and nocki ng | aughter.

"l have to take you with ne,’
f ace- savi ng nmove

Jacom sai d, desperately casting about for a

"If you cone out now, the rest of your nmen can go free. | pronmise that you
won't be harned."

"My nmen wouldn't like that," Checuti said.

"They'd lose faith in ne if they thought | was the sort of fool who'd hand

hi nsel f over on the strength of a promse like that. To tell you the truth,
captain, they're a lot nmore enthusiastic to fight than | am M/ dark | anders
are very edgy- trouble at home, you see and the others are prepared to fight
to the death rather than lose all the lovely bright coin they worked so hard
to earn. What | can do, though- as it happens is give you the big anber.

You coul d take himback to Khalorn with you, and hand hi mover to the
governor."

Jacom was startled by this offer
"You just said he wasn't one of your nen," he pointed out.
"He isn't," Checuti said.

"I'"ve just been having a chat with him about matters of mutual interest.
But he is here, and if you're deternmined to take soneone away with you, |'d
rather it was himthan ne."

"l don't want him" Jacom sai d.

"l shoul d have turned himloose nyself instead of trying to stop you getting

himout and I'mnot going to make the same mistake again. |If you can't hand
over the princess, then it has to be you, Checuti, alone or with everyone
else. | can't settle for anything |l ess not without a fight."

Jacom stiffened as a second figure appeared in the hallway behind Checuti.
It was a very big man, and for a nonent he assuned that it nust be the anber
but then he saw that the man a?
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was too dark, and guessed that it nust be Burdam Thrid. Thrid whispered
somet Mftg in Checuti's ear

Checuti suddenly burst out |aughing.
“"Ten nmen!" he called out to Jacom

"You' re running this bluff with ten men\ You're a nman after my own heart,
captain but with only ten nmen you can't even catch us, |let alone fight us.
Next time, bring an army."

As he stepped back, |eaving the door open, Checuti casually flicked his right
foot sideways. The lantern fell over, the tall glass shattering as it hit
the wall. QG spilled out of the reservoir, igniting as it flowed. The

hal lway filled up with blazing liquid and snoke billowed out of the doorway.
Checuti and Thrid had noved back al ong the corridor; they were no |longer in
Vi ew.

Purkin was already conming forward at a run, with the other two nen cl ose
behi nd, but Jacom knew t hat Checuti was right. Ten nmen had little or no
chance of intercepting and capturing the people running out of the farnmhouse
especially if their exact disposition was known, as it had to be if they had
been so accurately counted.

A mad cacophony of sound burst forth as the geese, startled by the fire and
snmoke, gave voi ce again.

"CGet Checuti!" Jacom shouted as he ran forward.
"Never mnd the rest of themjust get Checuti."

He had no doubt that his nmen would do their very best to obey the order, but
no confidence that they would be able to do it. Wile he was drawing his
sword Purkin raced past him and nmade as if to junp the npat of blazing oi
that was now (sealing the doorway, but changed his mnd. Jacomdidn't blane
himfor falling back-it woul d have been a stupid thing to do.

Purkin baw ed at the men with himto go left and right, to cover the w ndows
as well as the doors. Wen the sergeant chose to go to the left Jacom

i medi ately went to the right, but he was already possessed by the cold
certainty that it would all be for nothing.

Cl everness had i ndeed been needed to win the day, and he had not found enough
of it. Yet again he had proved hinsel f inadequate.

As he ran, he held his sword high, ready and eager to cut at anyone he net.
He was, however, able to curb the inmpulse when he finally did run into
sonmeone whi ch was perhaps as well, given that it was only poor Herriman,

I'i mpi ng painfully because some callous brute had kicked himvery hard on his
bad | eg.
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Fortunately, that was the only significant injury Jacom s party sustai ned.
Unfortunately, it was the only significant injury anyone sustai ned- although
it took along tine to ascertain the fact because it was not until several
hours had el apsed that the |ast of the nen trudged back to the governor's
manse in Khalorn to report that their mscellaneous pursuits had all ended in
i gnomi ni ous failure.
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| ucrezia soon decided that the Forest of Absolute N ght was even nore
beautiful by night than it was by day. By day, the sunlit canopy was |ike a
huge ornanental ceiling in which greys, greens, blues and purpl es extended
infinitely in a mad but fairly consistent pattern, while the amazingly
intricate peripheral flora which each of the vastly thick bol es supported
presented t he appearance of a vast shock of wiry hair which had gone al nost
conmpletely grey. By night, however, the canopy becanme a vast nysterious
vault of not-quite-darkness, in which there were nmllions of tiny noving
lights fireflies, glowworns, and the light-lures deployed by angl er-anenones
while the parasitic communities dressing each tree-trunk canme. strangely
alive, each one revealed by its |umnous web work as a miniature forest in
its own right.

The princess realised for the first tine that
"Absolute N ght' had never been intended to signify

"Absol ute Darkness', but rather to inply shades of neaning too delicate for
ordinary patterns of expectation. It was easy to think that this was,

i ndeed, true night: night Iit entirely by courtesy of living things both
earthly and unearthly and not by virtue of distant suns.

Al these night-time illumnations were very pale indeed, far |less bright
than the starlight of an open and cl oudl ess sky, but such was the
architecture of the forest with extensive 'hi ghways' of flat bare ground

bet ween the root-di scs which extended for three or four nets fromevery hole
that travel was by no means inpossible. Nor, according to Hyry Keshvara, was
it overly dangerous. Hyry had taken great care to prepare Lucrezia for this
part of their journey even before they reached the forest proper.

"There aren't so very nany dangers, if you're careful,” Hyry had expl ai ned.

"Even at night, when the forest fauna is at its nost active, it's reasonably
safe if we can carry lanterns as we go. The
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| anterns won't |ight enough of
the forest floor to let us see our way, but their yellow glow is unusua
enough to nmake nost of the night hunters steer well clear

"The nonkeys are nostly harm ess, although they can give you a nasty bite if
they're frightened. They live way up in the canopy, but they're curious as
wel | as ommivorous, and every bit as active by day as by night. They
occasionally come down to the forest floor to forage, and they sonetines come
into a canp when peopl e are sl eeping.

If you don't panic, they won't.

"The smaller panthers are nuch nore discreet, being stealth hunters with nore
sense than to stal k humans, but the big ones can be nasty.

The biggest ones of all are the nightdoaks; they're the ones whose favourite
trick is tolie on the | ower boughs and drop down on passing prey. They're
usual ly after chevrotain and pigs, but they take the dark | anders goats
whenever they get the chance, and a horse or a donkey |ooks to themlike a
feast and a half. |If ever one should drop on you when you're riding don't
waste tinme westling, just do whatever you can to get clear the night cloak
will always stay with the horse.

"Not all flower worns are dangerous, but only dark | anders can tell the

poi sonous ones fromthe harm ess ones. | dare say you've got three or four
kinds of flower wormvenomin that belt of yours, and the rel evant antidotes
too, but don't think that makes you an expert on the live creatures. Play
safe and avoid the lot. The sane applies to whip snakes but if you do get
bitten, don't get hysterical. People usually recover, even w thout treatnent.

"If you run across wild pigs, don't annoy the mal es- they can be very
bad-tenpered. The same applies to tame pigs- don't think that they'Il be as
docile with you as they are with the dark | anders who own them Cone to
think of it, the sanme applies to the dark | anders thensel ves the nal es can be
very touchy when they're on home ground, and it's annoyingly easy to offend
agai nst their nultitudi nous taboos quite by accident.

"In general, if you see anything you don't recogni se as safe, steer clear.
You' Il accunul ate the usual motley of bites and stings, but you' ve already
had your ration on those, and some of those healing salves you have are at
| east as good as anythi ng Aul akh Phar uses. | know |I'mthe one who's been
selling themto Ereleth for years years and nore."

'31
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The last itemin this catal ogue of advice had been inparted | ess than
politely, butdcrezia was glad of every admi ssion that the instruments of her
Art really were of sone value. Privately, Lucrezia thought that the manner
in which she'd coped with the attack three nights before had denobnstrated
that fact beyond a shadow of doubt, but Hyry had not been inpressed, even
when she had seen the bodies and neasured the exact extent of their

accel erated corruption.

"It's too slow," Hyry had said

"Look at you all bruises. |If they' d been fighting nen instead of country
bunpki ns they'd have killed and butchered you | ong before they keel ed over
Anyhow, poison is too indiscrimnate, even if you put it on a knife instead
of your fingernails it poses too nmuch of a danger to its user. Having the
antidote on your person is no guarantee that you'll have tinme to use it."

The princess had contented herself with replying that what she'd done had
been necessary. That was true, and Hyry knew it was true.

"I"'mno knife fighter," Lucrezia had pointed out, 'and had | not done mny
part, you certainly couldn't have killed all four of them even though they
were nere farnmhands. "

After that initial exchahge, whose sharpness had been accentuated by a keen
awar eness of how | ucky they had been to avoid death or serious injury; they
had both avoi ded the subject but Lucrezia still felt a fierce desire to prove
to Hyry that she was, in fact, a useful conpanion to have. Now, as they
stopped for what was scheduled to be a |onger than usual m dnight rest,
Lucrezia thought that it might be both safe and sensible to advertise her
wares a little.

"l know nore than you m ght think about the forest and its produce,"
she told Hyry.

"Wtch-lore inevitably touches on the unearthly, and the forest is the
best - known haunt of unearthly life-forns around the enpire's borders. The

| ore handed down to ne contains a good deal of information about flower worns
and the like."

"I know that," Hyry said.

"It was because | trade in this region, with the dark |anders that Ereleth
becane a valuable custoner. | may not be an initiate into all of Ereleth's
mysteries, but | know nore than you m ght suppose about your potions and
pastes nore, perhaps, than Aul akh Phar. Not being a woman, he's at a
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di sadvantage. Anong the dark landers it's the wonen who are the healers and
herbal i sts, and they won't discuss such matters with their own nen, |et alone
gol den nmen. That's probably why kings of Xandria traditionally wed

wi tch-wi ves instead of appointing nmale mnisters of witchery. The
eccentricities of dark |lander fol kways have effects which extend as far as
the citadel of Xandria -- you mght remenber that when we run into the dark

| ander s

"I"'msurprised we haven't seen any of themyet," Lucrezia said, while she

pondered the inplications of these coments.
"It's a very big forest," Hyry said.

"The dark | anders are nomadi ¢ herdsnen, noving with their pigs and goats in
smal | fanmily groups.

They have big festivals occasionally, at which times they come together in

| arge numbers, but they have to disperse again fairly quickly or their
animals would graze all the way to the bark of the nei ghbouring trees.

Al t hough ninety per cent of that white fuzz is purely parasitic its presence
actually protects the trees against various nasty blights which woul d

ot herwi se never allow themto grow so big. The dark | anders have to be
careful to limt the damage their animls dol suppose that's the sensible
basis of their system of taboos, although random additions have el aborated it
into a mad riot of nostly arbitrary commandnents. "

"Ereleth's actually been here," Lucrezia said.

"Along tinme ago when she was an apprentice herself. None of her roya
apprentices ever cane south, but there's a lot | could | earn hereabouts, if I
had Ereleth or sonme other witch to teach ne."

"I"'d like to help, highness,"” Hyry said insincerely, 'but I'mno custodi an of

that kind of lore. | just happen to have picked up a little useful know edge
here and there while doing business. | don't have an arnoury |ike yours.
How did you come to be wearing it when you fell into Checuti's cart? "

"I'"'ma practitioner of the Art," Lucrezia said, rather stiffly.
" A

true Artist is never without her resources. | never went to bed naked, even
in the privacy of the Inner Sanctum "

"No wonder they said . Hyry stopped abruptly, and opened her nouth
again as if to say sonething el se instead.

Lucrezia was quick to intervene.
"What did they say whoever they m ght be?"
"Not hing," the trader said

"The one thing that was never said within the walls of the tower 233
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was
not hing," Lucrezi a observed cont enpt uously.

"Everyone had an opini on about “yerything, and the gossip doubtless spread to
every corner of the citadel before spilling out into the streets and harbours
of the city. D d they say that even ny father was afraid of ne, and couldn't
wait to export me to some godforsaken isle three-quarters of the way across
the Slithery Sea? Did they say that Lucrezia the pupil had outstripped her

teacher Ereleth, in zeal if not in expertise? That rmuch was true, | believe
but if they said that |I'm mad, or dangerously foolish, they were wwong. |I'm
a witch, but witchery is just one nore aspect of the lore, |ike mathematics

or mapnaki ng but nore useful .”

"Nei t her mat hematics nor nmapnmaki ng requires that you kill people for
practice, highness," Hyry said, in a | ow tone.

"You can't bl ane people for tal king about things like that."

"People are killed every day," Lucrezia said dismssively, 'for far |ess
reason than testing the accuracy of |ore which has been corrupted by

fal sehood and nystification. M/ father condemms men to death in hundreds of
different ways, of which the scaffold is nerely the quickest. Nor is nurder
a royal prerogative in a city like Xandria, where the struggle for surviva
is sol'mtold nore than usually intense. Do you ishink the men | took from
the wall- gangs weren't as good as dead al ready? "

Hyry Keshvara did not reply.

"Wtchery generates dread Oy virtue of superstitious awe, not by virtue of
killing people," Lucrezia said, quoting Ereleth word for word.

"That's part of the Art, part of the nystique but you of all people should
have a better understanding. You may be too delicate to use weapons like

m ne, but you're entirely happy to supply them aren't you? You brought me
the nmurderous seeds fromthe Navel of the Wrld, and told nme what to do with
them are you any | ess responsible for the consequences than | an? This
forest is only half-unearthly, but the land to the south has far |less of the
earthly init, hasn't it? It's aland full of witchery and you can hardly
wait to get there, to pass through territories which have | ong been closed to
humanki nd, in search of the place where man- eating thorn bushes grow wild.
Do you have the tenerity to di sapprove of nme because of pal ace gossip? |

t hought you were my friend, Hyry. O were you only cultivating a good

cust omer ?"

"I amyour friend, highness,” Hyry said firmy, "and I've killed ny

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (239 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:21 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

share of

men, not always under threat of my own death. Her tone was sincere, but
Lucrezia couldn't help wi shing that she hadn't appended the hi ghness to the
first claim

Lucrezia woul d have said nore, but at that point she was interrupted by a
strange noise in the crowns of the nearby trees. The canopy was never
silent, even by night, but the voices of the birds which sang and the frogs
whi ch croaked were faint and unobtrusive; the new sound was not |oud but it
was strangely insistent and om nously ever present. It was an oddly throaty
sound . as if the entire forest were on the point of choking.

"What in the world is that?" Lucrezia asked.

"I't's rain, highness," Hyry said, seemingly glad of the opportunity to speak
lightly.

"Only rain.”

Lucrezi a | ooked up and around, squinting to nmake the nost of the yellow
| anpli ght and the white auras surrounding the tree- trunks.

"But none of it is reaching the ground!" she said.

"The trees are greedy for all the rain that falls,” the trader said.

"Even if it falls in torrents, the canopy catches al nost every drop

These unearthly trees have webs, rather |ike those on a duck's feet, extended
bet ween their | ower boughs- as you can see by day if you | ook very carefully
into the confusing riot of colour. Sone rainwater trickles down through
channel s in the bark, hidden by the surrounding growh, but nost is directed
through veins deep in the boles. Every full-grown tree is hollow at the
heart. The surplus is |eaked into the soil, where the roots reclaimit later

"There are streams in the forest, and one great river, but far the greater
proportion of the water they carry flows fromthe Dragomite Hlls. The
forest is always breathing, you see noisture evaporates constantly from every
| eaf, and the interval before its return to earth can be a tinme of trial if
it's too long extended. There's no need for you and | to fear thirst- the
sap of the trees can always be tapped, if you know how but we m ght have to
let the two extra horses go if we can't get to the river quickly enough.”

They had four horses now. Two of the nounts ridden by the men who had
attacked them had run off before Hyry could secure them but they had kept
the others in order to relieve the pressure on their own.

Lucrezia knew that 'letting the two extra horses go' neant trading themto
dark | anders in exchange for supplies of

23]
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food and ot her easily perishabl e goods. The dark | anders woul d use the
horses as neat they weren't enthusiastic riders.

"How long will it take us to reach the river?" Lucrezia asked.
"Hard to tell," Hyry said evasively.

"It's not so easy to navigate when the stars are never visible and you can
hardly tell which part of the sky the sun's in except for the few hours near
dawn and dusk.

We might find dark landers willing to guide us, but even they don't have a
perfect sense of direction. W' Il certainly hit the river bank eventually,
but I can't guarantee that we'll arrive within an easy wal k of the ford, and

foll owi ng the watercourse would take us by a winding route. Mght be five
days, mght be eight. Could be ten if things go badly. "

"Thi ngs haven't gone badly so far,'
tried to . "

Lucrezia said, 'except for those nen who

She trailed off, realising that Hyry nmight well think that things had gone
exceptionally badly, sinply because she had been forced to bring the princess
but all Hyry said in reply was: "There shouldn't be any difficulty, provided
that the night cloaks | eave us alone and neither of us sticks her hand into a
flower wormtentacles. Once we neet up with Fraxinus and Phar, everything
will be fine ... until we rearih the Dragonmite Hills, that is."

"That will be the beginning," Lucrezia said softly.

"All this is just the prelude to the real adventure."

"We'd better get sone sleep, highness," Hyry advised, hauling bl ankets and
protective netting out of the pack agai nst which she had been | eani ng.

"Prelude or not, tonorrow will be a |ong and arduous day."
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ndris had little option but to foll ow Burdam Thrid when
A
Lt he big man said

"Let's go!" The idea of surrendering to the king's guard didn't hold the

| east appeal, and al though the prospect of a fight was little nore attractive
it seemed that sticking close to Thrid was the nmost likely way to effect an
escape. Checuti's other nmen left clandestinely via dark w ndows, but Thrid
went through the rear door and charged into the darkness like an angry bull

wi elding his big knife in one hand and a heavy cudgel in the other. The news
that there were only two men covering the back of the house had dispelled any
anxi ety he m ght have had as to the possibility of being captured.

It was dark anbng the outbuildings, bur Thrid noved with perfect confidence.
Thanks to the dark | anders careful scouting he knew exactly where the
guardsnen were stationed, and where he would have to nake his stand if they
nmoved to intercept him

As things turned out, Andris caught only the nerest glinpse of the two nen,
who took only one step forward before hesitating. He couldn't blane them
Thrid was an intimdating sight in his ow right, and once the guardsnen had
glinmpsed an even taller man behind they nust inmmediately have cone to the
conclusion that the contest was too unequal to be worth a serious attenpt.

They didn't stop running when they were clear of the farnyard and the
guardsnen. Thrid didn't know whether the guardsnen had horses, and didn't
care to hazard a guess as to whether discretion would continue to dictate
their actions if reinforcements arrived. Considering his huge girth
Checuti's henchman was a good runner, the awesome length of his stride making
up for a slight awkwardness of gait. Andris was easily his equal, though-
and when stanina eventually cane into play, his superior.

When Thrid's breathing grew terribly | aboured and his pace ~37
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FR1; faded to

a drunken wal k, Andris still had strength in reserve. He could have

sl i pped- Fway then, but he didn't have the slightest idea where he was or
where he might start to |l ook for Merel, so he continued to keep conpany with
Thrid. For his own part, Thrid didn't seemto care overnuch whether Andris
stayed with him or not

They had been going for nmore than an hour by the tine their journey came to
an end, at a nondescript building set beside a well-used cart-track. Thrid
opened the door and staggered in, then collapsed on one of a series of wooden
benches, panting hard. Andris judged that it would be several mnutes before
hi s compani on recovered his breath sufficiently to engage in conversation, so
he cl osed the door and waited behind it in the near- darkness, listening for
sounds of pursuit.

Eventually, Thrid canme to his feet and |urched forward, bunping into severa
of the benches before reaching the far end of the room where after sone
gropi ng around- he struck a match and |ighted several candles set in brackets
on the wall.

The starlight stream ng through the high windows had al ready inforned Andris
that he was in an unusually large roomwith little or no furniture save for
the crude benches, but the candl elight showed himfar nmore. The ceiling was
supported by a strangely conplicated web of wooden beans which filled the
overhead it space like sonme kind of crazed spider-web. There was not a chair
|| or table to be seen, although there was a wai st-high wooden partition
separating out a rectangular space at the far end of the room The floor

bet ween the rows of benches was strewn with padded mats in a very poor state
of repair, each one far too small for anyone but a dwarf to sleep on

Inscribed on the far wall was an enormous plus sign, and belowij, it the
recently repai nted words:

I CHANGE AND DECAY I N ALL AROUND | SEE t HOU WHO CHANGE ST NOT,

ABI DE W TH MeE

"What is this place?" Andris asked. | "It's a neeting-house,” the big man
told him
"Some call it a |l church. Don't you have deists in the frozen north?" ]

"The climate's tenperate in Ferentina," Andris informed him | "It's a pleas
anter and nore civilised nation than Xandria ~ which | night account for the
fact that we have no deists there, whatever deists are."

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (243 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:21 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

"I't's got nothing to do with civilisation,” Thrid told him There're nore
deists in cities than out in the wilds. You never heard of thenf

God and all that? "

Andri s had heard of God, although the notion was by no neans fashionable in
Ferenti na.

"Ch, CGod," he said, as the significance of the plus sign and the words
i nscri bed beneath it becane clear to him

"You nmean this place is used by people who believe the world was created by
some awesonely powerful being, who lives in a parallel world i mune from al
decay?"

"That's right deists. They think life is a kind of rehearsal for sone better
exi stence, but that you have to be a believer in order to get the extra
stretch. That's why they have the plus sign up there

They have a set of secret commandnents just |ike the dark | anders Checuti
used to hang out with, only it's probably a different set.

Anyone who thinks you can still be alive after you die is crazy, but they're
harm ess. | got nothing against 'em

Andri s remenbered that such believers were reputed to be given to a strange
occult practice called 'prayer', and concluded that the neeting-house was
where such rites were carried out.

"One can see the attractions of the idea," Andris said.

"A second life, lived in world i mune fromthe ravages of decay, would be a
wonder ful thing. Just think how easy life would be if everything didn't rot
so rapidly and so resolutely. It's like the |egendary incorruptible stone
wit large ... if you're going to believe in incorruptibility, why stick at a

stone? Wy not a whole world .

or a whol e universe? They say the stars are incorruptible, don't they? "

"Except for the ones that explode," Thrid agreed.

"But it makes no sense to nme. |.life is a constant battle agai nst corruption
and corrosion | mean, that's what it ;s, that and nothing nmore. A world
which has life after life, without death and decay, is just.

horse shit. He smled at his own joke.

Andris echoed the snile. For the first time, Burdam Thrid began to seemlike
a human bei ng instead of sone kind of nobnster

"Wy come here?" he asked.

"Is Checuti . . . ?"

"Course not," Thrid was quick to reply.

"It's just a good place to hide out a while. No one else ever comes here.
except, of course, the deists. They wouldn't hurt us or turn us in."

"Are there many deists in these parts?" Andris asked, figuring 239
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that he
m ght as well keep the conversation going now that Thrid had thawed out a
little.

"A fair number," the big man replied.

"Checuti says it's just like the dark | anders secret societies. W don't
live in such small groups, but even in towns nost people stick pretty close
by their famlies, following their own trades and conserving their own |lore.

Somet hing |ike deismbinds all kinds of different people, fromall parts of
the enpire, into a network of mutual aid. According to Checuti, it doesn't
really matter that the things they do and believe are silly the fantasies are
just the glue that holds the whole thing together. "

"l see what he neans," Andris said.

"When | cane south to the Slithery Sea the only way | could try to nmake
useful contacts was to : look for Uncle Theo -- who turned out to be |ong
dead, though ; mercifully not without issue. |If |I'd been a deist, | could
have | ooked [ for whole conmunities which m ght have nade ne wel cone and
found me a place.”

; "Right," said Thrid.

"Li ke people fromthe so-called provinces J going to Xandria. The rich nmove
into the circles of the rich, the ~.

undeservi ng poor have people like Checuti to help look after them | and the
dei sts have other deists. " jifi

"And the ideas at the heart of it aren't that silly," Andris said, Swarm ng
to the discussion.

"It's certainly no sillier than taking the Lore of Genesys seriously. Who
can really believe that there used to be another world circling another star,
fromwhich the | forefathers cane in a huge ship? | mean, how did the people

get to that world? What sort of ship could sail the void between the ij]
stars? The ship would have to be just as incorruptible as this ' imaginary
world the deists believe in."

"I't's not something | worry about,” Thrid told him

"Checuti seens to be getting over-anxi ous about such matters, but that's
because the dark | anders are on at himabout drago nites and Serpents in the
forest, and everything conming to an end. | told himwe didn't need those
dark land hunters to rob the citadel, but he just had to be clever about it.

I told himthat if he wanted to be squeamn sh about killing people a sharp tap
on the head was as good a way of knocking themout as any, but. . ."

The big man stopped as the door opened and Checuti stepped through.

He was al one, save for the grey nonkey which once again
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sat quietly on his
shoul der, and he didn't even seemto be out of breath. He had the map
clutched in his left hand, rolled up rather nore neatly than Andris had been

able to roll it when he had earlier taken to his heels.

"Bverything went well," Checuti assured them as he pushed the door to behind
hi m

"Not alife lost on either side, not a drop of blood spilled. | only hope

the good captain believed ne when | told himthe truth. Fool though he is,
he m ght turn out to be an inconvenient fool if he's found reinforcenents and
decided to chase us. The governor mght well think that he could get a much
bigger cut if he could lock us up for a while in one of his prisons you can
never trust these petty officials who have a greedy finger in every pie.

Shall we go?"

He had stepped towards them whil e speaking, but not quite far enough

When t he door behind himwas thrust violently inwards it crashed into his
back and precipitated himforwards in a very ungainly manner. He tripped
bef ore reaching the nearest of the benches and stunbled heavily. The nonkey
| eapt from his shoulder as he fell, chattering in panic.

An enor nous shadow filled the open doorway, but the candles were too far away
to reveal to Andris and Thrid exactly what manner of being it was. Andris,
awed by the sheer size of the shadow, stood as if rooted to the spot, but
Burdam Thrid was nmade of sterner and nore reckless stuff. Snatching his
knife and cudgel fromhis belt the bandit went forward full tilt, hurdling
the benches with surprising agility and coordination

As Thrid ran past the fallen body of his nmaster the shadow in the doorway
moved. The |ight was so poor that Andris thought for a nonent that it was
nmovi ng away, but it was not. It was coming forward to neet Thrid' s assault
and it did so with contenptuous ease, in spite of the fact that it had no
weapon in either of its enornmous hands. As Thrid danced towards it with his
cudgel raised and his bl ade extended he was net by a force sufficiently
powerful, and so skilfully deployed, that he was hurl ed backwards far nore
abruptly than he had hurled hinself forwards. For all his bul k- which was
very unusual by ordinary human standards he was thrust back by a single

di smissive slap. He fell supine upon the ground, with a sickening thud- and
he showed not the slightest sign of getting up again.

241
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Checuri sat up,Jnbbing his head where it had come into bruising contact
with one or the benches. He |ooked down at the body of his stricken
|ieutenant, then up at the vast formlooning over him as if he couldn't
quite believe in either of them H s pet nonkey junmped up and down on

anot her bench, spitting defiantly and baring its teeth, but nmade no nove to
approach the giant.

It really was a giant, Andris realised. Her skin was dark, nore bronze than
gol den, but her hair was unnaturally fair and astonishingly long. It caught
both the candl elight and the starlight uncomonly well.

Andris came forward, very slowy, with arnms outstretched to display his open
pal ns.

The giant reached out a hel ping hand. Checuti took it mechanically, and she
hauled himto his feet. A second figure had entered the building behind her
a figure of very different proportions.

The newconer cl osed the door again, very gently.

"Now, " she said, "we can talk. | top would like to conclude our business
with ;] nolife lost and no blood spilled, but | shall stand no nonsense.
ii' want to know where the princess is. " | Checuti groaned. He had
evidently had enough of that jji particular question tonight. Wo the
rotting filth are you?" he asked wearily.

"And how in the nanme of chaos did you find ne?"

The wonman t ook no obvious of fence at Checuri's bad | anguage. She reached out
to stay her conpanion's armas the giant lifted himup, threatening to
suspend himin md-air.

"Don't hurt him Dhalla," she said.

"Not yet." To Checuti, she said: "My nane is Ereleth. You' ve heard of ne, |
have no doubt."

Andri s knew the name. King Belin's witch-wife! he pronounced silently.
Checuri nust have known what danger he was in.

"What | told your guard-captain is true!" he protested.

"l swear it!"

"I sent no captain," Ereleth said contenptuously.

"I've an armnmy of ny own, and |I'm not here on Belin's business. You, of al
peopl e, shoul d understand what | nean."

"I didn't kidnap the princess, majesty,"” Checuti was quick to say, astounding
Andris with his sudden humlity.

"Lucrezia fell into nmy tenporary custody by accident, and | nmade not the
slightest attenpt to keep her. | refused to kill her, in spite of the
ur gi ngs of
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my colleagues. | released her as soon as | possibly could- to
Hyry Keshvara. You, of all people, should understand why."

Ereleth did not seemanused or flattered by his imtation of her phraseol ogy.

"You're the guard who saw what happened, aren't you?" Checuti said to the
gi ant who held him although Andris thought he could not know for certain and
must be guessi ng.

"You were there. You nust have seen it, even if the dart's effects stopped
you going to her aid. She cane out to help you, and fell into the cart by
chance. | didn't nean to take her! | really did hand her over to Keshvara.
Tell them Andris!"

"He's telling the truth,” Andris said although he was unconfortably aware of
the fact that he couldn't know it for certain.

"Keshvara and the princess will join Carus Fraxinus in the forest as soon as
they can.™

The wonman turned to look at himfor the first time. Andris had the
unconfortable feeling that she was sniling, although the light was too dimto
di spl ay her expression

"You're the anber, aren't you?"
she sai d.
"The one who offered his services to the princess.”

"I didn't know what service she had in mind," Andris retorted. "Nor did she
take the trouble to explain."

"No matter," the w tch-queen said.

"Fortune has been kind enough to set matters to rights. You may now nmeke
good your prom se, on sonewhat kinder ternms. The princess has need of you
As for you, friend of the dark landers . . . you owe the princess rather
nmore than you have so far granted her. Perhaps you, also, will offer your
services, until the princess is safely recovered."

"You don't need me," Checuti said defensively.

"If you have dark lander friends of your own- and | assune that's how you
found me, if you didn't send the eager young captain they're far better
pl aced to help you than | am"

"It's not as sinple as that," Ereleth said stonily.

"As your friends nust have told you, the forest is a very dangerous pl ace

just now. If the princess and Keshvara have gone into it, not know ng what
hazards they face, anything m ght happen to them |[|f Carus Fraxi nus sets out
at all he's an utter fool. . . but |I have little choice in the matter, and

nei t her have you."
"All right," Checuti said swiftly.

“I''l'l helpyou. . . 1'll do whatever 243
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" What about yo”' Ereleth asked
Andris. Andris glanced at Burdam Thrid, who was still quite notionless and
very possi bly dead.

Al t hough he and Checuri were two against two the giant was obviously stronger
than both of them put together.

"Yes," he said gluny.
“I''l'l help you to find the princess."
"WIIl you give nme your word?" the ol d worman asked. Andri s assured her

that he would, and Checuti did |ikew se. Andris took it for granted that
they were both |ying. So, it seened, did Ereleth.

"Hold him Dhalla," the old wonan ordered, reaching inside her dark cloak to
her belt. Dhalla already had hold of one of Checuti's arns, and now she
swung hi mround so that she was behind him Wth her spare hand she took a
handful of hair and tilted his head ;; slightly backwards.

y Ereleth lifted sonmething out of her belt. Andris couldn't see S; what it

was, but she held it gingerly. ," " Open wide," she said to Checuti.

; The thief master gritted his teeth, setting themfirmagainst any 'f|
attenpt that mght be nade to put anything into his nmouth. Dhalla j| let go
of his armand used her fingers to pry his teeth apart. She lifted it the
hand whi ch clutched his curly hair so that he was up on tiptoe, $ and he nust
have known thati he was hel pl ess, even though his arnms were now free. FEreleth
stepped forward, and slipped whatever she held into Checuti's mouth. Dhalla
closed his jaws upon it.

"Swal | o * she said

Checuti had no choice. Andris, knowing that this was his one and only
chance, broke into a run, heading' for the door. Wthout releasing her grip
on Checuti or slackening ifin any way the giant noved swiftly sideways and
ki cked out. Her huge boot crashed into Andris's nmidriff, knocking all the
air out of his lungs. He went down, doubled up and trying desperately to
draw breath. He thought for one awful noment that several of his interna
organs must have been ruptured, but as he withed and squirmed the air
suddenly cane back into his lungs and his guts ceased to churn

Thirty or forty seconds nust have gone by while he westled with his agony,
but the giant waited for himto recover a measure of composure before she
pi cked hi mup. Wen she opened his nouth Ereleth deftly inserted what felt
like a small wiggling
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"Swallow " the old wonman commanded hi m

The giant's fingers gave himno chance to spit it out. She held his nouth
firmy shut and pinched his nose. He had no option but to swallow and did.
The thing slid down his gullet, wiggling as it went.

Checuti was gagging slightly, bur it was obvious that he was not able to
bring his own worm back up again. Not that it would have done hi many good
if he had been able to Andris didn't doubt that Ereleth had nore in reserve.

"What is it?" Checuti asked, in the voice of one facing unpl easant deat h.

"Just a worm" Ereleth replied, with perfect equaninmty. "Harmess, in

itself . . . provided that it doesn't nultiply. Should she |ay eggs,

t hough, she will spawn hundreds nore and they, in their turn, hundreds nore.

One wormwill only take a tiny fraction of the food you eat, but hundreds
well, 1've seen fatter nmen than you fade away to becone mere skel etons

in a matter of days."

"Then | pray she won't find a nmate," Checuti said, not optimstically.
"She already has a mate," Ereleth told him wth a certain relish

"She carries himinside her, a parasite in her own gut. An intriguing
arrangenment, don't you think? But there's a certain fruit-nmore of a fungus
than a fruit, if I mght be forgiven the pedantry which has the effect of
sterilising any eggs she may lay, although it won't harmthe worm hersel f.
Provided that you take a little of the fungus regularly once in every ten day
or (hereabouts no eggs will hatch . . . but if you should go w thout too

I ong, your decline into starvation will be inexorable and horribly swft.

You nmight live thirty nore days, if you ate with obsessive heartiness

but no nore."

"You have a good supply of this contraceptive, of course,"” Checuti said,
while Andris contenplated the horror of their predicanent.

"I have," said Ereleth, "and | know how to find nore. But | know of only one
ot her person who has it, or knows howto locate it. "

"Your apprentice, Princess Lucrezia."
"Precisely. The wormwon't live for ever, of course nothing does.

If it's kept fromreproducing, it will be dead in a year. six hundred days
at the nost. After that, you will need ne no nore, ™ 45
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and nay go your own

way with inmpunity. |If you serve the princess well, of course, | know another
fungus which will poison the wormovernight. . . but you'll have to
performw th exceptional heroismto earn such a dose as that. " Her voice

trenbled on the brink of |aughter.

"How do we know that you're telling the truth?" Checuti demanded al t hough it
seenmed to Andris to be a pointless question. How could they ever be sure
that she wasn't, unless they cared to ganble with their lives?

"I give you ny word," said the witch, 'as you gave nme yours. W can trust
one another now, | think. W're a team connmitted to the sane goal. W
start for the dark lands at first light. "

The feeling in the pit of Andris's stomach now was worse than any nere
si nki ng or bruising.

"You didn't have to do this," Checuti said sullenly.
"I'"ve told you the truth, and nothing but the truth. It wasn't necessary."

"From now on, ny friends," said Ereleth om nously,

"I'"l'l be the judge of necessity."
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12 on their second day in the forest Hyry and Lucrezia net a party of eight
dark | anders consisting of five full-grown wonen and three girl-children.
Both parties were on the nmove when they net, travelling in dianetrically
opposite directions, but the dark | anders were ready enough to stop and talk
and Hyry Keshvara was still enthusiastic to find guides willing to escort the
princess and herself to the ford where she hoped to nmeet Carus Fraxinus and
his party. They set up a common canp for the m dday.

Lucrezia was grateful for that; all her life she had been used to sl eeping
twi ce a day, according to the customary pattern of city life, and her
internal rhythms had not yet adapted to Hyry's preferred regi ne of taking
short stops during daylight hours and sleeping for ten or twelve hours while
it was dark.

While Hyry went into a huddle with the ol der dark | anders Lucrezia unl oaded
the donkeys and saw to the horses”™ then spread the mats on the ground and
made a cooking-fire. Two of the children watched her all the while, but from
a safe distance; they would not reply when she talked to them One of the
adults made simlar preparations for tenporary acconmodati on, |aying out nmats
of an identical design, tethering the goats and throwi ng up a nmakeshift
enclosure for their other livestock. 1In the neantime, others of her party
went out foraging for food.

Lucrezia studied the remai ning dark | anders al nost as carefully as they were
studying her. Their pale skins seened strangely lum nous in the uncertain
daylight; and the pupils of their eyes, though not dilated to the fullest
extent, seemed unnaturally penetrating. Their clothing was |ight, consisting
of loose shirts and trousers which barely canme down bel ow the knee, but it
was surprisingly neat. They evidently had access to Xandrian cloth and 247
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Xandri an needl es® which they plied with considerable skill but they went
barefoot, and they carried their goods in satchels rather than in pouches
gathered at the belt.

Lucrezia finished her work | ong before Hyry concl uded her haggli ng.

The ol d wonen seened to be nore interested in trading goods than in gossip,
and were anxious to obtain something in exchange for anything Hyry m ght
require, including information. |In the end, though, it seened that Hyry
found out what she needed to know and that the news was definitely not to her
liking. By this tine the children were at play, although they continually |
interrupted their ganes to steal covert glances at the gold ens and J their
animals. Wen the conference finally broke up the two ;f parties didn't
merge into one; the dark |anders nmade no nove to | take advantage of
Lucrezia's fire, in spite of Hyry's invitation

J

"I"'mstill trying to persuade one of the old wonmen to cone with J us, but
they're very reluctant," Hyry reported in a |l ow voice. They'd usually be
much friendlier- all the nore so in the absence of the men but they're scared

and suspicious. " " O what? " Lucrezia asked.
"Their men have gone off to sone big tribal get-together. It seens that the
territory south of the river has been invaded. | can't get a clear and

coherent account of what's involved- there's talk of drago mtes and
Serpents, but it's all based in runmour which mght well be nine-tenths
fantasy. There are dark | ander |egends about human girl-children being
stol en away, and others about Serpents having the power to command drago
mtes and it seens that these tal ents have been invoked as a kind of

expl anation for what's happeni ng beyond the river. There are wild tales
abroad of human drago mite riders attacking dark land fanilies at the behest
of mal evol ent Serpents- and the dark | anders are bent on going to war in
consequence. "

"Could it be true? About the drago mite-riders?" "I can't believe it.

I think what's happening is that drago nite workers have been driven by
hunger to forage for food in the forest, and that in the neantine nore
explorers fromthe far south have crossed the hills. The dark | anders m ght
have added those two facts together and come up with the notion that there's
some kind of unholy alliance in force, threatening their entire territory
with an apocal yptic invasion. | certainly never heard of humans
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riding

drago mtes before, nor of warlike Serpents. The nmen fromthe south who
supplied the things | bought on ny last trip certainly weren't warriors and
clearly wanted to nake friends with the dark | anders but it seems that the
dark landers have fallen out anbng thensel ves over such nmatters as that.
Sone traditionalist elders are arguing that all the present troubles started
because their younger and | ess wi se brethren began trading in tainted goods.
Sone di ehards anong the el ders have al ways been agai nst any conmerce with
gold ens and it may be that they're using the confused rumours fromthe south
to whip up a stormfor their own reasons. Anyhow, things have changed since
I was |l ast here, and for the worse. It's not going to be easy .

"She left the sentence dangling, and contented herself with a shake of the
head while she put a kettle of water on to boil.

"I''"l'l make a big pot of coffee," Hyry said, still speaking in a | ow tone so
that the dark | anders coul dn't overhear

"That' Il help get things nmoving. |If they don't drift this way I'll take it
over to them

They certainly won't refuse a gift like that. The ol dest worman, Elema, is a
seni or menber of the Apu -- that's a kind of sem secret society which the
worren have. |'ve never been initiated into it, although I've tried to get in
for the sake of nmking deals, and there are precedents sonme gold ens even cone
into the forest fromtine to tine, to be apprenticed to the old wonmen in

order to learn their healing arts. "

"And their killing arts," Lucrezia put in.

"That's what Ereleth did.

She al ways says that witchery transcends all tribal boundaries
but then, all lore's supposed to do that, isn't it? "

"If Ereleth was actually apprenticed to sone dark land witch- wife,"

said Hyry contenpl atively, 'she was al nost certainly accepted into the Apu
Now, if you're her apprentice . . . no, it's too tenuous.

El ema woul d never go for it.
"Do the nmen have a secret society too?" Lucrezia asked.

"Ch yes. Several of them | think. They'd never talk about themto' soneone
l'ike me, but that old rogue Phar has useful contacts.

That's how he gets a lot of his playthings. He told ne once that he even has
an anti-drago mte salve, although he didn't seemto believe in its virtue.
We m ght have to try it out sooner than we anticipated, if a substantia
nunber of drago mites really have been driven into the forest by the effects
of the blight. The blight nust 249
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have started in the Sftyth and worked

its way northwards that's why the bronzes fromthe far south knew what was
happeni ng 1 ong before we did and it's possible that dispossessed drago mites
drifting northwards in search of food have been driven right out of the hills.

According to Phar, the workers aren't usually aggressive, but there are other
ki nds, including warriors, which are very nasty indeed. He says they're |ike
honey-bees, each nest having only a single queen with hundreds of sterile
females to serve her, but | don't know how he can be sure of that. It's al
runour nobody really knows very much about drago nites

"Except for the people who ride them" Lucrezia suggested. "Maybe the people
fromthe far south have all kinds of tricks we know nothing about. Maybe
they' ve donesticated drago nmtes the way we' ve donesticated pigs and sheep."”

"Pigs and sheep are earthly," Hyry pointed out.
"Dragomtes aren't.

That's why the dark | anders think that Serpents have magical ways of
controlling them They make use of a lot of unearthly species, including
foodstuffs, but they're still very superstitious about the ones they haven't
accepted into their way of life. " She stopped suddenly, and signed to
Lucrezia that she would say nore later. Wile Hyry had been telling Lucrezia
what she had | earned the dark | anders had been having a sinilar discussion of
their own, and now that it was over they were beckoning to her

Hyry smiled as she poured boiling water on to the ground-up beans in the
cof f ee-pot .

"This should get' things going," she nuttered, as the aroma filled the air.

" Shari ngacupof coffee is just the sort of thing to remind themthat all wonen
are sisters under the skin, whether they've ever been initiated into the Apu
or not."

Lucrezia helped Hyry to carry the pot over to the place where the dark
| anders were waiting, then waited her turn as the trader nmade a big show of
pouring it into the wooden cups which the dark | and wonen hel d out.

As Hyry had anticipated, the coffee hel ped considerably to overcone the
barriers of suspicion. The conversation which foll owed was guarded and
calculatedly trivial, but Lucrezia was able to take part init. By the tine
the meal was finished, it had clearly been established that they were now all
friends. Again, though, Lucrezia was left to do the greater part of the work
whi ch
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remai ned to be done, while Hyry entered into intense discussion with

the woman call ed El ena. That discussion was still going on when the other
dark landers laid thensel ves down to sleep, and Lucrezia followed their
example, feeling nore like a serving-maid than a princess.

She woul d have slept soundly for a long time, but she was not allowed that
| uxury. Somet hing touched her arm and she woke up abruptly, thinking of

ni ght doaks and wild pigs. To her surprise, she found that Hyry was stil
asl eep and that all the dark | anders except the old woman to whom Hyry had
been tal ki ng were gone.

El ema had brought her own sl eeping-nmat to where Lucrezia and Hyry had bedded
down, and had set it next to Lucrezia's. She was sitting on it cross-Iegged
with her eyes w de open, staring into enpty space, but Lucrezia knew that it
must have been the old woman who had touched her. The princess sat up,

yawni ng, and El ena condescended to | ook at her in a curiously conspiratoria
f ashi on.

"I amEl ema," the old woman said formally.

"You are Lucrezia. You are daughter to a queen, Keshvara says.
near - daughter to a queen nanmed Ereleth."

"Ereleth taught me the witch-lore," Lucrezia confirned, 'sone of which she
| earned here in the great forest. Do you know her? "

"W know of Ereleth,"” the old woman said, although Lucrezia wasn't quite sure
whom she neant by we, or what she meant by know of.

"Have you Serpent's blood, child?"

Lucrezia gl anced around at Hyry, but the trader was still sleeping, and could
give her no guidance. 1In the end, she said: "So | was told when | was small,
but I don't know what it's supposed to nean. |'ve never seen a Serpent-."

She knew that she was taking a risk, given what Hyry had told her about dark
| ander superstitions, and what she had said about reports of nal evol ent
Serpents being in the forest south of the river, but she didn't want to tel
alie.

The ol d woman nodded, but it was inpossible to judge whet her the nod
signified approval

"I'"ll take you to the river," she said, '"and I'Il stay with you while you
wait. |If we see the drago mite-riders, you nmustn't cross. Perhaps the nmen
will drive themfromthe forest, but if not then you must wait. Serpent's

bl ood or not. Do you understand ne, child? Whatever stirs in your bl ood,
you must have patience. The wi se know how to wait al ways renenber that.

AN
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It was Lucrezia “yirn to nod anbi guously but El enma seened satisifed that
she neant yes, and that she did understand.

"One nore thing," the old woman sai d.

"Keep clear of dark land nmen. To them Serpent's blood is bad. Some things
they don't understand.

Trust the Apu, but no one el se.

Hyry began to stir then, and turned over. Some noments passed before she
opened her eyes, and when she did she gave no sign of having heard what had
passed between El ema and Lucrezia but Lucrezia knew better than to take that
for granted. Hyry looked up at the day lit canopy, and seened to be annoyed
that she had gone to sl eep.

"We nust pack up now," the trader said, coming slowy to her feet.

"We'll have to wal k El ema has never been on a horse. | don't think we'll

m ss Fraxinus - we should still be ahead of him and he'll surely take his
time coning through the forest when he hears the rumours He won't want to
take his people into a war-zone. Wth luck, he'll decide to wait at or near
the ford until the Hdark land men return with news of their canpaign."”

The trader's tone of voice was optimstic, and it seened to Lucrezia that all
the tension which had been between them was now rel axed.

El ema' s presence made them seem nore of a pair, two civilised gold ens in a,
world of primtive anbers and nysterious invaders, i They wal ked for a |ong
time fourteen hours by Lucrezia's reckoning, although her tine-keeping was
not renowned for its accuracy. They rested at regular intervals but never
for 1ong.

Lucrezia found the wal king less trying' than the riding had initially been,
but her feet were unused to such-hard usage and soon made their conplaint
felt. The shoes she had been wearing when she fell into Checuti's wagon were
totally unsuitable, and Hyry had quickly replaced themwi th a pair of good
boots from her | uggage.

Unfortunately, Hyry's feet were considerably bigger than Lucrezia's, so the
princess had been forced to use several extra pairs of stockings to pad them
our. That had not been so bad while she was riding, but it quickly becane
very inconveni ent now she was asked to go on foot.

"It's probably all to the good," Hyry observed.

"The extra layers will make your feet sweat, but that's better than a crop of
punctured blisters and bl oody sores."
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The stockings did feel hot, especially while the daylight |asted, and
Lucrezia very quickly began to envy Elema her bare feet, which were so
hardened by a lifetinme's experience that she was able to walk all day and all
ni ght barefoot with blistering. It didn't take long for the princess to

deci de that whatever Hyry chose to do, she had to ride, if only at a wal king
pace. Elema didn't seemto mnd this is the |east.

Lucrezia had grown used to the forest by now, and the changes its ever-di m
I'ight underwent as it passed fromday to night no longer startled or amazed
her, although she was still able to derive a good deal of aesthetic pleasure
fromits subtle netanorphoses. As the exhaustion and disconfort of the
unusual |y ong day took root in her sensations it began to seemthat she was
wal ki ng through a strange and magi cal underworld, which had been shrouded by
day in deep blues and gl ossy purples but which faded now to a pat chwor k of
pitch black and pale white. She and Hyry both carried | anterns, while El ema
carried a "torch' of silver-white glow noss which lit their way adequately,
but it seenmed to Lucrezia that the shadows sinply stepped back a single pace
out of courtesy, while remaining essentially inviolate.

The pace at which they now went was nore conducive to conversation than the
one they had maintained before neeting the dark | anders but now that El ema
and Hyry had conpleted their exchange of information they had little nore to
say, either to one another or to Lucrezia.

Dar kness seened to suppress any inclination to comruni cation they m ght have
had, and they wal ked in silence, seem ngly concentrating their mnds on the
dogged process of putting one foot before the other while the princess began
to feel guilty about her own privileged station. Lucrezia reflected that no
one who had not experienced it could ever have imagined that a life of
adventure could be so utterly tedious, so enpty of any stinulation save for
di sconfort and unease. When they finally stopped again to sleep Lucrezia
found it perversely difficult to close her eyes, and spent sone time lying
flat on her back with her eyes open, watching the tiny flickering lights
moving within the interstices of the | owest stratumof the forest canopy and
wonderi ng whet her every pit of shadow m ght be a night cloak noving
stealthily to a position fromwhich it could | eap down to choke and snot her
her .

"3
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Once the sun ha4 risen on the followi ng day Elema found the inpetus to
involve Hyry in a |l ong discussion, but seened deliberately to be excluding
Lucrezia, who gathered that she was one of the topics of the conversation
Because she was riding while the ol der wonen wal ked, Hyry gave the

| eadi ng-reins of all the animals into her sole charge- a conm ssion which
proved surprisingly awkward because the ani mals seened stubbornly deternined
to take different paths to either side of every tree to which they came cl ose.

Three times on that day and twi ce on the next they nmet other dark | anders -
all of them wonen and children and stopped to barter food and water with
them There were no new rum ours abroad, but all the old ones were repeated
inlurid terns. As they passed further into the forest depths their diet
changed as nuch as the pattern of their days. Wheaten bread and cakes became
things of the past, as did cows' mlk and all its products, and nost famliar
root vegetabl es.

The dark | anders did have a kind of bread substitute baked froma m xture of
crushed nuts and the pith of a certain kind of tree-branch --whose collection
required clinbing to extraordi nary heights- but they relied nore heavily on
fruit than their gol den nei ghbours and were nore tolerant as to the kinds of
meat they used.

Hyry expl ained that in normal circunstances they would have been able to
obtain meat in abundance because the dark | ander men were expert hunters of
birds, frogs and nonkeys, with bows and bl owpi pes ali ke, but the wonen had no
such skills. Lucrezia was not particularly distressed by this once she had
sanpl ed such delicacies as pickled frogs' |egs and snoked nonkey on a sti ck;
the scarcity of such itens seened to her to be easy enough to bear

On the second night following their neeting with El ema they crossed paths
with a femal e el der who was travelling south eastwards with two young girls.
She had news of Fraxinus which El ema was quick to pass on to Hyry, and which
Hyry i medi ately brought to Lucrezia.

"The caravan is in the forest," she said.

"Fraxinus didn't wait in Khalorn, but he's taking his tine, as | thought he
probably woul d. W should certainly be able to meet himat the ford,
al though we will arrive at |east a day ahead of him"

"That's good," Lucrezia said.
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"There's other news which isn't so good. The elder has talked to sone dark

| ander nen who were hurrying south in the hope of catching up with the nen
who have gone to fight. They nentioned you, saying that there are people in
Khal orn who are searching for you, offering to pay a good price for your safe
return- | presune they were tal king about the king's nmen. |If we neet other
dark landers travelling south, it's not inconceivable that they' d be prepared
to change their m nds about taking arns against the drago nites

"I thought we'd be far beyond the reach of ny father's agents by now, "
Lucrezia said crossly.

"We're outside the bounds of the enpire.”

"We're well within the scope of the tenptations posed by the enmpire's
weal th," Hyry observed.

"Wbul d you be tenpted to sell ne to any such dark | and adventurers?"
Lucrezi a asked.

"No, highness," Hyry replied, perhaps a little too pronptly.
"Not now. Nor would Elema - she likes you. | can't quite figure out why.

She says you have Serpent's bl ood, which would nornally be an insult, or an
excuse for refusing to have anything to do with you, but seenms not to be in
this particular instance. She's heard of Ereleth, or says she has. "

"1 know," Lucrezia said.

"She told ne."

"Don't take what she tells you too seriously," Hyry advi sed her
"

know t hese peopl e sonetinmes, they can be a little crazy. "

"l dare say they think the same of us," Lucrezia said |ightly.

"I dare say they're right about sonme of us, at least," Hyry countered,
obviously deternmined to have the last word in this particul ar exchange.

A55
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AT first, andris found the Forest of Absolute N ght quite fascinating, but the
novel ty soon began to pall. He and his new conpani ons had to nake frequent
stops, having only five horses between the four of them one of which they
used as a pack- animal. The food which they had in the pack was soon
consunmed, and the new supplies which Erel eth bought fromthe notley groups of
dark landers they encountered seened to Andris to be distinctly unappeti sing.
After the second day he began to feel hungry all the tine, but he could not
tell whether the effect was increased by the depredations of the worm which
Ereleth had forced himto swallow. \Wen they slept which they did at very
irregular intervals he had to lie on the bare ground, but the disconfort
never becane intolerable. It was always dry, even after rain, and never very
col d.

The horses were a poor |ot, except perhaps for the one which the giant rode,
whi ch m ght have been an excellent exanple of its own kind, although it had
certainly not been bred to be ridden. It was as large in proportion to
ordinary nenbers of its species as Dhalla was to the gold ens of Xandria. It
was the kind of horse used by farners to pull a heavy plough or a hay-wain,
and had no pace faster than a plodding wal k. Wat it |acked in speed,
however, it made up for in tirel essness.

The dark | anders they net were all in awe of the beast and its rider

None of them had ever seen a giant before, and they regarded Dhalla nore as a
supernatural being than a human. |In her conpany Andris's own hei ght seened
to take on a nore sinister significance, and his anber colouring did not in
the | east encourage themto treat himas one of their own kind, as they m ght
have been inclined to do in other circunstances. Andris could not help but
wonder whether Ereleth's authority over the
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dark landers woul d have been as

easy to establish had she not had such a renarkabl e conpani on, but there was
no doubting her power of command. The dark |and wonen, in particular,
treated her as if she were a queen of their people as well as her own.

"There's sonething very strange about all of this,” Checuti confided to
Andris while they were resting in the mddle of their third night in the
forest.

"Alnost all the dark | anders we neet are females and children. G ven that
Ereleth is so reluctant to share the news she receives fromthem!| would be
very pleased to encounter U uru, but it seens that there are none to be
found. "

"What | want to know," Andris said, 'is why Ereleth couldn't or didn't choose
to intercept Fraxinus's caravan south of the city?

Surely we shoul d have caught up with himin a couple of days his conpany
can't be going any faster than we are if they' ve got wagons and a whole train
of pack-donkeys. |'mworried about Merel - | want to be certain that she got
safely back to Phar. "

"l suspect that Ereleth left the citadel in secret,"” Checuti said.

"She might be al nbst as keen to avoid the king's nmen as we are, and | presune
that Captain Cerri took ny advice to ride after Fraxinus. | doubt that
Keshvara's joined the caravan yet, and one of these damed dark | and wi tches
has probably told Ereleth where Keshvara's nost likely to nmake the
rendezvous. FEreleth wants to get to Kcshvara and the princess before
Fraxinus, if it's humanly possible, so | assunme we're trying to overtake the
caravan without their knowing it. Then again, perhaps she doesn't want us to
talk to Phar, in case he knows how to get rid of these damm worns she fed to
us."

"If that isn't just a bluff,"” Andris said gloonily.

"As you pointed out at the neeting-house, she could have given us anything to
eat, and lied about its effects.”

"Alifetime of ganbling has taught me that you shouldn't ever call a bl uff
unl ess you're prepared to | ose," Checuti said.

"W agreed, didn't we, that while ganbling with noney is not un pl easurable
ganmbling with life and death is a fool's gane?"

"What does she want with us anyway, given that the giant's worth at | east
three men and she seens to be in a position to give orders to the dark
| anders Andris wanted to know.

"She probably wants me to deal with the Uuru," Checuti guessed.

"Her influence is confined to the women. She probably 257
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wants you as a

bargai ning chip to use against Fraxinus. He still wants a nmap and a
maprmeker, and she now has both- and we do constitute useful reinforcenents,
even though she has the giant. She can't have known until she arrived in
Khal orn how bad things are in the forest, and the dark | anders nust have been
feeding her the sanme lurid stuff they fed ne. Mybe they've convinced her
that the end of the world really is inmnent- she'd never admit it, but |
think she's scared."

"She shows no inclination to run away," Andris observed nournfully.
"No, she doesn't, does she?" Checuti agreed reflectively.

"She knows that she's going into a region where dark | anders and drago mites
are fighting for possession of the forest, with who knows what other hunman
forces involved. She must have a very powerful reason for doing that a crazy
reason, maybe, but far nore powerful than nother-love for the princess.

think it mght have something to do with the secret commandnents. That coul d
be what binds Ereleth and the dark | ander women together. They're all
witches ~ parties to the sane secret lore."

"That's superstitious rubbish,” Andris said.

"Perhaps it is,"” said the thief-master, 'but crazy situations bring out the
craziness in people. | need to know what's going on if I'"'mto figure out a
way to get us out of this. "

"W woul dn't have got into it in the first place," Andris pointed out, "if
you hadn't played that idiotic trick on, nme back at the inn

If you'd just stayed at hone counting your coin and left ne to nmake a dea
with Phar, neither of us would need sdving fromthe witch- queen and her
over-sized | ackey. "

"That's true," Checuti admtted ruefully.
"Personally," Andris said,

"I think you're as crazy as she is. |If I'd just brought off the crinme of a
lifetime | wouldn't have allowed nyself to be distracted by the nonsensica
clainms of your blood brotherhood with a bunch of savages. Surely you could
have found a way around it?"

Checuti didn't answer for a mnute or so, and Andris wondered whet her he

m ght be turning the question over in his mnd, seeking for a clue as to the
cause of his own folly. Finally, he said: "I suppose | could. To tell you
the truth, it wasn't just the Uuru - |1'd becone curious on ny own account
about what the princess told
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me and what Fraxi nus planned to do. You nay

think nme all kinds of a fool, but it was the adventure in it that got ne
hooked. |'ve always been a sucker for that kind of thing. That's why | nade
my exit from Xandria with such a flourish believe it or not, the business of
stealing the coin in such spectacul ar fashion neant far nore to ne than

actually having it. It was the crine of a lifetime far nore was invol ved
than nere greed. | never had so nuch pleasure out of anything as | had from
its planning, and fromthe execution of the plan. Afterwards as soon as it
was done, without any interval at all | began to feel enpty, hungry for
further intrigue, desperate for sonething else in which | could i mrerse
myself. | was wi de open to infection by new dreans, and the princess just

happened to be on hand to provide a few Does any of that make sense?"
"If it does," Andris told himdrily, 'you certainly got your wi sh.

We're immersed in this up to our necks, and we're infected with sonething
very nasty indeed. "

"As | told the witch," the thief-master said, with a wy snile, 'she mght
have won our co-operation far less brutally. | was |ooking for an adventure,
not a tooth-and-nail fight for survival. "

"What chance do we actually have of finding the princess, do you think?"
Andris asked.

"If she's still with Keshvara, very good," Checuti answered.

"Keshvara knows her way around, and she's a force to be reckoned with no
matter what she and Lucrezia have to face in the heart of the forest. The
real questionis, if we do find the princess, what then?

Sonehow, | don't think Ereleth will sinply let us go. | think she has
further plans. | wish | knew what they . "

He stopped abruptly as Ereleth wal ked over to where they were sitting.
"W need food for tonorrow, " she said.

"One of you will have to cone with ne, to help me gather what we can."
"It's the mddle of the night," Checuti said unenthusiascially.

"Al'l kinds of nasty things are abroad. The thickets around the tree trunks
will be alive with fl ower worns

"That's why it's a good time," Ereleth retorted.
"Provided that you know what's edible and what's not."

"I'f I had a dark | ander bl owpi pe and a dark | ander know edge | night be able
to agree," Checuti countered.

"As it is . . "
"You!" said Ereleth, pointing at Andris.
"You can cone. Don't be

~J9
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afraid I won't ask y~Sfi to stick your precious hands into any place where
they might get stung. You'll just have to hope that | don't get stung either
or that if | do, | can get the antidote out quickly enough. "

Andris got up slowy. There didn't seemto be nuch point in conplaining.
Ereleth gave hima lantern and two sacks to hold, then I ed himaway fromthe
makeshi ft canp. She went fromthicket to thicket, studying each one intently
for several minutes. i Al she picked out of the first few were vegetable
grow hs that ;| could have been taken at any time, but eventually somewhat to
Andris's horror she found a cluster of squirmng slug-like creatures busy
within one of the palely lit miniature forests and plucked them one by one.

"Don't worry," she said to Andris. The ones that sting are bigger and
flatter, with bunches of tentacles on their backs. There's one of the bad
ones, see higher up. "

Andris followed the direction of her pointing finger. The thing she was
pointing at was nearly thirty sinms |long and ei ghteen broad, with a big hunp
in the centre of its dorsal surface, from which protruded eight or ten
tentacles, each about four sins long. |Its body was dappled with various
shades of grey, but the tentacles were nmilky white. He stepped back but they
were already noving on to the next tree. i These won't even nake you sick,"
Ereleth said, dropping another into the sack while Andris held the neck open
to receive it. " If only we could find a clinber or two to go up into the
canopy for us we'd be able to stock up with fruit and birds, but that's not
worren's work. "

"You'd find it much easier if you only had two mouths to feed,"
Andri s pointed out.
"We're no real use to you here."

"You will be if we run into drago mte workers," Ereleth said tersely.

"A man your size might even be able to tackle a warrior. The fat man can

deal with dark | ander nen far nore easily than | can . . . and it nmight be
as well to have sonething to trade if Keshvara's inclined to be difficult. don't
have your map now. . . and the unswerving loyalty of its nmaker. Don't

underrate your useful ness."
"You're not going to let us go when you find the princess, are you?"
Andris said dully.

"You've no intention of going back to Xandria."
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"We'll go back one day,
We have ot her business first.

the old woman said calmy, 'but not inmediately.

"In the Dragomite Hills?"
Erel eth | aughed sharply.
"No," she said, with altogether unnecessary contenpt.

"In the G ey Waste." She was noving on yet again, having picked nothing but
bul bous fungal growths fromthe last thicket. For a nmoment, Andris thought
she was joking--but he couldn't believe that Ereleth was the kind of person
who i ndul ged in banter.

"I thought nothing earthly can live in the G ey Waste," he said. It was a

pl ace he had only heard spoken of in curses and | egends.

"Not nmuch that's earthly does live there," she agreed, 'but can is a

different matter. You'll eat a lot of unearthly food while we're in the
forest and be none the worse for it. We'Ill survive. "
"But what possible reason . . . ?"

"Serpents live there," she added, alnpbst as if it were an afterthought.
"There are said to be Serpents in the forest as well as drago nmites
Andri s sai d guardedly.

"Serpents controlling drago mtes in fact or so Checuti says."
"Perhaps it's true," Ereleth said, teasingly giving nothing away.

"Perhaps we'll meet them if it is true. There are no Serpents in the far
north, | suppose?”

"None that | know of," Andris told her

"Too cool. Serpents |like heat alnpst as nuch as Sal ananders. Earthly things
thrive in tenperate clinmes, but they have a harder tinme of it in the tropics
Her eabouts there was a kind of balance . . . but it was always nore

delicate than it seemed. Nothing |lasts for ever, you know, and when bal ance
fails, chaos is quick to come."

"I's that what's happening?" Andris asked curiously.

"I's chaos conmng - first to the hills and the forest, then to Khalorn .
and ultimately to Xandria itself? |Is that what your precious secret
commandnments are all about? Do they tell you what to do when chaos conmes?"

She rounded on himthen, and he saw, somewhat to his surprise, that she was
genui nel y al ar ned.

"What do you know about the secret commandments?" she asked, with sone
asperity.

He opened his nouth to tell her that they were just nyths and 261

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (266 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:21 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

idle

fancies, and titfu he knew no nore about themthan anyone el se, but

i medi ately changed his nmind. There might, he thought, be sone advantage to
be gained from hunouring this kind of craziness.

"Ferentina is a civilised nation," he told her.

"Li ke you, | have royal blood in nmy veins, and | learned royal traditions in
the schoolroom | was taught to beware of false commandnments but always to
respect the true." He cast about desperately for sonething clever which

m ght be used to back up these hazy f inplications, and renenbered the | egend
which the blind storyteller had told himin the Wayfaring Tree.

"There are no Serpents in Ferentina," he said, 'but that doesn't nean that we
don't know what gift it was that the Serpent brought to the forefathers in
I dun, or what promise it was that the forefathers nmade and failed to fulfill.

Andris was warnming to his task now, and had begun acconpanying his inventions
with dramatic gestures. Unfortunately, one of these expansive flourishes
swung the lantern so violently that the flane which had grown feebl e- suddenly
guttered out.

They weren't left in total darkness, but the renoval of the bright light left
their eyes in dire. need of adaptation to the fainter radi ance of the
thicket next to which they stood. Andris cursed his luck, and took two brisk
steps away fromthe tree, lest there be flower worns of the kind Ereleth had
poi nted out lurking amd the parasitic halo.

It was a wise nove or woul d have been, had he not been under such a powerful
obligation to his undesired Conpanion

Erel eth, |ess anxi ous about the darkness than he, began to ask a question
whi ch she obvi ously considered urgent, but she only got as far as

"Tell me . . ." when she was abruptly cut off. The next word stuck in her
throat, restricted to a faint gurgle which was a nost unsatisfactory synbol
of alarm and astoni shrent.

It was Andris who screaned, as the dull sound of inpact told himthat
sonmething- it was quite inpossible to see or guess what- had dropped out of
the branches of the tree to fall over Ereleth's shoulders like a great black
bl anket .

The old woman fell to the floor beneath the creature's weight, but Andris
knew t hat she hadn't been knocked unconsci ous. She
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was westling the thing
as best she could, thrashing madly with her arns agai nst the shadow shape,
whi ch was as bl ack as bl ack coul d be.

Andri s dropped the useless lantern and the two partly | oaded sacks.

He had no weapon but he dared not hesitate. He stepped forward, reached
down, grabbed two great handfuls of coarse fur, and haul ed the thing away
fromits victim

It was unexpectedly light- and unexpectedly agile. Suddenly, it was al
teeth and claws, which seened to be ripping at himfromevery direction,
scoring his flesh in a dozen different places.

Absurdly, the one thought which echoed in his mnd was when bal ance fails,
chaos is quick to cone .

Andris realised that the creature with which he was | ocked in nortal conbat
must be at least two nmets fromsnout to toe, with long lithe linbs. Wile he
held it up as he was doing nowit was free to maul him and he knew that his
only chance was to stifle its novenents. He turned on his heel so that he
was facing away fromthe spot where Ereleth had fallen, and deliberately fel
over, com ng down as hard as he coul d.

Just as the creature had dropped from above to force its victimto the
ground, Andris now forced it down in its turn- and Andris was a ruch bi gger
much heavier creature than the forest predator. As his weight canme crashing
down upon it the nonster |let out the nost astonishing wail of anguish

The idea Andris now had in his mnd was that he nust grab the creature's
forelegs in a kind of hanmmerlock, forcing its claws wide while his knees
pressed down on its body from behind. Unfortunately, there was far nore
optimismthan realismin this intention, and al though his big hands pulled
the thick fur this way and that he had not the slightest idea whereabouts he
had taken hold of the beast. He had certainly not managed to render its
claws harm ess, for it still seened to be lashing out in every possible
direction- thankfully w thout nmaki ng much substantial contact.

He bore down nore powerfully, trying to flatten the creature out upon the
bare ground, but it was wiggling free now He felt a set of talons raking
the top of his head, and was glad that his hair was lately grown into a
thick, untidy mat. Even so, bl ood began to pour down his forehead and into
the corners of his eyes.

Screamng with rage, Andris clenched his fists as hard as he 263
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coul d

within theAaggy hide, and changed tack. He haul ed backwards with his arms
whil e using his massive |l egs to anchor as nmuch of the beast as he coul d,
stretching its spine in the hope of snapping it like a twig. Something gave,
but it wasn't the creature's spine. The beast screanmed again, but it didn't
stop lashing out. Desperately, Andris hurled hinself down again, crushing
hi s adversary agai nst the hard soil.

He heard Checuti shouting sonething, but if it was an instruction he could
not get the sense of it for the blood roaring in his ears.

He felt hot breath upon his brow, and knew that the beast nust have tw sted
in his gripto face him |Its breath carried a foetid carrion snell which
made himfeel strangely faint, and he found to his amazenent and al armt hat
the creature had wiggled out fromunderneath his body and was now on top of
him where it was far nore accustoned to be in respect of its usual prey. It
was scrabbling with its claws in a further attenpt to rake and rend him

Andris now had the idea in his mind that at any nonent one of his conpanions
mght leap to the rescue, thrusting a spear into his attacker's heart, or

| oppi ng off its head with a single stroke of a sword- but his mind's
eye-bathed in the glow of his fevered i||t imagination, while the real world
around himwas so dark as fully I'"lIl to justify the forest's ironic nane.

He was flat against the ground now, but he rebelled reflexively against the
threat of being rendered hel pless and torn apart by trying to roll over,
taking his adversary with himas though it were sone other man wi th whom he
was engaged in a ganme of westling.

The creature would not consent to being rolled, |let alone to being rolled on
It withed within his grip, and struck out with its vicious forepaws,
catching hi mabout the head not once but tw ce, knocking himdizzy- but he
was fighting man enough to know when to cling tightly, and cling he did,
trying with all his mght to force his face forward into the thick black fur
so that his poor battered head would be out of the denbn's reach. Dinly, he

was aware that Checuti was still shouting, yelling his heart out as though to
destroy the beast of prey with lethal echoes. The weight pressing down upon
hi m grew nore oppressive still, and suddenly his face was far too full of

choki ng fur, his open nouth bl ocked
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with coarse hair that was alive with
lice or sone other kind of vermn.

Hi s un clawed hands dug into the flesh they held with all the fervour he
could nuster, and now he was utterly desperate to roll, if only to free

hi nsel f | ong enough to take a breath but he felt that all the breath had been
squeezed out of him and that there was an enornous pressure in his chest,
and a terrible tension in his throat. H's lungs were doing everything they
could to draw air, but inpotently . all there was to be drawn was rank fur
and vernmin, and all there was to be felt was horror and dread

The only heroic thing left for himto do was to think: Better this than sl ow
starvation! But he did, at |east, manage to think it, and think it al nost as
if it were a defiant shout, before his mnd' s eye and his nmind s ear were
lost in dizziness, and it seened that death was rushing to neet himat a
truly awesone velocity .

265
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a after a hard day's ride to catch up with Fraxinus's expedition in the
fringes of the Forest of Absolute N ght, when tinme seened to fly past, Jacom
Cerri found the next three days exceedingly boring. The caravan noved at an
unhurried pace along a well-worn trail without encountering trouble of any

ki nd.

Carus Fraxinus had made no objection when Jacomtold himof his intention to
tag along until they net up with Hyry Keshvara -indeed, he had confessed

hi nsel f pleased to have his nunbers augnented by ten good fighting nen.
Jacom gat hered that he and Phar had expected to recruit a dozen dark | anders
to serve as an escort, but that circunstances had forced himto make do with
hal f that number, two of whomwere hardly nore than boys.

"To tell you the truth, Jacom" the nerchant said, in a rare confidential
monent, 'we don't really know what we're headi ng into.

The rum ours about drago nites invading the forest with human riders are
probably exaggerated everything Aul akh knows about their habits suggests that
they rarely leave their nests for very long, and don't associate with human
bei ngs but whatever blight has opened a way through their own territory has
obvi ously disturbed them Aulakh has a salve which is supposed to stop them
attacking its wearers. They use odours for comrunication and this particul ar
stuff is supposedly construed by the workers and warriors alike as a command
tolet well alone, but I'ma little doubtful as to its efficacy. |'msorry
that your encounter with Checuti didn't work out as you hoped, but | have to
confess that a conpany of nen bearing swords and hal f-pi kes might be a handy
thing to have in reserve if we do encounter drago mites

"I'"'monly interested in the princess,"” Jacomtold him to make his intentions

perfectly clear.

"If Keshvara still has her when she arrives to join you, |I'll be taking her
hone i medi ately."
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Fraxi nus had nade no answer to that, but it was plain to see that he was

anxi ous about Keshvara, and not at all certain that she would contrive to
join the expedition and that runour had reached his ears about Checuti's

al l egation that the princess was unwilling to return to her father's care.
Jacom had as yet no firmplans as to what he would do if Keshvara and the
princess failed to appear by the tinme the caravan reached the far side of the
forest, nor what he might do if the latter refused to return with himto
Xandria. For the nonment he was hoping--rather forlornly that everything
woul d go snoot hly.

In addition to the six dark | anders Fraxi nus and Phar had four gold ens with
themto help tend the horses and the donkeys and to drive the two narrow but
heavily | aden carts which accormodated the greater part of their supplies and
trade goods. One of the four gold ens was a young woman named Merel Zabio.

It didn't take Jacomlong to figure out that she was Andris Myrasol's cousin,
and that she was expecting the big anmber to catch up with the expedition as
soon as he was able to do so. She was nost definitely not glad to have Jacom
and t he guardsnen al ong, and she repulsed all his attenpts to question her.

Jacom consi dered the possibility of placing her under arrest, but Aul akh Phar
went to some trouble to persuade himto prom se that he woul dn't take any
action agai nst her or the anber.

"We're a long way from Xandri a now," Phar pointed out, 'and he really wasn't
the person who injured your guardsman. Anyway, if he turns up, we still need
him 1'd rather have his nap on hand than rely on ny vague nenory of it. To
tell you the truth, |I'm anxious about his failure to show Merel caught up
with us easily enough, and he ought to have been able to do |ikew se, given
that he seens to have escaped fromyour men without injury. | don't know
what Checuti's playing at, bur it's a conplication we could well do without.

Jacom agreed to reassure the girl that he neant no harmto her or her cousin,
and that he accepted what he had been told about Myrasol not being invol ved
in the robbery. He ordered Purkin and Herriman to do |ikew se, but she
continued to steer well clear of them

As the trail they were follow ng gradually dwi ndl ed away the carts nmade
sl ower progress, but the gigantic trees were so widely 267
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spaced that there

w_as rarely any serious inpedinment to their passage. Fraxinus's team worked
with practised efficiency, its nmenbers ceasel essly occupi ed whenever the
caravan paused. Only the young dark | anders seened to have nuch tine on
their hands, and they al so seened to be the only ones interested in the
soldiers. Before the end of their third day in the forest Jacom had
befriended a dark | and boy six or seven years of age, whose nane was Koraism.

Korai sm seemed to be fascinated by Jacom by his colouring, by his uniform
by his manner, perhaps even by the frustration which continually seethed
beneath the surface of his words and actions.

Jacom gave the boy a few coins, and small netal inplenents of the kind that
were always in demand in the forest, where such things had even shorter lives
than in Xandria. |In return, Koraism proudly brought birds which he had shot
down with poison- tipped darts fromhis bl owipe. Herrinman plucked these and
cooked themvery carefully to nake sure the poison was denatured. The boy
kept the soldiers supplied with various other conestibles too, sone nore
appetising than others.

In addition to these gifts of food Jacom got a ceasel ess stream of

i nformati on from Koraisni, nostly based on gossip picked up fromthe other
dark landers they nmet. Jacom assuned that no nore than half of these rum ours
severe likely to be true, but it was difficult to tell which half it m ght

be. Sonetinmes Jacomgot the sane information, later, from Carus Fraxi nus but
when he received contradictory accounts he had not the slightest idea which

to favour.

Koraism told himthat many evil things were now abroad in the forest, and
that the dark | anders di sagreed anong thensel ves as to exactly what needed to
be done. One group, the Uuru to which Koraism apparently bel onged favoured
direct action to drive all invaders fromthe forest, but other groups
including a secret organisation of witches called the Apu had different and
al t ogether wong views. Koraism thought that all the trouble in the forest
and the Dragomite Hills had been caused by Serpents, who had been secretly

pl anni ng a war of extermi nation against nmen since tinme i menorial. Koraismi
assured Jacom that some human bei ngs had Serpent's blood in them which would
cause themto turn traitor against their own kind when the final war for
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possession of the world was to be fought, and that the Apu too were likely
to turn traitor if their nenfol k couldn't keep them under control

Jacom t hought it inpolitic to mention to his new friend that Princess
Lucrezia was reputed in Xandria to have Serpent's blood. He wasn't
superstitious himself, but he couldn't help beginning to wonder why it was
that the princess was allegedly determ ned not to go back to Xandria, and
whet her her renmpval fromthe citadel m ght not have been an accident after
all.

Fraxi nus confirnmed, when Jacom asked him that Serpents had been sighted in
the forest, and that their presence was as unusual in its way as that of the
drago mtes and their alleged riders.

"But there's nothing to fear," he added.

"Serpents keep thenselves to thenselves and aren't in the | east aggressive,
no matter what dark | ander superstition mght say. These |egends about drago
m t es ki dnappi ng hurman children at the behest of Serpents which secretly
control everything that goes on in the so-called Corridors of Power deep
within the Dragomite Hlls have no basis in fact, so far as Aul akh and | can
tell."

Jacom accepted this as the verdict of a wise man, although he couldn't help
noticing the scrupul ous qualification with which the judgnent was concl uded.
Exactly how rmuch, he wondered, did Carus Fraxinus and Aul akh Phar really know
about the nature and inclinations of drago nmites

Koraism also told Jacomthat the dark | ander army whi ch had gone south was
the bi ggest ever raised, and that every steel blade in the forest had gone
with them because bl owpipe darts were no good at all against the arnoured
hi des of drago mites

"Those rider-wonmen better watch out, though,” he said, with pride.

"We' Il shoot every |last one of themoff their nonster-nounts' backs and bring
them back as prizes. W'Ill trade themto Khalorn as field workers or whores."

Jacomwasn't at all sure that Koraism knew what a whore was, but didn't
press himon that point. Again he was careful to crosscheck the infornmation
wi th Fraxinus.

"The dark landers fight wars |ike anyone else," Fraxinus told him 'but their
wars are usually petty affairs of clan against clan- anbushes and skirm shes
rat her than battles and sieges, involving a couple of hundred nen at nost.
This is different, although the 269
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men who' ve gone”outh are probably split

up into war bands of sixty or eighty rather than gathered into a single arny.
Dragom te workers have al ways scavenged the sout hern borderlands of the
forest, but the darker regions are too far fromthe hills to offer a
profitable return and there's |ong been a tacit boundary between drago nmite
territory and dark lander territory. The dark |anders have never had to
organi se thensel ves agai nst the drago nites before, and | don't think the nen
who' ve gone south have the faintest idea what to expect. The one thing I'm
certain of is that they won't want to fight a | ong and bl oody battle if they
can possibly helpit. If | had to bet 1'd wager that they'll all conme hone
inten or twenty days, boasting about the way the drago mites and their
supposed riders turned tail rather than face them and beat a hasty retreat
to the hills.

"l suspect that the drago mte workers in the forest are confused and
desperate, but if they have warriors with themthey m ght well be dangerous;
perhaps the best thing would be to let them al one unless and until they start
trying to build new nounds. What the likelihood of that is | can't tell- so
far as | know, no human has ever been inside a drago mite nound and returned
to tell the tale. No one's ever seen a drago mite queen, or even knows for
certain that they really do have a socpl organisation identical to that of a
beehive. , " | also suspect that the humans who' ve cone into the forest from
the south aren't connected in any significant way with the drago mtes

think they' Il turn out to be Hyry's bronzes traders like us, hoping to forge
profitable links with' the north. [|'mhoping that we can neet them before
they get into a serious conflict with the dark |anders but we might well be
too late for that. If we can link up with them they'd be invaluable as
guides to the territory beyond the hills. "

Wth this last point Koraism fervently disagreed. Hi s greatest hope was
that the expedition would not encounter any humans in the distant reaches of
the forest, because he was utterly convinced by the stories of humans and
drago mtes working together to evil ends. He was openly derisive of the
merchant's sceptici sm

"This Fraxinus thinks he is a very great man," Koraism said, 'and his
anci ent conpanion thinks he is suprenely wise. They cone into the forest
bringing iron and silver, cloth and spices. W
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are city folk, they say, as
they swagger through out little villages.

We know how to make things; our artisans know all the lore of the world
before the world; we are rich. They think we are sinple, stupid folk, easily
cheated in the gane of trade. They hire our nen to be killers and carriers
but when those nen return fromthe cities of the north they speak of a great
wi | derness of stone, burned and bl eached by the naked sun, where the rich
wal k anong hordes of the very poor: |abourers condemed by | aw forever to
rebuild the mghty walls, or to work in mnes, or to ply oars in huge sl ow
ships. Your precious cities are full of beggars and thieves, but we have no
beggars here, and no thieves. Men like Fraxinus and Phar cannot know what is
happening here in the forest. Men are nen, they say, and all nen are traders
but I tell you, friend Jacom that what is comng frombeyond the forest is
evil and tainted, and that those who try to trade in tainted goods may

t hensel ves becone tainted. The Serpents and their kin are avid to reclaim
the world that once was theirs fromthe nen who came fromthe world before
the world, and they have been waiting for thousands of generations for the
children of nmen to forget the ancient know edge which allowed their
forefathers to win the world. That is why there are Serpents in the forest
now, and humans serving drago mtes

"Have we forgotten the ancient know edge?" Jacom asked.
"Are you tal king about city folk, or have the dark | anders forgotten it too?"
"W dark | anders have forgotten too much," Koraism admtted dolefully.

"But not as much as your people. You think that your people have forgotten

| ess than we have, because you have your |lore masters and your guilds, but it
is not so. Your golden wonen conme to |earn the arts of poisoning fromthe
Apu, and Phar is always prying into the secrets of the Uuru. W know
secrets whi ch gol den arrogance | ost |ong ago."

Al'l of this might have been nore believable, Jacomthought, had Koraisn been
sonme anci ent wi se man who had actually seen such things as drago mites and
Serpents with his own eyes, but because it cane froma boy it sounded exactly
like the kind of tale that all boys loved, redolent with nystery and

mel odrama. Aul akh Phar, by contrast, nust have been thirty if he was a day,
and he did lay claimto having seen drago mites and Serpents though never a
271
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Sal amander -- with his own eyes. He was nore than willing to tal k about
t hem when Jacom and Sergeant Purkin found an opportunity one ni dday.

"Dragomtes are frightening,"” he confirmed.

"It's not that they're so very powerful, nor that they're as enthusiastic for
the taste of human flesh as vulgar horror stories claim but they're ugly and
they're unearthly, and you know when you | ook at themthat those big jaws
could cut a man in two- and that's just the workers, never mnd the warriors.
Li ke all insects, you see, they wear their skeletons on the outside instead
of the inside, and |ike honeybees the great majority of their kind are

sexl ess instrunents with no proper self-interest. W nustn't forget, though,
that they're not really insects. They're unearthly, and it doesn't do to
make too many assunptions about the parallel evolution of earthly and
unearthly species. Watever honey the drago mtes may nake surely can't be
sweet to human tongues

"Serpents are ugly and unearthly too, but not nearly so fearful

They' re slender and scaly but if the brains inside their bul bous heads are as
big as they seemthey're certainly not stupid. |It's easy to get paranoid
about what m ght or mght not be going on behind those beady bl ack eyes, and
I can see how they got their reputation for being patient plotters, but I
never heard of one offering violence to a human being and the ones |'ve

tal ked to have been unfailingly polite. "

"Do you believe that the world was theirs before nmen cane?" Jacom asked
curiously.

"Did our forefathers really arrive in a ship, as invaders?"

"Per haps- and perhaps not," was Phar's cautious answer.

"Sonme say that we're all products of evolution, that all our ancestries can
be traced to the first stirrings of Iife in the prineval nmud, and that the
separation of life-forns into earthly and unearthly is a distinction wthout
a difference. Maybe there are just two different |lines of descent which
diverged very early in the history of Iife, with honey-bees, horses and
humans being the ultinate products of one and drago mtes Serpents and

Sal amanders the ultinmate products of the other. Whatever the truth of the
matter, you nmusn't take dark |l ander anxieties too seriously. The kind of
peopl e who choose to live in a Forest of Absolute N ght are bound to be a
little strange."
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Jacom didn't repeat Phar's opinion of the dark |anders to Koraism, but
Koraism knew it well enough. Koraism informed himthat the dark | anders
had a sayi ng about people |iving under the sun being touched by the sun, and
| ots of proverbs about the tendency of direct sunlight to dazzle and burn.

Dar kl anders, he affirned not w thout sone justice had the keenest vision of
whi ch men were capable, by virtue of living in such quiet light, and they

al one coul d see clearly what was happening to the forest. . . and what, in
the fullness of tinme, would happen to the world.

"Mark ny words," Koraism said, 'the world is not a safe place. There are
too many things in it which do not Iike mankind. Their enmty nust be
recogni sed, no matter how polite they seem Your Xandrian traders night
think that we dark |anders are dull of mind because we have no rich

mer chants, but we have a saying: A man who lives by barter alone will one day
give his fortune for a poisoned pig. | tell you this because you have told
me that your father is a grower of fruits and a keeper of herds, friend
Jacom and because | think you will understand. It is good to be a fighting
man for a while, and a wanderer else | would not be here now but it is also
good to know when to come honme. "

Jacom t hought that such advice would sound infinitely better comng froma
much ol der man, but he also felt a certain affinity for the sentinents
expressed. Was it possible, he wondered, that even a hal f-naked dark | ander
boy had nore true wi sdomthan a physici an-adventurer |ike Aul akh Phar? And
if it were, what in the world was he doing marching his renmi ning nen over
the edge of an abyss, in search of a rebel princess with Serpent's bl ood?

NT3
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15 whil e hyry keshvara wung the water out of a motley collection of clothes,
then draped them over the earthly bushes which forned a ragged ranpart al ong
the river bank, Lucrezia sat on a tussock of grass staring out across the
dark watercourse at the solid-seem ng wall which ran al ong the opposite
shore. It was black now, but in the norning when the ribbon-like tract of
starlight exposed by the width of the river turned to true day-blue it would
be purple and green, brighter and gaudi er than anything she had seen for a

| ong tine.

The river was broad and sluggi sh here they were no nore than fifty nets bel ow
the ford but it narrowed again downstream where the dredgers only had Soft
silt to deal with.

"This is a good place to wait," the trader said, when she had finished.

"There's a ready coign of vantage in that sagging gnarly tree which | eans out
over the water fromthere we can have a clear but discreet view of the
crossing-place. Elemn says there isn't another for thirty kirns and that
Fraxinus will certainly head for this one. The caravan can't pass us by

wi t hout our know ng nor can anyone el se."

"What if Fraxinus and Phar never arrive at all?" Lucrezia asked.
"What do we do then?"
Hyry nade no attenpt to deny the possibility.

"If things go wong to that extent," she said dourly, 'your appetite for
adventure might be nore fully net than you had hoped. Don't drink the river
wat er unboiled, by the way it's nother to a hundred kinds of infection, sone
of themvery nasty indeed. "

As she stretched herself out on the ground, relaxing her weary |inbs,
Lucrezia reflected that her appetite for adventure had so far been so neanly
fed that it was hard to inmagine a surfeit.

"Be careful, child,” Elema said to her, returning to the canp fromi 74
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a
brief exploratory foray.

"It's not safe to lie too close to the shore when there are crocolids about."

Lucrezia immedi ately sat up again. She had not yet seen a crocolid, but Hyry
had warned her that they were to be found here, and havi ng had anpl e
opportunity to study Hyry's scar she knew that they were creatures it was
better not to conme upon unexpectedly.

The banks of the river were an earthly enclave in the heart of the unearthly
forest, but their resident fauna was by no nmeans identical to that of the
rivers which flowed through Xandria's farm ands. There were dredgers, of
course, but their neighbours included anphibi ous reptiles never seen in the
enpire- not just crocolids but constrictor snakes too. Such creatures were
intimdated by the scent of human artifacts and the snoke of cooking- fires,
but El ena was adanmant that the three of them ought to take turns keeping

wat ch, for safety's sake. No one was inclined to disagree.

During Lucrezia's first watch a crocolid did indeed appear, creeping
unconfortably close to the horses. Their whinnying raised the alarm though,
and the princess chased it away by waving a snoking brand fromthe
cooking-fire at it. She couldn't see it clearly in the undergrowth, but she
caught sight of its teeth as it snapped back at her while sliding into the
wat er .

The next day she saw one nuch nore clearly- and saw Hyry kill it by driving a
knife through its skull, with an altogether natural vengeful glee. The
trader then spent hours skinning the beast and butchering its carcase,

assi sted by El ema.

"The leather of its skin is by no nmeans wort hl ess,
best of the neat is worth eating in spite of its toughness.

Hyry expl ai ned, 'and the

Lucrezi a suspected, however, that the work she and the dark | ander were
putting in was nore a matter of whiling away the tine than | aying in val uable
supplies. When they had taken all they wanted they threw the rest of the
corpse into the water a little way downstream

"That' || take the edge off the appetite of its kinfolk," Hyry said.

Later in the day El ema found fourteen crocolid eggs buried in the sandy soi

of the bank and gave themto her conpanions while she went out on a nore
serious foraging expedition. Hyry boiled the eggs along with sone thin
strips of the creature's meat, but Lucrezia found the ensenble | ess pal atabl e
t han she had hoped.

275
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"You nmust learn g°forget that eating was ever a pleasure," Hyry advised
her .

"Think of it simply as a dour necessity. |If you can do that you won't be
distracted by tastes you' ve yet to acquire- and when you find yourself once
again in a place where the cuisine is to your liking, you'll relish it all
the nore."

"l shall never return to Xandria," Lucrezia said.
"I must learn to savour different things. Are there fish in the river?"

"A great many, and not so difficult to catch in the shallows," Hyry told her,
‘el se there would not be so nmany crocolids. Alas, | have neither fish-hooks
nor spears with which to go after them \hatever you m ght have heard about
the virtues of bent pins, they're no substitute for the real thing- and
there's lust rust even here, where you would never think to find any iron, so
my pins are staying safe in their sterile jars. "

"I could harvest nmany poi sons hereabouts,” Lucrezia said, with a trace of

m schi ef .

"l ought to nmake what effort | can to test ny skills and advance ny Art while
we wait."

"By all means, highness," Hyry agreed.

"Elema will doubtless give you very good advice on that score, since she

i kes you so much and counts herself a witch of sons. Unfortunately, there
is little enough scope here for the exercise and inprovenent of ny own Art,

notw thstanding the ready availability of crocolid skins." i "Trading isn't
an Art," Lucrezia said, for the sake of argunent.

don't nean to denmean it by saying so, but it sinply isn't. It has no lore.

"It's because it has no lore that it's the Only true Art," Hyry retorted,
with all apparent seriousness.

"In"spite of all your lanentations as to its unreliability, much of your Art
is nothing nore than plain rote | earning, done by nmethod and nental trickery.

It's not so easy to keep track of the values of a thousand kinds of goods as
they fluctuate w thout ever settling down, let alone to guess the val ue of
things that no one has ever bought or sold before.

Order is ready to be mastered, chaos is not- and sonetines, even the best of
bargai ns can twist in your hand like a scorpion and sting you where it hurts.

"What you nean by that, | suppose," said Lucrezia lightly, '"is that she who
trades with poisoners always risks a bellyache. "

"As a manufacturer of aphorisnms, highness," the trader riposted, 276
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'you
still have far to go. But there was so little bitterness in the way she
said it that she alnost smiled

El ema returned then, although the sack she had taken with her was no nore
than half-full. She kicked dirt over the remains of the cooking-fire to
douse it, and gathered in the last of the clothes that had been hung out to
dry.

"What is it?" Hyry asked.

El ema flipped her right ear with the forefinger of her right hand, then
poi nted across the river

"Better you both stay hidden," she said.
"Leave this to ne."

Lucrezia listened hard, and was just able to detect the distant sound of
singing. There were many voi ces. Soneone was marching along the far bank,
behi nd the rampart of bushes.

"Stay here," Hyry said to Lucrezia, pulling herself up into the branches of
the gnarly tree and vanishing into its leafy crown.

El ema didn't bother to repeat her own warning before noving off towards the
ford, where she could neet the newconers when they crossed. Lucrezia glanced
briefly at the sheltered spot where the animals were tethered before noving
into the bushes, trying to find a position fromwhich she could see a | ong
way upstream wi thout herself being clearly visible.

Al t hough she had no idea what to expect, what she actually saw seened

di sappoi nting. The singers were nale dark | anders apparently in good heart.
As they crossed the ford in single file she counted them there were
thirty-three. Most carried steel- tipped spears, although a substanti al

m nority had bows and arrows.

Lucrezia hal f-expected Elema to bring some or all the dark |l anders to the
camp, but when she came back she was alone. Hyry junped down to neet her.

"They say there has been a great battle and a great victory," she reported.

"They say that the drago nites have been driven fromthe forest bur they have
not been in a real fight. They have seen drago mites but not nany, and those
they saw did not attack them

They think they are heroes for having chased the creatures away .

but | think they have returned too soon, having little stomach for a bigger
effort agai nst unknown foes. W have better nen in the dark | ands than that,
Keshvara . . . best to hide the little witch fromthat kind. "
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"The little witch has little to fear fromnmen with no stomach for
effort,"” Lucrezia boasted.

"You once killed two fools, and took a beating for it," Hyry told her sternly.
"Don't think you can turn back the wind on that account."

"Those in search of easy victories are nore dangerous to wonenfol k than rea
fighting nen," El ema observed, 'but the news, such as it is, is good. |If the
drago mtes which have cone into the forest are not disposed to fight, so
much the better. "

"VWhat of their riders?" Hyry asked.
El ema shook her head.

"According to the nmen, the riders fled too -but if they had really seen
humans with the drago nmites they'd have given a nmuch fuller account of the
wonder. Those nmen net no denons al though they were afraid that they night,
el se they'd not have come back so quickly."

"Boys' ganes," Lucrezia murnured, remenbering Dhalla.

"Lots of noise, but nostly pretence."”

There was no sign of the caravan that day, and when the niddl e of the night
cane again they settled to the sanme routine of watching and sl eepi ng by
turns. The visibility of the stars seenmed to Lucrezia to be a conforting
thing, and no crocolids canme to disturb her

By the time Elema's turn came to sit up the princess felt nore at peace with
hersel f than she had since the explosion had bl asted open the door of the

I nner Sanctum and put a spectacular end to her childhood. She went to sleep
very easily, and her dreanms were pleasant . . but her subsequent awakening
was rough and urgent.

"Get up!" the old worman's voice hissed in her ear
"Not ny people this tine, nor yours strangers!"

For once, Lucrezia's reaction had nore fear in it than excitement. |If the
usual 'y i nperturbable El ena was al arned, there must surely be nore than
adequat e cause for alarm Dragomtes at |ast, she thought, and perhaps their
riders too!

That judgnent was premature.

"People at the crossing," Hyry whispered to her, as she cane to her feet,
"hesitating on the far bank

CGol dens, | think, with horses. They nust have cone downstreamfor quite a
di stance- they can't decide whether or not to cross. Be very quiet. " Wth
that she turned away, and went to the
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gnarly tree swinging herself up into
the dark foliage with practised ease.

El ema took up a position in the bushes very near to the spot where Lucrezia
had stood to watch the dark | anders Lucrezia, forced to stand a little
further back, could not see half as well.

"These nmen are very scared," Elema whispered, after a mnute of carefu
| i stening.

"Are they definitely gold ens Lucrezia asked.

"Not anbers," was all that El ena woul d concede. The starlight evidently
wasn't bright enough to distinguish gold ens frombronzes in her untutored
eyes.

Lucrezia heard rustling in the boughs of the gnarly tree as Hyry tried to get
into a better position, creeping like a lizard along a branch which overhung
the river. She too was having difficulty seeing in the poor light, and she
too thought it inportant to figure out who these newconers m ght be.

Lucrezia noved closer to El ena and craned her own neck. She could see horses
as well as men, which inplied that these were not the | egendary
dragomitc-riders. Mght they be the people who had started this whole affair
by bringing into the dark | ands the goods which Hyry Kcshvara had bought? |If
so, they ought to be bronze, not gol den

"They're com ng across!" she suddenly said to El ema, although the dark
| ander could hardly be unaware of the fact.

"Not all of them" the old worman replied anxiously.
"Only scours, to see howthe land lies."

"They' |l never find us in the dark," Lucrezia whispered, but she knew t hat
she couldn't be certain of that. She wondered whet her she ought to prepare
her arnmoury agai n.

Four nmen were clearly visible, making their way very gingerly across the
ford. They knew shal |l ows when they saw them but they were testing the
crossing with the utnost care. It was inpossible to tell how many nore nen
were skulking in the trees, or how many horses they had, but Lucrezia had the
i mpression that the whole party was | ess than twenty strong, perhaps no nore
than a dozen. Their skins seenmed dark, but she couldn't be sure that they
were bronzes rather than gold ens Their clothes were dark too, cut to hug
their bodies rather nore closely than Xandrian clothing. The nmen in the
water carried neither spears nor swords in their hands, 279
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al t hough t hey

m gh”wel | have had knives in their belts. One of them--the second in line-
was dragging a thin cord; Lucrezia presuned that he intended to use it to
draw a thicker rope across should the crossing prove difficult, for use as an
extra support.

"If they knew how many crocolids there are hereabouts they'd nove a | ot
faster," Lucrezia nuttered.

Again the princess heard the boughs of the gnarly tree rustle as Hyry noved
hi gher in search of a better vantage-point . . . and then she heard a
gasp. It was an awkward and awful sound, and she was convinced that it would
have been much | ouder- perhaps as loud as a scream had Hyry not been naking
such an effort to be silent.

El ema | ooked up in sudden alarm and Lucrezia knew that the same thought mnust
have crossed both their mnds. Flowerwornms preferred the unearthly giants to
gharly trees but they were not exclusive in their habits, and anyone who went
climbing in the dark was at sone risk

The branches of the tree rustled yet again, and now their rustling seened
horribly om nous. A bad sting would have paral ysed Hyry's arm and the
paral ysis nmight easily spread to the rest of her body. |If she were not
solidly wedged .

Don't fall! Lucrezia thought fervently. She repeated the invocation, as if
the urgency of the sillent command m ght sonehow lend it force.

Pl ease, Hyry, don't fall

Hyry's body shifted again," noving even further out, and then became still.
The rustling ceased, and Lucrezia al nost breathed a sigh of relief. For a
monent or two she was certain that Hyry was clinging tight, and that all was
wel | but then the unfol ding disaster took a different turn. The trunk of the
gharly tree began to creak and groan, and there was a horrible glutinous
sound as the roots shifted within the bank which suddenly seened far softer
than it had before.

Lucrezia realised that the roots of the ancient tree nmust be rotten, and that
they no | onger had sufficient purchase in the nuddy soil

The wei ght of the crown, augnmented and unbal anced by Hyry Keshvara's body,
was draggi ng themfree and Hyry, hurt by whatever injury had nade her cry
out, could make no adequate response.

The tree toppled, and its crown net the shallow water with a 280
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gi gantic
spl ash, which nust have frightened the men at the crossing half to death.

For a few seconds Lucrezia thought the matter mi ght be over and done with,
but the water was not quite shall ow enough.

As the roots broke free the slow current dragged the crown downstream.
and the whole tree began to float away, with Hyry Keshvara trapped in the
branches that were underwater.

281
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j acorn sat on the backboard of the smaller wagon while Aul akh Phar
knelt to examine his left leg. The calf was badly swllen and he coul d
hardly wal k.

"l see what's happened,"” Phar said.

"You've had a run-in with a tack tick They're not fliers, so the netting

whi ch keeps nobst of the bl oodsuckers at bay while you sleep isn't so
effective against them-- they can just crawl under it. |If you don't mind ne
saying so, that red skirt that comes with your uniformis a liability- bare

|l egs are an open invitation to tack ticks

"Have you got sonmething to put on the bite?" Jacom asked curtly. He was not
in the nobod for |ectures about his node of dress.

"It's not a bite, as such,"” Phar. told him The problemis that the tick

si nks her whole head into your flesh to get at a deep-1ying blood vessel

Left to herself she'll take it out again when she's full, but you must have
felt a slight itch and' scratched severing the body fromthe head and | eavi ng
the mout h-parts enbedded in your |eg.

They' ve rotted and caused an infection. | can give you sonething to knockout
the bacteria, but it needs to be properly lanced to make sure the remaining
bits of tack tick are all cleaned out. "

Jacomdidn't |like the sound of that. Properly |anced sounded |ike nedic-talk
for This is going to hurt.

"l don't believe in all that rmumnbo-junbo about bacteria,"” he said sourly.

"Bacteria don't care whether you believe in themor not," Phar retorted.

"They just keep right on multiplying and your blood keeps right on turning to
pus in the attenpt to keep themunder control. [|f you want it fixed, it'll
have to be cleaned up. |If you're too squeanish to have it done with a | oca
anaesthetic | can get one of the dark landers to knock you out, but it'll
smart just as badly when it wears off."
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Jacom knew that the soldierly thing to do was to opt for the loca

anaest hetic and watch Phar carve and cauterise with a stout heart and an
unflinching eye, and he certainly didn't want anyone thinking that he'd taken
a | ess courageous option

"Go ahead,"” he said, with a sigh.
"Get it over with."

Phar clinbed up and rooted around in the back of the wagon until he found a
corroded bottle containing a turbid liquid. Jacom hauled hinmself into a

cl ear space and lay down on his stonmach while the physician carefully dripped
the liquid on to the back of his leg. A conforting |lack of feeling soon
possessed the leg fromthe knee downwards. Phar unfurled the canvas strip in
whi ch he kept his instrunents, and picked out a suspiciously rusty knife. He
rubbed it with a cloth soaked in al cohol, then passed it lightly through the
flame of an unshiel ded | antern.

"Hold still," he said.

Jacom held still, gritting his teeth- not against the pain, of which there
was none, but against the power of his inmagination, which told himall too
clearly what Phar was doing.

"Surely you don't really believe all that stuff about invisible bacteria and
Vi ruses causi ng decay and di sease?" he said, feeling a dire need to distract
hi nsel f from contenpl ati on of what was happening to his |eg.

"I mean, how coul d anyone know even if there were such things? It's just
enpty jargon, to convince people that doctors are authentic magici ans instead
of people who' ve | earned a set of useful treatnments refined by the trials and
errors of past generations.”

"As it happens,"” Phar replied drily,

"l do believe it. | believe in bacteria and viruses, cells and organelles,
chl orophyl | and haenogl obi n, genes and chronosomes, nol ecul es and atons .

the whole set. Call ne a romantic fool if you will, but I'mpretty dam
sure that the people who put together the |ore which has been handed down to
us were a lot smarter than we are. | don't know how they got to be that
smart, or how they knew all the things they clained to know about things we
couldn't possibly find out, but I'mprepared to believe that they really did
have m croscopes and tel escopes and |ots of other kinds of scopes and that
they really did try their damedest to pass on as nmuch of their w sdom as
they possibly could to our ancestors. WMaybe forgetfulness isn't the only
sin, but every tinme | ask nyself where |'d be 283
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where any of us woAl d be-
if it weren't for the lore, | understand well enough why it's the worst sin
of all."

"I'"'mnot disparaging the lore," Jacom conpl ai ned.

"I"'mjust saying that it isn't what it pretends to be. | think it was

di scovered by ordinary people not rmuch different fromyou and nme, who dressed
it up to make it seemfar nore awesone than it really is. Wen you get right
down to it, it's just a set of recipes for naking |I; things. The fancy words
don't actually add anything, do they?"

"They add a theoretical franmework," Phar said flatly, while he whittled away
with the point of his knife.

"They add a way of thinking about the world, a way of understanding it as a
set of interlocking systens. They add an account of the things which
underlie nmere appearances. | think that's worth sonething. |If | didn't, |
woul dn't be risking ny life trying to find out what the mysteries of Genesys
are all about."

"If there was anything to understand,” Jacomtold himstubbornly, 'the people
who nmade up the lore woul d have said what they had to say in plain | anguage.
There woul dn't be any nystery- and there certainly wouldn't be any vague
war ni ngs and propheci es or any so-called secret commandnents. Don't you

find all that stuff just plain silly? "

"No, | don't," Phar told him agreeably.

"If 1 were a lo remaster of old who had to transmt a message over hundreds
or thousands of generations, w thout knowi ng how long it would take for the
circunstances to arise in whicrnt would becone relevant, | mght be tenpted
to use sneaky tactics |ike passing secret commandnments to a supposedly
favoured few and instructing themto guard themfromothers at all costs, or
fram ng enigmas calculated to tease and tantalise. |It's one thing, you see,
to ask people to renmenber things which they have to use year in and year out,
but quite another asking themto renmenber things which won't have any
practical value for thousands of years. No matter how sinful forgetful ness
is, people are only too ready to indul ge thensel ves when what they're
renenbering seens to have no i medi ate pay-off... as illustrated by our
unfortunate failure to recruit a mapmaker to this expedition. There!

Al done. 1'll just slap sonme wound glue on. In five or six days it'll be
as good as new. You'll probably find it nore confortable nmeanwhile to ride
than wal k, though. "

Jacom breathed a massive sigh of relief. He shuddered at the
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t hought t hat

more filthy bl oodsucking insects m ght creep under his protective netting and
mal evol ently | eave their heads enbedded in his flesh when he brushed them
off. Nothing |ike that had ever happened on his father's estate, where a nan
coul d sl eep naked under the stars though not, of course, under the fierce

m dday sun and suffer no serious harm

VWhat am | doing here? he thought. Wat am| doing in a bizarre half-world
full of vile things, in the company of madnen who are prepared to risk
everything on the strength of a handful of garbled nyths? He was only too
wel | aware, though, that the price of returning hone or to any safe haven
within the enpire's borders was the recovery of Princess Lucrezia.

As he lowered hinself gingerly fromthe back of the wagon, careful not to
trust his weight to his nunb | eg, Koraism raced towards himin a state of
hi gh excitenment, shouting sonething to the effect that gol den wonen were
comi ng.

Jacominstantly leapt to the conclusion that he nust nean Hyry Keshvara and
Princess Lucrezia - but his sudden elation was short-lived. By the tinme he
had hobbled to a position fromwhich he could | ook back al ong the trail which
the expedition had been followi ng the newconers were clearly in view, and he
saw i Mmedi ately that this was a very different, and nmuch nore surpri sing,

conpany.

In the lead came a giant, striding along purposefully on foot and | eadi ng an
enor nous horse, over whose back |ay an unconscious figure which was only just
recogni sabl e as an old wonman. This huge ani mal was foll owed by a rnuch
smal | er horse bearing a nmuch bigger rider a rider who was neither a woman nor
a gol den, although the copious bl oodstains about his head made it very
difficult to tell exactly what he mght be. It was the fact that he was
nearly as large as the giant rather than his col ouring which told Jacom who
he was.

Behi nd the second horse cane a third, bearing a stout male rider, and behind
that one another, on a leading-rein, with two dark | and wonen wal ki ng besi de
it.

To his astonishnment, Jacom recogni sed the stout rider as Checuti, Xandria's
one-tinme prince of thieves. He was by no neans disconsolate to observe that
the thief-mster was | ooking very gaunt and haggard about the face, with a
haunt ed expr essi on

28]
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in his eyes. It was AQ until the party had conme to a halt and the bl oody
figure of Andris Myrasol had stunbled fromhis nount, that he recogni sed the
person who |ay unconsci ous over the saddle of the giant's horse. It was
Princess Lucrezia's nmentor and fell ow gardener, Queen Ereleth.

The gi ant made straight for Aul akh Phar, who had come up behind jacomvery
swiftly. It was obvious that his healing talents were urgently required.
Myrasol renmai ned where he was, rocking back and forth as though he m ght fal
at any mnute, while Merel Zabio ran anxiously to meet him Checuti, by
contrast, turned his sorely tired horse in Jaconms direction and did not

di smount until he had walked it to within a mere couple of nmets. He had an
oddly twisted smle upon his full lips.

"Captain Cerri!" he said
"l never thought 1'd have to say so, but I'mglad to see you."

"It's a giant!" Koraism said excitedly, as he bobbed up and down by Jacom s
si de.

"Atrue giant! Did |l not tell you that strange things are in the forest?
Did | not tell you that the world is changing, and will never be the sane
agai n?"

To the boy, the giant was every bit as exotic as a Serpent or a Sal amander,
more so than a drago mite Jacomdid not bother to explain to himthat this
prodi gy, at |east, was not fromthe nythical |ands beyond the Dragonmte
Hlls, and was not in the |east to be feared by folk such as he. Instead, he
| ooked up at Checuti and said: "Wat brings you here?"

H
"Dreans of adventure," Checuti said sardonically.
"What el se?"

Aul akh Phar set to work as soon as he had' taken a closer | ook at Ereleth's
unconsci ous body. He instructed" one of the other dark | ander boys to set
water to boil in a cauldron while he went back into the wagon to delve for
wound gl ue and bandages, salves and potions. Merel Zabio began to conplain
that her kinsman ought to be treated first, but the big anmber restrained her.
Jacom was inpressed in spite of hinself by the awesome speed and certainty

of Phar's actions as the old man rushed back and forth, checking the wounds
whi ch scored the flesh of the anber while the witch-queen was laid out on a
sl eepi ng- mat .

"What happened?” he asked Checuti, placing his hand on Koraism's supportive
shoul der so that he did not have to hop on his one good leg. The thief did
not seemin the | east surprised or
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enbarrassed to find himhere, and stepped
towards himfor all the world as if the two of them had al ways been fast
friends.

"You too have suffered an injury, | see!"™ he remarked, gushing forth fal se
sympat hy.

"What a terrible place this forest is and we have not yet caught sight or
sound of one of those hideous drago nmite invaders! The unfortunate Ereleth
was attacked by a night cloak

Andris and | were obliged to go to her aid. W fought |ike heroes, but poor
Andri s was badly maul ed about the head and body, while the w tch-queen was
knocked unconsci ous and proved so difficult to rouse that we feared for her
life. W were fortunate enough to neet these dark | and wonen, but their

wi tchery was inadequate to revive the queen and we did not know how we ni ght
use the nmedicines in Ereleth's belt to soothe or dress poor Andris's wounds.
They were good enough, however, to guide us here with all due speed. Dhalla,
of course, has been a veritable tower of strength. "

Jacom felt that this explanation left out rather rmuch in the prelinmnary
st ages.

"What in the world were you doing in the conpany of the queen and the giant?"
he asked, wi shing that he were not too |ane and too bewi ldered to strike the
kind of interrogative pose which would have been nore fitting for an officer
in the king' s guard.

"W were helping her to find the princess," Checuti replied, as if it ought
to have been obvi ous.

"You didn't seemin the least inclined to help me do the same,"” Jacom
rem nded him

"The queen has greater powers of persuasion,” Checuti renmarked, twi sting his
odd smle into an even nore ironic configuration

"I's the princess not here, then? Have | brought my conpanions on a wild
goose chase after all?"

Jacom was unconfortably aware of the fact that Checuti was teasing him
"Not yet," he said brusquely.

"I hope that she and Keshvara nmay arrive soon before we have to face hordes
of maraudi ng drago mtes and who knows what other nonsters."

"I'mrelieved that we shall have the cream of the king's guard to defend us
from such dangers,” Checuti said nockingly.

"I know we shall be safe with such a man as you to protect us."

"I can't inmagi ne how you cone to be here, said Jacom tiring of a ganme
whi ch he seened to be losing, 'but you're under arrest. When 287
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we t ake

the princesil”? ack, we'll take you along with her, dead or alive. Although
I still have no nore than nine nen with nme, you're certainly not going to get
away this tinme. "

Checuti sighed.

"What a tiresone young man you are, captain,” he said am ably, 'and how
little you understand about the ways of the world.

I only hope and pray that Ereleth nmakes a full recovery, so that she may
teach you the sad error of your ways. WIIl you put me in irons right away,
or may | be allowed to help nmy friend Andris and nmake what efforts | can to
confort his pretty cousin? | promse | wn't try to escape. "

Jacom | ooked across at Merel Zabio, who was now kneeling with Phar beside the
supi ne body of the big anber. Mrrasol was still conscious but seened to have
lost a lot of blood. Jacom couldn't help hoping that the wounds weren't as
bad as they | ooked.

Oh well, he thought. At |east Phar has his mapmaker now, for a little while
much good nmay it do him

Sonehow, Jacomfelt in his bones that it was going to be very difficult

i ndeed to nake good his |latest threat against Checuti. When the stout
thief-nmaster turned away, he nade no nove to stop himbut he renenbered King
Belin's words, which seened to echo now inside his skull: If you can, bring
me this Checuti's head on a pike . . . and the anber's, if you want to be
sure of the best possible wel cone.

"I will, majesty,” he nurnured.
"At least, I'lIl certainly try."

288
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i 7 when the tree in which Hyry Keshvara was trapped began to drift
downstream Lucrezia | eapt forward, and woul d have junped into the water had
El ema not caught her and held her fast. Her grip was remarkably strong for
such a frail and ancient creature. Lucrezia fought against the constraining
hand but the old woman woul d not be denied, and the fact that they were
wedged into the bushy ranpart was not to Lucrezia' s advantage.

Lucrezia watched hel plessly as the tree rolled in the water, so that the part
of the crown whi ch had been underwater slowy began to energe. She hoped
that this process mght [ift Hyry's inprisoned body clear of the water, but
the crowmn was too thick for her to see. The rolling continued, but it was
slow and irresolute and there was no way to know what effect it night be
havi ng on the trader's chances of survival. The tree drifted further out
into the river, to the channel which the dredgers had cl eared, and began to
move nore rapidly downstream

The princess wanted to shout Hyry's name at the top of her voice, as if by
doi ng so she m ght sumobn her back or cause her to rise up out of the dark
swirling waters . . . but the order to be quiet still held sway over her
tongue, even though the splash of the tree as it hit the water had been | oud
enough to be heard four hundred nets away.

The water was now so murky with nud where the tree had fallen that it seened
as black as ink and as thick as blood. Lucrezia thought she could imagine
how it mght feel to be trapped in that kind of cold soup, desperate for air.
She wondered if it might be better to hope that Hyry had been stupefied by
the sting, and now had not the slightest idea what was happening to her

but she could not hope any such thing. |Instead, she hoped desperately,
for she knew how frail a hope it was that the tree had turned 289
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sufficiently to brin®Hyry's head above the surface, and would continue to
hold it there, so that she could not possibly drown.

The princess tried again to escape fromEl ema's grip, but the attenpt was

| ess than half-hearted. She had |learned to swmin the baths which one of
Belin's renote ancestors had caused to be holl owed out beneath the seaward
side of the citadel, but she knew how utterly foolish it would be to dive
into the river after her friend. She kept her eyes on the tree's course |est
Hyry's head might yet bob up in its wake as it floated serenely downstream
but there was nothing to be seen.

Then the strangers arrived.

Lucrezi a was unconsci ous of the near presence of other people until Elema
suddenly rel eased her and shoved her away fromthe bank, saying: "Run! Hide!"

The order cane too |late. Soneone laid a hand on her shoul der al nost

i medi atel y, and al t hough she bounded away she could not quite evade its
clutch. The man foll owed her, and as she stunbl ed he caught her again. She
struggled to draw a knife from her belt but he knocked her arns away. She
fell to the ground, sprawling untidily, and knew that if he had intended to
hurt her he could have done it then bur he hesitated.

At such close quarters the starlight was sufficiently bright to i nform her
attacker that she Was a worman, not a warrior, and a golden too. This was
enough to nmake himrefrain fromhitting her while she was down.

El ema had not even tried to fight. The old dark |ander was standing still,
with her enpty hands raised aloft, shrieking: "Friends! Friends!" It

seened, though, that "the man who was attacking Lucrezia was uni npressed by
this gesture; indeed, he reacted fiercely against it, actually turning away
fromLucrezia to round on the old woman. He grabbed El ema's arm and pul | ed
her clear of the bush, handing her back to another man foll ow ng cl ose behind.

"Hold her!" he commanded.

Hi s accent was strange, but there was sonething faintly reassuring about the
famliarity of the words. He was golden, after all a distant kinsman, no
doubt, but a kinsman nevert hel ess.

Lucrezia tried to get up again, but paused in a kneeling position to | ook
back in the direction of the floating tree. There was still no sign of
anything in the water except the tree. The further the tree
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went the
qui eter the water becane, but nothing popped up fromthe depths.

Lucrezi a stabbed an urgent finger in the direction of the tree. "M friend!"
she shouted at the gold ens

"Go after her, | beg of you

Save her, if you can

They didn't nove. She |ooked up, helplessly, at the man who had cast her
down. He was poised to do it again if she nade any threatening gesture, so
she remai ned exactly where she was. He seened uncertain as to what to do
next, but he obviously had no intention of diving into the river. Even if he
had, she told herself bitterly, the crocolids would probably have got him
before he was halfway to the tree- and if Hyry couldn't swimaway fromthe
tree, she was al nbst certainly dead.

A fourth man joined the other three. They stood in a ragged arc, studying
Lucrezia carefully- rather nore carefully than El ema, who was still hard held
by one of them They nust have |earned far nore about her in three m nutes
than she | earned about them she could not stop thinking about the enormty
of Hyry's tragedy.

Lucrezia knew that she had to concentrate on the new situation now, and
forced herself to do so. The nmen who had cone to seize themwere gold ens --
darker than she was, but unm stakably gold ens that nust be why the one who
had knocked her down was uncertain as to whether she was friend or foe,

al t hough he plainly had no love for dark |anders If they had net dark |anders
south of the river they had probably been attacked as invaders; if so, they
m ght now be desperate to find allies. They were probably a |l ong way from
hone; perhaps they had not intended to conme so far, and were di smayed to find
the forest so vast.

"It's all right," she said firmy
"We're not your enemies. You're quite safe.”

"Where do you cone from?" asked the man who stood over her the one who had
knocked her down.

"From Xandria," Lucrezia answered, automatically adding: "The greatest city
in the world."

There was no flicker of recognition in his wary expression. He had never
heard of Xandria, it seened.

"Where are you fron?" she countered
"Ebia," he answered brusquely.
One of his conpani ons had gone to | ook at the tethered aninals.
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He was inspecting® themcarefully.

"Good horses," he observed eventually, 'except for these two.

"They' re donkeys," Lucrezia informed him wondering if it : might be a joke

"I's that what wonen ride in your |and?" asked the nan who had || spoken
first, in a tone that seened nore contenptuous than |r' benused

"Xandrian wonen ride horses,"” the princess said stonily, and could not resist
addi ng: "What do your woren ride drago mites

That wi ped the smiles off their faces. The man who stood over her pulled her
roughly to her feet. He let go once she was upright, jj but his manner was
unm st akably threatening. She knew that she had said entirely the wong

t hi ng.

"Are the nound-wonen your friends?" he demanded. The question was obviously
not trivial

"No," Lucrezia said, raising her arns in a placatory gesture.

"I've never even seen a drago nite and | never heard of nound-wonen until you
spoke the word. There have been rumours of drago mite- |I. riders abroad in
the forest, but | thought they nust be false."

The nman had already turned his attention to El ena.
"And you?" he said harshly.

"Do you know the nound-wonmen?"

"No," the old worman replied.

"My people have taken up arns to fight the drago mites and their human
nest-sl aves. Have you not seen them about their work? " The Eblan shook his
head.

"Anbers attacked us," he said vehenently.

"First the mound-women attacked, then the ambers, then the nmound-wonmen agai n.
Your people should have greeted us warmy, if what you say is true. W have
al ways been enem es of the drago mites and of any humans who ally thensel ves
with such nonsters."

"The dark landers couldn't have known that," Lucrezia said, wthout getting
up. She felt that she ought to do her utnobst to soothe their captor's frayed
nerves.

"They found you on their |and, and assunmed that you were allied with all the
other invaders. You'll be safe on this side of the river. There are no
drago mtes here. W can talk at our leisure as friends."

It seenmed that he accepted this and there was no reason why he should not but

after turning away to exchange gl ances with his conpani ons he suddenly
rounded on Lucrezia and grabbed her
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again. She fought against his grip as

fiercely as she could, but he was too strong. He forced her down on the
ground, and held her there while one of his conpanions produced a | ength of
cord with which to bind her wists. Elena tried to escape while this was
happeni ng, but the man besi de her was quick to seize her again, and she nade
no further resistance while they bound her hands too.

"W are friends," the old woman said reproachfully.

"We do not treat friends this way." Lucrezia noticed, however, that she did
not seemparticularly surprised by the treatnment she had received.

"W won't hurt you," the spokesman assured them 'but this is a dangerous
pl ace. W have too nany enenies nearby, and they're far too close for
confort. W can't take chances. W nust rest here, where we can watch the
crossi ng-place. "

The Ebl ans sat El ema down with her back to a bush, and placed Lucrezia beside
her. One of them stood guard over them while another went to report back to
their fellows on the far bank. The spokesman had renoved the knife from
Lucrezia's belt and was studying it carefully, although it was a very
ordinary knife, much less inpressive than Hyry Keshvara's dagger. She
noticed that none of themhad a knife of his own, and wondered whether iron
was in short supply in Ebia, wherever it mght be. If so, that was an
inmportant thing to know. Xandria's nines supplied the greater part of the
enpire with nost useful netals; had the Thousand |sles been better resourced
the enpire could not be nearly so large. Lucrezia had been told by one of
her stepnothers not Ereleth! that the best neasure of Xandria's suprenmacy
over all other nations was the cunning of its smths in defying the ravages
of lust rust and all its corrupting kin.

The Ebl ans showed considerable interest in the packs which the donkeys had
carried, but after sonme whi spered debate they decided not to investigate
further for the nonent. More nmen were arriving now, bringing scrawny horses
with them

By the tinme the conpany was fully assenbl ed, Lucrezia counted fifteen of

them They seened very weary. The one who had taken her prisoner explained
the action he had taken to the man who was presumably in charge of the entire
expedition. He evidently approved.

"Your nmen didn't need to do this,’
heard everyt hi ng.

Lucrezia told the | eader, when he had

"We're not your enemes.”
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"I'"'d like to believe that," the |eader replied, in a | ow voice, 'but

we're in too nuch trouble already to risk finding nore. Can you be quiet, or
shall | have to gag you? Sone few of our enemies are close behind us, and
I'd prefer it if they continued downstream along the far bank rather than
crossing the river to search for us on this side.

I \When they've gone by, we can talk until then . . . " HHe left the
sent ence hangi ng.

"W can be quiet," Elena said calmy

"But we have friends close behind us, and if they find us like this they wll
not like it."

"Then | rmust hope they won't find us," the Eblan said, 'at least until our
pursuers have gone by. "

Wel |, said Lucrezia to herself, here's adventure and no m stake but how I
wi sh that Hyry were here to share it! How shall | ever survive it wthout
her ?

Thought of Hyry renminded her that she had not yet had the time to nourn. Now
that she was still, with her hands tied, she was suddenly overconme by a bl ack
tide of grief.

Silently, helplessly, she began to weep.

She kept her head stubbornly bowed, |est her rude captors mnistake the reason
for her enmption. She did not want themto think that she could be easily
reduced to tears; she was, after all, a princess, and nust behave |ike” one
even though these savages had not bothered to di scover her rank or her nane.
But she nade no attenpt to hold back the tears;, partly because she didn't
think that she would be able to, and partly because she thought that Hyry
Keshvara was fully entitled to have them shed on her behal f.

If it is within ny power, dear Hyry, she thought niserably, I'Il finish what
you started. |'ll carry through your mssion, or die trying that | swear.
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i 8 the seated giant | ooked up as Jacom Cerri and Korai sm approached.

She seened oddly forlorn and faded to Jacom she was clearly exhausted and

deeply disturbed by the fact that Ereleth still |ay unconscious in Phar's
wagon.
To Koraism, however, the giant nust still have seened terrible.

Jacom coul d see that he regarded her with naked awe and trepidation

The boy probably woul d not have dared go near her in normal circumnstances,
but he had come to think of his golden friend as a secure protector against
all things uncanny. Jacomliked to think that this was a sound judgment- or,
at any rate, not an entirely foolish overestimarion

Dhal | a | ooked up at Jacom from her good eye. The other had been injured-
according to Checuti's testinony- when she pulled the night cloak off Andns
Myrasol, after he had pulled it off Ereleth. It was by no neans ruined, and
she woul d be able to see out of it soon enough, but for the tinme being it had
been firmy closed by a swelling that was oozing yell ow pus fromthe places
where Aul akh Phar had stitched a four-simgash. Bacteria again, Jacom
thought. \What busy creatures they are, toiling away in their invisible world
so that they m ght export a due neasure of pain and ugliness into ours.

"Captain Cerri," she said un enthusiastically
"VWhat can | do for you?"
"How are you?" he asked awkwardly.

"Wel | enough," she grunted, in typically terse fashion. She had a few

cl aw scratches on her bare arnms as well as a bad eye, but they were healing
cleanly. Her one-eyed stare was strangely disturbing; the eye was so big,
and the pupil so large in the dimpurple Iight that Jacomfelt as though he
were peering into a black pit of infinite depth. |If there is any Absolute
Ni ght to be encountered in this
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forest, he thought, it is in the eyes of

persons who are accustoned to live in brighter light. He was unconfortably
aware of Koraisnm, who was hal f-behind him grasping the tail of his jacket
in one hand while peering around his wai st.

"You did a good job," Jacom said carefully.

"In catching Checuti and the anber, | nean. |If we can find the princess
we' |l have a clean sweep. We'lIl both be feted in Xandria when we return.
1"l make sure that you get your full share of the credit."

Dhalla stared up at him with an irritatingly enigmatic snile about her |ips.
She was finishing off the vestiges of a nmeal, and she used her tongue to

pl uck out sone norsel between her enornous nolars, then proceeded to swall ow
it.

"You will help me bring Checuti back, won't you?" Jacomsaid, this being the
matter which he had conme to investigate, not altogether confidently.

"Dead or alive it doesn't nmuch matter. Your duty and m ne are exactly
simlar, are they not? W both owe allegiance to King Belin."

"W have to find the princess first," she said dismssively.

"Of course but you have an interest in bringing the thief to justice too. He
stol e your wages as well as mne."

"If we don't find the princess,"” the giant said laconically, 'he's a dead
man. Maybe he's a dead nman anyway. He won't be spending any nore of the
coin he stole -p rest assured of that. "

Jacom didn't know how to read the col dness of her tone or the stoniness of
her tenporarily cycl opean gaze. He couldn't take it for granted that she was
just like any othet- human bei ng but | arger

After all, she belonged to a distinct "species that was in sone respects
quite alien. He had no idea how far one could trust the dirty jokes people
told about the ways giants night becone pregnant, but he trusted the conmon
know edge which assured himthat it couldn't involve nmale giants because
there were none. Gants were in demand in Xandria and in those of the
Thousand | sl ands which preserved simlar kinds of kingly privilege, but they
were native to some nysterious land in the far east, beyond the Spangl ed
Desert.

They spoke the sane | anguage as everyone el se, but as an old adage warned
peopl e who used the sane | anguage didn't necessarily nmean the sane things by
the sanme words, y "He seens peculiarly cheerful for a dead man," Jacom
observed 296
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uneasily.

"He seenms to think that he knows sonething | don't. |Is that nere bluff, do
you t hi nk?"

"Probably," said Dhalla dully.
"He has no reason to be cheerful that | can see.”

She canme to her feet. Her body seened to take an unnaturally long tine to
unfold. When she had raised herself to her full height she was | ooki ng down
at himat much the same angl e as he had been | ooki ng down at her.

"Fraxi nus and Phar don't want ny nmen to go back to Xandria at all,"
he sai d.

"They're careful about what they say, but they really want us to join the
expedition. They've both dropped hints about there being a greater service
could do the enpire than returning a princess to the Inner Sanctum or even a

prince of thieves to just punishment. They'Il want to keep the amber, of
course, even after he's re-drawn that precious map which you seemto be
holding tight to your chest. |'mprepared to conmprom se on that, if he

really wasn't involved in Checuti's robbery but I'mnot prepared to
comprom se in the matter of Checuti, or in the matter of the princess. Can I
rely on your help, if necessary, to bring themboth safely back to Xandria?"

The way the giant stared steadily down at him w thout answering, seened to
Jacomto be confirmation of his worst suspicions. She wasn't here on the
king's business at all she was here on Erel eth's business, whatever that

m ght be. Wy did things have to be so conplicated?

"I'''myour superior officer,"’
tentative

he said, w shing he didn't sound so querul ously

"From now on, you're under ny orders.

I want to nake that perfectly clear

The dark abyss that was her eye seenmed darker still now that it |ooned above
him and even her bl onde hair seened night-dark, silhouetted as it was
agai nst the purple canopy.

Jacom wi | ted under the oppressive gaze. Hi s voice faltered as he forced
hi nsel f to recogni se defeat.

"You don't intend to go back, do' you he said.

"You're not in this as an agent of the king you're in it out of persona
loyalty to the princess. Checuti was telling the truth when he said that she
was desperate to run away. Neither you nor Ereleth has the slightest
intention of trying to persuade her to go honme. Do you realise what will
happen to ne if she won't go back?

Do you have any idea what a ness I'lIl be in? "
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Dhalla's jaw noved again as she rescued yet another stranded norsel, but
she eventually said: "Not ny problem"”

Jacom sighed. |'ma captain in the king's guard, he said to hinself

silently. That's supposed to nean sonething. |It's a position of trust and
responsi bility, which ought to conmand the respect of every citizen of the
enpire. Am|l really so unconvincing in the role that no one except a dark
| ander boy will take a blind bit of notice of what |I think or what | want?

"Earlier today, Koraism spoke to some nen who canme across the river
yesterday after helping to drive the drago mtes out of the forest,"

he sai d.

"They talked to an old woman at the ford, but they didn't see Keshvara or the
princess. Koraism says Keshvara wouldn't have crossed over if she had any
sense he says that she must still be behind us. It looks to ne as if we're
going to have to go north again if we want to find the princess."

For the first tine, Dhalla's stare showed a flicker of interest not concern,
just interest. She shifted her gaze to | ook contenplatively at Koraism, as
if she were carefully weighing his mnuteness and insignificance.

"We'll see," she said finally.

"The queen will decide." She addressed the boy directly aild he was quick to
move further behind Jacom as though shielding hinself fromthe bal eful gaze.

"Ereleth nay not be able to decide," Jacomsaid sourly, 'even though she's
sl eeping normally now. She's an old worman, after all. Mrasol mght not
have pulled the night cloak off her in tine though why he did it at all 1
can't imagine. Fraxinus isn't going to hang on here waiting for her to nmake

a full recovery. He'll go on, now that he's heard that the drago mites are
on, the run. You might have to choose which way to go, and who should go
with you. Personally, |I'd rather head north than head into a war-zone. |I'm

not so sure the drago nmites are on the run- and even if they are, that m ght
make them all the nore dangerous. Koraism says that Serpents have been seen
in the forest too. Have you ever seen a drago nite Dhalla? "

"No," she adnitted
"Or a Serpent?"

"My peopl e know Sal amanders, " she countered. She obviously didn't like to be
at too much of a disadvantage in a contest of inplied insults.
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"That's not the sane thing at all," Jacominsisted, taking care to sound as
di smi ssive as he could although he hinself had never seen a Serpent or a
Sal amander, and knew next to nothing about either species.

"The princess has Serpent's blood," Dhalla retorted.

Jacom felt Koraisnm stiffen, and the clutch of the little hand upon the
jacket of his uniformtightened. He knew that the statement nmeant nothing in
literal terns, of course one of the few things he did know about Serpents was
that they couldn't possibly interbreed with humans but he al so knew that in
terns of dark |ander superstition it m ght mean a good deal

I"mlosing control of this argunent, he thought furiously.
"That's not true, Dhalla," he said firmy.

"I't's just sonmething they nmade up in the citadel- malicious gossip, probably
i nvent ed because she seened overly assiduous in listening to Ereleth.

Anyway, the point is that we don't know what we'll be heading into if we
cross the river, and given that we have reason to believe that the princess
is still in the north . "

"I't's not gossip," Dhalla contradicted himbel atedly.

"It's true. The princess inherited Serpent's blood fromher nother." The
giant was still watching Koraism, and had observed his adverse reaction to
her claim Taciturn and ponderous of manner she m ght be but she was by no
means sl owwi tted.

"I't doesn't mean anything," Jacomsaid wearily.

"People can't and don't have Serpent's bl ood."
"Nor Sal amander's fire?" said Dhalla.

"In ny country, they say giants have Salamander's fire in their hearts.
Sonetinmes, | feel it here burning."

She tapped her ribs, beneath her left breast.

"It's just a metaphor," Jacom said, uneasily aware of the fact that she nust
know that as well as he did. Either she was teasing him or she was trying
to suggest, delicately, that the allegation that the princess had Serpent's
bl ood in her veins nmust nmean sonething, even if it were not entirely clear
what .

"Serpent's blood is bad witchery," Koraism whispered to Jacom "You should
let this princess alone."

If only I could! Jacom thought.

"It's all right," he said to the boy, patting himon the head.

"Aul akh Phar has charnms against bad witchery, just as he has charns agai nst
all other ills."
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Dhal | a recogni sedlthe irony in this, and smil ed.

"We're supposed to be on the same side, Dhalla," Jacomsaid, trying to take
some encouragenent fromthe smle.

"W both want the princess to be safe. Renenber that, when you have to
deci de which way you're going to go, and who you're going to trust."

"I will," she promi sed. There was no hint of nockery in her tone. As he
turned to go, however, she added: "Checuti is ours now he belongs to Ereleth,
and to the princess. Leave himto us. The anber too.

Don't try to interfere, if you value your life.

The naked threat unleashed a tide of angry resentnment within him but he
fought hard to keep it hidden. He knew there was no point in arguing. He'd
pl ayed his cards, and they weren't good enough to nmake any inpression on her
In spite of the livery she wore she was yet another adversary, deternined to
thwart his one chance of reclaimng his careeer. It seenmed that he had far
too many adversaries, and not a single true friend on whom he coul d depend.
In the circunstances, neither Fraxinus nor Purkin could be counted as a true
friend and if Dhalla was his eneny too, he was on his own agai nst the whole
world, with only a dark | ander boy to help him

"She's bad," Koraism said, once they were at a safe distance.
"Tainted. Best stay away from her, and all things like her.”

"That m ght well be good advice," Jacomadmitted glumy, 'but those who |ive
under the sun nust share its light with all creatures.

There's no safety fromthe taints which stain the world, not even in the
Forest of Absolute Night. " '
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i9 the | eader of the Eblans, who had told

Lucrezia that his nane was Djeni|l Eyub, studied his two prisoners pensively.
El ema studiously | ooked away, as if the nman were beneath contenpt, but
Lucrezia stared back at himdefiantly, challenging himwth her eyes.

The princess had assured Eyub that there was no need for himto keep their
hands tied, but he would not relent, although he did seemslightly ashamed of
his refusal. The Eblans were clearly exhausted by whatever ordeals they had
undergone. Once they had all assenbled, the greater nunber had |aid out

sl eepi ng-mats and thrown t henmsel ves down.

There was an el enent of despair in their fear

One man had been sent back to the ford to keep watch, while another had been
stationed in the bushes where Lucrezia and El ena had st ood.

Apart fromthese two, only Eyub now remni ned awake, and only he was free to
take an interest in the two women. He seened harm ess enough he had t ouched
Lucrezia only once, and that for the sole purpose of exam ning the texture of
her clothing. He seened far nore anbival ent about her than El ema, whom he
clearly regarded as an eneny by virtue of her pale skin. H's men had not
relished their encounter with the dark | anders Lucrezia grudgingly admtted
to herself that his present attitude was understandabl e.

Lucrezia was able by now to neet Eyub's troubl ed gaze sternly. She had
contrived to hide the signs of her grief over the |loss of Hyry Keshvara.

Al t hough he was standing and she was sitting, and his hands were free while
hers were not, she did not feel that the advantage was entirely his. She had
wat ched the Eblans carefully while they made ready for sleep, and was
confident that they were primtive by conparison with her own people. They
had very little 301
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metal with them alnost all their cooking apparatus

seemed to be made of stone and gl ass, even their knives, forks and spoons.
Their clothes were well tailored, which suggested that they had good needl es,
but the saddl es and harnesses their horses wore were crude.

Eyub came to a sudden decision and sat down in front of the princess, |eaning
forward so that he could speak to her in a lowl: voice

"You are not a native of the forest," he said cautiously.

"You come froma city, as we do a great city, so you say. How many people
has it?"

"Two hundred thousand live within the city walls," she informed him

matter-of-factly.

"A further half-mllion live in the surrounding | ands of Xandna itself. The
western and southern provinces contain two mllion nore. | don't know how
many people live in the Thousand Isles, but there nust be at least a million
and a hal f, probably two.

Say five nmillion in the enpire as a whole. What popul ati on has Ebi a?

"Not nearly as many," he conceded. He spoke guardedly, trying to inply that
Ebi a m ght have been conparable with Xandria but happened to be a little
smal ler, but it was obvious that the figures Lucrezia had quoted were of an
order of magnitude hi gher than he coul d have i magi ned.

"Where is Ebia, exactly?" Lrc'rezia asked, while his mnd was stil
di stracted by contenplation of the figures.

"I't's the biggest of the river towns," he said vaguely.

"It's rumoured that the Cities of the Plain in the far south have nore
peopl e, but no one fromthat region has conme to Ebia in ny' lifetinme

"Do you nean this river?" she asked sharply.

"No. There's another river, much bigger and deeper than this one, which
flows south fromthe Dragomite Hills. It passes through Ebia and severa
smal | er towns before veering westwards into the Soursweet Marshes. You're a
person of rank, | presune?"

Eucrezia had told himher given nane but not her title; it was, however,
obvi ous from her clothes although they were rather dirty and ragged by now
and her unspoil ed hands that she was a |eisured person, unlike Elema. She

contented herself with saying: "I'mhigh-born, within the greatest enpire in
the whole world." She was quick to add: "I can speak for the enpire; any
treaties which | make will be honoured by ny people.”
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He was sceptical about that, as he had every right to be.

"There are some in Ebia who boast of their know edge of the world," he
observed obliquely, "but the lore masters claimthat the globe's
circunference is not |less than sixty thousand kirns. If so, it would take
half a lifetine to ride around it, even if the road did not run through al
ki nds of unearthly w |l derness. Wo can possibly say that any city is the
greatest in the whole world? "

"I'n Xandria we know nore of the world than nost," she told him unwilling to
surrender the point even though his judgnent seened perfectly fair.

"W command the waters of the Slithery Sea, which may not be the |argest
ocean in the world but has the advantage of not being too shallow. Al though
it has very many islands the greater nunber have harbours usable by
deep-keel ed and fully | aden ships. Qur nerchants trade with two thousand
other cities, none as great as Xandria."

"Ebia is a great city too," Eyub told her, with equally stubborn pride.

"It has nore water-mlls than all the river towns put together, and better
canals to irrigate the surrounding fields. W are by necessity a warrior
race but we live in peace with our nearer neighbours. The drago mtes have

| ong been reckoned our enem es, but they never bothered us unduly until the
pl ague cane. When we realised that the nearer hills had been depopul ated we
set forth to explore the extent of the disaster. W did not expect to
encount er the nound-wonen, although we have | egends about girl-children being
stolen by drago mites to serve as nest-slaves. Are the nound-wonen your
allies? Do your nerchants trade with thenf"

"Dragomites are unknown in the |lands north of the forest," Lucrezia told him

"Few nmen of Xandria have ever seen one, although our nerchant-adventurers are
prodi gious travellers. The dark |anders are our friends, but they too had
only | egends concerni ng humans associated with drago mtes until the forest
was invaded. |If dark |anders attacked you, they rmust have mi staken you for
the drago mte-people."

"How could they do that?" Eyub wanted to know.
"Are we not nen? Have we not horses to ride?"

"They regard the forest as their own territory," Lucrezia said defensively.

"This is atime of crisis for them and they are apprehensive. Sone anong
themare tal king of the end of the 303
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world. The warriors who attacked you

made a m stake, which needs to be repaired" You have nothing to fear from
El ema, and woul d be wise to befriend her before nore dark | anders pass this
way, |est another m stake should be nade. "

Eyub spared El ema a passing glance. She continued to ignore hin she refused
to speak to himwhile her hands were tied. || Lucrezia wondered whet her she
ought to have been simlarly proud.

"Are you, then, a nerchant-adventurer?" Eyub asked of Lucrezia.

"My erstwhile conpanion is or was," she countered.

"The falling tree which brought your nmen here carried her away in its crown.
She nust have been stung by a flower wormwhile trying to obtain a clearer
si ght of your nen."

Eyub arched a sceptical eyebrow at this, although he nust have deduced from
the horses and the outlay of their canp that Lucrezia had had anot her
conpani on.

"W were waiting here to join a nuch |arger conpany," Lucrezia added
cautiously.

"They should be here any day. They are nore than a dozen strong, and very

wel |l armed, but they will do you no harmif you meet them peaceably. Elem
and | can both be useful to you as internediaries, but if you insist on
keeping us prisoner you will surely invite the ennjty of our friends."

So this is the gane of diplonacy, she thought proudly. [/ believe | have a
talent for it. She knew' however, that the proper time for
sel f-congratul ation woul d not arrive until her hands were freed.

"Where is this |arger conpany goi ng?" Eyub asked quietly.
"And why?"

There seened to be no reason to withhold that information, so she answered
pronptly and accurately.

"Rumour had reached Xandria that it might now be possible, for the first tine
in many generations, to cross the Dragonite Hills. M friend had earlier
bought goods in the forest which were said to have cone fromthe Navel of the
World. "

She was about to add that these goods had been supplied by bronze nmen, but
thought better of it. The Eblans seened to be at odds with so nany people
that nmention of another group might conplicate matters further. |Instead, she
said: "Perhaps it was your people who sold these things to my friend?"
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Eyub shook his head pensively.

"The Navel of the Wirld and the so-called Chinera's Cradle are nmere nyths,”
he told her firmy.

"They're said to lie in the far south-west, beyond Sal amander's Fire and the
Silver Thorns, but no one who values his |ife has gone into those regions for
centuries. Woever sold the things you nention nust have been |ying about
their origins, perhaps to boost the price. They m ght have been from one of
the down river towns, whose people are sonmewhat given to |lying but they m ght
not." His tone inplied that the latter possibility was the nore om nous.

"Wherever they cane from" Lucrezia said, 'the fact that they cane at all was
enough to excite interest in Xandria. My conpanion and others were anxi ous
to di scover whether there was indeed a road through the Dragonmite Hills. "

"l can assure you that there is no road," said Eyub, with a short, barking
| augh.

"But there is a way of sorts, littered with dead drago nmites and the

put refying produce of their unearthly fields. The world is changing, it
seens. There has been a great shift in the fortunes of the drago mtes - and
also, it is said, of the Serpents in the west. | cannot believe that the
world is ending, but I could believe that it is the beginning of the end for
everything unearthly which I would reckon a good thing, although the
mound-wonen m ght not agree.”

"The dark landers certainly wouldn't," Lucrezia observed.

"The trees which nake up this forest are themsel ves unearthly. Perhaps
that's why they're so anxi ous. Perhaps they fear and justifiably so that the
blight m ght spread fromthe hills to the forest. There is little that is
unearthly in the lands around Ebia, | take it?"

"Ebia and its nei ghbours occupy the best and purest land to be found between
the Soursweet Marshes and the Spangl ed Desert,"” he said proudly, 'our
ancestors often had to hold it against invaders, and we remain as zeal ous as
they to root out any and all unearthly things which threaten to becone
established there. "

That was not the phil osophy of the bronze nen who sold Hyry Keshvara the
seeds which drew ne into this affair, Lucrezia thought. These are
sinmpl e-m nded fol k nore sinple-nminded, in their way, than the dark | anders
who nmake nore conplicated cal culations as to what night be reckoned tainted.

"You've been forced to stray further fromyour homel and than you woul d have
liked, | believe," she said carefully.

“You didn't 305
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cross the ford hoping to nmake friends on this side of the

river, | think you' ve been driven north by angry pursuers." | Eyub did not
confirmthis guess, but the manner of his silence | ed her to conclude that
she was right. Perhaps the Eblans had never intended to enter the forest,
nor would have had it not been for their unexpected encounter with the drago
nmtes human allies.

"My friends are peaceful nen," Lucrezia said.

"They're interested in exploration and the possibility of opening new
trade-routes. The dark |anders are not barbarians, even though they live
simply, and they aren't inclined to wage war agai nst their nei ghbours unless
they're threatened, as they were by the recent incursion of drago mtes They
attacked you because of a m sunderstanding, but they aren't your enem es, and
wi |l become your friends as they are ours if you let them WMany of them know
what it is to fight drago mtes and will pay you the respect you deserve if
you are drago mte-fighters too. Is it not so, El ema?"

El ema was perfectly prepared to talk to Lucrezia, if not to Eyub. "It is
true," she said calmy

"I could take these men to a nmeeting of the Uuru, so that they could explain
who and what they are. The U uru could teach them signs which woul d announce
themto all dark lander warriors as friends."

"And | coul d speak on your behalf to ny friends,
directly to the Eblan | eader.

Lucrezi a added, speaking

"Perhaps we can conbi ne forces, to nake sure that we can cross the southern
reaches of the forest and the Dragonmite Hills in safety. You mght sell your
services as guides if you already know a safe way through the hills, and

you woul d certainly benefit frombeing allied with a heavily armed conpany
like ours.”

Eyub was unprepared to take all this on trust, although he nmust have desired
very ardently to believe it.

"When can you nake good these fine prom ses?" he asked suspiciously.

"As soon as you will permt it," Lucrezia said, hoping that it mght be true
al t hough she was unconfortably aware of the fact that she could not be
certain of a warm wel come from Carus Fraxi nus and Aul akh Phar now that Hyry
was not with her.

"I must think carefully about what you have told nme," he said, with uneasy
formality.

"I fear that I'mvery tired. Wen dawn conmes and ny nen have rested we will
speak again . . . until then, | fear, | nust keep you tied. I'mtruly
sorry."
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The princess opened her mouth to protest, but then thought better of it.
Eyub was a | ong way from honme, and things had obviously gone badly for him
The prospect of doubling the strength of his conpany for the return journey
sout hwar ds- and increasing its steel a hundredfold would in the end prove
irresistible, but he dared not take everything she had said on trust, and he
must be aware of the grave risks involved in greeting a superior force of
total strangers with open arnms. Lucrezia understood that.

She al so understood, of course, that his natural anxieties were not entirely
unjustified. Knowi ng her father and his ministers as she did, Lucrezia did
not doubt that they would delight in the notion of adding yet another city to
the enpire's list of subject states, even though Ebia was so far away that it
coul d never be anything but a client of Xandrian mercantile endeavours. A
nation as iron-poor as Ebia seenmed to be nmight be very vulnerable to that

ki nd of trade even though it had nothing to fear from Xandria's arm es.

Eyub had already risen to go to his bed, but he paused. These things that
were brought across the hills fromthe southern side and sold to your
friend," he said, speculatively.

"What were they?"

Lucrezia hesitated, but she didn't want to seemoverly evasive or be caught
out in a downright lie.

"l encountered only one of them" she confessed.

"It was said to be a marvel- a kind of thorn-bush which grows from seeds
planted in human flesh but | never saw it brought to full maturity."

"That is a vile thing," said Eyub uneasily. It was not entirely clear
whet her he had ever heard of such a plant before or not.

"W take great pains to banish such unearthly horrors fromour |ands. It
sounds to ne like Serpent witchcraft. Do your people trade with Serpents?”

"Serpents are sonetines seen in the cities of the far west, | believe," she
admtted, 'but they keep thenselves to thensel ves.

They're said to be quite harm ess.

He snorted expressively. 1t was obvious that Serpents were not said to be
harm ess in Ebia.

"The dark | anders never trade with Serpents," she added, thinking that she
ought not to give Eyub's nen any nore reasons to be wary of the forest people.

"The goods in question were brought into the forest by nmen."

307
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"Mound-wonen5. Eyub countered.
Lucrezia was not certain whether or not it was a rhetorical question
“"No," she said, to be on the safe side

"Ordinary nen, much like you or ne.

He | ooked down at her darkly. There was a great deal for himto think about,
and to worry about. It wouldn't be easy for himto go to sleep, no matter
how exhaust ed he m ght be.

He turned and wal ked away.

Lucrezia breathed a sigh of relief, realising for the first tine how tense
she had been. She felt that she had acquitted herself well, and that she
m ght yet succeed in becom ng a great peacenaker, a true nover in the
fortunes of cities and enpires.

Hyry woul d have been proud of me, she thought- but the thought brought tears
to her eyes again.

"Don't be afraid," El ena whispered.

"All will be well in the norning.
You cast your spell cleverly, little witch. You have himin the pal mof your
hand. "

It was a sincere conplinent, and Lucrezia accepted it as such although the
met aphor was not a happy one, given that the palns of her hands were
unconfortably jamed together by the cord that was cutting into her wists.

"Try to sleep," the old wonman advi sed.

"Tormorrow m ght be a long day." ; Tonorrow, Lucrezia thought, Fraxinus and
Phar will surely arrive. |If they had only got here one day sooner, Hyry
woul d be alive and | would be free, and. . . why is the world such a
stubborn pl ace, where | oose ends never quite neet? But this is not the end;
it is the beginning. Tonorrow, | shall be an ambassador, a healer, a player
in the gane. This is what | wanted, and what | wanted to be She realised
then that Djem | Eyub was not the only one who was going to have great
difficulty in going to sleep

308
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20 andris raised his head and | ooked down dazedly at the bandages which

were wapped around his right wist and hand. He could feel another bandage
wrapped tightly about his skull, and cool ribbons of wound gl ue w ndi ng about
the contours of his face in grotesque confusion. Hi s head was sw mring, and
he quickly lowered it to the pillow again, fighting to keep hold of

consci ousness.

He felt far worse now than he had after being injured by the guardsman's
spear during his escape from Xandria. The night- cloak had maul ed hi m badly,
and the ride through the forest had been far |onger than the ride through the
byways outside the city wall.

"My head hurts,"” he conpl ai ned

"I"'mnot surprised," said a tender voice, whose solicitousness was extrenely
wel cone.

"Merel ?" he said, trying to focus his eyes. He realised that the grey blur

above his head was in fact an awning of some kind, lit by a single candle.
He al so realised that the strange feeling of nmovenent which he had was not so
strange after all, given that he was lying in a wagon which was indeed on the

move. He found Merel's face at last, and | ooked her in the eyes. She
smled, evidently happy that he was back in the land of the living. He
recovered a vague nenory of dismounting froma horse while Mere! ran to
greet him

"It's all right,"” she said reassuringly.

"We're in Aulakh Phar's cart, heading south. Your wist isn't broken, and
the other wounds will heal. The scars will make you | ook fierce, but not
much uglier than you already are. W're perfectly safe until we run into the
drago mtes Even then, Phar has sone aromatic potion which will supposedly
make them | eave us al one."

309
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Andri s remenbered how he had cone to hurt hinself.
"Is Ereleth alive?" he asKed sharply.

"Yes. Don't worry- she's in the other cart. She's awake now, and her
injuries are no nore serious than yours, although they laid her low for a
little while. Checuti told ne what she did. | can understand why you were
so desperate to rescue her that you nearly got killed. He gave the young
dark landers a rousing account of how you tackled a night cloak with your
bare hands, and they think you're a great hero unlike Captain Cerri, of
course. He doesn't |like you, even though |'ve explained that you're not to
bl ane for his misfortunes."

"Cerri? |Is he here? Why?" Andris recovered another vague nenory. Yes,
there had i ndeed been guardsmen | ooki ng when he had tunbl ed from his horse.
Those silly red skirts

"The same thing as everyone else," Merel infornmed him

"He's | ooking for Keshvara and the nmissing princess. |f they ever do nanage
to catch us up, there'll be quite a conpetition to decide what happens to the
prize. She, apparently, wants to join the expedition, but the handsone young
captain's career will be ruined if he can't take her back to Xandri a.

still want to wing her neck because of what she intended to do to you- and
Erel eth seens to have secret plans of her own which she's disinclined to
share with anyone." ' "The Gey Waste," said Andris off-handediy.

"What about the Grey Waste?"

"I think that's where Ereleth wants to take the princess. | don't know why
something to do with Serpents and secret conmandnents

She's not here, then the princess, | nean.

"There's been no sign of her since we left Khalorn. Fraxinus is afraid that
sonet hi ng mi ght have happened to Keshvara. She'd have been safe enough on
the road, he says, but if she had to go across country because the princess
was with her they'd have nmade a tenpting target for bandits. Tonorrow,
apparently, we should reach a river crossing. Fraxinus says that if
Keshvara's not there, waiting for us, she nust have got into trouble, but
we' ve net dark |anders who crossed there very recently, and they didn't see
any sign of her. \Wat Ereleth and the guardsnen will do if she isn't there,
I wouldn't like to guess. Checuti's asked Ereleth, of course, but she won't
say."
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"Perhaps she'll be so grateful to nme for saving her life," Andris said,
wi t hout much conviction, 'that she'll give nme sonething to kill that filthy
wor m she nade me swallow, and let me go ny own way. "

"Perhaps," said Merel, reaching out to touch his cheek gently. She nustered
alittle nmore conviction than he had, but Andris knew that she'd had a | ot
more practice in the art of dissinulation.

The wagon rocked as soneone el se scranbled aboard at the rear. Andris didn't
bother trying to raise his head again; he waited for the newconer to sit down
beside Merel. It was Checuri

"I thought | heard voices," the thief-nmaster said.

"I"'mglad Phar didn't over-estimate his healing gifts it seens that you're
the only friend I have hereabouts. Even the boy who belongs to the U uru

seenms to be fast friends with the surly guard-captain, and | still haven't
forgiven Fraxinus for telling the guard-captain where to find me that night
we fell into Ereleth's un tender clutches.™

"It it weren't for you," Merel pointed out,

"Andris wouldn't be in this nmess. If you'd only left us alone instead of
pl aying that stupid trick at the inn, everything would be fine."

"You see even your delightful cousin is annoyed with ne," Checuti said to
Andris, in a hurt tone.

"Remind her, if you will, that if | hadn't nade a last-mnute adjustnent to
include you in ny grand plan, you'd be working for the stone masons on the
Great Wall by now, with nothing to look forward to but a lifetine of

back- breaki ng | abour."

"The world of ifs is an infinite wlderness of |ost opportunity,"
Andri s quoted drily.

"What bores the forefathers nust have been,” Checuti remarked, with a
contrived sigh.

"Do you think they spoke in solem aphorisnms all the tinme, or did they
sonetines curse and lie |like cormon fol k? But you're right, of course let's
nor |ose ourselves in a desert of regrets. The real question is, what do we
do next?"

"Who's this we?" Andris conplai ned.

"The only we | have in mnd right nowis nyself and Merel. Any plans | nake
are highly unlikely to include you."

"l understand how you feel," Checuti assured him wth a sigh that was al nost
as contrived as the previous one, 'but our fates have been bound together by
that dammed witch and her pet giant. She has sonething we both want
sonmething we direly need, if her 3"
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word can be trusted-- and we'll stand a

better chance of getting it if we pool our resources. | was hoping that Phar
m ght be able to help, but he says that this wormisn't sonmething he's
encountered, and he has no idea howto stop it breeding. He seens sceptica
about its supposed capabilities, but it's easy for himto disniss it as a

bl uff when he doesn't have anything to lose. W'Il|l have to make the nost of
what few advantages we have- including your injured arm"

"How i s that an advantage?' Merel wanted to know.

"Do you think Ereleth m ght be persuaded to rel ease Andris because he hurt
hi nsel f def endi ng her?"

"Only if pigs can fly," Checuti said bitterly.

"Queens don't recogni se noral debts the way we thieves and pirates do. What
I nean is that while your drawing hand is usel ess, the snudged and sneared
map which presently exists which Ereleth's pet giant still has in her
possessi on, hoarded for the witch-queen's vile advantage- can't be repl aced.
Now, if anyone shoul d happen to bring that map to you and ask you to explain
it, or ask you to draw another, the sensible thing to do is to procrastinate.
VWhile you're still of sone use to them Fraxinus and Phar won't want Ereleth
to take you back up north to search for the princess in Khalorn."

"But surely you want to go north again," Mere! objected.

"That's where all your loot is." i "Not if Captain Cerri and his nen are
along for the ride," Checuti said.

"Neither of us wants to be given into his care- and | have a nasty feeling
that Ereleth mght try to 'make a deal with the captain and his nmen if and
when she decides to part conpany w th Fraxinus.

He's just about desperate enough to-trust her if she says she'll intercede
for himw th Bclin, even though that stupid giant's as good as told himthat
Erel eth has no intention of going back to Xandria. "

"It's all too conplicated for ne," Andris conpl ai ned, weakly. "M head hurts
worse than ever now. | think | need another day's sleep

I'"ve taken nmore punishment in the last twelve days than in all the previous
twel ve years. "

"You're as tough as they cone," Checuti assured him

"Twi ce as tough as poor Burdam who's probably still |lying on the fl oor of
that neeting-house. Fromnow on, | want you as ny right-hand man-and i f
you' ve any sense you'll take the job. Just let nme do the 3"
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t hi nki ng, and
I"1l get us all out of this in one piece. Believe ne, we three will make a
great team "

Merel expressed her scepticismw th a wordless grunt, but she took care to

| ook away from Checuti while she did so. She wasn't brave enough to neet his
ironic eye. She seened gl ad when the awning to her right was pulled back,
giving her a slightly bel ated excuse for looking in that direction

Aul akh Phar cl anbered over the back of the driver's bench, having presunably
handed the reins over to soneone else. He nust have heard every word that
had been spoken, but Checuti didn't seemin the |least put out by that thought.

The | ook which the two nmen exchanged wasn't exactly hostile, but it couldn't
have been described as warm Phar's expression inplied that he considered
Checuti's existence in the same world to be a nuisance he could well do

wi t hout, but Checuti's answering smle was slyly tol erant.

"Anyway, |'mdelighted that you're feeling better, ny friend,"
Checuti said to Andris, in his npst am able tone.

"I''"l'l leave you in Phar's capable hands- do let ne know if there's anything
you need. "

Phar watched the thief-nmaster make his way to the rear of the wagon, and
waited until he had vaulted down before greeting Andris.

"You'll feel better soon," the physician assured him

"The cuts were bad, but you' ve got a very solid skull. You certainly saved
Ereleth's life, but Dhalla just as certainly saved yours, so the old witch
probably doesn't think she owes you any favours. |f you really have got a
wormin your gut that could eat you alive, she's not going to kill it for you
just yet."

"Thanks for the prognosis,” Andris said un enthusiastically

"I"'mjust the doctor," Phar ren nded.

"I only bring the bad news | don't make it. |'mon your side, and not just
because Fraxinus and | would still Iike a decent map. 1'd like things to be
alittle less conplicated too an under-strength expedition heading into
dangerous territory needs all the extra nenbers it can recruit, but it's no
good if they're all at one another's throats. |If | can persuade Ereleth to
lift this stupid curse she's put on you | will. W need your sword-arm as
wel | as your draw ng-hand- and you need better friends than Checuti."
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"I dare say you'reright," Andris adnitted
"Let's hope that we find the princess tonorrow," Phar said.

"If she and Keshvara are at the ford we m ght be able to sort everything out.

| don't say it'll be easy, but until we find the princess we'll all be
constantly at one another's throats. Once she's |fc got what she wants,
we' || havea good chance of persuading Queen Ereleth to see reason

and Captain Cerri too.

"You ought to persuade Ereleth to tell you what she already knows or thinks
she knows," Andris told himsonbrely.

"I"'mnot sure what significance you and Fraxi nus have read into this business
of the blighted hills, but she thinks it means sonmething too. Did you hear
what | said about her wanting to take the princess to the G ey Waste?"

Phar nodded his ancient and bird-1ike head.
"The princess is said to have Serpent's bl ood," he observed.

"That neans sonething to Ereleth . . . perhaps she expects it to nean
sonething to the Serpents too.

She's not exactly keen to talk things over with Fraxinus at present he and
she seemto rub one another up the wong way but things mght change if Hyry
and the princess do neet us at the ford. "

"Somet hi ng very strange is happening, isn't it?" Mre! said.

"Sonet hing that's never happened before, in all the time that hunans have
been in the wortld."

"Per haps," Aul akh Phar replied cautiously.

"On the other hand, if it's never happened before, why does Ereleth think she
knows how to respond? Fraxinus has got a bee in his bonnet about the
so-cal | ed Apocrypha of Genesys, after hearing what that blind man had to say,
but it's all so vague it's too easy to read things intoit. It would be
truly amazing if there were any hidden neaning in such ancient lore. How
could the forefathers possibly have known that something of this sort would
one day happen thousands or tens of thousands of years in their future? If
all this stuff about Serpent's blood and the secret commandnments makes sense,
it must be a very peculiar kind of sense."

Andri s wi shed that he could | augh dism ssively, but Phar's nmanner was too
ear nest.

"I's there any other kind?" he asked.

"The nore | see of it, the nore | think that the world' s an exceedingly
pecul i ar place, which wasn't made for sinple folk like me."

"It's a very big place,"” said Merel, in a faintly aggrieved tone.
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"There's probably roomin it for all of us, if only people would |l et us
al one. "

"All worlds are small," Phar told her, with a smle that seened to have no
hunmour in it at all.

"They only seemto be so big- and so peculiar--because we're so small and so
limted in what we can carry in our heads. |If there's any truth at all in
the lore, we've only been here for a short period of tine, in ternms of the
age of the world. CQur forefathers' invasion seens to have been a success,
but if Fraxinus is right, fromthe very first day that our renotest ancestors
| anded their marvel ous ship we've been fighting a long war of attrition
against the things that were already here. So far, earthly order has held
out agai nst unearthly decay, just as the walls of Xandria have hel d out
against invasion . . . but it seens to ne that it's a war which, by its
nature, can never be finally won. Fraxinus thinks that we m ght have been
losing it for thousands of years without being fully aware of the fact. For
him that's what this expedition is all about."

"But you don't agree?" Merel said, that seenming to be the inplication of his
tone of voice

"I'monly init for the profit,’
expected to be believed.

Phar said but he didn't say it as if he

"So am!," Andris said.

"Unfortunately, you have to break even before you can start making a profit
and you have to survive before you can break even."

"Don't worry," Phar told him

"We've a way to go yet before things get desperate. [|'ll do what | can to
ensure your survival. Fraxinus and | need a right-hand nan just as badly as
Checuti does, and ours is the nobler purpose. |In addition to which, we're
presently in a position to pay nore. Bear that in mind if you have to decide
where your loyalties lie."

"I will," Andris assured him Privately, however, he reninded hinself that
when it came to deciding where his loyalties mght lie, Ereleth had the whip
hand, and the nost vital currency of all safely tucked away in her pouch

When Phar had gone, Merel said: "You're right; you do need nore sleep

Things will | ook better tonmorrow. And whatever happens- whatever happens-
1"l be here. No nmatter whose right-hand man you are, |I'myours. Believe
me, that |eaves you better off than you' ve ever been before and don't [|augh,
or I"Il twist your wist till you beg for nmercy."
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Part Three Into the Dragomite Hills, Hurried on by the Tide of Happenstance
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<M W may not raise nountains or hollow out the ocean depths, nor nmay we set
a moon within the sky. W nay devise seasons in calendars and mine salt from
the soil, but we may not set the world atilt nor nake the seas as salty as
our blood. W nust live in the world as we find it, not as we dreamit, but
we cannot hel p dreaning the dreans which rise fromthe depths of our being,
and we cannot entirely resist the tenptati ons of prophecy.

Here, then, is prophecy born of dreans to suckle at the breast of hope:
t hough change be eternal, corruption can be checked; though death cones to

every living thing, Iife may be the victor in the war agai nst decay; though
the world be at odds with our blood and our hearts, it is ours torule if
only we can contrive to steady our governing hand. ; ' The Apocrypha of
Genesys
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| ucrezia woke up with a sudden start, but didn't know what it was
that had startled her until she opened her eyes.

El ema' s ancient face was very close to hers. The dark | ander wore an
expressi on of deep concern, which seemed to Lucrezia to be cause for

consi derabl e anxiety. The princess knew that the old wonan nust have touched
her gently in order to bring her back from steep. She had sense enough not
to nmake a sound.

It was still dark, but the sky was brightening upriver; a new dawn was on the
poi nt of breaking.

El ema reached out to touch Lucrezia's cheek, and Lucrezia realised, sonewhat
bel atedly, that the dark | ander had nanaged to free her hands. The princess
imediately nade as if to roll over so that Elema could start work on the
cords knotted about her own wists, but the old woman shook her head.

"No tine," she mouthed silently.
"Lie still."

The dark | ander eyes were darting back and forth, her gaze never settling.
Lucrezia realised that the ancient was very frightened, and that her warnings
had to do with something far nmore serious than the possibility of waking the
Ebl ans.

Di sregarding El ema's advice, Lucrezia tried to raise herself into a sitting
position. The canp was quiet, but not silent; the horses were astir. There
was no sign of anything am ss except for Elema's attitude, but that was

i ndi cati on enough for Lucrezia. She |ooked wildly about, trying to figure
out what the danger was, and fromwhich direction it was coni ng.

El ema suddenly canme to her feet, sparing the princess a single apol ogetic
gl ance, and ran.

No shout of alarmfollowed the dark | ander and Lucrezi a deduced that the
Ebl ans were wi de open to attack, their sentries having gone to sleep or even
wor se been quietly elimnated.
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The old woman ra| “down river, and that was clue enough to tell Lucrezia
which way to | ook for whatever was coning. She |ooked upriver, and had not
long to wait.

There was no warning the sentry who had been posted at the ford was
presumably dead. By the time one of the recunbent nmen reacted, it was far
too late. The eneny canme swiftly, with weapons at the ready, and it was
obvious to Lucrezia that their intention was to cut down as many of the
Ebl ans as they could before a hand could be rai sed agai nst them

The first warning that was shouted out turned into a screambefore it was
fully formed, but it was a lusty screamand it nust have cut through the nost
| anguorous dreamlike a rusty saw bl ade

Once alerted to their peril the Eblans wasted no tine in puzzlenent; they had
been living under threat for so long that they were on the very edge of panic
even while they slept. They |leapt up and reached for their weapons but their
weapons were a sorry lot, including nore quarter-staffs and clubs than
spears. Such bl ades as they had were short, and their bows and arrows were
of little use in the kind of conflict which had been thrust upon them

Sone of the Eblans tried to run for their tethered horses w thout pausing to
pl uck their scattered bel ongings fromthe ground, but while they tried to
free their npunts their enemes were already on top of them hacking this way
and that with their own clubs and | stone-headed axes. One of the Eblans had
his bow in his hands, with an arrow ready notched, and he managed to | oose
off a close-range shot at the marauders. The arrow flew straight, but struck
a broad breastplate of sone material Lucrezia had never seen before. The
breastpl ate was evidently strong enough to ward off a direct hit even at that
range, and did not break even though its wearer stunbled backwards under the
force of the inpact.

The attackers were wearing helnets as well as breastplates, which masked
their faces and gave themthe | ook of nightmarish beasts, but their

| eather-clad arns and | egs were plainly human. As if their superior arnour
and t he advantage of surprise were not enough, they outnunbered the Ebl ans at
| east three to two.

Lucrezia saw the sense in Elema's warning now. This would be a nmassacre
rather than a battle, and her best hope of survival might be to play dead.
Wth her hands tied behind her back her own breast presented a w de-open
target, and she m ght easily be slain
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by a single bl ow but she did not lie

down. She stayed where she was, half-sitting, so she could watch the
unfol di ng scene and savour all its horror. She shrank backwards, pressing
hersel f agai nst the resistant branches of one of the bushes which lined the
river bank, but she nade no real effort to wiggle into the body of the bush

The attackers' hands and the flesh that was visible at their necks told
Lucrezia that they were pale gold ens al nmost but not quite anbers. They were
certainly not kin to the Eblans. The cut of the clothes they wore beneath
their arnour was markedly different, as was the style of their weaponry.

They carried as little metal as the men they had cone to kill, and had tried
to nmake good the deficit with glass and ceram cs, but they favoured axes and
maces over spears and quarter-staffs. Any disadvantage they suffered in
terns of reach seemed nore than conpensated by their speed and agility. The
Ebl ans were obviously used to fighting from horseback, but the newconers had
no horses, and they had evidently devoted all their training to the skills of
fighting on foot.

The horny material of which the attackers' arnour was nmade was al so to be
seen in the heads of their short stabbing-spears, but it was their helnets
whi ch showed it off nobst gaudily. Most were black or red-brown, but a few
were iridescent green. All of themwere very oddly decorated, w th dangling
filaments not unlike plaits of coarse hair and strange wi ng-like projections
at the front. These fearsone apparitions hurled thensel ves upon the unready
Eblans as if they were fighting dogs avid for bl ood.

Djemi| Eyub had not tried to run to the horses; he had remai ned where he was
when he came upright fromhis sleeping-mat. He tried to rally his men with a
cry, but only one ran to stand beside him Eyub had snatched up a weapon

whi ch was essentially a quarter-staff, although its two ends had been
carefully weighted with twin rounded stones to give it a little extra power
when twirled or )abbed; at first he used it to stab at the attackers' bodies,
hopi ng to knock them backwards, aining for the axe-wi el ding arns and the

hel met ed heads. He struck out at el bows and forearms, with accuracy and
noticeable effect. He forced at | east three weapons to be dropped as his

bl ows brought how s of pain fromthe assailants thus disarmed but the
warriors in question could not be put out of the battle by such tricks, and
there were too many of them

3w
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Had Eyub's me” been as clever as he was they m ght have grouped and

mount ed sufficient defence to stave off defeat for ten or twelve ninutes, but
they were not. Two nen standing together could put up a better show than one
al one, but there were a dozen axe-wi el di ng dancers capering around them
taking turns to dart forward and strike. Eyub was agile enough to dodge two
such rushes, but the third feinted with an ornanental club to send himthe
wrong way, then changed the manner of the thrust. Eyub adjusted his defence
but was tripped by a trailing root. He used his staff to help hinself back
to his feet, but he would not have been allowed to do it had it not been for
the protection provided by his conpanion, who hurled his spear like a javelin
at the attacker who cane to nmake sure that the fallen nan stayed down. Then
it was Eyub's turn to defend his rescuer, |ashing out yet again with the
staff as nore axe-w el ders canme to take the place of their brui sed conrades

The ferocity of the onslaught was awesonme. Wthin a mnute half the Ebl ans
were down and dead, while not one attacker had sustained a nortal wound.
Wthin another mnute nmost of the nen who had run to the horses had been cut
down, and still the marauders had not suffered a'single serious casualty.

It was obvious to Lucrezia that the Eblans had neither the heart nor the
stomach for a fight of this kind they wanted to run, and would have if they

i could, but they were given neither tinme nor space to flee. Now none

remai ned, standing except for Dyem | Eyub, his close conpanion and one ot her,
and they were dooned. Lucrezia saw that they had the advantage of height
over their tornentors although they were by'no neans tall by Xandrian
standards and probably had greater reserves of brute strength, but they could
hardly land a telling blow on their opponents.

The | one Ebl an was dodgi ng back and forth between riderless horses, trying to
use themas living shields. The tactic served himreasonably well, but he
had no chance to find a real avenue of escape. Lucrezia saw his enenies
corner himtw ce, but on each occasion it was his blow rather than theirs
which told, and for a nonent she thought he might win the tine to nount up
and nake use of the horse's strength and aggression- but when his adversaries
closed upon himfor a third tine he was caught by two 3%

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (326 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:22 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

opponents at once,
and coul d not nove his own weapon cleverly enough to counter both of theirs.
After a flurry of desperate thrusts he went down, and stayed down.

For almpbst a minute Eyub and his friend had forced their own opponents to
draw back cautiously. They had established a clear space around their
station, but this was not really a victory. They had slain no one, and they
were trapped their only achieverent was to force their adversaries to pause
and make a plan. They had the relatively bare hole of a gnarly tree behind
them and were thus able to stand angl ed back to back, |like two points of a
triangle. Their weapons had sufficient reach to intimdate any attackers who
m ght come one by one, and none did- but as the field of battle was finally
cleared, nore and nore arnoured warriors becane available to keep Eyub and
hi s compani on hemred i n.

There was a brief pause as the attackers gathered and grouped a nonent when
it nmust have been in Eyub's nmind to surrender, had any such opportunity been
of fered- but his enemes were in no nood to stop short of their objective.

When Lucrezia saw that the Ebl ans' pursuers had no objective in mnd save for
the annihilation of their foe she felt a sharp pang of terror but no one had
as yet cone forward to smash or stab her; she could not even be certain that
any of the marauders had deigned to notice her. She wi shed that El ema had
had tinme to untie her hands, and that she had a good nmetal blade with which
to defend herself preferably sonmething carefully anointed with deadly venom
on tip and bl ade alike but she knew how futile such wi shes were. She knew,
too, that there was nothing in her arnoury of poisons that could be relied
upon to bring her safely through such a situation as this.

If the helneted figures were deternined to take no prisoners, she would be
dead before she ever got the chance to see their faces.

Eyub was still lashing out with his quarter-staff, trying desperately to use
each end in quick succession. He disarned one nore adversary and hurt
anot her, but then the end of his weapon was caught and hel d.

Wiile he tried to wench it free another armoured figure leapt forward to
grapple with him

Wthin a few seconds it was all over. Eyub's brave defender went down too,
caught out by the inpossibility of trying to ward off three weapons at once.
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The attackers were jostling one another now for the opportunity to get

in a blowat the last of their victins. Lucrezia could not tell how badly
Eyub and hi s conpani on were bei ng hacked about because she could not see

t hrough the crowd.

The few seconds whi ch passed before the arnmoured figures turned away from
their gruesome work seemed unnaturally extended to Lucrezia, who was
anticipating the nonent when they would direct their attention to her with
much trepidation. Wen that eventually happened, she felt that she had

al ready lived through the noment, and that their slow approach was sonething
she had al ready experienced, perhaps a thousand tines. It seemed unreal

They came to stand in a semcircle, |ooking down at her fromthe eye-slits in
their horrid masks. For the princess, tinme cane alnost to a standstill, and
did not resune its nornal pace until one of them perhaps the | eader reached
up with oddly delicate hands to renpve a gl ossy bl ack hel net which | ooked as
if it had been forged fromthe carapace of a huge beetle.

The face which energed from behind the mask seemed unnaturally devoid of
expression, but that was a trivial nmatter. Wat astonished Lucrezia was that
the face was obviously fenal e, and rather beautiful in its peculiar fashion
She guessed even before the others copied the first and repoved their own

hel mets that they were all fenale.

She felt a sudden flood of intuitive relief as she made a further guess that

she unli ke the Eblans -- was in no i mredi ate danger, sinply by virtue of her
sex.

She found her voice, and said: "My nane is Lucrezia. | amfrom Xandri a,
which is a city far to the north of the Forest of Absolute Night. | am not

your eneny."

There was no reply to this. The ring of faces presented no changes of
expression; the wonmen continued to study her minutely. Her own skin was
considered delicately pale in the Inner Sanctum but it wasn't as pale as the
conpl exi ons whi ch now confronted her. There was nothing of the dark |ander
about these faces, however. Lucrezia had no doubts as to the origin of their
peculiar arnmour. These, she knew, were the nysterious conpani ons of the
drago mtes Djen| Eyub's 'nound-wonen'.

The runour of a great and conclusive victory won by the dark | anders over the
drago mtes and their denonic conpani ons was evidently

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (328 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:22 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

exaggerated. A dark

| and war band woul d undoubt edly have presented nore vi gorous resistance to
the kind of attack she had just wi tnessed than the exhausted Ebl ans had
contrived to nmuster, but they could not have been sure of a significantly
better outcone.

The Ebl ans took me prisoner,"” Lucrezia said, when she tired of waiting to be
asked a questi on.

"I would be very grateful if you would be kind enough to untie ny hands."

Still there was no answer to her overtures, and no one nmade any nove to
conmply with her request. The one who had been first to renove her hel et
rai sed a hand to nmake a curt sign, but it was not directed at the sitting
princess. Most of her conpanions turned away, scattering as they did so.
Sone went to | ook at the fallen Eblans, others to collect the untethered
horses, others to gather together the various goods strewn about the
battl efi el d.

In the nmeantine, their | eader continued to | ook down in her stony-faced
fashi on, paying close attention to the details of Lucrezia's clothing.

Lucrezi a had begun to wonder whether the wonen knew human | anguage at all
when she finally spoke.

"Xandria," she said, in a remarkably flat tone.
"You come from Xandria."
"That's right," Lucrezia confirned.

"I have friends nearby- traders. They have all nmanner of goods to offer,
including netal inplenments. They are far better equipped to fight than the
men you just slaughtered or the dark | anders you might have encountered south
of the river, but they are not your enemies. They would be pleased to
befriend you."

"W have not forgotten Xandria," the armoured wonman remarked i npassively.
"It has a high wall, has it not?"

"Very high," Lucrezia inforned her, concealing her surprise, 'and very solid.

"W have higher walls by far," the other assured her.

"Wal I s i mpenetrable to anyone who does not serve the drago mte queen."

"The Dragomite Hills," Lucrezia said evenly.

"W have heard that a great catastrophe has come to the hills- have you cone
into the forest in search of help? W wll gladly giveit, if we can."

Al'l the worman woul d condescend to say in the face of such generosity was:
"You need not fear that we will harmyou.” Delivered in a markedly
unent husi astic tone, it was not a reassuring statenent.

Havi ng heard it, Lucrezia wasn't overly
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surprised when the worman turned away wi thout showi ng the least inclination
to free her hands.

Djem!| Eyub left me tied because he was afraid, Lucrezia thought, and he was
not so contenptuous as to refuse to tell ne who he was. This one is afraid

of nothing, but she will not set me free. And she will not deign to tell ne
her name. A pox on politeness, then

"Way did you kill the Eblans?" she called after the retreating figure.
"They coul d not have harnmed you."
The arnoured woman turned to | ook back at her, pausing in her stride.

"They attacked us," she said flatly.

"This is how we deal with those who attack us. W are warriors, after all."
She did not continue on her way, though for the first time she seened curious
to see how Lucrezia woul d respond.

Did you cone all this way because you were attacked in the hills?

Lucrezia wondered. / can't believe that. |If you didn't conme in search of
hel p, you nust have cone in search of land. Do you intend to found new
Dragomite Hills in Khalorn -- and eventually in Xandria itself?

If so, you have surprises in store. Wit until you see real cavalry, instead
of these ragged nounted bandits. Wit until you have Xandria's finest to
face, on an open plain without trees or bushes, with their steel-headed

| ances and their sabres. Then you might see an authentic battle . . . and
m ght easily be on the receiving end of a nmassacre.

The princess struggled to her feet.
"The four best horses and the two donkeys are nmine," she stated firny.

"Their packs contain goods which | intend to trade. Your people night be
very interested in what they contain. Have you a queen of your own, or are
you nerely slaves of the drago mites

"The horses were yours," the woman replied.

"Now t hey and you- belong to us."

"That is not the way of civilised folk," Lucrezia said, as boldly as she
coul d.

"In Xandria, we abide by the law, and we expect others to respect our
property."

"In the Corridors of Power," her new captor said contenptuously, 'there is no
| aw but the word of the nound-queen, who is the hunman voice of the drago mte
queen. W are her warriors, not her slaves.

Her will is our will, her life is ours.

Per haps, Lucrezia thought, the game of diplonmacy is not quite
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as easy as |

thought. It seens that ny talent for it is to be subjected to a severe test.
But |'mready. Watever you are and whatever you intend, |I'mready. These
were, however, nerely the words that she brought to the forefront of her
ment al arena; behind and beneath them was a deeper, nore honest |ayer of

t hought, whose echoes were decidedly querulous. |f only Hyry Keshvara were
here! wailed this tiny and tremul ous voice. |f only Cans Fraxi hus and

Aul akh Phar can get here in time .

w
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N 2 when the news of the massacre which had taken place ahead of themfirst
reached the caravan and flew fromhead to tail with astonishing alacrity
-Jacom Cerri's first thought was to ride forward with instructions that
everyone in the long colum must stay in tight formation, with their weapons
ready. He quelled the inpulse, rem nding hinself he was not in a position to
gi ve orders here, and that he ought not to annoy Carus Fraxinus by
overstepping his allotted mark. He contented hinself by speaking to his own
men, although they were hardly in need of warnings to be careful. Hi s next
thought was to get the best infornmation possible as to what had happened, and
for this purpose he naturally went directly to Ktoraism, even though he had
to disnount in order to talk to the boy, thus renewing the pain in his bad
leg. ; "Elema won't tell everything to the men," the boy infornmed himglunmy.

"She's gone to hatch witchy plots with the old woman in the big wagon now.
She was taken prisoner by men fromthe far south who were running fromthe
drago mte-riders but they couldn't run fast enough or far enough. She

wat ched the denmon- wonen cross the river again. They took your princess with
them ™"

Jacom s heart sank as he received this |last piece of news.
"Are you sure about that?" he denmanded.

"That's what she said," Koraism confirmed, with an aggrieved shrug of the
shoul ders.

"How can | know whether she's telling the truth?"

"I've got to talk to her," Jacom sai d.

"WIIl you tell her that?"

Korai sm shrugged agai n.

"She is Apu," he said, as though that were the end of the matter.

"She's talking to the witch."

Jacomfelt that the whole world was against him determned to frustrate his
every purpose and anbition, no matter how trivial

328
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"How heavily are these drago mte-people arned? How many are there?
Are they really nounted on drago mtes

Korai sm didn't know how many there were in the party which had captured the
princess or how heavily they were arned, but he admitted, reluctantly, that
they hadn't had any drago mites with them when they cane across the river

"Maybe drago mites don't |ike water,"
he suggest ed.

"Maybe the drago nites are waiting on the far side of the river. WMaybe the
denmon-worren stayed behind when the drago mtes were put to flight by the
Uuru."

"What about Keshvara?" Jacom demanded, with rather nore asperity than was
war r ant ed.

"Dead," the boy reported | aconically.

"Fell into the river and drowned after being stung by a flower worm

"I have to find out nore," Jacomtold Purkin, who had cone to hover nearby.

"I'"ve got to see the queen.”

"Rat her you than ne, sir," Purkin said sourly. He had not received the news
gladly. Like everyone el se, the sergeant had been hoping that the princess
m ght be waiting at the ford even though he thought it unlikely. To find out
now that she really had been there, but that she had been snatched away nere
hours before, was doubly frustrating and di sappoi nti ng.

Jacom nounted up again and rode forward to the |arger of the two wagons. It
was still rolling onwards at its customary steady pace, and he was forced to
di smount, and then to hobble along while he tethered his horse to the
backboard. By the tinme he had done that his leg felt as if it were on fire,
but he contrived to clanber up into the wagon

Ereleth and the old dark | ander were deep in conversation, and didn't seem at
all pleased to be interrupted. The giant was there too, and the three of
them seened as thick as thieves. Cans Fraxi nus was nowhere to be seen. The
conspirators were doing their best to speak in tones too | ow for the
wagon-driver to overhear.

"I heard the news, majesty,"” Jacomsaid resolutely.

"It seens that the princess is in great danger, but that if we can only act

qui ckly enough we m ght be able to save her. | need to know the eneny's
strength before ny nen ride after her, if you'll allow nme to question the old
woman. "

"If 1 need you, Captain Cerri," the witch-queen said coldly,

"I'"ll send for you."

J-n
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"Yes, nmmjesty,
sound si ncere.

| &om said, trying to nmake his cal cul ated misinterpretation

"I merely anticipated your command.

Here | am ready to hurry ny nen forward at a nonent's notice. Please tel
me everything you know. "

Erel eth sighed theatrically.
"They're at |east two dozen strong," she said.

"They' ve just captured twenty horses, although it's not clear whether they'l
be willing or able to ride them They're not well arned but they're skilful

fighters. Even if that were all, and even if Fraxinus's dark |anders were
willing to ride with you, you'd have a hard fight on your hands.
Unfortunately, that might not be all. There m ght be nore of them across the

river and if these wonen really are allied with drago nmtes they m ght have
powerful protectors waiting for them Even if they don't, they'd probably
use the princess as a hostage if they were attacked. This |( isn't a time
for brute force and reckless heroism captain; it's atinme for carefu

pl anni ng and cl everness. Wser heads than yours will decide <" |I"-t '. do,
how and when as | said, |I'll summon you again if | have need of you."

Jacom actual |y opened his nouth to say / can't do that, but he caught hinself
intime. A queen was a queen, after all. It occurred to himthat it m ght
be better, it he did go after the princess, not to involve Ereleth or Dhalla,
whose ultimate ains obviously didn't coincide with his own.

"Yes, mmjesty,"” he said al oud.

"Sorry, majesty." ; He lowered hinself to the ground again, having first
untied his horse. He was about to nmount up when his el bow was taken by Carus
Fraxi nus, who held himthere until a respectabl e distance had opened up
between their position and the wonen. Jacom guessed that he nust have junped
down fromthe front of the wagon

"Don't do anything foolish, Jacom | beg of you," Fraxinus said. "I heard
what you said in there and! know what you neant-so did Ereleth.

She's right, Jacom- this is no time to rush in. W have no idea what we're
up against. " As he finished the final sentence he began to wal k, and Jacom
wal ked along with him steeling hinself against the pain.

"If we don't nove quickly, Carus," Jacomsaid tautly, "we'll |ose whatever
chance we've got of getting the princess back. FEreleth's right about one
thing if the people who took her link up with a larger force, we'll be
heavi | y out nunbered. If. . . "
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"W don't want a fight, Jacom " Fraxinus was quick to say.

"If it's at all possible, we want to make friends with these people. They
could see us safely across the Dragomite Hills, if they were so di sposed.
They' re probably anxi ous ~ with good reason, if they' ve net dark |anders who
think they're denons but Lucrezia's no fool, and by now she nust be just as
desperate to find us as you are to find her.

She' || do what she can to persuade themto wait.

"yomt" nmamin objective may be making friends who can help you cross the
hills," Jacomsaid, '"but it's not nine. At the end of the day, you don't
really care what happens to the princess. Perhaps it would suit your
purposes very well if | didn't nanage to get her back but | have priorities
of my own. "

"You have no cause to say that," Fraxinus said, in an aggrieved tone.

"I"'mnot your eneny, Jacom and | never have been. |f you decide to stay
with the expedition |I'd be delighted but | have no intention of trying to
trick you or force you. |If you and your nen gallop off now, though, you'l
be splitting our arnms and arnour in two. |f you fight and don't win, you'l
ruin your own chances, you'll |eave us in an inpossible situation, and you
m ght very well get the princess killed. Please, Jaconl It seens that |'ve
al ready | ost one good friend | don't want to | ose any nore."

Jacomtook this for cunning flattery, but he knew that the assunption was
ungraci ous, and perhaps unfair.

"I"msorry about Keshvara," he said, 'but.

"No buts, Jacom Believe ne, your best chance of recovering the princess is
toremain with us. |If anyone's to ride ahead, let it be Dhalla. She m ght
succeed in talking to Lucrezia's captors, where you'd alnbst certainly fail
Did Ereleth or Koraism tell you that the warriors who have her now are al
worren, and that they seemhostile to nen in general? |If their socia

organi sation mmcs that of a dragom fe hive, however |oosely, a warrior
worman ni ght have a fair chance of opening negotiations with them Don't go,
Jacomeven if you aren't riding into an inpossible situation and delivering
your nmen to the slaughter, you might do irreparable danage to your own cause

Jacom saw t hat Sergeant Purkin's horse had drawn |level with them now, and
that the sergeant had stopped to listen. Jacomwas horribly conscious of the
fact that the few nmen he had left in his command might abruptly cease to be
in his command if he gave }3
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them an order they” didn like. Purkin clearly

had a | ot of respect for Fraxinus, and m ght be glad of a good excuse to
switch his fornmal allegiance, and that of all the remaining nmen. He was
suddenly sure that if he wanted to hang on to the ghost of his comm ssion, he
had to do what Fraxi nus want ed.

"Il wait, then," he said m serably.
"Let's see if Dhalla can find out exactly what we're up agai nst before we do
anyt hing reckl ess. "

Carus Fraxinus sniled as he stepped back, finally rel easing Jacoms arm so
that the captain could nount up again. While Jacom got up, gently spurring
his horse so that it could nove into step with Purkin's, the merchant hurried
to the smaller wagon, and vaulted up on to the driving-seat to join Aul akh
Phar .

Jacom sank into a depression which Purkin's relative cheerful ness proved
utterly incapable of lifting. They hardly exchanged a dozen words before the
sergeant ostentatiously dropped back to | eave his superior officer to his own
bitter devices.

They arrived at the scene of the massacre within two hours. Jaconis nen

hel ped the dark | anders to chase away the ni ght- cloaks, crocolids and
carrion birds which had gathered about the ripening cadavers, while Jacom sat
astride his horse and watched in sonmbre silence.

The corpses had been stripped of everything of value; such clothing as had
been left to them had been ruined by rents and bl oodst ai ns.

The dark | ander boys made a rapid check to nake absolutely sure that none was
still alive, nmoving with a clinical efficiency that Jacom found strangely

di sturbing. Al though his own nen were trained soldiers it was obvious that
they were nauseated by the carnage.

Jacom was appal |l ed by the sight of so many nen crudely hacked and bl udgeoned
to death, and he found it very difficult to restrain the urge to vonit.

Fraxi nus and Phar contrived to be business-like, but he judged that they too
were deeply disturbed by what they had found.

Fraxi nus asked Elenma to show himexactly where Hyry Keshvara had met w th her
acci dent, but there was not the slightest sign to offer hope that she m ght
have survived

Wi | e Jacom stood hel pl essly by, |ooking across at the far bank, Checuti cane
to stand beside his stirrup

"A horribly bad business, captain," the thief-master said.
"You, at least, should find sone cause for satisfactioninit,"

332
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Jacom growl ed angrily.

"If we'd found the princess here you'd be on your way honewards, and not to
spend your ill-gotten gains either."

"Truce, captain!" said Checuti, not at all nockingly.

"I'"ve conme to nake peace, not to pour further acrinmony into our troubled
relationship and | can take no pleasure at all in such sights as this. Once
we cross this river, it'll be odds against any of us returning to the |and
and life we love, and this is a ghastly remi nder of the dangers which face
us. It's time to put aside old differences. |'mas anxious for the princess
as you are it's in her best interests if we work together."

"l know about your anxiety for the princess,"” Jacom said sourly.

"What Ereleth did to you and Andris Myrasol is common know edge by now. "

Checuti did not seemparticularly disconcerted by the news that his shameful
secret had been broadcast.

"Bearing grudges can eat a man up inside as surely as any cunning worm" he
said calmy. "You have no reason to |ove ne, captain, but that shouldn't
make it inpossible for us to deal courteously with one another. A truce
woul d work to everyone's advantage. You have no real enemies here not even
the w tch-queen, who's nore dangerous to your ultimate ambition than | could
ever be. Wiy nust you be so surly?"

"You're Ereleth's creature now," Jacom pointed out vindictively. "You can
have no friends unl ess she commands it."

"That's not true," Checuti told him

"Her creature may be nestling in nmy guts, but that doesn't make ne her sl ave.
I"mmy own man, not hers, and | always will be. [I'Il admit, though, that
I"'mnow a nenber of this expedition at |east until Ereleth decides to quit
just as you are. There's no profit for either of us in continued enmty. |
wi sh you could admit that."

"I'"d sooner trust one of those," Jacomsaid, pointing to a crocolid drifting
in the shallows, waiting patiently for the tinme to cone when it would be
allowed to return to its neal.

That's not the choice before you," Checuti pointed out dourly. " It's drago
mtes that we might have to deal with, not crocolids. Dragonites and warlike
drago mte-lovers. Not to mention witch- queens and secretive dark |anders
and princesses with Serpent's blood and starry-eyed nerchants hankering after
the garden of Idun and the Pool of Life. You might think the purple forest's
333
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unearthly, but it's nothing conpared to what we'll find in the far

south, if that's where we're fated to go. Crocolids are earthly, at |east.
there are creatures in the world far stranger and far less friendly,

and we're about to stroll into their back yard. Aren't we, sergeant? "

The | ast remark was occasioned by Purkin's arrival, in the conpany of
Guardsman Kim

"Never seen killin'" like it, sir," Purkin announced nournfully.

"Crude but quick. Not a single one of them dead, unless they took the body
with "em™"

"W're a long way from hone, sir," added Kim
"A long way from hone."

Do you think | don't knowit? Jacomthought bitterly. At least | had a
hone- a true hone, on ny father's land, not just a rented hovel in sonme city
back street. |'mthe biggest |oser here, by a very wide margin. |f you had
one hundredth of what | had you' d have deserted | ong before we set foot upon
the road.

Al oud, he said only: "W have a way to go yet, | fear and we don't have nuch
choi ce about the conpany we'll keep while we're getting there."

"You little realise how badly you need a friend or two, captain,"
said Checuti, in a sadly synpathetic fashion

"I only hope that you learn better before it's too late."

As the thief-nmaster wal ked] away Purkin spat on the ground.

"I could cut the bastard's throat, sir," he said specul atively.

"Surreptitious, like."

"No, sergeant," Jacomsaid with a sigh

"Don't do that not yet, at any rate. It pains ne to admit it, but we night
yet need him"

"Not thinkin" of turnin' back, then?" said the sergeant, with a sidel ong
gl ance at Kim

"No, " said Jacom

"There's no question of that. However difficult this business becomes, |'m
init tothe end. |'ma captain in the king's guard, after all. People Iike
us don't give up easily, do we, Purkin? 1In fact, people |ike us never give
up, while we have breath in our bodies."

"No sir," Purkin said, with a careful respectful ness which night or mght not
have been fei gned.

"l suppose we don't."
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| ucrezia soon found cause to regret the fact that the nmen from Ebia had

been so rapidly overtaken by their enemes. Djeml| Eyub had not had the
opportunity to tell her nuch about what to expect in the southern part of the
forest and the | ands beyond, and her new captors were not in the | east
inclined to answer, even when she volunteered to trade informati on on a point
for point basis.

The | eader of the nmound-wonen, who eventually confided that her nane was Jume
Metra, seened to possess considerable intelligence she was, at least, highly
efficient in the business of organising the efforts of her taciturn
compani ons but she was remarkably incurious. She was not at all averse to
maki ng arrogant little speeches, but she was extremely parsinonious wth

i nformati on and expl anati ons and she seenmed utterly dismssive of the
possibility that she m ght |earn anything inportant from Lucrezia. Either
the ol d maxi mthat know edge was power had never penetrated the depths of the
so-called Corridors of Power, or its meaning was construed differently there.

Al t hough the warrior worren woul d not untie her hands except when she was
given food and water the princess was not treated badly. They did not take
her belt away, and seened indifferent to the possible purposes of the various
potions which it contained. Had they questioned her about it she would have
laid claimhalf-truthfully to esoteric nmedical expertise, but the fact that
they didn't even bother to ask made her battery of poisons seem al nost
contenpti bl e.

When they crossed the river again the mound-wonen allowed her to ride on one
of Hyry's horses, but they renmined on foot. Although the horse was on a

|l eading rein it might have been possible for her to force it to a gallop and
| eave her captors behind, 335
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but while her hands were tied she would have
no way of steering the animal and she knew that woul d probably end up | ost,
al one and vul nerable to any passi ng predator.

It was obvious that the warrior wonmen did not feel at hone in the forest.
They were al ways watchful, ready to react to the slightest noise or novenent,
and their caution seened to Lucrezia -- who was used to Elemn's ease and
confidence to be out of all proportion to the actual dangers posed by night
cl oaks and constrictors. The conpany's archers persistently and
indiscrimnately fired arrows at any creatures they glinpsed in the treetops,
but they very rarely hit their targets and frequently [ost their arrows.
Lucrezi a understood that in spite of their superficial inpassivity they were
every bit as frightened as the Eblans. They too were far from honme, and they
too found the strange foliage and the dense thickets which grew about the

bol es of the trees profoundly unsettling.

On the far side of the river they collected sone | uggage which they had set
asi de during the attack, but Lucrezia had little opportunity to exani ne the
contents of the various bundles. |t appeared that the only sizeable objects
they habitually carried with them apart fromarns and arnmour, were

|anterns. They were the strangest |anterns Lucrezia had ever seen. They
used neither flanmes nor captive fireflies, relying instead on sone kind of
fungus or lichen which enitted a soft white light that was hardly discernible
in the purple daylight. Lucrezia inferred that the so- called Corridors of
Power which she supposed to be tunnels excavated by drago mtes in their huge
artificial hills nust be Iined and |it by the sanme fungus.

Al t hough the wonen who took turns | eadi ng her horse renai ned stubbornly

uni nformative Lucrezia refused to give up her attenpts to question them

I ndeed, the nore obvious it becanme that the wonen were firmy comitted to
silence, or at |least to evasion, the nore determ ned she becane in her
attenpts to elicit nore informative responses. She repeated certain
guestions over and over in the hope that sheer nuisance mi ght shake angry
answers | oose, and she also tried to think up new questions by the hundred,
in the faint hope that she might eventually hit on a magical key which woul d
unl ock the secrets dammed up in her captors' steadfast minds. It quickly
becane a kind of gane and
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al t hough she was forced to consider the

possibility that it mght also be a gane to the wonen, she couldn't quite
believe it. Their reticence didn't seemto be born of fear, but it seened
neverthel ess to be deep-seated and natural to them Her own stubborn pride
woul dn't let her give away any information which m ght be of value w thout
adequat e reconpense, but there seened to be no reason why she shoul dn't
specul ate al oud about them and so she began to propose hypothetical answers
to her own questions, in the hope of provoking some kind of confirnmation or
deni al .

"You're clearly primtives," she told a tired June Metra while they ate a
very frugal and unsatisfying neal after a long norning's trek through the
unchangi ng forest.

"You're little nore advanced than the dark | anders although you obviously
have a very different social organisation; as hunter-gatherers you're
dismally inconpetent. You don't feel at hone in the forest, although you
don't show the | east trace of that fear of the dark which is inclined to

af fect people who live under the sun, like the Eblans. That's obviously
because you live nostly underground, in harnmony with the drago nmites The dark
| anders think you're the descendants of children stolen by drago nites to
serve as slaves. | think they're probably right, although |I'm keepi ng an
open mnd. Perhaps you're only half-human, bred for a nodi cum of cunni ng but
not for real imagination or initiative, conditioned frombirth to be obedient
to the voice of this nound-queen of yours who is, by your own adni ssion,

not hing nore than a nout hpi ece for the drago mte queen.”

"You can't begin to understand," Metra countered unenotionally.
"You are the half-human, not |I. Qurs is the true way, the true being."

"There's a good reason for ny inability to understand,” the princess pointed
out .

"But | do know sone things about you, don't 1? | know that you're fond of
fighting, that you're uninpressed by the idea of Xandria's walls, that you
have hardly any netal, and that you have at |east sone respect for CGoran the
Forefather's dictumthat the worst sin of all is forgetfulness. On the other
hand, you don't give much evidence of being nasters of the ancient |ore."

"True humans do not need to babble ceasel essly to show what they know and
remenber,” Metra told her, with the air of one quoting a famliar saying.

"That whi ch humans know and do not 337
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say is no less secujs than that which
is shouted into the enpty dark."

"That's a saying we don't have in Xandria," Lucrezia admtted, nmaking a note
of the fact that the woman preferred to speak in plurals. She decided to try
yet another strategy.

"We're not so very different, you and I. You seemto regard ne as an alien
sone fabul ous beast that you've captured as a prize for the greater glory of
your bel oved nound- queen but we're both gold ens both fully human in spite of
the insults we've traded. W can be friends, you know. You and |; your
peopl e and mne."

"We are warriors,
fri endshi p.

Metra replied, as if that precluded the very notion of

Lucrezi a remenbered what Hyry had told her about the drago mites beehive-like
soci al organi sation, which had surely been confirmed by Metra's references to
the drago mite queen. Could it be that the society of the nound-wormen was
organised in a mrror-imge of their associates, and that Metra' s conpany
really were warriors and nothing but warriors'? 1f so, perhaps they really
were incapable of friendship, incapable of anything resenmbling normal socia
intercourse. But how, Lucrezia wondered, could a single human individua

take on the sol e burden of reproduction for a whole tribe?

And how could the drago nites - which were, aft pr all, unintelligent
creatures have inposed this alien pattern on their human conmensal s?

"Yes," Lucrezia said pensively, 'you certainly are warriors. | thought the
Ebl ans' fear of their pursuers rhight be based in an exaggerated notion of
how far away from honme they were, but they really did have good cause to be
terrified. Wy were you so enthusiastic to slaughter then? Not because they
posed a threat to you, that's for sure. D d you cone into the forest purely
and sinply to chase and nurder the Eblans? You say they attacked you but
they told me that you attacked them Either way, a long pursuit is a

| udi crous waste of resources. You nust have had sone other objective - but
what ? Perhaps you can't tell me because you don't actually know? Are there
ot her nound-wonen nearby not warriors but some other kind? |s your

mound- queen wai ting nearby? "

Metra | aughed derisively at that.
"No," Lucrezia said pronptly.

"Of course she isn't. She's safe in 338
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the nest, with the drago nite queen

whose voice she is... in the blighted nest. Perhaps she's not safe at all
You' ve been away a long tinme. Perhaps she's already dead. Perhaps the
Corridors of Power have becone a single vast mausol eum"

That struck a nerve, as it had been intended to. Metra scow ed, her eerily
beautiful features becom ng ugly but she said not hing.

"Who's really in command of your expedition?" Lucrezia asked, feeling that
she was now playing the gane of diplomacy as ruthlessly as it could be played.

"I't's obviously not you. WII your conmander be satisfied, do you think,
when you bring back a single captive worman?

Woul dn't you have been wiser to wait, as | suggested you should, for mny

friends? O is warrior nature so deeply ingrained in you that you can't
respond to any substantial company in any other way than all-out attack?
can't believe that it's too absurd. "

"Be quiet," Metra said.
"What needs to be said will be said, in tine."

Lucrezia took this to nmean that she woul d get the expl anati ons she desired,
but not from Metra. It was a reassurance of sorts, but it left the inportant
question dangling. |If these warriors were only warriors, and the nound- queen
was a thousand kirns away in her nmound, who or what was really in command of
this raiding party?

"You're running away now, aren't you?" Lucrezia said, changing tack again.

"Havi ng conpl eted your allotted task in wi ping out the Eblans, you're in ful
retreat because you know that the dark | anders have gathered their forces
together. The war band we net may have been a little premature in clainmng a
glorious victory, but their ragged arny really has put your drago mte
friends to flight, hasn't it? The invasionis all over. AmIl just some
scrap you can throw to the mound-queen, in the faint hope of persuadi ng her
that the whole thing wasn't just a waste of tinme?"

"Time is never wasted," Metra said flatly, alnmost as though she were
correcting some elenentary mstake in the discourse of a child. She stood
up, turned away, and signalled to her followers to tell themthat it was tine
to nove on. It was one of the others who hel ped Lucrezia back into the
saddl e and | ed her away.

They noved on very quickly, and Lucrezia knew that they nust be travelling at
| east as fast as Fraxinus and Phar. |f Elema had 339
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succeeded in fetching

hel p, any woul d-be rescuers woul d need fast horses and sone expertise in
tracking as well as a considerabl e advantage of nunbers to have any chance of
catching up with her. She knew that the probability of any such rescue was
smal |, but she was careful to conserve the hope.

Soon after they had got under way again, however, that hope dwi ndl ed al nost
to nothing. Lucrezia caught her first glinpse of something huge and alien
movi ng through the trees on a parallel course, and her heart inmrediately
sank. She knew full well what the glance rmust signify: her captors had
caught up with a conpany of the unearthly nonsters whose allies or servants
they were, and the two parties were fusing into one.

She noticed the change in the attitude and bearing of her guards before she
was able to get a clear view of one of the nonsters. They had earlier been
wal king as if they were hal f-entranced by anxiety, but now they rel axed and
their gait becane easier. Her horse, by contrast, raised its head to sniff
the air, and clearly did not |like the scent it caught. The aninmal began to
| ook around warily, and the woman | eading it had to shorten the | eading-rein.

On the basis of the information given to her by Hyry Keshvara Lucrezia had

i mgi ned that drago mtes must resenble beetles or hairy wol f-spiders wit
extrenely large- an i mage whi ch had by no nmeans been contradicted by the
realisation that the helnmets and breastpl ates which the nound-wonen wore were
probably parts of drago nmite exoskel etons. She saw now, though, that the

di fference between drago nites and the insects she knew was no nere matter of
magni fication. As the nound-wonmen and the drago nites came cl oser together
she was able to study the unearthly creatures in all their horrific detail.

She saw that the decorations of the warrior wonen's hel nets were
i npressionistic imtations of structures which the drago nmtes bore on their
own heads: the huge antennae nmounted on top of each gl ossy and dark-hued

skull, and the serrated jaws and mani pul ati ve pal ps which were arrayed about
each wide mouth. The drago mites eyes were not, however, the conpound eyes
typical of insects. They were forward-munted, with great vertical lids

whi ch closed |ike curtains upon huge jet-black orbs. Their necks were thick,
more like a bull's than an ant's, arnoured by a series of overl apping plates.
The | ast and broadest of these neck
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pl ates extended into an ornate frill
as it curved over each creature's shoul ders.

Each drago mite had six | egs, nounted and jointed |ike an insect's, extending
hori zontally fromthe body to the first and biggest joint and then descending
vertically to conplex and very hairy feet. These |egs seened to Lucrezia to
be very sl ender considering the bulk of a drago mite even the small est nust
have wei ghed at | east three tinmes as nmuch as a nan but they were versatile.
After a few minutes' observation she understood that the feet could be
clenched into supportive pads or 'opened' into conmplex webs of finger-Ilike
pal ps she saw drago mites which had paused at the thickets surrounding the
tree-trunks, supporting thenselves on four legs while the two front |egs
became 'arns' and 'feet' unfolded into 'hands'. The novenent of the
creatures was fundanentally in sectile in that they tended to keep three
"feet' on the ground in tripod formation, but she observed that they could
change gait relatively easily, to walk on their four hind |l egs much |ike any
eart hly quadruped

The drago nmites bodies were |lean, slightly flattened in the vertica

di mensi on. Each one had a dorsal ridge of backward- slanting spines and a
snoot her ventral shelf, rather like a keel. Their scaly sides were decorated
with el aborate patterns and each one had a second set of hairy pal ps at the
hi nd end.

I't might be possible, Lucrezia judged, for a woman to ride such a beast,
provi ded that she were thin enough to slot herself in between the two | argest
spines but the warrior wonmen made no nove to nount their companions, or to
use them as beasts of burden. The drago nmites for their part, showed no
conspi cuous interest in the horses and donkeys whi ch the wonmen had in train.

It was not | ong before Lucrezia glinpsed drago nites of a second type, with
much | arger heads and nore fearsone jaws, stouter in the |l egs and nore
compact in the body. These, she knew, nust be warriors, ranged on either
side of the colum of workers with whomthe conpany of human warriors had
mer ged

The stab of alarmwhich Lucrezia had felt when she first caught sight of the
drago mtes was slow to fade away, even though she had every reason to
believe that they shared a commobn purpose with her captors.

When they | ooked in her direction with their huge eyes, though, they
di spl ayed no evident interest at all, and it 34
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was easy enough” think that
the disinterested attitude of the warrior women was a sinple reflection of
the calminpassivity of their unearthly allies.

As the conbined force wal ked on through the forest, hour after hour, Lucrezia
becane nore used to the proximty of the nonsters. The horses- including the
one she rode- became quieter, accepting the nearness of the drago mites She
continued to study the creatures, eager to find evidence of their authority
over the nound-wonen and perhaps to identify the true | eader of the combined
force, but there was no sign of any tyranny of the un human or of any
commands bei ng conmuni cat ed bet ween species. She began to wonder whet her the
awe and fear with which people habitually spoke of drago mites mght sinply
be an unthi nki ng response to their ugliness and their un earthliness
exaggerated by the effect of unfamliarity. Perhaps, she thought, they were
as nmeek and nild as sheep. Perhaps it was the humans who were masters here
after all, the drago mites serving as their hunting dogs.

When they stopped again to eat and rest, in the early afternoon, sone of the
drago mtes actually brought food to the wonen- which they accepted

gl adl y-and then they discreetly withdrew, until they were hardly visible,

bet ween the trees, which were nore densely packed hereabouts than on the
north side of the river

Lucrezia was hungry and thirsty, and her wists had been badly chafed by the
cords which bound them so the luxury of having her hands free to convey food
and water to her mouth absorbed all her attention for several m nutes.

Al t hough June Metra was with her she nade no attenpt to resune her insistent
questioning, and thus did not imediately notice the change in her captors
attitude which signified that sonethi ng new was about to happen.

When she finally did | ook up, Lucrezia was facing the wong direction
--northwards- and had to turn around. More drago- mtes were approachi ng,
com ng towards the place where they sat as if to neet them Two were
warriors, and this unusually cl ose approach gave her a better chance to
appreci ate their nenacing qualities- but for some reason she could not quite
fathom it was the third which instantly clained her full attention

This one was much nore slightly built than the workers, with a snaller head.
Its mouth-parts were gathered together into a 342
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bundl e whi ch tapered

alnmost to a point. It walked on its four hind legs, with its forelegs lifted
and fol ded, the 'hands' pressed together |ike those of some unctuous hunman
orator. |Its black eyes, peeping out frombeneath half-closed |lids, |ooked

directly at her.

Dragomte faces, carved as they were in rigid unearthly chitin, were not
capabl e of expression, but Lucrezia felt as she net the stare of those
infinitely deep black eyes that this one was curious, and contenpl ative, and
dangerous, in a way that none of the others were.

Could this, she wondered, be the commander-in-chief of the drago mte
expedi tion?

Junme Metra stood up to wel cone the newconers. The two giants halted ten nets
away, but continued to watch; the one that was snall by the standards of its
kind cane to stand before the arnmoured warrior, eventually turning its head
away from Lucrezia to |ook at her. Wile standing on its hind legs it seened

very tall in spite of its relative slightness of build taller even than
Dhalla. It peered down at Metra froma height of three nets, and parted its
hands to offer a cursory half-salute with the left. Its antennae were

al ready noving rapidly, and the pal ps around its mouth now began to unfurl
Every movenent seined pregnant wi th neaning.

It's nostly illusion, Lucrezia told herself. [It's first that the antennae
are rem niscent of waving arns. There's no true intelligence in this
pantom ne not ruch, at any rate. This may be the director of operations, hut
it's not a nonstrous master mnd. She did not know, however, whether she
ought to accept her own advice on this matter

Jurre Metra reached up as if to touch the slender drago mte face, but could
not quite reach it. Lucrezia could not judge fromsuch a sinple gesture

whet her she approached the creature as a man m ght approach a faithful pet or
as a slave mght approach his naster and the fact that she could not tell for
sure di sturbed her alnost as nmuch as the eerie appearance of the nonster
itself.

The drago mite ducked its head, and | owered its antennae, alnost as though it
were a king reaching down fromhis throne to a kneeling supplicant. Neither
antenna actually touched Metra's outstretched fingers, any nore than a Kking
woul d actual ly condescend to touch the hand of an inploring subject but they
343
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did briefly curl under to touch the pal ps about the nonster's own

mouth. There was nothing in this that Lucrezia could conclusively identify
as | anguage, but she didn't doubt that there was sone ki nd of understanding
bet ween the warri or womman and the slender drago nmite

Unt hi nki ngly, Lucrezia took half a step backwards. It was a mechanical nove,
certainly not part of any planned retreat, but Metra instantly turned to grab
her left arm and one of the other wonmen hovering nearby was quick to seize
her right. Lucrezia had no idea what they intended to do, but she struggl ed
reflexively. It was useless- they were strong and they twi sted her arns back
to mnimse the force of her resistance. They actually lifted her feet from
the ground as they thrust her forward again.

She knew that they were not nerely bringing her into confrontation with the
sl ender drago mte but making an offering of her

"What are you?" she said, nore fearfully than she would have |iked, as she
met that horrid stare, looking into the infinite depths of its black pupils.

"VWhat do you want with me?"

For the briefest of nonents, as its peculiar nouth-parts noved, she thought
that it was actually going to reply in human | anguage - but then sonething

| ashed' out fromthe tangle of pal ps like a striking snake, and struck heron
the neck, just beneath her left ear

It was as if she had been st jabbed she felt sonething penetrate her flesh
like a stiletto. Was f brought here just to be killed? she thought, near to
weepi ng because of the absurdity of it, because she had expected so nuch
more, of the situation and of life.

Several seconds went by when she was sinmply nunb with shock, unable to fee
anything. |f there was bl ood- coursing fromher wounded neck she coul d not
sense its wetness. Then her head began to spin, so dizzily that she tried
with all her mght to close her eyes.

She failed. She could not avoid that terrible stare, which filled the field
of her vision with hypnotic intensity.

She want ed desperately for consciousness to fail and darkness to fall, but
the world would not |et her go, even though she knew that she had | ost al
power of conmmand over her |inbs and her inner being.

It was as if the nmoment of the unexpected assault had sonmehow become
infinite, inprisoning her thought and her desire nore securely than the tonb.

344
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4 hyry keshvara was accustomed to dream whil e she slept, but she somehow
knew as she struggl ed back to wakeful ness that she hadn't dreaned for a |ong
time. She resented the fact, for she felt entitled to her dreans. It wasn't
that they were invariably pleasant, nor even that they nade such a deep

i mpression on her mnd as to remain unforgotten, but sinply that she thought
of herself as the kind of person who wouldn't easily settle for cold oblivion
even on a tenporary basis. Her nother, whom she resenbl ed closely in nmany

ways, had once conforted her after a childhood nightmare, saying: "It's far
better to dreamthan not to dream little one, for we are what we are by
virtue of the continuity of our thoughts. |If we were truly to sleep, to

becone not hing inside ourselves, how could we ever know when we awoke that we
had not becone sonmeone el se while we slept?

Don't be afraid of nightmares, Hyry. Never be afraid to be afraid, because
fear is one of the things which nakes us what we are. "

It was with this fond nenory in her mnd which she had reconstructed only
slightly with the passing of the years, for the sake of tidiness that she
opened her gluey eyes and | ooked into the face of the Serpent.

She knew i medi ately what the Serpent was, although she had never seen one
before. It was far too sleek and slender to be a Sal amander, and there was
nothing else it could possibly be. Its lustrous patterned skin was not as
scaly as she had inmagined, and its' dark uniformy col oured eyes were not as
gem | i ke The hood which connected its tenples to its shoul ders was rel axed at
present, so she couldn't tell whether it would be as broad and smoothly
curved as it was in pictures drawn by Xandrian artists. But its tongue was
forked; she could see that when it opened its thin-1ipped nouth in what m ght
have been a snile.

345
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"Hello," it said s™tly. |Its throat pulsed as it fornmed the word.

Hyry knew that Serpents could nmake al nost all the sounds which human | anguage
contai ned, but they had to naster awkward tricks of pronunciation which their
own tongue never demanded of them Sone Serpents, it was said, refused to

| earn the human | anguage because it nmade demands upon them whi ch they deened
to be contrary to their essential nature. Wth the aid of sinmlar trickery,
according to comon belief, humans were able to nake all but a few of the
sounds conmonly enpl oyed in Serpent |anguage, but few ever took the trouble
to |l earn not because it would have been unnatural, but because Serpents were
rare, shy and possessed of very little which humans m ght want to beg, buy or
steal .

Hyry tried to say

"Hell o' as she sat up, but her dry throat couldn't cope with the soft
syl l ables, and the word canme out as a neani ngl ess grunt.

The Serpent handed her a cup. She used the tip of her tongue to taste the
liquid within it before drinking. It was a syrupy kind of sap which could be
squeezed fromcertain kinds of forest fruit if one knew how The Serpents
evidently knew how.

Hyry | ooked around as she sipped the liquor. She was still in the dense
heart of the Forest of Absolute N ght, which was presently illum ned by the
purpl e hal f-gl oom of daylight. There was no sign of the river, nor of her
horses and donkeys, nor of Princess Lucrezia and Elema. There were two ot her
Serpents reclining on the ground sone ten or twelve nets away, but they were
ostentatiously not |ooking in her direction

Her thirst slaked, Hyry flexed her linbs' experinentally, and tried to clear
the fog fromher brain. She | ooked down at her |left hand, which was swoll en,
di scol oured and slightly nunb. The Serpent waited patiently while she
conposed hersel f.

She deci ded, after methodical investigation, that she was not in bad shape,
physically. She was not as weak as she m ght have been or, indeed, ought to
have been if her systemwere still full of flower wormvenom She raised her
left hand to | ook nore carefully at the place where the flower worm had stung
her. The scars were inpressive in their conplexity no | ess than six sting-
cells had di scharged their burden of poison into her but she could see that
the yell owi ng puncture-marks were al nost conpletely heal ed. She wondered how
bad the swelling had been at its worst.

346
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"Fi ve days," she guessed thoughtfully.
"Maybe six."
"Ssix," said the Serpent, extending the s in a nost peculiar fashion

Did that inply that there was no s-sound in the Serpent's |anguage, she
wondered, or that there was an s-sound, and this was it?

"Did the tree really fall?" she asked, trying to remenber.

"Or was that just dizziness? Did |l actually tunble into the river, or do
only think I did?"

"Were in river," the Serpent told her.

"Lucky not to drown. Head jusst out of water when tree floated. Lucky we
found you. Could have sstarved. Bad ssting."

"You pulled me out? Fed ne, even while | was unconsci ous?"

"Yess. Ssifuss wanted throw you back. | ssaid no. SSunssarum said
oK.

Not hard to do. M nane Mossassor. You? "

"Hyry Keshvara," Hyry replied, resisting the temptation to extend the s in
Keshvara into a hiss.

"Why did your friend want to thow nme back?" She suspected that many humans
who found an injured Serpent floating in the river mght throwit back, but
she wasn't one of them

"Ssi nkss you di sseasse. "
"He thinks | have a disease? Wat di sease?"

"No. Ssinkss humanss are disseasse . . . exssept oness w ss Sserpent'ss
bl ood. Ssifuss not he not sshe eisser. Nor ne."

Hyry frowned. Three nore or less distinct trains of thought had been stirred
into notion by this answer, and needed di sentangling. |In other circunstances
she m ght have followed up the first line of enquiry, but having just spent a
troubled ten day in the conpany of Princess Lucrezia she concentrated instead
on the second.

"You believe that there are hunmans with Serpent's bl ood?" she said
uncertainly.

"Not you," Mssassor replied. It was not the nost hel pful answer imagi nabl e.

Hyry blinked as her efforts to concentrate filled her head with jagged pain.
It was a strong disincentive to further pursuit of that particular argunent,
so she decided to shelve it in favour of sonething | ess problenatic.

"Where are we?" she asked, although she quickly realised that even sonet hing
as sinple as that couldn't qualify as a question which readily lent itself to
a satisfactory answer. She anmended it to: "Are we still near the river?"
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"Long way ssous™Jthe Serpent said, with what m ght have been a hint of
apology in its tone.

"Pal e men chassed uss. No choi sse. "

"I was with a friend," Hyry said uneasily. She would have said 'friends' but
thought it mght be undiplomatic to nention Elema if the Serpents had been
forced to run froma dark | ander war band "We were canped near a
river-crossing. Arnmed nen were com ng dark nen, not pale ones. They .

." She broke of f because Mssassor had cone suddenly to its feet. The other
two Serpents were al ready standing.

"Musst go," Modssassor said.
"Can wal k?"

Hyry realised that for six days, at |east sone of which had been spent
runni ng away from other humans, the Serpent with or without help fromits
conpani ons nust have carried her. Mssassor was no taller than she was, and
no nore heavily built. Save for a belt with pouches rmuch like her own it
seened to have no luggage of its own, but even so she could not inmagi ne how
or why the creature had done such a thing. Even if she were not to be
reckoned a di sease, would it not have been far sinpler to abandon her for the
dark landers to find, |eaving themto deci de whether or not to care for her?

"I can wal k," she said, although she wasn't certain that she could wal k far
or fast enough. ; "Good," the Serpent said.

"Need hel p, lean on me."

The other two Serpents did have packs of a sort half-full sacks wi thout
drawstrings or shoul der-straps and these two brought up the rear while
Mossassor |ed the way. At first, Hyry found it difficult to nove at all, and
her head began to ache continuously as soon as she was on her feet, but the
first few steps were the worst. After that, she sinply gritted her teeth,
stubbornly determined to resist the pain at all costs.

She tried to reduce herself to the status of an automaton, which could nove
with mechanical regularity no matter what internal storns m ght beset its
fugitive consciousness. It was a trick she had tried before, and she knew
that she was capable of it. She soon slipped into a kind of Iinbo which was
not quite sleep and contained no dreans. How | ong she wal ked |i ke that she
could not tell.

Once or twice she found the Serpent's arm about her, |ending her support, but
whenever she became conscious of it she roused 348
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hersel f to independence.
She was, after all, a human being, and hunman bei ngs were supposed to be the
true lords of the world.

It was not until nightfall that they stopped again, at which point Hyry was
quick to | apse into authentic unconsci ousness. She slept fitfully because of
all her aches and pains, but she did dream of runaway princesses and

battl e-hungry dark | anders of poisonous flower wornms and nerciful Serpents.

When she awoke agai n Mbssassor brought her food, and nore |iquor

Wien she had eaten, the Serpent becanme enthusiastic to talk to her again.
She realised then that its efforts on her behalf might not be entirely
altruistic. The Serpents hadn't come into the forest on a whin sonething
had stirred up a special kind of curiosity, and whatever its conpani ons

t hought Mbssassor was evidently of the opinion that Hyry might be able to
tell it things it wanted to know.

As soon as she understood this, Hyry becanme wary, and she began to think |ike
a trader again. Wen Mssassor began to quiz her on her reasons for being in
the forest, and the destination she had been trying to attain, she was
careful not to give away too much and to match question for question whenever
she coul d.

"l was supposed to join a party of Xandrian nerchants," she said.

"W hoped to cross the Dragonite Hills to the | ands beyond, having heard that
a way across had been opened by a blight that had depopul ated many of the
mounds. What brought you here?"

"Al sso heard of dissasster in the drago mte |andss,"” Myssassor admtted.

"Becane anxssiouss, in casse it iss warning. Sserpentss have sstoriess, ass
humanss do."

"Stories?"
"Yess. Humanss have sstoriess about com ng of chaoss. Sso have we.

Ssone of uss ssink ssey are ssings for sshildren, but ssone not sso ssure. |
curiouss, like you. You ssearssh for garden? "

"W do have stories about the lands to the south,” Hyry agreed, trying to
conceal her surprise at the turn which the conversation had taken

"Many nen think of themas nere inventions, but we're careful to preserve
them neverthel ess. W have a saying which tells us that the only sinis
forgetful ness. Maybe you have something simlar

"Not uss," Mssassor said. It was difficult to judge whether it was being
del i berately enignmatic.

"W good for getters Have to be.

Ssoneti ness too good. You ssearssh for garden? Garden of 349
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"Do you mnean
t\ys garden of Idun? 1In the Lore of Genesysf |s that where you' re goi ng?"

"Not know nanmess. |ss very possible you renenber ssingss we forget.

Musst put all togesser, |like pussle. Tell ne sstoriess, pleas se

"WIIl you tell me your stories in return?" Hyry countered guardedly not
because she had any particular desire to be initiated into the secrets of
Ser pent nyt hol ogy, but because she thought it was inportant to preserve the
principle of fair exchange even in a situation where she was at a

di sadvantage and clearly owed her rescuer a debt of gratitude.

"Yess. Tell me about garden.”

Hyry racked her brains, know ng that she ought to be able to renmenber the
begi nning of the Lore of Genesys word for word, but in the end she had to
settle for a paraphrase.

"According to the lore," she said slowy, 'humans first cane to the world in
a ship, which had sailed the dark between the stars for thousands of years.
According to the story, the people who |ived aboard the ship had no need of

| egs, because nothing there weighed very nuch, and their lower |inbs were
extra arms but when they sent their sons and daughters into the world

sonet hing call ed Genesys gave them |l egs. "Genesys wasn't a person, nore like
a set of tools and a plan to guide their use, although no such tools exist
today. , " The story says that the people of the ship were anxious for the

sons and daughters they sent into the world, because the world was under the
dom nion of the three evils: corrosion, corruption and chaos.

Aboard the ship the three evils had | ong been contai ned and kept in check,
because that was easy to do in the dark between the stars.

People lived for hundreds of years aboard the ship without ever falling ill,
and there was no forgetful ness aboard the ship at all

"There were sone people aboard the ship who didn't want to send their sons
and daughters into the world, because the world was such an evil place, but
there were others who said, if | renmenber it right: What are humans for, if
not to fight evil wherever it is found? What are humans worth, if they fear
to tread the paths of evil? What are humans to becone, if they hide in the
dark between the stars for ever? It was for these reasons, the story says,
that the people of the ship used Genesys to reshape their sons and daughters,
and sent theminto the world.

350
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"The people or the ship knew that the people of the world would | ose

much in coming under the dom nion of the three evils. The people of the
world had to subnmit, to a degree, to the forces of corrosion, corruption and
chaos. W cannot give you all that we have, the people of the ship said to
their sons and daughters, and nmuch that we give you will undoubtedly be |ost,
but we will shape for you a nmanifold |l ore and a common wi sdom which you

m ght preserve in full even though you nmust rely alnost entirely on word of
mouth for its preservation. You nust hold the |lore and the wi sdomas a
sacred trust, and preserve it even though you cease to see the sense init,
for it is the nmost precious thing in all the world. O words to that effect.

"People with | egs were by no nmeans the only things that Genesys made,
according to the story. 1t made animals and plants for the people of the
world to use, for every purpose inmaginable. The world had |ots of kinds of
animals and plants al ready, but Genesys nade nmany nore thousands, at |east.
Many of the creatures made by Genesys were too small to be seen; sone of
these were instruments whose use was denned and described in the lore given
to different guilds, but sone were released into the world to do their work
wi t hout any supervision by the nmen of the world.

"The war against the three evils will be Iong and hard, the people of the
ship told the people of the world, but you will have many unseen allies. The
war m ght never be won, or night take a hundred t housand years in the

Wi nni ng, but you are humans and nust never cease to fight or despair of
victory. That's the essence of the lore, nore or less. It goes on and on,
but only trained lore masters can recite it word for word."

Mossassor had listened to all of this very attentively, and Hyry observed
that its conpanions were also listening in, even though they were stil
sitting some way apart, careful to place thensel ves beyond a tacit boundary,
as though she were in quarantine.

"lIss ass | ssought," Mbssassor said.

"Ssiss iss what we ssought humanss ssink. |ss ssere nossing consserning uss
in ssesse sstoriess?"

"Yes there is," Hyry was quick to say, realising that she ought perhaps to
have given that part of the lore nore prominence in this particular telling.

"Il try to remenber exactly how the story puts it. Anong the animals which
were in the world before humans 35
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canme, the lore says™ here were two ki nds

of al nost-people, which the people of the ship called Serpents that's you, of
course and Sal amanders. Neither fear nor hate these al nost-people, the
peopl e of the ship said to the people of the world, for they are not your
enemies. In time, if you are fortunate, they will becone your steadfast
allies in the war against the three evils, and the war will be easier to win
if you and they can fight side by side. That's alnobst word for word, but not
qui te.

"According to the tale, when the people of the ship had nade the lore and the
common wi sdom and had given it to their sons and daughters, the ship went on
into the dark between the stars, in search of other worlds. W nust |eave
now, the people of the ship said to the people of the world, and we shal

never be able to return, for the universe is infinite and we nmust go for ever
on, because our purpose is to be equal and nore than equal to all the

chal  enges of existence. The world is your challenge, and we have every
confidence in your ability to neet it but challenges are better net if they
are not net al one.

What ever eneni es you nmake, anong your own and ot her kinds, always renenber
that all enem es nmay becone friends when they stand agai nst the greatest of
the evils, whose nane is chhos. "

"I told you sso," said Mdssassor, not to Hyry but to its two conpani ons
al though it spo(ce in the human tongue so that she might understand it.

"Sshe iss ssearsshing for garden. Sshe not on sside of dissasster. Sshe
doess not want Sserpentss w ped out. Sshe iss not disseasse.”

Hyry wi shed that she coul d read Serpent expressions. The two whose nanes
were presumably Ssifuss and Ssunssarum nmade no reply, either in human

| anguage or their own, and their sonbre eyes were quite inscrutable.
Sonehow, though, she felt that they were still sceptical as she m ght have
been herself had anyone tried to win an argunment by citing the evidence of
anci ent myt hol ogy.

"What di saster do you nean?" she said.

"What is it, exactly, that you' re searching for?"
"Great changess coming," Mssassor said succinctly.
"Great dangerss.

Chaoss, exsstincssion. Ssearssh for garden. |Iss debt, you ssee-. 1ss debt,
musst be paid. You wi ss uss, undersstand? W ssearssh for garden togesser,
whesser Sserpent'ss blood or not. "
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Hyry dared not lay claimto any real understanding of what the Serpent

was saying, and she didn't feel that the tinme was ripe to tell it that she
knew where a human m ght be found who did have Serpent's bl ood whatever that
m ght nmean but she knew, no natter how inscrutable its eyes mght be, that
Mossassor was appealing to her for help and support and she did owe it a debt.

"Yes, | understand," she said, rather grandly.

"We're all on the same side: humans, Serpents, Sal ananders. W all want to
live our lives peacefully and securely. Chaos is the eneny of us all. W'l
search for the garden together, if that is what you think needs to be done.

Believe ne, 1'lIl do everything | can to help. | owe you that.
"Ssee," it said to its friends.
"|ss ssettled. "

This time, one of themdid reply, but not in human | anguage. Wthin seconds
a fierce argunment was raging, of which Hyry could not understand a single
syllabic. She had already noticed that the Serpents had no weapons with them
save for knives of human nmanufacture, and she was glad of it now as their

voi ces becane faster and faster but they showed no inclination to physica
violence, and in the end she sinply lay down on the ground and cl osed her
eyes, wondering what in the world she had got herself into.

Qddly enough, it was with a certain perverse fondness that she thought:
Lucrew, ny troubl esone |lore, you should he with me now This is a stranger
adventure by far than the one | prom sed you before, and | truly w sh that
you were here to share it.
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N the drago mite hills were the nost renarkabl e sight that Andris had

ever encountered in all his years of wandering. He had never seen a

| andscape whi ch | ooked nore profoundly unnatural, and this was by no neans
because it had | ately undergone a kind of devastation. He had never seen
sl opes so precipitous and so irregul ar, nor peaks so raggedly sharp, and
these woul d have been just as strange- perhaps even stranger- had they been
decked according to their usual fashion

The kind of 'forest' which had grown everywhere upon the hillsides until the
blight had come to obliterate the greater part of it could still be seen in
scattered patches. These fertile enclaves were conposed of dense nasses in
whi ch huge fungoid growths mngled with gargantuan noss-1ike plants, the
nmossy greens conpeting for visual attention with a riot, of creany whites and
ochreous yel |l ows, dappled with occasional bursts of pale blue and dark red.
The npst extensive reaches of this kind were situated on the highest ridges;
in the narrow wi ndi ng vall eys through which the expedition's course ran, al
but a few of the unearthly plants had been rendered down into shapel ess
sticky masses whose col ours had darkened into ugly browns and funereal bl acks.

In their healthy state the plants provided food for the drago mites which had
raised the hills- and were, according to Aul akh Phar, very carefully
cultivated by these instinctive agriculturalists-but the plague nust have
brought starvation to all the nounds.

Andri s judged that the battles which nust have been fought between riva
nests for the dwindling resources had all but run their course by now, but
Fraxi nus steered the expedition well away fromthe ridges where the
vegetation remained rich, and with good reason. Once Andris had caught a
glinmpse of the 354
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massi vel y arnoured warriors which guarded these fields
far nore intimdating than the commobn workers which were nore frequently to
be seen he had not the slightest inclination to take a cl oser | ook

If the blight were as bad throughout the hills as it was in the region they
had so far crossed, Andris reasoned, then the expedition would have little or
no difficulty winning through to nore hospitable | ands. Fraxinus had pl aced
both food and water on strict ration as soon as the wagons |eft the Forest of
Absol ute Night behind, but it had rained on each of the last three days, so
the chance of their running out of water seemed thin, and the food they had
was relatively well preserved. Unfortunately, he had no confidence that he
woul d be allowed to remain with the expedition. Queen Ereleth would not
condescend to di scuss her plans with anyone but she had clearly becone very
anxi ous about Dhalla's failure to return fromher mssion to track and
intercept the princess's captors.

Al t hough she had not yet abandoned all hope of recovering the princess,

Erel eth was obviously in two mnds as to what to do for the best and there
seened to be every chance of her deciding to return to the forest and to the
dark land wi tches over whom she had sone authoritarian hold. She had, of
course, made it perfectly clear to Andris that the effort he had exerted in
saving her life fromthe night cloak did not qualify himfor an early rel ease
fromhis enforced servitude. He had neekly eaten the contraceptive fungus
whi ch she had given to himon the appointed day, wincing at the foul taste-
and even nore resentful of the gleamin her eye as she watched him which

m ght or might not have signified that she was playing himfor a fool

The reek of the decaying vegetation had been exceedi ngly unpl easant at first,
but Andris had grown used to it quickly enough. By nowit was sinply an ever
present reninder of the fact that corruption was the greatest tyrant in the
wor | d, whose invisible arnmies had the neasure of any petty enpire, whether it
be human or alien, earthly or unearthly. |f anything, the desolation was
worse here than in the fringes of the range, but the decay had so nearly run
its full course that the worst of the stink had passed, and the rain had

hel ped to wash it fromthe air. It was possible to see hereabouts that the
mounds t hensel ves were disintegrating 355

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (359 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:22 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

along with their external

enbel li shnents: a stark remnminder of the fact that they were products of
artifice, like the walls of Xandria, in need of constant naintenance if they
were to endure. A great deal of rain would have to fall before the region
was evened to a plain, but the beginning of such a process was already

evi dent .

In the natural course of events, Andris thought presuming for the noment that
the dark | anders whi sperings about the threatened end of the world were mnere
al armi sm future generations of drago mtes would reclaimtheir heritage |ong
before the forces of erosion could conplete their work, and start a new cycle
of growth. He could not hel p wondering, though, as the expedition trudged
over hundreds of kirns of devastated | and and saw no hint of an end to it,
whet her this catastrophe really could be considered part of the natura

course of events

Decay or no decay, Andris had to adnit that the Dragonite Hlls were a true
marvel. The hills and vall eys of Ferentina, such as they were, curved as
gently and as sweetly as a woman's hips or so Andris was pl eased to renenber
them now, bathed as they no doubt were by a gentle aura of nostalgia. Even
in Ferentina, the processes of erosion which tended to even out all such

| andmar ks were valiantly opposed by the' grasses and bushes which resolutely
heaped t hem up, generation by generation. |In Ferentina, however, as in

Khal orn, these processes were in such close balance that watchers on the

hi ghest towers | ooked out on a land as gently rippled as a weed-choked pond.
The forces shaping the land around the Slithery Sea were slightly nore
violent, but even the nost powerful waves, in alliance with the nbst stubborn
grasses, could not build dunes a tenth the height of the nounds which the
patient drago mites erected. Even the walls of the mghty citadel of Xandria
whi ch was certainly anong the tallest constructions ever raised by the hand
of man, even if one were prepared to doubt its inhabitants' clains as to its
uni queness had nowhere near the height of perfectly commonpl ace drops

engi neered by drago mtes Nor was the 'enpire' boasted by Xandria, despite
its vastness in human terns, of any significant size by conparison with the
extent of the recently fallen enpire of the drago mites

Per haps Fraxi nus was wrong to see this happening as an opportunity, Andris
t hought, as he guided his stolen but ever- faithful nare around a sticky pit
of black corruption. |If Phar is 356
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ri ght about the internal organisation

of the drago mites nests, this nust certainly have seenmed |ike a visitation
of doonsday to those hypothetical queens which have so | ong been nonarchs of
all they surveyed. Can we be sure that it will stop here? Perhaps the
superstitious dark | anders really do know better than civilised folk.

Perhaps the blight will nmove on to claimthe Forest of Absolute N ght
and then, in turn, the fields of Khalorn and Xandria itself for who can say
that earthly species will resist what so many unearthly species could not?

What use coul d Xandrian steel and Xandrian cavalry be agai nst such an eneny
as this?

He | ooked up abruptly as he caught sight of a lone drago mite on the sl ope
above him but it was only a worker and it was al ready ducki ng back into one
of the nyriad tunnels which honeyconbed the hills. He had seen nore than a
hundred of the creatures since the caravan had first noved into the region,
but never one which showed the slightest inclination to attack. He had begun
to wonder whet her Aul akh Phar's salve, with which he anointed his forehead at
regular intervals, was really necessary. He had no way of know ng how many
nmore of the nonsters might be lurking close at hand, invisible within their
nests, but the overwhel ming inpression he had was that nost of the drago mte
wor kers he had seen were dispirited, desolate and |onely, altogether

di sinclined to aggression

Al t hough Fraxi nus had been careful to direct the expedition in such a way as
to avoid any conpanies of warriors the sentries espied, Andris had forned the
i mpression that even they were entirely devoted to their own internecine
squabbl es. Sonetines, to be sure, they forned nmenaci ng ranks on the ridges,
sil houetted agai nst the sky, but they never attacked or pursued the humans or
their animals. Wat their reaction would have been had the humans not been
so careful to steer clear of them Andris could not tell, but he had begun to
stop worrying about the possibility of a sneak attack in the m dday or the

m dni ght, and was sl eeping nore easily now than he had for a long tinme. None
of his injuries pained himmuch nowadays, although he still felt an
unconfortable stirring in his gut fromtinme to tinme which mght or m ght not
have been Ereleth's worm

VWile he was still reined in, |ooking at the place where the drago mte
wor ker had di sappeared, Merel Zabio caught himup
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She had only recently nmounted again, having taken a turn to rest in one
of the wagons Both of which they still had with them in spite of the
difficulties posed by the terrain.

"Fraxi nus wants to ask you sonething," she said.

"He's poring over your new map again. He thinks that he's established our
exact position with the aid of the stars whose position he was plotting | ast
ni ght, although he has no training in the Arts Astrononi cal

He's worried about sonet hing.

"He usual ly knows what he's tal king about nore or less,"” Andris conceded,
| eani ng over to caress her cheek by way of farewell before he turned the mare
and trotted back to the wagon.

Fraxi nus greeted himwarmy, but Ereleth who had burrowed out a

honme-from honme in the overcrowded spaces of the larger wagon in spite of the
merchant's obj ections, and was always lurking there Iike a night cloak in the
| ower branches of a tree was as col dly contenptuous as ever

"Qur latitude is easy enough to determine," Carus Fraxinus told him as he
settled hinself into an unconfortably narrow niche. "The only difficulty
lies in deternmining how far to the east or west we are. | believe, on the
basis of careful observations of the stars, that we're just about here, very
nearly at the place which you' ve marked CP. That stands, | think, for
Corridors of Power."

"That's right," Andris said,

"Qut | don't know what the nane's supposed to nean. |If that's where we are,
there's no sign of it out there. Al the drago mte nounds | ook pretty nuch
i ke another to ne.

M nd you, if any one of themwere sufficiently different to require a | abel,
the difference would prob aMy be inside. Mybe the Corridors of Power is
where the enpress of all drago mite queens lives. "

"Per haps," Fraxinus echoed, although that was obvi ously not what was
exercising his mnd.

"If 1"'mright, we seemto have nade our way here with renmarkabl e accuracy."”
"I't'"s on a direct route across the narrowest reach of the hills,"

Andri s pointed out.

"W had to pass by it sooner or later."

"Not quite direct," Fraxinus pointed out.

"Anyway, we haven't foll owed a straight course. W' ve changed direction
several times to avoid approaching drago mite warriors.”

Andris net Fraxinus's eyes steadily, not quite able to take aboard the
i nference which the nerchant seened to be inviting 358
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himto draw.

"You' re not suggesting that the warriors have been steering us towards this
spot, are you?" he asked.

"l don't know," Fraxinus said.
"It sounds ridicul ous, doesn't it?"

Erel eth made a noise that m ght have been a | augh or a snort of disgust.

"If you're right about our position," Andris said, determi nediy ignoring the
old woman, 'it looks to ne |ike good news. W can't be certain that the
range of the hills is exactly the sane now as it was when the nap was
determned, but if it's broadly simlar, and this inlet of marshland stil
exists, we're less than two hundred kirns fromthe edge of the marsh provided
only that we nmaintain a course as close to due south as possible. W'IIl be
out of here pretty soon. "

He carefully didn't add: Provided that we can stay out of trouble.

Fraxi nus nodded, accepting the change of tone readily enough. "W'd then be
able to swing south-west towards the river," he said. "Its banks boast
several sizeable towns if what the Eblans told Elena is true.”

"W might bear slightly east of south instead, to the Lake of Col ourless
Bl ood,"” Andris pointed out.

"I't might be interesting to find out what such a name signified and if your
ultimate destination is the Navel of the Wrld, that would be a straighter
route.”

"That region's in the heart of the nmarshes," Fraxinus said dubiously.

"I't might well be unpopulated and the territory's certain to be difficult,
per haps inpossible for the carts.. W've brought themso far that I'm
reluctant to abandon themnow. |If there are towns along the river there'l
be roads between them and nmerchants who nmight pay a high price for netal
goods. If we followthe river until it bends sharply to the west, a direct
route fromthere to the Navel of the World would take us close to this place
you' ve nmarked as Sal amander's Fire. Do you have any idea what that m ght
mean?"

Andri s had no idea what any of the nanes inscribed on his nap m ght nean, but
this was a phrase he had recently heard spoken, and recogni sed.

"You might ask Dhalla, if she ever returns,"” he said uncertainly.

"That dark | ander boy who's al ways hanging around with Jacom Cerri told Mere
that Dhalla clained to have Sal anander's fire burning in her heart."
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Fraxinus turned™ to Ereleth, who was watching them i npassively.

"She win return,” the witch-queen said, for all the world as if there could
not be an atom of doubt about it.

"Do you know what the phrase m ght nean, mgjesty?" Fraxinus asked, with
scrupul ous politeness. Andris had not been witness to many conversations
bet ween Fraxinus and Ereleth but it was common know edge in the canp that
their inevitable differences of opinion regarding the future of the
expedition and its nenbers had ripened into a profound rmutual dislike.

"I't's a metaphor,"’
manner .

Ereleth said, in a patron ising and faintly insulting

"It refers to courage and strength of will, in nmuch the same way that one
m ght say that a person with an inborn talent for witchcraft had Serpent's
bl ood. "

"In this particular context,'
concrete. "

Fraxi nus observed, 'it nust refer to sonething

"Your map is full of netaphors,"” Ereleth pointed out in her turn

"Who knows what secrets and mysteries they night conceal ? Perhaps the whol e
thing is the prank of sone ancient o remaster or a pretty folly." The way
she said it inplied that if anyone knew the truth it would be a w tch-queen,
but that she had no intention whatsoever of sharing her sec Bets with | esser
mortal s al t hough she had all owed Andris to draw a new map for Fraxi nus once
they had crossed the river in the fofrest. Andris doubted that she was
serious in suggesting that the lore of the forefathers m ght be corrupted to
the extent that it, entertained pranks and follies, but he still had cause to
regret the low esteemin which nost Xandrians held his art and the jibe stung.

"Does the map's reference to the Corridors of Power inply that people had
explored the Dragonite Hills before the map was designed?" Andris asked, in
the hope of reducing the tension by raising the discussion to a safely
theoretical |evel

"Why el se should a single location within such a vast swathe of territory be
mar ked for special attention? Perhaps there were people living in
association with the drago mtes even then, and the Corridors of Power are
the nests which humans and drago nmites share."

"Perhaps that's so,"” admtted Fraxinus.

"Al though the dark- | anders didn't know for certain that there were humans in
the hills until very recently, their legends told themit was true."

"l don't understand how or why people should ever have entered 360
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into such
an association," Andris said.

"Were they captured as nest-slaves, do you think, or did they set out with
the intention of donesticating the drago mtes

"One way or another, people seemto get everywhere," Fraxinus said.

Those fungus-forests which grow on the slopes of the drago nite nounds are
unearthly, but as you saw in the Forest of Absolute N ght, humans can |ive
qui te adequately on a diet of unearthly food, and nuch that's unearthly is
useful in other ways. Aul akh could probably list half a hundred unearthly
items of nedicinal value- and half a hundred poisons too. Perhaps drago
mtes can be taned. Perhaps the secret of taming themwas known to the
forefathers, even though we have forgotten it. "

"If you've cal culated our position accurately,” Andris said, |ooking down at
the map uneasily, drawn back to dangerous specul ative ground in spite of his
earlier intentions, '"we're as close nowto the Corridors of Power as we ever
will be. Practically on their doorstep, in fact. |f the people who captured
Princess Lucrezia were allied with drago mtes they night be bringing her
here. She might be here already though | can't imagi ne how we could begin to
| ook for her. "

He didn't look at Ereleth while he said this, although he was well aware that
his words were likely to be of nore interest to her than to the nerchant.

"That's pure specul ation,” Fraxinus said dismssively.

"I"'msure, on reflection, that our position is mere coincidence. Tonorrow .

"Tonmorrow wi I | cone soon enough, Carus Fraxinus," Ereleth said, in her

irritatingly know ng fashion

"So will trouble, if it has the inclination. There is a destiny which
overhangs us all, whether or not you have the wit to see it. You think that
you are naster here, but the hand of fate has nade a pawn of you."

It was obvious to Andris that Fraxinus thought this speech a fine farrago of
nonsense, designed to irritate him but the nmerchant only sighed, with a
slight smile about his face.

"I dare say that you're right, mmjesty," he said.

"W commmon nen are not party to your witch-lore, let alone to the secret
commandment s whi ch guide you. W can only stunble blindly towards our own
destinations, guided by delusive dreans and hal f-renenbered nyths. You nust
find us very amusi ng when we pore over our enigmatic naps and try to fit
their seductive labels to the little lore 361
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we know, and to thffew
fragments of the Apocrypha of Genesys we have gl eaned al ong the way."

The queen's eyes darkened at the nention of secret commandments, but she knew
that she was being teased.

"A nmerchant's eyes are never blind," she said calny.

"It's nerely that they find it difficult to focus on anything but wi ne, coin
and finery."

Fraxi nus |l aughed. Andris didn't.

Fraxi nus was quick to nake a better reply, saying: "W are all traders here,
except yourself, nmajesty. Even Checuti understands the value of information
and the price of loyalty, and knows that there cones a tinme when bargaining
has to cease so that trust and friendship nay begin. Perhaps it's true that

I look at the map with a trader's eyes, whereas a queen of witches mght find
it easier to decipher- but I'"'mno | ess anxious to know the truth behind its
every detail, and | nust nmake what efforts | can to divine that truth. 1'd
be grateful for any help you cared to give ne, whether your notive were to
aid ny efforts on Xandria's behalf, or nerely to nock ny ignorance."

"I would be glad to help you," Ereleth said, naking it sound nore |ike a
threat than an offer, "if | could be certain of your loyalty. "

We are all traders here, Ahdris echoed in the privacy of his thoughts, and
your majesty is clearly no exception- but Fraxinus won't rise to that kind of
bait. He won't place his expedition under your command, nor divert it to
your whimby so nuch as a sim \Wen he spoke, however, it was to nake yet
anot her attenpt to steer the conversation away fromconflict. '1' fear that
the lore in which this map is based is very old," he said to Fraxinus.

"Per haps the neaning of the | abels was clear enough in those days, although
we have | ost the sense of them On the other hand, it may be that the things
to which the labels refer no |onger exist, and it would be no help to us to
know what they once neant."

"Per haps," said Fraxinus.

"But not all the | abels are unhel pful or unknown. |'ve never heard of the
Pillars of Silence or the Silver Thorns, but people still speak of the
Crystal City as an actual site in the south of the Spangled Desert. It's not

an actual city, but it is a place. Serpents' Lair is probably
straightforwardly descriptive, and it may be significant that Serpents were
runoured to be in the forest as well as drago mite-riders. Perhaps they too
have found a route across where none existed before. Simlarly, Salamander's
362

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (366 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:22 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

Fire may nmean no nore than a regi on where Sal amanders live." He paused
to glance at Ereleth, but she nmade no conment.

"Chinmera's Cradle and the Navel of the Wrld are known to us fromthe Lore of
Genesys," he went on, 'in connection with the Pool of Life and the garden of
Idun. Although these are not anong the | abels on the map we mi ght expect to
find them or the place where they once were- in this same region. The
phrase Nest of the Phoenix is suggestive of sone kind of regeneration, and
amtenpted to link it with the Pool of Life, fromwhich the Lore of CGenesys
prom ses that the incorruptible stone m ght one day be born . "

. nourished by mlk and blood," Andris quoted, renenbering, 'but not
col our | ess blood, |I presune. How does the next passage go?"

"When that day cones you nust seize and use the stone, and turn the evil of
corrosion to the good of inscription," Fraxinus said pronptly.

Had Erel eth not been there Andris night have asked hi m whether that was the
ultimate aimof the expedition, but he was wary of enbarking on such a flight
of fancy while the old woman's acid tongue threatened corrosions of its own.

Fr axi nus must have sensed his reluctance, because he went on in a different
t one.

"Perhaps |'"'ma fool to interest nyself in such things," he said lightly.

"The kind of fool who thinks that there are things in the world nore val uabl e
than newy nminted coin. The kind of fool who seeks for treasure in dreans,
and takes CGoran the Forefather too seriously by far when he tells his

renot est descendants that there is no sin but forgetfulness. In Xandria,
fear, we have commtted that sin a thousand tinmes over. W know that we | ost
the art of nmaki ng maps because the Slithery Sea defied the maps we made- but
how rmuch nore nust we have | ost along with the nenory that we once had it?
Such things as this were not invented and shaped wi thout reason. Although
the vast chain of tellings and retellings m ght have altered them and
distorted themto some degree, they still retain shadows of their origina
meani ngs. |'mthe kind of fool who believes that we nust respect the reasons
our forefathers had for asking us to renmenber these things."

Still Ereleth said nothing, although she nmust have been tenpted.

Andris wanted to reply, to say that if a man |ike that m ght be 363
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reckoned

a fool, then he would be one too, but he was distracted by an unconfortable
sensation in his guts, which was probably the ordinary | egacy of a slightly
spoi | ed neal .

Al this is futile, he thought, though he was ashaned to say so in front of

Carus Fraxinus. In the end, it will conme to nothing. | ama pawn in the
hand of fate, as Ereleth says, and | have no choice but to go to the destiny
whi ch she appoints. | can't afford to care about badly col oured maps and

mer chants' dreans, no matter how sincerely | mght wish that | could.

The flap of cloth which screened themfromthe driver of the cart was pulled
asi de then, and the driver poked his head through the gap. It was one
of Jacom Cerri's men, Kristoforo.

"Rider comin' up to the colum fromthe right-hand side, sir," he reported

| aconical ly.
"Al'l alone |ooks like the giant."
Andris could not help nmeeting Ereleth's triunphant gaze.

"Now, " she said, 'we shall know what there is to know. Then we nust do what
there is to do- nerchants, soldiers, thieves and princes all alike. "

Andri s discovered, sonewhat to his distress, that he felt suddenly and
horribly certain that the caravan had been steered to where it now was, and
that the Corridors of Power- whatever they m ght be- had not as yet been
utterly destroyed by the blight which had cut such a swathe of desol ation
through the enigmatic hills. | 364
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6 nossassor and its fellows had been

running for sonme tinme before they found Hyry Keshvara, and their pursuers had
al nost caught up with them while she was a burden to them Once she could
wal k they began to draw ahead again, but the dark | anders who were foll ow ng
them did not give up. Hyry supposed that they thought correctly that a party
of three Serpents in the conpany of a single injured golden mght be far the
easi est prey on offer in the southern reaches of the forest, while stil
constituting a conquest of which they could boast to their drago nite-chasing
fell ows.

Three times Hyry suggested to Mossassor that she should go to nmeet the dark

| anders and do what she could to persuade themto abandon the chase, but
Mossassor would not hear of it. She got the inpression that its two
compani ons especially the one naned Ssifuss - would have been glad to see her
put to sonme practical use, but Myssassor evidently believed that she was a
val uabl e addition to their party.

"Musst not try to sspeak to ssem™" it told her sternly.

"Ssey have dartss, put you to ssleep. Sshoot firs st assk quesstionss nussh
later. Too late for uss. Reassh hiliss ssoon. Ssey give up ssen

Sscar ed.

Until they reached the hills, however, the Serpents maintained a relentless
pace, rarely sleeping. She got the inpression that they nmight not have
stopped to sleep at all had she not been with them although they certainly
were not free of the need to sleep. She realised after a while that the
seem ngly hostil e and di sdainful attitude of the two Serpents who rarely
spoke to her was due at least in part to their weariness. Mich of the tine
they seened to be in an al nost trance-like state, sem conscious at best.

Hyry didn't find it easy to get Mbdssassor to redeemits prom se 365
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to tell

her stories by® way of reconpense for the one she had told it, and didn't
like to press the matter too closely while it was in a distressed state, but
she did gather that its own people had nyths which referred to the ship which
had supposedly brought humans to the world, and to the things that the
forefathers had built when they first disenbarked fromtheir marvel ous craft.

"Firsst humanss did not undersstand, you ssee," Mssassor said, on one of the
occasions when it strove to make good its word.

"Did not know sstealthy wayss of chaoss. Did not know sslyness of
prossessess of sshange. Sso w sse, sso young. M anssesstorss knew ssat
only life sstandss agai nsst dissolution, only per manens- se iss
reproducssi on, ssecretss nusst be hidden in flessh. Your forefathers nmade

ssity, mne sshowed them how to nmake garden. |Iss debt for ssat, you

undersstand. |ss debt you owe. |Iss not your fault you hardly remenber
you have no ssecretss hidden in flessh, Kesshvara. Only hunmanss wi ss

Sserpent'ss bl ood have ssecretss. Too few. . . always too few

Sserpent'ss bl ood and Ssal anander'ss fire iss ssere, but not enough

VWhen all iss well, no ssecretss. Wen catasstrophe co ness ssecretss
ssurfasse. Ssee? "

Hyryr didn't see, although she felt that she had caught a fleering glinpse of
the begi nnings of an explanation, but her attenpts to elicit nore exact
information Only served to reveal that Mssassor didn't quite see either

The jsource of the Serpent's supposed wisdomreally was sone story that had
been handed down across the generations |like the Lore pfGenesys, undoubtedly
corrupted by errors and perhaps irredeemably garbled. "G ven that Serpents
were- according to Mossassor's account good at forgetting things, this was
not entirely surprising.

The main difference between hunan | ore and Serpent lore, so far as Hyry could
judge, was that Serpent |ore spoke of sonething new happening in tinmes of
strife the surfacing of sone secret 'hidden in the flesh' of Serpents and of
those humans who had the mysterious thing called

"Serpent's blood'. Mdssassor thought that sone such secret was already
awakening in its own flesh, and woul d beconme clearer with time and
appropriate stimulation. |Its conpanions evidently felt no such stirrings and
Sssifuss at | east was sceptical about Mssassor's -- but they appeared to owe
some kind of debt to Mdssassor, which they were di schargi ng by accompanyi ng
it on its quest.

366
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Hyry pressed the Serpent as hard as she could for a nore detail ed

account of what it inmagined to be happening to the world as a result of the
strange blight that was consuming the Dragonmite Hlls, but it had told her as
much as it could. Wen it had reached the linmits of its limted

understanding it had only one nore thing to say, which was: "lss human word
for ssurfassing of ssecretss in flessh, | ssink

You will know what it neanss if | ssay. | ssink iss pronounssed

pee- doh-gen-ess-iss. Iss right? You undersstand now? "

Unfortunately, Hyry Keshvara had never heard of any such word. It sounded
like the kind of word that Aul akh Phar m ght know, or Carus Fraxinus, but to
Hyry it nmeant nothing at all. |Its etynological relationship to Genesys

seened obvi ous enough, but what the prefix mght signify she had no idea.

Hyry's spirits were by no neans uplifted when she saw the Dragomite Hills,
and it was quickly apparent to her that Mssassor's conpani ons were deeply
di sturbed by the devastation which the nounds had suffered. Ssifuss
condescended for once to express an opinion in human | anguage, so that she
m ght appreciate the extent of its anxiety.

"lss bad,"” it said.
"Iss ferry, ferry bad." She didn't attenpt to contradict or reassure it.

They continued into the hills for some six or eight kirns before Mssassor
decided that they were finally secure fromthe possibility of a dark | ander
attack.

"Ssafe now," it said, to Hyry as well as its conpani ons.
"Ssl eep. "
"This isn't going to be easy," Hyry told it.

"W didn't have any chance to stockpile food and water while we were noving
so quickly through the forest. W'I|l starve or die of thirst |ong before we
get to the other side and we're surrounded by desperate drago mites

"Not be afraid,” it replied.
"Ssone dragonitess have Sserpent'ss blood. Dissasster makess ssem sshow it.”

Hyry wasn't at all sure that this judgnment was entirely reliable -and
neither, it seened, were Ssifuss and Ssunmssarum They did, however, |ay
thensel ves down to sleep, giving every indication that any and all other
questions could wait until they had fully recovered their strength and
composur e

Per haps because Hyry had lain so | ong unconscious after the fl ower worm stung
her, or perhaps because she had slept in brief 367
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snat ches whenever the

Serpents had stopped in the forest, she found it annoyingly difficult to

sl eep now, beneath the iridescent brilliance of the nyriad stars. She dozed

off several tines only to wake again; although she lost all track of tine she
never quite lost touch with the world. The stink of the hills was always in

her nostrils, and the silence seened oppressive after the ceasel ess rustlings
of the forest.

So deep was the silence, in fact, that every slight and nmonmentary sound

struck her ears like an alarm Tw ce she sat up and | ooked w |l dly about,

only to see a worker drago mte on a surprisingly distant ridge. She had

seen such creatures half a dozen tines in the forest, but always in retreat,
and the Serpents showed not the slightest fear of them She wondered whet her
the rum ours about Serpents having the ability to control drago mites m ght be
true.

Per haps, she thought, they had the power to secrete aromatic conpounds |ike
the one Aul akh Phar had, which acted as an ol factory instruction to drago
mtes to return to their nests.

The third time Hyry sat up, however, she was certain that the sound was
different, and close by, and threatening. She was right. Had the night been
cl oudy she mi ght not have been able to pick out the nmen who were skulking *in
the shadows, but the flane stars were wonderfully bright, and her eyes were
sharp. It was not a good night for a sneak attaci”.

Wthout a monment's hesitation she rolled over and began to shake Myssassor.
It awoke al nost i medi ately.

"Dar kl anders, " she said.

"They came over' yonder ridge not a minute ago. Five hundred nets away, at
the nost. | couldn't count them but it looks like a full war band Thirty,
maybe forty."

"Sshoul dn't do ssat," Mssassor said, in a peevish tone.

Hyry synpathised with its annoyance. She too would have | aid odds agai nst
the dark | anders conmng out of the forest. Their normal fear of drago nites
had obvi ously been eroded by their 'victories' in the forest and the sorry
state of the nounds.

Ssi fuss and the others were awake now, gathering up their neagre |uggage.
"I'"'mcertain that | can talk theminto going back now," Hyry said urgently.
"They won't hurt ne |I'msure of that."

"No/' said Mossassor determnedly.

"Musst cone."

Had it been human, she m ght have been pi g- headed about the 368
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matter and
i nsisted on exercising her own judgnent, but the fact that it was not hunman
sonmehow made it easier to defer to its conmand

Unfortunately, the way forward in the direction opposite to that from which

the dark | anders were coming was uphill, and they had to toil up a very
awkward sl ope. Before they reached the ridge that would hide themtheir
pursuers came over the rimof the shallow hill immediately behind them and

caught sight of them perhaps for the first tine in several days. They
responded to the sighting with an ebullient chorus of war-cries.

They can't stop me shouting, Hyry thought, and half turned to call out: "Go
back! You have no business here!"™ Their only response, alas, was an
increase in the fervour of the shouts with which they urged one another
forward

"Run!" Mbssassor urged, and Hyry knew that there was no alternative but to
obey. The dark |l anders m ght be even nore inclined nowto |oose off their
various weapons at the earliest possible opportunity, going for a quick kil
and yet another easy 'victory'.

The Serpents were strong and | ong-|egged, good runners even at the worst of
times, but they were not so speedy on uneven ground as they were on | eve
terrain. The weight of their tails, which kept them nicely bal anced while
they ran on Hat ground, seenmed to be an inconveni ence here, whether they were
headi ng up or down. They were awkward and ungainly, and they tended to skid
and slip on the oily patches which spotted and streaked the hills |ike some

| eprous infection. In the forest, Hyry had often found it hard to keep up
with the Serpents in their faster paces, but her booted feet found better
purchase here than their naked ones and her tailless body was far nore
adaptable to the task of scranbling up or half-sliding down precipitous

sl opes. Before they had travelled a thousand nets nearer six hundred as a
bird m ght have flown it was obvious that the agile dark | anders were gai ning.

A couple of arrows bounced at their heels. Hyry knew that it would need a
very lucky shot to prick one of them but the dark | anders nust have known
that even the slightest injury would deliver up a victimready for the

sl aughter.

"We're not your enem es!" she shouted back

"You have no reason to do this." She still felt stubbornly sure that if she
could only get themto listen she could nmake them understand that they were
maki ng a m stake, but they would nor reply to her.

369
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If only they would pause for just a nonment, she thought breathlessly.

Savages they m ght be but they're human, thinking beings who have no rea
reason for engaging in this nmad hunt.

It was all true. The violation of the dark |anders territory had not been a
real invasion; they had nothing at all to fear either fromdrago nites or
fromSerpents . . . but none of that seenmed to matter

The dark | anders |like the Serpents they were chasing, had been overtaken by
an acute sense of crisis and by the awareness of what they took to be onens
of the world's end. They, |ike Missassor, wanted to feel that they were
doi ng sonet hi ng, even though they had only the vaguest notion of what it was
that they ought to do. |If only they could be persuaded that the appropriate
thing was not to kill strangers on sight, but rather to join with themin a
quest for a nysterious and | ong-1ost garden .

VWhat am | doing here? Hyry thought. |If only Checuti had m ssed me on the
road, and | had joined forces with Fraxinus in Khalorn, as we had pl anned
where is he now, | wonder? Somewhere in the hills, making his patient

way across them wth everything around himunder his wi se and carefu
control

Then, while she was still taking sone satisfaction fromher superior agility
and the efficiency of her boots, she leapt on to a patch of decaying fungus
that was slicker and nore liquid than the rest, and skidded horribly. She
wind milled her arns, trying to stay on her feet, but it was no good. Had she
had a tail she m ght have reached out with it to nake a tripod, and thus
steadi ed herself, but she was only human. ' She fell, as heavily and as
awkwardly as nmere humans were ever wont to do, and found herself rolling

down. a slope, her head spinning literally and figuratively. Wen she cane
to rest she was supine, and felt that every bone and sinew in her body had
been wrenched and j ol t ed.

Mossassor was suddenly with her, reaching out to her. She knew that it was
al one, that its conpanions were far too wise to stop for her sake, but she
had no breath to screamat it to be gone, and she could only thrash about,
ungraciously and ungratefully, with her bruised arns. She was trying with
all her might to command the creature to go, and go with all possible haste,
but it didn't understand.

They won't hurt me! she thought defiantly, as the airway into 370
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her |ungs
opened with a horrid, agonising abruptness and |l et her breathe again. | can
handl e them No audi bl e words canme out of her gagging throat.

The starlit space above her seenmed to fill up with blurred shadows, |oom ng
fromevery possible direction, and it seenmed that her tear-filled eyes were
telling her that it was all over: that Mssassor was doomed and so was she.
But then she realised that no anount of blurring could turn those ni ghtmare
shapes into angry dark |landers and that what she was seeing was a host of
drago mtes which was welling up out of the ground to either side of the

pl ace where she lay. The huge creatures were scanpering past her on both
sides, the noise of their multitudi nous feet becom ng thunderous, as they
headed of f Mossassor's pursuers.

The dark | anders were shouting at one another again, but these shouts weren't
war-cries or exultant encouragenents these were screans of fear and how s of
angui sh.

By the time Hyry was able to sit up the drago mites had formed a protective
phal anx before and to either side of the place where she and Mdssassor were.
One glance was all it required to show her that there was nothing at al
accidental about their array. This was no nere coincidental confusion of
three independent groups. The drago mites had conme forth fromtheir
devastated nest purely and sinply for the purpose of screening a Serpent and
a human woman fromtheir foolish enenies

The drago mites were nostly workers, with only a handful of warriors anong
them but the dark |anders were in no mood to make nice distinctions. They
turned tail and fled, pausing only to launch a brace of badly flighted
javelins and that, Hyry felt sure, was only because the men carrying them had
been direly anxious to di semburden thenselves in order that they mght run
faster.

Sonet hing very strange is happening here, Hyry thought, as Mssassor rested a
reassuring hand on her shoulder. The whole world and the order of things
within it has been turned upside- down. | ama part of it, but | can't

under stand what's going on. Can anyone, | wonder |s there soneone,

somewhere -or perhaps sonething which is in control of all these mracles,

| ayi ng them out one by one like a logical train of thought, carrying us al
towards our nmgi cal destiny?

She wi shed that it might be so that there night be sonmeone in 37"
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charge of
this mad adventure who could and would see to it that the adventure came in
the end to a satisfactory conclusion . . . but she knew, in her heart,

that it was not so, and that whatever weird destiny had taken her in its
unkind grip was every bit as blind and hel pl ess as she was.

There was a human word for what was happeni ng, apparently but she had no idea
what it neant.

When she had breath enough, she | aughed.

Then the drago nmite workers turned around, to direct their huge and fully
open eyes at her or, to be strictly accurate, at Myssassor

"Not be afraid," Mssassor advised her, with an insistence that did not seem
entirely sincere.

"Iss good, thiss. |Iss very, very good."

She wondered if Ssifuss and Ssunssarum woul d agree, if and when they found
out what had happened in their wake.

37"
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7 jacom knew that he shoul d have been glad to be able to see the stars.

He shoul d have been able to rejoice in the fact that the cl ear skies had

gi ven the expedition a chance to nake better headway than it had during the
previous two nights. Unfortunately, he couldn't quite persuade hinmself to
see things that way. He couldn't shake off a dol orous awareness that every
ki mthat passed underfoot took himfurther away fromthe Iand of his birth,
further reducing his chances of ever seeing that |and again.

The Forest of Absolute N ght had been bad enough, with its perpetually eerie
light and its sly un earthliness but the Dragomite Hlls seened infinitely
worse. The | andscape seened to himto be the very essence of corruption: the
plain crunpled into a nightmarish ragbag of ups and downs, |avishly dressed
with putrefying slinme. He felt that he had been riding into the maw of death
for days on end, and had al nost reached his destination

Purkin, who was patrolling while Jacom and Herriman stood watch to the left
and right of the rear end of the colum, stopped beside him eyeing him
uncertainly. Jacom fearing that his state of m nd night be enbarrassingly
obvious, tried to pull hinself together

"No sign of any novenent, sergeant," he said.

"The good weat her doesn't seemto have brought the drago mtes out of their
burrows. "

"No sir," said Purkin dutifully. He renained where he was, as if he were
wai ting for something.

"I still don't know any nore than | did at nightfall," Jacomsaid petul antly.
"If anyone bothers to tell nme what's going on, |I'll pass the nessage on."

So far as he knew, Dhalla had concluded her secret conference with Ereleth
several hours ago, but ifEreleth had fornmed any plans 373
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she certainly
hadn” taken anyone el se into her confidence. Nor could he inmagine any kind
of plan which Ereleth nmight make.

"Thought that boy of yours m ght've heard sonething' nore, sir,
wonder ed al oud.

the sergeant

"He's asl eep," Jacom sai d.

"It's been a |l ong day."

"Some of the men think she m ght go into the nounds,'
hesitantly.

Purkin reported

"They figure she nmight think that 'cause the drago nite-taners were al
worren, and 'cause they killed all the nmen but not the princess, she and the
giant mght find a wel cone of sorts."”

"She's no coward," Jacom observed, 'but she'd want a better argunent than
that before walking into the drago nites den. Anyone would. "

"The men were wondering if... well, maybe the giant didn't just track the
worren. Maybe she caught up with them Talked to them"”

"I don't think so," Jacomsaid wearily.

"Nobody's said anything to ne about it. Al | knowis that the wonen who
took the princess met up with drago mites and the princess has been taken
into one of the nounds. What could there possibly be to add?"

"Well, sir,"” said Purkin tactfully, '"that's pretty nuch what we were
thinkin'. As far as the men can see, sir, the princess is either dead or as
good as. They thigk - and I"'minclined to agree, sir- that our |ast chance
of ever igettin' the princess back vani shed when she went into that nound.

"l see," Jacomsaid, and waited for the sergeant to go on
Purki n nodded his head, as though Jacom had agreed with him "It's |ike
this, sir," he went on, still trying-- not altogether successfully --to

enpl oy maxi mum t act .

"This Carus Fraxinus seens to us to be a decent sort. Good enpl oyer,

advent urous w t hout being' reckless, determ ned w thout being' stubborn. The
men feel, sir- neanin' no disrespect that as the princess is beyond our reach
now ... in any case, sir, they wouldn't feel right if they were to | eave
Fraxinus in the lurch, with himbeing" under strength an' all."

"Or to put it another way," Jacomsaid dully, 'they reckon the tinme has cone
for the final phase of the mass desertion. What you're trying to tell ne is
that you're no | onger nmenbers of the king's guard, and no | onger under ny
orders. From now on, you answer to Carus Fraxinus. I|I'mon ny own. "

374
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"Not on your own, exactly," Purkin hastened to reassure him "Just
well, sir, I"'mnot sayin' anyone else is takin' charge, but.

That's OK, " Jacomsaid, feeling that there was not the | east need for any
further beating about the bush

"Message understood. No problem

As of now, | resign ny comm ssion. As of now, you can stop calling ne sir.
Fromthis day forward, |I'mjust a comon or garden merchant-adventurer in
exile, just like everybody el se. One of the boys. "

He had not anticipated the relief he would feel when he said all that. Nor
had he anticipated the | ook of sheer amazenment which possessed Purkin's face.

"Sir . . . ?" Purkin said. He had nothing to add; he was at a loss for
words. He had expected a flam ng row, a fierce argunent or at the very |east
an ani mat ed di scussion. He had not expected neek surrender

I"ve nade a mess of it again! Jacomthought. Whatever | do, it's wong. |If
I"d tried to shout and bluster he'd have despised me for not being able to
see what's what. Because | didn't, he thinks I'"'ma coward. What in the
world am | supposed to say?

"You can call ne Jacomnow," he said aloud, determined that he must at |east
maintain a civilised front. He didn't bother to ask whether Purkin had a
first nane. Captain or not, he was still the son of a |anded gentleman. He
didn't suppose that Fraxi nus would pay hima hi gher wage than anyone el se the
mer chant had been scrupul ously even-handed with his generosity to date but
that didn't nean that he had to address his new fellows as if they were old
friends.

Xandrian propriety still meant something, even in the rotten heart of the
Dragonite Hills.

"Il tell the men it's sorted,"” Purkin said, refraining fromthe use of any
nane or title. As an afterthought he added: "Thanks." Then he marched off,
in properly mlitary fashion, along a trail that was already well worn

al though it took himw de of the area they had cl eared whil e maki ng canp.

The fungi which grew on the mounds were soft and flinmsy at the best of tines,
easily tranpled and crushed.

The di seased mul ch to which al nbst everything had now been reduced was easily
flattened out. The marks of Purkin's previous circuits stood out very
clearly in the sparkling starlight.

Jacomrel axed again. Once the bitterness occasi oned by Purkin's 375
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reaction to his capitulation had eased he was left with no particul ar sense
of loss or defeat. He had, after all, sinply acknow edged a truth which had
been manifest for some tine.

He | ooked up as he caught a slight sound fromthe slope which veered sharply
upwards sone ten or twelve nmets in front of him but he couldn't see anything
moving there. He turned his head slightly to concentrate all his attention
into his sense of hearing, but the constant murmur emanating fromthe canp
and fromthe place where the horses and donkeys were tethered made it

i mpossible to separate out the sound of anything which m ght be noving beyond
the brow of the nearest ridge.

There was a good deal of restlessness in the canp in spite of the | ateness of
the hour. No one should have been unready for sleep, given that they had
been on the nove for nearly twenty hours, with only a brief rest in the

m dday, but the ex-guardsnen nust have been waiting for Purkin to bring a
response to their cautious ultimatum and they were presunmably rejoicing in

t he good news.

Jacom wal ked forward a few nets, crossing the ragged |ine nmarked by Purkin's
footfalls. There was anple light to display the slopes which were in his
direct line of vision, but the undul ati ons of the nmounds were so sharp that a
hi dden arny coul d have been massing within half a kim He told hinself that
he was being oversensitive, but he felt the hairs on the back of his neck
prickling with growing alarm He felt certain that something was out there.

He touched his forehead reflexively, where he had anointed it with Phar's
magi ¢ sal ve to whose odour' the drago mtes were supposed to react by turning
tail. So far, 'he had no cause for conplaint against it, but how could he be
sure-that it was really the salve that was keeping the nonsters at bay?

A few thin clouds had drifted up fromthe western horizon to streak the star
scape with shadows, and the |ight suddenly seenmed far | ess than perfect. He
took another step forward, peering anxiously into the darkness. He drew his
sword, weighing it carefully in his hand, but he nmade no nove to raise the
al arm because he had no clear sensory evidence that anythi ng was w ong.

Then he saw t he shadows noving over the ridge: the shadows with eyes.

Their bodies hardly reflected the starlight at all, but their eyes 376
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wer e
moi st enough to gleam and the faint hint of |ight seened quite uncanny. For
a nmonent he had the illusion that the eyes were human eyes, no nore than half

a dozen paces away, but he knew that they were nmuch |arger and rmuch further
away. Unfortunately, they were conming closer all the tine.

There was not hing renmotely human about the shadow behind the eyes- and he
could now make out the insecrile pattern of their novement. He could even
see the huge jaws- huger by far than those of the ordinary drago nmites he had
grown well used to seeing on the slopes.

These were not workers, but the rarer creatures Koraism had pointed out to
himand called 'warriors'.

He opened his nouth, but as he was formulating his alarmcall it was
overtaken by another voice. Herriman, who was posted on the far side of the
encanpnent, yelled out a split second before him and quite took his breath
awnay.

Corruption and corrosion! he thought. The bastards are all around us!

The canp had come to life with a vengeance now as everyone reacted to the
alarm running this way and that to grab weapons and take up defensive
stations around the wagons and the rope encl osure where the anxi ous horses
were. Jacom wth his sword in his hand, began to wal k sl oWy backwards. He
dared not turn to run because that would have neant taking his eyes off the
shapes sil houetted against the stars, which were still increasing in nunber.
It sonehow seened that while he noved slowly and purposefully they noved
slowy, with equal care.

He realised that the warrior drago mites weren't charging. This was no
attack: they were sinply nmassing on the slope, making their presence felt but
keepi ng their distance.

It's Phar's magic salve!l he thought. It really works. They're not
att acki ng us.

He had backed up far enough by now to bunp into another nman, who reached out
a hand to steady him

"Careful, captain," a voice murnmured in his ear
"Look where you're going." It was Andris Myrasol

Jacom shook off the steadying hand. He was seized by a sudden perverse
conviction that all this was the fault of the big anber. |If he hadn't been
in the Wayfaring Tree that night when Herriman got hurt, none of this would
have happened. No sooner had he 377
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thought this than J*pmfelt ashaned of

the injustice of it, but he couldn't keep a certain churlishness out of his
tone as he said: "Not captain any nore, Prince Myrasol. Had they only cone
yesterday, | could have died an officer and a gentleman, but not now. That's
life, isn't it? First you |lose everything, then you die. The rot sets in
before you' re even born."

"We're not dead yet," the anber nuttered, his voice hardly above a whisper.
"They haven't conme to kill us. They've come to nove us on

They haven't quite got us where they want us yet. "

Jacomturned to | ook up at the big man's pal e face.

"What the filth are you tal king about?" he denanded, bitterly angry at the
thought that this nere vagabond m ght understand what was happening far
better than he did.

"I'"'mnot sure about the ones we saw further north," Mrasol said, 'but these
warriors have a guiding mind behind thema nind with plans and projects of
its omm. We're close to the Corridors of Power, where sonmething lives

still lives, | presunme, in spite of the thing that's laid waste to all of
this . . . which is nore than a nmere nob of unearthly insects. W have
sonething it wants, | think. | only wish | knew what, and what it will cost

us to deliver it. "

"You're mad," Jacom opi ned, wondering why he had such an ingrai ned habit of
saying things he didn't nean

"Maybe, " Myraso! conceded.

"But it seens to ne that they're sane enough, and they seemto think we need
an escort, to nake sure that we go exactly where they intend us'to go. You
m ght as well sheath that sword, captain it's about as much use agai nst that
| ot as a sew ng-needle."

How can he take it all so calnmy? Jacom wondered. Maybe he thinks he's as
good as dead already, with Ffreleth's worm eati ng himaway inside hut he's no
worse off than the rest of us. W're all as good as dead. |'ve been as good
as dead since . He let goof the unhel pful train of thought, and concentrated
on the huge noi st eyes of the drago mite warriors, which were glimering
faintly in the light of the sea of stars.

"According to Aul akh Phar," he said, keeping his voice absolutely |evel and
calm as the lore | ess code of heroi smsonmehow seenmed to require, 'they're
all female. Did you knowthat? Al fenmale, all sterile. He thinks each
mound has its own gigantic 378
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queen, buried deep beneath the surface, but
no one's ever seen one and returned to tell the tale. No one knows for sure.

"Maybe this is our chance to find out,"” Myrasol said drily, reaching out with
one of his absurdly long arns to take his scrawny cousin by the shoul ders,
and draw her into his protective clasp.

"Rat her you than ne," Jacomriposted, confident that he could maintain the
tone for as |ong as appearances denmanded it.

"If it's all the sane to you, Prince Mapnaker, |'Il just help to nmind the
horses. After all, I'"'mnot an officer any nore. Fromnow on, | can skulk in
the rear with everybody el se, as safe as safe can be."

Unfortunately, he knew only too well that, in the present circunstances, as
safe as safe can be, wasn't very safe at all.

379
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<78 lucrezia was certain, afterwards, that she had never truly | ost

consci ousness, but that thought and sensation had somehow been suspended for
a while in a tinmeless void, never allowed to | apse or even to relax. The

i mmge of the drago mite eyes remained with and within her throughout that
phase of her existence, as if some vast supernatural being were hol ding her
beneath its external gaze, forbidding any kind of escape.

She thought at first, when time began again, that she would soon recover

hersel f conpletely, but that was an illusion. The bal ance of her nind
remai ned horribly awkward for a further and nmuch | onger interval, while
paral ysis still held linmted sway over her linbs. She was not incapable -of

movenent, but her body felt so heavy that the greatest force she could exert
was hardly able to twitch a finger or a toe. This, second phase of her
captivity was worse than the first.

' She was aware of a long journey through the Forest of Absolute N ght, and
the green fringe-forest, and a further trek across the ni ghtmarish sl opes of
the Dragomte Hills, but her perception of these surroundi ngs was oddly
distorted. 1In the-peculiar existential state in which she found herself it
seened that one inpression did not have to be tidied out of the way into the
storeroom of nmenory before another could take its place; the inmges

overl apped and overl aid one another, becom ng facets of sonme nonstrously
conplicated and ever-growi ng crystal, building into a vast confusion in which
daylight and starlight, darkness and purple radi ance, |eaf-nould and green
grass, greasy nud and clear water, gnarled tw gs and bul bous death caps the
slitted eyes of drago mites and the tiny eyes of nound nen the stink of
horse-sweat and the stal eness of spore-laden air, up and down, inside and
out, everything and nothing were all woven together into a horrid chaotic
vort ex.

3 So
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Wil e this accumul ati on occurred she coul d neither speak nor nove nor
weep, but she was capable of a kind of self-sensation and a kind of enotion,
whose produce likewise built in a sort of nad crescendo, in which terror and
horror, nortal dread and panic forned a great web of sublinme anxiety.

Her awakening fromthis phase of the experience was nore ordinary, because it
brought her back to what she thought of as a normal state of being. It was
no surprise, though, to find that she felt desperately and overwhel ni ngly
tired. Returned though she was to the possibility of commonpl ace t hought and
speech, the only desire of which she was i medi ately capable was the desire
to leave it again, in order to enjoy a nore natural kind of absence: to

sl eep, and thus, authentically, to rest. For this reason alone she had to
face a third and final awakening, which was al nost a rebirth.

After this third awakeni ng she renenbered that she had spoken, briefly, and
had heard words spoken to her, but that it had been too dark to see where she
was or who had been with her. She had taken food and water, too, but the
taste of themwas quite gone. |f she had dreaned while she was asl eep she
had forgotten her dreans utterly but she had not forgotten that awesone
never - endi ng nonent in which she had been trapped when the drago mte stung
her, nor that frightful crescendo which had foll owed her partial recovery
fromthe effects of the sting, when she nust have been drugged repeatedly to
keep her docile. Her nenory of all this was peculiar in the extrene, for she
had no sensible way to accommpdate it within the famliar narrative that she
had so far made of her life, but it was all there.

That, she thought wonderingly, when she had the |eisure to do so, was the
true gateway to adventure, the threshol d decisively separating nmy old life
fromthe new | amfree at last to go beyond the horizons of ordinary
experience, to venture into uninmagined real ns, to discover the unexpected.
This is what | have al ways sought, under the spur of ny Serpent's blood; this
is what | have always |longed for w thout knowing what it was | needed. This
is the prize, the treasure, the sacred gift which was required to nake ne
conplete. What now? How does it begin?

She opened her eyes and | ooked around.

She was in a dimMy lit chanber whose ceiling, floor and walls were al
snmoot hly curved. The |ight, though wan, was very white ? 8i
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and it shone,

al beijt~unevenly, fromevery visible surface. The nottled walls were covered
in the fungus which the warrior wonen had carried in their lanps; this was
its natural habitat. The air was very warmand hunid; it was alnost as if
the walls were sweating and the corridors breathing.

The three human figures which | oomed over her, peering down at her curled up
and recunbent form appeared at first to be less than solid. It was as if
they were shadows detached fromthe fleshy fornms which once had cast them but
that was merely an optical illusion.

As her eyes adjusted to the strange |light she was able to nake out their
features, and realised that they did indeed have real substance. They were
very real, very ordinary people.

One of themwas Junme Metra; the other two were differently dressed, snaller
in build and less stiff in their posture. Lucrezia guessed that these were
humans of a different caste: workers, not warriors.

As she becane accustoned to the glowing walls she saw that the chanber she
was in had not a single corner anywhere; all its angles were rounded. Three
passages led away fromit, but none of themwas in the sane plane as the

hol | owed-out 'floor' on which she lay. The floor was not entirely bare, but
such patchy light as it enitted was nmostly obscured by numerous untidy heaps
of arrmour and piles of indeternminate debris. Inhere was no furniture of any
ki nd.

If these were the | egendary Corridors of Power, Lucrezia thought, they hardly
warranted such a dignified nane. She was determ ned that she nmust not be
afraid, even though she knew that she was in the secret depths of a drago
mte nest.

"Can you speak?" asked Metra, not ungemy.

"l can," she answered. Metra hel ped her stand, but she shook off the
assi stant arm as soon as she could. Her |inbs ached, but she reni nded
hersel f that she was a princess, and an anbassador of Xandria. She nust
display all the fortitude she coul d.

The cl othes she stood in were those she had been wearing when she had been
captured. They were disgustingly filthy. She was glad to discover, though,
that she still had her belt and pouches. Her secret arnoury was safe. Her
head spun and her enpty stonmach bewailed its condition in waves of

par adoxi cal nausea, but she ignored all that.

She stood straight, so that she could | ook Jume Metra in the eye, and said
"What now?"

382

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (386 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:22 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

She had to inagine the warrior wonan's grudgi ng adnmiration; Metra's
doggedl y i nexpressive features gave no sign of it. The warrior pointed to
one of the shadowy pil es.

"The packs we took fromyour horses are there," she said.

"Dress yourself in clean clothes.™

"l need cold water to drink and warmwater to wash in," Lucrezia said, 'and

food to eat. Howlong is it since | was stung? "

Metra made a brusque sign to her two conpani ons, who must have been standing
by in expectation of such requests; neither had to take nore than half a
dozen steps. One fetched a broad bow, the other a drinking-flask and a
plate. The water in the bow was barely | ukewarm the drinking-flask
contained a liquid as syrupy in viscosity as it was in taste; the stuff on
the plate wasn't bread.

Metra turned on her heel and left. The other wonen stayed to help as Lucezia
peel ed off her dirty clothes. Lucrezia had to accept the hel p which they
of fered; she barely had the strength to sort through the packs.

It was one of the workers who said: "Thirteen days have passed since they
found you in the forest. The warriors brought you as speedily as they coul d.
There isn't much tine. W nust quit the nest, and soon."

Lucrezi a peered at the worman wonderingly, w shing that she could see her nore
clearly.

"You' re human," she said, as if it were a nmarvel
"You speak as a human addressing a fellow human."
"Don't be afraid," the second worker said.

"W nean you no harm"

Lucrezi a touched the wound at her neck, where the drago nmite had stabbed her
It was alnost healed. It wasn't unduly sensitive to her touch, but she
could feel a scar.

"What was that thing which stung me?" she asked.
"It wasn't a warrior or a worker?"
"It was a drone,"” the first worker told her

"I't was in command of the warriors,'
guess as a question

Lucrezia said, carefully not fram ng the

"I't was the drone, not the warriors, who decided that | should be brought
here." 1n the neantine, she rummged in the packs which had been taken from
Hyry Keshvara's donkeys, searching for sonmething to wear which would not | ook
too absurd. Hyry Keshvara had owned no cl ot hes 383
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that were suitablerpr a
princess to wear when confronting a queen, nor was there anything in her
| uggage which qualified as a good fit.

"Drones are subject to the queen," the second worker said.

"We are all the children of the queen. W are all of one mind here."

Lucrezia hesitated briefly over the choice, but there was little scope for

i ndeci sion. Gven that she had no alternative but to seem austere, she

el ected to be unconprom sing about it. She picked out Hyry's plainest shirt
and a severely functional but |loosely fitting jacket to wear over it. She
could only find one skirt, and that was too long, but it offered a better
option than trousers whose | egs woul d be too | ong.

"Wbul d that be the nound-queen?' she asked, trying to recall exactly
what Jume Metra had said to her in the forest.

"Or do you nean the drago mte queen?”
"W are all of one mind here,” the worker repeated.
"The nmound-queen is the voice of the drago mte queen."

Was that what Metra had said? Lucrezia struggled to renenber, w shing that
the sin of forgetful ness were not so very easy to comit. She transferred

her belt, with all its accoutrenents, and the few ornanents she had been
wearing. She had managed to wash the worst of the dirt out of her hair with
the sane soap she had used on her body, but it was still in poor condition

and there was no way to dry it, so she tied it back.

"Al'l right," she said, when she felt that she was as presentable as she could
be, in the circumstances.

"I"'mready. \What now?"

"Cone this way," the second worker said.

"Don't be afraid. The queen will explain everything."
Lucrezia didn't bother to ask which queen they were tal king about.

After all, everyone was all of one mnd here. The voice of one, it seened,
was the voice of all. And yet, they were human- even Junme Metra, who
evidently believed that the status of warrior excused every discourtesy. M
father's mnisters always said that the gane of diplonacy was difficult, she
rem nded herself. She tried not to think too hard about where she was and
what her chances were of ever seeing the sky again. She had been told not to
be afraid, and she was doing her best to take the advice.

The journey to the nound-queen's throne roomwas a short one- no nore than
two hundred steps, although the route was full 384

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (388 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:22 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

of twi sts and turns.

They had brought her to the very threshold of her destination. That was
conveni ent, given that she ached so badly in every linb, but she didn't doubt
that they had done it to save the queen's inpatience rather than for her
benefit.

The workers led her into a nuch | arger chanber than the one where she had
awakened. Now that her eyes had grown nore accustoned to the peculiar |ight
the space seened rather dimy lit, because its glowi ng ceiling was so high
and the light of its walls was interrupted by a crowd of onl ookers. Metra
was there, and a dozen other warriors. The workers who had brought her
pushed her forward, but they stepped back to join the warriors by the wall.

The nound-queen had a throne of sorts. It was by no neans as grand as the
monarch of Xandria's cerenopnial seat but it was the only chair in the
chanber, just as Belin's was, and it too was raised upon a dais so that its
seat ed occupant could | ook down upon the heads of her standing subjects.

Li ke Belin, the queen nade up for the ordinariness of her features with the

ornanentati on of her dress; she wore a helnet, |ike Metra's, but nuch nore
so: a surreal inpression of a drago nmite head, with 'antennae' and pal ps Her
court, like Belin's, included the un human as well as the human, but where

the Xandri an ki ng had guardi an gi ants the nobund-queen had drago nmites two of
them both of the sane relatively small and deceptively nmeek kind as the one
whi ch had stung her. They were standing on their four hind legs to either
side of the throne, with their heads rai sed high above the queen's.

The queen was very fat. It was inpossible to tell how old she might be, but
she wasn't young. She was gol den, but very pale. Her throne and its
supportive dais seened to be growi ng out of the floor of the chanber and she
sonmehow gave the inpression of growing out of the throne: it was as if the
whol e ensenbl e were sonme kind of weird unearthly excrescence.

Lucrezi a was decidedly unsettled by the sight of the nound- queen, even
though there were so many simlarities between this occasion and her

audi ences with her father that she felt she ought to have been able to | augh.
It woul d have been easy enough to see this display as an exercise in tawdry
and ineffectual inmtation, if only the two patient drago nmites had not been
there, with their 'hands' pressed together. She wondered whether one of them
was 385
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the one which had® stung her and if so, which. They seened

absolutely identical, mrror-inages of one another. Their presence here,
whet her domi nant or subordinate, inplied that the nound- queen did indeed
have real power, of a kind which even Belin of Xandria could not command.

"Your name is Lucrezia," the mound-queen said, w thout undue cerenony.

"You are fromthe place called Xandria, in the far north.

Are you hi gh-born anbng your peopl e?
"Yes | am" Lucrezia answered warily.

"You were a prisoner of the river nmen. Qur warriors rescued you."

"Did they rescue ne? the princess answered, trying not to sound accusi ng.

"It seemed to ne that they nerely took possession of ne.

The Ebl ans woul dn't have hurt ne.

"Per haps you do not understand what manner of men the river people are," the
queen said sharply, leaning forward slightly. "Perhaps they told you that
they live in cities, and cold you that they were civilised. They are
savages, who hate all other human beings. They fight incessantly among

t hensel ves, and they kill drago mites whenever they see them They kill us
whenever they see us if they can. They attacked our workers when they passed
by our nound. It seens that the pale people who live in the purple forest
are no different." | And what of your own warriors? Lucrezia thought. Al

I have seen of their conduct has been naked brutality.

"The river people told me that their intentions were peaceful," she said

al oud.

"They too were nortally afraid of the forest people, but they declared

t hensel ves anxious to nmake friendly contact with Xandria. The dark | anders
are usual |y peaceful coo but they're nortally afraid of drago mtes and when
they saw that your people were allied with drago mite invaders they couldn't
hel p junping to the conclusion that they were being threatened by strange
enem es. Had your em ssaries approached them nore carefully they'd have been
made wel come." She was not certain that this was true, but it seened the
nost diplomatic line to foll ow.

The nound- queen was uninterested in open debate.
"How many queens has Xandria?" she asked abruptly.

"By tradition," Lucrezia answered, 'thirry-and-one. But that |eaves out of
account the petty queens of the Thousand Isles. "

386
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"The Corridors of Power," the npbund-queen said, 'had eighty

si ster-queens, and every queen had a hundred thousand daughters and nore.
Every worker and every warrior in the quiet nests had a mllion sisters to
share her quietness. "

Lucrezi a noted her use of the past tense, but thought it best to make no
direct comment on it.

"Your daughters and your sisters have suffered dire misfortune," she observed.

"It gives me no pleasure to learn of it, | assure you. |'mnot your eneny."

"W have many enenies," the queen said, 'but we do not count you one of them
You shall help us. You shall be one of us. Perhaps you shall be our
sal vation. "

Lucrezi a woul d have been happi er had these observations been phrased as
questions rather than as statenents, but she didn't feel that the tinme was
ripe for contradiction.

"How might | do that?" she asked.

"W have not forgotten Xandria," the nound-queen said.

"We know that there is a |l and beyond the forest a good |land, flat and enpty.
The plague fromthe south has destroyed everything, and the Corridors of
Power are all but enpty. Nest-wars have reduced our strength, but there are
nests in the north which still have far nore warriors than they can feed.
They cannot go into the forest, so they will cone south. What little renmains
they will claim and we can no longer resist them But we renenber Xandria,
and we understand what the blind queens cannot. W understand that the
forest is a barrier and not a boundary, and that safety lies on its further
side. W are not blind; we can see the way to a new begi nning. Wen you are
one with us you shall guide us to Xandria, where the hills shall rise again
fromthe enpty plain, and the Corridors of Power shall be renewed."

"The plains north of the forest aren't enpty," Lucrezia said, fighting to
remai n cal m al t hough she understood perfectly well what the nmound-queen was
saying to her.

"People live there as many as the |l and can accomodate. |'m not sure that
you understand what | meant when | said that Xandria has thirty-and-one
queens. It has only one king, but he is the ruler of five mllion people.

The cities of the north are metal-rich and they have huge armes. You can't
just march through the forest and start erecting drago mte nounds on the
northern plain. The people whose land you try to take will resist you and
their nei ghbours won't be slowto help."

37

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (391 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:22 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

"You shall speak for us," the nound-queen said.

"W shall not come as invaders, but as guests. W shall not cone as enenies,
but as friends."

/1 won't be easy to persuade the people ofKhalorn to see things that way,
Lucrezia thought sourly. It would be no less difficult to stand before
Belin's throne to tell himthat he nust welcome drago mites into his realm
than it is to stand here to tell you that he will not.

"You woul d be better to go south," she said.

"The pl ague cane fromthe south,” the nound-queen replied. "There are huge
mar shl ands there, which are difficult to cross.”

"Xandria will not wel cone you, nmmjesty," Lucrezia said, feeling that she had
little alternative but to make that clear

"If you need a new honme, you had better look to the south. |f the plague is
i ke the epidem cs which sonetines sweep through the nations of the north, it
may well be safer to go where it has already done its worst and passed by
than to flee before it. Wether or not the forest can serve as a barrier,
there is a danger that you will carry its seeds with you to the northern

| ands. "

"You shall be our guide," the nound-queen told her stubbornly. "W shal
have horses and donkeys, and two carts. Your sisters will also be united
with us. There \f, little tine. You shall be a queen in your own |and,
daughter." , There was a noment when Lucrezia couldn't quite work this out,
al t hough she was quite certain that she didn't want to be one of the
mound-worren, even if it meant becoming a queen. It was the second sentence
whi ch puzzl ed her.

"What carts?" she asked guardedly.
"l had only horses and donkeys when your warriors captured nme."

"W shall have many nore," the nound-queen sai d.

"The greater nunber of the drones nmust be elimnated, but there are three of
your sisters nunbered in the conpany, now that the giant has rejoined them"

Lucrezia was still confused.
"Dhal | a?" she said uncertainly.

"Has Dhalla cone searching for ne? She's with Fraxinus, isn't she? You're
tal ki ng about Fraxinus's caravan. You're going to kill themall! You
mustn't do that!"

"Not all," the mound-queen said serenely.

"Your sisters shall be one with us, and shall keep two drones, as custom
permts."

388
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"No!" Lucrezia objected.

"You nmustn't do that. It's a terrible mstake. |f you need hel p and
believe you do you nmustn't kill Fraxinus and his nen. They're the only ones
really capabl e of hel ping you. |f you make ne one of you whatever that m ght
mean- |'1l cease to be of any use to you. You're going about this entirely
the wong way. |If you want help, you must cone to us as one human to
another, to make a proper alliance. You can't just take us over. You can't
just absorb us into the nest. |If you do that, you're dooned.

Bel i eve nme- | know what's north of the forest, and you don't. |'mthe one
who understands this situation, not you. |If you try to go north, whether you
have horses and wagons or not, you'll have to run the gauntlet of the drago

mte nests which you seemto count as enem es, then the dark |anders and then
the arned m ght of Xandri a.

You'll all die every last one of you. You need Carus Fraxinus, and Aul akh
Phar. You need their know edge, their understanding. They'|l be nore use to
you than | am |If you stick to the path you' ve chosen, you're finished. You
have to think in a different way now a new way. Don't kill the people in
the caravan- join forces with themn

Accept them as friends.

The nound- queen paused for thought. It was the first sign she had given that
this really was a conversation, an exchange of i deas.

After alittle while she said: "There are forest nen with them men who hate
and fear us, by your own admission. Men who would try to kill us on sight."

"They never knew that it was possible for men and drago nmites to live
har moni ously together," Lucrezia said swiftly.

"Now that they know it, their attitude m ght change- but only if you wll
condescend to neet themface to face and prove to themthat their fears are
groundl ess.” Except, of course, she renminded herself, that their fears
aren't groundless at all, given your present intentions.

The ol d woman sl unped, relaxing into the frame of her tawdry throne.

It seemed to shift slightly around her, welcom ng her awkward bulk into its
conforting enbrace. There was a specul ative gleamin the nound-queen's eye,
but there was a cold smile playing about her |ips which Lucrezia did not |ike
at all. It was altogether too human for her liking. Wen Belin wre a smle
like that, it boded ill for whoever happened to be in his thoughts.

"Don't act hastily, | beg of you," Lucrezia said.

"We nust talk at 389
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| ength. You must understand what the world beyond the
hills is like, for | fear that although you renmenber Xandria you have
forgotten far too nuch."

"There is no time," the nound-queen said.

"You nmust make tine," Lucrezia insisted.

"I will tell you everything | can, but there are people with those wagons far
wiser than |, far better able to help you than I. Go to them | beg you.
Hear what they have to say."

"W cannot do that," the nound-queen said.
"They would have to cone here. Do you think they would do that, wllingly?"

"Yes | do," Lucrezia said quickly knowing that it might prove to be a
reckl ess prom se

"If you ask themin the right way, they will come. |If you will let me go to
them 1 can bring themhere. Let nme do that, | beg you."

The nound- queen seened to be giving this due consideration, but after thirty
seconds or so had passed she shook her head.

"W woul d prefer to send our own anbassadors," she said, 'but we thank you
for your counsel. W shall talk at greater length. There is nore we need to
know before we act. "

Lucrezia breathed a deep sigh of relief, although she knew that the victory
she had won was a snmall one. The queen signalled to Jume Metra as she spoke
a casual, cursory signal which presumably confirned an instruction given |ong
before. Metra stepped forward and took the princess's arm Lucrezia | ooked
up at the faces of the drago mites which flanked the throne at their huge,
staring eyes.

Their steady gaze stirred uct a horrid nenory, and nade her shiver

These creatures may < seem human, she thought, but they |ive anpong drago
mtes and | still cannot tell for sure whether they are nasters, servants or
equal partners. Have | said and prom sed far too rmuch?

She could not tell.
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9 the hue and cry which had spread through the canp like wildfire was

slow to die down, although the drago mite warriors kept their distance.

Carus Fraxinus was quick to get the colum under way again, but no one was
surprised when the warriors began to nmove with it, matching its pace. Jacom
qui ckly cane to the conclusion that Andris Myrasol had been right, and that
they were in fact being herded. He rode to the big wagon to suggest to
Fraxinus that it might be better not to yield to such pressure.

"What do you suggest we do, captain?' Fraxinus retorted, obviously having
given the matter nuch thought.

"Have you counted then? Have you assessed the strength of those jaws? Would
you rat her be obstinate and chall enge themto attack us, even though we have
not the slightest desire to stay where we are? |If we have to fight, let's do
it when they try to bar our way and hold us back. W night stand a sl ender
chance of breaking through their Iine and running southwards with all the
speed we can nuster; we stand none at all in a pitched battle."

It was all true, and Jacomdidn't try to argue. He dropped back, and took
care to study the shadowy forms which prow ed around and behind them It was
obvious that they would be difficult to repel if they chose to attack. A
line of cavalry bristling with half- pikes used as |ances m ght cause them
sonme confusion, but if it came to a charge the drago mtes would surely burst
through. Men with spears and swords fighting fromthe wagons might inflict a
good deal of dammge on warriors swarmning around them but they couldn't hold
out for |ong.

Fraxi nus was right the only chance the nenbers of the expedition had of
escaping the drago mtes now that they were so close was to ride like the
wi nd, and not stop until their pursuers 39i

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stableford%20-%20Serpents%20Blood. TXT (395 of 495) [11/1/2004 12:26:22 AM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/Brian%20Stabl ef ord%20-%20Serpents¥20Blood. TX T

were far behind. That woul d

mean abandoni ng t he wagons, and the donkeys, and alnobst all of their
supplies. Those who escaped- and not everyone woul d- woul d be left with what
they could carry, and nothing nore.

No one prom sed himanything better, Jacomthought. He learned that it m ght
be possible to cross these hills, but no one guaranteed that he woul dn't neet
drago mtes or that he could walk his carts and a donkey-train across as
though it were a well- worn highway. But he could take little or no pl easure
in the thought that Fraxinus, |ike Jacomand Checuti and Princess Lucrezia,
had bitten off nore than he could chew

It was oddly conforting to know that he was no |onger entitled or expected to
shout orders to his nmen. They had changed all egi ance, and nust | ook to
soneone el se for guidance now. His only responsibility was to hinself.

G ven that his was one of the better horses, and that he had very little in
the way of |uggage except for his sword, he would be as well placed as anyone
if and when the time cane to nmake a bolt for it. There would be no reason
for himto waste a single backward glance . . . except, of course, that
poor Koraism had only sat on a horse three or four tines since Jacom had
undertaken to teach himto ride, and might be easy prey for those nassive

j aws.

The caravan noved on, and' the drago mites foll owed. Another horse fell into
step with his own and he | ooked around. His mouth curled into a reflexive
sneer as he saw that it was Checuti. Andris Myrasol and Merel Zabio were

cl ose behind himclose enough to hear anything that was said.

"I ask you again to make a truce with us," Checuti said.

"Surely this is a common eneny fearsone enough to make us allies.”
"What point would there be in that?" Jacom answered.

"Have you not heard? The guard is disbanded, and we're all equals in the
face of disaster. |If they attack, it'll be every man for hinself."

"If you think like that we're lost," Checuti answered.
"Qur only chance is to work together, to fornulate a plan."
"A plan!" Jacom | aughed deri sively.

"I think they can be disabled," Myrasol said, speaking loudly to nmake sure
that he coul d be heard.

"The problemis, it requires a simultaneous attack fromtwo sides. They can
only turn their heads one way at a tine. |If one man draws their attention,
anot her 392
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can get in close enough to hurt them They're heavily arnoured

about the head and neck, but their legs are jointed awkwardly. They can
stand on the back four and rear up, but if their hindnost [egs are crippled
they're in trouble. The horses can out nanoeuvre them but only if we fight
intight-knit groups. |It's our only chance. There's no point in waiting for
themto attack- we have to carry the fight to them and soon."

"What does Fraxinus say?" Jacom asked.
Checuti | eaned over, to speak nore confidentially.
"Fraxi nus be dammed," he sai d.

"There's only a dozen nen who count in that kind of fight. What do Captain
Cerri and his sergeant say?"

"I can't speak for Purkin and his nen,
very faintly.

Jacomreplied, stressing the word his

"But Jacom Cerri says that he's not about to take orders froma thief and a
vagabond prince."

Checuti scow ed before turning in the saddle to | ook back at his conpanions.
He shrugged his shoulders, as if to say / tried.

"No one's trying to give you orders, captain," the anber called out

i npatiently.

"We're just trying to save your rotten life, and ours with it. Look up
there, man that's death stalking us! It's tine to put your resentnents
aside, no matter what burden they've built up to."

Jacom had an unconfortable feeling that the anber was right. He wi shed that
he'd been the one to think of a plan- however hazardous or optimstic- so
that he could have gone to them and demanded that they subnmit to his
command. He couldn't turn around now, having |ost everything he ever had or
desired, to join forces with petty thieves. It was too nuch to ask of any
man- even a man who rode in the shadow of unearthly death.

"Go nake your peace with Purkin," he said bitterly- feeling unconfortably
like a fool

"Make your plans with a man of your own kind."

Checuti and his conpanions fell back. The drago nites marched on, |ike
sol diers on parade-drill. That was exactly what they were, Jacomrealised
They were in strict mlitary formation, awaiting orders but from whon?

Phar's salve mght still keep us safe, Jacomthought, clutching at straws.
Per haps they can't cone any closer than they are while we're wearing Phar's
sal ve.

The bi g wagon, which was | eading the colum, ground to a halt.
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Jacomwas still so close behind it that the nmonmentum of his horse

carried himpast it, and he had to rein in sharply. So did Kim who had
been riding on the far side of the wagon. The second wagon stopped in its
turn. So did the drago nites Six human figures stood in the path of the
columm, less than thirty nets away. They wore no arnour and carried no
weapons, but Jacomwas nore inclined to take that as an insult than a
reassurance. So far as could be judged fromtheir beardl ess faces they were
al |l wonen.

"The warriors will not attack you," one of the wonmen called out. "W nean
you no harm?"

Wiy, then, are the warriors here at all? Jacomthought but he said nothing.
He | ooked around at Fraxinus, who was standing up on the bench in front of
the wagon. Ereleth had clinbed out to stand beside him

"W are not here to fight," said the drago nite-wonan.

"W too are warriors, but we come unarned, as a token of good faith. The
mound- queen would like to talk with you. There are matters of inportance to
be decided, and tine is short."

Jacom was surprised but only nmonentarily when the reply that canme swiftly
back was: "My nane is Ereleth, queen of Xandria." Wen he turned round he
could see the frown on Fraxinus's face, but it was plain enough that the
trader had been preenpted, and dared not begin an argunment now as to who
m ght have the right to speak for the conpany.

The nound-wonman, after a nonent's hesitation, said: "W greet you, queen of
Xandria. WIIl you come to neet' our own queen?"

"Your queen would be very wel come to come to us,’
abundance of fal se courtesy.

Ereleth replied, with an

"We woul d be honoured to receive her, and to talk with her."

"That is inpossible," the other replied flatly.

"W beg you to cone into the Corridors of Power. No harmwill befall you
there, so long as the drago nmite queen maintains her reign. W prom se you
t hat .

Since you are a queen, you may bring as many daughters as you w sh, and your
two drones. W pronise you safe conduct, but you nust cone with us now.
Time is pressing. "

Indeed it is, Jacomthought. The end of the world is nigh | can believe it
now.

"I's Princess Lucrezia in your care?" FEreleth asked.
"I's she safe and wel | ?"

394
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"One called Lucrezia is with the queen,"” the nound-wonan replied curtly.

"She is safe. You will see her, if you come. The queen wll hear what you
have to say."

"Very kind of her," nmuttered a female voice froma position close behind
Jacom Merel Zabio, her cousin and Checuti had all noved up to his shoul der
agai n.

"l shall be honoured and delighted to pay our respects to your queen," said
Ereleth silkily. She nust have known that she had little enough choice in
the matter, having decided to appoint herself spokesworman and decl are hersel f
a queen.

"I shall bring but one sister, and two drones."

"What's a drone?" Merel asked. The question was addressed to Myrasol, but
Jacom was too quick for him

"Drones are their males,"” he said.

"As in a beehive, they presumably keep a few for breedi ng purposes. She
means that she'll take Dhalla and two nen with her."

"Chaos and corruption!™ Mrasol murnured. The vehenence of the curse
surprised Jacomfor a nonent, until he realised the way the anber's train of
t hought nust be running. The next thing the big man said was: "You're not
comng. Even if Ereleth asks you- even if she tries to order you- you're not
comng." He was speaking to his cousin.

"Where you go," Mere! Zabio pronptly replied,
"I go. Who else is going to |look after you in there?"

It must be a good feeling, Jacomthought, to have a |over as brave and as
determned as that. He presunmed that Myrasol thought the sane, although
propriety naturally demanded an ungraci ous and ungrateful response to any
such reckl ess offer

"Andris Myrasol!" FEreleth called out.

"Checuti! To nme, now.

How ironic it is, Jacomthought, that although she really is the queen

of Xandria, there are only tiro drones in the entire conpany who 'd answer to
her command and certainly not out of loyalty. He noticed that she had not
called out for Merel Zabio - but that Merel went along with Andris anyhow.
He wonder ed whet her the queen might order her away again, given that she
could hardly reckon her a good ally, but Ereleth said nothing. Perhaps she
didn't care to reveal to the waiting warrior-wonen that her authority was so
fragile.

Jacom studi ed the huge head of the drago mite warrior which 395
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st ood

al ongside his station, twenty nets away. He inagined thrusting with his
sword at the nonstrous eyes, wondering if the creature could use its

whi p-1i ke antennae to parry or whether it would have to nmeet a blade with its
heavy jaw. Surely the jaw could not nove as quickly as a trained fencer but
would it have to, since it seened so nassively solid? |If the nonster reared
up, it could Iift its eye beyond the reach of a sword-thrust. Wuld the part
of its underbelly thus exposed be vulnerable to a steel blade, or would the
poi nt sinmply bounce off? The |egs nust be vulnerable, if only at the joints
but how many woul d have to be crippled before the creature lost nobility, and
what woul d happen to a man who got cl ose enough and stayed cl ose enough to
deliver nore than one disabling bl ow?

The great head moved forward very slightly while he watched, as though
noddi ng i n cont enpt uous acknow edgenment of his speculative stare. A man
couldn't win such a contest, Jacom decided. Two men m ght stand a reasonabl e
chance of hurting a single drago mte warrior, if they worked together as
Myrasol had suggested, but the odds would still be stacked against themif
the warriors attacked in force. How badly had the drago mites and their
human allies suffered, he wondered, as a result of the blight? M ght they be
so reduced in strength that they dared not risk the loss of a single warrior?

Whi | e these thoughts were going through his head, Jacom had urged his horse

forward a step or two, without quite realising why. It was as nuch of a
surprise to himas it nust have been to Myrasol and Checuti when he heard
hinsel f say: "Wait! 1'Il go with you. Let Myrasol and his cousin stay
behi nd. "

He coul d imagine that every pair of eyes in that columm nust have turned on
hi mthen, but he could only see Ereleth's, and her expressi on was thunderous.
She didn't want the nound-wonen to think that her authority could be
chal l enged, and she didn't want himto think it either. For a monment, he

t hought she was going to say no but then she snil ed.

"Thank you, captain," she said.

"But I'Il take Myrasol with you, if you don't mnd and his little cousin too.
We have to keep up appearances, don't we?" She gave himno tinme to say
anything in response before continuing.

"Never fear, Checuti. We'Il return |long before the worm s hungry daughters
begin to peel away your 396
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fat. You'll have your own chance to be a hero
promni se you that."

"I only asked for a truce, captain,” Checuti murnured, in a tone too |ow for
anyone but Jacomto hear.

"I didn't ask you to throw yourself on your sword to save ne froma fate
wor se than death."

/[ didn't do it for you, Jacomthought. / didn't even do it for Myrasol or
the girl. | didit for me. | did it because it's nmy last chance to be
brave, or to be anything at all. | did it because |I'm stark raving naed.

In the meantine, he urged his horse forward a few nore paces and then

di smounted.  Andris Myrasol and Merel Zabio followed him Dhalla hel ped
Erel eth down fromthe wagon and then cane to join them carrying her heavy
spear.

Andris Myrasol didn't | ook quite so big next to Dhalla - and Merel Zabio
| ooked positively tiny, in spite of the fact that the ol d queen was even
tinier. And I'min the mddle, Jacomthought. Neither one thing nor another

When they noved off into the starlit night, the drago nmite warriors stayed
where they were, keeping watch over the caravan. Jacomdidn't doubt, though,
that there would be nore than enough drago nmites inside the nound into which
they had consented to be taken

397
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10 andris was initially surprised by the dinmensions of the tunnel into which
he and the others were | ed when they entered the drago nite nound. Because
the drago mites thensel ves were so big he had expected the tunnels to be w de
and high, but in fact they seened unreasonably |ow and narrow. He had to
duck his head in order to pass along it, and there was insufficient roomfor
Merel to wal k confortably beside him as both he and she woul d have w shed.

It was plain that the drago mtes never reared up while they were in the

out ernost tunnels of their nounds, and never had to pass one another. He
concl uded that the nonsters must enploy distinct entrance and exit routes.

There was considerable difficulty with visibility here. The walls were
streaked with sonme kind of light-emtting substance but its growth was neagre
and' intermttent. Fortunately, the downward-sloping floor was even and the
gradient gentle. The slightly curved walls were very snmooth. When Andris

pl aced a hand on a wall to steady hinself rather gingerly, lest he injure the
| i ght - produci ng organi sns which grew there '- he discovered that it was warm
The further into the nmound they. went, the warner the walls becane. The
hum dity of the air also increased by degrees.

As they marched through the dark tunnel in single file there was little or no
conversation. The sound of Ercleth's voice floated back to Andris once or

twi ce, but her questions went unanswered. He had one of the nobund-wonen in
front of him she never |ooked back, and he made no attenpt to comunicate
with her. Merel was directly behind him but she was subdued, perhaps

anxi ous about his reaction to her defiance of his instruction to stay behind.
Wth the best will in the world, he could not be glad that she had insisted
he woul d far rather have had hinself alone to worry 598
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about but he knew

better than to freeze up sulkily now that her presence was an acconplished
fact. Three or four times he turned around to whi sper coments about their
wi ndi ng course and the depth to which they were descendi ng.

They had cone into the mound on a hillside, but Andris judged that they nust
now be far below the I evel of the gully in which the caravan had cone to
rest. They frequently passed branching side passages but these were usually
enpty as far as the eye could see.

The first time he caught sight of the head of a drago mte worker his heart

|l eapt into his nouth, but it nade no nove towards him it was waiting
patiently for the humans to go by. The second tine it happened he rem nded
hinself sternly that in a drago mte nest one could hardly expect to avoid
meeting drago mites This rem nder served its initial purpose well enough, but
it didn't prepare himfor the sights that greeted his eyes once the tunnels

t hrough which they passed had broadened out, giving them periodic access to

| arger chanbers

Here there were drago nmites and their parts in great profusion, but all but a
few were, indeed, in parts and all but a few of those which renai ned whol e
were dead. The walls to either side of the procession were dark, not because
no light-providing fungus grew there but sinply because the stripped-down
exoskel etons of workers and warriors were heaped up there in such profusion
In the | argest chanbers of all, the piles were even higher, infinitely nore
macabre as they bathed in the light of vaulted ceilings. There were heaps of
human bones too, including skulls by the hundred many of them not full-grown.

It was possible for the humans to walk two abreast in this region
intermttently at |east and there was plenty for themto tal k about, although
their escorts still remained stubbornly silent. Merel fell into step with
Andris as often as she could, and Jacom Cerri took the opportunity to nove up
behind themto a position fromwhich he could attach hinself-albeit |oosely
to the thread of their discourse.

"I's this their charnel-house?" Merel asked Andris.
"Are we being treated to a tour of their cenetery?"

"They are prudent folk at the best of tines, so Phar says,’
in.

the captain put

"They canni balise their own, for the neat of their flesh and the nmaterials of

their exoskeletons. | presune they treat their human recruits in |ike
fashion."
399
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Phar had said the sane to Andris, but he was never sure how nuch of what

was' runoured about these creatures was nere superstition. He noticed,
though, that in spite of the warnth and noi stness of the air the stink of
decay was not particularly pronounced. Indeed, the air seened cleaner than
the air he had been breathing for the |last few days on the exposed surface of
the drago mites underworld, which reeked of rotting vegetation

"Thi s pl ague nmust have overwhel med their capacity to deal with the dead,"
Andris said. They remain slaves to the habit of storing chitin and bone, but
they have fallen far behind in the work of recycling their materials. D d
they starve, do you think? Has the blighting of their fields w ped out such
| egions of workers that there is food for queens and warriors alone? "

"Look there, and there," said Cerri, pointing to enpty eyel ess skulls which

showed unni st akabl e signs of battery and breakage. "According to Phar, drago
mte nests fight fierce wars agai nst one anot her even when resources are
plentiful. Wat awful conflicts shortage nust precipitate! Before the

bl i ght cane, every slope of these hills nust have been swarmng with live
drago mtes tending their unearthly crops.”

There was such fascination in the soldier's voice that Andris wondered
briefly whether he really had been enthusiastic to see the inside of a drago
mte nest when he volunteered to take the place of one of Ereleth's victins
but it was easier to believe that he was tal king so earnestly now to cover up
his confusion and his fear.

Andri s had every synpathy with that. i "Have the humans adopted the sane
canni bal habits as their allies, do you think?" Merel asked.

"Do they think of us as neat, perhaps?"

"I'f they too have been involved in fierce battles for survival, that massacre
they carried out in the forest beconmes nore understandabl e, "

the captain said sonbrely.
"l doubt that the nmaking of treaties cones naturally to them" Andris said.

"This invitation which they have extended to us mght well be a new departure
for them Let's hope that they have turned a significant corner in their
hi story."

"If this body-armur can be worked by netal tools,” Cerri nused, 'it might be
a useful resource. It can hardly be incorruptible, but if they can trade it
while it remains fresh . . . can that 400
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be why they have decided to
talk to us? " It was clear fromhis voice that he thought it unlikely; he
was still talking for the sake of talking.

"I can't imagi ne what they want fromus," Merel replied acidly, 'but | doubt
i f Fraxinus would sell themwhat netal he has for a cargo of gargantuan
i nsect-parts. "

"I think they have taken sone care to show us that they could take our netal
very easily," Andris put in.

"What ever the nobund- queen wi shes to say to us, it will not involve any
comonpl ace haggling. | fear "

He broke off as they reached a new place, where the wi nding corridor was
flanked on either side by a series of short, blind tunnels and near-spherica
cells. The vast majority were unoccupi ed, and nost were very badly lit, but
there were a few in which small groups of human wonen or drago nmites were at
work with many kinds of tools. Sone were spinning cloth or sew ng cl ot hes,

ot hers shaping bow s and inplenents. Here, for the first time, they saw live
human children- all girls, to judge by superficial appearances and here too
they saw several new kinds of drago mites Some, Andris assumed, nust sinply
be immature workers of the kind frequently seen on the external slopes, but
others were presumably specialist artificers of various kinds whose | abour
was confined to the nests and which never had cause to | ook upon the Iight of
day. Certainly their eyes were large and prom nent, and their |inbs were
adapted for mani pul ation rather than notion. Sone, he suspected, never noved
fromthe situations in which they had been placed, their bodies resting |ike
huge rounded pots while their spidery linmbs reached out to performvarious
tasks upon materials ferried back and forth by general purpose workers or
humans. Had all the cells been occupied, Andris realised, there would have
been many thousands of individuals at work here instead of a hundred or so.

The air was full of new odours, all of them strange and sone rather

unpl easant--but after trekking so far across the rotting hills Andris did not
find themsignificantly unconfortable. Ereleth nust have paused to | ook
around, for the procession cane to a nonentary halt- but the nound-wonen nust
have hurried her onwards. The visitors were given no opportunity to nmake a
detail ed study of the chanbers they passed by; they had to nake 401
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do with

a series of brief glinpses, perpetually interrupted by the jostlings they
were forced to undergo as the inhabitants of the sprawling factory tried to
carry on their business regardl ess of the awkward presence of strangers.

Andri s soon abandoned any attenpt to count the many different kinds of |abour
in which the humans and drago mtes were engaged, and had to accept that many
of their endeavours were unidentifiable. It was easy enough to see what
those who were working with saws and nortars were doing, and those who were
fini shing weapons, bottles and jars, but many were working with nore
mysterious agents. He |ooked for evidence of the customary technol ogi es of
human towns the pastes used for dissolving or cenmenting stone, nmetal and

gl ass, and so on- but the conditions were so strange that it was very
difficult to estimate the degree to which the | ore of the nound-peopl e and
their alien co-workers overlapped the lore of nmore famliar tribes.

Andri s did, however, observe two striking differences which nmade the activity
of the nound-people different fromall the other human cultures he had
encountered in his travels. Firstly, they worked entirely w thout the aid of
fire; he saw no sign whatsoever of cooking or smthing. Secondly, they were
remarkably parsinonious in their use of speech; although they did talk to one
anot her they seened to do so in painstakingly utilitarian fashion. There was
no evidence of any idle chatter, nothing resenbling gossip. They were not

i ncurious about the strangers' filing through their workplace- hardly anyone
failed to look up to watch them pass but they never seened to turn to one

another to say: "Look at the giant!" or
"What strange clothing they wear!" or
"Isn't that one pale!" or any of the thousand other things that any other

human crowd woul d have wanted to jabber about.
"Do you suppose they murder all their male children?" Cerri asked.

"Or do they have some trick which assures that ninety-nine births in a
hundred are girls?"

"Per haps the nmound-wonen only give birth to girls, as giants do,"
Andri s said.

"But the fact that they called us drones suggests that they have nal es
somewhere. If two is the nunmber which they naturally associate with a queen,
perhaps two is all they have."

"If one queen is enough,” Merel comented, 'then one drone 402
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ought to
suffice but if all the nmound-wonmen can bear children, two would surely be
i nadequate. "

"I"ve net men who'd be glad to volunteer, were the latter the case,"
Cerri observed drily.

It was a very feeble joke, but Andris recognised that there was a certain
courage in being able to nake any jokes at all in such gloony and alien
surroundi ngs.

"They're not nearly pretty enough," he responded.

"And the fact that they talk so little doesn't necessary inply that they're
not inclined to shrewi shness. No sane man woul d ever volunteer to serve as
stallion to such a herd as this."

"Some of these captive drago mites have such clever hands | wonder they need
human assistants at all," Merel said, pointedly changing the subject.

"l can't see a single human doing anything that a drago nite couldn't do as
wel | or better."

Andris | ooked for evidence to contradict this allegation, but could find no
certain falsification before they passed yet again into a narrower and

gl oom er corridor which wound so tightly around and so steeply down that it
rem nded Andris of a spiral stair. There were fewer side-branches here, and
when it delivered theminto another chanber of sone considerabl e di mensions
he thought at first that it might be conpletely sealed. He realised quickly
enough, however, that here were doors: a phenonenon he had not know ngly
encountered before in the drago mtes realm

The doors were not hinged, |ike those human used; they were like vertically
set nouths or drago mites eyelids or he couldn't help making the conpari son,
although it enbarrassed himto think of it wonen's sexual parts. In response
to sone signal which he could not detect, lenticular slits opened up in the
walls to allow the newconers to pass through. The whol e party passed through
four such apertures, each of which closed behind them

Now, Andris thought, we are nost certainly prisoners, and hel pl ess ones,
closed of f fromthe outside world by barriers we cannot break

He knew, though, that it was absurd to think that they had not been prisoners
until such solid barriers had been placed across their exit route. |If

not hing el se, they were utterly and hopelessly |l ost; they had not the
slightest chance of renenbering the route they had foll owed had they been
required to retrace their steps.
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The corridor through which they now noved was the warnmest so far, and
Andrisifeund hinself sweating freely. The air itself seened wet and
vaporously hazy, and the odours it carried, though | ess conplicated than
those in the factory-tunnels, were sonehow nore cloying. The walls were
still as firmto the touch as they had been higher up, but they were nade of
sonme exoskel etal substance very similar to that with which the drago nites
were arnoured, and they were decorated with spirals and whorls very simlar
to those which ornanented certain parts of the drago nites own bodies. The
pat ches of |um nous fungus were much nore precisely arranged here, in a
pattern which m ght have been perfectly regular had it not been for the fact
that sonme were mssing and others broken. Andris had wondered before whet her
the gl oom had been unnaturally deepened by the effect of disease upon the

| i ght - produci ng organi sns; now he becane certain of it. The blight which had
devastated the surfaces of the nounds had al so penetrated their nobst intimate
dept hs.

The procession stopped again, its ranks closing up in spite of the relative
narrowness of the tunnel. The nmound-woman who had been wal king in front of
Andris all this time abruptly turned and said: "Drones are to be quartered

here. ™"

Where? Andris thought, just as another aperture gaped open in the wall, in
response to sone invisible stinmulus. The nound- wonman indicated that he
shoul d step through it, but he couldn't quite bring hinself to do so no\v
that there was no one to give hima lead. It seened too nmuch |like stepping
into the living maw of sone avid nonster. Attention was deflected fromhis
own hesitation, however, by Merel's protesting voice.

"You can't separate us!" she said.
"I"'mstaying with Andris."
"No," the nound-worman said flatly.

"Drones here. Warriors have separate quarters. It is the way. No harmw ||
conme to you."

"W don't operate like that,"” Merel said pugnaciously.

"W don't have drones and warriors and a dozen different kinds of workers.
W just have nen and woren, sonetines coupled together. Andris and | are
together. Captain Cerri can share with the giant."

"Thank you," nuttered the sol dier but he nade no protest of his own.

"Do as she says, both of you!" The conmand canme from Erel eth, who had
el bowed her way back fromthe front of the colum. She 404
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fixed Mere!
with a stern gaze and added: "You weren't asked to come, girl, but now you're
here you'll do as you're told."

"It's all right," Andris assured his cousin.

"If they neant to do us harmthey'd have done it long ago. Wile we're here,
I guess the captain and | are drones and you're a warrior."

Wien he said all that, it became nuch easier for himto step through the

un wel coming threshold. Cerri followed himneekly through. The 'lips' closed
behind the soldier, sealing the two of theminto an elliptical space which

was some two and a half mets high and broad, and four |ong.

The light was dimbut tolerable. There were two parallel |edges which were
om nously renminscent of pallets in a cell. Opposite the point where they had
come in was another |edge, set much higher, bearing two bow s and spoons.
Beneath it there was a dark hole set at an angle, at a height adapted for a
normal | y-sized man to | ean against in a half-sitting position

"I hope that's what it |ooks like," Andris said.

"I really should have gone before we set out." He peered into the hole
uncertainly for a nonent or two before shrugging his shoulders and getting on
with it. The sound of the urine hitting the wall of the conduit nust have
brought on a sinilar urge in his conpani on, who was quick to follow as soon
as he had finished and noved asi de.

"Isn't it uncanny,"” Andris observed, 'how prison cells always | ook Iike
prison cells no matter where you are. Even in this rotting underworld, where
the people think they're ants, the facilities are the sane as they al ways

are. | expect the hole has to be set at a different angle in a warrior's
cell, though. That one's definitely just for drones. |'msure | can fee
Ereleth's wormwiggling around in my entrails. Do you suppose we'll|l get fed
soon? " Now he was talking for the sake of talking, to stave off ful

awar eness of the awful ness of their predicanent.

"A drink would be wel cone,"” the captain replied, taking over readily enough

"Even that disgusting firewater the dark | anders brew. | have a feeling that
we' re superfluous to this whole business. | suspect that drones m ght not
get involved in serious discussions here.

Perhaps we're only here to make Ereleth seem nore of a queen than she
actually is. "

"That's fine by nme," Andris said, sitting down on the | edge where he was
presumabl y supposed to sleep, 'provided that she can 405
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handle matters to

hgr own satisfaction. |If she can get the princess back, she just night

deci de to poisbn this damed worm Checuti nust be sweating, up there with
all those warriors, not knowi ng whether Ereleth will ever conme back. 1In a
way, it'll be worse for himthan for us. You weren't really doing anyone a
favour, you know, when you put your hand up that way. Not that | don't
appreciate the attenpt, mind but it really was a wild nove. "

"Maybe waiting up above woul d be worse,"” Cerri said defensively.

"Maybe | was just being selfish." He didn't sound as if he nmeant it, and he
certainly didn't expect to be believed.

"Except that you don't have a worm which needs regul ar doses of contraceptive
fromEreleth," Andris pointed out.

"If you were up above you woul dn't necessarily give a damm whether Ereleth or
| ever canme up again and you'd have a chance of evading the warriors even if
they did attack, sinply because a horse can outrun a drago mte

What's the betting that your sergeant and the other guardsnen are naking
contingency plans right now? "

"He's not nmy sergeant any nore," Cerri replied distantly. He was pretending
to be past caring but Andris wasn't fool ed.

"Don't imagine that the fact that I'm down here will nake any .

The soldier's voice trailed off as his attention was caught by sonet hing.
Andris followed the direction of his stare to the wall above the shelf on
which the how s were set. The substance of the wall was noving and changi ng.
It was as if the wall grew two |unpen breasts with grotesque teats, which
pronptly began to dribble sonething mlky into the two bow s.

Cerri made a di sgusted sound.

"That's groSs," he said.

"Can you eat that stuff, after watching thatY " Actually,"” Andris said,

"I"'mtoo hungry to be squeanish. After all the unearthly stuff we ate in the
dark lands and sone of the horrors in Fraxinus's nor very rot proof jars |I'm
really not that particular.”

As the wall regained its normal snoothness he went over and picked up the
bowl. The 'mlk' was creanmy and warm and had the nicest odour he had
encountered in many a ten day He raised it cautiously to his lips, tipped the
bow , and took a cautious sip.

It tasted wonderful.

"I''"l'l have yours if you don't want it," he told Cerri but once the captain
had tasted the stuff he was in no nood to give it up. Wen 406
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the bow s

were enpty they were quick to replace them but the teats had vani shed into
the wal | again.

"That was the best prison food | ever tasted,” Andris said regretfully.

"Consi dering what they charged for that slop in Belin's citadel, 1'd say it
was worth at least. . ."

He stopped abruptly as the captain's restless gaze was caught and hel d yet
again, this tine by sonething behind his own head. Even before he noved from
the | edge, Andris knew that the wall was opening up behind him formng yet
anot her vertically-lipped nouth, and he felt a sudden pang of fear at the

t hought of being swal |l owed and devour ed.

He threw hinmself over to Cerri's side of the room tw sting his awkwardly
huge body as he did so, to see what horror was com ng through the hole. His
undi sci plined imagi nation was already form ng a picture of jagged
rot-yellowed teeth and an avid, sticky, forked tongue

But what he actually saw was far worse than that.

407
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lucrezia hugged ereleth with all the passionate relief of one who has just
been visited by an unexpected mracle. Although the princess was entitled by
rank to treat her thus, Ereleth did not react with unalloyed pl easure and
took care to escape the enbrace a