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Iron: metal made on Stokos by smelting the local hematite, a blood-red ore containing 70 parts in 100 of iron.

Steel: iron alloyed with carbon. Made on Stokos by baking iron with charcoal in a sealed pot kept at red heat for eight days, then melting the “blister steel” thus produced in covered crucibles, skimming off the slag.

Firelight steel: fabric of the masterswords of Stokos; consists of interwoven layers of high carbon and low carbon steel; represents the height of the swordsmith’s art.

* * *

Drake Douay had his sixteenth birthday two months before the start of the year Khmar 17. That night he celebrated by getting:

(a) laid;

(b) drunk;

(c) into an enormous amount of trouble.

At midnight he was trapped in a cul-de-sac by four coal miners, two dogs and an angry butcher’s boy, all of them out for his blood.

However, Drake was a practised survivor. He escaped with nothing worse than bruised ribs, a broken toe, and a nick in his left ear where a dagger had scratched him in the skirmish.

Shortly afterwards, he stood outside the temple of the Demon Hagon, beating his fists against his naked chest and howling like a werewolf. Guards gave chase, but Drake lost them in the twisting back-streets of Cam. After that, he was so tired he decided it was time for bed. But, to his surprise, he found the door of Hardhammer Forge barred against him.

“Wake up, Muck, you grouty old octopus!” bawled Drake.

But got no response, which was scarcely surprising, since Gouda Muck was nine-parts deaf and slept as soundly as a drunken crocodile quietly digesting a bellyful of plague-bloated rats.

Drake threw stones on the roof, then shouted, sang and howled, until one of the neighbours opened an attic window and threw a cat at him. Whereupon Drake decided on a tactical withdrawal.

Come dawn, he crawled out from underneath the boat where he had slept away the last of the night, yawned, grinned, stretched, hawked, then spat.

“Ahoy there!” called someone in very bad Galish.

Who was it?

A coal miner? The butcher’s boy? The ruffian he had knocked out after last night’s gambling quarrel?

It was none of the above, but a man rowing ashore from an evil-looking barque anchored out in the harbour of Cam. The ship’s sails were furled, but, even so, Drake could see they were black.

“Ahoy yourself!” called Drake. “What ship are you from?”

“Never mind the ship,” said the man, bringing the boat alongside some waterfront steps.

“Do you want a woman?” said Drake. “I can get you one cheap.”

The stranger did not answer immediately, but secured the dinghy to a bollard with a painter, then came scrambling up the steps. He was an ill-favoured fellow with coarse foreign features, a thick neck, a barrel chest, rough-cut black hair and a shaggy black beard.

“Who be you?” he said.

“Narda Narkin,” said Drake Douay, answering at random.

Some mighty queer people came into Cam from time to time, so it was only common sense for Drake to reserve his true name.

“Pleased to meet you then, Narda Narkin,” said the stranger. “I be Atsimo Andranovory. I search for three men. Rumour has them in Cam.”

“Their names?” said Drake.

“Whale Mike, Ish Ulpin and Bucks Cat.”

“I know them well,” said Drake, who had never heard of them, but thought himself unlikely to profit by confessing ignorance. “I can direct you to their very door — for a price. What’s it worth?”

“As much as the air between your lips,” said Atsimo Andranovory, putting a hand to the hilt of the cutlass he wore at his belt.

Drake glanced around. The waterfront was deserted. His bargaining position was poor.

“Take the street which leads from the southern end of the waterfront,” said Drake, pointing. “Take the third turning on the left then the second on the right, and it’s the third house along.”

“Thank you kindly,” said Andranovory.

And, with perfect faith in these directions, set off. Whereupon Drake turned in the opposite direction, whistling a jaunty tune as he made for Hardhammer Forge.

It was going to be another fine day. The air was cool, calm and clean. The sky was an enormous ascension of blue, flaunting banners of white cloud. Drake was happy, despite fatigue and headache. He was young, he was strong — and everything was going his way.

On reaching the forge, Drake was dismayed by an enormous heap of dusty black coal which had been delivered the previous evening. It would have to be put in sacks then stacked in the cellar. That was apprentice work, hence Drake’s work.

“Such is life,” said Drake.

And slipped inside.

Hands in pockets, he leaned against a wall, looking around as if he owned the place. He breathed in heat and coal dust, and smirked. He was sixteen. He knew it all. He was ready for the world.

“What are you doing here?” yelled Gouda Muck.

“Why, I work here, don’t I?” said Drake.

“Work!” screamed old man Muck. “That’s a joke! You’ve never done a day’s decent work in your life. You’re such an ugly little runt you couldn’t work if you wanted to!”

Drake was unhurt by the word “ugly”. If there was such a thing as male beauty, then he, with his athlete’s build and perfect muscle definition, was beautiful — and he knew it. But “runt” — now that stung. For Drake was fearfully close to being short, which was disastrous on Stokos, where the fashion was to be as tall as possible.

To annoy Muck, Drake made no answer, but simply whistled the lilting tune of that ditty which starts as follows:

 

Two whores and a sheepdog were tupping one day

When a cat and a virgin came dancing that way.

 

“Stop whistling!” shouted Muck. “You should be ashamed of yourself. You look like a walking rubbish heap.”

Muck was exaggerating. But, in truth, Drake Douay was not a pretty sight. Or a pretty smell, either. Unwashed, largely unslept and decidedly dishevelled. Shirtless. Blood, dirt, paint, rust and tomato sauce splattered across his torso. Dried blood in his blond hair. Breath like a brewery.

“How did you get in such a state?” said Muck. “Look at yourself!”

“Can’t,” said Drake. “Got no mirror.”

“Just as well,” said Muck. “You’d frighten any self-respecting mirror to death.”

“Mirrors can be frightened?” said Drake. “This sounds like experience speaking!”

At that, Muck picked up a beautiful chunk of specular iron with a hand which was old, gnarled, freckled with liver spots, and cunning with long experience. Muck heaved the rock at his apprentice. Drake ducked. The missile hit the wall, shattering into 376 pieces. Each fragment was made of crystallized hematite: for such is the nature of specular iron.

“Man, don’t do that,” said Drake. “This ducking business makes my head hurt.”

“Then cease your cheek,” said Muck, picking up a sword which he brandished so wildly that Drake feared for his head. “Tell me — what’s this?”

Even inside the forge, the weapon glittered like an eagle’s eye. It was a mastersword made of firelight steel. And not just any old mastersword, either, but the masterwork Muck had made many dusty years ago to win entry to the swordsmith’s guild.

“That?” said Drake, sneering at the blade. “That’s a giant’s toothpick or a splinter of last month’s moon, for all I know.”

“It’s a sword! And where should you be? At sword!”

“Oh? Is it Temple Day again?”

“Yes,” said Muck, with satisfaction.

On these occasions, which happened every tenth day, everything at the temple of Hagon was half-price.

“What say,” said Drake. “You set me free for the day. Just this once.”

“No!” said Gouda Muck, who delighted in forcing his apprentices to labour extra hard on Temple Day.

“You’re wrong to deny me religion,” said Drake.

“I know you’ve got a sister in the temple,” said Muck, putting down his mastersword. “I can’t see you suffering too much denial. Why, I can smell a woman on you now!”

“That’s not a woman,” said Drake promptly. “That’s a dog!”

“Then she’s a dog with very poor taste,” said Muck, not caring whether Drake’s claim was literal or metaphorical.

“Graf begrik,” muttered Drake.

“What was that?” said Muck sharply, suspecting — correctly — that Drake had just said something lewd.

“I said where’s Dragon’s Tooth?” said Drake, scanning the sword rack, which held second-rate blades suitable for apprentice use.

“Yot’s got it.”

“Oh, but that’s my favourite!”

“Don’t worry, you’ve no monsters to kill today,” said Muck, with a heavy attempt at sarcasm.

“No monsters?” said Drake. “Only because you’re off-limits!”

Muck swung at him with a poker. But Drake, who had expected as much, ducked. And Muck’s boot caught Drake hard near the base of his spine. The blow with the poker had been only a feint.

“Ow!” said Drake. “That hurt!”

“It was meant to,” said Muck, picking up a strange sword which Drake had never seen before. “Here, take this. It’s just come in. It’s from Pribble’s estate, in payment of a debt he owed me.”

The strange sword was big and heavy, but Drake had the muscles to handle the weight. The blade balanced nicely.

“Mind you Investigate it before use!” said Muck.

“That I will,” said Drake, and, naked blade resting lightly on his shoulder, strolled out of the forge.

“Move yourself!” shouted Muck. “You haven’t got all day!”

So Drake got the hustle on, at least until he was round the corner.

Drake swung his sword. Liberated from the gloom of the forge, it glittered in the daylight. He danced on the cobblestones between two rows of whitewashed buildings, stabbing at ghosts with his vorpal blade.

What should he call it?

“Warwolf”, perhaps.

That was scarcely original, as many fabled swords and heroes bore that name. But Drake had the temperament of a craftsman rather than that of an artist; he preferred utility to originality any day of the year.

“I name thee Warwolf,” he said. “Too long hast thou lingered amidst dust and debts. Thou shouldst have had ruler like me beforehand.”

Then, whistling, he began to Investigate the brave sword Warwolf.

By using it.

First he tried to lop the head off a stray cat — but it was too quick for him. Then he slashed a branch off a stunted little tree trying to grow in a big streetside stone pot. That was reckless, since all potted trees in Cam were under the protection of King Tor. But it was still early morning, so few people were about in the streets to bear witness.

Rounding another corner, Drake was startled to be confronted by a watermelon stand. A massive, old, unpainted stand of weathered grey wood, heaped high with watermelons. This fearsome apparition made Drake entirely forget about his hangover.

“Not a watermelon stand!” he gasped. “Nay! Say not! But no! It is! My eyes fail! My blood turns to water!”

But, regardless of failing eyes and watery blood, Drake stood his ground. And challenged his fell foe.

“Stand aside!” he said. “Aside, I say! Or it shall go ill with you.”

The watermelon stand, undaunted by this threat, made no effort to get out of his way. Drake knew his peril. For, truly, in all the annals of heroism and romance, there is no account of any man ever daring battle with a watermelon stand and living to tell the tale.

“Die, hell-fiend!” gritted Drake.

And hewed like a hero. Thwap! The nearest watermelon fell dead at his feet.

“Shalt fear the dreaded Drake Douay hereafter,” snarled he, menacing a particularly big brute of a watermelon.

The monster’s skin was a thick, tough, alien green, stippled with patterns of sunlight yellow. A challenge indeed! But Drake the Doughty stabbed with a strength against which even the strongest armour could not avail.

He wounded his enemy.

Ichor dripped from the wound.

Drake stabbed again — for, as is well known, the watermelon has neither heart nor liver, nor any other vital organ, and thus is seldom killed by a single stab wound.

“What’s this?” said Drake. “It will not die! Could it be that I am face to face with an immortal?”

He drew his sword back, intending to strike the most awesome blow imaginable.

At that moment, the watermelon seller came roaring out of a nearby tavern, screaming threats and abuse. Drake snatched up half a watermelon and sprinted away with this trophy. He went flying up a side-street, which was steep, narrow and radically kinked.

Drake tore round one corner then whipped round another. The street steep, still rising. Another corner. He saw a fully laden coal cart waiting uphill. He dug in his heels for a final burst of speed. Gaining the coal cart, he kicked the chocks away from its wheels.

Panting harshly, Drake stood watching as the cart went rumbling downhill. Lumps of coal jumped for freedom as the cart jolted over the cobblestones. It was gaining speed.

“Look out below!” screamed Drake. “Runaway cart!”

Then the cart hit a kink in the street. It smashed into a wall. The wall shattered. The cart burst asunder. Coal dust exploded into the air. The wall collapsed. Until that moment, it had been supporting a roof. A landslide of sky-blue tiles slithered from the roof and shattered in the street.

“Oh, great stuff, great stuff!” said Drake, trying to pant and laugh at the same time.

He would have clapped his hands for joy and delight — only that would have meant dropping both sword and watermelon.

“Zooma floragin!” screamed a manic figure, bursting out of the building which the cart had wrecked. “Thamana lok!”

“That’s not polite,” muttered Drake.

And, indeed, it was not polite at all — it was low and filthy gutter language.

As the demented figure gave chase, Drake fled.

Once he had lost his pursuer, Drake munched down the juicy pink flesh of the watermelon, then strolled along with a mouthful of pips, spitting them out one at a time. Which took skill, but he had been practising for as long as he could remember (and stealing watermelons for that long, too).

Splip! Stlip!

Watermelon seeds flew, with considerable accuracy, through every open window he passed.

That was fun.

But, all too soon, he arrived at the sword field, which was not a field at all, but a dusty courtyard where, usually, three dozen apprentices would have been practising sword.

“Bugger,” said Drake.

The sun was getting up. The excitement of the coal cart crash had worn off. His legs were tired, his boots heavy. He was remembering his headache. It felt bad. How had he ever forgotten it? A wave of weariness rolled over him. He wanted to be in bed. But his bed was in the loft over the forge, so Muck would know exactly where to find him if he tried skiving off. Holding his sword by the pommel, Drake entered the sword field, letting the blade’s point trail behind him in the dust.

Today there was nobody present but an instructor, and Sully Yot. All the other apprentices had been released by their masters so they could enjoy the delights of Temple Day.

“Ah, there you are, young Dreldragon!” said the instructor. Then, seeing what Drake was doing: “Get that sword out of the dust before I shove it up your arse! Get your arse over here! Get working!”

“Hey, man,” said Drake. “Give us a break, why don’t you? How about you come to the temple with us? I’ll buy you a beer, man. A woman, even. Muck will never know different.”

In reply, the instructor booted Drake in the backside, then set him to work with Yot, making the pair of them practise a two-man kata.

The swordsmiths’ guild believed apprentices should learn weapon skills, the better to be able to make a decent killing blade. But they allowed no rough-and-tumble play with wasters.

As the instructor was fond of saying: “We are not teaching you how to brawl it out on a battlefield, but to learn how weight, length and balance dictate utility.”

Nevertheless, sword training was deadly serious, done with bare blades and no protection. A single mistake could wound, mutilate or kill. However, though dangerous, it could almost have been mistaken for a kind of dance — for it was strictly a no-contact affair. Every thrust, fake, step, jump and counter was pre-arranged.

Drake, after years of this, was thoroughly bored with the rituals of the one-man, two-man and multiple-encounter katas. He longed to make steel chime with steel. But, when Yot struck and Drake parried, both halted their blades the instant before contact. For, if ever edge met edge, a sword might be notched, bent, or even broken.

“I need a drink,” said Drake, after the first kata.

“Booze is the last thing you need,” said the instructor.

“I didn’t meant liquor, I mean water.”

“Why would you be needing that? Because you’ve got the dry horrors, I suppose. And whose fault is that? You young kids! You shouldn’t be allowed to drink.”

“Liquor is holy,” said Drake. “The High Priest says so.”

“Steel is also holy.”

“Who said that?” demanded Drake.

“I did!” said the instructor.

And kick-started his recalcitrant student.

* * *

Drake felt as if he was breathing a mixture of thorns and ashes. As the sun lifted itself above the wall of the sword field, his head began to throb. Yot — lanky, wart-faced, a vapid smile on his lips — was just dancing through the motions, holding his sword lightly, loosely, as if its hilt were a little girl’s hand. How come Yot had all that height, when he had no decent use for it?

Round and round they went, their shadows scuffling in the dust. And suddenly Drake could stand it no longer, and, with an almighty sweep, brought the flat of his blade crashing into the flat of Dragon’s Tooth, knocking that sword right out of Yot’s hand.

“Gaaa!” screamed Drake.

Hacking at his disarmed enemy.

He tried to halt his blade as it reached Yot’s skin. But, despite all Drake’s skill, Yot got a cut on the side of his neck. It was tiny — no more than a boy would get from scratching away a pimple. But Yot touched it, then, seeing blood on his fingers, fainted clean away. Yot had never liked the sight of blood — especially his own.

“Dogs, pox and buggeration!” said the instructor. “Get out of my sight!”

“As you wish,” said Drake.

And strode toward the exit, weapon in hand.

“Hey!” said the instructor. “Come back! You’ve left something behind!”

“What, Yot? He’ll come on his own two feet once he gets his wits back.”

“No, ninny. This!”

And the instructor held up for Drake’s inspection a strange little bit of hooked iron which he had fished out of the dust.

“What’s that?” said Drake.

“It’s a letter, you illiterate son of an octopus. The letter Åçøwæ, in fact.”

“Well where did that come from?”

“Out of your sword, moron. Look!”

And, looking, Drake saw an indentation in the flat of his sword which precisely matched the shape of the bit of iron which the instructor alleged was the letter Åçøwæ.

“Look closely,” said the instructor. “There’s other iron letters in the steel. See? They spell out a word. A foreign word, yes, in one of the languages of Provincial Endergeneer. I won’t tax your brain by making you learn it. But I’ll tell you what it means. It means ‘think before using’!”

And, having warned Drake that he would be taking the matter up with Gouda Muck, the instructor bid him good day.

Back at the forge, Muck was furious.

“Well, I wasn’t to know,” said Drake. “I didn’t even know there were iron-bits there to start with.”

“I told you to Investigate!” said Muck. “Haven’t you learnt anything?”

“As much as I’ve been taught,” said Drake.

Muck stared at him, speechless, face saying:

“¿¡!?”

Once Muck had recovered his voice, he used it to baste his apprentice nicely, then gave him a lecture on iron inlay.

“It sounds right fancy stuff,” said Drake. “But how come we never do it here?”

“Because the best steel needs no adornment,” said Muck. “Watch close. I’ll show you how to replace this missing iron letter. We’ll start from scratch.”

And Muck showed Drake how to make a new letter by twisting bits of iron wire together. Then, with the blade white-hot, the cold iron was hammered into place.

“Now,” said Muck. “We take the blade to welding heat and do just a little extra hammering to make sure the iron inlay stays there for a lifetime. What’s welding heat, boy?”

“Don’t know,” said Drake.

“It’s about a thousand degrees on the Saglag Scale, where zero is the temperature at which shlug freezes, and fifty is the temperature at which that thixotropic fluid known as dikle suddenly trembles into fluid. What does thixotropic mean, boy?”

“It means the heat at which tilps jiffle,” said Drake.

Which was obscene, and uncalled for, and untrue to boot, and earned him a slap around the ears, that stung.

But it was a mere flea-bite compared to the beating he got the next day, after Gouda Muck had heard from the sword field instructor (whose truths conflicted somewhat with the tale Drake had brought back to the forge), from a man who sold watermelons, and from the Protector of the Royal Trees.

After the beating, Drake, somewhat tearful, confronted Muck.

“All you do is kick me and hit me,” said Drake.

“Well, what else can I do?” said Muck. “You won’t listen, you won’t learn, you won’t do as you’re told.”

“You could teach me how to make swords,” said Drake. “That’s what I’m here for. I’ve been here four years, and what have you taught me? Levil Norkin is only fifteen, and he made his first sword a year ago.”

“Then maybe he’ll finish up as a swordsmith,” said Gouda Muck.

“You mean I won’t?” said Drake in dismay.

“You don’t get to be a swordsmith by spending your apprenticeship boozing, fighting, wenching and gambling,” said Muck. “Have you never thought of that?”

Drake made no reply.

“Well?” said Muck.

“I never got much encouragement,” said Drake.

“It’s your life, not mine,” said Muck. “You’re not a child! Your life is what you make it.”

“Do I—”

“Do you still have a chance? You may have. A slim chance, mind! But a chance, all the same. It really depends what you want out of life. Do you want to be a swordsmith? Or do you want to go back and live as your parents do?”

Drake thought of his parents and the life they lived, cutting coal out of the cliffs, gathering seaweed, fishing off the Wrecking Rocks. No, that was not what he wanted. Not at all.

“I ... I love steel,” said Drake, in a slow and sober voice. “There’s ... there’s a special light about steel. It shines. I like—”

“Spare me the poetry!” said Muck. “I’ll tell you what. If you promise to work hard, really hard, I’ll let you start your first sword tomorrow.”

“Really?” said Drake.

“When did I ever speak in jest?” said Muck.

“Done!” said Drake. “It’s a bargain!”

“Right,” said Muck. “Now hustle off, or you’ll be late for your theory class.”

As Drake sped away to his theory class, he exulted. So he was going to start on the real stuff at last! After all these years of sweeping, shovelling, pumping the bellows, grinding, sharpening and patching. He was going to be a real swordsmith, and make his own blade.

Wow!

“Great stuff!” said Drake. “Great stuff!”

And then, in two more years he would be a swordsmith himself, with apprentices of his own to beat about the ears.

Or so he thought.

In practice, it did not prove that easy.

For, half-way through his theory class, guards burst into the classroom.

“Dreldragon Drakedon Douay,” said their leader. “Where are you?”

“Here,” said Drake.

“You’re under arrest.”

“Arrest?” said Drake. “Whatever for?”

“Don’t ask questions. Come with us!”

And Drake was marched through the streets of Cam to the Iron Palace, where he was thrown into a cell, and told he would stand trial before King Tor in the morning.

“What have I done wrong?” wailed Drake.

“Boy, don’t ask me,” said his gaoler. “But unless you’ve been very, very good of late, you can expect to get your head chopped off tomorrow. The king’s lately been in the worst of tempers imaginable.”

Which was bad news indeed. For King Tor was an ogre — and the temper of an ogre is never the sweetest of things at the best of times.
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Name: Parry Iklemass Tinklebeth Terrorjaw Tor. (NB: by law, none may address the king by any of his three first names, on pain of death.)

Birthplace: Cam.

Occupation: king.

Status: absolute ruler of Stokos.

Description: an ogre twice man-height; width almost equal to height; elephant-style ears; tusks jutting downwards from upper jaw; age 54; hair black; eyes blue; six fingers on each hand; grey skin patterned like that of a crocodile.

Residence: the Iron Palace of Cam.

* * *

When night came, Drake hunched up in a corner of his cell and tried to get to sleep. It was almost impossible. The darkness echoed with the crash of great doors, the tramp of iron-shod boots, the garbled intercourse of coarse voices, occasional screams and the racket of hyena-flavoured laughter.

Sitting in darkness, breathing an ineffable jail-stench in which the reek of blocked drains predominated, Drake imagined he heard rats moving in his cell on razor-clawed feet. He thought he heard them sharpening their teeth against the cold tombstone-sized slabs of the floor. At last he fell asleep and dreamed — briefly — of the sword he would make with the help of Gouda Muck.

He woke to find things crawling over his face. He beat at them, knocking them into the dark. Spiders? Cockroaches? Something went whirling round his cell with a staccato clitter-clatter of wings.

“Grief,” muttered Drake.

And found himself unable to regain the realms of sleep.

When morning came, the gaoler served breakfast, which was a jug of water and a bowl of fish chowder.

“What happens now?” said Drake.

“Now? Why, your trial starts shortly.”

“Good,” said Drake.

He was glad, for a prompt trial meant he would soon be out of here. Excellent! He was in a hurry to return to Hardhammer Forge. He wanted to get down to work, yes, to start on his first sword. Surely King Tor would let him go. What had he done wrong? Nothing serious.

Drake thought Tor might even give him some compensation for false arrest and wrongful imprisonment.

Yes.

“Rise and shine,” said the gaoler, interrupting Drake’s calculations of probable compensation. “We’re going to the Iron Hall.”

Shortly Drake was shown into the Iron Hall of the Iron Palace. He had never been in a building so large, or so full of noise and people. Once there, sitting on a hard wooden bench, watching King Tor administer justice, Drake swiftly began to change his mind about his prospects.

The ruler of Stokos seemed to take law and life very seriously indeed.

Again and again Tor cried:

“Off with his head!”

It seemed to be the king’s favourite punishment.

Pleas for mercy did no good. Neither did grovelling. One particularly abject petitioner crawled to the throne and started licking the king’s clawed feet. The snivelling fool was promptly kicked to death for his cowardice.

“Be bold,” muttered Drake to Drake.

“What did you say?” demanded a guard.

“I said, funny how there’s so much iron in this place,” said Drake.

“Oh,” said the guard. “That’s easy enough explained. Things human-built tend to break when an ogre gets hold of them. The king’s always complaining about how fragile everything is.”

“Oh,” said Drake, eyeing the king.

Who sat on a throne of black iron. Wearing leather trousers and a leather jacket, both studded with iron. Refreshments on an iron table beside him: live frogs in a huge bowl of cast iron. Blood in a chalice of wrought iron. A heap of mules’ eyes on a plate of pig iron. At his feet, a gryphon.

“What,” said Drake, “am I charged with?”

“You expect a bill of particulars?” said the guard, with a laugh. “We’re not so stupid. If you knew what you were charged with, you’d be inventing lies and fantasizing alibis right now. Wouldn’t you?”

“I’d be doing no such thing,” said Drake, indignantly. “I’m a humble, law-abiding apprentice. And very religious into the bargain.”

“We’ll see about that,” said the guard. “Your case is next.”

Upon which King Tor pronounced sentence on his latest victim:

“Cut off the top of his head then feed him his own brains.”

Drake shivered.

And an orderly shouted:

“Dreldragon Drakedon Douay! Be upstanding! Advance to receive justice!”

Drake got to his feet and strode forward with as much of a swagger as he could manage. His body was alive with frantic pulses. His heart was asking for out. His arsehole was quivering. His knees trembled.

He halted, ten paces in front of the king. Set his feet shoulder-width apart. And tensed the muscles in his legs, to keep them from shaking. He eyed the king’s gryphon uneasily. The brute appeared to be asleep, its purple wings folded against its tawny lionskin body. On its great hooked eagle’s beak was what looked suspiciously like dried blood.

“What have you been doing wrong?” said Tor, in a buffalo-built voice.

“Man,” said Drake, in a loud voice which rang against stone and against iron, “you’re real hot on wrong. How about some right for a change? If it pleases your majesty — and even if it doesn’t — I’ve done a good bit right in my time. Yes. Good work at the forge. Good work with steel. Good work at sword, too.”

King Tor snorted.

“Don’t snort so quick!” said Drake. “It’s logic, isn’t it? Right should mean as much as wrong. But here you only talk of wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong. All about error. Well, I say this. Maybe I killed a couple of watermelons. Maybe I took a little twig off a tree — sorry about that, your ugliness, but it’ll live. Anyway, those are only little wrongs. The great rights of my life should cancel them out altogether.”

“You’re talking nonsense,” said King Tor.

“Not so!” exclaimed Drake. “Man, you should set up a court of rights as well as a court of wrongs. I volunteer for trial in such a court. I guarantee I’d walk away with reward rather than punishment. Stands to reason, doesn’t it? If wrongs deserve punishment, rights deserve rewards. And in my case, rights outweigh wrongs by nine thousand to one.”

Tor laughed. Even at ten paces, Drake was assailed by royal halitosis. Tor’s breath stank like a heap of guts which has sat for twenty-four days in a midden pit. Drake did his best not to flinch.

“Let’s see, little mannikin,” said King Tor. “Let’s see exactly what you’re charged with. Bring in the witnesses!”

While Drake was still suppressing his indignation about being called a mannikin, the witnesses trouped in. And a long line they made. They began to give evidence.

There was the watermelon seller.

There was the Protector of the Royal Trees.

There was the owner of a certain coal cart.

There was the owner of a certain house which had been wrecked by a certain coal cart.

There was the father of a girl of fourteen whom Drake had deflowered on his birthday.

There was the owner of a certain boat which was some-what the worse for wear as a consequence of Drake’s birthday celebrations.

There was—

But why go on? It is a long list, and the recital of such a list would not increase the world’s wisdom, and might well give the unwise certain ideas they would be better off not having.

Once the witnesses had finished, King Tor said:

“What have you got to say for yourself?”

“What have I got to say for myself?” said Drake. “Why, that I’d like to marry your daughter. For I’m just the man, as the witnesses have proved. Yea. For I am strong, brave, determined, resolute in decision, ruthless in action, swift, cunning, subtle as a serpent, fit, healthy, and the boldest cocksman who ever stalked the streets of Cam.”

“Do your talents excuse you from obedience to the law?” said King Tor, in something which sounded fearfully like anger.

“Man,” said Drake. “There’s no excuse needed. Those petty little quibbling pranks hardly rate a slap on the hand, far less the greater punishments. Why, they’re all but boyish larks of one kind or another.

“And I’ll have you know this. That girl wasn’t much of a virgin, she’d had her father and brother before me.

“As for the other things, why, most of them weren’t my fault either. They were the fault of the way the world’s built. It’s a right flimsy place, your majesty, not built to take the strain of hard-living men like you and me. Why, if that cart had been built proper, it would never have ruptured when it hit that wall. That wall wasn’t built well, either, or it would have stopped the cart. And that boat wasn’t up to much, either.

“All in all, if you must talk punishment, I think you could let me get away with all this for no more than a slap on the hand.”

King Tor sat in thought.

He drank a draught of blood. Good stuff! He burped, and wiped his lips. He plucked a frog from the snack-bowl and munched it down. Ah! Great eating!

“Well,” said King Tor. “We were all young once.”

Drake waited.

The king drank some more blood.

A little dripped from his lips to his leather trousers.

“You’re right,” said King Tor. “Those were but boyish pranks. So I’ll let you off lightly. We’ll have you birched in public today. You spend tonight buried to the neck in the public dungheap. Towards morning, we’ll put you on a boat. Three leagues from shore, you’ll be thrown overboard. That is my justice!”

Drake knew he had got a good deal. But he could not resist the impulse to push his luck.

“Man,” said Drake, “my offer for your daughter still holds good.”

Tor sat in silence, staring at Drake. Then:

“You have a very high opinion of yourself,” said Tor.

“I’m a man’s man, man,” said Drake, wishing he had kept quiet.

Tor considered. There was, for once, something close to silence in the Iron Hall. Everyone assembled wanted to hear the king’s judgment. Would this boy get to marry Hilda, the king’s daughter? Or would he be torn to pieces on the spot for his impudence?

“You hold yourself nicely enough,” said Tor, slowly. “But substance may differ from appearance. That three-league swim from sea to shore should tell us rather more about you. If ... if you can make it back to my palace before sunset, then you’re the man to marry my daughter.”

“Why, that’s right handsome of you,” said Drake. “It’s a deal.”

And they shook on it. As Tor’s six-fingered hand closed on Drake’s, the ogre squeezed. Just slightly. Drake winced, and squeezed back.

“Good muscles there,” said Tor, approvingly. “Good luck!”

“Thought of the fair visage of your daughter will sustain me, sire,” said Drake gravely.

Tor laughed, released Drake and clapped his hands.

“Take him away!” said Tor.

So Drake was taken out and birched in public, getting the standard twenty lashes. And it’s no good pretending it didn’t hurt, because it did. Worse than the pain was the publicity — for, as Drake was well aware, Sully Yot was amongst those watching.

Then Drake was planted in the dung heap, naked, up to his neck in ordure. And it’s no good pretending that was comfortable — it was the worst night he’d had in his life. But for a fresh breeze coming in off the sea, he would have perished that night by reason of the fumes from the dung.

Towards dawn, Drake experienced something very close to despair. He felt shattered. He doubted that he could swim even as far as a sick snail could crawl while a hungry man was gulping down a very small piece of bread and jam, let alone three leagues. Three leagues! That was six thousand paces!

Still, he had to try.

The sun was rising when Drake was dug out of the dung heap. First off, he was thrown into the harbour. The shock of the water revived him somewhat; he found he could swim, and swim quite well. Once he was clean — more or less — he was allowed to climb out of the harbour.

A considerable crowd had gathered to see the young man who had set himself up as a contender for the throne of Stokos. As someone threw a blanket over his shoulders, Drake gazed around at the mob. Why, he must be famous!

“Good morning, young Drake,” said a familiar voice.

It was Gouda Muck.

“Hi,” said Drake. “Come to watch the fun, have you? Why couldn’t you stay back at the forge torturing rats with a red-hot poker?”

“Don’t be like that,” said Muck. “I’ve brought you a present.”

And so he had — a pair of new trousers and a thick jersey of greasy wool. Drake was startled.

“Why,” said Drake. “Why, this — I—”

“Thank me by surviving,” said Muck, clapping a hard and horny hand onto his shoulder. “You’re a good lad, really. I know that.”

Such presents and such praise were the very last thing Drake had expected to get on that particular morning. His heart was gladdened; he felt almost human again.

“Morning, young sprogling,” said a rough but cheery voice.

It was Drake’s uncle, Oleg Douay. And what had he brought with him? Why, breakfast!

Bacon, yes, and devilled kidneys, and bread greasy with fat. Drake scrambled into his new clothes then ate with a will, feeding warmth, strength and energy into his belly. Three leagues? No problem! He could do it lying on his back.

“That breakfast will see you drowned with cramp,” said an anonymous pessimist.

“Not me,” said Drake, carelessly, and downed another kidney. “What’s that other package? Something else for me?”

“Some new boots,” said Oleg Douay. “But I won’t hand them over yet. I’ll be waiting when you make it back to shore. I expect you to dine with me this evening.”

“With pleasure,” said Drake.

“Five shangles says you can’t swim the three leagues wearing the boots,” said a voice.

It was Sully Yot, half-hidden amongst the crowd.

“Done!” said Drake. Then, to his uncle: “Give me the boots.” Reluctantly, his uncle handed them over.

“This isn’t wise,” said Oleg. “Those boots will drown you.”

“Not me,” said Drake, determined to win five shangles off Sully Yot.

Five shangles! Why, that was a week’s wages. With five shangles, he could be drunk for two and a half days without a moment’s sobriety.

Then Drake remembered that his days of boozing, gambling and wenching were over. He was a serious swordsmith now, soon to settle down to the job of making his first blade. Well ... once he’d made that weapon, surely a little celebration would be in order.

Yes. Surely.

“I’ll be here myself when you get to shore,” said Yot, “to make sure you’re still wearing the boots. So no cheating!”

“I’ll be wearing the boots all right,” said Drake. “I’ll keep them on if only for the pleasure of kicking you.”

Then Drake was shown to the canary-yellow dinghy in which he would be rowed out to sea. The boat, he was told, was the Walrus. Unbeknownst to Drake, her owner had named her thus because he had once sailed on a pirate ship captained by a water-thief of that name.

Drake was introduced to the crew.

There were three of them. Ish Ulpin (owner of the Walrus) and Bucks Cat were both human. The third, Whale Mike, was mostly ogre; he was twice man-height. But, unlike King Tor, he was of fairly slim build — his shoulders were no wider than a man’s outstretched arms. He wore tarpaulin overalls and a great big leather apron with a huge pocket in the front.

The rowing boat — a big wide strongbuilt thing which would usually have had a crew of ten — settled noticeably as Whale Mike stepped into it. Drake dreaded to think what he weighed.

“Well, gentlemen,” said Drake. “It looks like a good day for it. Shall we be setting to sea?”

He stepped into the boat. Ish Ulpin took the tiller; Whale Mike and Bucks Cat began to row. Men on ships in the harbour cheered or jeered according to their nature.

Then, as the Walrus passed by the bow of an ill-favoured barque with furled black sails, a man leaned over the railing and cried:

“Hey, boys! That’s the pup I told you about! The one who gave me the wrong directions!”

Looking up, Drake saw the man on the ship was Atsimo Andranovory.

“Belt him round the earhole for me!” cried Andranovory.

Whereupon Ish Ulpin did just that.

“Hit him again!” said Andranovory.

“No, that not fair,” said Whale Mike. Then, raising his voice so Andranovory could hear: “You want hit boy, you know where to find him! You swim out after us if that what you want!”

Andranovory answered in curses.

Soon, he was out of earshot. The dinghy left the protection of the harbour and began to rock uncomfortably on the swells. Drake started feeling uneasy.

Or, to be precise, queasy.

All that bacon fat in his belly was getting distinctly uneasy about this adventure.

“You not happy stomach?” said Whale Mike. “Here, you get this good, she put you right.”

And Whale Mike handed Drake a small stone bottle. What was in it, Drake didn’t ask. He simply swigged. It was bitter. It burnt. At first, he felt worse than ever. Then his stomach settled, and seasickness threatened no more as the Walrus rowed out into the open sea.
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Ish Ulpin: a lean, pale man with a thin, mirthless mouth. He is given to great anger; he loves to kill. Once was a gladiator in Chi’ash-lan; later, sailed with the Orfus pirates of the Greater Teeth. Now works for King Tor as executioner and torturer, but is not averse to a little private enterprise on the side. In anyone’s language, this man is dangerous.

Bucks Cat: a tall man with a wrestler’s build; black hair; ebony skin; a knife-scar grinning on his throat. Born on Island Talsh in the Sponge Sea. After capture in a slaving raid, worked for many years in a quarry in the Ashun Mountains. Led slave revolt which took three years to suppress; spent five years on Greater Teeth before settling on Stokos.

Whale Mike: an ogre built as tall as King Tor. Has a trace of human ancestry (ogres can breed with humans, as wolves can with dogs) as evidenced by a face showing what is almost a standard human configuration. Small eyes of incontrovertible imbecility; cheeks bulging as if a full-moon resides within each; sallow yellow skin. He has no ears, only holes in the side of his head where ears should be. (His hearing, even so, is acute.)

His past is unspeakable.

* * *

The day was bright; the sun glittered on the sea and glinted from the blue and green tiled rooves of Cam. The clouds were few, white and very high. Drake felt strangely tranquil as he watched the whitewashed buildings of Cam receding into the distance. Three leagues was a long way to swim. But he had every confidence of success. In fact, he felt he had energy to spare. By way of showing off, he offered to row.

“You not row, man,” said Whale Mike. “You sleep.”

“I don’t need to sleep,” said Drake. “I know what’s best for me.”

“You like kitten,” said Whale Mike. “Eyes not open yet. You not know which way up.”

“It doesn’t matter what he knows,” said Ish Ulpin, with a laugh which suggested no humour. “It’ll all be over soon enough in any case.”

“What?” said Drake. “You think I’m going to drown or something?”

“Shut up,” said Bucks Cat.

“You make nice sleep,” said Whale Mike. “That always good thing. Not much sleep in water. That not so?”

Drake hated to take advice from anything which looked so stupid, but, in the end, he made himself as comfortable as he could and closed his eyes. And slept, right enough. Dreaming of munched frogs and dripping blood. After a while, he woke to hear someone — Ish Ulpin, by the sound of it — talking about Andranovory.

“We should have taken old Andranovory’s offer,” said Ish Ulpin. “It’s our chance to get back to the Greaters.”

“Yes,” said Bucks Cat.

“You really want go back there?” said Whale Mike. “I not like that. We happy here, that not so? In Greaters, nobody trust anybody. That not nice.”

“Who cares about nice?” said Ish Ulpin. “I care about money.”

And Drake thought: Well, and so do we all.

Then drifted off to sleep again. Waking considerably later. What had woken him? A gull, yes, the harsh cry of a gull. Lament of the ages. He sat up, blinked. His eyes hot, red, sore. Infected from the dung heap? Maybe. The boat rocked. His arse was sore. His back was sore. A boat was no place to sleep.

“Hey,” said Drake. “Where are we?”

He looked for the shore. It was a fair way distant. Well, to be exact: an unfair way distant. The whitewashed buildings with their roofs of blue and green tiles were shrunk by distance to the size of flecks of paint.

“This is more than three leagues!” said Drake.

And promptly leaped overboard. The sea was so wet! So big! So dark! Drake was most unhappy about it. But he was even less happy when Ish Ulpin picked up a harpoon and threatened him.

“Back in the boat, boy,” said Ish Ulpin. “Get in, or I spear you.”

“What is this?” said Drake.

“Don’t argue,” said Ish Ulpin. “Get in!”

Drake paddled back to the boat. Whale Mike hauled him aboard, then took his turn at the tiller. Bucks Cat and Ish Ulpin continued rowing.

“Hey, man,” said Drake uneasily. “Three leagues is but six thousand paces. We’re that far from shore already, I’ll swear to it.”

He got no answer. He felt stupid, sitting there dripping wet, so stripped himself naked, wrung out his clothes then put them back on. Leaving his boots off. Those lovely new boots had felt dangerously heavy when he had been swimming in the sea. He bitterly regretted making his bet with Sully Yot, because it was clear enough now that he was going to lose his five shangles. Yes, and Yot would never let him forget it.

“Hey, boys,” said Drake, “row me most of the way back in and I’ll let you have three shangles. That’s one each. That’s a lot of money.”

Bucks Cat laughed, and pulled on his oars with a will.

“You’re going too far!” said Drake.

“And we’ll go further yet before you jump,” said Ish Ulpin, sunlight glinting on his fine white teeth as he smiled.

Smiled without humour.

“What is this?” said Drake. “Vigilante justice or something?”

“Exactly,” said Ish Ulpin.

“I’m a citizen!” shouted Drake. “A very religious boy! Just a boy, a tender-hearted boy. I want to work hard and worship, to learn obedience under the law, yes, learn my lessons, pay my taxes, reform, be good. Why are you doing this to me?”

“Certain merchants have paid us to,” said Ish Ulpin. “Aye, and paid well, too. Nice work for easy money.”

“Merchants?” said Drake. “Who? The guy with the watermelon stand? Or that man with the daughter?”

“None of those,” said Ish Ulpin. “Nay. Men of more importance. Men who fear to see a fool named Dreldragon marry King Tor’s daughter.”

“What?” said Drake. “They’re in lust with her?”

“Nay. But they fear a fool like you as king. You marry her tomorrow, the king could be dead the next day. He’s old enough to die.”

“He might last another thirty years,” said Drake.

“And might not,” said Ish Ulpin. “The people who pay us want no risks.”

“You can’t do this!” howled Drake.

But got no reaction. Until Whale Mike said:

“He only boy, you know. We long way out. He not get back. This far enough, yes?”

“You always were soft in the head,” said Bucks Cat. “I’ve swum further than this myself. He might do the same himself.”

“Unless we put a harpoon through him,” said Ish Ulpin. “How about it?”

“Yes,” said Bucks Cat.

“Oh no,” said Whale Mike. “That cruel. We not do that. We give him maybe just little chance. That nice, give some joker chance.”

“Was it you who gave Jon Arabin a chance?” said Ish Ulpin.

“What you talking about?” said Whale Mike.

“When Slagger Mulps had him thrown overboard with all that iron tied to his feet,” said Ish Ulpin. “You did the knots for the iron, didn’t you?”

Whale Mike’s big foolish face split in a grin.

“Oh yes,” he said. “Good knots, eh? Jon, he smart fellow. He get those knots undone real nice. I make knots so he have little chance. No much. But he come up all right. That good fun. Old Walrus, he real pissed off. Good stuff. Jon blow kiss, that cracked me up, that real funny.”

“So that’s why the Warwolf survived,” said Bucks Cat.

“Because Mike was in one of his funny moods.”

“I had a sword called Warwolf,” said Drake. “Who’s the Warwolf you’re talking about?”

“You shut up,” said Ish Ulpin. “We’ve heard enough out of you.”

“Yes,” said Bucks Cat. “Keep your mouth shut, or we’ll tie the anchor to your feet before we throw you over. I’ll do the knots myself. They won’t come undone if I do them!”

Drake, seeing the threat was serious, kept quiet thereafter. He counted what gulls he saw. There were not many of them. How far did gulls fly from shore? Some, he had heard, lived eternally at sea, never touching ground from one year to the next. He looked at his toes. Wriggled them. There were little ginger hairs growing on his toes. That was funny, that his head-hair should be blond yet his toe-hair ginger.

Knowing he might be close to death, he started to review his life.

What did he see?

Mostly, lost opportunities. Women never laid, foes never beaten, fruit never stolen. Well, if he got out of this, the world would see a change in Drake Douay. Yes. No more Mr Nice Guy! He’d go for what he wanted, yes, ruthlessly, yielding to nothing. Life was short, so: grab while the grabbing’s good.

While Drake was thinking thus, the crewmen rowed on. Bucks Cat put a line out and trolled for fish, with some success. As each fish was hauled aboard, it was cut up then eaten raw. Drake was horrified.

“This good,” said Whale Mike, throwing Drake a lump of fish. “Eat!”

“No,” said Drake. “Raw fish is poison. Everyone knows that.”

“I eat, I not hurt,” said Whale Mike.

“You’re not human,” said Drake.

“Oh, I human enough,” said Whale Mike complacently.

“Come on, you try. That way find things out.”

“So it is,” said Drake, remembering what he had been taught in his theory classes about the experimental method.

But, even so, he was most reluctant to eat something which almost all of Stokos regarded as deadly poison. Finally, compelled by hunger, he tried some of the fish. It was not bad at all. And he got no harm from it.

“Well,” said Drake, “they do say that travel broadens the mind.”

He was starting to feel quite comfortable in the boat. He had managed to convince himself that the crewmen would never force him into the sea. No, they were just indulging in a rather cruel joke. Sooner or later, they would admit as much. Then everyone on the brave boat Walrus would have a good laugh, and they would turn and row for shore. Once there, the crewmen might buy Drake a beer by way of apology. A beer? Two beers, minimum! They might buy him a woman, as well. Then Drake would go home and get a good night’s sleep. And, bright and early in the morning, he would start on his first sword.

With such thoughts, Drake comforted himself. Until, toward sunset, when only a line of distant clouds marked the position of the shore, Ish Ulpin gave an order:

“Ease oars!”

The Walrus wallowed in the greasy swells. What lay beneath the sea’s surface? Immense depths of dark, of cold, of drifting seaweed and hunting sharks.

“Sorry about this,” said Whale Mike.

“You mean ...” said Drake. “You mean you’re really—”

“Did you think we were joking?” said Ish Ulpin. “Jump!”

“Yes,” said Bucks Cat. “Before we cut your lips off.”

“This isn’t fair!” said Drake. “I never did anything to hurt you.”

“You lied to one of our friends,” said Ish Ulpin. “You gave Atsimo Andranovory duff directions. Aye. You met him on the waterfront and—”

“But that’s ridiculous!” said Drake. “You can’t kill me just because of that!”

“Ish Ulpin joking,” said Whale Mike. “We not kill you because of that. We kill you because that our job. You better leave now.”

“Yes,” said Bucks Cat, jabbing at Drake with a harpoon.

“Leave now, if you want to leave with your liver.”

Bucks jabbed again. And Drake jumped. The oarsmen turned the good boat Walrus around and started rowing for the shore.

“This is a joke,” said Drake, swimming after them. “It is a joke, isn’t it? It could be, you know. I’ll hold no grudge. I’ll swear to you. Everything I own. My flesh, my body.”

“Keep your distance,” said Ish Ulpin, snatching the harpoon from Bucks Cat.

Ish Ulpin was ready to kill. Yes. It was no joke.

Drake trod water, floundering around in the swell and the slop. He swore. He wailed in despair. Then he shouted:

“It’s too late now!” he screamed. “Too late for me to get to the palace by sunset! So I’ll never marry the king’s daughter! Your merchants have got what they want! They’re safe! You’ve earnt your money! I’ll never be king! Pick me up, for love of your mother!”

“I’ve no love for my mother,” called Ish Ulpin. “In fact, I strangled the bitch to celebrate my fourteenth birthday.”

And on rowed the boat.

Bucks Cat, holding the tiller, reclined like a lady of leisure. He trailed his free hand over the side, so water played around his fingers. He was safe. He was earning good money for this murder. He was happy. And he was letting Drake know just how good he felt.

Whereupon Drake was filled with seething anger, with outrage, with implacable hatred. He would not drown! He would live! He would get to shore then murder those boatmen, one by one! Hang them! Jugulate them! Smash them to pulp then jump up and down on their splattered bowels!

Drake forced himself out of his trousers. He lay on his back, kicking his feet to keep himself afloat. He knotted each trouser-leg at the ankle. Then held the trousers by the waistband, so the legs dangled limply in the water. Then, treading water, he brought the trousers sweeping in a sudden arc toward the sea.

Air shot into the trouser-legs. The waistband, widened to a circle by the inrush of air, hit the sea. Drake forced it down. The trouser-legs stuck up into the air. Drake laid himself across the crotch of the trousers, trapping the waistband beneath him.

He was now afloat on his trousers. Bit by bit, the air would surely leak out, but by repeating his trick he could refill them. He looked a right daft lunatic, floating on his trousers with his naked arse shimmering in the seas of sunset. But he would live, unless he died of cold, or was eaten by sharks, or was set upon by giant seabirds, or—

Yes, probably he would die.

“But I’m not dead yet,” said Drake.

And floated.

All grim determination.

Darkness came, bringing a night longer than all the wormholes that ever were, longer than every bit of spaghetti which has ever been made since the dawn of time.

Drake fell asleep often, experiencing just a flash of dreamtime hallucination before waking again to the cold everwash of the sea. The greasy wool which protected his torso helped keep him alive. But for the warmth of wool, Drake would have been dead long before dawn.

By the time dawn approached there was no determination left. Only a boy of sixteen, alone, lonely, exhausted almost beyond endurance, cold to the bone, nine parts dead, skin wrinkled by the sea.

“It’s lighter,” said Drake. “A new day ...”

Life is hope.

The east was grey. Then sullen red. Then ginger. Then up came the sun, as bright and cheerful as ever. Blue shone the sky. Blue sky. White clouds.

“It is a good day to die,” said Drake, since that was the kind of thing heroes were supposed to say.

Maybe heroes convinced heroes. But Drake failed to convince Drake. As far as he could tell, no day was a good day to die.

But it didn’t look like he had much choice in the matter, for, by the bright happy sunlight, he saw a fin sliding through the sea. An evil fin. Sleek. Cold. Polished as a knife. Then out from the water came a sleek and polished head, which whistled at him in a high and alien language.

“I see,” said Drake. “A whistling shark. Well, nice to be eaten by a novelty, I suppose.”

The brute rolled on its side, then dived. Going under. Drake drew his knees to his belly. Where was it? Where was it?

“Show yourself, bugger-breath!” he snarled.

And the monster did. It came out of the sea. It leaped right out of the water, described a fantastic arc, then plunged beneath the waves again. Then surfaced. Grinning. Yes! Its vicious beak of a mouth was grinning at him! There was no mistaking that expression. What next? Laughing, no doubt.

The smiling shark began to circle. The swells lifted Drake up then dropped him down. His trousers were almost empty of air: he was getting lower and lower in the water.

“Come on, shark!” said Drake. “Make an end of it, you ugly bugger!”

But the shark just circled, chirruping now and then. Another joined it. Two of them, then. No, three!

“A dinner party, is it?” said Drake. “Man, sorry to show up for dinner with a bare arse.”

It was time to fill the trousers again.

Or drown.

“Life is hope,” said Drake.

And manoeuvred himself off his trousers, meaning to slip them behind him to catch another load of air. But he was so weak that, as the last of that air-support left him, he slipped beneath the waves, losing his grip on the trousers. Which sank.

Drake sank.

Grabbing for the surface.

Something rose up beside him. He seized it. He found himself brought to the surface. By a shark. Too exhausted to scream, he lay there in the sea, lay with his cheek against the water-smooth flank of the shark, his arm over its great smooth back.

Then remembered that sharks are not smooth, for their skin has more teeth than their jaws. So this must be a dolphin, yes, he had heard of such, that accounted for the whistling and all, it was a dolphin, life answering to life just as the legends claimed. And Drake, unable to help himself, wept.

And heard someone hail him:

“Ahoy there! You with the fish!”

Now the dolphin is no fish, for its blood is warm, and, what’s more, mother dolphins give birth to their young in a fashion close to human, then suckle their babies on milk. But Drake knew well enough that the voice was speaking to him.
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“So it’s true,” he said. “The dead begin to speak to you as you die. Well, who’d have thought it?”

Then the voice called again. Turning his head, Drake saw a ship on the sea behind him. If he had looked around earlier, he would have seen it much sooner.

“Investigate,” said Drake. “That’s what I should have done.”

Then the dolphin submerged, leaving him floundering in the swell. But hope gave him strength, and he kept himself afloat until the ship came alongside. It was a xebec with sails of the palest lilac, a hull painted gold and topsides of silver. It looked like something out of a dream.

Looking up, Drake saw a woman looking down. She was tall. She was luxurious. Her hair was red, her skin also; her mouth was broad, her breasts high-lofted.

“Are you all right?” she said anxiously, in Galish tinged with a foreign accent.

Drake floated there, gazing up at her. What a mouth! What a nose! What beautiful body-lines! Suddenly he remembered all the good resolutions he had made in the face of death: Go for what you want! Yield to nothing! Grab while the grabbing’s good!

Well, then ...

“Will you marry me?” said Drake.

“What?” said the woman, her face showing alarm.

“Marry me! I’m in love!”

“You’re crazy,” she said.

Drake lacked the strength to protest. He floated, his hair — beautifully clean by now — floating around him in the easy seas. Then a capture net scooped him from the water, and he was hauled aboard like a bit of dead meat.

Shortly, he was lying on hard boards with a coarse woollen blanket draped over his nakedness. The tall red woman was bending over him, feeding him sips of water.

“Careful, now,” she said, supporting his head. “Not all at once!”

He seized her hand, and kissed it.

“Marry me,” he said.

“I’ll learn you a rather hard lesson, if you talk on so foolish,” she said, a note of warning in her voice.

She was, he judged, about four years older than him, and a good head taller. He was in lust with her. Strenuously in lust. Or, to be more exact: he liked what he saw, and his ego compelled him to imagine that he had strength enough for lust, even after the trauma of his deep-sea survival exercise. It was that same ego which compelled him to pursue his suit:

“Tell me,” said Drake, “tell me at least your name.”

“Zanya,” she said. “Zanya Kliedervaust, lately of the temple of the Orgy God on the Ebrells.”

“The Orgy God?” said Drake. “That sounds like my kind of deity.”

“Mayhap,” said Zanya. “But I have renounced the temple. Also the flesh it worships. I seek a higher calling. That I hope to find on Stokos.”

At that moment, they were interrupted by a tall, well-built man with violet eyes and purple skin. He wore a purple robe; heavy golden ear-rings dangled beside his cheeks.

“Zanya,” he said. “Faa n’koto afa dree takaloka tee?”

“Gaa n’moto seki seki,” answered Zanya. “Ka ta funofoonu ti.”

“Who are you?” said Drake, staring up at the big purple man.

“He speaks no Galish,” said Zanya. “But his name is Oronoko. He’s a prince from one of the provinces of Parengarenga.”

“Yakoto,” said Prince Oronoko, smiling as he put a hand to his heart. “N’mo k’nozo Oronoko. Ka nafu-nafu.”

“Is this your boyfriend?” said Drake.

“He’s a pilgrim,” said Zanya. “He came to the Ebrells in a quest for purity. We’ve been questing together ever since.”

“I see,” said Drake. “Questing for long enough to share a language between you.”

“Oh, I’ve known the speaking of Frangoni for years,” said Zanya. “It’s a language common enough on the Ebrells.”

Drake wanted to question her further, but first he had to deal with the ship’s captain, a lean, anxious man who came bustling along the deck, peered at Drake with some misgivings, then asked, in a high-pitched voice scarcely half a tone away from hysteria:

“How came you to be in the water? What evil put you there? Witchcraft, perhaps?”

“Nay, man,” said Drake, improvising. “I was on my uncle’s fishing boat. Then up came a kraken! Ah, a brute of a thing it was! Terrible with tentacles. It drowned the boat. Ate all but me.”

His eyes were bright, his voice frenzied.

“Say no more,” said the captain, his fears of the occult apparently appeased. “Leisure back, boy. Rest. Sleep. We’ll land in Stokos soon enough. That will be the time for you to make a settlement with your grief.”

All the way back to Stokos, Drake’s resolution hardened. His flesh, for the moment, was too weak to harden with his resolution. But there was no doubt about it. He could have, would have, must have this big beautiful red-skinned Ebrell bitch.

But he was to be disappointed.

For, on reaching Stokos, Zanya quit the ship swiftly, in company with Oronoko, without even bothering to learn Drake’s name.

“Must follow,” muttered Drake to Drake.

And he gave chase.

But he had scarce taken a dozen steps when the ground snatched itself from under his feet and a sheet of stifling black tar rolled across the surface of the sun.

* * *

When Drake recovered consciousness, he found himself lying on a truckle-bed in the room which housed the skull collection which was the pride and joy of his uncle, Oleg Douay. When Drake called out, his uncle came to his bedside.

“What happened?” said Drake.

“Why, the sea gods saved you, that’s what happened,” said Oleg. “I prayed to them mightily. My faith, as you see, is justified.”

“No,” said Drake. “I mean down at the waterfront. What happened there?”

“You fainted, or so report would have it. Nothing to be ashamed of. After what you’ve been through, it’s a wonder you could walk from the ship on your own two legs. Rest.”

“Man,” said Drake, “a woman came off that ship. She—”

“Never you mind about women!” said Oleg. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later.”

Shortly, Drake had a visitor: it was Sully Yot.

“Five shangles,” said Yot, sticking out his hand.

“Man!” said Drake. “That’s a fine form of greeting!”

“Pay up!” said Yot, obviously delighting in his triumph.

It occurred to Drake that, if the mischances of fate ever reduced him to slavery, then Yot was the very last person he would want as a master.

“Man, I’ll pay all right, but only if you can find a woman for me.”

And Drake proceeded to name and describe Zanya Kliedervaust. By diligent inquiry, Yot found she had taken work in the leper colony on the outskirts of town. Drake paid over the five shangles, though the news gave him little joy.

He dared not venture to the leprosarium. For ordinary leprosy is terrible, but in that colony they had something worse still — blue lepers, who suffered outbreaks of blue sores, then great septic ulcers, then a black rot which consumed the eyes, Then a terrible variant of gangrene which broke out all over and finished them. They generally took two long, slow years to die, from the time the first blue sores erupted on their skin.

Love conquers all?

Maybe.

But Drake was not in love — he was in lust. And lust alone was not sufficient to compel him inside a leper colony.

“Woe is me!” cried Drake.

Then remembered that life did, after all, have some compensations. For he was about to start work on his first sword, was he not? That happy thought gave him the strength to rise from his bed after only three days of recuperation.

But, on proceeding to Hardhammer Forge, Drake found his hopes of making a sword of his own were not yet to be fulfilled. Gouda Muck had received a special order from King Tor for five blades of firelight steel. Muck was working flat out; he lacked the time to supervise apprentice work.

“But you promised!” said Drake.

“Wait till these blades are done,” said Muck. “I’ll be no use as a teacher if Tor chops my head off, will I?”

Drake had to concede the logic of that.

“How long before you’re finished?” he asked.
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