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Prologue

 


The lunatic’s
expression changed to one first of pained betrayal, as though
Radulfson had thrown him to the wolves, then to anger, and then to
fury, and a strange cast of swirling colours seemed to fill those
wild, staring eyes. Large, bruised hands began to reach forward
towards the relatively slight form of the Court Liaison, and
someone, Erl Binderson he thought it was, shouted:

“Sake, Pol, get
out of there!”

But fear held
Radulfson’s feet glued to the floor. He had no weapons, nothing
with which to defend himself...
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1. Something
and Nothing

 


When he was
sure he was out of sight of the Fort’s Wallguard, or at least far
enough away that they wouldn’t be able to recognise him, Pol
Radulfson eased his pair of oxen to a halt at the side of the
King’s Road, and stepped down from the wagon. Behind him, the small
convoy of empty carts and wagons likewise came to a standstill,
drivers frowning at the unexpected delay in their journey south,
coming as it did so soon after their departure.

Radulfson
gripped the rim of the wagon’s rear wheel, eased his feet back so
he wouldn’t be sick on his polished leather shoes with their shiny
silver buckles, and vomited, stomach heaving violently. A single
thought burned in his mind, over and over again.

Sake am I going
to do? Sake am I going to do?

“Oy! You all
right, good master Pol?” a voice called from a little way back down
the road; it was Tolliver, the driver of the next oxcart in
line.

“Yeah, yeah…”
Radulfson managed, sniffing and wiping his nose and mouth with an
expensive lime-green silk handkerchief, a Vennlandian import of
course. “Just had a little too much at Hakson’s table last night,
is all! I’ll be fine once we’re off these bloody cobbles.”

The lie came
easily enough. They always did.

Wiping his
eyes, and with a final sniff, Pol Radulfson clambered back up onto
the driver’s seat, picked up the long, thin whip of a stick, and
gently urged his team of oxen forward once more. The wagon
immediately started its bumpy rumbling, and his stomach turned over
again. This time, though, he managed to control the retching. But
he couldn’t control that dreadful, blazing question which had
plagued him since the Fort Commander, Hakson, had made clear his
demands.

Sake am I going
to do? Sake am I going to do? They’ll ruckin’ kill me!

Behind him, the
small convoy of empty carts continued their trundling, rattling
progress down the great King’s Road. Not for another mile would the
cobbled avenue revert to the broad and rutted dirt track along
which the wheels would roll considerably more smoothly than here on
this ostentatious stretch. Save for a short cobbled section at
King’s Cross, it’d be dirt track pretty much all the way down to
the outskirts of Kingshaven, the city in the south.

The city in
the south, Radulfson thought, where they’ll ruckin’ kill me
for sure. It’ll be down the Havenforth my body’ll float, down the
river and out into the bay to feed the ruckin’ fishes… like all the
other poor sods before me… Like my father... Sake am I going to
do?

The sun was
blazing away to the east, the morning already becoming hot and
uncomfortable, and it was still less than an hour since dawn and
their departure. July 30th, Radulfson thought miserably,
a day that he’d never forget for as long as he lived; though he
supposed there was a grain of comfort to be taken from the fact
that he was unlikely to suffer the memory of Hakson’s farewell for
very much longer. Once they found out that Pol Radulfson,
Court Liaison, had betrayed them… well yes, they would indeed kill
him.

While the oxen
plodded along at a comfortable pace, their work easier for the lack
of a load in the wagon they pulled, the man in the driving seat
took out his handkerchief again and mopped his brow. He didn’t even
have his hat to protect his head from the sun and the heat of the
day. That giant bastard, wossisname, had stolen it, and
thrown it away. What was his name? The memory of that
dreadful moment yesterday came flooding back…

See, who I am
is this bloody great big bastard as could snap yer neck with one
little twitch o’ me hand, and send you over dead afore you hit the
shards below. Who I am is the bloody great bastard as holds your
life in his hand. D’you understand now, mister Pol Radulfson? Is it
clear to you now?

Another bump, a
large cobble jolting the wagon, and the Court Liaison’s stomach
lurched once more, though whether at the memories or for the jolt,
he neither knew nor cared.

We know that
three bins o’ broke sharps were sent down the road. And none come
back up it to replace the loss. We know that barrels of arrers have
been busted, and none come back to replace the loss. And see, we
know the ice is coming, and it do righteously piss us all off
knowing that when it does come, we ain’t
got jack diddly-kak to throw down there at the Wildens rushing in
along that causeway, ‘cept for what’s left lying to hand. And
what’s lying to my hand at the mo is you,
mister Pol Radulfson.

The giant brute
had taken Pol’s hat then, and casually tossed it off the wall, the
two of them watching it float down onto the beach far below,
Hardside, where it was snatched up by some murderer or rapist or
some other foul cullion…

There was a
bottle of quality fruit wine under the seat, and Radulfson reached
down, retrieved it, and after deftly pulling the cork, took a long
draught of the sweet, calming liquid. But still his mouth felt dry,
and still his brow was sweating more than the early morning’s sun
ought to have provoked. He was trapped in the memory of that
torture, of being powerless in the unrelenting grip of that giant
goon, what was his name?

D’you think
I’m playing a game with you, mister Pol Radulfson? Is that it?
Don’t you know it’s cullions as got hold
of you now? Don’t you know you’re locked inside the Fort with us? Don’t you know you ain’t
getting out unless we let you out? We’re inside, mister Radulfson, ain’t nothing the bluebottles
can do to us ‘cept put us out there, down there, out there with yer
shiny hat and its shiny cockade. We got nothing to lose. You,
though…

And Pol
remembered the terror, and blurting out his reply, barely managing
to retain control of his bladder and bowels at the time…

It’s orders!
Powerful people! Powerful people who want to embarrass the new
king! I’m just the middle-man! The weapons are all in the bonded
stores in Southport! I can’t bring to the Fort what’s not released
from the bonded stores!

So it’s the
king’s uncle behind it, then?

Yes! No! He’s a
fool! A dandy! A puppet! They’re pulling his strings! I have
people… look… no, wait… I have people, I pay people… they’re the
ones who know! They say Ingrannus is just a puppet and it’s others
pulling his strings!

Who? Who’s
pulling the strings?

Powerful
people! Rich people! I don’t know their names!

Liar.

I swear! I
swear it! I take the forms to the court! I give all the
requisitions to the Clerk of the Court! All of them! That’s all! At
the end of the month I bring the supplies here and take the
requisitions and signed receipts back! That’s all I do! That’s all
I know!

And Pol
Radulfson knew he was standing tiptoe on the brink of death,
hearing the utter contempt in that hulking brute’s voice.

Eight thousand
daler for taking a dump on folk o’ the Fort. Yer a bastard cullion,
shitting on other cullions. Only difference is, you ain’t been
caught. Yet. I should drop you Hardside just for the piss-poor rye
bread me and me mates are obliged to eat!

And Pol
Radulfson had known beyond a shadow of a doubt that the giant
cullion certainly would have dropped him over the edge of the north
wall and down into Hardside, forty feet below.

Don’t! Don’t!
We can come to an arrangement! Please! I have money! We can make an
arrangement!

Only Hakson’s
intervention had saved him…

That’ll do,
mister Balamson, thank you.

Yes, that was
his name. Balamson. Furcas Balamson, the giant bastard who’d
tortured the crown’s official Court Liaison, in full view of the
Fort Commander and his guardsmen on the north wall. And in full
view of the filthy cullions down there in Hardside, one of them
prancing around wearing Radulfson’s hat, the yellow cockade clearly
visible in the sunlight against the backdrop of black sand and
shards of razor-sharp glassrock.

Sake am I going
to do?

It was twenty
miles to King’s Cross. Maybe a little less than six hours in this
creaking wagon until he’d have to take the first step which’d see
him dead and floating down the River Havenforth. Six hours to think
up a way out of this mess and escape the doom which had been thrust
upon him.

He could almost
feel a part of his mind shrugging with resignation, and muttering a
quiet I told you so. Well, he’d been living on the edge and
juggling so many dodgy deals over the course of his busy but
lucrative life, a part of him had tacitly recognised that one day
he might briefly feel the sharp prick of an even sharper blade
silently snuffing him out. But self-preservation being a powerful
force, he’d never truly admitted it, much less fretted about it…
until now.

Now, the
absence of his hat and the sweat on his brow were tangible
reminders that unless he could come up with yet another plan, think
of some way out of this bloody mess, he was done for. Finished.
Over. Done. Gone. Dead… It really was impossible for someone
alive to imagine being dead; you have to be something to
feel nothing, after all.

Thirty-two
years old and living in Stonehouse Underlake, risen up from the
riverside streets of Kingshaven to hobnob with the high-born, and
nothing and no-one to thank for his success but his own wits. Well,
except maybe that old teacher, wossername, who’d tried to
lift him from the gutter through education and quietly-spoken
aphorisms back when he was a skinny weed of a boy (he was still
rather weedy, though not quite so skinny these days thanks to years
of good living). And she’d succeeded.

From her, Pol
Radulfson had learned what he regarded as his most valuable skill;
how to converse with men of wealth and power. He’d soaked up her
vocabulary, her speech patterns, even the accent which had marked
her as once being high-born, perhaps even of the nobility, no-one
really knew. Why had he done so? Because even as a child obliged to
grow up rather rapidly in the dog-eat-dog city streets of
Kingshaven, he’d been shrewd, keenly observing and always aware of
those around him. Thus he’d seen how the teacher’s quiet tones and
rich vocabulary, her poise and her self-confidence, had such a
powerful effect on anyone she spoke to.

And
that, the youngster had decided, was just what he needed to
drag himself up and out of a life of endless riverside toil and, as
a first step, into the merchant district of Northwest Bywater.
There he would learn the business of business, trading, commerce,
haggling, wheeling and dealing, using his brains while others his
age turned to thieving or a life of drudgery on the banks of the
river or, like his father, earning a frugal living as a
waterman.

It was his
father’s mysterious death, allegedly by drowning (and that was
hardly possible for a fellow more than thirty years a boatman),
which had propelled the young Radulfson along the road which had
led him to this pass, and to being dangled by the neck forty feet
above the shores of Hardside by that murderous goon Balamson. Led
him here, now, facing the very real possibility that his own mortal
remains would follow his father’s and wash up in Southport bay.

Radulfson. That
was a lie, too; his father had died years before his son came of
age and received the appellation on Naming Day. But young men with
no second name, no father’s blessing, couldn’t possibly hope one
day to dwell in Stonehouse Underlake, or to hobnob with the
high-born. No, a Pol Bywater or Pol Riverside would’ve had no
chance in life, whereas Radulf was a noble name, a kingly name, and
Radulfson carried with it a hint of the high-born and history, and
this, together with his rich vocabulary and eloquence, had served
him well as he rose through the ranks in the city.

Think!
his old teacher had always adjured. Never stop thinking!

So he hadn’t.
He learned the language of the wealthy from his teacher and, later,
from moving through the throng and eavesdropping, and he was often
to be found outside the windows of wealthier merchants, learning
the language of commerce; and he learned about avarice, and greed,
and lust, and learned to see it in the eyes of men and women
both.

But with his
father dead, and his mother long gone, Pol had first needed to earn
a living, and he did so surprisingly quickly...

On his way to
the schoolhouse, not long after his father’s death, the boy had
found in a dark and dingy alley, a thin-bladed obsidian dagger,
bloodstained and discarded. On a whim, he’d picked it up, pocketed
it, and during a break from classes, furtively approached a group
of slightly older boys.

“Psst. Wanna
see something wicked, lads?”

“Nah, bog off,
boat-boy,” Sugg, the biggest of them and the gang’s leader, had
sniffed with disdain.

“Leave it out,
Sugg, might be summink innerestin!” one of the others had
protested. “Go on then, Pol, wot is it? Wot you got?”

“Dunno if I
should show it to you now,” Radulfson had declared with a haughty
sniff of his own. “After all, I’m just a boat-boy, a
boat-boy wouldn’t have anythin’ to interest a butcher-boy and his
gang, now would he, Sugg?”

The butcher’s
son had shrugged, knowing full well that if he could be bothered,
he could beat the skinny weed of a boat-boy to a pulp at no
risk to himself. But the rest of the gang were intrigued, and urged
Pol to show whatever it was he had that was so wicked.
People, it seemed, were always fascinated by wicked things, another
of life’s early lessons which the young fellow had stored away for
future use.

“It’s this,”
and he’d produced a rag in which the knife was wrapped. “Blood’s
real, too. This was used to murder someone last night!”

Muffled gasps
of cor! and sake! accompanied the revelation.

“Give you a
penny for it!” someone announced almost instantly, and there began
a sudden haggling amongst the group of grubby Bywater boys.

Yes indeed,
valuable early lessons. The young Pol Radulfson had stood there,
arms folded, bloodied knife wrapped in its rag and safely tucked
away, until one of the group, he couldn’t remember the boy’s name
now, had produced three pennies and three farthingals, and the deal
was done. That day, the boy who was later to become the crown’s
official Court Liaison to The Causeway Fort had seen the glint in
his classmates’ eyes, the glint of cupidity, and he knew then that
wealth was to be made whenever and wherever he saw that look in the
eyes of men and women both.

So had begun a
wheeler-dealer career which had seen the son of a Kingshaven
riverman float like cream to the top of the sour milk into which
he’d been born. Home was no longer a shack on the banks of the
Havenforth, south, west riverside. Home was a small but
luxuriously-appointed stone-built house in that princely
neighbourhood to which all men of wealth and power aspire, those
that aren’t born to it, anyway.

Nor did anyone
in Stonehouse Underlake care about Pol Radulfson’s humble origins,
even if they knew his history; and most, if not all, didn’t. All
that mattered to his neighbours was that the Court Liaison fit
right in with the rest of them, and he did…

Which was why
the man himself was now sitting upright in the driver’s seat of the
lead wagon, frowning, clearing his mind of the fogginess of fear,
and thinking rather furiously. Six hours to King’s Cross. Six hours
to find a way to weasel out of his current predicament. What was it
that giant bastard had said again? Oh yes…

What must I
do to get it into that head o’ yorn, we’re cullions yer dealing with now! We know another ruckin’
criminal when we see one! We seen inside your
house, remember? Remember that? Remember all your
shiny-shinies being sold on the street in the city?

Oh… sake!

Aye, sake! You
think we folk o’ the Fort don’t know people too? How’s a middle-man
get so many nice shiny things as you got, mister Pol Radulfson, eh?
Where d’you get your cut, off the top, or off the bottom!

True, that:
some thieving goit of a night-lurk had burgled his house,
and later been apprehended trying to sell the stuff in the
backstreets of Kingshaven. And yes, that night-lurking burglar
bastard, Chukky Pulletson was his name, had been sentenced to three
years Fort. Radulfson himself had been in court during the trial,
to identify the shiny things which the burglar had been
caught trying to sell. Pulletson was dead now, murdered while
serving his time, a broken spoon shoved through his eye and into
his brain by a fellow inmate… well, Pol admitted to himself,
thieving goit of a night-lurk burglar the man might’ve been, but he
surely didn’t deserve that fate, not on his account
anyway.

Of course the
cullions in the Fort knew about Pol Radulfson, and where he lived.
Some of those cullions might even have done business with Radulfson
in the past. A fellow didn’t get to be Court Liaison to the Fort
without knowing people, without having a network of people either
bought and paid for or keen to earn a daler or two for a snippet of
information, a secret, or news… But cullions always knew one thing
above all else: upon which side their bread was buttered. Pol
Radulfson paid well, and always had.

No, it wasn’t
the cullions in the Fort that Pol was particularly concerned about.
Anyway, the chances were that none of them would know about the
‘arrangement’ between the finely-dressed merchant Liaison and the
Fort Commander. No. It was the yellow cockades Radulfson was
worried about now, or rather the faceless, nameless men in the
shadows gently tugging the strings of the newly-crowned king’s
uncle, the Portlord, Ingrannus.

Yes, if
they found out about the hold Hakson now had over the Court
Liaison, why then, Pol Radulfson was a dead man walking.
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2. Purse or
Pig Sticker

 


His stomach
settled when the carts and wagons were finally on the rutted track
and the last of the cobbles were well behind them. Twice each month
Radulfson had to make this tedious journey, once up the road to the
Fort, and then again down the road back to Kingshaven. It was
probably the only onerous part of his duties as Court Liaison. The
rest of the time? Well, the rest of the time, he was to all intents
and purposes free to do what he did best, wheeling and dealing and
turning a profit.

He hadn’t lied
about that to the hulking brute of a cullion, Balamson.

How much d’you
make selling word o’ the contracts afore the contracts are made? A
tenth o’ the value?

A twentieth!
That’s all! It’s nothing!

A twentieth
is nothing? You think us cullions don’t
know we get shipped third-mark stuff while you get a twentieth o’
first-mark prices? How much, you swindling bastard? How much you
make screwing us folk o’ the Fort each year? A thousand? Ten
thousand? Twenny-thousand?

Eight! Only
eight!

Eight
thousand daler for taking a dump on folk o’ the Fort...

Well, Pol
needed no further reminding of how the rest of that conversation
had proceeded. But he really hadn’t lied about the eight thousand
daler made from his artful dealings. It really wasn’t much in the
grand scheme of things, but it was bread and butter stuff and
helped to keep his hand in the game and his mind and senses sharp.
After all, there were other wheeler-dealers waiting in the wings
who’d just love to park their backsides in the Office of the
Crown’s Court Liaison to The Causeway Fort.

And besides, if
the merchants who actually fulfilled the contracts to supply the
Fort with provisions turned a profit too, well that was none of
Radulfson’s affair, and of course they did; the business of
business was profit, always had been, always would be. Hakson had
never made a complaint about the quality of provisions he’d
received, and that was probably because most of the goods were
supplied for consumption by the cullions in his charge. Cullions
who deserved their sentences.

The Causeway
Fort wasn’t a holiday resort, after all. So the inmates got rye
bread instead of wheat bread, so what? The contract specified
bread, plain and simple, no mention on the docket about what
kind of bread. The contract was always fulfilled, and on
time. That was why Radulfson was obliged to make this journey twice
a month, to ensure that the contracts were fulfilled, and
receipts signed. And if Hakson didn’t complain about the quality of
the stuff he received, well then there really were no complaints to
be looked into by anyone, were there?

Except this
time. This time, there was a serious complaint. A deadly serious
complaint. And there was precious little that the Court Liaison
could do about it, except accede to Hakson’s demands. Back there,
in the middle of the convoy, was a single oxcart which wasn’t
empty. It contained a single small barrel of broken pieces of
metal, shards of weapons shattered by the Land’s Guard during their
enthusiastic and violent training and practice for a battle
everyone but the black-clad guardsmen hoped would never come. This
barrel would be delivered to Kingshaven, and it was under armed
guard, for metal was a precious commodity in Newland, all of it
imported from Vennlandia.

The driver of
that particular oxcart, and the driver’s mate, were both beefy
fellows specially employed by Radulfson for their brawn, dressed in
plain clothes but armed to the teeth in case anyone was bold enough
and stupid enough to try to steal that valuable cargo. No-one ever
had, to date, anyway. In fact, few folk knew about the barrels of
broken metal at all, and those that did knew better than to try to
steal from the crown.

Down the road
would go such barrels, once a month or so, and up the road next
month came the duly requisitioned supplies of shiny new swords and
knives and arrows and any other military equipment the Land’s Guard
managed to destroy while practicing against the day the Wildenice
came. Ice, great floating bergs of it, choking the Wildenstraits
and exposing the rocky causeway down which would come charging the
massed horde of bloodthirsty Wilden.

Pol shuddered
just thinking about it. He’d not been old enough to have answered
the king’s call the last time the ice had been sighted, but his
father had taken up his bow, and come marching north up this very
road. The Wilden had come, but the Fort and all its defences had
held, and the invaders had been repelled. Capricious winter weather
back then had seen a sudden thaw, the causeway had been flooded in
places deep enough to make it impassable, and the emergency was
declared over. Newland’s defences had not been breached.

Still, no-one
who’d marched up the King’s Road that winter would ever forget the
misery of it; camping out in the rough, jumping up and down and
stamping feet to try to keep warm and to keep the frostbite at bay,
the poor food and poor company and the chill of fear that a horde
of Wilden might fall upon them at any time… a chill which seemed to
exceed that of winter’s grip and the snow that fell…

We know that
three bins o’ broke sharps were sent down the road. And none come
back up it to replace the loss.

So had said
Furcas Balamson, the Giant of Medvale, while holding the Court
Liaison by the neck, one-handed, and dangling him out over
the drop down into Hardside… It was true, too. No replacements for
broken weapons, including arrows, had come up this road since
April, when the new king, Ansellus, had been crowned. Radulfson
knew it, of course he did, and so too did Hakson, and, it seemed,
the inmates of the Causeway Fort now knew it too.

But what could
Pol do? He hadn’t lied about that, either. Those replacement
weapons really were all held in the bonded stores in
Southport, and the Court Liaison’s convoy couldn’t bring to the
Fort what was not released from the bonded stores.

Liar.

I swear! I
swear it! I take the forms to the court! I give all the
requisitions to the Clerk of the Court! All of them! That’s all! At
the end of the month I bring the supplies here and take the
requisitions and signed receipts back! That’s all I do! That’s all
I know!

Aye, true,
that. Radulfson had even queried it with the clerk in the Office of
Procurement, remembering the scowl on the wretched little man’s
face when Pol had done so:

“This is not
the first requisition for materiel I have brought down from the
Fort, mister Umbrillson, as you’ll see. Commander Hakson has
appended his previous order, which has, to date, remained
unfulfilled by this office.”

“I am aware,
mister Radulfson,” the clerk had declared icily and with that
peculiar scowl. “I am aware.”

“May I then
hope to be able to meet Commander Hakson’s expectations at the end
of this month?”

“I should hope
so, mister Radulfson. I should hope so.”

And that had
been that. The requisitions had been stamped, and a receipt for
them given, which of course Pol had filed in his own office further
down the corridor. It had been the scowl on Umbrillson’s face which
had been so unsettling. Normally, the timid old fart of a clerk
attempted at least some form of polite exchange in a vain parody of
professional joviality. But that scowl had spoken volumes.
Radulfson had recognised it instantly, from long years of dealing
with people. It was a warning, a signal, as if to say don’t poke
yer nose where it’s not wanted, matey, curiosity killed the
cat.

And that, Pol
had decided, had warranted further investigation. One does not
simply apply for the post of Court Liaison, just as one does not
simply walk into Stonehouse Underlake. No. One acquires the post,
just as the current incumbent had, by dint of hard work, and
playing the kind of games Radulfson had been enjoying all his life.
Politics, someone had once said, possibly even that old teacher of
his, is all about giving people what they want. Which is what Pol
did, though for a price, of course.

So, he’d sent a
quiet whisper down one of the threads of his wispy web of contacts,
and finally learned that yes indeed, the bonded stores were the
bottleneck where Hakson’s requests for replacement armaments had
mysteriously vanished without a trace. Another whisper, another
thread, and more surreptitious meetings in dark places, and
Radulfson had finally learned the truth of what he’d long
suspected: the yellow cockade was responsible for denying arms to
the Fort, and the yellow cockade was controlled not by Portlord
Ingrannus, but by faceless men, powerful men, dangerous men…

It should have
been enough to halt Pol’s enquiries in their tracks, but no… faint
heart never earned a dodgy daler, and the notion that there existed
some kind of nefarious web bigger, more powerful, and more
insidious than his own had irked him. Vexed him, almost. The yellow
cockade was growing, like some kind of guild of guilds; and guilds,
as most folk were slowly coming to understand too late, were one of
the nastier Vennlandian ideas come off a ship at the Southport
Docks.

Oh yes, kings
and noblemen and faceless civil servants may hold the reins of
political power, and to all outward appearances ruled Newland, but
Pol Radulfson knew different. It’s money makes the world go ‘round,
after all. Money was the difference between living in a luxurious
stone-built dwelling in Stonehouse Underlake, or sleeping on a dirt
floor in a draughty, leaky shack on the banks of the Havenforth,
south, west riverside.

And now, guilds
held subtle but undeniable influence over money. In the city, it
was fast becoming a fact that if you wanted to earn money by
putting to work whatever talents you had and taking up a post in
some skilled trade or craft, you had to join a guild. You couldn’t
just walk into a job, oh no; you had to be recommended into
it, and to live locally. Guilds had already spread to the bigger
towns in the three lobes too, so not only did they control who
could earn money from the skills they’d worked hard to obtain, but
to a large extent, they also controlled travel, too: Fat chance of
leaving home in hopes of finding work in another town if the guilds
had got there before you.

The old king,
Ebrardus, really should’ve put a stop to guilds before the notions
took root and spread. But he hadn’t, and even worse, the king had
upped and died, and now his son, Ansellus, barely twenty-two years
old, wore the crown and sat upon the throne; much to the chagrin of
those faceless, nameless and shadowy figures gently tugging his
uncle’s strings. Portlord Ingrannus... Portlord Puppet, more like
it… Portlord Preening Popinjay, Ingrannus, brother to the late king
Ebrardus whose son, Ansellus, now wore the crown.

Pol Radulfson
took another pull on the bottle of fruit wine, and gave a slight
shake of his head for the history which had served to create the
yellow cockade, and the very predicament he now found himself in.
Years ago, decades ago, it had been King Normannus, father to both
Ingrannus and Ebrardus, who on his deathbed had appointed the
Prince Popinjay ‘Lord of the Ports’, a blunder which at the time
had seemed to the dying old fool nothing more than a gesture of
appeasement, a token to show the older son Ingrannus that yes, his
father loved him, but no, it was to be Ebrardus who would wear the
crown.

And at the
time, Ingrannus, ever the fop, had been content with the gift; with
it came Pinelodge, a splendidly-appointed forest lodge in the
southwest outside the town of Southport, which, together with
Eastport, now constituted the fiefdom of the Lord o’ the Ports. He
had control of the docks and the warehouses into which the
Vennlandian merchant fleets offloaded their precious cargos, and it
was from the royal charters and wealth of those two port towns that
Ingrannus became rich.

At the time,
everyone seemed happy; there was to be no in-fighting between two
brothers vying for the throne which might otherwise have been the
case had Ingrannus ever cared for anything other than himself and
his appearance. His newfound riches, along with his new title,
simply allowed the dandy to feed his foppish conceit a diet of rich
fabrics and fashions, being the first as he was to avail himself of
all that came ashore from Vennlandia. Shiny new clothes, a shiny
new home, and a shiny new title. Ingrannus was well content.

And then the
years and decades passed and something changed in Kingshaven.
No-one could say when, and no-one could say why. Something simply
changed, and the yellow cockade began to be sighted about the port
towns of the south, and rumours had begun to spread that the
Portlord was no longer content, and now felt that his wardrobe
would never be complete without the shiniest hat of all upon his
head, and the shiniest chair of all under his backside.

Pol Radulfson
seen the change, and had decided that the best and safest place for
him to be was in with the in crowd, in the courts and high offices
whose existence remained essential no matter who was wearing the
crown or sitting on the throne. Thus his assiduously working to
obtain his present role as Court Liaison to The Causeway Fort. He
was far enough up the greasy pole of power that he could take good
advantage of his office, but not so high up that anyone might
consider him a threat and try to send him sliding back down to the
bottom again.

In truth, the
job itself was rather tedious and hardly taxing, but it did put Pol
in that unique position which that giant brute Balamson had so
concisely summarised when demanding to know how much d’you make
selling word o’ the contracts afore the contracts are made?

Yes, the job
was a trader’s dream. The requisitions Radulfson carried from
Hakson’s office were for provisions ranging from pikes to
pin-cushions, woollens to weapons. Salt, swords, fabrics, wood,
tools, boot-leather, bacon, shoe-laces, lamp wicks… you name it,
the Fort always needed it. And the Fort got whatever it needed,
which is why the Royal Courts had created the post Pol now
occupied, to ensure that the first and most important line of
military defence against the Wilden really did get whatever it
needed from civilian suppliers.

Except, since
April and the new king’s ascension to the throne, it hadn’t. The
shiny new weapons languishing in the Portlord’s bonded stores were
proof of that, as were the rapidly-emptying racks in the Fort’s
armoury. Oh yes, Pol Radulfson understood the reason for
that perfectly clearly now. It had all fallen neatly into
place while Furcas Balamson had been dangling him over Hardside and
threatening to let go.

Those faceless
figures behind the yellow cockade were at the root of it. Their
obvious gambit? Embarrass the new king by denuding the Land’s Guard
of their weaponry, while at the same time, keeping those powerful
and well-trained warriors right where they should be, a hundred and
twenty-four miles away from Kingshaven. So worried about that
professional armed force was the cabal behind the yellow cockade,
Portlord Ingrannus himself had once strode imperiously into
Radulfson’s office, in company with a weaselly little turd of a man
named Orric Portson.

“You are Pol
Radulfson?” Ingrannus had sniffed, holding a delicately perfumed
purple silk handkerchief and dabbing at his nose as if to ward off
the smell of papers and ink, furniture and polish, and the workday
odours of the offices of court around him.

“I am he, Lord
Ingrannus,” Pol had jumped to his feet at this utterly unexpected
encounter with royalty, though he’d hidden his surprise well after
long years of poker-faced practice. “How may I be of service to the
Lord o’ the Ports?”

“This is my man
Orric. To him you will report all that you have seen and heard at
the Fort.”

And without so
much as waiting for a reply, the Portlord had taken his leave,
holding that perfumed handkerchief to his nose as he went. The man
Orric, however, appropriately rat-faced and beady-eyed yet
surprisingly well-dressed, had pushed the door closed behind his
master, and plonked himself down in the chair before Pol’s
desk.

“Best we get to
know each other, Pol Radulfson,” the gossip-monger grinned,
exposing yellowed teeth. “We’re going to be seeing each other every
month, after all.”

“Indeed?”

“Aye so. Each
time you return from the Fort. His Lordship wants to know all about
the men there, their strength, their morale, their gossip, how the
cullions are treated, any unusual events, that kind o’ thing. And
who better to know than one who comes and goes in and out the place
on behalf o’ the crown, eh?”

Radulfson had
taken his seat too, the desk between the two men. “How much does he
want to know?”

“Like I said,
everything.”

“Like I said,
how much does he want to know.”

“Ah. Heard you
were a bit of a money-grubber, always on the lookout for a chance
to turn a coin. Never heard you were a gambler, though.”

“A
gambler?”

“Aye, and you
must be, to try to pick a penny from the Portlord’s pocket. Don’t
you know what this little yellow ribbon means? You must be one
brave gambling man, mister Pol Radulfson.”

“I’m not, and
never have been. Gambling only pays when you’re winning, and the
odds are always in favour of the house. You’re the one taking a
chance.”

“I? How might
that be so, mister Pol Radulfson?”

“Turn right on
the way out the door. Go down the end of the corridor, turn right
again, take the left passage at the far end, and there you’ll find
the office of a fellow named Diyell Lannson. You know, of course,
who he is?”

The weasel’s
eyes had narrowed.

“And,” Pol had
allowed himself a small twitch of a victory smile, “I’m sure he’d
pay well to know what you and your well-groomed and pretty-smelling
master were interested in, on this mild spring day.”

“Hmm.”

“Like I said.
How much does your master want to know?”

“Maybe you
should ask him.”

Again, Pol
allowed himself a twitch of smile. “As if his Lordship troubled
himself with such mundane matters as paying for things. I doubt
he’s ever handled a coin of the realm in his life. No. He’s paying
you as a middle-man twixt me and him, though it’ll be someone else
who handles the rude business of doling out the dalers. And since
he wants me to be the middle-man twixt you and the Fort, why then,
gladly shall I be so. Two hundred daler. Cash, on this desk before
me, before I utter a single word. Or it’s down the corridors of the
courts I go, direct to mister Diyell Lannson’s confidence, and
his purse.”

Orric had
sniffed, and nodded. “Cheap at half the price, I suppose.”

“A month.”

“What?”

“Each time I
return from the Fort. That’s what you said, isn’t it?”

“Two hundred a
month!”

“Take it or
leave it. Besides, it’s not your money, is it? And the
Portlord wouldn’t miss tens times the amount.”

There’d been a
long pause then, before the weasel had stood, scowling. “I’ll be
back, mister gambling man. Though with purse or with pig sticker,
someone else’ll decide. You just remember this, mister Pol
Radulfson… you just put a two hundred daler price tag against yer
own life.”

The man had
left, and Pol had smiled. He knew that very soon there’d be a
calfskin purse on his desk. He hadn’t gotten this far up the greasy
pole without being able to read a man; and Orric? He was just one
of many layers of protection ensuring that the real powers-that-be
never got their hands dirty with such mucky business as paying for
information.

No, there’d
been no risk. It was a simple matter of trade, of giving people
what they wanted, for a price. No risk at all. Until now.

Why now?
Because several hours before Pol Radulfson and his small convoy had
departed the Causeway Fort, a King’s Rider had sped away from the
place bearing despatches from Hakson direct to the king himself.
Pol had heard its urgent hoofbeats on the cobbles. Which meant that
by the time the convoy got to King’s Cross, the crown would know
that Ingrannus had been blocking weapons shipments to the Fort.
Steps would be taken, probably including the careful following of
the requisitions sitting in Radulfson’s satchel waiting to be
passed through the clerk, Umbrillson, and thence down through the
procurement chain to the bonded stores in Southport.

And they
would know that the block on supplies had been circumvented. The
yellow cockade would know the moment the stores were opened and
barrels of arrows and crates of blades travelled north to the Fort
at the end of August. They would know that someone was
responsible.

And there would
be Orric, the rat-faced weasel, waiting in Pol’s office for his
return from this trip, with two hundred daler, or a pig
sticker...
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3. Gambling
Man

 


Nearing noon,
and on the approach to King’s Cross, Pol Radulfson was feeling a
little better about his circumstances. Six hours of tedious
travelling, with occasional stops for the comfort of men and oxen
both, had gone some way to allaying his fears. That the nameless
cabal was responsible for weapons shortages at the Fort was beyond
all doubt. That they must also have expected the Fort’s Commander
to notice the empty spaces in his armoury sooner or later must
likewise have been obvious too. They would surely have planned for
Hakson sending word direct to the crown, taken it into account, and
prepared in advance for that inevitable eventuality.

It made sense,
too, for the new king would certainly be embarrassed by the news
that the Fort was underequipped. More, the king would be obliged to
act so that the necessary resupply could take place at the end of
August, when next Radulfson’s convoy left Kingshaven.

Questions would
be asked in high places. Tut tut, how could the new king allow
such a thing to come to pass as allowing the Fort to be so
unprepared? And such would be the whispers in the corridors of
power, and such would also be the rather louder questions asked
around the great table of the Privy Council. Yes, the cockade cabal
would most certainly have planned for this.

Thought,
Pol knew, had conquered fear. But still, he wasn’t
completely off the hook. Had not Hakson intimated that Diyell
Lannson would be made aware of events at the Fort, and of the
‘confession’ squeezed out of the Court Liaison’s neck by Furcas
Balamson’s massive hand? He had. And Hakson had been in the grip of
cold fury, making it difficult for Radulfson to read in the man’s
eyes whether or not that intimation was a threat or a promise.

The Court
Liaison’s continued good health therefore depended on other
people’s actions, in particular the king’s and Diyell Lannson’s. If
either of those two started blundering about with their
investigations into how the bonded stores had failed to answer
Hakson’s requisitions, and came openly crashing into Radulfson’s
life, why then a bright light might be shone upon him which would
certainly have the spy Orric reaching for a slender blade… a blade
not unlike the one Pol had traded to Sugg’s little gang all those
years ago.

If there was
something Radulfson truly hated, it was having his welfare
dependent on the actions of others. His small frame and slightly
less than average stature, and yes weedy had indeed
described him well as a child, meant that he’d always avoided
trying to settle arguments with physical persuasion; besides, there
were plenty of folk in the city who’d undertake that kind of work
for a price without the need for Pol to risk his own skin in a
fight.

Losing out on a
deal came with the territory, and likewise seeing profits shaved to
within a whisker of break-even was an acceptable part of his life.
But knowing his life now hung in the balance, and that deeds soon
to be done by other people would tilt that balance against him,
left a nasty taste in his mouth which the bottle of quality wine
under his seat couldn’t mask. Thus had he spent the last hours deep
in thought, oblivious to the tedium of the journey, and thus had
that burning question sake am I going to do become how
d’you stop a king from doing something you don’t want him to
do?

The answer, for
someone so far down the ladder of power as Pol Radulfson, had
boiled down to a rather simplistic by getting someone the king
trusted to stay his hand. The king trusted Diyell Lannson.
Therefore, Pol reasoned, the time had come to exercise his
negotiating skills in ways they’d never really been tested before,
and to play one side against the other, with himself as piggy in
the middle. Lannson and the crown on one side, the yellow cockade
on the other; the biggest game in Newland. Gambling man indeed.

Pol had taken
risks before, of course he had; successful traders and businessmen
always did. He’d known, way back when he’d brazenly strode up to
Sugg’s gang to offer that bloodied knife in trade, that you can’t
hope to win big unless you’re prepared to lose big. He’d also
seemed to know intuitively that certain deals were only good for
certain markets; only Sugg’s thugs would’ve been interested in
owning that gruesome obsidian shiv he’d found… the young, the
timid, and the well-raised would’ve wanted nothing to do with it,
much less would they have parted with coin to possess the grisly
artefact.

But risking
money was one thing, risking life and limb quite another. Up ahead
were the buildings on the outskirts of King’s Cross, and he needed
to make a decision before the convoy arrived there. A change of
oxen, a good lunch taken, and then they’d all be off again, down
the road, next stop Turnover, with breaks along the way of course.
Play the biggest game in town, or not? That was the question.

For the last
five hours or more, Pol Radulfson had been weighing his options,
and they’d all boiled down to that new question. The thing was, the
Portlord’s spy Orric would expect a detailed report concerning the
Fort. And bloody Hakson had sent a rider ahead direct to the king,
so the chances were that the yellow cockade’s council (or whatever
those shady, unknown figures called themselves) would know in short
order that their plan to embarrass the crown had succeeded. It was
surely blindingly obvious that the yellow cockade would have their
spies in the highest of places, as well as the lowest.

It also seemed
obvious, to Pol at least, that employing the Court Liaison to
report on affairs in the Fort was a sign that the Cockade (and he
decided that was a good enough appellation for the nameless,
faceless leaders of the broader ‘guild’ that was the yellow
cockade) hadn’t had the time or the inclination to insinuate agents
into the Fort. Perhaps they simply hadn’t bothered so to do; after
all, cullions weren’t exactly free to come and go in and out of the
place, and the gaolers likewise spent long months on duty before
earning a holiday. Pol wasn’t entirely sure if the Land’s Guard
took any kind of furlough at all, never mind taking trips to
Kingshaven.

So then, few
were the people who regularly travelled to and from the Fort, and
apart from Radulfson and his convoy, there were really only the
King’s Riders who made occasional and usually irregular courier
runs, and they likely couldn’t be bought. Thus had the job fallen
to the Court Liaison. That was no surprise then, but what Pol
hadn’t figured out yet was the manner in which Orric had been
introduced.

It was simply
bizarre to imagine that the very man who coveted his nephew’s
throne would be the one to amble up and down the king’s corridors
of power in company with decidedly shifty-looking individuals,
personally introducing them to court officers as the spies that
they of course were.

Had the
Preening Prince done so in obedience to the Cockade pulling his
strings? Had Ingrannus exposed himself thus at their orders? Or had
the conceited fool acted alone, unaware that his nasty employee
served as direct proof of the Portlord’s working against the best
interests of Newland and its king?

In either case,
it was baffling. If the Cockade had wanted to keep Ingrannus on a
tight leash, there were surely less overt means of so doing, and
without exposing their puppet to such obvious danger as his
introducing go-betweens to court officers. Oh yes, the Cockade
might’ve believed that Radulfson’s information could easily be
bought, and though not cheaply, it had been; but even at the time,
Pol had wondered at the brazenness of the Popinjay Prince wandering
about with a creature like Orric Portson, no matter how
well-dressed the spy had been.

Surely
Ingrannus wasn’t so stupid that he wouldn’t recognise the danger of
being seen in company with such a fellow, and surely even someone
as self-absorbed as the king’s uncle would understand that acting
on his own initiative was a risky business at the best of times? To
do so without the blessing of the Cockade? Madness.

No, to a man
well-accustomed to making deals with multiple parties and weighing
the risks involved, the Portlord’s introduction of Orric seemed to
Radulfson so utterly bizarre that there surely must be some
incredibly devious reason for it. What that reason was had eluded
him thus far, and it was intensely irritating to say the least…

“How long we
stopping, good master Pol?” It was Tolliver, calling from
behind.

Radulfson
twisted in his seat to call over his shoulder: “We’ll take a good
lunch, mister Tolliver, our bones deserve it after suffering this
long on the road. Hoping to reach Turnover afore nightfall, with a
break at the Midpiggery way station.”

“Aye fair do
then, sir. So, hour, hour-narf then?”

“Aye, mister
Tolliver, about that.”

Yes, that would
give Pol time to do what he must, and roll the die. He had to play
the game, of course he did. He had to assume that the Cockade would
soon know what Hakson’s letter to the king contained, and so he had
to assume there’d not only be Orric to contend with, but bloody
Diyell Lannson too. Lannson, the king’s nose, a nose always being
poked into places where it wasn’t wanted… always twitching like a
bloody rabbit, sniffing for trouble, seeking for malcontents...

The dirt track
suddenly gave way to cobbles, the wheels shuddered, and spines six
hours on the road protested at this fresh assault upon them. King’s
Cross, and yes, a quick glance down at the shadows beside the wagon
showed that it was almost dead on noon, and the convoy had made
good time. It always did, on the way back from the Fort.

 


Radulfson and
Tolliver were well known in the ox-yards, and in the various
hostelries to be found in the small crossroads town; they were
regulars, after all. Tolliver was from Northwest Bywater, and it
had been the man’s father who’d taken a chance and given the young
Pol a job for six months and shown him the ropes not only of the
wagon trade, but given him a sound introduction to the business of
business. Yes, Radulfson could probably find cheaper wheels and
drivers for his monthly convoys, but loyalty was a two-way street,
and Tolliver and his father knew that and were grateful for it,
too.

When the
wagons, carts, and oxen were left in the care of the yards, and
with Tolliver making arrangements for fresh beasts for the next leg
of the journey home, Pol took his leave of them all, as was his
usual practice. He was, after all, a wealthy man and a court
officer, and was expected to dine in the most expensive of
eateries, and not with the hired help. His first stop, however, was
at a general store, where he promptly purchased a new and expensive
felt hat in the Vennlandian ‘flowerpot’ style. His head had felt
naked all the way from the Fort, and it hadn’t been a feeling he’d
enjoyed.

After that, he
strode around the buildings at the centre of the small settlement,
moving with practiced ease and taking a convoluted path to ensure
he wasn’t being followed; he’d had a lot of practice doing that,
too. Finally, though, he stepped into the cool interior of the
riders’ relay station house, its windows thrown wide to catch
occasional breezes.

The place
smelled of wood, polish, leather, and below it all, a faint hint of
sweat. A fellow in the uniform of the King’s Guards sat behind a
desk, the wall behind him bearing a wooden lattice of pigeon-holes,
some with mail in, letters and small packages awaiting transport to
destinations near and far.

“Good day to
you, Guardsman…?”

“Allenson,
sir.”

“I must send an
urgent letter to the Office of the Crown’s Court of Honour. Do you
have paper and pen?”

The man
frowned, a little suspiciously. “I do. Do I know you, sir?”

“I should
certainly hope so, Allenson. I am the Court Liaison to the Causeway
Fort.”

“Ah. Beg
pardon, sir.”

“No need,”
Radulfson smiled disarmingly, “Alas I’m obliged to travel a dusty
road on the king’s business, as I’m sure you are too from time to
time. No matter how often our buckles and buttons are polished,
seldom does their lustre survive a journey along the King’s Road,
eh?”

The fellow
suddenly relaxed, reassured by the friendliness in Radulfson’s
tone, the implied camaraderie, and by the obvious bearing and
educated language of the man. “Yes, sir, true, that. Here’s paper,
pen and ink. Urgent you say, sir?”

“Yes. I shall
need it taken directly to the addressee by the first available
rider. Fort business.”

The guardsman
blinked, and looked distinctly alarmed. Radulfson noticed
immediately, of course, and though his expression had become
distinctly serious, he feigned another quick and knowing smile.

“Have no fear,
officer Allenson. It is not the alarm we all dread. I doubt that
the ice has ever come in the middle of summer.”

The man looked
relieved. “Aye sir, true, that, too.”

Pol took up the
writing materials, and with a courteous nod of thanks, strode away
to the long table in the middle of the spacious room, and sat,
there to scribble his hasty missive to none other than Diyell
Lannson himself. When he’d finished, he lifted the page and blew
across it, speeding the drying of the ink before re-reading his
letter. Yes, he thought, that should get Lannson off his
backside and perhaps forestall any precipitous action on behalf of
the king. Satisfied with himself, he folded the page, placed it
in an envelope, and addressed it.

Back at the
guardsman’s desk, he returned the writing materials, and availed
himself of a candle and a short and well-used rod of sealing wax,
pressing his embossed ring into the hot blob in the manner of an
official seal. It obviously impressed the young man, Allenson, who
could hardly be expected to know that Radulfson had designed the
ring himself and had it made at his own expense, there being no
official seal for the office he held, and never had there been.

“It is
urgent, Guardsman Allenson,” Pol reiterated quietly.

“Understood,
sir,” the young fellow replied earnestly, taking the envelope and
putting it into a special red-painted pigeon-hole in the rack
behind him. “It’ll be in the ‘haven by nightfall, sir.”

“Excellent.
Thank you for kind assistance. Ever has this station served the
crown well, and this day has been no exception. I’ll be sure to
mention it, as soon as I myself am back in his majesty’s
court.”

“Thank you,
sir!” Allenson smiled, and Radulfson rather imperiously doffed his
new hat in civilian salute before taking his leave.

Outside in the
fresh air, he allowed himself a congratulatory smile (on the inside
of course), and a slight sigh of relief. It was done, the matter
was now quite literally out of his hands. The die, he knew, had
been cast, and there was nothing now to do but enjoy as good a
lunch as a king’s chitty might provide here in the Cross. And yes,
he thought with a rather more obvious wry smile for the pun, the
king would certainly be that when he learned of the
shortages at the Causeway Fort, and the reason for them... Cross
indeed.
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4.
Snippets

 


At the sign of
the dolphin, probably the best eatery in the crossroads settlement,
Pol Radulfson was shown to a small table by a young woman who
smiled her recognition the moment he’d entered the place. He was,
so he’d told her once some time ago, a ‘trader in metals’, which
wasn’t exactly a lie, and which conjured in her mind an image of
wealth and position which the rather more humble title of ‘Liaison’
never could. The king’s chitties which paid for everything he
ordered only helped reinforce the image, which often saw Radulfson
receive a little better attention than other customers dining in
this expensive and thus rather exclusive establishment.

Today, though,
Pol felt less than garrulous, and sat with his back to the wall so
he could keep an eye on comings and goings. He’d felt distinctly
vulnerable ever since that hulking brute Balamson had dangled him
over the edge of the precipice and threatened to drop him onto the
rocks and shards of Hardside. Even thinking about it now in the
comfort of the Dolphin had him glancing nervously around the
place.

It was early
yet, the breakfast diners had long since gone their various ways,
and the lunchtime throng of diners wouldn’t be filling the place
for another hour or so. Still, there were a few folk in, all of
them travellers pausing here on journeys which might take them in
any of four directions and about the three lobes; he didn’t
recognise any of them.

He did,
however, recognise two well-dressed fellows who walked into the
place while he was still sipping fruit wine and waiting for his
food to be prepared. They recognised him, too, and nods were
exchanged.

At once, the
two fellows informed the table-maid that they’d be joining their
‘friend’, ambled across the dining room to where Pol had indicated
the empty chairs, and sat with audible sighs.

“Long journey?”
Pol asked, solicitously.

“Aye, up from
the city.”

“Ah. Another
mica delivery, then?”

“Aye, so. And a
few stones.”

Radulfson
nodded. He’d met these two chaps before, honest traders both, and
based in the east lobe. Well-dressed they might have been, but they
were hard men, who as boys had set out to earn a penny or two
together, and by dint of hard work, nowadays earned a lot more than
that. Garrick, scar-faced, and Hagon, his face unmarked. Both
swarthy and weather-tanned, and dusty from the road.

“You back from
the Fort then, Pol?” Garrick asked, once their order had been taken
and the maid had gone.

“Aye. Left this
morning.”

“What news?”
Hagon enquired, taking a sip of fruit wine.

“None good,”
Pol declared, modulating his tone and speech, and deciding that
some things he’d learned at the Fort could be shared. News
was a valuable commodity, and travelling men often had more of it
than anyone else. Nevertheless, their conversation would remain
guarded on both sides; business was business, after all. “There’s
an air about the place. Nasty. I heard there was a loony-man killed
a few weeks ago.”

“Loony-man?”
Hagon’s eyebrows lifted, and he shot a glance at his long-time
friend seated across the table. “Know his name?”

“No. Loony-man
is all I had from one o’ the blacktops when I asked what was new
since my last visit. You have someone in the Fort you’re worried
for?”

Garrick shook
his head. “Nah, just wondered. Been a lot o’ loons about these
days, or so it seems.”

“Aye and
violent ones at that,” Hagon declared. “East lobe seems full of ‘em
these last couple o’ years.”

Further
conversation was interrupted when their food was delivered, and
silence reigned for a little while after the table-maid had left,
the men sampling the fare.

“Good steak,”
Hagon grunted, and took another sip of wine.

“Always is
here,” Garrick nodded.

“You were
saying about the Fort, Pol? An air about the place?”

“Aye,” he
nodded, and dabbed his lips with a cloth before taking a sip
himself and topping up his glass from a Vennlandian carafe on the
table. “They said it was just the summer heat making it feel tense,
but that was a poor lie. You could cut the air in that place with a
knife, like they were all expecting something terrible to happen at
any moment. Seemed to me, and you know I’ve made plenty of trips to
the place, there were more cullions and loons in there than ever
I’ve seen before.”

“Good for your
business, though.”

“Aye true,
that, Garrick, true that.”

“It’s like me
and Garrick have been saying, Pol. East lobe’s been seeing a lot of
nasty stuff these last couple o’ years. And the Madge o’ Medvale?
Well, he sends ‘em all to the Fort. No surprise to the two of us
that the place is filling up with dangerous types.”

“Aye,”
Radulfson almost winced at his recent memories, “Dangerous types
indeed. How was your trip to the city?”

“Good. Glad to
be out of it, though. Open road, fresh air, green grass and wide
open spaces. Dunno how you put up with living down there.”

Pol shrugged,
and cut another piece of moist rib-eye steak before dabbing it into
a small dollop of creamed horseradish at the side of his plate.
“Stonehouse Underlake’s where I escape the madness in the city.
It’s nice there.”

“Aye, so we’ve
heard. Never seen it, though.”

There was
another pause while they ate, before Pol asked quietly:

“You get a good
price on the mica?”

It was the
scar-faced Garrick who answered, after a quick glance around. “Aye,
fair. Westpeaks mines is always good for large books o’ the stuff,
plenty of leaves to be split off for making good windows. Got a
better price for amethyst.”

Hagon nodded,
and swallowed. “Prices are moving though, and the wrong way for
traders like us, or so it seems.”

“Portlord’s
taxes,” Pol remarked. “Puts money in his pocket. But you and I both
know what new taxes mean, where the price o’ goods is
concerned.”

“And it’s
traders who suffer when margins are squeezed, too.”

“Aye, so….”
Radulfson paused while another customer was shown past their table,
before continuing: “Aye, so. The king should’ve put his foot down
on the new port taxes. You know about the penny tax on fish-oil
down at the docks?”

Hagon frowned.
“Nah, Pol, hadn’t heard that one. We offload in the north o’ the
city, don’t go down through it, nor around it to the ports.”

“People have
seen the cost of their lamplight go up on account of it.”

“Sake. And if
there’s one place in need of lamplight after dark, it’s Kingshaven.
And the king’s done nothing?”

“Not yet,
Hagon. Not yet. Rumour has it, Ingrannus is goading the new king
deliberately. Word to the wise, my friends, now’s a good time to
add candles to your wagons next time you make a trip to the ‘haven.
I’ve already made a daler or two on candles. Portlord can’t tax
those.”

“Sharp, Pol.
I’ll always give you that. Sharp as a razor.”

“We’ve much in
common,” Pol admitted, “All three of us coming up from nothing as
boys like we did. Another tip… if you owe any favours to farmers
out there in the east lobe, then maybe a whisper about planting
oil-seed might see ‘em make a daler or two. With any luck, beeswax
and oil-seed will see the Portlord’s new tax on fish-oil bite him
on the arse. One thing’s for sure, the folks in Cliffport and
Highcove will soon see a rise in demand for their oil, if they
haven’t already.”

“Thanks for
that, Pol,” Garrick nodded appreciatively for the information, and
there was another pause while the meal continued.

That pause
lasted a good while, the food being excellent and the three men
comfortable in each other’s company. Radulfson had known these two
for some time, meeting them on the road or here in King’s Cross.
And traders being what they were, they’d soon learned of each
other’s interests and backgrounds. From such connections and
contacts might come any number of opportunities, and it was almost
always a pleasure for Pol to have dealings with honest fellows for
a change. Besides, folk from the other two lobes always had useful
news which someone in Radulfson’s position might find valuable.

What talk there
was between them was light and airy, and of little import beyond
friendly conversation until, nearing the end of the meal, Garrick
asked quietly:

“You expect the
king to stomp on the new dockside taxes, then, Pol?”

“I expected him
to do that the moment they were levied. Taxes are a king’s
business, after all. Normannus was an idiot, gifting the title and
port charters to Ingrannus. It’ll end in tears, mark my words.”

“There was talk
in the yard where we offloaded, the yellow ribbon guild growing,”
Hagon announced. “Though, we’ve not seen it in the east lobe
yet.”

“Aye, it’s
spreading. You’re lucky to be shifting your mica and stones in the
north o’ the city, or you’d see more of it, especially in the
south. In truth, I tell you, it’s making it difficult for the likes
of me. Down there, south o’ the ‘haven? I have to wear the yellow
ribbon, or there’ll be no business open to me.”

“They’re that
strong then? Even to close their order-books against a court’s man
in office?” Garrick blinked, fork poised for a final mouthful from
his empty plate.

“Getting that
way,” Radulfson nodded, eyes darting now that the room was filling
up. “If you were to glance to your left, friend Garrick, you’ll see
four fellows taking a table by the window, all wearing the mark o’
the Portlord’s new guild.”

A few moments
later, Garrick made such a glance, and Hagon likewise. Sure enough,
the four fellows were wearing the yellow cockade, either on
hatbands or lapels.

“I know one of
‘em,” Pol whispered. “That short fellow on the left? He’s from
Rockhole… I can’t believe the yellow ribbon’s reached that far
north.”

“Must have, got
the yellow on his lapel, clear as day.”

Radulfson’s
eyes narrowed. “Maybe like me he’s obliged to wear it, in order to
do business with those other three. Let’s hope so.”

Garrick gave a
slight shrug. “Rockhole supplies the glassrock for export, and it
must wait on the Portlord’s docks for the ships to come in.”

“True,” the
Court Liaison agreed, and then fell silent when the table-maid
appeared again.

When their
empty plates had been cleared away and the empty carafe of fruit
wine had been replaced, Hagon leaned forward.

“There’s been
talk of worry in Oxtable, Pol. Worry about Alluphant.”


“Alluphant?”

“That’s some
yokel superstition about a ghoul of some kind that gets into a bull
ox and drives it mad.”

Radulfson
blinked.

“Aye, it’s
true,” Garrick insisted quietly, understanding Pol’s surprise.
“It’s a local superstition in Oxtable. They say Alluphant is some
kind of ghoul or demon, a spirit or something. It’s said to live in
fouled hay or mouldy strewings, gets into a bull ox through its
nostrils while the animal is sleeping, and then commands the beast
to cause panic in a herd. They lose valuable livestock if or when
that happens.”

“Point is,”
Hagon said softly, “They believe it in that town, and are worried
on account of incidents in the pens there. Whether it’s spirits or
disease, could be trouble for those of our calling who depend on
the beasts to draw our carts and wagons.”

“They’re trying
to keep it quiet,” Garrick noted. “On account of they don’t want
word spreading, and their beasts being quarantined. You know how
the east lobe depends on Oxtable.”

“And not just
the east lobe,” Hagon agreed.

Radulfson’s
stomach sank as the full import of this news sank in. On the face
of it, such a snippet was merely a tip made in exchange for news
received. But if it were true… if Oxtable, whose entire existence
was predicated on the breeding, raising and training of oxen for
sale as draught animals, were to suffer some deadly animal
disease…?

“Sake, there’s
any number of beasts from Oxtable travelling up and down the roads
to and fro the Cross… if there should be an infection in just one
of them…”

“Aye, so,”
Hagon nodded. “And you being a man of office are well placed to
pass a quiet word higher up. Better placed than the two of us.”

“Yes. Yes,
you’re right. This goes well beyond any notion of making profit.
Sake… if there were such a disease…”

“Me and Hagon
would be out of business in a blink. You too. Men would have to
carry supplies to the Fort on their backs, or push and shove
handcarts.”

“You’ve told
no-one else?”

“Nope. Just a
whisper we had. The whole town, Oxtable, everyone in it… they know
the value of their oxen, and how without them they’d all be doomed.
They’re keeping it quiet, all
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