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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







To Masterman M. iso Kipswon, President of the National Society for the Scientific, Anthropological and Ethnographical Study of non-Kellish peoples, from Researcher (Special Class) S. iso Fabold, National Department of Exploration, Federal Ministry of Trade, Kells.


Dated this day 7/2nd Darkmoon/1793


Dear Uncle,


Here is the first of the packets I promised you: my preliminary conversations with the woman Blaze Halfbreed. It is a transcript, translated of course, of interviews I conducted in the presence of a scribe—Nathan iso Vadim. You may remember him: I introduced you on the docks when RV Seadrift was about to leave for the Isles of Glory. But that was three years ago now, so maybe you don’t recall. Nathan and I became good friends on the tedious sea journey and he proved an invaluable asset to the research expedition because of his language skills. I was also ably assisted by Trekan iso Cothard, the expedition’s assistant botanist, who proved to be a gifted artist. All of the sketches accompanying this packet are his work.


The interviews have been partially edited, with all my questions removed. This was done to give the tale more continuity, but care has been taken not to change the substance or to tamper with the narrative style of the speaker.


I intend to use the material enclosed here as the basis for the first of the two papers you have asked me to present to the Society. I am calling it Social Conditions in the Isles of Glory Prior to the Change. The second paper I think I will entitle Power of Belief: Magic in the Isles of Glory, but I haven’t started that yet.


I am still confined to my bed with the fever, but am improving daily. Please thank Aunt Rosris for the items she sent over: I am drinking the possets and reading the books!


I remain,


Your obedient nephew,


Shor iso Fabold




ONE


So you want to know what the Isles of Glory were like back then, eh? In the days before the Change, in the years before you people found us—and we found out that we weren’t the only islands in the ocean. That was a shock, I can tell you! But you know about that.


What you want to hear is quite different. You want to know about our lives. I’m not sure I’m the person to tell you, mind; I was always more one for thinking and acting rather than talking. Still, there wasn’t much I didn’t know about the Isles then, and most of it I remember better than what happened yesterday. I’d visited every islandom, except for the Dustels, before I was twenty-five, and the Dustels didn’t exist then anyway.


Yet it’s hard to know where I should start. The islandoms were more diverse then than they are now, you see: each had its own way of doing things, its own way of looking at life. The people differed from island group to island group. After the Change there was more uniformity; after you people happened along, the differences faded still more.


Perhaps the Keeper Isles would be the logical place to begin because they were at the centre of things. But no, I think I’ll start with a place that wasn’t even a proper islandom: Gorthan Spit. It wasn’t a proper island either, if it comes to that. True, it took a few days to sail the length of it, but you could have walked the width in less than a single day. There was one raised patch of rock on the north coast, but the sea cliffs there were hardly higher than the main mast of your sailing ship. The rest of the place was just white sand: think of a silver sand-eel, long and thin, with a bit of a scab on the middle of its back, and there you have Gorthan Spit. Not the sort of place where things of import would occur, or so you’d think; yet if I tell you what happened there it’ll not only show you what the Isles of Glory were like before the Change, but it’ll help to explain the Change, because the seeds of that were sown on the Spit, although none of us who did the planting realised it then!


And if nothing else, the story will tell you what it was like to be a woman and a halfbreed back in those days. And that’s really the sort of thing you want to know, isn’t it? Don’t look so surprised! I may not be as schooled as you are, but I’ve lived long enough to hear what is not spoken. I know what you are interested in. You may give it a fancy name, and call it science, or what is it? Ethnography? But render it down, and it’s just people and places…people like me, and places like Gorthan Spit.


The Spit was one of the Souther Islands, a middenheap for unwanted human garbage and the dregs of humanity; a cesspit where the Isles of Glory threw their living sewerage: the diseased, the criminals, the mad, the halfbreeds, the citizenless. Without people, Gorthan Spit would have been just an inhospitable finger of sand under a harsh southern sun; with them it was a stinking island hell.


The first time I went there I swore I’d never go back. The time I’m going to tell you about was my third visit and I was still swearing the same thing, even while I cursed the sheer perversity of the events that had made a trip there necessary.


You had to be mad, or bad, or just plain greedy to go to Gorthan Spit voluntarily. In those days there were many who said I was the first, a few who swore, with reason, that I was the second, but I’d only admit to the third. Mind you, I had reason to be greedy. My purse might have been filled with fish scales for all the weight there ever was in it and that was reason enough. Money and I just didn’t seem to get along—no, that isn’t quite true. I could make money all right, I just didn’t seem able to keep it. I’d made two fortunes before this particular trip to Gorthan Spit and lost them both. The first went down with a ship in a whirlstorm and very nearly took me with it; the second, over two thousand setus, was stolen when I was thrashing around in bed with the six-day fever. I almost died that time too.


Anyway, there I was, prompted by my search for wealth into returning to Gorthan Spit, and wondering if it was a good move. So far that third fortune seemed very elusive.


I rented a room in the main port of Gorthan Docks, in the best inn on the island: The Drunken Plaice, which meant that I actually had a room to myself, with a window, and it had a bed instead of just a pallet. I doubted that there was any difference in the vermin between Gorthan Spit’s best hostelry and its worst, but one could always hope. I’d even managed to get some hot water out of the drudge for a wash. The clam shell that acted as a basin was small and none too clean and the water was half salt, but I knew better than to complain. I washed and went downstairs to try the food in the taproom.


I took a seat in the corner where I could see the rest of the room—a wise precaution in a place like Gorthan Docks—slipped off my sword harness, and looked around. The room hadn’t changed much in the intervening years: a little more dirt ingrained into the driftwood floorboards and a few more knife gouges in the table tops, but otherwise it was as I remembered: bare necessities, no fripperies. With a first cursory glance, I saw pretty much the people I expected to see as well: a number of slavers; a few seamen-traders who were probably pirates on the side, and an assortment of unsavoury characters who had only one thing in common: they all looked as villainous as sharks on the prowl. In Gorthan Spit people came and went like the tide and it had been five years since my last trip, but there were one or two familiar faces.


I attracted a fair amount of attention myself. Any woman on her own in such a place would have, but one as tall as I was really swung the heads around. I heard the sniggers and the tired jokes I’d heard a hundred times before; I tended to have that effect on people. To be fair, even without my height I would perhaps have excited comment: I wore a Calmenter sword on my back and there weren’t too many women who did that, especially not ones with the colouring that made it clear they weren’t from Calment. Calmenters were invariably honey-eyed blondes; I was brown—brown-haired in those days, as well as brown-skinned, while my eyes were the kind of green you sometimes see in clear water along the Atis coast of Breth Island. And that was a combination which made it obvious I was a halfbreed. In those days, everyone knew that green eyes were the exclusive property of the Fen islanders, and the Fen islanders weren’t brown-skinned Souther people…


Of course, halfbreeds were a setu a score on a place like Gorthan Spit, but I was distinctive enough to be noticeable.


While waiting to be served, I took a second, more careful look around that room, and saw to my surprise that it contained no less than three tall men. It was second nature to me to notice a tall man; not that I had anything against shorter men, you understand, but I’d found over the years that a normal-sized male who could bring himself to bed a woman more than a head taller than he was, was rare indeed. The trouble was, there weren’t all that many men who were as tall as I was. To find three of them in one room was unexpected—and promising.


I should have known I was looking at trouble. That kind of luck can never be all good. Especially when all three of them were handsome.


The first, the tallest of the three, was seated with the slavers. He looked faintly familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d seen him before. He was close enough for me to see his earlobe tattoo: a ‘Q’ inlaid with gold. Which made him a Northman, a Quiller Islander. He was well dressed, too smart for a slaver, I would have thought, and he was long and lithe rather than big. Fair-skinned and dark-haired with a pleasing smile, he was about the finest-looking male I’d seen in a sea full of islands. Moreover he noticed me—and liked what he saw. The smile really was charming.


The second man, while not as tall, was a great deal larger. Broad hands, broad shoulders, broad chest, and not an ounce of excess flesh on him. He sat alone in the corner diagonally opposite from me: a handsome man with a humourless expression, tan-coloured skin, shrewd blue eyes and a complete lack of flamboyance in the way he was dressed (all in black); a man who took life seriously and yet didn’t wear a sword—a surprising omission. Perhaps he thought his large size was protection enough. He looked at me without any change in expression. And that piqued; men usually showed some reaction.


The third was the youngest. Too young for me. He looked about twenty, but he might have been a little older; fair-skinned, fair-haired and a face that was so innocent of guile you wanted to ask him what the hell he was doing in a midden like Gorthan Spit. He had dimples, for godsake, and lashes that hit his cheeks like the curling foam of a wave hitting the beach. When he saw me his eyes registered his distaste. He didn’t like low-life halfbreeds.


My stomach knotted with anger. Nobody should have had the right to look at me with such contempt, especially not a man as young and as untried as this one. It was at moments like this that I would have done anything—almost anything at all—to have had a citizenship tattoo on my earlobe.


For all my inner anger, I returned his gaze calmly enough. I’d had plenty of practice at ignoring contempt.


I was about to switch my attention back to one of the other two when the waiter lurched over from a neighbouring table and asked what I wanted. I knew the answer to that one: fish. In that hostelry there was never anything else but fish. And I doubted that I had much choice about the way in which it was cooked, not unless the culinary standards had done an about-face since I’d last stayed at The Drunken Plaice.


‘Grilled fish,’ I said, ‘and a mug of swillie.’ And then I had a whiff of dunmagic that prickled my spine in warning and made me take a very good look at that waiter.


He wasn’t an attractive sight. He was in his middle years, I supposed, but it was hard to tell because he was only half normal. The right half. The left half of him was a travesty of a human being, and I didn’t really need the stink of dunmagic to tell me he had been its victim. It was as if a giant had pinched his left-hand side between two fingers, squashing it out of shape to make that side of his face a twisted mess and that side of his torso a humped deformity. His left eye drooped down, the left side of his mouth jerked up. The cheek between, as rough as dead coral, was pitted with scars. The jaw below petered away without definition into his neck. His left foot was clubbed, his left hand a set of gnarled claws at the end of a foreshortened limb. The lobe of his left ear was missing, deliberately cut away, taking with it any proof of his citizenship—or lack of it. What made it all worse was that there was enough of him that was normal to indicate he had once been at least as handsome as the Quillerman sitting with the slavers. For one fleeting moment I glimpsed something disturbing deep in his eyes: tragedy. A tragedy of such epic proportions as to be beyond the understanding of most people: more than even I could begin to comprehend.


I was stirred to compassion, and that didn’t happen very often. ‘What’s your name?’ I asked and held out a coin to show that the inquiry was made with the best of intentions. On Gorthan Spit you had to be damned careful about asking personal questions.


He leered at me, and a dribble of spit ran out of his twisted mouth down onto his chin. ‘You can call me Janko. Any time you want, jewel-eyes.’ He managed to drawl out that last sentence into an obscene suggestion, then he grabbed the coin, laughed in a high-pitched giggle that seemed curiously at variance with his appearance, and stumped away.


I sighed. So much for compassion in a public house like The Drunken Plaice. I wondered if I was growing soft; there had been a time when I would never have wasted a moment’s pity on such an unprepossessing specimen. Perhaps I was mellowing with age, as pearls do… The thought brought me no joy. For a person with my disadvantages, the anger the fair youngster’s contempt had aroused in me was of more value than any feelings of compassion could be. I needed to be as hard and as rough as the shell of the oyster, not smooth like its pearl. To be soft was to jeopardise my dream of attaining wealth, of having enough money to buy the comfort and security I wanted. Bleeding hearts were rarely rich. Worse, in my line of business, they too often ended up dead.


The swillie came quickly enough, delivered by the tapboy who was probably more in need of my compassion than Janko, if the bruises on his cheek were anything to go by. I smiled at him but he ducked his head, dumped the mug down spilling some of its contents, and scuttled away as fast as he could. I didn’t usually scare people that much. I settled back to sip the brew and watch the room.


And found I hadn’t reached the end of the surprises the place had to offer, for just then the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen in my life came down the stairs into the room. She was a blue-eyed, yellow-haired, golden-skinned dream; a Cirkasian, of course. No other islands produced that kind of colouring. She wasn’t much older than twenty; she had legs long enough to set every man in the room drooling, and curves that were just obvious enough to hint at sexual pleasures without being too flagrant. Like me, she was wearing the drab standard travellers’ garb of trousers and a belted tunic, but it wouldn’t have made any difference what she wore; every head in the room swivelled her way—and stayed looking.


Including my own. I’d never wanted to bed another woman—still don’t, if it comes to that; it wasn’t her sexual attributes that interested me. Yet I edged the empty chair opposite me into a more inviting position with my foot and hoped, without much reason, that she’d settle for my table. A bird, a small nondescript blackish thing, flew in and perched on the back of the chair instead. Apparently fearless, it cocked its head at me, and eyed the crumbs on the floor. I tried to shoo it off, but it ignored me.


The woman paused on the bottom step and looked around the room for a place to sit. There wasn’t all that much choice: the seat at my table, several empty chairs at the tall, broad man’s table, another next to the young man with the curling lashes. The bird hopped, agitated, along the chair back. When a sunbeam caught its plumage, it turned iridescent with a shimmer of deep blue on the wings and purple across the breast, like a bolt of shot silk catching the light.


That was when the stench of dunmagic evil hit me, so potent I almost gagged. The whiff I had caught earlier from Janko was nothing compared to this; that had been the traces of a past spell, this was immediate. Someone was operating right then and there, and he—or she—had to be a dunmaster. This was no novice, no small-time operator with a modicum of talent. I’d never sensed such power, and I’d never been so aware of the sheer badness of dunmagic before. The place fairly reeked with evil. I put my mug down before I spilled the contents, and made sure my sword hilt was within easy reach.


A red glow skittered across the floor, intangible and rotten, touching us all with its foulness as it ran between the chairs to leave patches of ruddiness behind like bloodied turds. It was an effort not to jerk my feet away as it streamed under my table and over my boots, tainting them with colour. I wanted to shake my feet—as if I could rid myself of the residue it left—but I withstood the temptation. It was safer not to let the dunmaster, whoever he or she was, have an inkling that I could see it. I did risk another downward glance a moment later, to see that the red glow on the leather of my boots was fast fading, but I hid my relief just as I had hidden my revulsion. I almost regretted having Awareness. Without it, I wouldn’t have noticed a thing; I would have been as oblivious to the danger as everyone else.


I took a deep breath, and tried to isolate the power to pinpoint who was using it, and—perhaps even more importantly—who was the victim of it. And, for the first time in my life, I failed miserably. The power was too great; it permeated the whole room and I could not track it down. I’d never seen the red taint of dunmagic spread so widely before. I’d never seen it roil on its evil way so strongly. The only thing I could be reasonably certain of was that it wasn’t directed at me. Still, my mouth dried out; my clenched hands were clammy. I wasn’t used to my Awareness failing me and I was frightened.


God, the things I did for money! I should never have returned to the Spit; too much that was bad could happen there, especially when magic was involved. I felt a momentary doubt about whether it was all worth it: a chilling notion that crept up on me like an unexpected rain-squall, and was quickly thrust away.


Janko lurched across the room to deliver my fish, the bird on the back of the chair near mine flew off and the girl on the stairs made up her mind. She ignored a seaman-trader who had tipped a drunken companion out of his chair and was patting the empty place invitingly. She walked across to the youngster with the eyelashes. I could have sworn he actually blushed when he saw where she was headed. He stood up, came close to knocking over his chair, swallowed in embarrassment, sat down again and gave a good imitation of a man hit over the head with a cudgel. The girl smiled a smile that would have charmed even Janko on a bad day, and sat down.


I turned my attention to my fish. I wanted to get out of the taproom quickly; if there was anything I didn’t need, it was to be mixed up in dunmagic.


I had almost picked the fish bones clean when the empty chair next to me squeaked across the floor and I looked up to find the Quillerman, that lithe length of male beauty from the slavers’ table, slipping into the seat. The charming smile I’d already noted tilted not only his lips but also the corners of his eyes as he said, ‘Niamor. Also known as the Negotiator.’ The name had the same faint familiarity as his face.


I reciprocated with a smile and gave the only name I’d ever considered to be mine, although I’d used a number of others at various times. ‘Blaze Halfbreed.’


He looked a little startled. The last name I used was obviously contrived, and it must have puzzled him that I had chosen to accentuate my status in such a way; he wasn’t to know that perversity always had been a fault of mine. Still, he didn’t remark on it. He said, ‘I’ve seen you before somewhere.’


‘Perhaps. I’ve been in the Docks before.’


He clicked his fingers. ‘I remember! You were here, oh, five years or so ago, looking for work as I recall. You finally shipped out as a deckhand on a slaver.’ He gave a chuckle. ‘I never expected to see you alive again. That ship had a reputation, it did. Some said its captain was a dunmagicker.’


I grimaced at the memory. ‘They were right.’ It had been a hellish voyage and I’d almost ended up as food for a sea-dragon, but I’d been offered a lot of money to wangle myself on board that ship as a crewmember and there wasn’t much I wouldn’t do for money in those days. I doubted I would do it now; I was a shade more cautious. And possibly a shade less greedy.


‘You arrived this morning,’ he remarked.


I nodded. We were getting down to business.


‘I believe you’re still interested in the slave trade. I hear you’ve been asking around for a slave. Before you even got a room here.’


I poked into the fish head, extracting the last bit of succulent meat from the triangle above the eye. ‘That’s right.’ Typical of Gorthan Docks: gossip travelled as fast as the smell of rotten prawns, and everybody minded everyone else’s business, or tried to, if they could do it discreetly.


He persevered. ‘And you want a very particular piece of merchandise.’


The sweet morsel of fish melted in my mouth. Not even The Drunken Plaice could entirely ruin fresh solfish. I said, offhand, ‘My employer is very particular in his tastes.’


‘ “A Cirkasian woman. Must be young.” They come expensive, they do.’ His eyes slid across to the Cirkasian beauty at the next table, assessing her potential as a slave with callous dispassion.


I pushed my plate aside. ‘Uh-uh. Don’t even think it, Niamor. In case you haven’t noticed, that woman has class. I don’t want any trouble. I’ll take one that’s already a slave, not a lady who doubtless has backup somewhere or other.’


He shrugged regretfully. ‘That might be more difficult.’


‘I understand that there was a boat in from Cirkase with a cargo just yesterday.’


‘True. But the merchandise was direct from Cirkasian jails, courtesy of the Castlelord himself. The Castlelord takes a very dim view of the export of Cirkasian lovelies to the slave trade, but he doesn’t mind foisting his male crims on to the unsuspecting public.’


I snorted. From what I’d heard, the Castlelord of the Cirkase Islands would have sold his own mother if the sale had brought him enough money and no trouble. He and the Bastionlord of Breth who ruled another of the Middling Isles were both tyrants of the worst kind, and the world would have been a better place without either of them, but I kept that view to myself. I’d discovered it didn’t pay to make political statements; they had a habit of being repeated just when you wanted to appear neutral.


‘Look about for me, will you?’ I asked. ‘I’ve a feeling you can find me a suitable candidate if you put your mind to it. What’s your fee?’


‘Five percent. Plus expenses.’


I nodded. ‘Just don’t pad the expenses.’ I had no intention of ever paying him anyway, any more than I intended to pay for the slave, if I ever found her.


The business disposed of, he moved on to the personal. (He had his priorities right, Niamor. Doubtless he wasn’t called the Negotiator for nothing.) He nodded at my sword. ‘Your employer a Calmenter?’


‘Perhaps. What does it matter?’


‘It doesn’t. I’m just interested, that’s all. I heard the Calmenters don’t make their swords for just anybody. Very proud of their workmanship, the Calmenters. I did hear they’d only make a sword for an off-islander if there was a blood-debt involved.’


‘You may be right,’ I said, noncommittal. He was right, of course; the sword was payment for a debt. I’d once saved the life of the son of the Governor of Calment Minor. I might even have told the story to him if it hadn’t been for that dunmagic in the air. For all I knew, Niamor could have been the source of it, and not even his extraordinary good looks and charm were going to entice me into a non-business relationship until I was sure he wasn’t. Pity really, because just looking at him was enough to have me feeling randy. It had been quite some time since I’d had a man in my bed.


I finished my swillie and stood up. ‘I have a room here if you have any business to offer.’ I nodded affably and started towards the stairs. On my way I glanced across at the Cirkasian, thinking that a beauty like her didn’t belong in a place like this, any more than the youth she was sitting with did. She wouldn’t last twenty-four hours unless she found herself a protector. Always assuming, of course, that she hadn’t been the source of the dunmagic. But if she wasn’t, she’d made a bad choice of table; she would have done better to sit at mine. I didn’t give a damn about her safety, naturally, but I would have been prepared to offer her protection in exchange for information, whereas that pretty lad would be as much use to her as a mast without a sail—the fundamentals were fine, but without the right accoutrements, what’s the point?


I gave a mental shrug and started up the stairs.


Just as I reached the first landing I looked back, and my eyes met those of the tall, broad man, the sober Southerman dressed in black. His face had not changed, yet something made me stop. A strong emotion: recognition. His…or mine? Strangely, I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t remember ever having seen him before, and his face still seemed without expression—yet the emotion hung there in the air between us.


I felt about as happy as a crab about to be dropped into boiling water; intuitive feelings always meant trouble.


Fearful of what I couldn’t understand, I turned and went on up the stairs.


Once in my room I barred the door and flung open the window shutters to take a deep breath. It was a relief to leave the stench of dunmagic behind, even if the alternative was the strong scent of fish. My room overlooked the drying racks of the fishermen’s wharf, but it wouldn’t have made much difference if I’d had a room on the other side of the building. Fresh fish, salted fish, pickled fish, dried fish, smoked fish, rotting fish—everywhere you turned on Gorthan Spit there were fish. Fish flopping in boat holds, fish roasting inside ovens, fish drying on racks, fish pickling in barrels, fish preserving in smoke-houses, fish being scaled, gutted, filleted, dried, fried, skewered, barbecued, sold, eaten. When you walked the streets anywhere in the Docks, dried fish scales a handspan deep scrunched underfoot. You think I exaggerate? Well then, you’ve never been to Gorthan Spit.


Right then, beyond the drying racks, seven or eight fisher folk were seated on fish boxes grouped around wicker baskets of fresh solfish, some of which gave proof of their freshness by flopping out onto the rough boards of the wharf. The fisher folk, both men and women, were gutting their catch with deft skill. Innards and scales flew, along with laughter and coarse chatter. I wondered what they found to laugh about; it was hot out there, even in the shade of the inn, and I wouldn’t have liked their job.


I raised my eyes. Further away, on the other side of the wharf, I had a view of a row of ramshackle buildings. The predominant method of construction in the Docks was to hammer together whatever materials were to hand and to stop when you ran out of anything you could use. In this land without trees, most building supplies came—in one way or another—from the sea, although on my first visit to the Spit I’d seen a hostelry built entirely out of beer barrels and a shop with walls made of empty bottles. In the row I was looking at, most were obviously fashioned from general flotsam that included tree trunks, hull staves and deck planks. The nearest house had made extensive use of whalebones, another had a roof of shark skin and walls of barnacle-encrusted wood from a shipwreck. The overall effect was bizarre, yet not without a sort of misshapen charm.


(I must have been out of my mind. Did I ever think that? Gorthan Docks? Charming?)


I couldn’t see much of the rest of the port from my window, but as the coast curved outwards after the town ended, I could just make out, in the far distance, the beach beyond and the steep-sided dunes that rose behind the shore. The white sands there danced in the heat haze and shimmers of dune mirage dissolved into the air.


I closed the shutters, blocking out the light along with a little of the heat. I slipped out of my boots, unfastened my sword and lay down on the bed. I was going to be up most of the night and I needed to sleep first.




TWO


I was awoken about an hour later by the sound of someone groaning. The noise was so close I thought they must actually be in my room. They weren’t, of course; it was just that the walls of The Drunken Plaice were built of driftwood planks so warped and poorly fitted together that whatever went on next-door could be clearly heard through numerous cracks and chinks. I tried to ignore the sounds, but there was no way I was ever going to be able to get back to sleep while someone did a good imitation of a death rattle in my ear. I sighed, strapped on my sword and padded out in my bare feet.


As it was still afternoon I didn’t take a light—a mistake because the narrow passageway was as dark as it was airless. Away from the outside smells I scented dunmagic again, and my insides tightened. Distracted by the stink, I foolishly took a step into the darkness right into the path of someone passing my door; I had an impression that the room next-door was also his destination.


For some long moments we both stood still, so close that our bodies were actually touching. I couldn’t see him well but I knew exactly who it was: the tall Southerman dressed in black. The serious one. What I couldn’t understand was the effect he had on me. Ordinarily, in a situation like that, I would have stepped back and apologised—hand on sword hilt just in case—but we stood there, nearly nose to nose, and a whole gamut of emotions tumbled about in my mind and my body. The trouble was, I couldn’t decide what they were trying to tell me.


The predominant feeling was again one of recognition, possibly his, and equally possibly mine. Was my Awareness acknowledging the presence of a dunmaster or a sylvtalent, or recognising a kindred Awareness? Or was my memory telling me I should know this man? It might even have been my physical needs recognising a man who could have satisfied them…


When I did step back I was breathless. With fear, certainly, but also with a tension I couldn’t identify. Part of me wanted to turn and run.


Before either of us spoke, the groaning from the other side of the door resumed with sharper pathos.


‘There’s no need for you to involve yourself,’ the man said urbanely.


There was a moment of charged silence while neither of us moved. ‘Arrogant sod,’ I thought without rancour. His colouring had told me he was a Southerman; his accent, as smooth and as rich as thick honey, pinpointed the island group: the Stragglers. I glanced at his left earlobe and, now that my eyes had adjusted to the dim light, I could make out the tattooed sea snake inlaid with turquoise bands that confirmed he was a citizen of those islands.


‘Someone has been taken ill. I shall attend to it,’ he said, with a firmness that suggested he was used to being obeyed.


Unfortunately, there was quite enough authority there to prod my cursed contrariness to the fore. A moment earlier I had been a reluctant investigator looking for an excuse not to get involved; now I was being offered a chance to return to my room with a clear conscience and I refused to take it. As I’ve said, perversity always was a fault of mine. ‘Perhaps I can help,’ I replied politely. ‘I have some medicines in my kit.’ Before he could protest, I had opened the door to the neighbouring room.


The man on the bed was the young innocent with the lovely lashes, and he wasn’t alone. The Cirkasian woman was with him. The man beside me hadn’t expected that; I could feel his surprise. I was surprised myself, but it was the smell in the room that was more arresting: the perfume of sylvmagic, as pure and as sweet as spring flowers, overlaying an unpleasant putrefaction.


The Cirkasian was sitting on the bed, the young man’s leg on her lap. She had pushed back his trouser and we could see from where we stood the cause of his pain: a sore, green and suppurating, on his ankle. Seen through my Awareness, it was indistinct, its edges blurred with dunmagic red. I knew now who had been the victim of the dunmagic spell downstairs.


Untended it would grow, spreading tentacles of rottenness through his flesh like gangrene and he’d be dead in a week, his healthy flesh literally eaten away into one open oozing sore… It was a vile way to go; I’d seen it happen once and I never wanted to see it again.


The man next to me gripped my arm, his eyes narrowing. ‘I don’t think either of us are needed here after all,’ he purred in my ear. He nodded to the woman. ‘Sorry to have bothered you.’


He pulled me out of the room and shut the door.


Then, without another word, or even a glance in my direction, he went off up the passage the way he had come.


The Stragglerman was right about one thing: we weren’t needed. And I’d been wrong about the Cirkasian woman—she didn’t need a protector. She already had all the protection she needed: sylvmagic. No wonder she could stroll so calmly into the taproom of The Drunken Plaice looking the way she did, without even bothering to wear a sword.


I felt all the old stirrings of jealousy; dark, murky feelings that always shamed me, but which I could never quite control. Sylvmagic. Damn it. Damn her.


As I returned to my room and reopened the shutters, I stopped feeling and concentrated on thinking again. Firstly, I could have sworn she hadn’t known that young man before she’d entered the taproom. Secondly, if she had sylvmagic, she must have known immediately that he was the unfortunate recipient of a dunmagic spell, even before he knew. Practitioners of sylvmagic had no ability to see dunmagic as I had, but they were more skilled at sensing the physical damage done by it. And so my next thought was: if it had been neither a previous acquaintance nor coincidence that had sent her to the seat next to that young man, then it must have been an acknowledgement of his need of her healing magic, his need of her protection. I decided the Cirkasian was as foolhardy as she was beautiful. A dunmaster could not sense from afar the annulment of one of his spells, but if he saw his victim again he could hardly fail to notice that he was alive and well. And a thwarted dunmaster tended to be a vengeful one.


And the Stragglerman? His swift assessment of what he’d seen in the young man’s room and his subsequent remark seemed to indicate that he, like me, had Awareness.


I stood at the window, looking down on the now deserted wharves, only half noticing the sea-mewlers as they squabbled over the fish remains, their normally pristine feathers bloodied with offal, their serrated beaks jabbing and slashing bad-temperedly at one another. I was thinking that the last thing I wanted to do was involve myself in affairs of magic; being Aware gave me protection against the magic itself, but those who practised dunmagic loathed both the Aware and sylvs. A wise possessor of Awareness, or a wise sylvtalent, kept their ability hidden around a dunmaster. There were many non-magical ways to die, after all.


I felt a sick fear. I had a nasty feeling that magic, in the person of the Cirkasian, was mixed up in my affairs already. It seemed too much of a coincidence that, just when I was looking for a Cirkasian slave, this woman should turn up. Cirkasian women were rare enough outside the shores of the Cirkase Islands at the best of times; to find two on Gorthan Spit at any one time, without a connection between them, would have been quite a coincidence. I was after a particular slave girl and I was fairly sure she was on the Spit; I was even more certain that this could not be her—yet I felt there must be some connection. But what? It was puzzling. And worrying.


My thoughts were swimming around in fruitless circles like pet fish in a jar, when a furtive movement from below caught my interest. The tapboy had sneaked out of the back door of the kitchen and was scuttling between the drying racks on the wharf. When a fishermen walked by carrying a lobster pot, the lad hid under some nets until he was gone. I watched, fascinated. It was like attending the theatre back in The Hub, the Keeper capital, and looking down on the stage from the balcony at one of those awful melodramas. I always used to laugh in all the wrong places… But this drama was real, especially intriguing since everything that I’d noted about the boy while he was serving in the inn had indicated that he was a halfwit. He didn’t move like a halfwit now. He disappeared behind a stack of rotting fish boxes that had seen better days and emerged a moment later with something in his arms. He sat down on the wharf, surrounded by boxes. At a guess, the only place he would be visible from was my bedroom window.


It was a dog he held, a mangy bundle with an oversized tail and huge feet. He fed it, played with it for a while, then shoved it behind the boxes once more. A few minutes later he was back in the kitchen.


Even tapboys had their secrets on Gorthan Spit.


When I woke up from a second short nap, the worst of the heat had gone from the day and a breeze was beginning to rattle the shutters.


Everything was quiet in the room next to mine.


I found the drudge and, by means of a coin, persuaded her to get me some ordinary skin unguent. When she returned with some, I added some dried herbs that were supposed to be good for skin ailments, then went downstairs to the kitchen and persuaded the cook—also for a price—to give me some seaweed bread and fish paste. Finally I strolled out onto the fishermen’s wharf. It was still deserted, although the strong smell of fish offal remained and there were people working on the boats tied up there, rebaiting fishing lines. One of them raised his eyes, grinned and seemed about to say something—until he spotted the hilt of my sword poking out of the sheath on my back and thought better of it.


It didn’t take me a moment to find the dog; it was much more of a problem persuading it to trust me. Gorthan Spit curs learned a thing or two about trust and survival, none of it good, very early in life. Eventually some of the bread spread with fish paste made him decide I couldn’t be all bad and he allowed me to rub him with the salve I had concocted. His initial growls turned to ingratiating whines and then to slobbering licks.


I hadn’t expected to have the good luck to be caught at what I was doing, but that was what happened.


The tapboy found me.


He stood there gaping for a while, not believing what he saw. I guessed him to be about twelve, or perhaps an undersized fourteen. He’d been fair-headed once, if the freckles were anything to go by, but he was so dirty it was hard to tell. He had no ear tattoo that I could see. In the taproom he had looked at me with dulled, unintelligent eyes; there was nothing stupid about the way he looked at me now.


‘No lad,’ I said as he turned to run off. ‘There’s no need to be frightened. I won’t harm you, or your dog.’ I held out the jar of salve. ‘Here, take this. Rub the animal with it once a day and he’ll soon be rid of that mange. You won’t know him once he has a proper coat of hair.’


He stepped forward as gingerly as a cat in snow and took the jar, while the dog thumped its tail in happy acknowledgement of his presence. ‘What do you call it?’ I asked.


I had to ask him to repeat the barely decipherable mumble, and finally grasped that he’d said, ‘Seeker’. An interesting choice of name; perhaps there was much more to the boy than I’d hoped. I fumbled in my purse for some coppers. ‘See these? They are yours if you will try to answer some questions. It doesn’t matter if you don’t know the answers to some of them; you just say so. Understand?’


He backed off a little. He guessed now that the help I’d given his pet wasn’t prompted by just the kindness of my heart, and he was wary.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked.


‘Tunn,’ he said and then added doubtfully, ‘haply.’ I wasn’t too sure whether he meant his name was Tunn Haply, or that he was, perhaps, called Tunn but he wasn’t sure; however, I didn’t pursue that question any further. Instead I asked him if he knew a man called Niamor the Negotiator.


He nodded.


‘Tell me about him.’


That was when I discovered we had a problem. Tunn evidently spoke so rarely that he had just about forgotten how—if he had ever known. He could understand all right, his speech was about as articulate as the chatter of a retarded parrot. He wanted to be obliging, but the tangle of sounds that came out of his mouth could hardly be called words. His first effort, as far as I could determine, was something like: ‘N’mor gudly tulk. Him sy summat…rightful allus. Bilif itn.’ I managed to translate this as: ‘Niamor talks good. If he says something, it’s always true. You can believe him.’


He wasn’t unintelligent: he knew much more than he could say. I felt a momentary anger at a world in which no one bothered to spend the time to teach a child to speak, but I wasted no time with that fruitless emotion. Instead, with a lot of persistence and many carefully worded questions, I managed to find out that Niamor had been on Gorthan Spit for as long as Tunn could remember. A rumour—which I now vaguely recalled having heard on my last visit—said that the Quillerman had been involved in a daring but disastrously unsuccessful embezzlement back on his home islandom, the uncovering of which had necessitated his exile. Now, from what Tunn said, it seemed he was not an embezzler any more than he was a slaver; he was more a go-between. An entrepreneur, although the lad did not know the word. Because Niamor had a reputation for being absolutely trustworthy in all his dealings, he was trusted. That did not, of course, make him entirely honest. He was as capable of making a self-serving deal in stolen goods as the next Spitter, but if he told you something, you could believe it. And in the dark world of slavers, thieves and pirates, a go-between who would faithfully deliver a message or undertake a negotiation was very much in demand. Niamor never double-crossed, and therefore kept his head on his shoulders even though the game he played was a dangerous one.


It seemed he was now a useful man to know. He had obviously honed his skills since my last visit to the Spit; I certainly didn’t remember him then being such a prominent figure in the murky business world of the Docks.


Once I had all I wanted on Niamor, I turned to some of the others who interested me. ‘Do you know the name of the tall Stragglerman wearing black?’ I asked. ‘The man who sat by himself in the taproom at lunch?’ And who, unless I was very much mistaken, was one of the Awarefolk.


Tunn nodded. ‘Tor Ryder.’


The name meant nothing to me. Further questioning told me Tunn didn’t know anything about him either, except that he had arrived a week back on a two-masted trader coming in from one of the Middling Islands and that he had a room at The Drunken Plaice.


The young man, the one who had been given the dunmagic sore, had arrived two days earlier than Ryder on a fishing vessel, although he was no fisherman. Tunn couldn’t make him out at all. He’d given his name as Noviss, but Tunn was sure that wasn’t his real name. He didn’t do anything except sit around looking as tense as a sand-plover nesting on an exposed stretch of beach.


‘And the Cirkasian?’ I asked.


He rolled his eyes eloquently. ‘Cum yesty.’


‘She came yesterday? There was only one ship in yesterday—the slaver from Cirkase.’ I’d checked that out already.


He shrugged.


In other matters, Tunn was even less helpful. He didn’t know anything about a Cirkasian slave woman—or why a whole slaver ship’s crew and its captain, as devious a load of ocean-going rats as ever I’d laid eyes on, had told me earlier that morning that they had never seen any female Cirkasian, never had one on board, wouldn’t know anything about one. They’d said their whole cargo was male and they’d had no passengers at all, and not even the offer of a bribe had changed the story one whit. But then, they’d also denied being slavers: their story was that they carried indentured servants on their way to Souther employers.


When I was sure I had extracted all the information I could from Tunn, I gave him the coppers and sent him back to the inn.


I took another look at that pet of his before I put the animal back behind the boxes. He had rounded ears that seemed far too small for such a sizable beast, and oddly slitted nostrils. His red coat, at least in the areas where there was no mange, was short and thick. There was a look in his eyes that belied his appearance: a shrewd calculation that had nothing to do with being a mongrel born on the docks. I’d seen that look before in lurgers, the hunting water-canines of Fen Island, but they were never red-haired and had much shorter legs. Following a hunch, I picked up one of Seeker’s oversized front paws and spread out the toes. They were webbed. I almost laughed at the irony—he was part dog, part lurger; a Fen Island halfbreed, just as I was.


Aware that he had my attention, he thumped his heavy tail with more enthusiasm than good sense, whacking it against the fish boxes like a cudgel. He whined, grovelled and then slurped at my face. Fortunately I was quick enough to dodge this time, but saliva went flying in all directions. I ordered him back behind the boxes and he went meekly enough. In spite of his size, he was hardly more than a puppy.


I went on my way into the heart of Gorthan Docks with a certain reluctance.


The more I found out, the more convinced I was that I had stepped into something that was way beyond what I could cope with: there were countless plots inside every intrigue in Gorthan Spit, numerous eddies within every wave, and in my search for a Cirkasian slave, I felt I was somehow placing myself right in the middle of waters that I knew nothing about—and there was a good chance I’d be drowned.


Early afternoons on Gorthan Spit were usually hot and still. The glare from the white sands dazzled unbearably; even the harsh glitter of the sea was hard on the eyes. It was at this time of the day that the smells of the Docks were at their worst too, saturating the air, making every breath an unpleasant effort. All those who could afford to do so went indoors, closed their shutters, and slept as I had done. Even the stray dogs dozed, sprawling in the shade, with their heads and tails wilting.


By the time I left Tunn’s pet, late in the afternoon, things were beginning to come alive again. It was then the phenomenon that resident Docksiders called ‘the Doctor’ came to revive the port with its ministrations. The Doctor was a breeze that swept in from the ocean, bringing cooling moisture with it to banish the heat and alleviate the stench. It was then that the night fishing boats put out to sea, tacking their way out of the harbour against the wind, and it was then that the town itself shook off its lethargy. Shopkeepers threw open their wooden shutters, hawkers cajoled passers-by, beggars dragged their diseased bodies on to the busiest corners, dogs loped along on the lookout for whatever they could steal. The contrast to the torpidity of the earlier part of the afternoon was startling, but it never lasted, I knew; as soon as night fell, the atmosphere would change again as the shops closed and the bars and brothels opened. The bustle and legitimacy of the afternoon trading soon degenerated into the quieter and more menacing stealth of the business of the night; a stealth punctuated by the rowdiness of drunken violence, or worse, by the kind of noises that were best not investigated: it was a rare night without a murder or two.


With my sword within easy reach in its back sheath and keeping one hand clamped to the purse on my money belt (the Docks’ pickpockets were notoriously skilled and I could ill afford to lose what little money I had), I went to find an acquaintance who had been helpful on my last visit to the town.


I didn’t find him. The shop he had owned didn’t exist any more. It, and the rest of the street, had been burned to the ground, not an infrequent occurrence in a place where most buildings were built of wood and thatched with seaweed, and an unusually large number of the inhabitants were either crazed or habitually drunk, or both. No one could tell me what had happened to the shopkeeper. Gorthan Spit was like that: people came and went, they died or disappeared, and no one cared.


I stopped in a nearby fish-and-swillie bar, all seafood again, of course. This time I settled for a cheap dish of seaweed and rayfish. Staying at The Drunken Plaice was an extravagance; I had to economise somewhere.


I was just finishing the food when I heard my name bellowed from across the room. My hand automatically dropped to my sword (now resting across my knees) before I realised there was no need. The bellow was one of pleasure, not anger, and the voice belonged to Addie Leks, a woman I had inadvertently helped on my very first trip to the Spit. I’d been twenty-three then, and Addie about the same age. I was hunting a man, a renegade sylv, who had a price on his head—a substantial bounty that I coveted—and she’d been that man’s lover. In those days she was an attractive and much abused woman wanting to escape a relationship that contained nothing but pain and violence, and I’d been only too glad to relieve her of the cause. (That part had been easy; it was getting the bastard back to the Keeper Isles to collect the reward that had given me problems. He knew he was going to die if he reached The Hub, and he’d done his level best not to arrive, preferably by killing me along the way. I’d finally handed him over, minus several fingers I’d severed during one of his many escape attempts, but it was the hardest deliveries I’d ever made.)


Addie wasn’t quite as attractive now. She worked in the kitchen of the fish-and-swillie place and she’d grown fat. Her skin had reddened and coarsened. She flopped down in the seat opposite me and launched into a new tale of marital woe; it seemed that although she’d grown older, she hadn’t grown any wiser in her choice of men. With surprise, I realised that she was hinting that I help her out of her present relationship as well. I’m not too sure what she had in mind, because I didn’t give her a chance to tell me. I changed the subject and asked her about Niamor instead.


She said very much the same things that Tunn had, adding, ‘Nice fellow, Niamor. Always good for a laugh and a bit of fun. No more morals that a bitch cur on heat, of course, but he doesn’t like to hurt people’s feelings. Kind-hearted, is Niamor, as long as it doesn’t cause him any trouble.’ It was a view of the Quillerman that agreed with my first impression of him.


‘You should remember him,’ she added. ‘He was around that last time you was here. Shacked up with that sylvtalent woman. You must remember her: she was exiled from the Keeper Isles for misuse of power—some said she’d used her talent illegally to help her nonsylv lover become rich. What was her name again?’


‘Oh. Samiat. Yes, I remember now. What happened to her?’


‘The Keepers forgave her. Took her back into the fold when they thought she’d learned her lesson.’


That figured. The Keepers were always loath to lose one of their own.


Addie sighed. ‘I thought she and Niamor made a lovely pair. So refined, the both of them. Yet when the time came, she left him without a backward glance…’ She sighed again, caught up in fantasy even though Niamor was the most unlikely candidate for a hero. He was about as romantic as Blaze Halfbreed… ‘He was broken-hearted, I could tell. Hasn’t looked at anyone, not serious like, since. Reckon that’s why he can’t settle on just one—’


I just stopped myself from snorting.


She leaned towards me conspiratorially, resting her elbows on the table. The fat of her forearms wobbled as she clasped her hands. ‘People say he came from a princely Quiller family. That he actually has a title. D’you think that’s true? Could he be noble? Thrown out for some youthful indiscretion perhaps… Or even a son of the Quillerlord, d’you think? He has such nice manners.’


I’d never thought that nobles had particularly good manners myself, but said vaguely, ‘Anything’s possible.’


I went on to ask her where I might be able to find him at that hour of the night and she gave me the name of several bars, then asked wistfully, ‘Are you sure you can’t help with my little problem?’


When I refused, she pouted—a gesture that might have looked appealing on the face of a pretty twenty-year-old, but looked ridiculous on a sagging woman of over thirty.


I shook my head, made my excuses and left. I had a lot more to do that night.




THREE


I met up with Niamor again even sooner than I had expected. He was lounging in the shadows of one of the port’s ramshackle wooden buildings and confronted me just a hundred paces down the street from the fish-and-swillie bar. Perhaps he’d even been looking for me; it would have been a safe assumption to make that I would be out and about at night since that was the time when most of my sort of business was done. The port wasn’t so large that it would have been impossible to find an acquaintance, if you knew the kind of places they’d be frequenting.


When Niamor materialised out of the shadows I was leaning against a post so that I could scrape clean the sole of my boot with my sword blade (the woman who’d forged the weapon for me would have been appalled). I had apparently stepped on the slime trail of a sea-pony and the glue-like mucus had created a gall of sand and fish scales in my instep.


‘Evening, Blaze,’ he said. He took my hand and raised it to his lips in a gesture that had gone out of style in high society fifty years before. ‘Time for some conversation?’


I slid the sword over my shoulder and back into its scabbard. ‘Certainly.’ I looked up and down the street. The lesser moon was already up and shedding a soft light; there was no one in sight, no one to overhear us, so I added, ‘Especially if the company doesn’t mind imparting information.’


‘Information has a price in Gorthan Spit.’ He grinned at me and pulled me gently into the darkest shadows. I went willingly enough and didn’t object when he put his arms around me (so much for my intended caution), although I raised a disbelieving eyebrow when he added, ‘You are the most magnificent creature that’s come to Gorthan Spit in a year or two.’


‘Try again, Niamor. Or have you already forgotten that Cirkasian lovely we saw in The Drunken Plaice this afternoon?’


‘Milksop. I like fire, I do.’


‘People who play with fire get burnt.’


The kiss was long and thorough and very satisfying—as far as kisses alone can ever be satisfying.


‘Mmm,’ he murmured. ‘Sometimes I like to burn my fingers.’


I buttoned up the tunic buttons he had just undone. ‘This lady is in no hurry to do likewise.’


He pulled a rueful face, but didn’t protest. ‘So? I can wait. I confidently predict that you and I are destined to share more than information one day.’


He was about to say something further but someone came down the street in a swirl of blue robes. I just had time to note that the newcomer was wearing a peculiar hat and walking as if he had a pebble in his shoe, before he swept past, deliberately banging my shoulder as he went. ‘Slut,’ he said, almost spitting out his loathing.


I blinked in surprise and looked back at Niamor. ‘Who was that?’


He grinned at me. ‘There are a couple of Fellih-worshipper missionaries from Mekaté here. He’s one of them.’


That explained the strange gait and the hat. Men who worshipped the god Fellih wore top hats with a tall narrow crown and a small brim, tied under the chin with a big black bow. They thought it was a sin to venture outside their houses without covering themselves in this rather ridiculous and inconvenient headgear. In addition, they wore shoes with raised soles and heels that sometimes made them clumsy pedestrians. You probably haven’t heard of them. They were a strange sect that sprang up on Mekaté, a combination of pagan superstition and Menod ideas of a single God. They’ve largely disappeared now, swept away by mainstream Menod doctrine, and no great loss to humanity either. They were an unpleasant bunch while they lasted, and powerful too, in places.


‘Not going to go after him with that sword of yours to pay him back for the insult?’


‘Come off it, Niamor. If I stuck my sword into everyone who ever insulted me, I’d be the worst mass murderer the Isles have ever known. So tell me: Fellih-worshippers are sending missionaries here?’


‘Yep. Been trying to convert sinners to their peculiar brand of religious zealotry for the past couple of months.’


I was incredulous. I had been to Mekaté. I’d heard the Fellih-worshippers preach: they muddled justice and judgement, sex and sin, vaginas and vice—the end result was the mix of ignorance, bigotry and fear of death that they called their religion. They didn’t impose the same rigid dress code on their women as they did on the men, but the moral code was similar for both sexes. Then, with odd logic, most of what was banned to their followers on earth was promised to them in heaven as a reward for their abstinence, which seemed ridiculous to me, but I had little patience with religious philosophy at the best of times.


I thought of Fellih-worshippers trying to preach salvation and their brand of puritanical morality to the people of Gorthan Spit and started to laugh. Niamor evidently didn’t need to be told what was so funny, because he said, ‘I’d love to see them take on the whores down along Bonesetters Street.’


‘I’d like to see them telling the brothel owners on the dockside to close shop.’


‘Can you imagine what would happen if they castigated Irma Goldwood for having dyed hair?’ We both giggled like a couple of kids. Irma I remembered; she had tried to recruit me as one of her girls once. She was the rather large and foul-mouthed madam of the largest brothel, a formidable lady as unstoppable as a great white shark, and almost as scary.


Niamor was still smiling as he leant forward, ran a thumb over my bottom lip in a gesture of intimacy and, lowering his voice, asked, ‘Just what is your interest in a Cirkasian slave, Blaze?’


I sobered up. Careful, Blaze. He’s no fool, and you could like him far too much. ‘I have a mandate to buy one. It’s that simple. But you can tell me something much more interesting: just what is going on here, Niamor?’


‘You came in from Cirkase on a fishing boat this morning, right? And you already know that there’s something going on? Who the hell are you, my lovely one?’


Laughter forgotten, we were sniffing one another out like a couple of cautious dogs and that could have gone on all night, with neither of us actually saying anything. One of us had to break the deadlock. I grinned. ‘Someone very like you, I think. I’m doing this for money, which I am very much in need of. Most of all I want to keep my skin intact. I don’t like treading on toes, Niamor, especially toes that belong to people who are a lot bigger—figuratively—than I am. I would very much like to know where not to tread.’


He nodded as if he accepted that much as truth. ‘Then we do have a lot in common. I thought I recognised a kindred spirit. Blaze, take my advice and leave. For all that you’re a halfbreed and, I’ll wager, a citizenless one too,’ he reached up to brush curls away from my left ear confirming that my lobe was indeed unmarked, ‘and therefore unwelcome just about everywhere else; for all that, you’d be better off looking for your slave on some other island. It’d be safer.’


‘Come on, Niamor, where else am I going to find a Cirkasian slave woman, especially one that’s young and pretty? Most islands have banned the slave traffic, if not the slavery of criminals; you know that. The Keepers won’t have it any other way. That ship from Cirkase is calling their cargo “indentured servants”, would you believe.’


‘You should have taken up my offer to get you that woman at the inn. It’d be much simpler. She doesn’t have a hope of leaving Gorthan Spit in one piece anyway, not her.’ He sounded cheerfully unconcerned about her fate.


I said, ‘Whoever tangles with that blue-eyed charmer will find her about as easy to deal with as a handful of lugworms in a rainstorm.’


That interested him, but he didn’t press the matter. He probably sensed I wasn’t going to tell him any more. He reverted to my original question instead. ‘Blaze, I don’t know what’s going on. And that’s a terrible admission for someone like me to make. Up until now, I’ve survived and prospered here because I knew what was happening. I knew the people. Not any more. I’m seriously thinking of emptying Gorthan Spit’s fish scales out of my shoes for good, and I advise you to do the same. Half of Gorthan Docks is scared hairless, and no one’s talking. They’re too frightened.’

OEBPS/Images/9781473222762.jpg
GLENDA
LARKE

Jl m‘s B, " w—





OEBPS/Images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





