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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.







Author’s note to readers


To refresh your memory of Book 1, The Aware, there is a glossary of characters and terms at the end of this book.




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


Dated this day 28 / 2nd Single / 1793


Dear Uncle,


I do apologise for my lack of correspondence recently; I have been busy preparing information sheets for the Ministry. They are thinking of funding a fleet for a trade journey to the Isles of Glory! You can imagine my delight. I would love to be able to say that our bureaucrats have finally realised official commerce with the Glorian Archipelago would be financially lucrative—and that if we don’t step in, there are other mainland nations who will (the Regal States springs to mind)—but alas, I understand the whole idea is prompted more by pressure from the League of Kellish Missionaries. The religious parties are just cloaking the expedition in the guise of a trade mission in order to obtain government financing, which, as you know, is constitutionally denied to non-secular projects. They have the ear of several cabinet ministers, I believe.


My own feeling, by the way, is that missionaries will find the Glorian Isles a difficult ground to plough for souls. As you may remember from the earlier papers I have sent you, they already have a monotheist religion with a network of priests, called patriarchs, and a lay brotherhood, collectively called the Menod (short for Men of God) that is pervasive throughout the Isles.


Anyway, please find enclosed the next of the conversations for your perusal, translated as always by Nathan iso Vadim. These are from a different narrator, a medic, originally from a rural community of herders who live on an islandom called Mekaté. I do not think he would have talked to us at all, if Blaze had not twisted his arm. I can’t say I liked him much. He was always polite, if somewhat irascible, but somehow I could not rid myself of the feeling that he found me secretly amusing. However, judge for yourself. As usual, there has been little editing of the conversations. We did not try to reproduce any approximation to his accent in the body of the text, for fear readers would find it tedious. It is hard to know how to achieve that anyway, when you are dealing with a translation. These highland herders roll their ‘r’ sounds in a tiresome manner, although some find the musical lilt of their speech attractive. In the translation, Nathan has rendered the man’s direct speech as something akin to our own Kellish highlanders.


Extend my fondest affection to Aunt Rosris, and tell her not to jump to conclusions. She will know what I mean! Anyara and I are both mature adults and are very much aware that an ethnographer such as myself, given to long absences on exploration, would probably make a wretched husband. It is not a situation that either of us have resolved to our satisfaction as yet.


I remain,


Your obedient nephew,


Shor iso Fabold




ONE: Kelwyn


I first met Blaze and Flame the day before I murdered my wife. The evening before, to be exact. And now it seems I have to tell you about it. Believe me, I wouldn’t be recounting any of this, except Blaze insists I must. She says it’s important that you Kellish people understand the Isles, and maybe she’s right at that, because as far as I can see none of you seems to have displayed any great insight as yet, for all that you have been coming here ten years or more…


All right, all right. Blaze complains I’ve gotten tetchy in my old age. I’ll begin properly.


It was in the taproom of an inn in Mekatéhaven, on one of those hot, humid nights when the air seems so thick that it’s hard to breathe. I remember the sweat crawling down my back to make a wet patch on my shirt. I actually had a room upstairs, but it was an airless cubbyhole I wanted to avoid. It overlooked the wharves, where ships fidgeted endlessly at their moorings and sailors and longshoremen squabbled all night long, so I’d decided to spend the evening in the common room. I had no intention of being sociable; I was mired so deep in my own troubles that all I wanted to do was nurse a tankard of watered-down mead and wonder what in all Creation I could do to solve problems that were all but insoluble.


My immediate difficulty was that I needed to go to the Fellih Bureau of Religious and Legal Affairs, and it had closed for the day. Until they opened in the morning, I wasn’t going to be able to find out what had happened to my wife.


In the meantime, worry lurked in the pit of my stomach like over-spiced food promising unpleasantness. All I had at that point was a piece of paper telling me that, as the husband of Jastriákyn Longpeat of Wyn, I was expected to present myself as soon as possible at the Bureau. It was an imperious summons and there was no overt reason why I should answer it. Neither Jastriá nor I was a Fellih-worshipper and neither of us ever had been. Moreover, Fellih-worship was not an official religion, and the leader of the faith, the Exemplar, had no official status on Mekaté Island. The Havenlord himself was Menod and, as far as I knew, so were most of his Court and his Guard.


Nonetheless, the summons had given me a bad feeling and I hadn’t hesitated: I set off for Mekatéhaven immediately. I even brought my selver all the way downscarp—which would be much frowned upon by the elders of my tharn if they ever found out—so that I could travel more quickly. The journey had still taken me a couple of days and when I arrived, it was to find the Bureau closed for the day.


So there I was, sipping my mead and paying no attention whatsoever to the other occupants of the inn. Trying, as much as I could, to ignore the fact that I was surrounded by dead wood. Trying even harder to ignore the smell of the place: the sharpness of coal smoke, warm toddy and spilt wine permeated everything inside; the muted scent of mould, mangrove mud and damp sails wafted in from outside. I was vaguely aware of a group of people playing cards on the other side of the room, of several merchants discussing business near the door, of a woman sitting alone at the table in the far corner. Apart from that, I was oblivious. All I could think of—with a mixture of exasperation, love and frustration—was Jastriá. What in the wide blue skies had she done this time?


‘More mead, syr?’ The barkeep hovered at my elbow with a jug.


The title he gave me was not one I was entitled to, and I was sure he knew that. I shook my head, wishing he’d just go away.


But business was quiet, and he was talkative. ‘Just come down off the Sky Plains, have you?’ he asked, stating the obvious. I had a selver in his stable and I was wearing a tagaird and dirk, after all.


I nodded.


‘You must be tired. Can I ask my wife to get you a meal, maybe?’


‘I’m not hungry.’ I made a gesture of negation that would have set my tankard flying if he hadn’t grabbed it in time.


He set it carefully back on the table. ‘Ah, you’re finding the heat and humidity oppressive, I suppose. You Sky People do, so they tell me,’ he added, cheerfully mopping up the spilt mead that had slopped on to the table.


‘Ye get other Plainsmen in here?’ I was surprised. Not too many selver-herders ventured down off the Plains, and with good reason. Who wanted to suffer the appalling weather of the coast voluntarily, not to mention the filth of its streets and the narrow-mindedness of its townsfolk? We were all Mekatéen, but the selver-herders of the Sky Plains and the town dwellers and fisher folk of the tropical coast had little in common.


‘Sky People here? Oh sometimes, selling selver wool or paying taxes,’ he said, deliberately vague, and I realised he had not expected me to take him literally. I smothered a momentary irritation. We relied so much on smell on the Roof of Mekaté, it was sometimes hard to use and to understand the conversational gambits and niceties of the coast. I still made mistakes; coastal folk often found me abrupt, even rude, and their courtesies were often just lies to me.


He must have taken my question as an indication that I wanted to talk because he leant in closer and said in a conspiratorial whisper, ‘Have you noted the Cirkasian beauty in the corner?’


I hadn’t, not really, but after I glanced at her I doubted that he’d believe that. The woman sitting alone in the corner was astonishingly beautiful: gold-blonde hair, with eyes the colour of the sapphires we used to pick up sometimes in the streams of the Sky Plains. Her one flaw was that she had only one arm: the other ended just above the elbow. She was wearing travelling garb stained with salt water. She smelled of salt and fatigue and some faint animal scent I didn’t know, all laced through with a strong aroma of perfume. One of those over-spiced tropical scents: chypre? Patchouli? Spikenard? I wasn’t sure.


‘Now what’s a sea-dream like that doing in a bar alone at night?’ the barkeep asked. ‘That’s what I’d like to know.’


I shrugged and he sighed. ‘Business just gets worse and worse,’ he continued, leaning into the table, his rotund belly coming to rest on the planks. ‘It’s the Fellih-priests to blame. They don’t like drinking. They don’t like card-playing. They don’t like music. They don’t like dancing. Or whoring. Or gambling. Or just about anything that’s fun. Which I wouldn’t mind, if they kept their ideas to themselves, but no, they have to make non-worshippers feel guilty about doing those things, and believers who indulge just get thrown in jail. It’s got so that when a bunch of them walk in for a meal, the drinkers leave.’


I was startled. Things hadn’t been that bad last time I was on the coast.


I didn’t travel all that much any more, not since Jastriá and I had parted, but I was a physician and there were certain herbs and medicinal ingredients that could only be procured away from the Sky Plains. The lowland forests of Mekaté may have been no more than a narrow trim to the highlands, a ruffle between the bottom of the scarp and the sea, but they held a diversity of plant life that was both breathtaking and invaluable to a herbalist. And so I made the journey down to the coast at least once a year, either buying from medicine shops or collecting my own plants in the forest. I tried to keep the trips short: what I saw along the Mekaté coast invariably broke my heart.


The barkeep rambled on. ‘You Plains people have more sense. You don’t worship the Fellih-Master, do you?’


I shook my head, snorting at the thought of selver-herders bothering with the doctrine of Fellih. We were far too pragmatic; far too content. Oh, Fellih missionaries had attempted to penetrate the Plains with their ideas, as had the Menod, but they’d all met with a rock-solid wall of indifference and had eventually taken their concept of God, sin and the afterlife elsewhere.


I was still wondering how to get rid of the barkeep, when one of the card players called for a round of drinks and he levered himself upright to attend to them. I decided to finish my mead and go up to my room, but while I was sipping the last of the drink, I smelled something that seemed out of place. Feathers. I could definitely smell feathers, and an inn room late at night seemed an odd place for a bird.


Idly curious, I glanced around. It was a while before my eyes saw what my nose had identified: a nondescript blackish sparrow-like creature sitting on the rafters near the table where the card game was going on. I didn’t know the species, but it surely didn’t belong in a taproom. It seemed restless; I could see it cocking its head to look down from its perch, and occasionally it would shuffle its feet and flick its wings. Once it even flew across to one of the other beams, and then back again. Obviously the poor thing had become trapped inside the room and didn’t know how to get out. I empathised.


The players at the table were noisy. Three or four of them were well on the way to being drunk, two of the others were arguing amiably about the previous hand, and whether it had been luck or skill that had resulted in the sole woman among them winning a handsome amount of money. I had never played cards and didn’t understand the conversation, but it seemed to me that there was an odd sort of tension in the group. Someone wasn’t happy with having lost, and the woman was uneasy, although she hid it well. Suspicion tendrilled in amongst the sounds, pungent in a way that was quite different to the sharp tang of the ale in the casks along the wall or the bitters stewing in the brewery room out back.


I began to pay attention. I sat up and edged myself along the bench, thinking to leave for my room quietly and unobtrusively. Instead I managed to topple what was left of my drink on to the floor. No one among the card players even bothered to look at what had caused the noise. It was definitely time for me to leave.


As I bent to retrieve the tankard, one of the card players, a young fellow with a strident voice and a drink-flushed face, flicked some money into the centre of the table and said, ‘Your bet, sister. Match that, if you can.’


The woman looked up at the rafters, apparently considering the bet, then laid her cards face down with a shake of her head and a smile. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I think not. This pot is yours, my friend. In fact, it is time that I went to my bed.’


‘Wait a moment.’ Another of the players placed a hand over hers as she reached out to gather her own money together. ‘You can’t win all that money and then just walk out of here!’


She stared at him, all hint of the smile gone. If I had been one of her companions, I would have been worried; there was something about her that made my nose tingle. ‘Oh, but I think I can,’ she said, removing her hand. ‘If you don’t want to lose, then you shouldn’t play. Th—’


She never finished what she had been about to say. Even as I rose to leave, the main doors to the inn were pushed open and a crowd of people surged in.


Not customers, that was immediately apparent. One of them wore blue robes, stacked shoes and a cylindrical hat with a small brim; Fellih-priest garb, I knew that much. The rest looked like thugs; they carried long wooden cudgels with rounded ends. The priest scanned the room with a glance then gestured towards the card players. The cudgels moved to surround the table. The silence in the taproom was instantaneous. The merchants just melted away, leaving by a side door. The Cirkasian woman didn’t move and neither did I.


The card-playing woman did move, but her movement was so controlled and unobtrusive, I doubted the newcomers noticed. She placed one hand on the hilt of the sword in the scabbard that had been hanging on the back of her chair. I was intrigued; I had no idea that there were women who used swords. I hesitated, torn between drawing attention to myself by leaving, or simply staying put.


The barkeep spoke up. ‘Syr-priest, I beg you, this is a respectable house—’


The priest withered him with a look. ‘Respectable establishments do not allow gambling.’


One of the young men at the table rose to his feet, belligerence in every nuance of his stance. ‘Syr-fellih,’ he said, ‘what possible business do you have here?’


‘The Master’s business,’ the priest replied, and his tone had all my senses tingling. ‘You have broken your faith with the Fellih-Master, lad.’ The ‘lad’ in question must have been all of twenty-five, so that was an insult there to start with. ‘Show me your thumbs.’


The man reddened from the neck upwards and I could smell both his fear and his resentment. Reluctantly, he held out his hands. The Fellih-priest glanced at them and nodded to the cudgel-wielders. ‘And the rest of you,’ he said to the card players.


One of them answered calmly. ‘That will not be necessary. We freely admit it: we are all Fellih-worshippers here, except for the lady. And we have indeed fallen from Fellih’s grace tonight. For that I apologise. We will abandon this place of iniquity and go home chastened, to pray for Fellih’s forgiveness.’ He rose and bowed deeply in the direction of the priest. Only then did I notice that he too wore the high-stacked shoes of the Fellih-worshipper. In fact, they all did, except the woman.


If he thought that would be an end to it, he was mistaken. ‘I think not,’ the priest said. ‘The penalty is more than penance, lad. It is imprisonment and a fine.’


The resentful one said hotly, ‘You overstep your mark, Syr-priest! I am the son of the Burgher Dunkan Kantor, and my friends are—’


‘No man and no man’s son is above the Master’s law.’ The priest nodded once more to the cudgel-wielders. Within seconds the young men were hustled outside, their protests ignored. The priest turned his attention to the woman. ‘And you,’ he said. ‘Let me see your thumbs.’


I thought for a moment that she was going to refuse, but there were still four cudgel-men behind the priest and finally she shrugged and held out her hands, one at a time. The priest nodded, satisfied. He looked back at her face; then, without warning, he reached out and brushed the hair away from her left ear. It was bare: she lacked a citizenship tattoo. The subtleties of the physical differences between people from different islandoms was beyond me, but something in her looks—she was tall and tan-skinned with brown hair and startlingly green eyes—told him she was the result of inter-island mixing.


‘Halfbreed,’ he hissed, and the hate in that one word left me gaping. How could one despise another simply because of an accident of birth?


‘That’s right,’ she said calmly. ‘And I arrived in Mekaté only this evening.’ She was lying, I could tell, but I doubted anyone else could. She was as unruffled as a mountain tarn. ‘The law says the citizenless may have three days residence before they must leave.’


‘You have corrupted our young! Card-playing!’ His bile was a tangible thing that made me flinch.


She gave him a flat stare. ‘I don’t remember having to teach them how to play. Or how to wager their money. They seemed to be well acquainted with the procedure before I arrived.’


‘Your behaviour is typical of the improperly bred and we don’t want your kind here. Show me your branding.’


I winced at his tone, at the smell of his barely-leashed fury. She seemed unworried by the way his eyes narrowed and his voice flattened, but his words stilled her nonetheless. My breath caught in my throat. She had a magnificence about her, a dignity that transcended her situation, that made him look like what he was: a small and petty man. But there was more than dignity; there was a deep and abiding anger that made her seem dangerous even without a sword in her hand. The tension in the room ratcheted up a notch. Without a word, and with a controlled economy of movement, she untied the top of her tunic and bared her back so that he could see the mark there. It was an ugly thing, a scar burnt deep into the skin of her shoulder blade in the shape of an empty triangle. It had not healed well and the skin around it was puckered.


She readjusted her tunic. ‘Forgive me,’ she said, and her irony was mere surface covering to a deep churning rage, ‘I did not know gaming was against the law here. It was hardly obvious. With your leave, I shall be on my way.’ She turned away from him, perhaps to pick up her sword harness.


What happened next was so swift that the warnings shouted by myself and the Cirkasian were too late. The priest made a sign to one of the four remaining cudgel-men, and as quick as a spitting selver, the man brought the club down on her head. She had warning enough to turn so that much of the force of the blow was taken on her shoulder. Even so, she came up groggy and at a disadvantage. Or I thought she did, but a moment later I wasn’t so certain. As she reeled, one of the other men tried to throw her, hard, into the wall. She ducked down as if staggering, and somehow the fellow pitched right over her back. Before he hit the floor, she straightened and it was his head that collided with the stones of the wall, not hers. He was out cold. It all looked accidental, but something about the fluid grace of her movement had me wondering. Still, she was pale enough, and had to prop herself against the wall in order to stand. A trickle of blood matted the hair over her temple. I doubted that her dizziness was feigned; she was close to blacking out and action had made her feel worse.


I stepped forward in protest. ‘Wait a wee moment,’ I said to the priest, ‘that wasna necessary! Ye have hurt the woman and she was offering no resistance. I am a physician; allow me to examine her. Him too,’ I added as an afterthought.


The priest looked at me coldly. ‘We need no heathen medicinemen interfering here.’


‘They may be concussed—’


‘Do you dare to countermand me, herder?’ he asked, his distaste clear. He signalled to the remaining cudgel wielders. One of them grabbed her arms and forced them behind her back; another had her in manacles before she had time to protest. They’d obviously done this kind of thing before, often. The priest gestured and they hustled her away through the outside door. Beside me the Cirkasian was also on her feet, her face as pale as a meadow snowbell. The priest turned back to us. ‘Your thumbs,’ he said to us both.


I blinked and blundered on. ‘She needs attention—’ I went to shoulder past him, but he blocked my way with his hand upraised. ‘Then let me tend the man,’ I said indicating the fallen thug who was only now beginning to stir.


‘Your thumbs,’ he snapped. There was so much authority in his tone that I halted.


The Cirkasian shrugged and held out her hands. He looked, nodded in satisfaction, and turned his attention back to me. I had no idea what he was looking for, but let him look anyway. He seemed satisfied and said, ‘You are both strangers here. Follow the example of the pure of heart and you will be welcome on the coast. Be not seduced by the sins you have witnessed in this mire of immorality tonight.’ The smell of his sincerity cloaked him, wisping through the air in swirls. He believed what he was saying. Behind him the dazed thug staggered to his feet and looked around to locate his friends.


‘Oh, I dinna think there is any chance of that,’ I replied without inflection. ‘They are not sins I would want to emulate.’


He hadn’t the imagination to hear sarcasm. He inclined his head and strode to the table where the money from the card game was still piled up in heaps. He took out his purse and scooped up the money in the centre. There wasn’t all that much there; most of the cash was in the separate piles belonging to the players, but he ignored all that and strode out of the inn. He also left the halfbreed’s sword, which was still hanging on the back of the chair.


I took a step towards the injured man, intending to offer my help, but he bolted out of the door. The Cirkasian sat down at the gaming table in silence. I turned back to the barkeep. ‘What was all that about thumbs?’


‘Oh—Fellih-worshippers: they have their thumbs tattooed with blue circles, at birth or conversion.’


‘And if a man changed his mind about his beliefs?’ I asked.


He looked at me as if I was too innocent to be real. ‘Once a Fellih-worshipper, always a Fellih-worshipper. It’s not a faith you can ever leave. Not alive, anyway.’


‘That—that’s unbelievable. Parents can sentence their children to a lifetime of commitment?’


He shrugged to indicate that he shared my lack of understanding of that rationale.


‘And the woman’s brand on the shoulder?’


‘That’s to show she has been made barren. They castrate halfbreed men and sterilise the women, then brand ’em to show it has been done.’


‘They? Who does?’ I had heard of the practice, come to think of it, but for some reason or another I’d thought it’d fallen into disuse.


He shrugged as if the question made him uneasy. ‘Authorities. Here it’s the Fellih-priests or the Havenlord’s Guards. It’s the law in all the islandoms, though I’ve heard the Menod patriarchs preach against it.’


‘That’s barbaric!’


‘Plainsman,’ he said kindly, ‘you best go back where you belong. The world’s too bad for the likes of you.’


I grimaced. He was probably right at that. I glanced over at the gaming table, about to remark on the money left there, only to find it had vanished. The Cirkasian was walking towards us, the other woman’s sword in her good hand.


‘Ye can’t do that!’ I blurted without thinking.


She looked at me, innocently bewildered. ‘Do what?’


‘Take all their money.’


‘What money?’


‘The money they left on the table.’


‘The priest took it.’


‘He only took part of it!’


I looked at the barkeep, wanting him to support me, but all he did was stare back in a puzzled fashion. ‘The priest took it,’ he said. ‘He took it all. I saw.’


The Cirkasian nodded. ‘Where will they take the card-players?’ she asked.


‘To the Fellih Bureau of Religious and Legal Affairs,’ the barkeep said. ‘There are cells there. Tomorrow they will come up against the Fellih magistrate. There will be lawyers for both sides who will quote the Holy Book, which is of course the inspired word of Fellih, and the one with the best quotes wins his case.’


I gaped. ‘That’s absurd.’ I was not all that familiar with the concepts of courts, lawyers and magistrates—we did not have such things on the Sky Plains—but even so, what he said seemed ridiculous.


‘Not to a Fellih-worshipper,’ the barkeep replied. ‘They believe Fellih is omnipotent and cannot make mistakes. So if the magistrate and the lawyers pray for guidance, which they do, the result must be the wish of Fellih. Simple logic.’ He snorted. ‘Which is one of the many reasons I’m a Menod, rather than a Fellih-worshipper.’


I warmed to the man, but I didn’t want to get into a religious discussion. Up on the Sky Plains, we didn’t believe in any gods at all, which seemed much more sensible. I looked back at the Cirkasian. ‘And ye maintain ye didna take the money? And what about the sword ye’re carrying?’


She looked startled. There was a pause, and then she said, ‘I am not stealing the sword.’


I blinked, confounded. The weapon was in her hand, after all, but she spoke with an honesty that was bewildering in light of the evidence.


She nodded to us both and headed for the stairs.


I looked back at the barkeep, but his garrulity seemed to have vanished. In fact, he was edging away as if he was having second thoughts about my inoffensiveness. I said goodnight and headed for my room as well—perplexed, but aware that it would be stupid to make a fuss. None of it was my business.


I was halfway up the stairs when I felt I was being watched. I turned to look, and the single eye that met mine belonged to the bird. The same bird as had been on the rafters, but it had moved to the newel post. It stood there regarding me until I turned away and resumed the climb to my room. I had a strange feeling that I was way out of my depth; a bird should never have had the emotions I could smell in that one.




TWO: Kelwyn


I was at the Fellih Bureau of Religious and Legal Affairs early the next morning, my anxiety pungently tangible, at least to me. To my surprise, there was already a crowd of people gathered in front of the building. Most of them were well-dressed merchants in the company of their wives and servants. Some of the women were weeping; the men were as sombre as their clothes. They stood about talking while they waited for the office to open, their hands fiddling with their prayer beads, their feet shuffling in their uncomfortable shoes.


‘What’s going on?’ I asked a man across the road who was selling snacks of grilled sea-snails, fresh from the coals. The smell was pervasive and made the end of my nose twitch.


He shrugged indifferently as he stirred the snails on the wire grill, rolling them about with his spatula. ‘They arrested some of the sons of the merchants last night for gaming. The parents have come to get them released.’


I watched the people milling around. One woman near me hugged another, moaning, ‘Leeitha! Haven’t I always told him to be a good boy? I forbade him to go out at night and he wouldn’t listen!’


She was dressed in red, with a blue shawl flung over her shoulders and leather sandals on her feet. As she was a woman, no one cared if her feet were contaminated by the dust. Men—whether priests or laymen—had to wear the high-stacked shoes, and were not permitted to touch the soil or earth, or wear any colour except blue. They weren’t supposed to walk about the streets alone either; in fact, their Fellih-faith obliged them always to be in twos or groups, supposedly to ensure the good behaviour of each individual. Restrictions placed on a Fellih-faithful woman were not as stringent, as long as she did not commit adultery or tempt the menfolk with her behaviour or dress. Jastriá had once explained that anomaly to me. It stemmed not from a more liberal attitude to women, but from a rather nasty aspect of the religion: women were not considered worth troubling oneself about. The Fellih-Master was contemptuous of women and the Holy Book was full of tales of their empty-headed, superficial femininity that was capable of neither piety nor scholarship. A woman, it seemed, went to paradise only if her husband accumulated sufficient merit in his own life to take her along with him. Rich women, therefore, often married more than one spouse in the hope that one of them would prove man enough to get her to heaven. (Jastriá had remarked with a cynical laugh that such pragmatism showed the intelligence of women, rather than a want of it.)


‘You’re going to have to wait if you have business with the Exemplar,’ the snail-seller told me as I watched the crowd. He snipped off the tip of a snail shell, and sucked the animal out of its home with a loud slurping sound. ‘A-aah, delicious. Sure you won’t have one?’ I shook my head. ‘The Exemplar will have to clear all the spoiled brats of these merchants before he bothers to get to the case of one of the Sky People.’ He gave a snort as if to say he didn’t think much of Fellih-worshippers. ‘Be careful, Plainsman; it doesn’t do to bruise the skin of Fellih-priests.’


‘At least ye feel free enough to criticise,’ I said, and moved downwind of his grilling molluscs. Burned flesh always made me feel a shade queasy. I was thinking that my rash intervention the night before may well have already bruised the sensitivities of at least one priest. I had to hope I didn’t come across that particular man again.


‘The Havenlord of Mekaté still guarantees the religious freedoms of all Mekatéens,’ the seller agreed. ‘I wouldn’t like to be one of the Fellih-faithful, though. They have their own legal system and it’s onerous on them that believe. Makes life bleeding difficult for the poor sods. Are you sure you don’t want some snails? Absolutely fresh. They go on to the coals still slithering.’ He waved one under my nose, holding it by a feeler. It was still alive.


I stepped back hurriedly, banged into something and apologised before I realised that I was saying sorry to a post driven into the ground. The snail-seller grinned. My ears burned. It’s one disadvantage of being red-headed and pale skinned: when you flush, it’s very noticeable.


I went to find a quiet spot to wait.


I was finally ushered in to the Exemplar’s office several hours later, glad not to have come across the priest I’d seen the night before.


It was only with considerable restraint that I was able to conceal my distaste for the room. No pollarded branches had supplied the timber for the furniture; the size of the table alone appalled me. Whole trees had been slaughtered, just to give this one man his office. It was an effort to hide my revulsion at so much needless death. As if to emphasise the waste, there was an open shutter behind the desk and the window looked out on to a row of trees, aging giants that were all that was left of an ancient forest. They were festooned with life. Ferns and orchids grew in the crannies, creepers and vines draped the boughs, lichens patterned bark that doubtless crawled with insects and lizards, a blatant living fecundity that made the office seem even more of a sepulchre.


I stumbled over a colourful woven mat as I came forward. The Exemplar of Religious Law, a small and clean-shaven man, waited patiently for me to recover my balance and approach his desk. As his religion decreed, he wore robes that covered him from neck to wrist and knee, with his legs left bare below. The blue colour of the robe was supposed to symbolise the heavens, just as the raised shoes were supposed to lift him away from the earth. His priestly hat was ridiculously tall, to symbolise the reaching up into the heavens. It was tied under his chin with a big black bow.


‘My name is Exemplar Dih Pellidree,’ he said, politely cool. ‘Be seated. You wanted to see me?’


His clerk had already given him my name, so I said, ‘Aye. It’s about the woman who was once my wife: Jastriákyn Longpeat of Wyn.’ I sat down, almost overturning the chair in my nervousness at his indifference. I could smell it on him, around him. He wished me gone. He thought me tiresome.


‘Ah. Yes, the clerk brought me the file. What about her?’ He retrieved a folder from the pile on the desk and began to thumb through it.


‘Syr, I know naught. Is she here? It was your office that suggested I needed to see you.’


‘Oh, yes. I remember the case now. She is here, in the jail below.’ He steepled his hands, tapping his fingers together. ‘It is my unpleasant duty to inform you, Plainsman, that she has been tried for the sin of adultery.’


‘Tried?’ I stuttered, trying all the while to get my mind around what he was saying. I wasn’t sure that I understood the word.


‘In the religious court.’


‘She is to be punished?’


‘She has been sentenced to death by lapidation.’


My breath caught. ‘Death? For adultery?’


‘That is correct. Such a death is mandatory under the circumstances.’


He could not have amazed me more. I felt as if I’d taken a blow to the stomach. I had to grope for words, for some kind of sense in something that was at its core quite senseless.


He waited, still polite, and remote. Disinterested. I searched the air for something, anything that would tell me what to do, or say, or ask. With no clues to help me, I forced myself to think. ‘Adultery?’ I asked finally. ‘In that case, if anyone has been wronged it would be her husband. What has this to do with you?’


His eyes flashed. ‘The Fellih-Master, holy be His name, has been wronged. The Master hates all iniquity, and illicit sex is a fearful sin in His eyes. Your wife is to face the ultimate penalty.’


This can’t be happening. I strove for calm, for logic. For some way to stop the unthinkable. ‘She is one of the Sky People. She doesna belong to your faith. How, then, can she have sinned by your faith?’


Once more the eyes sparked, but he kept a tight hold on his emotions. I smelled nothing. ‘When a heathen steps into our lives, then he or she is governed by our laws. This is our right, granted us by the Havenlord, and the Fellih-Master.’


All I could manage was a stupefied, ‘Stepped into your lives?’ I simply could not imagine Jastriá involving herself with the Fellih-faithful. Their beliefs were all that she despised.


‘She seduced one of the faithful.’


My heart sank within me. Oh, Creation, Jastriá, what have ye done? I swallowed, still groping for sense, for something, anything, that would stop this lunacy. Selverspit, think of something! Speak wool to the weaver, music to the piper, love to the wife… Play their game, if that was what it took. ‘Jastriá is no longer married to me, so she can hardly have committed adultery.’


‘You have divorced her? Where are the papers?’


‘We dinna use papers on the Roof of Mekaté, Exemplar Pellidree. I have, er, not stayed with Jastriá for several years past; by our customs, that means we are no longer wed.’


‘That is not sufficient to satisfy Fellih law.’


‘Ye dinna recognise our customs? Good then. We were wed by such customs. There were no papers then, either. By your definition therefore we were never wed. Ye can’t bring a charge of adultery against a woman who never married.’


‘You play with words, herder! And you also play with the truth. Your wife has fornicated and will be punished. Anyway, that she was perhaps not married is irrelevant: she seduced one of the Faithful! She was caught in the act with him, not even under a roof like decent people, but outdoors, without shame, rutting like an animal in the grass. Her lover was married, even if she was not. She has been tried and sentenced and there is no turning back from that.’ By his tone, he implied that he cared little, and was surprised that I did, considering the circumstances. I caught a whiff of indignation, but little else. ‘Time is short for her,’ he went on. ‘Her execution will take place at sunset, outside in the square.’


‘Sunset? Today?’


‘Today.’


‘Creation’s birth!’ I sat there in the chair opposite that sanctimonious priest, and felt myself to have been gutted. Finally I did manage to say, calmly enough, ‘Do ye never temper your decisions with mercy, Exemplar? Ye call your God Fellih-Master the Merciful. Is this mercy?’


‘Do not question the ways of the Fellih-Master, heathen.’ Both his voice and his body odour signalled warning.


‘What about Jastriá’s lover? Is he also to be murdered?’


‘I don’t like your choice of words, herder! The man has already suffered the penalty for his crime. He was tried and executed for an illicit relationship with a heathen.’


I took a deep breath, trying to calm the sick tumult inside me. ‘Is there no way I can stop Jastriá’s execution? Or at least delay it?’


‘None. The religious court’s decisions are never reversed. How can they be? They are only made after invoking the Fellih-Master’s guidance and can therefore never be wrong. The only reason your wife is still alive is that it was deemed reasonable that you be informed before she dies, as you are an injured party and are responsible for your wife’s affairs.’


I felt all the colour leave my face. ‘Do ye mean to tell me that I’ve ensured Jastriá’s death by coming here?’


The Exemplar shrugged. ‘We would not have put off the execution for much longer anyway.’


I sat for a moment, incapable of speech. Finally I managed a few forced words. ‘—Jastriá. Can I see her?’


‘Certainly. It is right that you should; an adulteress should be made to confront the man she has wronged, and face his chastisement. I shall have someone escort you down to the cells.’ He rang a bell on his desk and gave the order to the man who answered it.


I rose, but it was an effort: my legs no longer seemed to belong to me. I paused on my way out and turned back to look at the Exemplar. ‘La—lapidation,’ I said. ‘What is it?’ My voice did not seem to belong to me either: it was another person speaking, the words coming to me from a long way off.


Dih Pellidree looked up from the papers on his desk. ‘Oh, stoning,’ he said, indifferent to the last. ‘Death by stoning.’


I staggered, my body unable to function as my mind tried to accept the reality behind his words.


Pellidree wasn’t even watching me. He was putting Jastriákyn’s file at the bottom of the pile, taking up the next one on top. Next file, next crime, next punishment. All in a day’s work. I wanted so badly to kill him, to rid the world of his smug sanctimony. For the first time in my life, I desperately wanted to annihilate another human being from Creation’s living.


‘This way,’ said the Fellih-worshipper who was going to guide me to the cells. He had to take me by the elbow and pull me gently from the Exemplar’s room.


The cells were large and dry and plain. There was a sizable grille set in each door, and we would have to talk through this. I did ask to be allowed entry, but of course the request was rejected. I was thoroughly searched, and then my guide left me. There was another guard on duty there, seated at a table at the end of the cell block, so I wasn’t unsupervised.


I looked in through the grille. There were two women in the cell: one was the card-playing halfbreed; the other was Jastriá. They were both seated on the single woven mat the room contained. The other woman had just said something to make Jastriá laugh, and the sound of her laughter brought back a flood of haunting memories, all the more poignant now I knew she was so close to death.


Jastriá… Wild, opinionated, wonderful woman—and she was to be slaughtered in a barbaric way by a barbaric religion, all for the gift of her body to some unknown man… Creation, but the two of them had paid a high price for their passion.


‘Jastriá,’ I said, and she looked up.


I knew from her smell that she had not expected me. ‘Kel?’ She came across to the door, only half-believing what her senses told her. ‘I thought I scented ye earlier, but I didna believe it!’


‘They sent a message to the Plains, telling me to come. So I did.’


She looked at me with troubled, dark-ringed eyes. ‘Oh, Kel, I’m so sorry. Ye shouldna have—’ She swallowed. ‘Have they told ye what happened? They are going to kill me, ye know.’


I nodded. ‘Jastriá, how could ye have been so foolish?’ I hadn’t meant to say that, and I would have taken the words back if it had been possible. She was going to die, and I was reproaching her. I combed my fingers through my hair in a gesture of frustration at my own lack of thought.


She gave a tiny laugh. ‘Ah, ye know me, Kel. Anything for excitement, for a thrill. I had to live life to the full, taste everything, drink at every cup. ’Twas fun while it lasted.’ That last was a lie, and we both knew it. It hadn’t been fun, but a desperate attempt to find a peace of mind that had always eluded her. She raised a hand to her head to pull out the comb that kept her hair piled up, and the red mane of it tumbled free.


‘I tried,’ I said. ‘I tried to get them to change their minds, but Jas, they dinna want to listen.’


‘Did they say when?’ she asked. She sounded much calmer than I felt.


I paused, letting her inhale first, so that she could sense the bad news that was coming. A Sky Plains politesse, that: as if anyone could ever be prepared for what I had to say. ‘They say—this—this evening. At sunset, outside in the square.’


She shrugged carelessly but the wave of her emotion caught me, pinioned me where I was: fear, horror, bitterness, resignation. I could taste it all in the back of my throat as I breathed. Through her shock she said at last, ‘What of it? ’Tis no kind of life here in the jail anyway, not for someone born on the Plains.’


I found I had to ask. I wanted answers. I wanted desperately to understand. ‘Oh Creation—why, Jastriá, why?’ What had made her leave me, leave the place of safety I had made for her amid the filth and stink of the coast? What made her so disillusioned with life that she didn’t care if she died? She was only twenty-nine years old!


She looked at me with something close to pity. ‘I couldna stand it, Kel. I had to be myself, not the curds set in the mould, everyone the same. There is part of ye that can understand that, isn’t there? That’s why I wed you!’


I stared at her, and wondered if I understood. Perhaps Jastriá had seen more in me than was really there: perhaps she thought she had found a soul to meet hers, to meet her wildness. She thought I had the same rebel’s heart that she had. But I wasn’t a rebel at all. I didn’t want to break the mould, I wanted to fashion new ones. I didn’t want to fight the tharn Elders; I wanted their approval for new ways. I achieved no satisfaction from shocking my family, from hurting those who loved me. All I wanted was to find a way where I could live within the restrictions without going mist-mad. I wanted to make the Roof of Mekaté a better place to live in. Jastriá had wanted to destroy it. She’d called me spineless. I’d called her reckless. She’d said I was an animal that was too dead to skin. I’d said she was like a grass-lion cub baying at a moon and expecting it to crumble.


Yet it was true that I was not set in the mould of the average selver-herder of the Sky Plains. I was a physician, a herbalist and chirurgeon, trained by my grandparents and my parents and my uncle. I rode the Plains—as all my House did—delivering the babies, tending the ill, stitching the wounds, prescribing the cures. From the time I was old enough, a lad wearing his first tagaird and dirk, I had accompanied my uncle to the coast to buy the drugs and plants we used. As an adult I’d developed a strong interest in the mixing of medicines and the use of herbals, and I’d obtained permission from the Elders of my tharn to come to the coast whenever I needed, to search for ingredients. I was even given a portion of the Sky Plains treasury gold to do it. And so I had done what few Plainsmen ever did: travel. True, I’d never left the island of Mekaté, but I’d escaped the rigidity of a Sky Plains existence in a way that was open to very few. In a way, it was that escape that had kept me sane.


After our marriage, I had taken Jastriá with me of course, thinking it would cure her of her restlessness, of her dissatisfaction. But nothing satisfied Jastriá. She was scornful and scathing when we were on the coast, yet whenever we went back to Wyn, she fought everything and everyone. I tried to understand, and part of me did. But the rest of me just cried out at her: why can’t you be content with the good things? Why can’t you conform in order to preserve what is valuable? If everyone went wherever they wanted, and did whatever they wanted, the fragile world of the Plains would disintegrate. There had to be rules.


In the end, the tharn—my tharn—had cast her out. Exiled her for a year, as punishment for transgressions. I had loved her enough to go with her, to set up a home on the coast. I paid for it by selling my services to coastal people, and I thought we would manage to scrape by. But the first time I left her to go upscarp to visit my family, she disappeared. She left me a brief note and walked out.


I spent weeks looking for her. And after that I searched every time I returned to Mekatéhaven. I’d never found her.


And now she was sitting in a jail cell, asking me if I understood why she had been so restless, so unable to settle.


I said, ‘Understand? Partly. A little. After all, I never wanted to sit at home and be my father all over again. But Jas, ye’ve just killed yourself! Was it worth it?’


‘Y’know—I dinna care,’ she said. ‘I thought being free to do what I wanted would solve everything, but it never did. Because I was never free, not really. The Sky People despised me because I wanted to be different; the coastal people despised me because I was different. It just seemed that there was nowhere I could be happy.’


‘The man—’ I began, and then couldn’t think of any way to ask her.


‘The man they caught me with? He was paying me for it, Kel. I didna even know him.’


I felt sick and turned my face away.


Smelling my revulsion, her anger spilled over. ‘I’m glad to die; d’ye hear me? Glad!’


I didn’t know what to say. I knew I’d failed her. I’d felt helpless during the years of our marriage, and I felt helpless then as I faced her through the grille of her prison. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, inadequate words for an overwhelming situation.


She gave a sigh. ‘It doesna matter. I shouldna have wed you. I shouldna have wed anyone. I dinna know what I should have done: there’s no cure for corrosion of the soul. “He who spits at the sky, gets it back in his face.” Well, it was my choice to spit at the sky.’


‘Is there nothing I can do? We shouldna be talking about ye dying. We should be trying to find a way to stop it. Do ye know anyone here that I can go to?’


She slipped her hand through the bars and placed her fingers over my mouth. ‘Stop it, Kel. This is not something ye can cure with one of your potions.’


‘Creation, Jas—’


We stared at each other, breathing in our mutual despair and horror, feeling each other in ways that coastal folk never know, every subtlety written in the air between us, to be read with every breath we took. For my part, all I had to say was there, stripped bare of soft words or social niceties: guilt, love, grief. I knew her own regret, her sadness, her intense smouldering rage. I smelled the traces of the spark of passion that she’d once had for me, long ago.


We had been so young then.


I looked over her shoulder and glimpsed her cellmate. The woman was leaning on the far side of the room, arms folded, head cocked. She must have heard every word.


Jas stirred, sighing. ‘Kel, there is one thing ye can do for me.’


‘Aye?’


‘It may be the hardest thing I’ve ever asked of you.’


I paused, cautious, not wanting to fail her again. ‘What is it?’


‘I’m afraid of what they are going to do. They say—they say it can be a slow death. And painful.’


‘Ye’ve heard.’


‘The stoning?’ She nodded.


‘I—I could give ye something to take, if they let me back in; a drug…’ But then they’d only search me and take it away. Her aroma told me she was thinking the same thing.


‘I’m told that it is the privilege of the wronged husband to, er, to throw the first stone.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Ye…ye are a strong man, Kelwyn.’


The vomit rose in my throat. No! Not that. Never. I choked back bile.


‘Please, Kel.’


‘Ye don’t know what ye ask of me.’ I am a physician. And once I loved you above all others…


‘Oh, I know. But I am selfish as always. And afraid. I wouldna ask it of a lesser man.’


She was manipulating me, just as she had done a thousand times. There was no way she could not have known what she asked of me; no way at all. There was even a trace of something unpleasant in the smell of her. But what could I say? I touched her face through the bars, trying to muffle my pain so she would not sense it. ‘If—if they allow it.’


‘Promise?’


‘I swear.’


‘Ye’re a good man, Kel. Ye deserved better.’


But I doubted it. I’d failed her, and I knew it.


She said, ‘Go now. And may ye always be at one with Creation.’


I almost choked as I gave the salutation to the dying. ‘Return to Creation in peace.’ I withdrew my hand and gripped the bars, reluctant to go. Behind her the other woman stirred herself and came forward. She nodded to me, her face calm. ‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Try to see the Havenlord. Or his Chamberlain.’ She slipped an arm around Jastriá’s shoulder.


I nodded. ‘I will. And ye, are ye all right? Ye seemed concussed last night—’


‘Yes, I think I must have been.’ She smiled wryly. ‘Otherwise I wouldn’t be locked up in here. Have you seen the blond Cirkasian woman this morning?’


I shook my head and turned to go, but the guard at the end of the passage called out, ‘Hold it! You have to wait for an escort.’ He rang a bell on his desk to call another guard. ‘Wait where you are.’


I sat on the bottom step of the stairs and waited, head in my hands. I felt so utterly helpless, and so much to blame. Yet where had I gone wrong? I didn’t know. I didn’t know what I could have done to make Jastriá happy, yet there must have been a way. I’d just never seen it.


A minute or two later, a guard came down the stairs, but he was escorting someone else: the Cirkasian. She was still dressed in travelling garb, in defiance of Fellih preferences for skirts, and she had the other woman’s sword strapped on to her back. I was so embattled with my own emotions that the incongruity of her presence there, of her armed presence, of the fact that the other woman had asked about her, scarcely registered.


‘Someone to see the halfbreed,’ the escort said to the guard in the passage. He looked at me. ‘You’re ready to go back? Well, you can wait till this Cirkasian is finished and I’ll take the two of you out together. Stay where you are.’ He turned to the Cirkasian with an anticipatory grin. ‘I have to search you, you know.’


I watched with growing mystification as he went through her belt pouch and then patted her down, thoroughly rather than intrusively, all the while ignoring the sword as if it wasn’t there. She slipped it off while he was looking into the pouch, and dumped it to the side of the cell door. It lay apparently unobserved by either of the guards. He continued to grin with obvious enjoyment as his hands roved over her body; she was merely stoical. When he had finished, he pointed to Jastriá’s cell. ‘In there, lass.’ He gave her one last smirk and went off to join the other guard. I just stared at the sword, mesmerised. What in Creation was going on that guards allowed a visitor to come into a jail with a weapon? They could hardly have missed it: it was so huge it almost dwarfed the Cirkasian.


The halfbreed had taken Jastriá’s place at the grille. The Cirkasian picked up the sword and passed it to her, harness and all. The hilt barely fitted through the bars. Then she took something out of her pouch and passed that over too: it looked like a small piece of metal with a hook at the end. The guards, busy with their own conversation, took absolutely no notice.


The halfbreed said, rather ungraciously I thought, ‘What took you so long?’


‘Well, hello, nice to see you too,’ the Cirkasian replied. ‘And thanks, Flame, for risking your neck and bringing my sword into the jail under the noses of the guards.’


‘Shut up, Flame,’ the woman said amiably. ‘That red-headed Plainsman behind you is listening to every word.’


‘Doesn’t matter. He’s one of the Awarefolk anyway.’


The halfbreed indicated for the Cirkasian to get out of her way so that she could view me where I still sat on the stair. ‘No, he’s not,’ she said.


‘Yes, he is.’


‘No, he’s not.’


‘Yes, he is. Blaze, he can see the sword. And he saw all the money I swiped from the card table.’


She was diverted. ‘Oh, good, you got that, did you?’


‘Most of it, yes. I let the Fellih-priest take some. I thought he might be suspicious otherwise.’


The halfbreed returned her gaze to me. Her name, Blaze, suited her. ‘He’s not one of the Aware, Flame. I recognise Awarefolk, sort of. I can sense my kinship to them. And that bushy red fellow is no Aware-kin of mine.’


‘Well, he can see straight through my illusions.’


‘Really?’ She frowned, still looking at me in an interested fashion.


If I hadn’t been trying to come to terms with all that had happened to me that morning, I might have said something, might have been indignant that they were talking about me as if I wasn’t there, able to hear all they said. But as it was, their conversation—and their names—just seemed weird, and in my devastation I couldn’t bring myself to care.


Flame shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter. He’s not going to say anything. He tried to help you last night; don’t you remember?’


‘Vaguely. I was a bit woozy.’


‘Yes, Blaze the famous swordswoman letting a thug with a cudgel get the better of her. That was a memorable moment.’


‘All right, all right, so sometimes I’m as brainless as a lobster in a pot. I know. I don’t need to be told, damn it. My shoulder is aching like hell as a consequence and I have the grandmother whale of all headaches. And how come you didn’t help anyway? Some friend you are!’


‘It all happened so damn quickly. And then I thought the priest might have been one of the Awarefolk…’


Blaze pulled an aggrieved face. ‘So? What’s life without a gamble or two?’


‘A lot more peaceful! It was your damn gambling that got us into this predicament in the first place!’


‘Hey, how else were we going to eat? I didn’t see you offering to take a job washing dishes or scrubbing floors—’


The Cirkasian raised an eyebrow and, unexpectedly, Blaze grinned.


Flame didn’t grin back. Instead, she asked soberly, ‘What do they have planned for you, do you know?’


The Halfbreed’s voice filled with laughter. ‘I’m being deported on a ship bound for Gorthan Spit tomorrow morning.’


The look on Flame’s face was comical. ‘After all the trouble we took to leave that sodding place?’


‘Ironical, eh? Anyway, I thought I’d get out of here this evening around sunset.’ She dropped her voice to the barest of whispers, but I had excellent hearing in those days. ‘My cell mate is to be executed in public in the square outside this building at dusk. I think people will be distracted by that, don’t you?’


I turned my face away, sickened, and stopped listening.


Mekatéhaven always smelled. It smelled of charcoal burning, of smelters and ironworks; it stank of smoke and grime, of fish-fertiliser in sacks waiting for export. Along the sluggish river that meandered in and out of the boroughs, the sewerage-tainted mudflats reeked of offal. The city squatted on the land as if it had come to feed there: ugly, cancerous, obscene. Year by year it spread outwards, oozing into the forest to despoil everything in its path. It sucked in the beauty of the land and spat out the purulence of middens and cesspools and slag heaps.


I often wondered how any human being could sanction the building of such an abomination, and how, once they had built it, any could want to live in such a cloaca of filth.


It had also once been crime-ridden; but to give Fellih-worshippers their due, that had altered as they gained religious ascendancy in borough after borough. Their charitable endeavours had alleviated much of the penury that had fuelled the crime; their cudgel-wielding guards had soon made any deviations a risky undertaking.


On my early visits to the coast, I’d avoided the city as much as possible. On Jastriá’s exile, I had lived there for three months, until she disappeared. It had not been an experience I savoured, and I’d found it hard to understand how she could indeed savour it, how she could even think of finding a niche for herself in a part of the world that also harboured so much dirt and ugliness, not to mention Fellih-worshippers with their harsh, unrelenting faith. I’d failed to recognise that it was not Mekatéhaven that attracted, but rather the Sky Plains that repelled, and adventure that beckoned.


Of course, there were other religions besides Fellih-worship in the city, and other people too. The Havenlord for one, and he ruled the islandom and the islanders, Fellih-worshippers and Plainsmen included. Unfortunately I had no idea how a humble selver-herder physician was going to get to see the nation’s ruler, or his chamberlain, in just under seven hours.


I tried, Creation how I tried, with every weapon I could think of: bribery, cajolery, lies, the truth. It was no surprise to me when I failed.


A public execution, it seemed, had its own perverse attraction. When I arrived in the city’s main square that evening, it was alive with people, not all of them the Fellih-faithful. They eddied around, whirlpools of excitement, of obscene expectation. I had been naïve enough to think that it would be a sombre occasion, a suitable atmosphere to mourn a tragedy. Instead, it had the air of a carnival; the crowd smelled of lusts and fervour, of the sheen of sweat and throbbing animation, of an animalistic greed for the sight of blood.


There was a stake driven into the earth at one end of the square, and a bucket stood by it, filled with sand to spread on the blood afterwards. There were piles of stones everywhere, and there was the laughter of boys who had collected them. There were no female Fellih-worshippers in the square; this was a man’s work, for a man’s religion. Small groups of people of other faiths kept well back, scattered at the rear of the crowd. They at least seemed subdued.


A bell was ringing to signal sunset, but there was abundant twilight yet when they brought her to the stake. She looked regal, my Jastriá. Regal and proud. I was certainly proud of her. She wore a long shift, and her hair fell about her shoulders just the way she liked to wear it. She held her head high and walked unaided to the post. Her glance raked the crowd, unflinching, until it found me. She gave the smallest of smiles and stood calmly while they tied her and left her there to face death in the circle of men. The crowd didn’t close in on her; they wanted room to do their work, room to see, room to gloat. Their emotions overwhelmed me: I felt every nuance through their odour, the stink of a corrupt humanity.


Near me one lad said to another, ‘Aim for her nose. I’ll bet you anything I can hit it before you can.’


The other laughed and selected a stone from the pile in front of him. ‘You couldn’t hit anything smaller than an ox’s arse from this distance.’


A third scolded them. ‘Watch it. Someone might think you’re really gambling and then you’d be the ones in trouble! Anyway, you shouldn’t go for the face first. The Fellih-preacher I heard speak last night says you should break the legs first. Then the body. The face should be last.’


‘Why?’ asked the first.


‘Cos it takes longer that way, and hurts more. He says sinners should take a long time to die. Then they have time to reflect on their sins, and anyway, if their death is painful, it acts as a—a whadd’ya call it—deterrent to others.’


I couldn’t bear to listen, and moved away.


A moment later the Exemplar Dih Pellidree came forward to stand beside Jastriá, followed by other priests teetering on their stacked shoes. Acolytes in black followed, each carrying a basket of five large stones for use by the priests themselves. A man next to me, seeing I was a non-believer, took it upon himself to explain. ‘They get to throw before we do. It’s their privilege, like. One of the perks of being a priest, I suppose. You know the Sky Plains whore, herder? She’s a pretty one, that’s for sure.’


I didn’t reply. The Exemplar recited the crime and the verdict, then intoned prayers to the Fellih-Master. He poured perfumed oil on to the ground at the end of each verse. All for Fellih the wise, Fellih the Magnificent, Fellih the Just Judge. When he had finished, Jastriá spat on the ground.


A gasp went up from the crowd, then an angry muttering.


The Exemplar looked at me. I unfolded my arms and held up a hand to show him the stone I clutched. ‘It is your privilege,’ he said, inclining his head to cover his surprise. He had not expected me to claim the prerogative of a wronged husband.


‘Hey,’ the man next to me said, grinning, ‘your wife, eh? Go for it herder! The bitch deserves it!’


I stepped forward, flipping the rock in my hand to assess its weight. How many times had I done just that, as a boy guarding the selver herds against the grass-lions of the sky meadows? It had been important for us to throw accurately. Essential, even, because the Sky Plains people did not kill. Anything. Ever. So a boy learned to place a thrown rock just so, whipping it into a grass-lion’s flank with just enough power to hurt; never enough to maim or even wound.


A frisson of anticipation rippled through the crowd like a wind-wave across the grass. I smelled it, a sourish, sweaty reek of misplaced lust. I met Jastriá’s gaze and saw beyond the defiance, saw all the things I didn’t want to see: fear of dying, sorrow at a life that had brought her little happiness, the resignation of defeat, anger. There was no love there; and no irresolution.


I saw her lips move and knew the words she spoke: ‘Creation take me. Now, Kelwyn.’ And the look she gave then was for me, and me alone. It chilled me to the core with the message it carried: it was everything I didn’t want to know.


I whispered her name, and thought, Creation forgive me.


I drew back my arm. And time seemed to slow, or is that just in my memory? I thought I saw the stone leave my hand and spin. Once, twice, three times, as it travelled across the square. I had not the slightest doubt of what it would do; I knew the power of my throw, the trueness of my eye. As a child, I had always been the one with the longest range, the most accurate throw. I seemed to spend an age watching the stone turn in the air. Was it possible that I heard the crunch of bone as it hit?—because that is what I remember.


Jastriá slumped at the stake, still with that half smile on her face and with her crushed temple slammed back into her skull. The wound was a desecration, ending her beauty as well as her life in a welter of blood and brains and bone splinters.


Shredding my innocence. How did you know I could do it, Jastriá? How could you know that I could so easily leave behind all it means to be one of the Sky People? You knew me better than I knew myself.


I turned away, revolted, a different man to the one who had entered the square that evening. A man who knew he would never feel the same way about himself again. I pushed my way through the crowd. They stirred around me like a swirl of water caught in the confines of a river pool. They clinked their stones and muttered their anger at being denied their fun, at being cheated of the sight of a slow agony, cheated of the chance to mete out the just punishment to the heathen sinner. Those farthest away closed in, and I knew they wanted to hurt me too, to express their frustration.


I raised my selver whistle to my lips and blew hard and long. Those who were closest hesitated, not understanding; the whistle had no sound to human ears. Those who saw my face tried to edge away. And on the outskirts of the crowd there was screaming as Skandor appeared. I didn’t blame any who wanted to give him a wide berth. Skandor, when riled, dribbled bile and curled his lips to bare yellowing teeth. The result looked formidable. He was formidable—he could hawk up and spit greenish foul-smelling bile with pinpoint accuracy to fifteen paces away, and no one ever wanted to be hit by selver spit. It itched and it stank. It stank for days.


I had left him loosely tethered to one of the huge trees at the back of the Bureau of Religious and Legal Affairs, loose enough to pull away in case I needed him in a hurry, for just such a moment as this. He came trotting in, looking for me, shoving people out of the way to the left and right with his neck, bad-temperedly nipping at those who were too slow, flinging his head sideways.


What I had not bargained for, not in any of my most far-fetched contingency plans, was that when he arrived he would have someone on his back.




THREE: Kelwyn


Without selvers there would never have been Sky Plains people.


Not much grows on the Roof of Mekaté. It is high enough above sea level, thousands of feet in fact, to escape the tropical heat, but the ground is just rock, covered by the lightest of soils. Yet it rains on the Roof, a lot. I’ve been told by sailors that Mekaté is in the path of both a warm ocean current from the south-west and winds from the same direction, a combination which brings moist clouds all year round. The Scarps force the clouds upwards and as they cool, they drop their burden as rain. It is said of the weather on the Sky Plains that if you can’t see it raining, it’s only because the mist is too thick.


The selvers, fortunately, thrive on both the dampness and the variety of grasses that cover the high meadows, and Plains people thrive on the selvers. Their dung gives us fuel for our fires and manure for our crops. Their hides provide us with leather, their wool gives us our clothing and blankets, their bones supply the material for needles and brooches and countless other items. Their milk gives cheese and butter and curds. Their iron-hard hooves can be carved and honed into knives and tools. We never deliberately kill them, of course; the Sky Plains people never kill anything willingly, but we are a pragmatic folk, and a selver that has to be put down because of injury, or that dies of old age, is used right up to the last eyelash.


You’ve never seen one? Ah. Well, imagine the body of a sheep, a shaggy, very large sheep, mind; the legs of a Keeper Isles pony, the cocked tail and ears of a deer, the snout of a goat, and the neck of—well, I’m not sure what else has a neck like a selver. A long, straight, perpendicular neck. Not at all like your Kellish horses. And they are covered in matted wool, not hair. All shades of brown, grey, black or white, or a combination of more than one of those colours.


Every person of the Plains who is old enough to walk owns at least one selver, and those we ride we usually have a special affinity for, but in many ways they are hard animals to love. They are cantankerous and tetchy, giving to biting and spitting and sideways neck-butting. They are also rather stupid and not particularly loyal. Skandor was the best one I ever owned because he had a modicum of intelligence. He was good at responding to a selver whistle, although it didn’t matter too much to him who was blowing it. He did, however, hate to be ridden by anyone but me, which was one reason why the sight of someone else on his back as he came through the crowd towards me rooted me to the spot in astonishment.


It was the woman called Blaze, who should still have been in prison. Mind you, she wasn’t exactly riding him—he had decided where he was going and nothing short of a broken leg was going to stop him—but she managed to stay in the saddle. She even looked reasonably at home there. She was wearing her sword in the harness on her back.


When she reached me, Skandor came to a halt, so she leaned forward and stretched out a hand to help me mount.


I didn’t take it. I growled, ‘What the darkmoon hells are ye doing on my selver?’


‘Can we discuss that later?’ she asked. ‘I think you really should get out of here. This crowd is a flight of wasps looking for something to attack. I suspect they have you in mind.’


She was right, so I took her hand and she hauled me up behind her. I grabbed the reins from her, and dug my heels in, hard. Skandor took exception, and spat as he wheeled. The crowd scattered hurriedly as they were showered with foul-smelling slobber. An oversized dog with huge feet leapt into the confusion and snapped at a man who had a rock in his hand. The fellow dropped the rock and ran. The dog turned his attention to an approaching Fellih-priest, who made the mistake of trying to hit the animal with his staff. The dog sprang up and ripped the sleeve of the priest’s robe from shoulder to wrist, growling all the while. The man fell in the dirt and a gasp rippled the crowd to grow into a squall of sound that spread outwards. I didn’t understand until I remembered that Fellih men were not supposed to touch the earth, especially not if they were a holy priest.


‘Oh shit!’ said the woman and ducked when someone threw a stone. It missed and she slapped Skandor hard at the base of the neck. He took the hint and lunged to greater speed.


‘Where’s my bag?’ I growled. I had left it tied to Skandor’s saddle and it wasn’t there any more. It had been replaced by someone else’s.


‘Back where you tethered the beast.’


‘I’m surprised ye aren’t covered in spit.’ I was peeved with Skandor; confound the animal: he was supposed to be mine. He ought not to have allowed himself to be stolen. Just then someone leaped up, grabbing for the reins, and Skandor redeemed himself with a sideways swipe of his neck that sent the man spinning away. Another spray of bile followed the arc of his swing. The crowd shrieked and scattered once more.


‘He does spit a lot, doesn’t he?’ she remarked. ‘I guess I didn’t give him time to object.’


As we were already at the edge of the crowd, I yanked Skandor towards the rear of the Bureau of Religious and Legal Affairs. Another stone flew by my head, grazing my ear. Fortunately the next rock landed on Skandor’s rump and he fairly flew down the street, leaving the crowd behind. The rest of the missiles fell harmlessly on to the roadway.


I guided the animal along the side of the building and we thundered past the archways of the courtrooms. The street was deserted; probably everyone was at the execution. It was even quieter once we reached the trees at the back of the building. I reined in where I had tethered Skandor, and sure enough my bag was there. So was the Cirkasian woman. She had her own pack on her back.


‘This is as far as ye go,’ I said to the woman in front of me. ‘I dinna want to know what ye were doing with my mount; just get down and leave me be.’ Reaction had set in; all I wanted was to be left alone. To grieve. To come to terms with what I had done. To leave this wretched city behind, and never return. I had to steady my trembling hands against my thighs.


I don’t know what might have happened next, but the choices were suddenly taken away from us. A loud bell began ringing, and it was accompanied by a frenzied shouting. I thought it was something to do with me, with what had happened in the square, but Flame said, ‘Charnels! Blaze, they’ve found out you escaped. Let’s get the tarnation out of here!’


Even as she spoke, she threw my bag at me. Without thinking, I dropped the reins to catch it. Blaze reached down to take her hand, to haul her up behind me. ‘Hey—’ I protested. ‘What in all the wide blue skies do ye think ye are doing?’ As I said the words, Flame mounted and Blaze grabbed up the reins and dug her heels in.


Just at that moment half a dozen guards, led by a priest hobbling along as fast as he could on his silly shoes, ran out of the building towards us. The guards all carried pikes; fortunately none of them had a bow. Selvers are large and strong, but three people on Skandor’s back, two of them as large as Blaze and I were, was pushing the limit more than a little. He shook his neck and jibbed. The priest shouted at us not to move. To my horror, I realised it was the same one who had been at the inn. The guardsman in front charged at us with his pike extended. And I didn’t have control of the reins. That darn woman did.


She hauled the selver around, Skandor spun on the spot and the pike swung past his shoulder, missing us all by inches. I stuck out a foot as we spun and caught the guard on the chest. For a split second our eyes met, and then he went tumbling to the ground. All three of us lost balance and almost came crashing off Skandor. Blaze levered herself back into the saddle by pulling on the pommel and brought me up with her. Skies, she was strong, that woman! I grabbed at Flame behind me and wrenched her upright as well.


The rest of the guards were almost on us, and Skandor wasn’t moving.


‘Flame!’ Blaze snapped, ‘Do something, you sylv-soaked idiot!’ Just what she expected the one-armed Cirkasian to do, I had no idea. She herself was busy with the reins, trying to keep Skandor moving. She yelled, ‘And you, red-man-whatever-your-name-is—get my sword out!’


The next guard was almost in a position to swing his pike at us. I tried to haul the sword out of the scabbard on Blaze’s back. It was too long. I had to stand up in the stirrups to extract it, which I managed to do by kicking Blaze’s feet out first. I almost dropped the weapon before I realised that this was something that needed two hands, and then I came close to decapitating first Blaze, then myself. Once I had it under control, just, I really didn’t know what to do with it, and ended up waving it in a half-hearted manner at the guard. I may not have looked all that formidable, but the sword did, and he jumped back.


Blaze twisted round and grabbed it from me, cursing my ineptness in a few ripe words. Then, with what seemed like effortless ease, she bent and swung the weapon, not at any of the guardsmen but at the priest, who was trying to catch hold of the reins. I cried a protest, but I did her an injustice. She didn’t try to kill him. Instead, with remarkable precision (seeing as Skandor was wheeling around at the time), she inserted the sword beneath the hat ribbon that was tied in a bow under his chin. The ribbon parted and the hat tumbled to be trampled beneath the selver’s hooves. And Blaze laughed. The priest purpled, incoherent with outrage at her deliberate mockery.


By this time all the other guards had caught up and although Skandor had finally decided that Blaze really did mean him to move, he didn’t have a way out of the threatening circle of men.


‘Take them from all sides at once!’ one of them shouted.


Suddenly, without any reason that I could see, all the guards advancing on us stopped dead, faces registering puzzlement, then the beginnings of fear. Several others raced up and careened into them from behind. A sweet smell wafted around us, potent and tantalizing. Patchouli? What was that aroma… I’d smelled it back at the inn. The same large dog that had attacked the priest appeared out of nowhere and added to the chaos by snapping at the guards, taking a chunk out of the man on the ground and then worrying the priest’s hat. When a guard raised a sword to slash him from behind, the dog didn’t notice—yet the sword stroke never came. The guard inexplicably paled and dropped his weapon. Blaze finally managed to get Skandor sorted out, and the selver shouldered his way past men who appeared half-stupefied. At the last minute, Blaze bent low in the saddle and scooped up the priest’s hat from the ground with the tip of her sword. We headed up the laneway at a canter with her brandishing the speared trophy like a captured battle standard. Skandor didn’t even labour under our weight. Behind, the guards and the priest stared after us in apparent confusion.


‘What did they see?’ Blaze asked, sounding interested.


‘Nothing much,’ Flame replied. ‘I just blurred us a bit to start with, then added a few flames and a monster or two. Enough to get us out of there.’ She sighed. ‘I’ve just broken the law of the Isles again: that will never count as justified use of magic.’


One more thing I didn’t understand. I opened my mouth to speak, then realised I didn’t have any idea of just what I wanted to say. Blaze threw away the hat, then handed me the sword and I went to slip it back into its harness. For some reason that was even more difficult than extracting it: I nicked myself, jabbed Skandor with the point (which brought his head around with an indignant snort), and scraped Blaze’s head with the hilt before it finally dropped back where it belonged.
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