Chase the Mbrning

M chael Scott Rohan

CHAPTER ONE

| BRAKED HARD and pulled up; but the car in front of me shot through the
lights just as they changed. | sat cursing nmyself as | watched those
tail-lights dwindle away into the gathering gloom and the other endl ess | anes

of traffic come swarm ng out after them The idiot in the flash German sport
behi nd me beeped his horn, but | was too irritated with nyself to pay any
attention to him There had been tinme, the half-second or so before the other
lights changed; | could have put ny foot flat down and raced through. 1'd been
cl ose enough to the lights to get away with it, but this was a difficult,
twisty junction, with lousy visibility on all four sides. Al it would need
was sonebody else as inpatient as me ... Damm it to hell, 1'd done the safe
thing! But then that was ne all over, wasn't it? Safe driver; safe car; safe
job; safe life ..

Then why was | so furious? At work it hadn't been the sort of day that

| eaves you snarling; it rarely was. Momentarily, idiotically, | found nyself
wi shing it had been, that |I'd had something to snarl at, to tussle with, to
put a sharper flavour into the day. | raised ny eyes to the skies, and at once

forgot all ny irritation. The sun had already |left the ground in gloom but it
was |ighting up a whol e new | andscape anong the | owering cl ouds, one of those
rare fantastic sunset coasts of rolling hills, deep bays, stretches of tida
sands, endl ess archi pel agoes of islands in a cal mestuary of nmolten gold. This
one was made even nore convincing by the shall ow sl ope of the road; | m ght
have been | ooki ng down from some steeper hill onto the real estuary. Except
that that was far |less picturesque, a flat, grimindustrial riverside first

| ai d wast e when shi ps and shi pbuil di ng boormed, then stricken a second tine
when they coll apsed. None of the goods | dealt with passed through the docks
here now, they were as dead as that skyscape was alive. A horrible blaring

di scord of horns jolted me out of ny dream The |ights had changed agai n, and
I was holding up the queue. Wth a touch of malice |I stabbed ny foot down and
shot across the gap so fast the glittering brute behind me was | eft standing.
But the ring-road opened out into two |anes here, and in seconds he'd

over haul ed me and gone purring past with ruthless ease. | had a terrible urge
to chase him to dice and duel with himfor pride of place, but | refused to
give into it. Wat was the matter with me? I'd always | oathed the kind of
nmoron who pl ayed stock-car on overcrowded commuter routes; | still did, cone
to that. No question of cowardice - it was other people that sort put at risk.
Anyway, we were comi ng back into speed linits again. Another car whined past
me, the sane nake, nodel, year as mne, the same colour even. | had to | ook
closely to be sure it really wasn't mne - and swore at nyself again. Was |
feeling the strain, or sonething? It had | eopard-skin seats, anyway, and a
noddi ng dog on the parcel shelf. At least mne didn't; but right then it m ght
as well have had, the way | felt about it, and about nyself. Christ, | ought
to be driving a Porsche too! O something | ess crass - a Range Rover, a

vi ntage MG even, sonething to stir cold blood a bit nore than ny neat sports
saloon. It wasn't as if | couldn't afford to. If I was the real high-flyer
everyone said | was, the wonder boy, shouldn't | at |east be getting a little
nmore fun out of it - instead of stashing all ny cash away in gilt-edge and

bl ue-chip and just a little under-the-counter gol d?

| pulled off at the exit - the same, the usual exit, the fastest way hone.
Home to what? The prospect of ny flat |ooned up at ne, my neat, enpty,
expensive little designer garret, warnmng up as the heating came on. The idea
of cooki ng di nner suddenly sickened ne, the prospect of eating somnething

heated up fromthe freezer even nore so; | changed gear sharply, signalled
only just in tine that | was changing |lanes. | was going to eat out; and not
in any of ny usual places. | mght regret it in the norning, but | was going

to find somewhere nore exotic, even if it wasn't as well-scrubbed. Thinking of



t he docks had started ne on that tack; | renenbered there'd been lots of crazy
little places there, when I'd | ast passed through - and lord, how | ong ago was
that? I1'd been in ny teens; it mght have been ten years ago, even. And that

was just on a bus, looking out on ny way to sonewhere else. 1'd been a child
when last |'d trodden those pavenents, the times when ny father had taken ne
down to see the ships unloading. |'d | oved the ships; but the docks thensel ves

had al ways seenmed rather sad to ne, with weeds growi ng up between the worn
flagstones and the crane rails rusting. Even then they' d been dying.
renmenbered dimy that there'd been attenpts recently to tart up parts of them
for tourism as somewhere picturesque; but how, or with what success, escaped
ne.

Wy had | never been back? There'd been no time, not with the job, not

with the social life and the sport, all the other excitenments and anbitions.
Thi ngs that got me sonmewhere. | hadn't actually set out to bury ny taste for
usel ess nmooching about, but I'd had to let it slip away. Like a lot of other
things. There was no choice, really, if | wanted to keep on the ball, to get

ahead. And yet those trips to the docks, the sight of all those cases and
containers with their nmysterious foreign labels - they' d sparked off sonething
in me, hadn't they?

Not exactly steered me into ny career; |'d thought that choice out very
carefully, back at college. But they' d added sonething extra, a touch of
living colour other likely jobs didn't quite have. That hadn't |asted, of
course. You wouldn't expect it to survive the rigours of routine, the dry
daily round of forms and bills and credits. | hadn't nmissed it nuch. Qher
sati sfactions had taken its place, nore realistic ones. But thinking about the
docks just now, when | was feeling a bit adventurous, a bit rebellious, had
woken a queer, nagging sort of regret. Maybe that was what had really sparked
off this craving to go and eat there - the urge to redi scover the origina
excitement, the inspiration, of what | was doing. | did feel rather enpty
without it - hollow, alnost.

I frowned. That brought back a | ess confortable nenory, sonething Jacquie had

thrown at me years ago, in those last sullen rows. Typical; one of those daft

i mges she was always conming up with, sonething about the delicate Singapore

pai nt ed eggs on her mantel pi ece. How they'd drained the yol k to nake the paint
"You'd be good at that! You should take it up! Suck out the heart to paint

up the shell! Al nice an' bright on the outside, never mind it's enpty

i nside! Never mind it won't hatch! Appearances, they're what you' re so fond of

| snorted. | shouldn't have expected her to see things the way they were.
But all the sane ... The turn-off wasn't far, just at the bottom of the hil
here was - what was it called? | knewthe turn, | didn't need the nanme, but |

saw it on the wall as 1 turned off the roundabout. Danube Street.

Al the street nanes were |ike that round here, as far as | renenbered.
Danube Street; Baltic Street; Norway Street - all the far-off places which had
once seemed as famliar as home to the people who Iived and worked here, even
if they never saw them It was fromthemtheir prosperity came, fromthemthe
nmoney that paid for these |ooming walls of stone, once inposing in |ight
sandst one, now bl ackened wi th caked grinme. Herring and spices and ti nber,
anber and furs and silks, all manner of strange and exotic stuffs had paid for
t he cobbl es that drunmmed beneath ny tyres now, at a tine when the town's prine
street was a rutted wall ow of nud and horse-dung. Sone of the snaller
side-streets had really arcane nanes -Sereth Street, Penobscot Lane; it was in
Tanmpere Street | stopped finally and parked.
| hoped the nanme didn't reflect the | ocal habits, and that the car would be
all right; but |I couldn't face being shut in it any longer. | wanted to
explore on foot, snelling the sea in the wind. | felt a few drops of rain in
it instead, turned back a nonment, then | ooked up at the sky and caught ny
breath. Over the warehouse rooftop opposite blazed the |ast streaks of the
gl orious sunset; and against them stark and black as trees in w nter, |ooned
a network of mastheads. Not the sinple nastheads of nmodern yachts, nor the



glorified radar rigs of the |larger ships; these were the mastheads of a
square-rigged sailing ship, and a huge one at that, the sort of things you
woul d expect on the Victory or the Cutty Sark. The last time |I'd seen anyt hi ng
like themwas when a Tall Ships rally had put in, and that only on local TV.
Had the tourist bods noored one here, or sonething really old? This | had to

see. | pulled ny light anorak cl oser about me and wal ked on into the deep
shadows between the wi de-set streetlights. The hell with the weather, the hel
with everything! | was a bit surprised at nyself. No doubt about it, rebellion
had me in its grip.

An hour and a half later, of course, | was regretting it bitterly. M

hair was plastered flat to my wind-chilled scalp, ny soaking collar was saw ng
at nmy neck, and | was desperate for ny dinner. Al those odd little places I
renmenbered were just boarded holes in the high walls now, or seedy little
cafes with fading pop posters and plastic tables barely visible through the
grinmy glass; and every one of themwas cl osed, and mi ght have been for years.
The sea was within earshot, but never in sight; and there was no trace of
masts, or of the signs you' d expect to a tourist attraction either. | would
have been happy enough now with sonething m crowaved at hone, if | could only
get back to ny car; but just to cap everything, 1'd lost ny way, taken a wong
turn somewhere around those featurel ess warehouse walls, and now everywhere
was strange. O sinply invisible; either sone of the streets had no lighting,
or it had failed. And there wasn't a soul about, nor even a sound except ny
own footsteps on the cobbles and the distant breath of the ocean. | felt like
a lost child.
Then | heard voices. They seenmed to be echoing out around the corner of the
street ahead, and so desperate was | that 1'd gone rushing round before |I'd
realized that they didn't sound at all friendly; nore like a brawl. And that,
in fact, was what was going on. At the street's end was the sea, with only a
dimglinmer to distinguish it fromthe sky above; but | hardly noticed it.
There was a single light in the street, over the arched doorway of a |arge
war ehouse, now hal f-open; and before it, on a weed-grown forecourt, a tight
knot of nmen were struggling this way and that. One tore hinmself | oose and
staggered free, and 1 saw that the remaining three - all huge - were after
him One swng at him he ducked back, stunbling anbng the weeds and litter
and with a twinge of horror I saw netal gleamin the fist as it swng, and in
the others as they feinted at him They had knives, [ong ones; and that slash,
if it had connected, would have opened his throat fromear to ear. They were
out to kill.

| stood horrified, hesitant, unable to link up what | was seeing with
reality, with the need to act. | had a mad urge to run away, to shout for the
police-, it was their business, after all, not nmy fight. If | hadn't baul ked
at that stop light, perhaps, | mght have done just that, and probably
suffered for it. But something inside ne - that spirit of rebellion I'd raised
- knew better; it wasn't seeking help | was after, it was an excuse to run
away, to avoid getting involved, to pass by on the other side. And this was a
life at stake, far nore inportant than a stupid trick like running a light -
far nore inmportant even than any question of courage or cowardice. | had to
help ... but how?

| took a hesitant step forward. Maybe just running at them shouting,
woul d scare them enough; but what if it didn't? | hadn't hit anybody since
had | eft school, and there were three of them Then in the faint gl eamny eyes
it on a pile of nmetal tubes lying at the roadside, beside a builder's sign
remmants of dismantled scaffolding. They were slippery with filth and rain,
but with a heave that made my shoul ders crack | got one about seven feet |ong
| oose, heaved it over my head and ran down the slippery cobbles.
None of them saw nme at first; the victimslipped and fell, and they were on
him | neant to shout, but at first only a ridicul ous strangul ated hey! cane
out; in the mddle it cracked and becanme a banshee how . Then they noticed ne,
all right. And to ny horror they didn't run, but rounded on nme all three.
was past turning back now, | swung the tube at the first one, and missed by a



mle. He leapt at ne, and in a fit of panic 1 just clipped his outstretched
armon the backswing. He fell with a howl, and | saw a knife fly up glittering
into the air. Another feinted at me, junped back as | swung the tube, then
flung himself forward as it passed. But it was slippery enough to slide

t hrough nmy hands; the end poked himin the belly and stretched himon his back
on the cobbles. Hardly believing what | was doing, | swung on the third -and
nmy feet skidded fromunder nme on the wet snooth stones, and | sat down with an
agoni zing jar. He loonmed up, a hul ki ng shadow agai nst the halo of light; I
glinpsed white teeth in a contorted snarl, the knife Iifting and sl ashing
down.

Then somet hing fl ashed over ne, feet crashed on the cobbles, and the shadow
drew back. It was the man they'd been attacking, a hunched, taut figure with a
shock of red-brown hair, bounding and bounci ng forward, dodging the clunsy

sl ashes the bigger man ained at himw th an ease that |ooked effortless.
Suddenly his own arns |ashed out; there was a gleamof netal and a terrible
tearing sound. They whirled into the light for a noment, and | saw | ong
slashes in the tall man's rough coat, and bl ood spurting fromthem |
struggl ed up, then flinched back in fright as the darkness seened to burst out
at me; | flung out a punch, and felt a stab of agony in my upper arm | yelled
wi th the sudden pain, and louder with the anger that hissed up Iike a rocket
in my head. A leering, slobbbering face, greyish and sickly in the dimlight,
shone out suddenly in front of me, capped by a cockatoo crest of green, a mass
of gold ear-rings jangling. | snmashed at it with my good arm felt the bl ow
connect and exulted -till the rocket burst, or so it felt, and ny teeth
slamed together with the force of the inpact. | doubled over, clutching ny
head, unable to see or even think straight, my mnd crazed across like a
mrror by the blow | heard a yell beside ne, a burst of noise and expected
the worst, the sharp agony of the knife or the blunt bite of boots. But ny
back bunped against a wall and | straightened up, grateful for its support,
and forced ny eyes open in tinme to see the three shadows go clattering away
for their lives down the street towards the sea, one |inping badly, another
clutching his chest; the third they were draggi ng between them his feet
scrabbling helplessly at the rounded stones. A black trail like a snail's

gli stened where he had passed.

The man they'd been after was crouched down against the wall to ny right,
by the doorpost, clutching his ribs and breathing heavily. | thought at first
he was injured, but he | ooked up and grinned. An ordinary enough grin, on a
| ean, nmobile face. "Now that's what | call tinming!' he said, and chuckl ed.
"Who were they?' | managed to croak out.

' Then? Just Wl ves, as usual. Qut for anything that's not nailed down,
and a good few things that are - you know' He | ooked up suddenly. 'Hey - you
don't know, do you? You're not fromthis side of town, are you?

| shook ny head, forgetting, and dissolved the world into needl es of
blinding pain. | swayed, stunned and sick, and he sprang up and caught ne.
"What's the matter? Didn't stop one, did you? Ach ... not fromthis side.' The
qgquestioning in his voice had turned to certainty w thout any answer from ne.
"Not a local. Mght've known, the way you cane barreling in like that.' He
propped ne agai nst the doorpost and searched ny scalp with blunt fingers,
causing me nore bouts of agony. 'Well, that's nothing!' he concluded, wth
i nfuriating briskness.

"You try it awhile and say that!' 1 croaked at him and he grinned
agai n.

"No offense, friend. Just relieved your done's not cracked, that's all.
A bump and a little blood, no sweat. But that armof yours, that's different.’
"Doesn't hurt as nuch -'

' Aye, maybe; but it's a blade in the muscle. Could be dirty, if no worse. Hold
on a nonent " The bl ade he hinself had used to such effect flashed in his
hand, and | was astonished to see it was no knife, but a fully-fledged sword,
a sabre of some kind; he twitched it adroitly into a scabbard on his belt,
unhooked frombeside it a ring of huge ol d-fashi oned keys and | ocked the



war ehouse door behind himwi th one of them muttering to hinself the while.

'"C nmon now, nothing to worry about; I'll see you right. Just |ean on your old
mate Jyp - that's it! Just round the corner a few steps - lean on ne if you
like!

That seenmed a daft idea - he was such a short nman. But as he bore me up
by my good arm | was astonished to realize he was hardly any shorter than ne,
and | amover six feet. It was next to the others he'd | ooked unusually small;
so how tall were they?

This close, too, he didn't |ook so ordinary. H's face was bony,
hard-jawed, but his features were open and regular; a bit Scandi navi an, naybe,
except that expressions played across themlike shifting light. Lines appeared
and di sappeared, making his age hard to guess; early forties, maybe, by the
i nes about the eyes. Below themthe remains of a tan wel ded together a great
bl aze of freckles across his cheekbones. H s eyes were calm w de and
intelligent. The look in them seened renote and far-seeing, till | caught the
twi nkl e that matched the nercurial expressions and the wy snmile. | rarely
take to people on sight, nen especially; but there was sonething instantly
i keabl e about him Which was pretty dam surprising, as | couldn't have
pl aced himin any way. Liking, of course, doesn't have to mean trusting; but
right then 1'd very little choice in the matter
Toget her, like a pair of conpani onabl e drunks, we staggered down towards the
seaward end of the |lane; but before we reached it nmy old mate Jyp, whoever he
was, manouevred us across the road and down a dank and evil-snelling back
alley to energe into a nuch wider street, like all too many | had tranped down
that night. In this one, though, was what |'d been |ooking for all along; a
single building bright with [ights, and the unm stakeabl e | ook of a pub, or
per haps even a proper restaurant, about it. Giny dianond-|eaded w ndows
gl owed a warm gol d between peeling shutters, and above them a sign spanned the
buil ding, brightly painted even in the dimlight of the flickering | anps on
the wall below. M head was clearing in the cold air, and | stared at it,
fascinated; this nust be one of the little specialty places. The sign read
TVERNA I LLYRIKO in tall letters, red upon black, and beneath themlIllyrian
Tavern - Ad Style Delicacies - Dravic Myrko, Prop. On a board above the door
| saw repeated Taverne Illyrique, Illyrisches Gasthof, the nanme in every
| anguage | could recognize, and a good few | couldn't.

'Come along, we'll get you fixed up here!' said Jyp cheerfully, and added
something else | wasn't sure |I'd heard.

"What was that?

"Not a bad place, | was saying, so long as you steer clear of the
sea-sl ugs.'
| closed nmy eyes. '"I'Il try to. Wiere are they? On the floor?
"On the nenu.'
"Christ!’
That did it; | had to stop and retch, painfully and unproductively, while

Jyp watched with synpathetic anusement. 'Guts enpty?' he enquired. 'Pity; a
good puke can hel p, when you've had a dunt on the head. Like wth seasickness;
if you're going to throw up, at |east get sonething inside you to throw,
that's what | always tell "em Amunition, as it were.'

"Il remenber that,' | promi sed, and he chuckl ed.

"All right now? Mnd the steps, they're worn.' He kicked open the faded
red door with a ringing crash. 'Hoi, Myrko! Mlinka! Katjka!' he shouted, and
bundl ed e i nsi de.

Hal f an hour earlier I mght have wel comed the gust of snells that cane
boiling out. There were a hundred |I couldn't put a nane to and a few | didn't
care to, but there was also garlic and papri ka and beer and frying onions.
Now, though, the m x made ny achi ng stomach shrivel

"It's you, is it, pylotV came a hoarse answer frominside. There was the
sound of sonebody shovelling coal into a stove. 'Malinka's out, you'll just
have to nake do with ne.’

"CGot a friend here, Myrko,' Jyp shouted. 'Hey, what's your nanme, friend?



St ephen? Myrko, this here's Steve, he pulled sone Wl ves off ny back and
stopped a knock or two while he was about it. Needs sonething to set himup
Katj ka! You're in demand! And bring your puncture repair kit! Now, ne old
mate, just you sit down there ..." | slunped onto a high-backed wooden settle
trying hard not to jolt nmy head or ny arm and stared around at the room 1'd
seen touristy Geek bars trying for this kind of |ook. Now | realized what
they'd been inmtating. Here, though, the bunches of dried herbs and sausages
dangling fromthe rafters, hams in sacking, huge slabs of salt cod, octop

| ooking I'i ke mumni fi ed hands, bloat-bellied wi ne-flasks with crude | abels of
danci ng peasants, and shapes less identifiable, weren't plastic; their
fragrance hung heavy on the air, and the faintly trenbling light of the

| anterns that hung between them gave their shadows a strange ani mati on. They
were real lanterns, oil lanterns; you could snmell them too. | glanced around,
and saw no sign of switches or power points anywhere on the walls; and cone to
that, the outside lights had been lanterns too. Their light was strictly
local, and bright only in the centre of the room the tables there were enpty,
but fromthe nore shadowed ones in the corners | could hear the | ow buzz of
voi ces, male and fenmale, and the music of glasses and cutlery well wi el ded.

Atray clattered on the table in front of nme, a bottle full of sone pale
liquid and a little narrow necked flask of the same, no glass. A squat,
rounded little man with the face of an amiable toad | eaned over ne and
grunted. 'On the house, friend! Anyone who takes a crack at Vol fes does us al
a favourrr!' He had an accent as heavy as the spices in the air, heavy and
guttural. There was a runble of agreement fromthe shadowy depths of the room
and | was astonished to see the glint of glasses being lifted.

"You shoul d' ve seen him Mrko!' enthused Jyp. 'They'd got me down, got
my little sticker away, and he comes for '"emw th a goddamn great iron bar
Three of 'em and he fells two, the third gets a crack in before |I get ny
bl ade back and open himup a bit! Went for 'em bal d-headed, he did, just like
that!'

Myrko nodded soberly. '"Wsh | had ssseen it! That was bravely done, ny
| ad. Now get that down you, it's for drrrinking, isn't it? Sovereign
rrremedy!’ | grasped the little flask gingerly, and tilted it to my |ips.
There was a trick to the shape of it; it shot the whole lot at the back of ny
throat. If you want to know what It felt like, tie a plumto a rocket and fire
it down your gullet, preferably during an earthquake. | breathed out heavily,
expecting to see the air glow, and Myrko poured nme another while the flask was
still in ny hand. Suddenly the chill inside nme | essened, ny shivering stopped;
| felt the blood pulsating in ny veins, and the pounding in my head becane
bearable. | downed the second flaskful, and let himfill another before | held
the bottle to see the label. 'Tujika,' | said, with sudden understandi ng.
"Slivovitz. But about three times as strong as any |'ve tasted before!’

Myrko grinned, |ooking ready to catch a fly any nonent. ' Shliwowitch,

yess, if that's what you want to call it. Rrreal upland stuff, best this side
of the Karrpatny. Hoi, here's Katjka!' | blinked. Qut of the aromatic gl oom a
girl appeared - quite a girl. In that gaudy costume she went with the decor of

t he place; she m ght have stepped down off one of the wine |labels, a

pi ct urebook peasant girl from sonewhere on the upper Danube. Perhaps not a
girl; a second glance put her in her late twenties. And perhaps not a peasant
either; the enbroidery on the flared red skirt and bl ack stonmacher was j ust
too gilt and gaudy, the cut of the white bl ouse over her full breasts just a
l[ittle too low, too strained. Her blonde hair |ooked natural, but the face
beneath it was |l ean and foxy, not quite pretty, and the deep hard grooves
either side of her nouth betrayed the kind of experience peasants don't
usual |y cone by. Apart fromthat astonishing cleavage her eyes were the best
of her, wi de and grey and anxi ous.

"What is it?" she demanded urgently, her voice start-lingly deep, her accent
| ess noticeable than Myrko's. '"Who's hurt, Jyp? Ch -' Before anyone coul d
answer she had swooped on ne, clucking |like a nother-hen and cursing the
others for not calling her sooner. She had nmy anorak off my shoul ders so



swiftly and gently | hardly felt a twinge, and the buttons of nmy shirt seened
to fly apart as her ninble fingers flew down ny chest; she slid that off too,
| eaving nme shrivelling with enbarrassnent. But if anyone was staring

couldn't see them and there was no change in the buzz of voices; anyway, it
didn't seemto worry this Katjka girl. She pulled ny head down to rest between
her breasts without the [ east inhibition, and when Myrko canme puffing up with
the hot water she'd sent himfor she began to clean and search ny throbbing
scalp with incredibly delicate fingers, and snooth on sonething pungent and
seaweedy froma jar. 'Relax ..."' she crooned, but on that particular pillowit
was both difficult and only too easy; in the end | just accepted the
situation, and sagged.

It seened to please her, but | wasn't quite so sure; nice creature though
she was, fromny vantage | couldn't help but notice one thing about her. It
wasn't that unpleasant, not the kind of rank stink you associate with
squash-court changing roons, but all the sane it was there, and pretty strong.
No worse than our ancestors, our great-grandparents even nmust have been, or
folk in countries where baths were still a luxury. | renmenbered an Eastern
Bl oc coal export official conmplaining that girls back home never bathed enough
because of constant fuel shortages; he should ve tal ked. But in our
enlightened | and of Lifebuoy and hot water on tap there wasn't any excuse; it
wasn't necessary, that was why it put ne off. O wasn't it? | glanced up at
the Iights again. Maybe they weren't just decoration, atnmosphere; maybe this
pl ace genuinely didn't have electricity or even gas. In which case she m ght
wel | have the sane problem But what sort of place didn't have one or the
ot her, these days? Even Highland crofts could get bottled gas. And how coul d
any kind of eating-house survive the hygi ene inspectors w thout thenf?

Wth slivovitz and other things | was still a bit |ightheaded, thoughts Iike
that buzzing aimessly around, getting nowhere. But gradually | found ny head
was cl earing, and, wonder of wonders, that it was hardly throbbing any nore.
Katj ka seemed to sense this, because she pushed ne gently upright and with

careful fingers set to work on ny punctured arm | glanced at it once, then
away; it |ooked worse than |I'd guessed, a fearful ness of clotted bl ood.
Besides, | preferred | ooking at her; beautiful or not, she was a nice-|ooking

creature. And now she was clasping ny armto that bosom of hers, and | eaving
nmy hand dangling loose in her lap; quite a distraction. Beside us |I heard Jyp
and Myrko tal king, but what they were saying only filtered through to ne
gradual ly.

'"So say to nme, pylot, hows this all happen, then? How d a fly lad |like
you let a few nangy Vol fs get you down, anyhow?

"Just careless, | guess. Decoyed nme to the door and junped nme. Kind of
subtle, by their lights.'

"Daj. Let's hope they not learrning brains. But why so nuch trouble?
What's in that warrehouse, anyhow?'

"Just the usual.' Jyp sounded puzzled. 'A few old |oads that've lain
there nonths now, and the stuff out of the |Iskander, docked this norning from
out West. Nothing unusual in that. Black lotus for Patchie's, a couple of
gross merhorse skins that Mendoza's shipped up from Te Arahoa on spec and died
on the market. A load of flanewood planks for the trade, indigo, peppers and
coffee from Huy Brazeal, auk down - twenty bales of it! - and a few tons of
dri ed Conqueror Root and Night-eye for the shops on Danballah Alley. Not the
sort of stuff a man can pilfer to any profit; it'd take nore'n three to carry
of f any worthwhil e pickings. There was a | oad of black-devil rum fifty
hogsheads, but Sutler Dick picked that up not four hours after it conme in.'

' Maybe nobody tells the Vol fs,' puffed Mrko.

'Maybe ...' echoed Jyp, but he didn't sound convinced. | was just about
to ask himwhat all those daft-sounding commodities were neant to be when
Katj ka distracted me - with a vengeance. | jerked rigid with agony, and al

but kicked over the table. It felt exactly as if, having cl eaned the wound off
gently, she'd suddenly pulled it sharply open, sunk her teeth in it and sucked
hard. | | ooked down and saw that that was exactly what she had done. What's



nore, she was still doing it. | sank back trenbling, unable to speak, and saw
Jyp grinning at ne.
"Could be dirt in the wound, renenber? Filthy things, WIf blades, you never
know. That's how Katjka's folk deal with it, and I can vouch for it working,
b'lieve ne. Mnd you, they're all vanpires in her corner of the world,
anyhow '

Katj ka | ooked up, and spat ny bl ood accurately onto his trousers, which
| ooked like glossy leather; he wiped it off with a snort.

' The conpany you keep, you shouldn't be so high and mighty, pylot! Not
too pai nful now, no, ny Stefan?

| managed a grin of sorts, as she picked up the slivovitz bottle and
began to wash the wound with the blazing spirit. 'Can't think of anyone |'d
rather be eaten by,' | managed, and she gi ggl ed.

"Especially marinado? Okay! Then | put a little nmore salve on this, so,
and bandage it up, and in a day or so you are right as rain - all right, dajT

| breathed out hard, and managed half a snile. Jyp handed me the bottle,

but | shook ny head. ' Thanks, but |'ve had enough. Got to drive hone.'

"Wth that arnf? Think you'll be all right? Better you doss down here for
the night. Try Myrko's robber steak, with french fries and a dem of old Vara
Orsino - put hair on your chest and lead in your pencil, that! And for your
afters a tunble with Katjka - set you up a wonder, she will! And you give him
the very best, you hear, lass, the real sailor's holiday! My treat, right?
It's Wif-nmeat 1'd be if it wasn't for my old nmate Steve -'

I blinked a bit and stole a glance at Katjka. Jyp's casually comerci al
attitude didn't seemto bother her, if anything it flattered her. "Well ..." |

sai d, and she turned those |large grey eyes on ne. | had a suspicion they'd
stripped many a seaman of his inhibitions, if nothing worse. But | reached for
nmy shirt.

Tou' re not goink? she enquired in hurt disbelief. It was obviously a
routine line, but she seened to nean it. O was that the routine as well? But
Jyp and Myrko were | ooking just as crestfallen.

'"Hey, c'mon,' protested Jyp, creasing up his young-old face. T was goin'
to give you a party - | owe you, renenber? Can't |eave ne feeling |ike an
ungrat eful | ouse, can you? And Katjka all linbering up for it, too! Sit down!
Stay! You're anong friends!' That al nost got ne, that |last word. Anong friends
-1 was, | felt it, as | hardly ever had all ny life. | faltered. Ahead of ne
that |ight was changing again, and all of me longed to put ny foot down and
race through it - away, out, into that dream ng sunset, chasing some new dream

of my own. Some kind of fulfilment | couldn't inmagine -something to fill up
the shell

But | felt the twinge in my armas | drew on ny shirt, and ny own bl ood
stuck it clammily against my skin. | stanmped on the brake. No nore rushing in,
not tonight. 'I know |'msorry. Another time, maybe, but -1've got to go. If
| can find ny car, that is. | parked it in Tanpere Street, wherever that is
fromhere.’

For a monent | was horribly afraid they would all ask what a car was. But
Jyp, though he was obviously hurt and di sappoi nted, said casually, 'Ckay,
Steve. | understand. Another tine it is. Suppose | should be getting back to
t he war ehouse nysel f. Tanpere, right, that's back behind here, round the
corner ahead, past the big old bonded store, first left then right, right
again and straight down; at the end you'll see it. CGot that? I'll conme show
you t he way.'

"If it's that sinmple, I'Il manage, thanks. You get back to your work. |
don't want to make things hard for you. And thanks - thanks for the puncture
repair, Katjka. And - and the drink, Myrko ... Thanks, all of you -' | was
sounding like an idiot. | was nervous, | didn't want to of fend these weird,
war m peopl e. Myrko just grunted, but Katjka smled.

"All right, Stefan. Make it soon, hah?
"Yah,' laughed Jyp, 'while |I've still got some dough!'
"\Whet her he has or not,' said Katjka calny



Jyp turned on her with his bony jaw dropping; she nmenaced himwi th her fist,
and he turned back to me. He | ooked ne up and down a monent, as if sizing ne
up anew. 'Yah, you cone back, you hear? One way or t'other 1'll bet you will.
And hey, be you | ooking for me, you can't find me, you ask for Jyp the Pilot,
right? Just that. Jyp the Pilot. Ask anyone, they all know ne. Anyone, right!
Be seeing you, Steve.' He |leaped up and wung ny hand with startling strength.
"And thanks, man; thanks!'
| stopped at the door, and | ooked back, reluctant. It seened dark and

cold out there, and I didn't want to let this fragile shred of life and col our

go so easily forever. What chance is there you'll ever come back to a drean?
Myrko had vani shed into the shadows, Jyp had his head in Katjka's lap, but it
was me she was wat ching. She sniled, and inhaled slowy. | |ooked down, and

lifted the latch. The door creaked twice, and | was exiled into the sea-w nd,
bitterly cold and heavy wi th harbour stenches and the | ast few drops of rain.
Hastily |I raised nmy collar, and it whi pped the points about ny ears in
nockery. The cobbles glistened and glittered now under a newy clear noon, and
| had no trouble seeing ny way. | turned once to | ook back, but the w nd
dashed stinging salt into ny eyes and hurried me on with invisible hands.
Jyp's directions were strai ghtforward enough. Wich was just as well, for
there was nobody else to ask; the streets still seemed to be deserted. | saw
t he bonded warehouse ahead the monent | rounded the corner, a |ouring nountain
of a place that had once been inposing; now eyepatches of rusty corrugated
iron filled its | ower w ndows, and barbed wire crawl ed about the broken
crenellations of its outer walls. First |left was obvi ous enough, too, but it
didn't look - or snell - very prepossessing; even as alleys went this was the
dregs. | hesitated, could he have forgotten this, and meant some broader way
further on? But when | stepped back to ook | saw there wasn't one; the road
curved around to the right. Holding ny breath, I was just about to take the

pl unge when | heard a slight scrape, and a flicker of motion caught ny eye,
back at the corner 1'd just turned. But when | |ooked around there was
not hi ng, and | thought no nore about it. The alley was as foul as I'd
expected, the water that plashed around my hapl ess shoes awash with pale
shapel ess things half floating, its nuddy shallows releasing a terrible stench
as | disturbed them Fortunately it wasn't |ong. \When the puddl e ended
stopped for a nonment to tip the foul ness out of nmy shoes and scrape them
clean. But as | |eant one-handed against the grimy bricks | heard that sound
again, echoing slightly down the alley. Forgetting nmy squishy feet, | turned
and | ooked suddenly back al nost frozen to the spot. There cane just a whisper
of novenent, no nore than a flicker; but it seened as if for one noment sone
huge bul ky shadow had filled the alley's other end, blocking off the |ight.
Though it was gone al nost at once, there was no way | could deny it, search
though I might for such a shadow anmong the broken cobbles. | swall owed.
Sonebody didn't want nme to see them Wy? Because they were follow ng ne, that
was why; it had to be. But who? Jyp, maybe, seeing his guest safe - no,
hardly. But | could find out easily enough. Al | had to do wal k right back
around that corner and confront - hinfP Then? O ... what?

Except, fortunately, that | wasn't quite that stupid. | thought of
Wl ves; but there was no scaffolding here, hardly even an unbroken brickbat,
let alone Jyp with his sword. | turned and hurried as quietly as | could out
of the other end of the alley. In the street beyond, turning right, | stopped
a nonent, listening for the splash of that inescapable puddle. There was
not hi ng - which neant they either weren't coming, or they were comng with
greater stealth. | swallowed and strode on. Just as | reached the next corner
another right turn, | dared to glance back again. Nothing - except -

A sudden tremendous splashing erupted fromthe alley, as if sonething was
char gi ng headl ong t hrough that puddl e, charging with heedl ess ferocity.
Perhaps | yelled; certainly | fled. Down the street | pounded, noticing only
that it was nercifully wide and short on shadows, and had snooth cinder
paverents that scuffed muddily under ny feet. My breath seened to go shall ow
very suddenly, and bands of agony sprang up around ny head; my injuries were



beginning to tell. Were now? Wiere next? | couldn't even renmenber. | stopped,
bewi | dered, panting, and | ooked up at the skies. And what | saw there drove
out all other thoughts, even of what m ght any noment round that corner behind
ne.

The nmoon was afloat, it seened, sailing above a sea of cloud. By its light the
cl ouds were transforned, spread out beneath it into a | andscape of shimering
ni ght - bound beauty, low hills and the sea beyond, the sea and i sl ands. But
that al one could not have held ne, in the state I was. What bound nme to the
spot was the al nost tangi bl e shock of recognition. Beyond all possibility, yet
equal |y beyond all doubt, it was the sane | andscape the sunset had shown ne,

at least three hours earlier. The sane, yet - as you might expect - seen from
a slightly different angle. | began to shake; had the bl ow affected nmy brain?
Yet I'd never felt nore sure of anything; both visions burned together in ny
brain, the seas of gold and silver. Bew |ldered, | |ooked down, and saw, above
that |andscape mrrored in a stagnant gutter, a sign on the grinmy wall.
Beneath the gutterings of spray paint it read, quite clearly, Tanpere Street.

I ran forward wildly, and there, not a hundred yards fromthe corner, was ny
car.

Forgetting all else, |I bolted for it. But now, somehow, the wind was in
my face, whirling up cinder dust to sting ny eyes, buffeting ne on the
slippery cobbles; it felt |like a hand hol ding ne back, barring me from ny
refuge, ny escape. A filthy rag of polythene hissed out of the gutter and
tangled itself lovingly around my ankles; | kicked it free and tranmpled on it
like sone |living nmenace. But | was there, ny hand fell on the wing, its stee
col d beneath the snmooth paintwork. | funbled for ny keys, barely catching them
as the wi nd sought to whisk themfromny nunbed fingers into the drain
beneat h, yanked the door open and plunged in.

It was slowto start; | alnost flooded the carburettor in my inpatience.
forced myself to sit still a nmonment while the wind buffeted the car, staring
into ny rear-view mrror at the darkness |I'd come out of. Then | tried again,
my foot |ight upon the pedal, and heard the bl essed cough and runbl e of the

engine, felt its vibrations stronger than the wind. | slipped it into gear

twi sted the wheel and all but threw the car out fromthe kerb, growing across
the cobbles. Only once | |ooked back, but the street's end was in deeper
shadow still; anything or nothing mght have been lurking there. Then | turned

out into the main road, into Danube Street where there was |ighting that
wor ked, cold and orange though it was, and the prospect at |east of the noise
and col our and conpany, the safety of the city | knew It cane crazily into ny
head how for the ancient Romans the Danube was a barrier of civilization
hol di ng barbari smat bay; but it was not a conforting thought, for at the end
t hat barbarismhad conme rolling across the Danube in an overwhel mi ng wave. |
slowed, waited at the junction and turned, and there it all was. Noise,
col our, conpany, safety - but all of it strange, all men about ne strangers.
Safe, but strangers. Suddenly the trade didn't seem so good, the escape |ess
of an escape. Had that light really been red? O had | just been afraid to see
it was anber? | couldn't answer. | was tired, sore, and | hadn't eaten

I went home, and threw sonething into the microwave. Hard. CHAPTER TWOD

1 UULIi OFFI CE NEXT MORNI NG pul I ed nme sharply back. Everything seenmed solid
and famliar, everything was bright and sunlit and unnysterious, fromthe
squeak of the fake-nosaic tiles under ny shoes to the sweet smile from Judy
behi nd the switchboard. This norning, too, it was nicely flavoured with
synpat hy.

"Hall o, Steve - how s the arn®

"Ch, it's okay, thanks. Settling down.'

There was not hi ng nmysterious about these corridors, all light-flooding

wi ndows and cool daffodil-yellow walls, no dark corners, no strange

at nospheres. After last night they felt businesslike, bracing, reassuring. The
only snmells in the conditioned air were fresh polish and coffee and the warm
tang that surrounds VDUs and other office electronics, with an acetonal whiff
of nail varnish and nenthol cigarettes as | passed the typists' room clean



and calmand predictable, all of it. Strange, perhaps, that so many exotic
commodi ti es shoul d pass through these offices, in a manner of speaking, and
yet | eave never a trace behind. G nnanon, manganese, copra, alligator pepper
sapphires; we handl ed themby the tonne as readily as sheet steel or crude
oil. Al the trade goods of the world, and yet none ever came within niles of
this place; 1'd only ever seen themon rare visits to docks and airports. Only
their legal identities passed through ny hands, in notes of shiprment and bills
of lading and Custons inventories that left nothing in the air but the faint
dry taint of toner ink. Wen | opened the door of ny own office | snelt it;

but there was also Clare's flowery perfune, and the girl herself shuffling
little sheaves of documents on her inmacul ate desk

"Steve! Hallo! | wasn't expecting you so soon! How s your poor arnf It
isn't anything serious, is it? | mean, slipping in the rain like that? You
m ght really have hurt yourself!' |I'd woken |late, exhausted, with my arm
swol len and stiff; I'd had to phone in with sone sort of excuse. Yet now it
seened nmore like the truth; | could alnost see it happening. A slip, a gash -
far nore likely than a knife in the hands of sonme weird dockl and thug. Far
easier to believe; | was close to believing it nyself. '"It's not too bad,
thanks. Bit stiff.'

"You're sure? | was a little startled. Her intense blue eyes were very
wi de and concerned. She half rose. 'Look, just sit down a nmoment and |'Il get

the First Aid box -'

| grinned, rather uneasily. Al this concern, it wasn't the sort of thing
| was used to. 'Gve you half a chance and you'll have me swathed up like King
Tut!' O course, she'd been the office first-aider since that course | ast
year. She must be itching to find some use for it; she'd had nothing better so
far than Barry cutting his thunb on the cap of a whisky bottle. That woul d
account for it. 'No thanks, love, |, er, got it seen to. Any calls?

| was allowed to pass on to my desk with a small sheaf of mail, a
circular fromthe Brazilian Aduana, and instructions to sit down and take it
easy. Dave Oshukwe was at his desk already, head down over his term nal
rattling keys; he lifted a linp brown hand to nme, |eaving a conmet of expensive
cigarette snmoke in the air, but thankfully didn't ook up. | settled down in
my arnchair, flicked on ny termnal and settled back to let it warmup and | og
on. The firm/|l eather uphol stery of the chair envel oped ne and bore up ny sore
arm the chrome of the recline | ever cool beneath ny fingers. | touched the
wood of the desk, solid under glassy layers of polish and varnish. | ran a
finger along the ternminal casing, mrror-snmoth and cl ean and dustl ess, and
felt the faint shiver of the current beneath. This - this was what it was al
about .
I'd been half off my head last night. Hallucinating, alnmost. Sick and dizzy
fromthat stab, no doubt about it, half drunk and unhappy; seeing everything
t hrough a haze. Small wonder |1'd cast a romantic aura round pl aces that were

shabby or just plain squalid, over people - well, good-hearted enough, okay,
but underprivil eged, uneducated, sinple, rough. O since we were forgetting
t he euphem sns, downright crude and backward. I'd turned something utterly

ordinary into a strange, feverish experience. That was the truth beneath the
dream All this was real. This was every day, this was ny life. Here was Care
with a cup of coffee, just |like every day; only for once she hadn't tried to
slip me sweeteners instead of sugar. 'You need building up!' she said. 'If
you've lost a whole Iot of blood |like that -'

'Hey, don't | get any?' denanded Dave.

-Clare sniffed. 'Yours is coming. Steve's hurt hinself!'

"Ch yah, | heard.' He peered around his termnal. 'How s you, nme old
massa? Can't be too bad, he's still upright, enney? Not on crutches or in a
bat hchair or anythi ng!’

"Can't you see how pale he is?" Clare protested, so fervently it took me
aback.

Dave crowed. 'Me you're asking that? Al you pal efaces | ook alike to ne
-' He ducked as Clare swiped at his ear. 'Ckay, okay, maybe he does | ook a bit



green! That's usual - good night out, was it, Steve? Wasser nane then?' Dave's
real accent came froma very upmarket school, better than m ne, but he would
try to sound |ike an East End kid.

'Come on, Dave, | cut ny arm that's all." | turned to Clare, stil
fussing over me, trying to find out what sort of bandage | had on and getting
my eyes full of long blonde hair. 'Better get him some coffee too, |ove, or

he'll be inpossible all norning. Instead of just inprobable. Ch, and ask Barry
if he's spoken to Rosenblums yet...'
It gave ne an excuse to get rid of her. | needed it. Clare in this

not her - hen nmode unnerved nme. By the time she got back | could be confortably
sunk in my work, nuch too busy to let things get personal again. 'And you,
Dave, anything turned up on this Kenya container ness yet?

He | ounged over to the printer and ripped off the protruding form 'Just
sorting it out when you came in, boss. Been sitting up a branch siding near
the airport, getting nouldy. They're scrubbing it out now, w th apol ogies.
|'ve slapped on denurrages up to today, but told themto t*ang on to it till
we see if there's some kind of return | o®*d we can get.'

"proj-n Kenya? Should be, for a refrigerated container. That's well
done, Dave.' | typed for some listings on ny term nal, and peered down them
"I"lIl get onto Hanmilton, for a start- and see if he wants an extra hal f-tonne
of red snapper this week. Meanwhile, could you get me those roughs of the
German veg oil contract? And all that EEC crap abov»t shipping it -'

The phone buzzed before | could pick it up. 'Barry for you,' sai d
Clare, 'about the Rosenblum s business -
urgent!’
Yes, this was real life all right.
And yet, as the day wore on, | found it wasn't quite the sane- | sank
nmyself into nmy work, determ ned not to be districted, not to let myself
maunder over weird wondering8 about |ast night; | kept Dave and C are too busy

cha5**~ this way and that to chaff or cluck over me. It seemed to get results.
| managed to wap up everything that could be settled that day in little nore
than half the normal tinme. And yet it left me |less at ease, |ess satisfied
than evef o

"Not feverish or anything, are we?' enquired Barry, perching elegantly
on the edge of ny desk and flicking through a sheaf of forns as if pulling the

petals off a rose. He tapped his |I°ng blunt nose. 'l nean, you know as well as
| do how bl oody inportant every one of these contracts is Steve- I'd far
rather you took your time and went through themw th your usual sharpened

toot hconmb than - well, skated over sonething significant.'

| gf inned. '"Can't win, can |? You ve been after ne for years to speed
up contracts - then today I hit one |lucky streak a*d suddenly you're flaggi ng
me down! They're all right, B*rry- Don't worry about it.'

\\e plucked a few nore petals and ran a hand over his greying yell ow
curls. 'If you're really happy about
t hem -
"I'"rn happy. Dave's done his usual great job, and Clare too. And you've been
t hrough them yoursel f, or you wouldn't be sitting here asking! Go on, M
Managi ng Director, sir, get your pinstriped arse off nmy desk! |I'm happy!’

But | wasn't. Not about the contracts |I'd processed; about those | was
confident. | mght be twenty years younger than Barry, but | knew ny job.
just wasn't enjoying it as much as usual. | hadn't wanted to go into every
twi st and turn of the business behind each bit of shipping, the way | nornmally
did; 1'd mssed the old urge to linger and | earn about every comobdity we
shi pped, fromfoodstuffs to fine arts, an urge that had picked me up a | ot of
very useful background know edge. | was suddenly nore inpatient of the whole
sticky web of formalities, anxious to be rid of it. And Barry, being the canny
busi nessman he was, had scented sonething of that. But as well as being a boss
you could joke with, he was al so sensi ble enough not to harass his staff. 'Al
right, ny precocious infant! 1'll go polish Bill Rouse's desk instead, see if
Accounts can catch the speed bug too and push these through in record tine.



Probably kill all our regular clients - the shock, you know. Er - |'d suggest
you push off home straightaway and rest that arm but if you can hang on
anot her hal f-hour or so - just in case anything crops up - you know how it is

"Sure. No problem Barry.' | wouldn't have gone hone, anyway; sonething
told me | wouldn't be any happier there than here. | was getting fed up with
this haunting hal f-nmenory that trailed dissatisfaction shadow fashion at ny
heels. I'd had a hellish, frightening tine [ast night; serve ne right for
meddling with lowlife. But the nore | tried to think about it, the less |
could remenber - hardly anything now, anything clear. Faces and pl aces were
nanel ess blurs. As if that haze was like a conjuror's veil, lifting to revea
enptiness; as if | really had dreaned the whole thing up, fromscratch. So
then why was it turning my own ordinary life upside down, my own carefully
tailored slinfit Armani existence - the life | knew | could handl e?
| badly wanted tinme to settle down and think - to renmenber, so | could
confortably forget. But here was Clare, bringing me one nore cup of sugary
cof fee and hovering distractingly again. As a distraction she had natura
advantages. Nornally | never let thembother ne; | made a point of treating
her as the conpetent secretary she was and not as sone brainless dolly. Not
that she | ooked like one, exactly;- if she fitted any stereotype, it m ght
have been a milkmaid in a butter commercial. Her hair and eyes set you
t hi nki ng of cornfields and sumer skies, and the rest went with them her
slightly blunt, sensual features, all cream and freckles, her slender but
heavy- breast ed shape, her unsel fconsci ous charm bubbly but sincere. Mst of
the tine | enjoyed it without letting it get to me, though when you are trying
to think hard about sonething - or even harder not to - that hair on the back
of your neck, that breast negligently brushing your shoul der coul d be damably
irritating. Now and again, naturally, it kindled fantasies, but | wasn't
stupi d enough to nuddy office waters, chasing a casual affair. And what other
ki nd nade sense?

That struck a tiny spark. |1'd stepped back from somet hing |ast night -
hadn't |? That girl - what was her nane, then? What did she look like? | could
hardly remenber. As if 1 had conjured her up out of nothing, right enough; as
if the whole crazy night were that kind of dream vivid enough to jar you
awake, yet inpossible to hold onto, draining out of the nmenory and | eavi ng

only its enmotions behind, Iike a hollow inpression. |I should have been
relieved to think that; I wasn't. To think you could have sone vivid,
shocking, living experience, sonething strong enough to | eave such naggi ng

echoes - and yet find the details nelting away |ike nmorning frost..
What was solid? What wouldn't nelt?

My fist clenched tight around my cup. Unwisely; a fierce red rocket of
pain soared up ny armand burst into a glittering blossom- an inage, sharp
sparkling, alive. There she was! Katjka, her teeth sunk in the wound, nyself
shivering with agony, only half hearing Myrko and Jyp calmy discussing -

Di scussing a ship. And its cargo. Commodities. Goods. But the dammdest
ones a man ever heard of. And | had this business at ny fingertips. M

fingertips. | had an idea daft enough to match. But after all, why not?
There'd be no harmin it. Conputers can't |augh at you. Idly, |aughing at
nmysel f, | reached over to the keyboard and tapped in a call to the freight and

docki ng dat abases. It might be amusing, at |least, to see what they made of a
query for the |skander

| hadn't a second to laugh. There it was, right in front of ny nose, an
entry in the usual file-card form complete with a |location code for dock and
wharf. But what an entry!

SS. Iskander (500 tons) Qut of: Tortuga, Santo Doni ngo and ports
West Master: Sawyer, Jas. G 1lst Mate: Mat hews, Hezekiah |. 2nd Mate-.
MacGul 'y, 'Black' Patrick O R Supercargo: St ephanopopoul os, Spyridi on
Bosun: Radavi ndraban, J.J. O fladen -

Bl ack Lotus, 2 doz. chests (consigned, in
bond)



I ndi go, 80 kil os approx.

Peppers (dried), 1 tonne

Conqueror root (in bale), 2 tonnes

Cof fee Bean (Grand Inca), 4 tonnes

Skins - Merhorse, 2 gross (consigned)

Pl ank flanewood, 38 tonnes

Auk down, 20 bales (conp.)

Proof Cane Spirits, 50 hg. (consigned)

N ghteye, 1.5 tonnes

Now | oading for return Tortuga, Huy Brazeal and ports

Vst
Capacity: spoken for, deck cargo only at shipper's risk
| was still staring at it open-nouthed when Dave cane over.
"What's this, then? Still working -' He stared at the nmonitor. 'Well, bugger

me! Where'd you get that fron? It's brillV He strai ghtened up as sonebody cane
in the door. 'Hey, Barry! Care! Cone |ook at this!'

Barry's beak cut out the light as he | eaned over above us. He stared for
a nonent, then began to chuckle. 'Very good, Dave, very good! | say, wouldn't
it be marvellous if there was sone way we could actually slip that into the
dat abase?

Dave fl apped his hands. 'Hey, | didn't have anything to do with that!
Steve got it -

Barry stared. Evidently he didn't think ne capable of inventing it. 'You
nmean it actually was in the database? My God, nowhere's safe fromthose

hackers these days. Next thing it'll be a virus program mark my words -'
Clare bit gently on a knuckle and giggled. | wasn't fool ed; she was
general |y thinking hard when she did that. 'It has to be a fake - hasn't it?

mean, five hundred tons -what kind of displacenment's that for a nerchant ship!
And what's Conqueror Root? And a-a nerhorse?

"M ght be a mistranslation,' | ventured, having had some tinme to think
about it. 'For hippopotanmus - or walrus - you know what happens when sonebody
sits down with a dictionary.'

"M ght be,' agreed a baffled Barry. 'How come you called this up, Steve,
anyhow?'

| shrugged. 'Just overheard the nanme of the ship then other day - you
know, pub gossip

| caught a very odd |look fromdCare, as if she'd sensed a wong note
somewhere. 'Well, there's one way to find out,' she said practically, going to
nmy shel ves and taki ng down one of the disc binders. 'Wiy don't we see if this
| skander's in Lloyd' s Register? She put a hand on ny shoul der as she | eaned
over me to slip the iridescent disc into the CO-Romunit, and let it rest
there. | typed in nmy query as soon as the menu cane up on screen, and the unit
purred for only a fraction of a second before the answer cane.
'Not a bl eedi ng sausage,' Dave said regretfully.

| pondered, carefully ignoring that light touch. Tes - but this is just
t he annual Register; it doesn't include back issues, old entries, historica
ones ... I'"'mgoing to try their main database.' It took quite a lot longer to
get through, and five full minutes to access my query. W were about to give
up, when suddenly the answer popped up on the screen. W stared; it wasn't at
all in their usual detailed form
| skander, 500 tons - merchant sailing vessel, 3 ntr
Reg. Huy Brazeal
Ref . Regi ster of Shipping vol. 1868

Barry cackled wildly. '1868? And what's this Huy Brazeal registry? A
m sprint for somewhere in Brazil, | suppose. Honestly, | wonder if they
haven't started trading in certain substances down there! O it really is
hackers. There's nothing el se?

"I could go down and | ook up the actual 1868 lists,' suggested Care
t hought ful | y.

Barry snorted. 'Well, not on the firmis tine you don't! As of now | for



one give up! We don't chase wild geese, we ship "emlivestock - eh, Steve?
just dropped in to say everything's in hand, you should push off now and get
some rest. See you tonorrow' He took one | ast |ook at the screen, then shook
his head and grunted derisively. 'Hackers!'

But | wasn't so sure. As | drove hone that night through a thin weeping
drizzle | glanced uneasily at the turn-off for Danube Street. But there was no
sunset banner to tenpt ne seaward; the sicy was overcast, a featurel ess done
of gloony grey cloud, and the louring buildings were wapped in shadow, sullen
and forbidding. It |ooked both sinister and depressingly ordinary, and
t horoughl y danped any desire | had to turn that way and test the truth of ny
strange experiences. To find they were just sonme kind of lunatic dream or an
overlay on ordinary things - or to find they were real and still there ... |
didn't know which alternative scared nme nore. Inwardly | kicked nyself for
ever | ooking up all that nonsense fromthe files; now Cl are and Dave and Barry
nmust be wondering if | was sone kind of nut. Cone to that, | was wondering
nmyself. 1'd do better to go home and get some sleep. It was as well | did,
because | was shot out of God knows what dream at about four-thirty in the
nmorni ng by the shrill braying of the phone. Wth a head |ike a carpentry shop
- eyes full of glue, mouth of sawdust and the sawbl ade screechi ng across ny
brain - | struggled to make out what Barry was squawki ng about .

"Broken into, dammit! And smashed about! Badly, they say - the cops,
yes! No, not yet, I'mon nmy way down there this mnute - | want you and Rouse
and Bailey and Gemma too - get hold of "em wll you? And don't take no for an
answer - this could be really fucking serious, |ad!'

But it wasn't, though no wonder the cops thought so. So did |, the nonent
| wal ked in the door, and Genmma - our brass-bound and case- hardened head of
Transshi pnent - actually burst into tears. Sonebody had gone through both
i nner and outer back doors, shattering their central panels of wood and wired
gl ass wi thout opening them and so bypassed our rather basic alarm system
There was an om nous stink in the air, a real pig-farmstench. Every office
door in the place was open, and through themspilled filing cabinets and
bookcases |i ke so nmany prostrate corpses, strewn around with the ripped and
mangl ed remai ns of the papers and books they had hel d. Even the beautiful
Vi ctorian bookcase in Barry's office had been thrown down, shattering a
coffee-table, and its collection of antique atlases and traveller's tales
ri pped to shreds.

"Lovel y books they were, too!' said the CI D sergeant sadly, when the
department heads gathered there a few hours later. 'Wrth a bob, too, any
idiot could see that. And yet you're sure none of them were nicked?

"None!' said Barry between his teeth. 'Just bloody ruined like this!' And
he hurl ed the shreds of a heavy old binding at the wall.

The sergeant clicked his tongue sympathetically. 'But nothing el se gone - just
like all the other offices. Didn't even touch your whisky bottles. Yet they
wi ped out every bit of paperwork in the place!' You could practically see the
wheel s wor ki ng behind his eyes. 'Shipping business, eh? Inport-export... a
hi gh-pressure field is it? Kind of cutthroat conpetition? Lot of conmpetitors?

Barry shrugged. 'Not so many. And | know nmost of them - we do lunch, play
squash, that sort of thing. Always friendly. W're fixers, expediters, there's
pl enty of el bowroom sonetimes we put business each other's way. You're not
suggesting ...'

"Well, sir - | nean, all your files destroyed, all your records - even
t he bl oody phone-books! That's bound to hold up your trading a bit, isn't it?
Coul d even -'

Barry guffawed. 'Put us out of business? Not a chance! Paper's just one
way we keep our records - and a pretty obsolete way at that. Everything that
matters passes through the conputer system that gets stored on discs, discs
are automatically backed up to hard disk and hard di sk onto tape streamners,
all day, every day. And the streaner cartridges go into that little safe over
there; fireproof, the lot. Three different levels of media - and not one of
"em s been touched, in any office. All we've got to do is print it back out



again.'

The sergeant's face clouded over. 'l see ... and your conpetitors would
know about this systen?'

"Ch, they all work rmuch the same way,' Gemma renarked. 'Not al ways as
secure, perhaps, but that, let us face it, is their own |ook-out. If they
really had wanted to hurt us they'd know a hundred better ways. In fact,
of ficer, losing the papers is causing us far less trouble than all this
absol utely disgusting snearing they' ve done all over the actual conputers -'

"Ah yes, miss,' said the sergeant, his face resolutely rigid. 'Very
nasty, that - unhygienic and all. As if it really did hit the fan ... Well,
you should be able to get it cleaned up soon enough; the photographers will be
through with it any tinme -'

' Phot ogr apher s?' demanded Rouse. 'Good God, man, ny term nal |ooks |ike
the wall of a Lime Street |lavatory! Wat'll a photograph of that tell you?

The CID man nmet himw th a superior smrk. 'Maybe quite a lot, sir. You
see, it's not random er, smearing; there's definitely patterns in it. Not

witing or anything, but... well, signs, | suppose, though we don't know what
they mean yet. In fact, 1'd |ike everyone to have another | ook at them al
the staff, before you clean themoff; they m ght nean something to sonmebody,
you never know. There's one in particular, too, that has ... something el se.
W mght start with that one - fourth door in on the left.'

Al the heads turned in one direction - towards me. 'It would appear to
be your week, Steve,' sighed Barry. 'Shall we go? And Genma | ove, will you

tell Judy to let the cleaners know they can start soon?

We crowded into ny office. Dave was already there, sitting on the
overturned filing cabinet and chai n-snoking to drown the stink
unsuccessfully. Wth assorted mutter-ings of disgust we all crowded round the
sergeant as he gingerly turned ny termnal this way and that. 'No suggesti ons?
Ah well. How about this, then?

The police had warned us not to touch the termnals, and we'd needed no

di scouraging; | hadn't |ooked closely at what dangled there. Even now it just
seened like nore filth, a patch of matted feathers stuck together wth
somet hing revolting, right in the centre of the screen. | |ooked at him and

shook ny head.

"Funny,' he said. 'You're the only one they favoured with that. And it's
not nmore crap, that stuff; apparently it's blood, quite fresh. But mxed into
a paste with sonething - sonme kind of flour, the boys think. Labs should tel
us nore.'

We stared at the ugly thing in uneasy silence, thinking each other's
t houghts. Bl ood? \Were fron? Wiat? O whon? Then a new voi ce, soft and
tentative, broke into our thoughts.

'Sah? 'scuse nme, sah?' Smiles of relief broke out, and we turned away
thankfully. This was the head of our cleaners, a plunp cheerful creature in
her fifties, all calmand notherly good nature. She seened |like the living
antidote to the upheaval around us.

'"Ch, Ms Macksie,' began Barry distractedly. 'So very sorry we've had to
drag you and the girls in! But you see
"Ah, thass' all right, sah!' she said synmpathetically. 'It's terrible, ain't
it? But we clean it up orright, you see! Now wheah you want us to -' She
stopped, or rather she choked; | thought at first it was Dave's overpriced
gaspers, then that she was having a heart attack. Her eyes bul ged; she nade no
sound but a strange little croak, one hand clutched at her coat. The other she
made as if to lift, then let it fall linply. |I stared at her like all the
rest; but when | nmet her eyes it was as if a curtain had been drawn behind
t hem

Cl are touched her arm and she flinched. 'Ms Macksie! Are you feeling
all right?

"What's the matter, |love?' The CID man spoke softly; but it was a demand
all the sanme. She turned her hooded eyes away, but he persisted. 'Seen
somet hi ng? Somet hi ng you recogni ze? Sonebody |eft a mark of sone sort



-sonmebody you know? Want to tell us about it, then?' Patently that was the
| ast thing she wanted. 'C non, love!' H's voice was taking on just that slight
war ni ng edge. 'You know you'll have to, sooner or later -'

Barry caught his eye warningly, but too |ate. She glared up at the
policeman, and her jaw set like a rat-trap. 'What you tal kin' about?' she
demanded. Tou tellin' me to ny face | done this? | had anythin' to do with
whoevah done this?

Barry spread his arnms. 'M's Macksie, of course not -everyone knows you
here, but -'

Tm not havin' anybody tellin' nme | done a thing like this,' she said

obstinately, a little shrill. "I'"ma respectable worman, my husband was a | ay
preacher and |I'm a deaconess! How long |I've worked for you now? Five yeah
that's how long! I'"'mnot standin' for this boy heah tellin' ne |I've anythin'

to do with jus' plain filthy things |ike obeah -' She'd said too nuch. She
positively tried to snap the word off, but we'd all heard it. She snorted with
annoyance, then turned on her heel and stal ked out. She m ght have | ooked
funny on her plunmp little partridge |egs, but she was too much in earnest.
caught C are's eye quickly; she nodded, and hurried after the indignant wonan.
' Cbi -what ?' demanded t he policenman, of nobody in particular. W all |ooked at
each ot her, and shrugged. He turned to Dave. 'Now, sir, | don't suppose you
could - with maybe sonething of a simlar background -'

"No I fucking well can't!' snarled Dave, shedding his usual cool with
startling speed. 'Background? Jesus, you were born nearer her than | was - why
don't you bl oody know? She's Trinidadian, and |'mfromN geria. I'man |bo
- a Biafran, if that means anything to you! What's
common about that?

"Nothing at all, Dave,' | said wyly. 'So slip back into |ounge-lizard
node as usual, please, and go ask her. She does have a soft spot for you,
after all, though there's no accounting for tastes.'

"It's the letters after my nane,' he said cheerfully, his flash of
tenmper gone as fast as it had come. He |it another cigarette. 'Mad keen on

education, all these West Indians are - worse than the Scots. Ckay, |'Ill ask.'

But when he appeared a few nminutes later he was looking a little ruffled.
"She'll tell," he said. 'I think maybe C are persuaded her, nore than nme. And
- well, could be we do have sonmething like this back hone, though not by that
nane. But city folk, educated classes - it's not sonething we'd ever run into.

Strictly for the hicks in the stix

- straight down fromthe trees, as you m ght say,

sergeant, eh? Juju, that's what they call it.' He grimaced.

"That word - my old man'd have a fit if he'd heard nme use

it. Wash-your-nouth-wth-soap stuff.'

"Juju? Barry frowned. 'But isn't that -' He was interrupted by the return of
Ms Macksie, leaning on Clare's arm She launched into a speech |like a diver
of f a high board. '|I want you, sah, to understand -about all this I know
nothin' - nothin' at all. But there was a tinme | see something of the sort

bef oah. When ny | ate husband he was a medi cal orderly back hone in Trinidad,
the Lord's work call us to missions often. There was a bad tinme then, on other
i sland far away; all kinds of folk comn' away in feah of their lives - to
Jamai ca, Trinidad, anywhere they could, Cuba even. W see a |ot of them round
m ssions, we get to know their lives. Poor folk, bittah folk with bad bl ood
an' scores to pay; Things went on - She squirnmed, as if the very thought made

her unconfortable. 'Devil's work. CObeah. Quanga, they call it in their fear
W war against it as we could with love, but theah's sonme too steeped in
darkness to see the light. Theah we see things done ... like this. Never so

bad, though, even then. The signs | doan' renenber, not at first, not till |
see that...'

She drew a deep shaky breath and pointed at the nasty speck of bl ood and
feathers on ny screen. 'That ... You want to know what obeah is? That theah's
obeah. You take that and you burn it.’

"Il be glad to,' said Barry, a little shakily. 'But what is it?



"It's bad - you need to know nore? Ckay. It's called a cigle don-pedro,
and | don' know what that nean any nore'n you and | don't ever want to know.
Sonetimes the Mazanxa use it, sometine the Zobop or the M inbUndi ngue. Use it

with signs like these, and for nothin' good. An' thass' all I'mtelling you,
'cause thass' all | know.'
"Hold on a minute,' said the policeman hastily. "Am| to understand -'
Ignoring him she turned to Barry. 'And now, sah, if you'll kindly excuse

me, there's a heap of work heah, and I'mgetting all behind.'" Wth serene calm
she turned and wal ked out again. The CID nan gaped after her, but he didn't
try to stop her. He turned to Dave instead.

"What the hell was all that about? Was she trying to tell ne this was
done by these - what the hell did she call thenf? These refugee types? Were
were they refugees from anyhow?'

"That's the kicker,' said Dave with ghoulish relish. "You ask nme - it
| ooks |ike we got turned over by sonme of those West |ndian yobs from out South
Street way.'

"West I ndian?" blinked Barry. 'Wy so?

"Wll, | can't see there being that many Haiitians in town - can you?
"Haiitians?

*You heard the lady. That's where the refugees were coming from Happy little
Haiiti. And obeah's just the local name for practices no respectable

Tri ni dadi an woul d be caught dead in - if you'll pardon the expression. But
down thataway they're a | ot nore common.'

The CI D man shut his notebook with a snap, and twanged a rubber band into
pl ace around it. 'Good as computers, that, for me ... Yes. Well, it's a |ead,
| suppose. Don't suppose we've been treading on any West Indian toes lately,
have we, sir? No Race Rel ati ons Board cases?'

Everyone | aughed. O course we hadn't; we were a respectable conpany, and
our business was international. Qur standards were high, but an unusual or
exotic background was a positive plus; we hired people fromall over, and
di scrimnated on just about everything except race. It said something for our
good sense, if not so much for our social conscience. The only enpl oyee who'd
been caught up in any fracas at all recently seened to be ne. And no way was |
about to nention that, not sonething I couldn't be sure had even happened.
Even if it had, those huge thugs weren't West |ndian, anyhow.

They' d been burglars, though. O sonmething illicit, anyhow, something
t hey cared enough about to spill out lives. Some notive that wasn't
i medi ately obvious ... any nore than it was here, either. The police were

visibly witing the whole thing off as the work of drunks, druggies or kids,
who had just happened to descend on us, found nothing worth stealing and
wrecked the place out of spite. They'd keep their ear to the ground, but..

| couldn't accept that. The unease that was doggi ng me grew stronger
darker, clutched hard at nmy heels. It lurked there behind ny thoughts, al
t hrough the rest of the day that shoul d have banished it, hectic but
reassuring. A kind of minor spring filled the office as the air grew sharp and
piny with disinfectant, then heady and flowery with scented polish, and at
| ast cool, clean and neutral as the air conditioning took hold; in the
background phones trilled cheerfully and printers chattered and whi zzed I|ike
bright insects, restoring our records to hard copy. Normality burst out I|ike
an inpatient seedling, stiffened and bl ossonmed into the status quo,
sunfl ower-bright. The smooth speed of it was awesome, |ike watching a
time-lapse film we had an efficient business here, and a conmitted workforce.
It should have reassured ne. It didn't. Two break-ins that wouldn't go away,
both strangely notiveless - and with one other obvious connection, nanely ne.
Not one little bit did | like that idea, and | couldn't make sense of it.
Suppose | really had been foll owed, that night - but 1'd got to ny car, and
away. No other car had foll owed me out of Tanpere Street, not even Danube
Street. They m ght have caught the nunber, but somehow | didn't see them using
the police conputer to trace me. And then they' d have had to foll ow ne not
only hone, but to the office next day; and why bother? Wiy hit the office,



when they could have got to me personally at honme? No, it was a daft idea; but
daft or not, it was getting under ny skin. If | could find some way of

di stinguishing the two incidents, sone reasonable expl anation for one or the
ot her

First things first. Mdus operandi. The office raid nust have been a
swift and well-planned affair, to do so nuch danage wi thout attracting
attention. Not so the other; in fact, it could hardly have been sl oppier. \Wat
were the raiders up to, nuscling up to the front door |ike that on the
flimsiest of pretexts? Wiy woul d anyone want to break into a warehouse that
way - with a nurder added, and out on the open street, when with an ounce nore
pl anni ng they coul d have kept everything behind cl osed doors? Because they
wanted their victimto be found outside? As if - alnpst as if they were trying
to establish beyond all doubt that it was a burglary. And ruthlessly enough to
snuff out a life for corroborative evidence.

Now that rang a bell. 1'd come across cases like that; where sonebody was
trying to use the break-in somehow ... to account for something. Somnething
that wasn't there, and should have been. O sonething that was, and shoul dn't
' Jesus, yes!'

| couldn't help exclaimng aloud. A chill wind of certainty blew through
me. |'d found ny notive.

Across the newy gl eam ng desks Dave, deep in checking his recovered
records, |ooked up startled. 'Wazzat?' 'Nothing.' | wanted to be up and
running. But | forced nmyself to be calm act natural; and yet there mi ght not
be much tine. If | really hadn't dreaned up the whole thing ... 'Just getting
wor ked up about this raid again. So bl oody senseless. Or so it seens. But
sometines there's a hidden notive to these things.'

'CGotcha.' Dave | eaned back and tapped his cigarette packet. To ny relief
he'd run out. 'Damm! Like that tonne of hash they had to sneak out of a wool
shi pnent before it canme out of bond, and explain the hole it left - so they
staged a break-in -'

"That's it. Couldn't be the same here, of course. Not a lot of pot you
could slipinwth bills of lading.'

' Maybe we should try it!" grinned Dave, runmaging in his blazer pocket.
'"Gve ol' Gemma a blast! Ah -' He popped the cell ophane of f another black and

gol d packet.

| stood up. 'If you're going to light up nore of those coffin-nails, I'm
off! It's late, and you've probably done ne in already today. Never heard of
secondary inhalation? If |I get cancer, I'll sue.’

'Go ahead, man! 1'Il claiml was driven to it by a brutal boss who sl unk
off early and left me up to here init. Literally!’

"That's no way to talk about Barry!' | said reprovingly. The banter

covered up ny departure nicely, and ny injured arm gave nme a good enough
reason for |eaving before the others, even on this enbattled evening. The
wi nce as Clare helped ne on with ny anorak was quite genuine.

"Ch, sorry - Steve, |ook, be sensible for once.' Those cl ear eyes were
wei ghing me up with an expression | couldn't fathom alnost as if she could
see right through the frantic unease | was hiding. And danmt, she was
ni bbling at that finger again. 'Let nme drive you hone. Go on -'

That was the last thing | wanted. 'Don't fuss! Just a bit tired, that's
all - same as you. You get out of this, too. Tonobrrow s soon enough.'

Judy' s good ni ght was even nore synpathetic than before. But once through
the door | had to stop nmyself running for the car. | headed hone, chafing at
the tail end of the rush-hour traffic; | took some absurd risks | ane-hopping,
because hone wasn't where | was going, and | mght already be too late. | had
to tell Jyp, and fast; but I'd already let one night slip by. By the tine |
turned i nto Danube Street the sun had al ready sunk behind the hi gh buil di ngs,
and | was racing into a gulf of shadow. It had never | ooked nore nundane; and
behi nd the rooftops there were no masts to be seen. | withed w th doubt; but
| drove on.



My tyres runbled |ike urgent druns across the cobbl es, echoing off the
grime-crusted walls. | turned into Tanmpere Street, where what | ooked |ike the
same filthy paper was still blow ng about, but this tinme | didn't park. |
t hought I'd worked out which way the docks ought to be, but it turned out not
to be so sinple; a one-way street sent me careering off like a pinball through
a maze of featureless back streets, and | was as lost as | had been on foot.
Every so often as | passed a narrow turning |I'd glinpse something at the far
end; then |I'd turn down the next one and find it dog-legged around and away in
the wong direction. O |'d slow down, reverse back and into the actua
turning, only to find the glimer of |ight that suggested open water was a
reflection froma boarded-up wi ndow, or that the flash of red that | ooked so
much i ke the tavern signboard was a forgotten poster flapping ragged from &
wal | . When at | ast one such alley spat me out into the wider street 1'd
glinpsed, it turned out to be Danube Street again, rmuch further along past
Tanmpere Street. And there beneath a glaring orange streetlanp hung a gl eam ng
new brown and white tourist sign, that I'd have seen the first night if only
I'd kept on going -< < <HARBOURSI DE
Sonehow or other the sight of it only made nmy heart sink nore. But | turned
the way it pointed, and drove on. Until, quite unexpectedly, there were no
nmore grimwal |l s ahead, and Danube Street opened out onto a neat little
roundabout with bright |lights and bushes growing in concrete tubs, and bl ue
parking signs in all directions. And beyond it, flanked by a row of buildings
whose scrubbed stone and brick and new paint positively blazed in the |ast
rays of the falling sun, was a dock pool, enpty of ships and hung with the
same white chains you find on suburban gardens. | pulled in beside them at a
vacant parking nmeter, and clanbered slowy out of the car. | |ooked down the
pool, to where it opened out onto the sunset sea; but the waters were enpty.
There was not a ship in sight, and the only warehouse |I could see was marked
with a pink neon disco sign across its upper storey. The seawi nd was tainted
wi th dust froma scaffol d-shrouded buil ding behind ne, and the spicy stal eness
emanating froman Indian restaurant nearby. I'd found only what 1'd set out to
| ook for, that night; and it seened al nost |ike a nockery, a judgenent.

Ask, and ye shall receive; seek, and ye shall find. What had | found before?
Hal [ uci nation? Delusion? In my mind | couldn't be sure it had ever existed; in
my menory it was already clouded. And yet all my feelings shouted that it was
there somewhere, that | had to find ny way back to it before it was too late.

| thrashed frantically against the doubts that ensnared ne. But what could

do? | was a child again, and lost. | was shut out. CHAPTER THREE

THAT PUCE

Just two days back I'd have liked it. | mght even have checked out that
disco, it looked stylish and upnarket. Not that that woul d make the cocktails
less lurid, the noronic beat |ess nunbing; but the clientele would be
snoot her, and there'd be no need to talk. Eye to eye, body to body, direct; no
wel I -worn lines, no show of caring, no rite of lies. That was the way they
liked it, too, the ones who went there; a short, sweaty, sleepless night,
make-up snmears and animal snells, and if it went well a shared breakfast. The
girls who hung up their clothes first - they were the ones it went best wth;
I'"d noticed that. Nanmes were things we traded lightly, w thout obligation
bet ween ki sses; no need to call again, and these days | seldomdid. Al right,
so it wasn't love; but love isn't for everybody. At |east - unlike so much -
it was honest. At |east nobody got hurt.

Now, though, even the idea of the place and all that went with it made ne
sick. The sight of the whole petti-fied street clawed at ny sanity. Its nere
exi stence seenmed to clash horribly with what 1'd stunbled on that night,
romanticized or not. | had to get out, or believe ... O believe nothing,
trust nothing, my senses least of all. | forgot the car; | blundered blindly
across the road, lucky that it was enpty. If there was anyone to see.ne they
nmust have thought ne drunk. | plunged gratefully into the sheltering bl ackness
of an alley nouth Iike an animal injured, desperate to hide. My fingers

ski dded along the still fresh paintwork of a w ndowfranme, and struck worn



stone beyond it. | blinked, and | ooked around. The alley was narrow and dark
now t he sun had gone down; but that only nmade it | ook nmore like the ones I'd
gone weavi ng through that strange night. \Whatever had been done to it the
shadow hid; the faint glinmer of twilight, sheltered fromthe harsh street
lighting, draped its nmantle of nystery around it once nore. | | ooked back and
| aughed al oud at the contrast; all that newness seened |like a facade, a thin
gaudy crust over what really lay here. Suddenly it wasn't so hard to believe
in myself again. Just as Jyp had predicted, |1'd come back

As Jyp had predicted - and what else had he said? '... you ask for Jyp
the Pilot, right?" It came back to me, clear as |'d heard it. 'Ask anyone,
they all knowne ..." Well, that ought to be easy enough. But sonmehow | didn't

relish it round here, not in any of those dinky-looking little bistros, they
didn't seem suitable sonehow. But at the far end of the alley there was a dim
yel | owi sh gl eam of wi ndows. That ought to be sonething.

It turned out to be a pub, not very large and anything but restored; in
fact, it | ooked about as rundown as any |'d seen. It stood on the alley
corner, defined by a curved fascia of Edwardi an glazed tiling in dark red and
bl ue, very cracked and dirty, and stained-glass w ndows, equally dingy and
opaque, etched with advertisenents for the forty-shilling ales of forgotten
breweries. The light that escaped was gl aring, the sound of voices raucous; it
| ooked tough, and it nade ne nervous. But it was sonewhere to start. The
war ped door squealed as | stepped through into a suffocating cloud of snoke.
I'd hal f expected the conversation to stop; but nobody paid me a blind bit of
attention. Wiich was just as well, because in this conpany, this
spit-and-sawdust setting, | knew | was a sharp contrast, ny white designer
anorak and grey houndstooth casuals an intrusion as stark as the electronic
fruit machine flickering unheeded at the back of the bar. The fluorescent
light showed it up all too brutally: the cracked vinyl flooring in its faded
gaudi ness, the snoke-yellowed walls, the crunpled wal nut faces of the old nen
who were most of its customers, elderly |abourer types hunched and shrunken in
their grubby raincoats. And deaf, probably, since the |oud voices were theirs;
the few younger nmen, nostly fiftyish versions of the sane, sat glunly
contenmplating themlike a vision of destiny. By the door a handful of teenage
ski nheads swilled cans of malt |iquor and npaned at each other. | plucked up
nmy nerve, and pushed past themto the bar. The beefy | andlord served nme ny
scotch in a glass clouded by scouring, and winkled his brow when | asked if a
fellow called Jyp had been in.

"Jyp?" He stared at ne a nmoment with great incurious ox eyes, then
rounded on his regul ars, |eaning over the peeling varnish. 'Gentleman asking
fer Jyp - anyone know hi nf'

"Jyp?" The old nen turned their heads, nuttered the name back and forth
anong t hensel ves. Frowns deepened, one or two heads were shaken, others seened
| ess sure. But nobody said anything, and the | andlord was just turning back to
me with a shrug when one old fell ow hunched up by the gas fire, browner and
nore wrinkled than the others, suddenly piped up with "Wuldn't be Jyp the
Pil ot he neans, eh?

There was a nonent's silence. Then cackling chorus of recognition arose,
and the landlord's brow suddenly lost its furrows. 'Ch, hinml Haven't set eyes
on himin awhilel But -

And, astonishingly, the whole place seenmed to change, as if sone subtle
shift in the light, perhaps, transformed it. Nothing | ooked different; but it
glowed |ike a gloony painting suddenly well lit. Somehow the whole grim
tabl eau came alive with an atnmosphere that transcended its grinme and
depression, nade it seem al nost wel com ng, confortable, secure, the centre of
its own small conmmunity. It was as if | was seeing it through the old nen's
eyes. 'Bound t'be around sonmewhere, he is!'’

' Down Dur ban \Wal k, maybe -'

'Seen himup by old Leo's yesterday -'

They were transformed too, coming alive, chipping in cheerfully with tips and
directions to places | might try. It wasn't only me who noticed; the skinheads



were gaping at the old nmen as if they' d gone berserk - and at ne as well.
Finally a consensus energed; Jyp would al nost certainly be having his dinner
at the Mermaid. But 1'd have to run if | wanted to catch himbefore he went
off to work. That | certainly did; and | tore out of that pub faster than
anyone can have in years, though not before I'd settled for the scotch

Their directions were nercifully clear, and | had the sense not to go
back for the car. | tore around alley and |l ane until | found nyself skidding
over sone of the worst and filthiest cobbles ever, and saw in the narrow
street before ne an ancient-looking pile that could hardly be less like the
pub I'd just left; its irregular three-storey frontage was genui ne
hal f-ti nberi ng, none of your stockbroker's Tudor. The sea-breeze was
freshening - if that was the word to use of sonething which stirred up so many
remar kabl e stenches. On the creaking signboard swing a crude painting of a
mer mai d, bare-breasted and | ong-haired as usual, but with a sharp-peaked crown
and twin curving tails. No name, but who needed one?
| went to the door, found it opened outwards, and down sone wooden steps into
a snmoky roomcramed with tables, lit, it seenmed, only by the marvell ous open
fireplace at the back. It was pretty rough-1ooking, but ten times nore alive
than the other fleapit. The long tables were crowded with drinkers, nostly
arty-1ooking long-hairs, weirdly got up and argui ng noisily, chucking dice,
dealing cards and tilting what | ooked |like earthenware nugs - a real-ale
pl ace, evidently. Not to nmention haggling over nysterious heaps of |eaves on
the table, or stuffing |long pipes with them reading aloud to each other from
handwitten pages or crudely printed sheets - all this along with, and
somet i nes acconpanyi ng, some pretty heavy necking and groping with the few
worren visible - sometines remarkably visible, but | restrained nmy interest.
Too many of their gentlenmen friends openly wore remarkably w cked-I| ooki ng
knives on their belts. Just the sort of place Jyp would like, | thought,
shuddering slightly; but there was no sign of him and the only service
vi sible was one fiery-nosed oaf in a |eather apron sl ouching around about four
tabl es away, deaf to |ouder shouts than mne. | wound ny way through to the
back by the fireplace, a nore respectable enclave with marvellous old
hi gh- backed cushi oned settles. A couple of niddle-aged hippy types were
nmonopol i zing the ones nearest the fire as if they owned them One was short,
rotund and piggy, the other mddl e-sized and balding, with a close-trinmed
nmoust ache and goatee. | thought one might be the |andl ord, but heard them
argui ng uproariously about literature in flat yokel burrs. | put them down for
Open University tutors, but asked themall the same, and was surprised when
the taller one very politely directed ne to the snug at the side. And there,
sure enough, with his | ean nose buried in a huge pot of beer, sat the man
hi nmsel f.

He al nost dropped the jug when he saw ne, and all but overturned his
table | eaping out. "Steve! Told you you' d be back, you hoot-ow! Hey, sit

down, have a beer -hell, | gotta get to work, you know, we can't make tonight
that party | promi sed you, dammt - but we've still got time for a beer - or
maybe two beers, or three -' \Wen he'd pounded what little breath I had out of

me | nmanaged to break in and let himknow I'd sonething to tell him somnething
serious. He insisted on getting me beer before | started; but when he heard
about the raid on the office he al nost choked on his.

' CbeahF Quanga? Yeah, | heard of those all right. I've sailed those
waters, once or twice. And Mazanxas...' Hs face winkled up as if at sone
di sgusting snell. 'Them and the Zobops and the VIinblindi ngues. They're bad

news. They're secret societies, brotherhoods of cunning nen, warl ocks,
sorcerers - bokors, they call them Powerful brotherhoods. And ouanga's j ust
their style.'

"Great. And just what the hell sort of voodoo is this ouanga?
He shrugged. 'You said it.'

| swal l owed nmy nouthful very carefully. *You nmean - it really is voodoo?
He spread his hands. 'Wll - not exactly. Voodoo now, | can guess what you'd
think about it, but truth is it's a faith Iike any other - still a mte rough



at the edges, maybe. Worshi ppers dance 'enselves into a trance, call down
their gods to possess them - but Christians, Jews, way | hear it is they were
all doin'" that once. Kind of a stage faith goes through, maybe; |I'm no
scholard. Only there's good and bad in any faith. S pose ... suppose it was a
stone in the ground, okay, and you turn it over? \Wat's underneath, darkness
and things crawing - that. That's ouanga.'’

| said nothing, and he nodded to hinself. 'Kind of |like devil-worship is
to us, | guess - only there's a lot nore of it about. Plain voodoo, now, it's
alittle wild, maybe, but its gods or spirits - loas, they're called -they're
nostly good guys, or neutral at |east. But the worst of these bokors, they
worship with different rites, rites of blood and wath. They call down
different | oas -real bastards, nean, destructive, naneaters, the lot. Only
- funny thing, this - they're called by pretty much the
sane names. As if the rites could sonehow twi st their
natures right about. Al got their good counterparts
save one, and he's the one the rites are naned for - a
shadowy type called Don Pedro. Not a nice guy, by al

accounts.'

| started; but Jyp, still thinking hard, didn't seemto notice. 'So yeah
it sounds |ike some kind of voodoo guys turned you over. But who - or whether
it had anything to do with the other night - it's beyond me, Steve! | can't
guess. If it'd been round here now, this raid, I'd have said yeah, it mght've

been the Wl ves handi ng out a warning
- or just their little bit of fun. It's fromdown that way the
bastards stem sanme as nost of the Iskander's cargo; and

they'Il follow any god who's as big a stinker as they are.
But on the other side of town - the everyday side, the
Core? Hell, no! | just can't believe it, Steve! The Pack'd

never stray so far in - never! What's to make thenf?
Greed, fear, those are the things drive their breed
strongest, and they weren't satisfying either one. You -
can you think of anything?

"Not about ny raid, Jyp - but about yours. And that reason for it you
couldn't figure out, renenber? VWhat if you were just neant to be
wi ndow- dr essi ng?
This time he did choke. But when he got his breath back and the beer out of
his nose | told himabout ny idea, and he began to nod as he l|istened, first
excitedly, then grimy. 'Dandy!' he said at last. 'Stage a burglary to cover
up dirty dealings - and | eave a body to nake it convincing. It could be, Steve
- it could well be! Abit smart for the Wlves, maybe - but even they get a
rush of blood to the brain once in a while ... h'nm But if that's so, what's
so hot about it? Didn't come off, did it? Thanks to you. But here you' ve got
yourself lathered up like a trotter -'

"Don't you see?" | barked, so loud it nonentarily halted the hubbub
outside. | lowered nmy voice. "I'monly surprised they waited a night! Whatever
they came to do, it's still undone! \Watever was wong with that cargo stil
is wong. Sonething's not there that should be, or is there when it shouldn't
be! And what's that mean? It neans ten to one they' Il cone back -'

Jyp sat there a nmoment, silent. Then he slamed a pal magainst his tenple
maki ng his red hair fly. 'They had to wait a night,' he nunbled. 'To put the
hex on you.'

"What ? But how d they know anyt hi ng about ne?

He snorted. 'They've ways. Maybe you were followed - though there's other
things mght've done that. That's the way the Wl ves'd think, okay. Coul dn't
beli eve you'd just turned up out of the blue, no - not when you started pokin'
round after the Iskander. At least | got half a brain working - jehosaphat!'
He gul ped at his beer, then straightened up

' Thanks, Steve - though thanks still ain't enough. Chances are you just
saved ny life one nore tine." He grinned. 'Getting t'be a habit, ain't it? But
let's us both do sonme nore thinking now, and quick - will they be back? Wrd



got around about that raid, y'know Next nmorning half the folks with stuff

t here showed up post-haste - and they checked through it all real careful on
the spot, with me there. Nothing funny there. Now | enme see, what's left? Not
much. Half the flanewood - but you can't hide things in | oose planking. \Wat
el se's | arge enough to be hoaxed easily?

He nuttered to himself, then suddenly hissed "The roots! Damm great shapel ess
bal es of them - could get anything in there!' He began drummi ng again. 'Can't
just go tearing into themto | ook, though. Not without the consignee being
there. He's in Danballah Alley - and that's way the other side of the docks,
up behind Baltic Quay

Danbal | ah All ey? W | ooked at each other. Even |'d heard that nane
sonewher e

' Ckay, so Danballah's a voodoo god,' protested Jyp uneasily, as if he
didn't like where this was |eading. 'He's one of the good guys, the source of
life - couldn't be less Iike this Don P. character. And it's only natural the
| skander woul d be carrying some stuff for those Alley fellas, sailing from
those waters. Doesn't prove anything. Still, sure, we ought to get the
consi gnee and go look -' His face hardened suddenly, as a wash of anger swept
away the uncertainty. 'The hell it doesn't prove anything! It's the best |ead
we've got. It fits; it all fits, too goddamwell! And if old Frederick's been
trying to pull anything | personally will make hi mshove every one of those
roots -sideways! But there's not nmuch tinme, and the far side's a couple of
mles away; a boat'd be fastest - if we can find one at this hour -'

"Look, Jyp,' | suggested, rather diffidently, 'My car's not far away -
think -'

Hs face lit up. 'Your carl Ww, great! Let's go! Let's go!' He bounced
up again, excited as a school boy; hastily | downed ny beer - a shanme, it was
excellent - and followed. In my confusion | hadn't noted the street where 1'd
parked, or even the name of the dingy pub, but Jyp recogni zed the description
and | ed me back there by what seemed a nuch shorter route. As we passed the
pub he stuck his head round the door, to be greeted by a cheerful roar, and
shouted his thanks; and fromthere | had no trouble finding ny way.

As we enmerged fromthe alley | was surprised; darkness had fallen in earnest
now, with a touch of noist haze in the air, and it had transformed the pl ace.
New paint and trendy trinmmngs were swallowed up in a gloomthe glaring pools
of the streetlights only deepened. The strings of bright globes and gl owi ng
signs seened to hang suspended in space before the solid untouchabl e shadows
that were the buildings; their rooftops, ornamented with gable and turret,
were tinmel ess sil houettes agai nst the | anbent sky. For a nonent | wondered if
the car would still be there.

It was, though. When we got to it Jyp circled it, fascinated, unable to
keep his hands off the snpoth pai ntwork; and when | unl ocked the door for him
he got in awkwardly. 'Ain't never been in one of these fancy closed-in autos
before,' he confessed with an abashed grin, and was fascinated by the sun
roof. He seemed equally inpressed when | turned the starter, but as |
accel erated snmoothly away across the cobbles | heard himsuck in his breath
sharply, and when | reached thirty | glanced across and saw himrigid and
staring in his seat, his feet braced against the well. Alittle cruelly, I
took it up to forty as | turned into Danube Street, but it had the opposite
effect; once he realized we weren't flying out of control, he kicked and
whooped ' Hey, can you get any nore out of her?

"Fifty-five suit you?

He bounced on his seat as | accelerated, and yelled ' Twenty-three
ski doo- ooo- ooo/ Faster - hey, what're you slown down for?

"There's that junction you mentioned - and such things as speed limts in
this town! And traffic lights!' Though | ook what stopping for one of those got
me into ..

'So where do we go from here, pilot?

Jyp had slunped down in his seat, sulking, but he sat up quickly to gaze

around like an excited child at the bright lights and garish shop wi ndows of



Har bour Wal k. It had been a while, he claimed, since he'd been this way. Just
how | ong, was sonething | shoul d have been wonderi ng about - but oddly enough
it didn't occur to me to ask, just then. Fortunately the geography didn't seem
to have changed, he picked an unlikely-Iooking turn-off, and gave nme cl ear
directions down a whirl of side roads. Once off the main road | took a corner
or two too fast, just to cheer himup

At last, tyres screeching, we turned into a much w der street, a snoothly
curving terrace of stone buildings with tall half-columed frontages. These
were no business buil dings; they must once have been the town mansi ons of
merchants, within easy reach of their wharves and counting-houses. They nust
have been really inposing then, with their tall w ndows and carved door
lintels towering at the head of broad steps, all faced in fine-chiselled
sandstone. Now the steps were dished with wear, the lintels cracked and

chi pped and bird-foul ed, the windows nostly boarded and eyel ess; torn posters
and spray-paint slogans spattered the bl ackened stone. Only two or three of
the street-lanps were working, but there was no sign of life to need them |
pulled in by a crunbling kerb, and al nost before |I could lift the handbrake
Jyp bounced out. Sonething clattered against the door-frane. 'C non!'

| blinked. Somehow | hadn't noticed that particul ar sonething before.
"Jyp ~ hadn't you better be careful ? That, uh, sword you're wearing - do you
want to leave it in the car?

He chuckl ed. 'Round here? Like hell | do. Bundlers, Resurrection Men -
never know what you might run into. But don't worry! Nobody'll notice it, like
as not. Folk only see what they want to see, nost tines; if it doesn't fit in,
they just ignore it." Hs teeth flashed in the gloom 'How many strange
t hi ngs' ve you seen out of the corner of your eye? C non!'

| hastily locked the car and scuttled after him He wasn't easy to keep
up with, and I didn't want to get left behind in this mrk. | wondered what a
Bundl er was, but | hadn't the breath to ask; and it occurred to ne, as the car
faded fromsight, that | wasn't really that crazy to know
Jyp didn't head for any of the steps, but instead turned into a narrow and
uninviting gap around the mddle of the terrace, a lane that |ed us past what
m ght once have been stabl es and carri age- houses, but were now hal f-crunbl ed
hul ks. At the end the old news bent sharply to the right, and as we turned it
felt as if a warmer, darker air flowed about us. There were |ights ahead,
t hough, and as we drew closer | saw they were ol d-fashi oned street-Ianps
mount ed on wall brackets, illumnating the frontages of a row of small shops.
The Iight was warm and yell ow, and as we passed by the first of them| heard
hi ssing and | ooked up; it was a genuine gas |lanmp. | wondered how many of those
were still in use. On the wall beneath it a Victorian nanmeplate, nuch cracked
and defaced, read Danborough Way, | spoke it to nyself as | read it, and the
sound nmade nme stop and think for a nmonent.

The shops thensel ves seened just as peculiar; they all |ooked old, and
one or two even had bottl e-gl ass w ndow panes, though mended here and there
with clear glass or painted slats of wood. Many of the w ndows above them were

lit; odd scents hung in the still air, a murmur of soft voices, and
occasionally the thud and stutter of rock nusic, never |oud. One shop, at the
far corner, had a nodern illum nated newsagent's sign, cracked in one corner

and anot her, further along, had what | ooked |like the original Victorian sign
to proclaimit was a 'Provision Merchants to Fam|ly and Gentry', and a heap of
faded cans in its wi ndow. Another, better kept, seemed to be a second-hand
shop, piled high with furniture. But the others were harder to guess; they had
no signs, or hand-lettered cards that read 'H s Grace the Soverei gn Joseph!'
or 'The Mghty Gunzwah's Enporium, interspersed with advertisenents for
gi nseng, hair restorer, Tarot readings, Goon Yumtea and vitality tonics for
men. One inmrense |um nous orange effort read ' Have You Got The Runs???', as if
trying to persuade me | was m ssing sonet hing.

Fortunately it was towards another door that Jyp turned, the shop next to
the furniture store, and the best kept by any standards; its woodwork was well
varni shed, its brasswork gleamng, its windows an orderly riot of everything



from gaudi |l y-covered books to bunches of feathers, incense burners and what
| ooked li ke very good ethnic jewellery. Wat really caught nmy eye was a
painting a crazy piece of naive imagery, gaudy as a parrot and childlike in
its directness - but with anything but a childish effect. A black man in a
fantastic white mlitary uniformconplete with scarlet sash, gilt buttons and
pl umed sun-helmet, sitting tall and proud in the saddle of a w nged hor se,
r anpant agai nst forked I ightnings crossing in a storny sky. In his hand
a curved sabre - and round his head a coruscating halo of gold l|leaf. A real
i kon, in fact - only the style | ooked African, Ethiopian maybe, because it was
obviously Christian. O was it? Along the bottom| read, in neat copperplate
script, Saintjaques Mjeur. But that |ook didn't square with any saint 1'd
ever heard about - least of all the shower of scarlet droplets that flew from
the sabre's edge. | turned to ask Jyp, but he pushed inpatiently past ne. A
nmel | ow bell bounced on its spring as he flung open the door

Qut of the door behind the counter, as if he had been pushed, popped a
bl ack man, m ddl e-aged or older, with el egant white mutton-chop whi skers. He
wore a neat green baize apron, like a butler cleaning the silver, over a brown
corduroy waistcoat. 'Frightfully sorry, gentlenen,' he began in resonant
tones, 'but we are closed for business today -' Then he saw Jyp, and beaned.
"But not to you, of course, captain! Wat can | -'

He was choked off as Jyp shot his long arnms across the counter, caught
t he wai stcoat and drew the man over the counter with such inexorable strength
that his feet left the ground. Jyp glared at hi m narrow eyed, al nost nose to
nose. 'That shipnent of root, Frederick! The one that's gathering dust down at
t he war ehouse right now? It's your order, isn't it, all of it? Then how cone
you' ve not been down to pick it up, huh?

The man's eyes wi dened and he fl apped his hands and cawed in hel pl ess
surprise. | felt suddenly ashaned, and caught Jyp's wist; it felt like stee
cable. 'Let himdown, Jyp! He can't answer you if he chokes!’

Jyp said nothing, but he rel eased the man, who al nost col | apsed behind
the counter. 'But captain,' he wheezed, T haven't the slightest - | really do
not understand - if | have sonehow given offence, I - | amreally not as young
as | was, you understand, it is not as easy for me to arrange matters as -
do not presune -' Even stanmering, he remmined beautifully spoken

You couldn't get down there yourself, then?" | pronmpted him He drew a
deep breath, and snmoot hed down his ruffled whiskers. 'No indeed, sir! For
smaller loads | can fit in nmy car, certainly - but the roots are a | arge
vanl oad, and | no | onger naintain one.'

Jyp tapped the marbl e-topped counter thoughtfully, and | ooked around the
little shop. 'That so? Why'd you order so nuch, then? You nean to | eave it
with us, and just pick it up pieceneal as you need it?

Frederick permitted hinmself a pitying smrk. 'At such rates of tonnage
and fl oorage, sir? Hardly. No, | have a npbst obligi ng nei ghbour who mai nt ai ns
a suitable van, and has promised to go down and coll ect the roots when next he
has a few hours free; but he has not nanaged it yet, and naturally in these
matters one does not wish to press

Jyp's lined face had gone very cold. 'Maybe it's about tine one did.

C non, Fred, you're going to introduce us. This instant.'
'What ever you w sh, captain, whatever ' babbled the old man as Jyp

drew himirresistibly out frombehind the counter. 'But | assure you ... M
Cuffee ... nost pleasant and hel pful fellowtradesman ...' Jyp propelled him
gently out into the street. 'So |large a purchase ... the advantages of buying
in, ah, bulk, if I may venture upon the vulgar phrase ... His initiative
entirely -'

"Was it now?' enquired Jyp, with gentle nmenace. 'High time we had a word
wi th such an enterprising guy. Now which door m ght his be?

It was the furniture shop. | jabbed the plastic bell-push |abelled
Cuffee, heard the harsh shrilling echo through the place, but nothing stirred.
Agai n, and there was nothing, and no light in the upstairs w ndows. Again, and
the old man blinked. 'How unusual! He is nost often at home at this tinme. And



his truck is not inits customary place. Perhaps he is clearing a house
sonewhere -'

"Perhaps,' | said. | looked at Jyp. 'Unless he's running that little
errand right now -'
Jyp whirled. "The warehouse - c'nmon!' He | oped off down the street, dragging
t he protesting shopkeeper stunmbling after him green apron flapping in the
heavy air. 'But captain - nmy shop - it's not |ocked up -'

"It won't blow away! Steve, this tinme can you really hit the gas?
"If you're sure it's that im’

"I"msure. |I'mgoddam sure! Though 1'd just love to be wong.'
"Well..." | swallowed. 'l can try.'
The tyres screeched on the cobbles as we swung around the corner, and
Frederick, tunbled headl ong in the back, added a note of his own.

"Stop!' barked Jyp, crouched pal e and drawn beside me. | stanped hard on
t he pedal, and he braced hinmself stiff-arned agai nst the dashboard; he'd had
speed enough to last himawhile. The back end al nost broke away, fish-tailed
madly for a nmoment before |I brought her to a snaking, slithering sideways
stop. | flicked off the ignition and slunped over the wheel, fighting off the
mani ¢ | aughter of relief. To think 1'd ever baulked at a red light..
"W're here!' said Jyp

Fol I owi ng his gaze, | saw the sane dimstreet, all quiet, all mnundane,
the sane pile of scaffolding, the pale Iight over the warehouse door, quay and
ocean beyond hidden in the shadow of enptiness; not a soul in sight. But Jyp
snapped his fingers and pointed; fromthe shadows beyond us ny headlights
awoke twin answering glitters, and gleaned faintly on the dark bulk of a
furniture van. Then the sea-breeze sighed a little, and the dark |ine dividing
t he war ehouse doors seened to deepen for an instant.

Jyp fought the doorhandle, then he was out and running. | tunbled out nore
awkwardly and sprinted after him | caught himup as he reached the doors;
they were ajar, creaking slightly in the breeze. There was no other sound, and
still nobody in sight. Cautiously Jyp pushed the door back. Inside it was

bl ackness, tinged with a thousand peculiar odours. Nothing noved, and
stepped after him saw his silhouette in the faint |light from outside cast
around this way and that - then trip over what |ooked like a sack on the floor
just inside the door, grunt and stoop down to it, turn it over. Enptiness
gaped up at us, a ghastly nockery of my own surprise, all w de eyes and
sagging jaw. | didn't know the man; and never woul d, now.

' Remendado, ' whispered Jyp hoarsely. 'The day man - | shoul d have
relieved himabout ten m nutes back -'

| stunbl ed back, sickened, deadly afraid, and something clattered
underfoot. Jyp looked up - and then threw hinself away with a yell as a long
bl ade flashed into the light, hissed across the air where he had been. He
vani shed into the shadows, and suddenly they were alive with jostling forns,
with tranpling feet. Hands grabbed at nme, a grip that slipped and instead
threw ne crashi ng back agai nst the door - saving ne, as another tongue of
metal sang in front of my face.

| was free. So | ducked down, grabbed the sword I'd tripped over

| didn't even think of that. | didn't think of anything. Perhaps I
screaned; | renenber a scream and there'd been no other voices. But what |
did do was fling nyself aside, away, towards that |ine of |ight and through
it, an instant before heavy bodies hurled against it slamred it at ny back
And then, staggering on the step, | ran away.

| just took to ny heels. It wasn't blind panic, if there is such a thing;
| knew what | was doing, selfish and ashaned. | wasn't going for help, or
anything like that; | was running in deadly fear. It was like trying to scale
the side of a collapsing pit, crunbling under ne. The clutch of those hands in
the dark had ripped away any self-control | night have had, laid bare the
sheer animal. | was running to save ne. It was just sone nad quirk that sent
me in the wong direction, away fromthe car, down towards the shadows of the
docks and the ni ghtbound ocean beyond.



And even as | ran, the door crashed open again behind ne. | |ooked back, and
there was no stopping then. Three figures, huge and | anky, canme boundi ng out
in the hazy lanmplight, long coats flying, and after me in an instant. And in
t he hand of each there gleamed no mere knife, but a great broad swordbl ade,
dully glinting.

Then 1 definitely yelled; and | ran all the harder. But it seened to ne
t hat the shadows drew back, would not touch ne, refused to hide nme; and ny
pursuers | oped | ong-1egged at my heels. Qut of the street's end | bolted,
chest bursting, and turned right because that was the nearer side, onto what
was only half a street; on ny left it fell away to a gl eam of open water.
had run out onto the wharfside itself. But what | saw in that water stopped ne
dead as little else could, shaking with a fear far greater than any those
pursuing figures could inspire. In that awed noment | forgot them conpletely.

Only by that starlit gleamwas the water visible, a pool of blackness
turned suddenly to a mirror of black glass, gently rippling. It was the image
in that mrror that held nme spellbound, a web of black lines, a thicket of
| eafl ess thorns. In utter amazenent, all else forgotten, | lifted ny eyes,
knowi ng what the shadows had been hiding fromme, what | would now see.

| knew, yet | was not ready for it. The thicket was a forest; a forest
of tall masts, of tangled rigging and stern spars crossing the night. To
either side they stretched before ne, as far as nmy eyes would reach, stark
agai nst the stars, high and magnificent. The docks that only an hour or two
earlier | had seen stand enpty and forlorn were now thronged with many tal
shi ps, moored clustered and close. So many they were, so high they stood, that

sky and sea were all but blotted out. The pool | saw gl eaned through the gap
bet ween a reachi ng bowsprit and a hi gh-transoned stern. | may have heard the
crash of feet behind nme, but hardly noticed it. I was confronted with a wonder

wi der than ny nind could take in, a towering glinpse of the infinite. Like the
wi nd off the ocean it shook me, chilled ne, showed ne how vani shingly small |
was, and all ny concerns. | knew only too well it was no illusion; it was |
who felt unreal. Where sonmething like this could happen, fear seened
irrelevant.

Until the |l ast nonment, when the clatter of boots becane too loud to ignore,
and | heard the panting breath of ny pursuers. Then, agonized at nmy own
stupidity, | turned to bolt again; too late. A hand plucked at ny sl eeve.
tripped on a | oose stone, spun around and crashed down on my back. Hard boots
stanped painfully down on nmy arms as | struggled to rise. Wnded, helpless, |
wheezed for breath. Their long faces bent over nme, silent, expressionless,

| eaden and grey in the faint light. A swordtip glinted, a great broad
cutlass-thing, looking rusty and pitted and not very sharp. It swng idly back
and forward before ny eyes, so close it parted the | ashes; then it went
swinging up for a great slashing stroke. The ani mal kicked out in nme again. |
filled my chest with one fiery, sobbing breath, and screanmed for help.

The sword did not fall; and | felt the feet that pinned nme stiffen
Piercing yellow light fell across us like a net, and froze all novenent.
Soneone had answered, a sharp voice fromseaward, clear and chall engi ng. Wod
boomed hollowy, like a nenacing gong. | twi sted nmy head around and bl i nked.
Down t he | owered gangpl ank of one of the nearby ships another figure cane
bounding, tall and lithe. A shaggy mane of hair, golden in the light of the
deck lantern, swung over broad shoul ders and bare arns, |ong and rnuscul ar

"Wl l, cubbies? cane the voice again, cheerful and insolent. 'Wat're ye
ni pping at tonight? Drop it, and back to your kennels! O nust | whip ye there
nmysel f? 1'll have no nongrels pissing around this wharf!"’

Hal f stunned, half dazzled, | heard sonmething strange in that voice,

something nmore than its slight burr. But then for the first tinme one of ny
pursuers spoke, and | could inagi ne no stranger voice than that. Gargling,
growming, grating like feet on frosty gravel, it ran ice in ny blood to hear
it, wholly, horribly inhuman. "G udge the Wl ves their honest meat, does thee?
Hi e thee back to thine own bounds, bitch, and mind what's thinel’

Bitch?



A rich untroubled | augh answered him As ny eyes adjusted | gaped at the
newconer. A belt of gold plates sparkled over tight black jerkin and breeches,
much i ke Jyp's, and a long sword swung fromit. But for all their tightness
it still took me a nmonent to realize this was a wonan, and quite an attractive
one at that. Her face clouded with anger as she stared down at ne, and it rang
in her voice. 'So ye're snapping after strangers, now, are ye? Of, away, back
aboard that hulk of a Chorazin else | leather a | esson on your hides! That's
no fit meat for puppies!’

They stood fast above ne, and their |aughter was ghastly. "Then cone
thee, vixen! An' take it from'em'

Bef ore the words were done she swung up her scabbard and with a sharp
hi ss of netal she drew on them Animal-swift they responded, snarling,
shifting to a fighting stance - and forgot ne. Their feet lifted fromny arns.
"Up, boy!' yelled the woman. 'Up, and t'heels! Run!" And with that she charged
straight at them

Run again. Run as I'd been told to, and | eave soneone else in the lurch
a wonan, at that, who'd saved ny neck w thout even know ng who | was. And
perhaps it was being called boy..

"Like hell!" | said, and flung nyself at the ankles of the nearest Wl f.
It was like butting a | anppost, but 1'd played rugby at school; he yelped with
surprise and went crashing down on the stones of the wharf. H's sword
skittered across the paving. | nmeant to junp on him but then the wonan and
the other Wolves collided in a clash of steel. One WIf staggered back from
the inpact, but the other plunged in, his great cutlass of a sword flung high
and brought it cleaving down. It |ooked unstoppable, but the wonan's own bl ade
caught it; and hers was |longer, and hardly any narrower, a huge straight sabre
of athing. Its hilt enclosed her hand in an intricate basket of gol d-work;
agai nst that the Wl fs blade jangl ed and was caught. A sudden slash drove it
back agai nst him skipped free - slid upward - and straight into his throat.
The Wl f reel ed, staggered, dark bl ood welling between his scrabbling fingers;
he col | apsed, kicking, she spun about to face the other -
A boot gl anced off ny tenple and sent nme sprawling, head ringing, eyes
unfocusing. Rolling over, trying to clear ny head, | saw the worman and the
second Wl f cross blades in a flickering sequence of thrust and parry. Her
guard sagged, the Wl f lunged - and shot right by her as she danced lightly
aside, and ran the sabre with ruthless ease right into his unguarded arnpit.
But the third Wl f, mine, had had tinme to retrieve his sword, and even as the
woman' s sword sank deep into his fellow s side he ainmed a violent slash at
her .

O tried to; because, staggering up, |I'd wapped both arnms around his
swordarm and hung on. He was al nost strong enough to carry ne along with him
but it made nothing of his cut. Then the air sang above ne, like the beat of a
great wing, and | felt the shock down ny arns. The body jerked and bowed |i ke
a cornstalk in a reaper and | let go hastily as the head flew up on a dark
fountain. | shut ny eyes, and heard two distinct splashes fromthe water
bel ow.

VWhen | | ooked up, the woman was swiftly rifling the pockets of the other

two bodies, stuffing the proceeds down her cleavage. She grinned. 'Wole, are
ye? That was rudely well done, for a man unarned. How d ye set those hyaenas
on your traces?

"Jyp -' | croaked, and she stopped.
"Jyp, ye say?' she barked. 'What of hin? And where?
"At the warehouse - got to help him-' Her hand caught ne under the arm

haul ed me up like a kid.
"Fol l ow then! Fast!'’

| only stopped to scoop up one of the fallen cutlasses, but even so she
left me well behind. Sword still in hand, she was al nost at the corner, her
soft-topped boots slapping the stones. But | caught her up as she reached the
forecourt, and together, no word spoken, we charged agai nst the door. Nobody
had locked it; it fleww de, till it juddered agai nst another body - another



Wl f, not Jyp - and the dimlight flooded across the roof. Fromthe back
somewhere cane the clang of netal, and a shout. The wonan pl unged that way, |
after her, and down a long aisle between stacks of packing cases. Acrosss the
far end a shadow dodged, and after himothers, taller, brandishing swords and
what | ooked like fish-spears, vicious tridents; some stopped, saw us and
turned, nmenacing. She didn't stop. Straight into the mdst of them she

pl oughed. Her sword slashed this way and that with a noise Iike wind in phone
lines, and there was a horrible croaking scream one WIf fell kicking,

anot her crossed bl ades with her, but another yet ducked under her arm He was
coming for me! The cutlass felt like a ton of iron in nmy hand, but | stuck it
out in the best imtation of her lunge I could nanage. The Wl f, stil
straightening up, ran on the point; but | was too far away. He junped back
with a shrill curse, and hacked at ne; | tried to parry, but the sheer force
of the inmpact smashed the hilt right out of ny fingers and toppled nme back
agai nst a packing case. The bl ow smashed right into it and through, and sliced
nmy neck hairs before the splintering wood stopped it. The Wl f snarled, ripped
it free - and was felled where he stood by a slash through the back of his
neck.

He slumped like a coat off a hanger. The woman swung back and stabbed at
the one scrabbling on the floor, then seized nme by the arm and dragged ne
after her, shaking ny stinging fingers. Together we sped down anot her ai sl e,
past anot her tw tching body, and around agai n. Ahead | ooned a stack of
pl anki ng, the air heavy with the sweet sappiness of cut wood. A nminor riot was
devel oping round its base, with Wl ves hopping up and jabbing their weapons
viciously at something | couldn't see. One was clanbering up like a gross
spider, alnost at the top, but the last board he hung on tilted suddenly,
swung out and tipped himand a minor aval anche of planks right down onto the
heads of his fellows.

Into the midst of the nelee, blonde hair flying, the woman charged with
a carolling war-cry. The Wl ves swung to nmeet her with a chorus of ghastly
snarls and the narrow aisle erupted in a tunult of bangs, crashes, splintering
wood and shrieks. This way and that they fought her, but in the narrow way no
nore than two or three could reach her at once, and anong the scattered

pl anki ng she was far nore agile then they. | saw one flung back and sag down,
anot her run through, double up and drop, another -

Way | went after her, unarmed idiot that | was, | don't and didn't know, naybe
her sheer fury swept ne up, maybe | was too scared to be left alone. | |eapt
up on a plank, only to fall off with a yell as a Mhawk-crested Wl f sprang up
at the other end. | hadn't expected their eyes to gleamgreen that way in the
near-dark; it damm near threw me. He lunged at me with his trident, | dropped

and it hit the stack behind ne and stuck, quivering. A |long hand snaked out
and seized me by the throat, held ne pinned while he struggled to work it
| oose; | lashed out with my foot. He how ed shrilly. He was human enough
there, anyhow, but it didn't put himoff one whit. Sharling seventy kinds of
nmurder, he left the trident, plucked a massive cutlass fromthe folds of his
coat - then dropped it and coll apsed as a plank cane whistling down edgew se
on his skull. After it, with a wild rebel yell, flew Jyp, flinging hinself
down fromthe pile onto the remai ni ng Wl ves. Caught off-bal ance between him
and the woman, they wavered - and she struck. One, two, it was |like an
expl osion hurling them back, and they sprawl ed tw tching where they fell;
anot her folded violently as Jyp's sword slamed into his stomach, but the tal
Wl f behind himseized that chance to slide past and run at the woman. Only he
saw me first..

The trident was stuck. The cutlass lay at my feet. | knelt, scooped it up
and sl ashed at him No nonsense playing fencer this time; | just struck out
wi th ny best squash-player's back-hand.
He nust have thought | was cowering. He didn't stop to raise his guard. The
i npact was jarring, the sound ... horrible. The thudding chop you hear from
t he back of a butcher's shop, nmuffled by wet nmeat. The cutlass flew out of ny
hands again, and the Wl f reeled, gaped, clutched frantically at his upper



arm A slight ripping of cloth and it came away, entire, in his hand. A dark
rush stained his side. Eyes glaring, foamand slaver pouring fromhis |ips,
the Wl f | oonmed over ne like death incarnate; then suddenly his eyes wandered,

he gave a hi gh-pitched womani sh shriek and staggered. Still shrieking
i nsanely, he fell down at the feet of his fellows and di ed. That broke them
and they turned to run. Not far. | grabbed the trident, and this tinme it tore

free, but I didn't need it. Only one escaped and bolted down the aisle, but
Jyp launched hinmself like a | eopard onto his back and sl ashed his throat as he
ran.

| pressed face and stonmach to the planks, shaking with fright and
reaction, struggling hard not to throw up. | couldn't believe what |'d just
done. The sight of death in there was revolting, the reek was worse; not even
the spicy fragrance of the planks could drown it. It didn't seemto bother the
worman. When | | ooked up eventually |I saw her perched casually on a
packi ng- case, breathing deeply. It woul d have been eye-catching if her top and
trousers hadn't been spattered with blood, though none of it seenmed to be
hers. As ny sickness subsided the inplications sank in; this big blonde amazon
had just butchered maybe a dozen strong nen, or whatever, bigger than herself,
and suffered no worse than a scratch or twd. For a nonent she seened as
i nhuman as the Wl ves; but | couldn't |ook at her that way. She'd saved ne,
gratis and for nothing; she'd saved Jyp ..

A hand fell on ny shoulder, and the Iight of a |antern bl ossonmed around
nme. Te've no hurt?

I blinked. She |ooked different, close to; and younger. She was taller
than me, but not by so very nuch, and though her features were too |large and
strong to be really pretty, they were by no neans rough or mannish. Her face
was oval and regul ar, clear-skinned and creamny, her nose long but tip-tilted;
full shapely lips made up sonewhat for the slight trace of jowm at her jaw
The effect was slightly coarse, but sensual. Her heavy-lidded green eyes were
surprisingly mld and symnpathetic.

"No worse than a few bruises ... and nmaybe an old cut opened. But that's
all thanks to you - stepping in where you' d no need -'

She waved a hand; that at |east |ooked raw boned and strong. 'Ach, think
no more on't, boy! Always ny delight to scotch that stinking Pack in their
dirty businesses! And since it was to help Master Jyp here, I'mwell repaid!’

Tou're a friend of his, then?" 'Hey, that's right!' chuckled Jyp. He was
wi ping off his clothes with a Wl fs | ong overcoat. He bounced up and draped
his arnms around our shoulders. 'You two don't know each other! You made such a
good team | clean forgot! Steve, this is Mall, an old drinking buddy of m ne

"That's a stale honour!' she grunted sardonically, scratching her bare
shoul der. 'So's every sot in the Ports
- the nore so an they're |l echers also.’

"Known to her victins as Mad Mall,' continued Jyp snoothly. She tossed
her mane, revealing a band of sonething like rich brocade around her brow, but
the nickname didn't seemto displease her - rather the reverse. 'She's in the
same line of work I am - everything from nmanni ng your ship to guarding your
cargo! And that's her specialty! She's the best damm hel p you coul d have
brought back.' He gave a wy smle. "Hell, that's three, Steve! The other
ni ght, the warning, and now you pull ne out of this. You' re my lucky charm

|'ve got to see you're okay! Keep this up and I'll never get quit!’
| groaned. Disgrace cane flooding back. 'Christ, Jyp

- if you only knew - | just buggered off. I"'msorry - | was
scared sh-'

He cut me short, chuckling. 'Wat else could you do? You ran in the right
direction. | don't care much for coincidence, not in these parts. And you cane
back; and it's thanks to that I'mstill here. Counts for one hell of a |ot
with nme, does that. It's your play, pal; you chalk up the point.’

| wasn't so sure. 'Jyp, - look, I wasn't thinking of fetching help,

just -' His gesture was so sudden, so savage, it shocked me into instant



silence. He listened an instant, took two soft padding steps - then sped and
pounced |ike a panther. A frightened shriek split the air, and somethi ng heavy
was knocked over. | heard Jyp chuckle, and it was not his usual open |augh
"My, oh nmy!'" he said. 'Wat've we here? Seens there's mce about as well as
rats! Say, Steve - mind seeing if Frederick's okay? |'ve sonething here'l
drive himw | d!"'

Frederick was all right. In nore sense than one; for as | got back to the

war ehouse door he was just tiptoeing up to it, with the jack handle from ny
car clasped in a pudgy fist. He |l eaped |like a hare when | emerged, but he
didn't drop it. 'Ch, my dear sir!' he said, and rolled against the wall. 'Mst
awfully sorry - so cowardly of ne - saw you go for help - but sinply | acked
the nerve -'

"Ch no?" | grinned, which seened to unnerve himall the nore. | nust have
| ooked pretty ghastly, and I was thinking how |'d behaved. Courage cane |ate
to us both; to himit had cone unaided. 'I left the keys, Frederick. And | know
you can drive.'

He mopped his face with an enornmous sil k handkerchief. 'lndeed, sir! But
woul d you believe it never once occurred to nme?

"Frankly, no. Put that thing back and conme al ong; Jyp wants you to neet
somebody ...'

The old man's face could hardly darken with anger, but it |ooked as if it
did, his smboth brows knotting and his whi skers quivering with the strength of
his feelings. Neither could his neighbour turn pale, exactly; but the fat man
Jyp had haul ed out of his hiding place had gone a strange shade of grey, and
was quivering like a jelly. Small wonder, with his late enployers lying in
assorted pieces around him and Jyp's sword resting idly on his shoul der

"This is absolutely nonstrous, sir!' puffed Frederick. 'Nay, outrageous!
| demand an expl anation, Cuffee! To nmake ne a dupe, to involve ny
| ong- establ i shed business as an unwitting party to sone | ow deceit - sone
common fraud -'

'Seens pretty unconmon to ne!' interrupted Mall cheerfully. "Thought 1'd
pl ayed the ganut of cozening and coney-catching, but this one's left ne dry!

"An expl anation, Cuffee!l' persisted Frederick. 'Or | shall have to take
steps! Severe ones! What will you tell the Invisibles, man? Thi nk! You can't
argue wth QCgoun!'
'Maybe 1've a better idea,' drawled Jyp. 'Qur late friends here didn't have
time to get anything away, now, did they? So if there was sonething here,
chances are there still is! So we should take a good | ook - get to the root of
all this, if you'll pardon the expression!' Ml groaned. 'And M Cuffee here
can do the work!' Jyp was watching the shopkeeper closely; and | was a little
surprised at the nan's reaction. He went even greyer and got up enough nerve
to start blustering; but Jyp jabbed himwith the sword, and he slouched to his
feet, still protesting. | didn't like that. It suggested we'd hit on sonethi ng
he was nore afraid of than Jyp. And that didn't nake sense; for two pins Jyp
woul d have cut Cuffee's throat there and then

For all that, Jyp didn't goad himnore than was absolutely necessary. |

was gl ad, for a good many reasons. W herded the man, still protesting, round
to the far corner of the warehouse, to where a great stack of m sshapen bal es
stood in three rough |layers against the wall. The odour of them was

i ndescri babl e - not bad, exactly, just indescribable, except that sonme of it
was dry earth, and the rest suggested nedicine rather than food, and resin
rather than spice. Like nenthol, it seened to nunb sone senses and hei ghten
others; and it was very penetrating. As the |antern caught the shapes | saw
t hey were enornous square-sided bundl es of crude straw netting, through whose
wi de neshes dirty pinkish things, gnarled and knobby, stuck out in
obscene-| ooki ng attitudes.

Frederick notioned Cuffee that way. ' Open the bales!' he ordered his
nei ghbour. 'Each one now, one by one!’

Cuffee held back, glaring around at us, sweating hard. | saw now he was
by no means old, and he had a weightlifter's nuscles beneath his dirty t-shirt



- fromhauling furniture, no doubt; but his great quaggy belly put ten years
on him and fear seaned his face. He nouthed an obscenity at us all, and
visibly faltered before seizing the first bale on the top row. He dug his
fingers into the tough netting and effortlessly ripped it apart, then skipped
sharply back. Roots expl oded everywhere, tunbling down around our ankles; the
heady snell billowed up about us, but there was nothing el se there.
"Carefully, dam you!' growl ed Jyp. 'Don't go dammgi ng Frederick's stock!"’
Shaking his head and cursing frantically, Cuffee tore open the next bale nore
carefully, but still skipped back and let the contents fl ow down; and for al
Jyp's curses and Frederick's puffing he did just the sane with the next one,
and the seven or so after that. A sloping heap of roots grew and sl unped out
across the floor. | |eaned heavily on the trident; | was already giddy with

t he shock of things, and the heavy fumes seened to make it worse. But beyond a
few noul dy-1 ooki ng duds, Cuffee turned up nothing at all out of place. W al
wat ched him He was scared, all right; so scared that when he cane to the
begi nning of the bottomrow, he baul ked again. Jyp wasted no word, but sinply
j abbed hi s swordpoi nt agai nst Cuffee's kidneys. The man yel ped" and junped,
unseaned the first bale right down the front, then as it slowy spilled its
contents he flung hinself away so fast he skidded on the hard round roots and
crashed to the ground.

But beyond the rustling trickle of roots there was nothing - nothing at
all. Inidiotic puzzlement Cuffee stared at the little | ow heap that was |eft
in the sagging net. He began to giggle hysterically with the reaction, and
felt like joining him Then he reached out a tentative finger, and poked it.

Sonet hi ng pounced back at him In all nmy life I'd never seen anything
like it.

It was a hand, a huge one; but that makes it sound too hunan.
Transparent, half-formed, fluid, it shone mstily fromw thin, shinmmering the
col our of distant lightning through the dimess. It clutched at that probing
finger and clenched shut. There was a crackle, a shriek, a puff of snoke - and
a glare lanced down Cuffee's arm a brightness so intense | saw all the bones
shine right through the flesh as if it was snoky glass. Light flared out
between the roots as if a furnace blazed there; then before we could even
blink the | ast of the bale burst outward. A blinding corona enfol ded the
hapl ess Cuffee |like an anenmone snaring a fish
" Dupi ahf shrieked Frederick, in a voice that shivered the air. And, clapping
both hands to his bald f

head he bolted, still shrieking, for the door

' Dupi ahr Mall echoed him Jyp dropped the lantern with a crash. As one, before

I could nove, they seized hold of nmy arnms and flung thensel ves after him

draggi ng ne along bodily between them still facing backward. Qut of the

shadows came the deep boom of the door as Frederick reached it. Staring

hel pl essly as nmy heel s skipped over the boards, | saw the glaring glow rise

and come after us, shifting and changing as it noved. It was a view | could

have done without. | seened to see all sorts of things in that ghastly orb of

swirling snmoke and light, eerie, horrible things that set my teeth on edge. |

shook with a sense of sheer immanent malice | woul d never have believed;

devouring hatred poured out of it like an acrid stream Just one junp ahead of

it, it seemed, we raced around the corner, and reached the door. It was shut.
In his panic the old man had slamed it behind him Jyp and Mall dropped

me |like a sack and threw thenselves at it. | scranbled up, half hypnotized by

t hat gl owi ng, seething thing bearing down on us. It was sheer |oathing and

revul sion, nothing |ike bravery, that drove ne to dash back and sw ng out at

the thing with the | trident | still held.

I The shaft slowed suddenly, as if the air had thick-

| ened and grown glutinous; it jarred, stopped, stuck. Then

1 the ghastly light danced upon the three tines, and cane

[ racing and sizzling down the shaft towards ny hands. |

\ dropped the thing with a yell, barely in tine, as the door

creaked open. The others seized nme, flung ne bodily out



to crash across the cobbles, and thenselves after ne. Jyp
pul | ed the door closed behind himwi th a crash, and Mal

t hrew her wei ght agai nst the handl e while he funbl ed

with the keys. | sat up, dizzy and sick; ny armwas agony
again, | had struck ny head badly on the cobbles, and
acquired a whol e new set of bruises. | watched Jyp trace a
strange synbol with his swordtip in the thick paint of the
door, a weird curlicued shape like a series of interlocking
arcs ringing a conpass rose. Then he reversed his sword

and thrust it through the twin handles |like a synbolic bar. That done, he
sank to his knees with a gasping sigh. '"Damm!' he nmuttered, in a shaken voice
quite unlike his normal confident tones. 'Wat a goddam crock! We'll have to
get old Le Stryge to this!’

" Aye, well enough,' said Mall, hitching up her tight pants. 'But what of
-' And she jerked a thumb at ne.

| swall owed. Words wouldn't cone, sensible words. 'Wat ... what was that
bl oody thing?" was the best | nanaged.

"Not hi ng/' barked Jyp, so savagely | hardly knew him Anger burned off
any sign of his normal friendly self. He sounded al nost contenptuous. ' Nothing
for you to nmeddle with! Nothing for an outsider!’

Wth astonishing strength and urgency he seized ny arnms, lifted ne bodily
and slanmed ne on ny feet as if | was a child. Then he nore or |ess
frogmarched nme out into the nurky road and up to where ny car stood, its doors
still wide, the courtesy lights glowing yellowinto the haze.

"Now go!"' he barked, and thrust me roughly into the driving seat. 'Get
| ost! Beat it, y'hear! Conme back in a week, maybe - no, a nonth, if you nust!
Better still, forget what you' ve seen - forget me - all of us - everything!
Drive off in your fancy closed car - close your mnd! Forget!' And with that
he sl amred the door violently shut.

Unabl e to speak, | stared beyond him Mall was barely visible, a pale
face wat chi ng beneath the di mwarehouse |ight. She stepped back, and bl ended
with the dark. Jyp spun on his heel and went off down the cobbles at a fast

trot, without a backward glance, till he too was one with the night.

Slowy, shakily, | started the engine, slipped into gear and turned the car
out and away. | wasn't sure |I'd be able to drive, at first. But the way back
seened shorter sonehow, the streets | knew eager to reclaimne. | turned out
of Danube Street into the bright lights and hubbub of a cheerful city evening.
But | couldn't feel at ease there, not for now, |1'd | ooked into the heart of
another light, and it withed still inside nme. Something had been scorched out

of me, newfires set alight. It occurred to ne then, with a slight tw nge of
surprise, that 1'd never been what you night call sensitive to other people,
adept at reading their feelings, not normally. But sonething had given ne that
gift, however briefly. 1'd read Jyp like a book. And so | wasn't as bew | dered
as | mght have been, nor any way offended by his sudden harshness. The nman
was terrified. It was as sinple as that. Strange and form dable as this
creature who' d befriended nme seened to be, he was alnost out of his mnd with
fear. It was for ny own good he'd tried to drive ne away. CHAPTER FOUR

\JV* L< \ THE NEXT MORNI NG brought the reality home to nme. It struck as ny
eyes opened, a singing shock of menory that snapped ne bolt upright and
shaking in ny bed before I was fully awake. That |ight!

My pyjama jacket clung clanmly to nmy back. The air seenmed cl ose and
stale with the stink of fear. |I'd cone face to face with ... Sonmething 1'd
never believed in, not even as a child. Sonething that seened utterly
i npossi ble here, in ny own bedroom all snooth cool greys and hi-tech decor
with bright light only the touch of a switch away. And yet - What other word
was there?

Wth a denon

I'"d seen it gulp a nman down like a mayfly. I'd seen killing done. Cod,
I'd killed a man nysel f! The awful thunp of the cutlass bl ade, the sinking,
jerking inpact... Sickness bubbled up in nmy throat. Wiat had | done? God, what



had | done? 1'd only wanted to hel p!

My hands were sticky. | stared down at themin horror, but of course it
was only sweat, not blood. Had | really done anything? O had it all been sone
kind of mad dream again? |I'd had plenty of those. AMul figures had stal ked
t hrough nmy sl eep, stooping over me with |leering faces; horrible i mages had
haunted ny dreans, half alluring, half menacing, visions of bizarre cruelties
and lusts. Three tinmes at least they'd woken me with titanic drumnmbeats roaring
in my ears, shaken by gusts of fear and shame. But as my pul se subsided those
ni ght mares had faded, |eaving only shapel ess shadows of fear. The wharf, the
war ehouse, the light - those things hadn't faded. | wi shed to hell they woul d.
| sank nmy head in nmy hands -and winced as | touched the raw patch left when |
hit the cobbles. That kind of confirmation | didn't need.

It proved nothing. There was no proof. | night be mad, or | night not;
couldn't tell. And who el se was there? | was alone. Very nethodically, very
neatly, 1'd arranged ny life that way. As deliberately as I'd styled ny flat,
cool, spacious, uncluttered, scrupulously tidy -enpty. It could have been the
set for an uprmarket TV conmercial, though 1I'd never thought of it that way

before; and if | had, it would probably have pleased ne. It didn't, now. | was
alone in a sterile nelan ne box, alone with ny terrors and ny del usi ons, and
there was nobody to care. | ducked back under the bedcl othes and buried ny
face in the pillow, | felt awful; | didn't want to get up and go to work, |

want ed to hide.

But habit in itself is a kind of hiding place. Soon enough it had me up
and in the shower, and under the hot water the horrors and tensions of the
ni ght seemed to slough gradually away. In no time | was dressed, gul ping down
my muesli and bl ack coffee off the kitchen counter, clattering down the stairs
to the car-park, alnost eager to face the pale drizzle and the fearfu
rush-hour traffic. Jockeying for position inits swirling streans | sailed

past Danube Street without so much as a glance. | was even a little early when
| strode purposefully into the office, and when |I reached ny desk, freshly
aromatic with polish, | sank back into ny arnchair with a | uxurious sigh. \Wen

Clare came in with the post | was already hard at work.

She eyed me narrowmy. 'You're looking tired,' she said accusingly. Tou're
sure you' re not pushing yourself too hard, Steve? | nean -' She shrugged. She
seened | ess certain, |ess bossy today.

| fended her off with a confident grin. 'Hey, what's all this? Stil

fussing? Cone on, I'min ny elenment - you know ne. Pig in clover, that's ne
here.’

"Well, okay,' she remarked ruefully, tugging at a lock of hair. 'I've got
that general idea! But - you will be sure and take care of yourself outside

work, too? Try to relax a little? | mean, you know what they say about taking
stress hone ...'

| nodded reassuringly. She deserved to be taken seriously. '"I'll be
careful ," | said, and neant it. After last night | was going to stick to ny
old regular life so closely you could put ne on rails. Last night? Just the
t hought of it nade nme dizzy. Had | got drunk or high or something and doped
t he whol e thing up? O worse? Unlikely. Whatever had hit ne this norning, it
was no hangover. And |I'd never have touched anything el se capabl e of cooking
up last night. Whatever ny taste in clothes, designer drugs weren't exactly ny
bag. | began renenbering shreds of a Sunday supplement article on schizoid
fantasies - or was that paranoid? Either way | wanted no part of it. Wat was
this, the first signs of burnout? A psychoanalyst mght tell me, but no way
was | ready to go running to one just yet; these things get about. But could
possi bly have just dreaned up anything so fantastic? Clare was on her way to
get ny coffee when | called after her

"Er - one thing," | wasn't at all sure | wanted to ask her this - but,
after all, who el se was there?
"Look, | know it sounds a silly question, but ... You wouldn't ever cal

me the over-inmaginative type, would you? Sort of fanciful? Not really?
She stared back at nme for a nonment, w de-eyed. Then she seemed to quiver



fromhead to foot, and janmed her knuckle to her |ips again. Dave appeared in

t he doorway, gaping like a fish. H's face crunpled, and he doubled up

sl apping his knee and howing with laughter. That set Care off. She shook her

head violently and fled into the outer office wth shaking shoul ders, giggling

unnerci fully. Dave straightened up, tears streaking his burni shed cheeks.

' Thanks very much,' | said dryly. He was about to ask something, but I

di scouraged him 'Thanks a heap. That's all | wanted to know. Absolutely all."’
In no tine | was digging back into ny work again, squeezing every mnute

detail out of it the way I'd always enjoyed. Now, though, it was a deliberate

exercise. | knew what | was doing; | was deliberately tightening nmy grip on
normality, upon real things. Upon safe things; they were my anchors, ny
moorings. | was afraid of being swept away.

So went the day. But all through it nenory sat at ny side, tugging constantly
at nmy elbow, rising up suddenly and scattering ny thoughts. So did O are; she
still fussed over nme, nore lightly than before, perhaps, but she seened
determ ned to hover. She kept coming up with all kinds of things that demanded
nmy personal attention and sitting beside me while | ploughed through them
Every tine | |ooked up | nmet those eyes of hers, contenplating me. Why do they
al ways say dark eyes are inscrutable? Hers were as clear and cheerful as a
cl oudl ess July sky, and as unfat homabl e.

"Wsh she'd conme bouncing round nme like that!' grinned Dave as he
wat ched her saunter out.

"Don't wish too hard,' | said disapprovingly, 'or -what's his name? -
Stuart the Prop will be coming to bounce you around!’

Dave grinned. 'Bit behind in the gossip, aren't you? Big Stu's old news.
She gave hi mthe heave-ho nont hs back!'’

"Ch? Wio is it now, then?

Dave blinked thoughtfully in his own cigarette snoke. 'Don't know there's
anyone in particular, right now Hey! Speaking of which, | met this anmazing
girl at a dance | ast weekend -'

Dave had a unique gift; he could describe any nunber of girls in mnute

detail, and still make then all sound alike. He was probably right, at that. |
| et the anatony | esson chatter on; it was sonething else faniliar, and

needed everything |I could get. | couldn't drive away the night. It obstinately
refused to fade; indeed, little details kept |eaping back at ne, bright and

clear - the gleam ng patch of water and its entangled masts, the heavy tang of
those roots, the woman's jewellery jingling lightly as she drew sword, the
hi dden trenor in Jyp's voice. There was no getting away fromit. Last night
ei t her sonet hing had happened, sonethi ng had been unl eashed - and | did not
like to think what - or | was steadily going nmad. | couldn't say which idea
scared ne nore.
At | ast Dave went in search of coffee, and left ne alone to face ny dil emma.
Faced it had to be. Wiy couldn't | just let this fade, he way it had the first
time? O was that only madness, too? | could run the sane conputer checks
agai n, but what would that tell me? Couldn't | remenber any other solid facts
but that one ship name? Then | hesitated. There was something ... The jingle
of that woman's jewellery, Mall's jewellery - that voice of hers telling the
Wl ves to get away, get back on board that hulk ..
Pretty evidently she'd spat out the name of the Wl ves' ship, or of one

crewed by them What if | -

Qui ckly, 1ooking around anxiously to see if Care or anyone was coni ng,
| ogged onto the harbour register once again, and tapped in the name as |
guessed it must be spelt. Chorazin..

The search screen stayed up only a second or two. Then it blinked and
scrolled down into the usual file card.
Chorazin, nmerchantman privateer (630 tons, 24 guns) Danziger Warf, berth 4
Qut of: H spani ol a, ports West
Mast er: Rooke, Azazael
In transit: repair and reprovision, indef.
Capacity: spoken for



Desti nati on: t he East

| closed ny eyes. What next? If | typed in Flying Dutchman, what was |
going to find? Captain Vander-decken, overdue at the Europoort-Scheldt with a
cargo of ectopl asn??

But there the entry was, when | opened ny eyes. There was no fooling
nmysel f, not this time, no witing this off as drunken romanticism or
ni ght mares. After last night I knew the difference only too well.

I wasn't even mad. And if | wasn't, perhaps a great many other people
weren't, either. Beneath the blandly obvious surface of things there nust be
all kinds of dark undercurrents stirring; and perhaps they, like me, had swum
blindly into one and been borne away, kicking, far beyond their depth.

Jyp had been right to boot me out. | was a creature of the surface, of the
shallows; 1'd no resources to help nme cope. Suddenly | was afraid to confront
the world I knew, the world | thought I'd cone to sone kind of truce wth.
Never mind sticking to everyday life now, noving on rails - | wouldn't even
dare trust that, not any nore. How could | believe the blandly ordinary
appear ance of things now? How was | to know some other, stronger current
wasn't lurking in the depths beneath, ready to sweep nme away?

The tel ephone on ny desk began to ring. It had a soft, warbling call, but
| junped and sat staring, heart pounding, as if it were the chatter of a
rattl esnake. Then Dave cane back in, and with a hasty snort | extinguished the
screen with one hand and picked up the phone with the other

"A M Peters to speak to you, Steve,' said Clare. 'About a private
shipping matter, is all he says, so he wants you personally. Are you feeling
up to dealing with hinP

"Ch, put himon,' | sighed. Every conpany in our line gets its share of
private individuals wanting to ship Auntie's arncthair or their bargain
grandf at her clock over to America, that kind of thing; we usually referred
themto specialist nmovers. But when the snooth voice cane on the line
changed ny opinion

"M Stephen Fisher? But of course!' The English was too inpeccable, and
accented. A |l awyer, was my inmedi ate reaction, or a broker, or sonme other kind
of fixer. "My name is T.J. Peters. Accept ny apol ogies for breaking into your
busy day. But | have a matter in hand of a substantial goods consignment |
wi sh to inmport. The nature of it | would rather not disclose -'

"Then I'msorry -' | began. Once in a while we also attract cagey
characters wanting to exploit our reputation to ship | arge anonynmous crates
wi thout attracting custons attention; themwe fend off, hastily.

'Over the tel ephone, | should say. To you in person, of course, there
need be no probl em of conmercial security. But the matter is urgent. If |
m ght assune the liberty of calling upon you later this afternoon, say around
four-thirty, would I find you in?

O course he would; | could hardly say anything el se. But as the afternoon
wore on | wi shed nore and nore | had put himoff. The sky outside had stopped
drizzling, but |ooked heavier and greyer and nore thundery as the day passed.
It was stifling; but worse still was the growi ng sense of oppression that hung
in the heavy air. The whole office seemed to feel it; people snapped at one
anot her, made stupid slips or just gave up working and sat staring into space.
Dave fell silent; Clare nade ne three cups of coffee in twenty minutes. Gema
went off hone with a headache. There was sonethi ng al nost menaci ng about it. |

| onged for honest thunder and rain to break the spell. Thanks to M Peters |
couldn't just slip off honme; and | was glad of that, in a way. | didn't want
to be alone right now The thought of it kept ne working, though | didn't seem
to be getting very far. At last, around four-fifteen, | decided | needed sone

air to wake ne up before ny client canme, and noboched out al ong the back
corridor.

The gl aziers had finished with the back door, and I swung it open and
stepped out onto the balcony leading to the netal stairs. A few breaths of air
were stirring here, freshened by the trees beyond the wall of the car-park;
faint drops of rain sprinkled onto ny face, like tears. | drew a few deep



breat hs, thought of clinbing one floor up to the top, but decided against it.
M Peters should be here in ten mnutes, and | wanted to brush up, straighten
my tie and so on. | was glad I'd put on ny Cagliari suit today; these
Continental types were nore inpressed by Italian tailoring. | went back

i nside, and was just passing the back of the office next to mne when | heard
the first voices raised, a rising scale of protest, outrage, and sheer fright.
Then the crash cane.

In that sullen quiet it was appalling. It mght have been thunder; but
the shriek that followed froze nmy blood. Now there were other voices, angry
shouts, cries and sounds of smashing, crashing, things falling - and nore
shri eks.
| froze, with every nerve in me raw and shivering. Before last night | mght
have gone running to see what was the matter; and who knows what m ght have
happened then? As it was, it took all the strength of will | had to inch
forward. And as | did so, | saw, blurred behind the ribbed glass partition of
my office, tall shapes that strode back and forth anmi dst a crescendo of
boom ng and splintering crashes. Then suddenly one stopped, |oomed up wth
frightening speed right against the glass, and | saw a weird spi ked crest
bobbi ng, heard that harsh reptilian croak again, raised nowin a crow ng rasp
of triunph.

Wl ves.

That unfroze ny linbs. | noved; | ran. As well | did; the glass expl oded
out war ds above ne. A huge fist burst through in a shower of splinters and
sprayi ng bl ood, clutching just where ny head had been. There was no goi ng

back. | sprinted along the corridor, dived around the corner as | heard the
back door of ny office burst open behind nme and boots cone clashing out into
the corridor. But | was just far enough ahead. | dashed out into the front
hall, a devastated nmess with nobody in sight. | skidded violently on the
tiles, avoiding the overturned bookcase, and clutched at the sagging front
doors. One came away in my hand, |urched sideways and fell; | sprang through
t he opening and out onto the landing. There were the stairs; but in four
floors they'd have ne. The lift - | risked a precious instant to lunge at it,

jab the button. And miracle of mracles, the doors slid open

I plunged in, slammed against the wall and just as the first of the
Wl ves cane crashing out of the offices, | stabbed a finger at the contro
panel . The sudden | ook of relief on ny face nmust have puzzled the WIf,
because he and the others at his heels halted, gaping, as if expecting
somet hing to happen. But nothing did. The doors stayed open. And | remenbered
in a sudden flood of terror that there was always a few seconds' delay -

The | ook on the lunpen grey face changed suddenly to oafish triunph. Saliva
gushed between the gravestone teeth, and he hurried hinmself forward, arns
outstretched. Wth a soft nechani cal sigh the doors clunked together in his
face. Somet hing crashed against the outside with jarring force; but the lift
was nmoving. | sagged with relief again; but still | felt sonething was w ong,
the Iift began to slow, the extra weight lifted off ny shoulders - and only
then did | realize what it was.

In ny panic |1'd pressed the wong button. The |ift had gone up. There was
only one floor above, and nothing to stop the Wl ves running up after me. |
reached for the down button, stopped nyself just in tinme; they' d page the lift
on the way back. The cage bounced gently to a halt, and the doors clunked

open. | flinched back, expecting to see tall shapes waiting, or coning
spilling up out of the stairwell. There was nobody, nothing except clattering
frombelow | dashed to the railing and - very gingerly - peered down.

The Wl ves were battering at the lift doors. One huge lout with a bristly
shaven head was struggling to force what | ooked like a crowbar between them
braci ng his huge boots against the frame and sl anmi ng his heavy shoul ders

agai nst the door. | goggl ed, and ducked back. They weren't even | ooking up or
down the stairs. Daft as it seened, they couldn't have the faintest idea what
alift was. They nust think I was still shut in that little roomthere, behind

the netal doors.



There was a sudden screech of nmetal, and then an even | ouder how that
seened to echo away into the distance. Then, out of that same distance, an
equal |y echoing crash cut it short. | had to cramthe back of my hand in ny
mouth to stifle a whoop of hysterical |aughter. The Wl ves had valiantly
forced the doors, and at |east one of them the crowbar boy probably, had
fallen a full four storeys down the shaft. Behind nme the lift al arm cl anged
into sudden life, with enough volune to bring the whol e building running. For

good measure | smashed the glass of the fire alarm- 1'd always wanted to use
that little hanmmer - and thunbed it too. Fromthe floors bel ow came the sound
of doors slamming. | turned, to see the switchboard girl fromthis office

peering nervously out through the doors.
"What - what's all'a noise?
| grabbed her and ducked back in. 'Have you called the police yet? No? Christ,

didn't you hear -' | heard the tinny jangle fromthe headphones of the wal krman
on the desk. 'Never mnd!' | dived for the switchboard. 'Are you the only one
up here?

She made a face. 'Aye. They're all off early wi' the weather. |'ve gotta
wait f me boyfriend t'pick me up'.

"Wrse luck for you! The back door - |ocked? Then find somewhere you can

shut yourself in, the | adies' maybe - Operator? Police, please - fastV

And fast they were. There rmust have been a patrol car nearby; it was only
a mnute after 1'd put down the phone, and | was still fighting the tenptation
to go and lock myself in the ladies' as well, when | heard the approaching
siren. It gave me enough nerve to snatch up a weighted ashtray stand and go
cautiously back out. There was no one visible on this landing or ours, nothing
to hear above the row except a rising hubbub fromthe street, where the fire
al arm had decanted the lower floors. | sidled down the stairs, w shing ny
heart would steady up a little; still nothing. | reached our |anding, dithered
nmonentarily whether to go in, but showed sonme sense and fled hell-for-Ieather
down the stairs. When | cane back up a minute later it was with two policenen
at ny back, one huge, and three rugby forwards fromthe insurance brokerage
bel ow.

| don't know what | expected to find. | dreaded the thought. But to ny
great relief the first thing we cane on was Barry, blood all down his
expensive shirtfront, mnistering to Judy fromthe sw tchboard. She was
stretched out on the visitor's seating, with a black eye, and, by the | ooks of
it, a broken arm but at |east they were both alive.
"Steve!' he said, rising and grabbing me. His nose started bl eedi ng agai n, but
he didn't seemto notice. 'They didn't get you? It was you set off the alarns?
Christ, that was tinely thinking! You saved our bl oody bacon! Those bast ards!
Ki cking us round Iike footballs one mnute, then one ring, and off |ike bl oody

bunny rabbits! Shoul d've seen 'emrun! Bloody cowardly mani ac punks -' | gave
hi m my handkerchi ef. He dabbed gently at his swelling nose, and | saw it shift
slightly, it was broken. 'She tried to call,' he nunbled. 'Knocked her flat
an' tipped her desk over on her ... Bastards! Utter frigging bastards

He ran down into shaky swearing, and | helped himto a seat by Judy. The
police and the others hadn't hung around; they'd charged swiftly through the
of fices, and | heard them shouting that the bastards had got out the back
O her police were arriving now, and the office staff were begi nning to appear
By the looks of it they were all wal ki ng wounded, nobody actually dead or
crippled, but they still made a hell of a sorry sight - a |linping parade of
bl ack eyes, bloody shins, split nouths, l|acerated ears and bl ossom ng purple
brui ses everywhere. Some had scal p wounds, bleeding |ike pigs, others streaks
of vomt over their clothes. It |ooked as if the Wlves had roughed everyone
up just as a matter of course, nmen and wonen alike, especially about the head.
I'd heard of nuggers doing that, to disorientate their victims. Mst of the
typi sts and younger secretaries had had their clothes ripped half off, too -
by the | ooks of it, nore to humliate than harm Even Genmma's PA, five years
off retirement, was clutching her elegant bl ouse closed as she hel ped one of
her secretaries along, green with shock



Secretaries ... There were faces | didn't see. | |leaped up and ran around
to ny owmn office. Wien | reached it | stopped dead in the doorless frame. The
ot her day's devastati on was nothing conpared to this. The place had been quite
literally torn apart, every stick of furniture shattered. Even the partition
bet ween the inner and outer offices had been smashed down; and as for ny

term nal, my desk, ny chair even, | was hard put to it to recognise them They
lay shattered and tranpl ed, stanped into a shapeless pile. One of the rugger

pl ayers was hel pi ng Dave up fromthe fl oor bel ow his desk. 'Dave!' | shouted.
He blinked confusedly at nme through his unswollen right eye. 'Dave! is Care
all right?

He only nunbled 'Unh - Clare? Take Clare -' | seized his shoul ders and shook

him' Were is she?" The insurance man pulled nme off. 'Leave him Steve! Can't
you see he's concussed?'

I let himgo, and pushed past. She wasn't in the weckage of her own office;
nor, fortunately, was she under the mess here. If she'd been el sewhere when
the attack came ... | looked in every office, but there was nobody left. Wth
a nunb, |eaden feeling inside me | stal ked back around through the mlling,
chattering crowmd, peered into the typists' room the photocopier room the
gents, even into the | adies; none of the girls nopping up their injuries there
gave me a second | ook. And none of themwas C are.

"Clare!' | shouted above the hubbub. 'Has anyone seen O are?

One of the typists, gul ping down water, gave a sudden squeal and dropped
her glass. "Clare! They were carrying her -' Then she dissolved into
hysterics.

That was enough. | barged out into the | obby and pl oughed through the
crowmd, now swelled by arriving anmbul ance men, and down the stairs at ful
gal l op. Down at the bottomwas Barry, with a police sergeant, staring at a
track of blood that led across the hallway fromthe liftshaft. 'Pretty tough
punks, if you ask ne, to drop four floors and just craw away - and why the
hel I -

Barry saw ne and waved me down. 'Sergeant, it was Steve here who -

| shook | oose. 'Later, danmit, Barry! They've taken C arer

The sergeant plucked at my armwith a heavy and practised hand. | tried
to pull loose, but it alnost jerked ne off nmy feet. In a sudden, desperate
rush of frustrated anger | whirled around and smashed my fist into his face.
Even a day earlier | would never have done it; and | woul d never have dreaned
I could hit so hard. He literally seemed to fly backwards off his feet, and

hit the wall in a crunpled heap.

| turned and ran, hearing Barry trunpet 'Wat the hell -' from behind ne,
and then, nore urgently ' Steve!!’
| owed Barry a lot, but |I didn't dare listen. 1'd no intention of waiting, for
himor for the police; | didn't dare. | ran. Qut into the street, scattering

t he crowds of doughy-faced gawkers; one nmade a tentative step into ny path,
t hought better of it and sprang back. | reached the car-park, fumbling with ny

keys, flung the door wi de and thunped down behind the wheel. |I twisted the car
back in a roaring arc, hunching it down on its suspension like a springing
cat, and drove straight out. My mirror showed nme blue uniforns spilling out of

the door, but they didn't worry me. The nouth of the little street was so
choked wi th ambul ances and gawkers that they'd never get after ne in tine, and
it was one-way; the far end would be clear. They'd put out an alert, of

course; but all the local cars were probably here already, and once | was out
of the area spotting nmy car anpng all its anonynous |ook-alikes in the late
afternoon rush would be a matter of sheer chance.

Provi ded, of course, | drove sensibly and didn't draw attention to
nmyself. | had to be careful about that. It was oddly exhilarating, playing the
fugitive, for all the sick worry underneath. Qddly, because it didn't sound
like the man | saw in my shaving mrror. |I'd always been a | aw abi ding type by
nature - still was, come to that. I'd no nmalice against the police, none at
all, no wish to make a hard job harder. Sooner or later 1'd have to face the
consequences of what |1'd done. No question what it would | ook like, punching



the policeman, bolting fromthe scene like that; they'd figure | knew
sonmet hing - and they'd make damm sure |I told them Al right, I'd try, mad as
it would sound; but | just couldn't let themget in my way, not now It was a
hi gher, older law | was obeyi ng now.
A law of the instincts, perhaps. The thought of anyone innocent in the hands
of those creatures was bad enough - but Clare ... Wat was she to ne? A junior
col l eague. Hardly even a friend. |'d been careful to keep it that way; hardly
ever saw her outside work, didn't know nuch about her life. Yet she'd been ny
secretary for four years. In that tine, whether or not 1'd nmeant to, | could
hardl y have hel ped getting a pretty clear idea of her personality, the
essential Clare. A better sense of what made her tick, naybe, than any of her
cone- and-go boyfriends. To update an old saying, nobody's a hero to his
secretary. Yet she'd stuck to ne; and I'd reason to know she'd taken ny part
fiercely when it counted. It surprised me a little how fiercely | wanted to
repay that. | told myself it nust be sheer guilt. |I was responsible for her
yet |1'd brought this on her, by ny lunatic conmpul sion to delve into things
better left alone, things | should have forgotten as Jyp told me to. But there
was nmore to it than guilt, than the wish to help I'd have had for anybody in
that plight. | could see her in nmy mnd s eye, and it took a lot of effort to
drive slow, keep safe, to run with the traffic and watch the shadows gat her
ahead, beneath the slowy reddening sky.

| had to face it. | was fond of the girl, as fond as | could be of
anybody. Al this tine some kind of feeling had been buil ding up, creeping
through all ny neat defences, where |I'd thought every chink had been stopped,;
all this time ny instincts had been playing ne traitor. Now they were whipping
me into sonething like a frenzy. God, what nust she be suffering now? Wat

nmust she be thinking? If she was still alive to think, even-
| had to hel p her, whatever the cost, wherever | had to go.
| knew what that would nmean. |'d have to open a gate that was cl osed,

retrace a forgotten path, recross a forbidden threshold. That way neither
reason nor menory had ever opened; mny instincts were the only guides | had.
And fromthe nonment that policeman laid his fat hand on ny armthose sane
instincts had shrieked a warning. He and the authority he represented were
part of a narrower world. Wth themor any others in towl'd never find the
way, not if | circled those dark streets forever. Wiere | was going was for ne
al one.

The way there felt intermnable. |I ran into snarl-up after snarl-up, and the
ring-road |lights seemed to blaze red every tine they saw me coming. |'d have
been ready enough to run themtonight, but | didn't dare be caught, for
Clare's sake. Wrst of all was com ng down towards the roundabout, when I
heard a siren sonmewhere behind me; but it was sone ways back, and a coupl e of
heavy trucks were blocking it fromview. | wasn't too worried. It mght not be
me they were after; and even if it was they couldn't possibly catch nme up
before the turn-off. | reached the roundabout, and I was just signalling to
turn when my wing-mrror suddenly filled with another car, roaring around the
outside right into nmy path. One bunp woul d have bounced me into the other

| anes and al nost inevitably caused a nultiple pile-up; | flung the wheel over
just in tinme, to a torrent of hooting and shouting from behind. Al ained at
me, of course, as if they hadn't seen the real offender; | got only a glinpse

of a glittering red sports car and a swarthy face, yellow sh and sneeri ng,
behi nd the wheel, as he sailed tranquilly past and away up Harbour Wal k. Wile
I had to filter around the roundabout again to reach the turn-off, and hear

t he cobbl es under my tyres at long last. The high walls closed around nme, and
the sound of the siren seenmed to fade into the distance.

Except for a truck or two Danube Street was enpty, and | could put ny
foot down. But a new doubt assailed ne; would the car itself be a problen?
Shouldn't | park it, and go on foot? But |I'd managed all right with Jyp; and
there wasn't time to risk it. A likely-Iooking side-street opened before ne,
and wi thout stopping to wonder | turned down it, zigzagged with it around the
back wal I s of warehouses, forbiddingly topped with rows of spikes, or enbedded



gl ass fragnents that gleaned coldly in the lowlight. Qut into another street,
stared down on by the boarded wi ndows of a derelict factory, like a blinded
sentinel, and down to a junction where ny instincts faltered a nonent. Streets
opened to either side in every direction, |long shadows stretched out al ong
them |azy and enigmatic. | wound down the wi ndow, and snelt the sea on the
wi nd, heard the cries of gulls; |ooking up, | saw them wheel i ng agai nst the
t hreateni ng cl ouds. But they gave me no clue which way to turn. Then, | ooking
leftward, | saw the | ongest shadows crowned with jagged, spiny crests, a
tangled interlace of thorns; and that jungle of crosstrees and rigging sprang
tolife inny mnd. | spun the wheel, and the car seemed to fly across the
cobbles. Leftward | turned, and those shadows fell across ne |ike giant
fingers. For there before me, at the street's end, the majestic forest of
mast heads |ifted stark against the Iit horizon. | didn't stop; | accel erated,
and turned with tyres squealing right onto the wharf itself. The high dark
hulls | oomed over ne; in the |ast warm daylight they seened | ess daunti ng,
| ess nonolithic, lined and decorated with bright paintwork, and even delicate
traceries of gilt. Mellow brasswork gleaned along the rails, and round the
portholes in sone of the sleeker, nore nodern-I|ooking craft. But there was
little sign of life aboard them save a few figures in the rigging or |eaning
over the rails; a gaggle of nen were unloading one of them sw nging bales
ashore in a net dangling fromthe end of a boom sonmething |I'd never seen
out side a nineteenth century photograph. A horse-drawn dray stood ready to
receive them but both nmen and horse watched ne with incurious stares as |
roared past. The wharves seemed to stretch without a break as far as |I could
see in either direction. But on the brickwrk of the central building, in bold
Victorian capitals al nost bl eached and crunbl ed away by a century or nore of
sun and salt air - FISHER S WHARF. And below it, even less visible, arrows
pointing to left and right, and beneath themlong lists of nanes.
Stockhol m Trinity Melrose Danziger Tyre..

| didn't stop to read the rest. It was the way | was heading. | stanped
on the accel erator and surged away, bouncing and rattling across the rough
stones. Four wharves down, past warehouses that rose as high and ancient as
any castle walls, and as nysterious; strange savours ningled in the w nd,
anong the stink of tar and hides and stale oils. And at last, on a wall ahead,
| saw, in CGothic script, the faded | egend Danzi ger Warf and swung the car
around to a screeching stop. | junped out, ran a few steps ... and stopped.
There, for the first tinme in all that great phal anx of ships, there was a
breach. Three berths held tall ships like all the rest; but the fourth berth
stood enmpty, and through the gap the harbour waters rippled golden with the
sunset light. Fromthe capstans and the iron bollards at the quayside short
| engt hs of heavy rope lay strewn |like so many dead snakes across the wharf, or

dangl i ng down over the edge. | ran forward, stooped to one and saw that its
end was cl ean, unfrayed. In deep despair | sank down, staring at the enpty
waters. |'d made good tine; but the Wil ves, in their own strange way, had been

faster. They'd cut their cables, and were gone. And Clare with them...
But how | ong ago? It couldn't be nore than a few minutes, half an hour at
nost. It took tinme to get those huge sailing ships stirring. Surely they'd

still be in sight! | sprang up
But then, slowy, | sank again to ny knees on the rough stones. It was
al nrost an attitude of worship. | was beyond doubting my sanity any |onger. |

was ready for great wonders - so | thought. But nothing |I had ever imagi ned
could prepare nme for the sight | saw then

Ahead of me the harbour walls opened onto the borderl ess expanses of the sea,
grey and forbidding as the gathering mantle of clouds above, save where the
last |ight of sunset burned a great slashing gap. And in that gap the thin
tongues of cloud, tinged with glowing fire, fornmed an i mage of radiant sunlit
sl opes, edged with gold, bordering a stretch of misty azure. | knew the
pattern of those slopes, | renenbered themall too well, though |I saw them now
fromyet another angle. It was the archi pel ago anong the cl ouds, the same as |
had seen before, opening now before nme above the enpty sea. And down the heart



of that stretch of azure, wide and blue and glittering as an estuary studded
with islands, bordered with broad gol den sands, | saw the high ornate stern of
a great ship, its sails outspread |ike wi ngs, bearing up and away into the

fat hom ess depths of the sky. CHAPTER FI VE

t\.kJ LONG AS THAT GLORI QUS bl aze of light lasted | knelt there, dunbstruck
dazzled in eye and mnd, buffeted and shaken by cold gusts. Small waves | apped
at the wharf, the tall ships rocked gently at their noorings with soft slow
creaks and groans, like a wind-driven wood. | felt like the least leaf init,
dry and light, quivering before that autumal w nd. Only when the cl ouds
closed |i ke a gate above the horizon and shut the col our out of the world did
it slacken and die; and | came to nyself, m serable, shaken, cold, and
clanbered stiffly to ny feet.

Dreanms. Hal |l uci nati ons. Del usions. Schizophrenia -

| tumbled those wetched little weasel -words over and over in ny nnd,
and nore and nore they felt |like sheer presunption, blind hubris. As if |
t hought all infinity could be enconmpassed in nmy own little brain. As if I'd
glinpsed a great cathedral dome, and clainmed it was the roof of my own skull.
Accept what |1'd seen? No question of that. A tidal wave - accept or reject it
all you like, the sea rolls over you just the same and teaches you an
i nval uabl e | esson, not to overestimate your inportance in the whole order of
t hi ngs. Not believing - that would have been the hard thing. That woul d have
taken a |l ot of imagination. That could really drive a man nad.

Only last night | had been given a glinpse of infinity; but nowl'd
bal anced upon the world's edge, and stared out into its abyss. Those depths
had tugged at me, drawn ne |like the enptiness beyond a cliff, but a thousand
times nore strongly. They'd sucked ny thoughts out into hazy di stances, and
even now, when the vision was withdrawn, it was nortally hard to force them
back. Against that vast backdrop nyself or any human bei ng seemed vani shingly
smal I, and our concerns insignificant, passing things, bubbles in an i mense
unendi ng waterfall.

And yet we nust matter, if only to each other, if only to give each other that
fraction nore of neaning, that slight extra significance. What nore could
bubbl es do, than cling?

| had to help Clare. | didn't want to think why any nmore. But into this
wor | d beyond the Danube, this borderless wlderness, | couldn't venture on ny
own, not far. The twilight had turned grey, and in the still air the cold
sea- haze clung clammi |y about ne; along the wharves di myell ow eyes of I|ight
were winking on. A chilly drop of rain splashed against ny brow Warily I
clinmbed into the car, slamed the door, twisted the key in the ignition, and
turned away back al ong the wharves, |ooking for a way back out into that maze
of side-roads. | had to find sonething first; and it nmight be the hardest.

But either luck was with me, for once; or | was beginning to find ny way
about. The rain was growi ng heavier, and |'d already passed by the nouths of
two streets that seenmed sonmehow too di m and unpronising under their mantle of
drizzle. The third | ooked no different, but as | passed across its nouth a
di stant gl eam caught my eye, a tiny spot of colour piercing the rain-curtain
for an instant. | braked, swung the car bunping and bounci ng across the rough
wharf, into the nouth of the street. There it was still, distant, tiny, a ruby
anong folds of grey velvet. My feelings told nme nothing, one way or another;
but 1'd no better sign to follow Down the street it led me, only a little
way, to pull in beneath the wi ndows of a grimlooking building. Once, perhaps,
it had been a conpany's offices, a comrercial fortress that ruled the fates of
men fromhere to Norway or WVl adi vostock. Now a nodern signboard, peeling and
unr eadabl e, obscured the carved door lintel, while nost of those w ndows were
bl anked off with what | ooked |ike tarpaper behind the glass. It turned them
into dark mrrors; and the imge that stood in one was the mouth of the I ane
opposite, and the light that shone at its end. | sprang out and stood
bl i nki ng, peering through the rain as it bounced and spl ashed over the car
roof; then | slammed the door behind ne, and began to run. It was the
signboard of the Illyrian Tavern. At the lane's end | went splashing into a



runni ng gutter, ankle deep, at the pavenentl ess edge of another road. Three
bounds carried nme across, al nost sending sonme sorry soul on a bicycle wobbling
off into the gutter, and a fourth up to the faded red door. The | atch was odd,
and | was still struggling with it when | felt it shift and the door sw ng
back. Qut of the gl oom peered Katjka's features, foxy and astoni shed. 'Stefan
Cone! Come in! There's nobody about - Agnece Bozij! You're soaked! Cone dry
yourself by the fire!'

| seized her by the arns, and she slipped them playfully under m ne and
ran her fingers up and down ny ribs. 'Sonething sso urgent again, e T

She drew me into the warm gl oom and nudged the door closed with a thrust
of her hip. | becanme aware that she was only wearing sone kind of white |inen
shift. "Jyp!" | said hastily. 'Is he here? O where -'

"Ach, any nminute!' she said airily. 'He's always in here of an evening

'Doesn't he go to other places sonetines? The Mermnai d?

She shrugged, and nade a face. 'Well, sonmetines -but always he drops in
here, sooner or later. Just to say hello! You can wait, can't you? Mmmh?

"Katjka! Damm it, this is serious -' | got no further than that. There
were spices on her lips, sweet and hot, and she burned agai nst me through the
crisp linen. In my unstable state that was enough. | clutched her, felt her
writhe and sank nyself in her kiss as if to drown nyself out of a world that
had grown too vast. A great many things night have happened next if the door
| atch hadn't jabbed nme painfully in the small of the back as it opened. W
flailed wildly and grabbed the carved bannister just in time to stop ourselves
tumbl i ng downstairs

"Well, hello young lovers!' carolled Jyp cheerfully. 'This sone new
routine |I've not heard about, Kat? On the stairs, huh? Enterprising, I'lI
allow, but a mte athletic for me -'
She gestured dismissively at him and ruined the effect by putting out her
tongue as well. You idle sot! And here is poor Stefan who has been | ooking for
you in such hurry!' she | amented

"Well, he wouldn't have found nme where he was headed!' Jyp's draw
couldn't have been nore laconic, but | saw the sudden alertness in his |ook
'd ad you cane, though. | was hoping you would. Wanted to say sorry, sort of,
for the way | went and acted this night gone. So here I am of buddy - what's
a' brewin ?" | gathered ny breath, but before | could speak he'd caught at ny

arm 'Not nore trouble with those mangy Wl ves? Here was | just hearing they'd
shipped out as if AOd N ck hinmself was at their asses -'
"That's right!' | said. "And they' ve got - a friend of mne with them

They were after me, but - Jyp, | need help! And fast!'

| heard Katjka's sharp intake of breath. Jyp nodded slowy. 'Sounds I|ike
you do,' he said. 'But if they've sailed already, an hour nore or |ess won't
make no difference.' He overrode my protests with hands uplifted. 'Hold on
hol d on. Suppose you cone sit down and tell nme all about it - and you, girl
scare us up sone eats, eh? Then come listen yourself, y'hear? She nodded and
went paddi ng down ahead of us, disappeared into the darkness and reappeared
al nrost at once with a bottle and three of those little flasks. Jyp took them
with a nod so courtly it was al nost a bow, and ushered me into a hi ghbacked
booth by the fireplace. 'A ways knows what's needed, that girl. There, get
t hat down you; one gulp, and then another. 1'Il be glad to have her word on
this. Katjka's been around awhile, learned a lot. She's got a feeling for this
ki nd of thing.'

He poured ne ny second flask of the fierce spirit, then one for hinself,
and sighed as he settled down opposite ne, shifting his scabbard around. The
unri ghteous man findeth no place to lay his head, as ny old man'd say. Truth
to tell, way things've been shaping around here lately | was thinking I mght
sign on and ship out again awhile. In case the neighbourhood' d turn a mte hot
for me, y'under-stand. Then | heard those bastards'd lit out, and | was com ng
down here to celebrate. Only now - well, spill it, Steve.' Spill it I did, ny
shock dulled by the drink: the whole tale of the raid on the office and ny



chase down here. After a mnute Katjka arrived, clunped tall steins of beer
down on the table, and squeezed into the booth beside me, |eaning her chin on
her bony hand and gazing at me intently. As | told ny tale | saw mny listeners
| ean faces harden. The firelight flickered in the girl's grey eyes, and the
lines around her full mnmouth deepened. Jyp's eyes narrowed, and he seened to
stare right through nme, out into horizonless distances. The thought chilled
me; | shivered as | told of that final vision, and felt Katjka's arm around ny
back, her thigh pressed against nmne, and was glad of it. She did seemto know
what was needed - and nore to the point, was quick to give it; what had she
been trying to give ne in those nad nonments before Jyp wal ked i n? What had
needed?

"That's all,' | said, and took a deep draught of my beer

Jyp blew out his breath sharply, and | ooked at ne askance. 'Now just what
in hell were you hoping to do if you had caught up with the bastards? Take on
a whol e shi pl oad of Wil ves on your | onesone?

I'"d been hoping he wouldn't ask that. 'It was ne the Wlves were after
| could have offered nyself to them if they'd let her go.'

Jyp spared ne the laughter, just |ooked bleakly at me. They'd have taken
you cheerfully and kept her. O let her go all right, overside. O worse.
They're not nice folk, the Wlves.' Katjka snorted. 'In fact, if you want to
get technical, they're not folk at all."’

Katj ka spoke, slowy. 'She's yours, this girl?

"No," | said hastily, 'nothing |like that. She works for me, that's all -
| feel responsible for her - for this -'

"Wl | ? demanded Jyp, but he was tal king to Katjka, not ne.

She shrugged, and from somewhere she produced what | ooked |ike a snall
obl ong book and laid it down on the table; then she took nmy hand, and laid it
pal m downwards on top. It felt warm as if it had been next to her skin, and
realized it was a pack of cards. After a nonent she rel eased ny hand, shuffled
the cards and with flicking fingers began to deal themout on the table
bet ween us. They pattered stiffly down in neat overlapping rows, and when she
had finished she notioned to ne to turn one over, and then another. Alittle
inpatiently | turned over two at random a girl | knew once had told fortunes
with Tarot, a pretty tiresone girl, and | was expecting to see the sane again.
But these were ordinary playing cards - or not, for | had never seen anything
like them | had drawn the knave of dianonds first, and the double figure
sneered up at ne, swarthy, noustachioed |like an Elizabethan brigand, with such
malice inits glittering eyes that they shone and sparkled with the cold fire
of real dianonds. Hastily | turned it back, and | ooked at the other; but it
was the ace of hearts, and in the trenbling light it seemed to swell and
pul se, bright liquid red.

Katj ka turned that one back. 'One nore,' she said hoarsely. Reluctantly I
turned over - | don't know why -the last card dealt. It was the two of spades,
and there was no sign upon it except the two black pips. But suddenly that
bl ackness seened to deepen and grow hollow, as if the pips were really
openings into enptinesses beyond. They nade ny eyes blur, their focus swm so
that the two swam and shi nmered and nerged nonmentarily into one, a shimering
cavernous ace. Katjka plucked the card fromny fingers and with a viol ent
gesture swept the whol e pack together
' Not hi ng?' denanded Jyp

"No!' answered Katjka curtly. 'There's a shadow over this business. There
were faint signs, but... nothing |I can understand, Christe pomluj! Nothing
Steps fromthe back of the cellar Iike roombroke the silence, and the waft of
somet hi ng spicy, singing with tomatoes and peppers and frying onions, nore
appetising than I woul d have believed possible. A face rose in the gl oom
round and red and winkled as a winter apple but sporting a majestic hawk nose
and a beaming snile; it was franed by a gaudy scarf and escaping ringlets of
raven-bl ack hair. The woman who cane waddling up, bearing an i mrense and | aden
tray, could have been anywhere fromfifty to seventy, plunp but healthy; she



laid down the tray with arnms brawni er than m ne
' Dekuj eti, MalinkaguV said Katjka. Evidently this was Myrko's w fe; she
bobbed nme a curtsey and reeled off a great stream of chatter | couldn't

understand. | rose and initated Jyp's bow, and the old woman sei zed ny hands
and chattered again, then kissed ne forcefully on both cheeks and di sappeared
again, still chattering.

' She was wishing you well in your ordeals,' said Katjka slowy. 'And
telling you that you nust eat. It's good advice; you may need strength. | w sh
| could help you, but I cannot; sso ...'

Jyp, already tucking into his plateful, lifted his head and net her eye.

'Le Stryge?' he asked.
' Sztrygoi ko,' she answer ed.
"Dam,' he said, and went back to his food again.

At first | only picked at it, too panicky alnmost to force it down.
could feel the evening wearing away, that strange ship and all aboard it
drawi ng further and further out of our reach. But the spices set water in ny
mouth and fire in ny innards, and | began to eat as hungrily as Jyp. Even so,
I was glad to see he wasn't lingering; the noment his plate was clear he stood
up, took a final swig of beer and tossed down his coarse |inen napkin. He

rai sed an eyebrow at Katjka. 'Well,' he sighed. 'Tine to go call on old
Stryge, | guess.'
'You don't seemtoo eager,' | said.

"It's got dangers of its own,' Jyp told nme. 'But at this hour they
shoul dn't be so bad.'
' Danger s?

'He keeps odd company. Best be going; it's a walk, and we won't be
wanting to take that autompbile of yours. The Stryge gets kind of touchy about
that sort of thing.

Katj ka wal ked with us to the stairs. Nobody had asked to be paid for the food
or the drink, and | had an unconfortable feeling I'd offend sonebody by
offering. "You will take care of Stefan, won't you, jyp?' she said urgently,
and suddenly put her arns around me. She didn't kiss ne, only touched her
cheeks rapidly to mne, and let go; it seened al nost |ike sone kind of fornal
enbrace. Jyp nodded soberly, and notioned nme up the stairs. She made no nove
to follow, but stood |ooking silently after us, tapping that pack of cards
nervousl y agai nst her thigh.

A cool wind slapped nme in the face as | opened the door, but the rain had
stopped. The skies had cleared, the clouds raced ragged across the sky. | was
surprised to see how light it still was without them a kind of greyish twilit
clarity that di nmed col ours and made di stances deceptive. Jyp closed the door
careful ly behind us, and notioned ne up the street. Water still pooled in the
gutters and gleamed in the seans between the worn cobbl estones, so that the
road ahead seemed to reflect the sky, and each obl ong cobbl e becane a small
stepping stone across it. Jyp seened to be brooding, and we wal ked in silence
awhile. He was the first to speak. 'Said | wanted to render 'count of nyself
for last night.'

"You don't have to.'

"Seens to ne | do - after you saving ny bacon maybe three tinmes now
Guess you knew | was scared, huh? But it wasn't just for me. 1'll say that. |
was ki cking myself good an' hard for ever letting you get involved. Feared
getting you any deeper in'd only bring down worse dangers on your head.' He
gave a harsh | augh. ' Shoul d' ve thought of that a mte sooner, shouldn't 1|7
didn't answer.

"So | thought 1'd scared you off. But | got over ny fright. Ad Stryge,
he fixed that thing good and proper, sent it wailing off in a puff of snoke -
so | thought that was all right now. Next thing | heard, the Wl ves have gone

He shook his head. 'Steve, this is all nmy fault. | should' ve warned you
better, maybe bought you protection. But honest, | never dreaned anything
coul d happen to you out there. |'ve never heard of Wlves striking as deep



into the Core as that, not ever before. Others, sure, now and again, but

Wl ves never. It |ooks bad, Steve.'

"It's not your fault," |I told himinpatiently. 'You' re not responsible for

t hose sons of bitches. O where they decide to tear apart. Wo is, conme to
that? Where do they cone fron? You said they weren't really folk - what's that
supposed to nean?' | was beginning to get angry now, with the food and drink
in me burning away shock and amazenent. 'Wiat's this about the Core? If these
Wl f creeps are after ne | should damm well know all about them shouldn't |?

Jyp, though, was slowto answer. 'Can't tell you exactly all,' he said,
as we turned at the top of the road. 'Don't think the Wlves know it al
t hensel ves, not for sure; but I'Il tell what | can. Way the story goes, their
ancestors were plain nmen enough, though wolfish still, a batch of ragtag
pirates and their doxies down Carib way in the early days. Seenms they got too
much even for their buddies, and one day found thensel ves stranded on sone
little pinple of an island right off the map. An ill-famed pl ace al ready, by
all accounts, a sacred place of the cannibal Carib Indians of old, and shunned
even by them they dared land there only to feed their heathen gods with
bl ood. Weren't neant to survive, you see, those maroons. But survive they did,
as vermn does, by forbidden flesh.'

' For bi dden - you mean, they turned canni bal too?

"Surely, and worse, by lying with their own flesh and breeding so, kin
with blood kin. Flourished, too, like the devils they were; for it wasn't only
their own they ate, but took to sharking out in crude canoes to waylay small
ships that strayed near, and seeking to lure larger ones onto their island's
reefs. God help the poor souls who fell into their hands! It's said they kept
a few and bred them Ilike cattle, to slaughter. 1've heard tell of sone who
got to living that way, in Scotland | ong years back - Sawney Bean, if you've
heard of him and his kin? But these were worse. And they got to be worse
yet.'

Suddenly the food sat heavy and sickly in ne. The inplications of what he
was saying ... | forced themaside. 'Jyp, just how do you get any worse than
t hat ?'

He kicked idly at a shred of polythene wapping that blew into our path.
"Well, folk who went that way al nost never canme back; so fewer and fewer went,
till the isle was all but forgotten. Then maybe it dropped out of the way
awhil e, the way places do. And neanwhil e they changed. Over the generations,
bit by bit.'

' Evol ved, you nean.'

Jyp | ooked bl ank. 'Don't know about that. Sounds like this Darw n, and
was brought up strict. They changed, that's all | know. Like as not sonething
unhurman crept into that bloodline along the way; maybe it was just their own
bad bl ood showi n' through - and nmaybe there was sonething el se on that island.
Long and the short of it is, Wlves aren't human. Don't | ook quite |ike any of
us. Don't think like us; surely don't snmell like us! They can't breed with the
line of man any nore; only their own foul kind.'

| whistled. 'They're a new species? My God, it makes sense. That's how
it's supposed to happen. A small isolated group, interbreeding freely,
swappi hg genes about - a nutation sticks, and they begin to breed true. It'd
explain that foul skin colour, and the size of them But happening to humans,
to nmen -' Unheard of, maybe; but now | knew why ny skin crawl ed at the very
sight of the,se things. It was ancestry speaking, warning nme off the
interloper, the intruder - and nore than that. The predator

"And ny boss thought they were just punks! If you know what those are.’

Jyp blinked. 'Sure. And |I'm not surprised. Like | said back when, it's
amazi ng how folk only see what they want to see -' He smled wyly. 'Tell you
somet hing, Steve. The world's a |lot wider place than nost of them ever
realize. They cling to what they know, to the firmcentre where everything' s
dull and deadly and predictable. Where the hours slip by at just sixty seconds
to the mnute fromyour cradle to your tonbstone - that's the Core. Qut here,
out on the Spiral, out toward the RRm It's not like that - not always.



There's a whole lot nore to this world than just a rudball spinning in
enptiness like the wisenen say. It's adrift, Steve, in Time and in Space as
well. And there's nore tides than one that ebb and fl ow about its shores.’

He lifted his eyes to the dimming sky. 'So one day, maybe, for everybody, one
such tide cones | apping about their feet. And nost just |ook and draw back
before nore'n their toes gets wet. They |ook and don't understand, or won't;
and they turn back into the Core again, forever.'

"But there's always a few that don't?

"And they ook out upon infinite horizons! Sone bow down in fear and
slink away fromthe truth they' ve seen. But others, they take a step forward
into the chill wide waters.' He nodded, to hinself, deep in his own inner
seeing as he wal ked. ' And across them eventually. From Ports like this one,
of t en enough, where comi ngs and goi ngs over a thousand years and nore have
tied a knot in Time, to all the corners of the wide world. Lord, lord, how
wi de!' He | ooked up at nme suddenly, and | saw his teeth flash in the twlight.

You're a well-learned kind of a man, Steve. Just how many corners d'you think
the world has?
| shrugged. 'Four, as a figure of speech. But in reality -' | saw Jyp

grin again, but went on and stuck ny head in the trap. 'None, because it's a
sphere. More or |ess, anyhow.'

Jyp shook his head. 'Unh-uh. Ask the nmathematical nen. Like | did, when
| earned nme my spherical navigation. Even stuck deep in the Core they know
better than that. A sphere's a concept, a limting case; so they don't say no
corners, they say it's got an infinite nunmber. And Steve, know what? Every
whi ch one of those corners is a place. Places that were, that will be, that
never were save that the minds of nen gave themlife. Lurking |ike shadows
cast behind the real places in that reality of yours, shadows of their past,
their |l egends and their lore, of what they m ght have been and may yet be,
touching and mingling with every place at many points. And you can search your
life long and never find a trace of them yet once you |l earn you nmay pass
between themin the drawing of a breath. But are they the shadows, Steve - or
is your reality theirs?
| stared, speechless, but Jyp went on, talking in a soft sing-song alnost to
hi nsel f, |ike sonmebody mulling over something he has known all his life, and
still amazed by it. 'There, west of the sunset, east of the noonrise, there
lies the Sargasso Sea and Fiddler's Green, there's the El ephant's G aveyard
there's El Dorado's kingdom and the enpire of Prester John -'

"Huy Brazeal ?' | suggested, for that strange cargo cane back to nind

'Been there; it's okay, but there's other places. There's everywhere.
Ri ches, beauties, dangers - every damm thing within the mnd and the nmenory of
men. And nore too, probably - only those paths are kind of harder to find.'

But thinking of that cargo had brought other nenories, and with them
freight of bitter anxiety. 'And that's where they've taken Care? | caught
his arm ' Then how the hell can we ever hope to find her again?

Jyp smiled, alittle wyly. 'That's what we're going to find out, Steve.'

| let go of him Despair trickled dowmn with the |ast drops of rain. 'You
and your bloody step forward! Damn the day | ever took it!’

Jyp shrugged. 'Not for me; |'mhere because you took it, three tines
over. And maybe not for you, neither.' He laid a hard hand on ny shoul der
'See, Steve, this side of town you soon learn you can't see the end of
everyt hing, where any deed's going to |lead you. But one thing |I've noticed,
and that's that a whole | ot depends on how you first cane to take that step
A d Stryge, he says the sane, and he's a real cunning bastard. Wth me it was
slow, step by step you mght say, an old shipmate | helped out fromtinme to
time, who showed ne the ropes as his only way to repay. And ne, |'ve done what
I'"d call all right - slowy. But you now, you just came barrelling in all in a
nmonent, to help a man you didn't know and to hell with the risk to yourself.
That's what 1'd call a long straight step and a cl ear one, a good deed you
shoul dn't repent of, not till you see howit all pans out in the end. I'd have
said you' d do right well for yourself fromsuch a beginning, only...'



He hesitated, stopped wal king and began to stare around the street, as if

| ooki ng for someone or searching out his way. But there was only one possible
turn-off, on the far side ahead and to the right, and no living thing in sight
except a distant dog, yellow sh and skinny, probably a stray, that disappeared
into sone doorway or other. '"Only?" | pronpted him 'Only what?' But suddenly
he set off across the enpty road at a great pace, heading for the corner, and
| had to trot after him breathlessly repeating ny question, and nudge him

hard before he answered, slow and unwilling.
"Only ... it's with all this reaching out, reaching into the Core. Can't
hel p wondering if ... well, if maybe the step wasn't all yours, good though it

was. |f, sonehow you mightn't have been lured in - sucked in, you might say.
And that part of it could be bad.’

W wal ked on in silence. | could hear Jyp breathing fast, and his brow
glistened; we were wal king quickly, yet 1'd seen himless affected by a
running fight. Once or twi ce he would gl ance back the way we had cone. |

| ooked, too, and saw nothing; but his hand was seldomfar fromhis sword hilt.
The street we turned into was wi de and open, one | vaguely remenbered driving
down at sone tine or other. One side of it was still lined with the old

war ehouses, but the other had been nostly cleared. After a few yards the old
i mposi ng wall ended abruptly and barbed-wire fencing took over. Behind it
massi ve corrugated iron sheds had been erected, looking far dirtier and nore
desol ate hunched beneath that bl eak sky; here and there a | ot stood vacant,
overgrown and rubbish-strewn. It was in front of one of these, |ying between
two of the |larger sheds and ending in a high and ancient brick wall, that Jyp
stopped. He gl anced quickly around, and | saw his eyes w den nonentarily. But
when | | ooked | only glinpsed the hindquarters of a dog di sappearing hastily
around the corner, the sane dog probably, nervous of man's eye as strays tend
to be. Jyp seened edgier than ever; he nuttered sonmething, then with sudden
furious energy he flung hinself at the barbed-wire and shinned straight up it
to the top, agile as a nonkey. | tried to follow him inpaled nmy palmon the
first strand and dropped back to earth, swearing. Jyp nodded, set foot to one
strand, hand to another, and heaved them so far apart | could easily clanber
t hr ough.

The ot was like the rest, if anything nore neglected. It was heavily
overgrown and strewn with rubbish, everything fromneat donestic piles tipped
strai ght through the fence and bl ack plastic sacks which all appeared to hold
horribly di smenmbered corpses, , to great |oose swathes of soiled and shredded
refuse, and even chunks of machinery. Rusting and anonynous, they poked up
li ke strange growths anmong a sea of grasses, fireweed and purple w |l owherb at
| east five feet tall and in places higher, concealing the treacherous contours
of the rubble beneath. The huge corrugated flanks of the sheds presented an
interesting contrast, one in nodern pastel shades on a brick foundation, the
other in the bare gal vanised netal of the fifties, rusting now and heavily
pat ched, apparently decaying fromthe ground up. It was this one Jyp headed
for, still silent | foll owed, sucking ny palmand trying to renenber ny | ast
tetanus shot. Even in that fresh wind the place stank as we passed through
but there was a worse atnosphere about it, sonething that Jyp evidently felt
as keenly as | did. The grasses whispered |ike voices in the gathering dark
and | ooki ng back | saw one patch ripple against the wind, as if sonething was
nmovi ng beneath, followi ng closer and cl oser on our heels. Jyp saw it too, and
| heard his breath hiss between his teeth; but he only plunged silently on

As we reached the side of the older shed he seenmed to pull hinself
toget her and wal k with his usual cal mswagger; too much of it, perhaps. In
many pl aces the wall patches thenselves had hal f-rusted and been overlaid with
others; here and there they'd gone on rusting, and |left a gaping, jagged hole.
Near one of these the grasses seened to grow thinner, and a cl ear space was
marked with a wi de scar of ash. Here Jyp stopped, and booted the decaying
wal |, raising a thunderous boom

"Up, Stryge! Up and out, you mangy old spider! There's callers in the
parl our!"’



For a nonent not hi ng happened, and Jyp was just about to kick the wall again
when sonet hing stirred and scrabbl ed behind it, and gave a groan so dry and
rusty | thought it was the nmetal giving way. Then out of the jagged gap, |ike
a beast froma den, rolled a hunched-up formthat | only knew was a man by his
mane of white hair. His |inbs began to unfold, very like a spider's, and | saw
he was wapped in an ancient and filthy-1looking black coat, tied about the
wai st with a scrap of greasy rope, which hung down bel ow t he knees of his
baggy greyish trousers. The boots beneath were anci ent and cracked across both
sol es, the hands he dug into the earth like a nole's claws, crooked and hard.

He crackl ed as he noved, like dry |eaves, and the stench of himstruck like a
blow He lifted his head slightly, squinted at us wi thout |ooking up, his very
posture full of furtive cunning. Al in all, a tranp, a bum as typical a

no- hoper as ever |'d seen, and as pitiful. | couldn't help I ooking ny

di sbelief at Jyp. This?

But Jyp's face was a pale mask of alarmin the dusk, and he shook his
head in sharp warning. Then the old man coughed once, a terrible hacking rasp,
heaved hinmsel f up on his hands with alarning energy and glared right up into
my face. | was so shocked |I stunbled away. Beneath the ingrained dirt the face
was hard and square, deeply lined, the brow high, the nose a blade and the
mouth a thin col ourl ess slash above a jutting arrogant chin; the clear grey
eyes drove into mine like a clenched fist. Madman, was ny hal f-forned thought;
psychopath -

| wanted to turn and run. But they held nme as a snake holds a rabbit,

t hose eyes, and suddenly | saw the intelligence that blazed out of them
alert, cold, malign, nercilessly perceptive. Tranp and madnan faded from ny
mnd; all | could think of was ascetic, anchorite, philosopher or high priest.
But of what awful belief?

'Doesn't like the ook of ne," rasped that rusty voice. Rusty, but clear

magi sterial; | was |less surprised than | would have been a minute ago. There
was just the trace of an accent at times, though what kind was past telling.
'"CGet the brat out of here, pilot, and yourself after. Wiat've | to do with
hin? | owe himnothing. There's no service he could owe ne. What use'd | have

for a pretty clothes-rack, an enpty shell, a hollow nan? And there's a stink
on himl don't like -'

At the end of ny tether, | snapped back "That just nakes it fucking
nmutual , doesn't it?

The old man sprang up with a truly frightening snarl. "Qut! O 1'IIl spill

his brain |like a stale heeltap!"’

Jyp's hand caught my arm tightened. 'That's enough, Stryge you old
shri ke! You mayn't owe himanything, but you owe ne, still - and | owe him
threefold! So save the insults, okay? And the spilling bit. There's plenty to
Steve here, and | knowit. And how about a little hel p?

The old man grunmbl ed and nuttered, Jyp cajol ed, pleaded, even obliquely
t hreat ened when the old man turned that al arnming gaze on ne again. But only
obliquely, and |I noticed himglance behind himafter that, nore than once, at
the waving grass. At last the Stryge sat back on his haunches, sunk his head
on one arthritic hand and grow ed ' Ach, have it your own way! He's been
messing with Wlves, that's obvious, so he'll want to know where they are - or
where sonething is -' He | ooked up and ny skin craw ed under the icy
perception of that glance. 'Or maybe sonebody, eh? Hal fway through a Wl fs
bowel s by now, no doubt. Go look for himup there -' Probably he read
something in ny reaction, because he chuckl ed unpl easantly. 'For her, then
and | eave ne be! D you have anything of hers? No? Anything she gave you,
t hen?'

T don't think so -' W gave gifts occasionally, flowers on her birthday,
atie at Christmas, nothing nore. Then |I remenbered the old fil ofax cal endar
hadn't thrown away because the currency tables on the back were so useful, and
produced t hat.

"Very romantic!' sneered the old man. ' Now do some work for once in your lives
- build me a fire here! Boil nme up sone water fromthe tap there!' Jyp and



gl anced around the revolting | ot and exchanged di smayed gl ances. 'Go on!'
cackled the Stryge. "Alittle dirt's never killed ne. There's wood by the
wal I, there; and paper enough!' | gathered the wood, while Jyp inpal ed foul
bits of paper on his sword, street-cleaner style, and together we got a fire
laid and lit on the ashen patch. Meanwhile the old man sat hunched over the
cal endar, brushing his fingers slowy against it and crooning softly. Jyp cane
back with an oil can full of dubious water and rested it deftly anmong the
sticks to heat.

"I'f he thinks I'mgoing to drink any bl oody potions ..." | whispered to
Jyp, and then junped as he clutched ny arm Another figure stood at the edge
of the firelight, and for a noment | was afraid we'd attracted attention from
the road. But this was a figure as scruffy as Stryge, a much younger bl ond man
in a torn donkey-jacket and tight ragged jeans. Lean-faced and sallow, his
sparse beard pointed but unkenpt, he stood surveying us with narrow, hostile
eyes. Stryge | ooked up and grunted sonething, and the young man padded over
and squatted down beside him gazing up at himwith a peculiar intensity.
Jyp's grip tightened

"What's he got to be here for?' he hissed at Stryge. '|I'm not staying
here with him- get rid of him Lose him-'

The yel | owhaired man spat back a volley of curses in a thick Irish
accent, and sprang up to face him

"Jyp, no!' | hissed, hanging onto him 'If he can help -

" Enough/' thundered the Stryge, with a force I wouldn't have credited.
"Sit, Fynn! And you also, pilot! Upon pain of nmy utnost displeasure!' Jyp's
knees seermed to fold under him and he slunped to his haunches beside nme. The
young man ducked down, cowed, by Stryge's side. 'Fynn will do you no harm
while |I'"mhere, be assured of that.'

"He'd better not,' said Jyp between clenched teeth. Fynn sat silently,
head | owered but glaring at us. There was sonething about him the snarling
curl of his lip, the way the hair grew back fromthe | ow wi dow s peak on that
sl oping brow - the colour of that hair. | began to feel less than well. It
wasn't so long ago |I'd seen that odd yell owi sh shade.

The water was bubbling in earnest now. The Stryge, with Fynn scrabbling at his
back, canme and seated hinself cross-legged on the far side. He nuttered and
gestured over it as it seethed and spattered, slopping over the side into the
fire. Wsps of steamdrifted across its dark surface, |like m st on the night
sea. For along time, still nuttering, he stared into it, squinting from
various angles. Then he picked up a shaving of wood, and tossing the cal endar
aside he laid the shaving lightly on the surface of the water. W all |eaned
forward to watch as it bobbed there, aimessly at first. Then, abruptly, it
changed direction, glided slow and straight to the edge and sat there

qui vering. Jyp sucked in his breath sharply. 'So that's their heading, eh? By

sout h-sout h-west, a quarter ... Wy, that'll be -’
'"The Caribees,' said the Stryge quietly. 'Wst Indies, nost likely. Knew
| didn't like the snell. First that dupiah, nowthis ... Ach.’'

"But why?' | denanded. Fynn giggled, but the Stryge silenced himwith a
rai sed hand.

"Fair question. Because their main plan failed, that's why. Smuggling
that deadly thing in, for sone purpose or other. So they cane after you.'
'Me? Wy me?'

"Sinple. You brought it upon yourself. Poking after themw th your
sendings like that. Your spells.'
CM- 2

' They nmust've been on the | ook-out already. They've their own ways of
| ooki ng, just as you have.'

Tou nean the conputer? But there's nothing magi cal about that.'

The ol d man cackl ed suddenly, as if at sone private joke. 'Anything you
say, nmon enfant. Your sendings cane too close, and they traced them back. Just
war ned you off at first; but you would persist. Then they took a cl oser | ook
Deci ded they wanted you.'



'Yes, but why?
The Stryge shrugged. 'How should | know? / would not want you in a gift, but
have | the brain of a Wl f? Perhaps your sendings made themthink you to bl anme
for the plan's failure, and to excuse thensel ves they woul d take you back to
whoever is behind it. Wen they |ost you, they went for the next best.' The
thin lips curled contenptuously. 'They'd checked on that, too. The person you
care for nost in the world - and who cares nost for you.'

| stared, and only just stopped nyself braying with |aughter, telling him
he was daft. He had to be. The whol e idea was daft, utterly bl oody insane.
Serve me right for taking an old wino seriously. Care? Wat had she neant to
me, till all this blew up? Not that rmuch. A secretary |'d have been sorry to
lose - okay, alittle nore than that, a friend, a welcome spot of human warnth
in the business day. But 1'd lots of friends, hadn't |? Mdre than nost people,
maybe, since part of ny job was maintaining contacts. Coll eagues, regul ar
clients, and in nmy spare time the regulars at Nero's and Dirty Dick's, the
crew down at the squash courts, the one's I'd gone rock-clinbing and
hang-gliding with at intervals - hell, half the Liberal Cub, the half that
went there because it was a nice ol d-fashioned place to drink. Good conpany,
all of them-not the sort of friends you' d spew out your troubles to, maybe,
but then that was what nmade them good conpany. You didn't hunmbug them they
didn't hunmbug you - one of Dave's handy West African expressions. And after

all, it wasn't as if | didn't have the other sort of friends. 1'd got on fine
with ny parents while they were alive, still did with ny uncle and vari ous
aunts; though admittedly we'd lost touch a little, living so far apart. That

was the trouble with ny college friends, too, scattered all over the gl obe;
how I ong since |I'd heard from Neville? Conme to that, how long since |'d seen
M ke? He wasn't that far away.

A scrabbling unease was underm ni ng nmy annoyance. But it was stil

ridiculous. | wasn't in love with Clare - anything but. 1'd been closer, far
closer to a good dozen or so girls since | left college - hadn't |? Never nind
the odd pick-ups this last year or two; far closer. About Stephanie,
Anne-Marie, two or three of them |'d been serious, really serious. Begun

t hi nki ng about marriage even. Not to nmention ..

My teeth clenched shut. It was stupid; that was the past, wasn't it? But then
it all was. And he was tal king about right now H's eyes were nirrors; and
mrrors have no nercy. |'d never seen nyself like that before. | felt, in
menory, the touch of a hand on nmy arm a voice concerned, synpathetic, a brief
gust of that warm perfune. It wasn't mnuch; but there wasn't any nmore, not from
anywhere. |1'd seen to that, carefully, systematically, neatly. If she was
really the closest | stood to any other human being, then where the hell did
that | eave nme?

| couldn't answer it. Sonething was crunbling above my head, and suddenly
| couldn't be sure of anything any nore. |1'd been thinking about nyself - bad
enough. But what about C are? How cl ose had she cone? She'd had boyfriends in
pl enty; what did she feel about ne?

If he'd flung the water in ny face, and the can and the fire after it,
that old swine could hardly have shocked ne nore. He knew it, too. Those eyes
held ne while | withed inside, seeing every scrap of ny inner turnoil and
relishing it, the way a sadistic child mght enjoy a squirmng insect inpaled
on a pin. If Clare was who | cared for nost, if she cared the nost for ne -

"What - what're they going to do with her?" | croaked. Fynn giggled
again, and Jyp spat some word at him Stryge appeared not to notice. He |eaned
forward, weasel -qui ck, grabbed my hands in his and brought them down towards
the sides of the boiling billy-can. |I flinched, but the grip of those
arthritic claws, cold and horn-hard, was unbreakabl e.

"Do you want to know, or not? You will feel nothing you cannot bear!"’
W de-eyed, helpless, | let nmy hands be drawn out over the fire, ny pal s
pressed slowy and carefully to the ribbed nmetal. | gasped involuntarily, but

it was nothing like heat | felt; it was nore the violent energy of the
bubbling water, making the tin vibrate like a drum I|ike a nass of druns.



Thr obbi ng, pounding, a wild insistent rhythm and above it, in the chatter of
the bursting bubbles, in the roaring of the fire beneath, sonething nore - a

babbl e of voices, a chant singing. "Wat is it? | gasped. The tin quivered
like a living thing under ny hands, harder and harder to restrain.
"It is arite,'” said the old man darkly. 'A cerempnie-caille. | recognize

it. A mange - a sacrifice, perhaps to purge their failure in the eyes of their
god, perhaps to a blacker end. That | cannot see; darkness hangs around it, a
dar kness hot and sweltering beneath danp | eaves. But for that rite in
particul ar there can be only one fit offering -and that nust be a cabrit sans
cones.' He smled sardonically. '"A goat w thout horns. Such a nane.'

But | didn't need any translations, either literally or what it really
meant. | felt my scalp tighten with the horror of it, and | sprang up, tearing
away my hands. 'Then, Christ, what can we do about it? W' ve got to get her
out -'

Al Stryge did was smirk up at me in the firelight and shrug, and that
was the last straw. A fury such as I'd seldomfelt or given way to rolled over

me like cold lightning, and | felt ny hair bristle. 'Dam you!' | vyelled.

' There nust be sonething! And you're going to help me find it here and now -
or I'll wing your scrawny bl oody w ndpipe into nothing!' Jyp shouted
something | was past hearing. 'By God I will! And | kicked the boiling can at
the Stryge.

Sonehow he nust have had a hand up to deflect it. The can bounced asi de,
a great plunme of water |eaped hissing into the fire, but not a drop touched
him A huge steantl oud boiled up around ne, and it snmelt not dank and oily as
you m ght have expected, but soft and salty and warm as a tropical seaw nd.
Fynn snarl ed and sprang up, and | sawwith a thrill of horror that even
wi thout the firelight his eyes glowed yellow as anber. At ny side | heard the
rasp of sword | eaving scabbard - and the sharp click as it was thrust back
Jyp's hand | anded on mny shoul der
'Easy, lad!'" he hissed. 'Keep off the shoals! You don't know the lie of 'en
Gve me the helma mnute!" He turned to Stryge. 'You said you'd help, old
man, and so you have. kay, danfino, but that's just the easy part, making
sure what anyone coul d've guessed. Not the kind of work we need to come to Le
Stryge for, that, is it? Not enough to | evel any scores, is it? And not at al
like the great Stryge to | eave a job hal fway done ...’

I held nmy breath, as the steam di spersed into the darkness, and the old
man huddl ed over the last enbers of the fire. Fynn stood tense, ready, rigid
except for the constant opening and closing of his fingers and his panting
breath. He rel axed only when the old nman spoke, and his tone had changed to a
conpl ai ni ng whi ne. ' You young fol k, never ready to show any spirit! Never
ready to go out and do, want everything laid out before by us who' ve had to
work for it! Thought better of you, pilot, but you're just like all the rest.
No balls.' He glared at ne. "Though there's sone with no soul, either. And
precious little brain. What d' you expect nme to do when they're off and away
al ready? Why d'you think they hurried? Afraid of you?" He snorted, and bl ew
his nose on his fingers. 'Once out of harbour, safe, and well they knewit.'

| | ooked aghast at Jyp, who shook his head angrily. 'Lay off it, Stryge.
There's plenty that can be done so far off - and you can do it. As we both
know '

"Not without danmging your precious little bit of skirt as well. Your
sweet little Clare. So otherwise it neans fitting out a ship, doesn't it, and
going after them You wealthy? Hah?'

"No," | said unhappily, thinking how much | could raise on ny flat at
short notice, and the car, and the sound system - though that was |ast year's,
and unfashionable with the reviewers these days. 'How rmuch would it cost?

Jyp clicked his tongue. "Alot, Steve. 1'd help with my mte of savings,
but it wouldn't make nuch odds. A decent ship, why that'd cost nigh on two
t housand, wi th another thousand for a crew, five hundred or so on supplies.’

' Thousands of what?
Jyp blinked. 'Why, guineas, of course.’



' Qui neas? You nean, one pound five pence? In nodern noney?
"What other kind is there? Money's noney.'
| gaped at himan instant, and then suddenly | burst out |aughing in sheer
di sbelief. 'Jyp, you can't be serious! | earn nore than your two thousand in a
nmont h! My savi ngs
"No kidding? Ah, but it's got to be gold,' he warned, tapping the side of
his nose knowingly, '"and it's a hell of a poor rate you get for it when you're
ina hurry -'
"Never mind the rate!l' | barked. 'If | could lay hands on that sort of
nmoney in a couple of hours, can you find nme a ship? And a crew? And how soon?'
"You nmean it?" Jyp slapped his scabbard a ringing blow 'The best, pal
And by sunup! Starting with the best pilot afloat if you'll have him nanely

me! | was getting kind of bored ashore, anyhow. And you're setting your course
for strange waters -'

I was nearly speechless. "Jyp - it's far beyond anything |'ve ever done
for you! I"'mnore grateful than | can say -'

But Jyp had al ready rounded on the Stryge. 'Satisfied, you old pol ecat?
You ready to help now? Or have we just called your bluff?

The old man snuffled noisily. 'Get you your ship, and I'Il come al ong.'
Jyp blinked again; evidently he hadn't expected that. He was just about to
obj ect when the Stryge added ' Provi ded, of course, | can bring a brace of
friends -'

For the first tinme | saw real alarmcross Jyp's face. 'Not on any ship of
m ne!"’

"Jyp!" | whispered

Tou don't know, Steve! He's ill enough conpany, but |ordy, any friends
of his'U be worse -'
'"Take it or leave it!'" growl ed the old man.

"W need him Jyp,' | said. 'You couldn't think of anyone else.’

Jyp ground his teeth. 'But shipping out with us! He hasn't never done
such a thing that ever 1've heard of! Wiy now, for this? He doesn't care a fig
for you, and little nore for me! So what in all the hells is the old devil
really up to?" He shivered, and then sighed. 'But if you really believe we
need him Steve -'

"I ... | don't know. | suppose you could say | ... feel it in my bones.'
"I just hope Fynn don't end up pickin' em' Then he surprised me again, adding
t houghtfully 'But we'll play it your way, Steve. Any feelings come to you, I'm
inclined to trust.' He slapped me on the shoulder. 'So, you just hop back into
your closed auto and get raising that noney sharpish! If we mss the dawn-tide
and the land-wind we'll needs wait till sundown, and give the Wlves a ful
day's lead.' He |ooked back over his shoulder. 'W'll sail at dawn. Be aboard
wel | before; I'll send you word where.'

A sour chuckle floated after us. 'Save your breath, cabdt. I'll know.'

It was getting hazy and chill as | drove back into town. My first stop
was at ny flat, for a nunber of reasons. | wanted to change and pack, choosing
the best clothes for what could be a pretty rough-and-tunbl e voyage. That
done, | went through the rignarole of opening ny little wall safe and
rummaging in it for nmy nodest hoard of slightly illegal Krugerrands. Then
| ocked the place up, not w thout wondering whether |1'd ever see it again, and
set off for the Liberal Cub. | knew that was one of the likeliest places to
find Morry Jackman this time of night. Murry had sold ne the coins, and | knew
that within five minutes of finding himhe'd inevitably be trying to sell ne
nmore. | liked Morry, and hoped his heart would stand the shock when this tine
| agreed.

" Toni ght? You nmean, |ike now this nminute? He put down his drink, and
| ooked at ne like a kindly ow. 'Wat're you doing, Stevie boy, flying the
country?'

The truth can be best at times. 'I've got a deal going - a chance at a
Cari bbean charter, very cheap if it's in the ready. CGuineas, yet.'

Morry nodded sagely. 'Caribbean for four grand? Don't blame you. On a



night like this I'd pay pieces of eight, yet. Isn't an extra share going, is
there? Ah, never nind. One nore sticky and we'll go open up the shop,’

| drove back to the docks very carefully. The haze was turning to fog, and
didn't want to risk any accidents with that little bag of coinage chinking and
chuckling unlawfully to itself on the seat beside ne. Mrry had cone up with
an amazing assortnent, everything from quarter-angels and Jersey crowns to
Austrian inmperial half-thalers in nodern reissues and, |ike the good | ad he
was, he had been quite ready to take nmy cheque for a fair five thousand
pounds' worth at his untaxed prices. If the police found me with that they'd
be bound to get suspicious and delay ne, maybe fatally. So | contained ny

i npatience, let the drunks go roaring past nme into obscurity, and concentrated
on finding ny way. | made a couple of false turns at first, and began to sweat
alittle; the tendrils of the mst pointed this way and that |ike thin nocking
fingers. But it was only shortly after mdnight when a nell ow gl eam at
street's end caught ny eye, and | pulled up outside the Illyrian Tavern. So |
was beginning to find ny way around, was 1? To fit in. Qddly enough, that idea
made ne feel alnost nore unconfortable. |I glanced nervously into the night as
| clinbed out of the car. 1'd never been scared of the dark in the world I
knew - but here?

There were plenty of people there, to judge by the hubbub, but the
shadows hid themwell. Wile | was still on the stairs, though, Jyp hailed ne
excitedly froma small booth by the fire. 'Steve! Let me present to you
Captain Pierce, of the brigantine Defiance -'

A huge sil houette | oomed up out of the booth behind him towering over
the two of us. 'Gve nme your hand, sir!' he thundered, and extended an arm
swathed in so nuch lace | could hardly see his. 'Your servant, Master
St ephen!' The hidden hand was hamsized and hard as leather. H s | ong sandy
hair, curled like a spaniel's, franed a hamface, too. Bel ow his heavy jow s
| ayer upon | ayer of foaming ruffles spilled down the front of a peculiar
wai stcoat, its front panels heavily enbroidered and extending alnmost to his
knees. '"I'll desire your better acquaintance, sir, upon our voyage! But for
now, tinme presses and tide awaits, and | fear we nmust bring our bargain to a
speedy term
You' ve got the noney?' breathed Jyp.

| spilled out the bag upon the table. Panic seized ne, seeing it sitting
there in the firelight; had I nade a fool of nyself? O m sunderstood Jyp?
Were values in this crazy world as different as everything else? It | ooked
like such a pathetic little pile, conpared to all the pirate hoards |'d seen
in books and filnms. Jyp and the captain stared at it a noment wi thout
speaking, and | sweated. Then Jyp whistled softly. 'And you said you weren't
richt!’

Wth an apol ogetic glance at me the captain picked up a coin at random

took a gnawing bite at it, and stared at the result. Tlove o' God's will!"' he
breathed. 'Fine coin, this! Mist be damm near pure!’
Shaky with relief, | realized that gold neant for use, as opposed to

sitting on velvet bank trays, nust al nost always have been debased -
ostensibly to make it harder, nore likely to stretch its value. Jyp nodded
with sublime conplacency. "What'd | tell you, skipper? There's your ship, your
men and their vittles, and enough to buy '"emall over again. Want your trifle
wei ghed out now?'

'The remainder,' | said decisively, before the captain could get a word
out, '"is for you and your crew the noment we get O are back safely. And as
much agai n, upon our return. Tell themthat!'

Pi erce surged up, and bowed with such sweeping courtesy that | could only
copy him '"You are a very prince, sir, a prince! And by all that's holy, you
shal |l have the maid, while there's power in our arnms! Snuff with you, sir?

Anxious not to offend, | took a noderate pinch fromthe silver-nouthed
ram s-horn he flourished, and snuffed it up as |I'd seen done in filnms, off the
back of ny hand. | hoped | wouldn't sneeze. One doesn't, with a | arge Havana,

lit, jammed up each nostril; and that's what it felt like. | was speechl ess,



but luckily Pierce was too busy plugging his own cavernous nostrils with the
lethal stuff to notice. He noticed all right, though, when Jyp scooped the
gold back into the bag in one swift gesture and gave ne it back

" About that tide -' he said.

Pi erce sneezed violently down his ruffles and roared for his hat and coat. dd
Myrko hobbled up with a knee-length frock-coat stiff with el aborate piping and
gl eam ng buttons. Over this Pierce buckled a broad | eather belt slung with a
huge rapier, jamed on a broad-brimred felt hat with a tall plume, tucked an

i vory-headed cane under his armand remarked, 'It's but a short step to the
wharf, sir! Wuld you go afoot, or shall we take your car?

He didn't seemto fit my car, either physically or nmentally. Jyp thought
it was safer left at the tavern, anyway; they would keep an eye on it. 'Katjka
specially,' he said dryly, as we clinbed the stairs. 'On at ne agai n about
t aki ng care of you, she was -'

'I's she around? 1'd like to say goodbye -

"Better we don't linger.'" But | did, hovering on the last step, full of
strange feelings. And sonehow | saw her, right at the back of the dark room
her hair tossed back, her cat eyes watching nme with expressionless intensity.
She raised a hand to blow ne a kiss; but it wasn't her fingers that touched
her lips. It was the pack of cards.

The fog outside had changed, not thinned exactly but concentrated into
banks and streamers that swirled around us on a faint chill breeze. W wal ked
in silence, except for Pierce's cane tapping the stones and his scabbard
sl appi ng against his stiff coat. Jyp's sword was slung over his shoul der, and
he seemed sunk in his own thoughts. So was |, and they were none of them
conforting. I'd set off on long journeys before now, but with nmy destination
printed fair and square on the tickets in ny bag and the rites of passage
conmon to every airport the world over; check-in, aisle seat, no snoking
pl ease, baggage checks and passport controls, security scans, adenoida
announcements and flickering departure screens. |'d never thought of them as
reassuring before; but | would have wel comed them now, stepping out into a
m sty void of infinite possibilities. Maybe | was going to fall off the edge
of the world.

When enptiness opened before us, though, it was only the street's end, and the
gl obes of gold light were not stars but the lanterns of the wharf. Beyond its
rimshadow masts lifted, and men were busy about it, scurrying up and down a
gangpl ank, hefting sacks and rolling kegs. Above our heads there was a sudden
creak, and a net of large barrels went sw nging across on a spar, to be let
down with much shouting and cursing into the shadows below. Pierce filled
his lungs, and his bellow carried easily over the hubbub. 'Mster Mate! How s
she stand?'

"Well, sir!' The answer echoed up from bel ow. 'Last |oads cone aboard
now, and she trinms nicely!'" A string of technical details about |oading
foll owed, sounding surprisingly nmodern, and a brisk exchange of orders sent
gangs of dark-clad nmen running this way and that. | noved to the wharfside,
out of the way, and | ooked down.

"Wl |l ?* demanded Jyp, clapping ne on the shoulder. 'How d you like her?

My mouth went dry with alarm 'Jyp!' | protested. 'She's tiny] You can't
have seen that bloody vast ship the Wlves have! She's a quarter the size -'

Jyp chortled. 'Surely, yes, but that's a great |unbering nerchantnman! The
Defiance here'U have the heels of it, and draws far |ess; she'll outsail the
Chorazin at every point, and go where they'd ground or founder. And if need be
she can outrange them See there, just along the tunble-home!' He pointed to a
row of closed panels |ike upright trapdoors on the shallow incom ng curve of
the hull. 'There's ei ghteen-pounder guns behind those gunports, ten to a side,
and | ong ni ne-pounders as chasers in bow and stern both. Mre ordnance than
nost ships this size'd carry, near as much as a frigate, but she was built for
that, see? And to carry a larger crew than usual. The Chorazin's a wall ow ng
whal e, but this, this is a shark, built for speed and snatching prey. Think
I'd find you anything | ess? Though it was our luck Pierce had her in dock till



this week, careening. It's a privateer we need, and Defiance - she's one of
the best!’

It seened I'd hired myself what was essentially a miniature private
warship. | was all for private enterprise, but this was a bit nuch. | was
still clutching nmy head at the thought when there cane a sudden hail from high
above, fromthe nist-cloaked mast heads. On deck and wharf alike all novenent
froze, and the clear voice sang through an expectant sil ence.

" Wnd's fromthe | and! Dawn ho! Dawn is comning!'
The very call seened to strike through the mist, severing its tangled
streanmers, flattening its billows. Through it, sonewhere out in the
still-hidden distance, | sawthe first faint trace of light. It fell upon the
faces of the men about ne, and reveal ed them as the weirdest crew of
cutthroats | could have imagi ned. Faces lined, faces scarred, faces that could
have been carved from anci ent wood, or sinply formed in it by the vagaries of
age; fierce, feral faces such as few nen bear in this nodern age, faces of
every race | knew and some | didn't. Not all were nen. There were severa
worren, every bit as hard-faced and dressed nuch the sane way - though there
was little uniformty anong them And at that hail, wthout waiting for the
bel | owed order that followed, they snatched up every scrap of gear that
littered the wharf and staggered, grotesquely |aden, to the gangpl ank
Sonebody coughed beside nme, and | turned to find a hard-eyed little brute of a
man bobbi ng nervously and touching his knuckles to his mahogany forehead.
'Beggin' yer pardon, master, but cap'n's conplinents and may | kindly be
seein' you aboard now?'

'Yes, of course -' | began, but he'd already snatched up the flight
hol dal | that was all ny |uggage, seized ny el bow and nore or |ess dragged ne
to the gangplank. It was only three planks wide, without rails or anything at
the sides, but | had no trouble till | was alnost at the end. Sonme eager soul
stepped on too vigorously and al nost bounced nme over; but a |ong hand shot out
fromthe deck, caught ny armand nore or less lifted nme in.

"Losing your sea | egs al ready, Mster Stephen?' asked a husky, sardonic
burr.

"Mall!" | laughed. 'You re com ng al ong?

She turned at a shout fromthe stern, but stayed to clap me on the back
"A shame to | eave the hunt half done, and ne with the snell of Wl f just in ny
nostril! Aye, |'m shipped as quartermaster - and that's ne called to the helm
now '

"Told you 1'd get you the best, Steve,' grinned Jyp, appearing as she
vani shed. 'Scrappers all, and she a match for the whole pack of 'em

"Nobody 1'd want nmore at ny side in a roughhouse,' | agreed. 'Except you,
maybe.' ' Me?' Jyp shook his head ruefully. '"That's rightly kind of you, Steve,
but you little know Her —well, there's not a swordsnman or woman to match her
in all the great Ports, nor any other kind of fighter fromCadiz to old
Const anti nople. Hasn't been, since before ny tine.'

'Before —she doesn't | ook so old! Younger than you, if anything.'

"Must be a heap of folk she's younger than, but | don't see so many.
She's been around, Steve —

A sudden conmotion stopped him Down the gangpl ank, conpl aining |oudly,
the old man called Le Stryge came linping. Two figures ragged as hinsel f
supported himon either arm One was Fynn, vul pine as ever, and the other, to
my surprise, was a young girl, skinny, pale and bare-|egged beneath a ragged
bl ack dress, but by no nmeans unattractive. Her dark hair straggl ed danply over
her hi gh cheekbones; they nade her green eyes | ook i mense, and gave her smle
that hungry quality that refugees have in news pictures. | would have expected
a tough crewlike this to be wolf-whistling her, if nothing else, but instead
t hey gave back, positively scuttled out of the way. Many of them nade the
j abbi ng-horns sign with their fingers, or whistled and spat. Fynn | ooked
around with a horrible leer, and they stopped at once. Le Stryge halted at the
gangway' s end.

"Master Pilot! Three to cone aboard!' He bowed. 'My hunble self, Fynn



whom you know, and may | present to you Peg Pow er. A useful associate, | have
no doubt .’

"No doubt!' nuttered Jyp, and gestured towards the bow 'You' ve the
starboard foc' sl e cabin. Best you get there and stay for now, you're upsetting
the | ads!’

The Stryge bowed. 'Anything to oblige, Master Pilot! Conme, children!’

The strange trio hobbled off, and the bustle on the deck parted to |let
t hem pass. | was about to ask Jyp about the girl, but he checked ne, caught ny
arm 'There, Steve! Can't you feel it? Tide's changing. It's slack now'
| glanced over the side. The greyish light was growi ng, but | could nmake out
not hi ng but the nist heaving sluggishly bel ow the gunports. 'I can't feel a
thing. Are we sinking down any further?

Jyp's laughter cane easily, but there was sonething in it, something new
that set ny hair bristling as easily as the freshening breeze. 'Not the tides
of water, Steve, slow and draggi ng! Wen our tide turns, when the channels are
clear, and there's no danger of grounding —why then, Steve, we can sail east
of the sun itself!’

Even as he spoke, the light changed, and quite suddenly the cold greyness
was shot through; the high nastheads sprang into being, tipped with radiant
light.

"Cast off, bows!' thundered Pierce astern. 'Loose beads'|s there! Hands
al oft to | oose tops'Is!’

The rigging thrumed like a giant guitar under a rush of clinbing feet,
and over our heads a great fall of parchment-col oured canvas dropped with a
crash, thrashed an instant then filled with a boomand bellied taut.

"Hard a' starboard the wheel! Hands to heads'| sheets! Haul, you bitches
brood! Haul!'

As the bl ossom ng sails caught the wind they pulled the bows around, out
from the wharfside

"Cast off astern!' roared Pierce. 'Sheet hone! Hands to braces!’

| caught the rail as the ship surged suddenly beneath ne, heeled slightly
and | eaped forward, urgent as a living thing.

Over the world's edge the sun clinbed, and its low |light played out
across the sunken mist that stretched out to neet and merge with the dawni ng
clouds, and turned it to waves of surging gold. The harbour wall slid by, the
snells of tar and fish faded in the cold pure wind. | heard the water gurgling
beneath us, but it seemed scarcely to exist as that limtless tide of |ight
struck through it, turning all to m sty translucency, water and air alike.
Looking up | saw the topsails catch the air and fill - or was it the radi ance
that filled them so strong, so fresh | seemed to breath it in and be borne
al oft nyself, a shimrering gust of fire?

Ahead of us the clouds opened. | no longer saw the sun, as if it had sunk
beneat h our bows; but its |light shone up before us, setting a stark and
shadowed solidity on the clouds, and edging themw th gold. Coastlines took
shape there, fringed with bright beaches, peninsulas, pronontories, islands
dar kl y nount ai nous and tree-crowned. Vast and all-envel opi ng, the archipel ago
| ay spread out beyond our bowsprit, and the azure channels opened to receive
us. Qur bows dipped, lifted, skipped and lifted again, higher and higher
while the m st broke across themand scattered to either side in tall plunes
of slowfalling spray, and over us great seabirds wheeled and cried. In Jyp's
voice | heard the same wild exultation, limtless as the horizonl ess bl ue
beyond.
"Over the dawn! Over the airs of the earth! W' re under way!' CHAPTER SI X
AS

A SMALL BOY 1'd lain on the | awn, |ooking up at the clouds passing over
our rooftop, imagining they were standing still and that | and the roof were
surgi ng upward anong them Now it was happeni ng.

The channel opened before us as we scudded out, w der and wi der, a
bl azi ng expanse of blue it hurt the eye to ook at. Purest, infinite azure
above us and bel ow, the depthl ess blueness of an ideal sea, a perfect sky - if



any horizon separated them it was beyond ny dazzled sight. And under the | ow
sun's long rays the blue turned swiftly to burning gold, seaned with streaks
of shimering white; thin streaners of sunset cloud or w nd-driven wavecaps,
either or both, both at once - how could | tell? |I was beyond caring, beyond
thought. | stood rapt. It was in light we rode, light that filled our sails
and rippl ed beneath our tinbers, light we breathed, light that filled our

vei ns and qui ckened our pul ses. And outspread before us in hilly swathes of
cloud lay the islands of the sunset archipel ago.

Yet as we drew nearer they didn't |ose that |ook, didn't fade as cl ouds do

i nto shapel ess, insubstantial billows. They grew sharper, firner, nore solid
by the mnute, seened to materialize out of the nmists of distance just as nore
mundane pl aces do. Along their golden margins the swirling flecks of white
became breakers crashing up wide pale sands; | could hear them faintly, as we
passed. The shadowy grey swirls of forest at their hearts resolved into the
tops of tall trees, tossing their leaves in the wind; it brought ne the strong
slow breath of them and, very faintly, the tang of |eaves and pine-tar
bracken and danp noul d, the scents of ancient forests long cleared fromthe

| ands. About their heights soared wi ngs, not seabirds but broad- pini oned
raptors gliding and stooping, osprey, hawk and proud eagles. Fromsmall islets
in our path there came mournful yipping barks, and grey shapes stirred agai nst
the rocks, M ng round heads to watch us as we passed, some undul ating away in
alarm O other life | saw few signs, though once | was sure the antlers of a
stag lifted in brief black outline against the blazing blue-gold; of humanity
not hi ng. But once, as we rounded a high grey headl and, there canme drifting out
to me fromthe cresting forests the reedy rise and fall of pipes. Not a sound
I'd ever cared for; but it belonged here, plaintive but exulting, like a voice
given to these wild shores to sing of their lonely splendour. It sang through
me, and | thrilled to it, all other marvels forgotten in that |ow chant;

ached to land, to throw aside all ny troubles on the beach and run off, free,

t hrough the rich woodl ands. Mall's hand on ny shoul der jolted me out of the
trance. 'Best not to listen too close, good sir,' she observed quietly, *when
there is no man playing."'

"No man?' | repeated stupidly. "That isn't the wind | hear.'

'"Did | say it was so? But there are no nen on that sweet isle. Mich
nmusi c, but no nen.'

The beach beyond canme into view Just above the sealine a tall black rock
| oomed unnatural ly upright against the bright sands; its flanks, glistening
like flaked gl ass, were shaped, roughly but unm stakeably. Overhead the yards
and rigging creaked, and the scoured planking beneath nmy feet tilted to a
different angle; the set of the sails was changing. O ders were shouted, and
men ran to the braces. | |ooked around; Jyp had the hel m now, and he was
taking us further fromthe shore.

"As wise a pilot as ever,' Mall commented. 'There's nore ways than one
to run upon a rock, hereabouts.' Wth a friendly clap on ny shoul der she went
back up to the quarterdeck to join him Absently | rubbed the bruise and
listened to a sailor singing to that eerie tune as it dw ndl ed away astern
There is no age there,

Nor any sorrow,

As the stars in heaven Are the cattle in the valleys. Geat rivers wander
Through flowery plains, Streanms of mlk and nead, Streams of strong ale. There
is no hunger And no thirst In the Hollow Land, In the Land of Youth.

"Belay that, you tarrarag!' growl ed Pierce; but the singer had al ready
stopped. A flock of grey crows fluttered up fromthe hills, squawking
derisively; and that was the [ ast we heard.

The shores held ny eyes still, but the cloudy isles sank away on either
side, further and further, receding into m sty distance once nmore. It took mne
a while to notice the little sailor at ny side again. 'Cap'n's conplinents,
Master, and will you take wine with himand the Sailin' Mster on the
qguarterdeck afore dinner?

| certainly would. After the alarnms and excursions -God, was it only



yesterday? - and a sleepless night | felt direly in need of a drink
preferably strong; | wondered if they shipped rumon privateers. The "w ne'
t hough, turned out to be some kind of Madeira, snoky and | ethal and served by
the little old seacook in half-pint pewter beakers. By my second | was feeling
no pain at all, and confident enough to copy Jyp and the captain, resting
their feet on the rail and tilting their chairs with the |ight skipping notion
of the ship, while Mall |eaned on the great wheel. Sonething was bothering ne,
t hough, and as we got up to go below | realized what it was.

"The sun! It's alnost set! But damm it, we set sail at dawn! And that was
no nore than two hours back! And di nner?

Pierce let out a great guffaw, his jow s crinkling and bobbing, while an
answering chuckl e ran around the deck bel ow, Jyp struggled to control his
face, and failed. Only Mall did not even smile, but regarded me gravely from

t he hel msman's bench. 'Oh, go ahead, laugh,' | said resignedly. 'Don't nind
t he new boy around here.'
"Sorry, Steve,' grinned Jyp. 'l mnd it hit me just that way the first

tinme, and | was forewarned. East of the sun, west of the noon, renenber,
there's our road. So naturally it's setting behind us now, and we | ose a day.
No worry; we'll soon pick it up on our way home. Now let's eat.'

About the food | was a bit apprehensive, dimy renenbering tales of
weevi | -ridden biscuit and salt pork, rock-hard and nouldy. | should have known
better. The little saloon was brightly lit with swi nging brass |lanterns; the
furniture was Queen Anne or sonething of the sort -I wouldn't have dared cal
it antique, not here - and laid with bright silver. Captain Pierce was
evidently in a profitable Iine; at any rate he lived big. Five courses, wth
wi nes, and the entree was several in itself, stews and sliced neat nostly, and
little roasted gane-birds, one each. Al the three-star restaurants in town
woul d have killed to get hold of them | was a bit disconcerted to be told
t hey were gol den plovers, which sounded rare. But they did things differently
here, and nothing was going to bring those birds back; | tucked in. On boats
nmy stomach was always a bit unsure at first, but not here. The notion m ght be
the sane, but evidently it just didn't believe we were at sea.

After dinner there was coffee and brandy; Jyp lit a cigar, and the captain an
enornous pipe, filled, | guessed, with the sanme bl end of sul phur and nettles
as his snuff. | managed to survive the result in that confined space for an
hour or so, while the two of themvied with each other in what | sincerely
hoped were enornous |ies about past encounters with Wl ves and other perils of
the sea. | hardly dared disbelieve anything now, even Jyp's tale about what he
had caught with an oxhead as bait. At last | was driven to make ny excuses and
retire, wheezing, to bed. O cot, rather. The captain had offered ne, as
"owner', the use of his cabin, but I'd thought it tactful to refuse. Instead
had one of the two little cubbyholes, as they called them adjoining the

sal oon doors. Jyp, as sailing master, had the one on the port side. Alittle
over six feet square, mne held only a rickety chair, a hinged wall-table and
an om nously coffin-like box slung by ropes fromthe beanms above. This was ny
bed, it was two inches too short for ne, and | hadn't the knack of sl eeping
coiled up yet. Besides, all ny instincts screamed at nme that it was about nine
in the norning, high time I was at work. The air was stuffy, and sonehow it
snelt too much of dinner; the single cloudy porthole that gave onto the deck
couldn't open. The drink buzzing around in my head didn't help. After a
suffocating hour or two | gave up, dressed and noboched out on deck again,
taking the brandy bottle Pierce had given me for a nightcap

The night took my breath away, it was so beautiful. The sun was |ong gone
now, the stars were out and a sweep of luminous grey cloud stretched in a
great arch, a frozen wave, over a full noon that edged it with cold fire,
bl eached the decks and turned the sails to taut sheets of silver. A soft
t hunder seened to echo through the vast dome of the night above us, rolling in
time to the snmooth sl ow heaving of the ship. The urgent hiss along the hul
told of the true speed she was maki ng, and the snapping flutter of the
mast head pennants, the soft humof the rigging. Afewgulls still cried in our



wake, or cane to perch along the yardarns. The mmi ndeck was enpty but for the
forms of sleeping hands, wapped in their blankets. This was the deck watch,
ready for any energency, while their conrades rocked nore confortably in their
hamrocks bel ow. Around the rails on quarterdeck and foredeck the | ookouts
paced, each to his own little beat, wal king to keep awake, while at the hel m

Mal | still stood, her long hair shot with light and her eyes gl eani ng
star-bright. The | ookouts and the master's mate in command saluted nme as |
appeared, and Mall jerked her head in casual invitation; | held up the bottle,

and saw her teeth flash in answer.
"A fine wolves' moon!' she said as | clanbered up the gangway.
"Don't spoil it!" | pleaded. 'It's too beautiful.’
'"Is it not? she agreed cheerfully. 'Cone, you'll have a wi der view fromhere
- though better yet fromthe rigging, or the nastheads -'

I'd done plenty of rock clinbing; but rocks don't sway. 'Maybe later -' |
was going to say sonething nore, but it faded. | stared uneasily out over the
ship's rail. Nowhere around us was there any trace of the depthless azure; it
m ght never have been. In all directions, glittering |like steel and gunneta
beneat h the nmoon, there stretched a wi de, enpty expanse of rippling grey. It
m ght, just mght, have been a cal mocean, catching and nmirroring the soft
shades of that flow ng, feathery arch so exactly as to nmake them seem one
subst ance. Together they forned a wide tunnel, a cavemputh al nost, towards
which we were sailing, into the blue-black sky hung with nobon and stars. Yet
still the sounds were those of the sea, and it was a strong breeze that
stiffened the sails, and riffled nmy hair.

Sea or not, it didn't seemto bother Mall, so | didn't let it bother ne
either; | was tired of playing tenderfoot. | just funbled out my Swi ss arny
kni fe and nade a hash of uncorking the brandy. | wanted that first swi g badly,
but manners made it Mall's.

'"To your good health, Master Stephen. And your |adylight'o'love's.' She
wi ped the neck delicately with her thunb before passing it back.
"My ... Care's not ny, er, ladylight. Just a friend.'

"What of her sweetheart, then? A laggard he nust be, to | eave the chase
to you.'

| snorted. 'A hell of atime |I'd have, trying to explain what's happened
to her. But | don't think there is anyone, not at the nonent.'

She gave nme a considering |ook. 'The better man you, then, to speed so
swiftly to her aid.'

| lowered the bottle, enbarrassed, and shrugged. 'Not really. It's ny
fault she's in trouble. My own stupid fault, poking around and ni shandl i ng
things. | should have known it would attract trouble.'

"Why so? To strike so deep into the Core like that, it's unheard-of;
nobody who knew anyt hing of Wl ves woul d have | ooked for it, not Jyp, not |
There's no blam ng you.' | shook ny head. '"Wsh | could agree. Doesn't nake
any difference, though - ny fault or not, | had to go after her. | couldn't
just sit and do nothing."’

"But your wife, your own sweetheart - what of her? Should not you stay
with her? Is't fair to herself to risk yourself on such a chase-devil as
t hi s?'

A sour taste rose in ny throat. 'I'mnot married. And there's hardly a
girl who'd give a good goddamm if | never cane back. Except nmaybe Clare, if
that old bastard' s to be believed.'

'"The Stryge? Aye, believe himin this. Only beware of trusting himtoo
far.' She regarded ne with m schievous eyes. 'And this C are, you' ve never -'
"No I bloody well haven't!' | countered sharply, and added for good

nmeasure 'What about you? Are you married? Does your daddy know you're out?

She gave a bubbling chuckle, and tilted her long nose in the air.
"Wedded? Not |, I'"'mtoo nuch the rover. 'Sides, | like to lie o' both sides
i'the bed.’

And while | took a monent to think over that one, she sniffed the air,
glanced up into the rigging with the instinctive casual ness of |ong



experience, and eased off the wheel a little. 'Wnd's freshening, but we
shan't want to take in another reef, not yet. Speed's the essence, this night,
with the fat sprat we're after.' | sat down on the hel nsman's hi gh bench, and
studi ed her as she | eaned forward to check the conpass binnacle. She was no
great beauty, a little too big-boned all over, but her black gl ossy breeches
clung snugly to very feninine curves, and she noved with the grace of a wonan
athlete. Only that and the breadth of her bare shoul ders hinted at any
particul ar strength, let alone the tigerish force she'd displayed. Her easy
manner betrayed nothing of the ferocity that drove it, either; but | couldn't
forget they were there.

'Some sprat,' | said. 'But catching it's only half the problem what do
we do then? It nmakes nme feel a lot better, having you along. I'mglad you cane
- and incredibly grateful. It's not your quarrel, after all.’

"Ch, '"tis mne all right,' she said softly. She | ooked up and out, to where
stars glittered beyond the bows. Their pale fire shone in her eyes, and she
glared hard at things only she could see - nmenories, nmaybe, or forebodings.
"I"ve a quarrel with all Wlves and suchlike snapping brutes, and all the
greater evils that lie behind them And with all the wongs the world

o' erflows with. To set evil to rights wherever | may find it, so |'m sworn.

And nost of all where a maid's in distress -' She broke off, and remarked with
danger ous col dness ' Say what you |l augh at, Master Stephen, and we'll [ augh
t oget her.'

"I wasn't laughing!' | assured her hastily. 'At |east, not exactly - it's
just ... well, I've never heard anyone talk like that before. Not l|ike - |
don't know - a knight errant? O a - what's the bl oody word? - a pal adi n.

Least of all - if you don't mind - a hell of an attractive woman ...'

" A pal adi n?' She unfroze at once, and swept nme a bow so deep her curls
went foam ng over her face. 'High praise, fair sir! Too high for ny poor self.
But | thank you nonetheless.' She smled wyly. "An all nmen took ne so
courteously I'd think better of them

"You probably just make them feel inadequate. | don't dare. You saved ny
neck, and you're helping me save Clare's. Like | said, I'mgrateful, | can't
resent you.' And | knew |I'd better change the subject fast, before | began to.
'Least of all when | think about taking on those bl oody Wl ves again. You said

somet hi ng about greater evils behind them Od Stryge was hinting al ong
the sane |lines, but he couldn't say nore - or wouldn't. You don't happen to -

She shook her head, crossed her arns over the top of the wheel and | eaned
her chin on themthoughtfully. 'No, Stephen; naught nore sure. But it's an
easy guess. There's always evil behind such creatures, even if it's only what
their first ancestors left in their blood. Deep in there at the centre, at the
hub of the G eat \Weel -'

' The Core, you mean?'

'Aye, aye, so many call it. There, anyhow, good and evil, they're well

bal anced, well blended, you m ght say. A smack of each in nost things, and
never nmore so than in men and their doings. Qut here, though, east of the
sunrise, the measure of all things changes. There's great good to be found,
aye, and great evil as well; and less nmixed. Nay, no nore brandy for now, |
t hank you; too much is a | ee shore to a steersman.'

| lowered the bottle frommy own lips. 'You tal k about good and evil as
if they were things in thensel ves.'

She considered. 'And so they may be, far out there at the nmargins of the
wor |l ds. Things absolute and pure. For certainly the farther fromthe Hub one
fares, the purer they becone.'

"Purer how? In people's mnds - evil people? O near-people like the
Wl ves?'

"Hard to say. Mnds - oh, there's ninds there all right. People ..
maybe.' Her face took on that haunted | ook again. 'Sone of them m ght have
been, once. Bl ackhearted souls drawn outward to the greater evils |like noths
to a flame, and shedding nore and nore of their humanity as they went. But
others, they may be those sane greater evils reaching i nward, and shaping



t hensel ves nore human in the process; hence, maybe, the Wl ves' strange bl ood.
But out here between Hub and RRmone's as bad as t'other, and has as little in
it of what we'd call nen. You saw - you should remenber. In the warehouse.'
She must have seen ne stiffen. 'And that creature, dreadful as it seened,
but a commpn servant to such outernesses, a sentry or scout. They're ever
seeking to spread their black influence inward, like wornms riddling sound
timbers. Even deep within the Hub it lies behind nore pain and suffering than
nost nmen ever guess.'

Sonehow the night didn't seemquite so beautiful. 'And you think that
something like this is behind the Wl ves?
"After that thing they smuggled in ... aye, | do. Trade is ever the subtlest
means of passage, for it's the lifeblood of the wider worlds - the nore so,
for their endless variety, and the many ways about them that one nan may pass
wi th ease, and another, not in synpathy, find barred to himforever. Even the
Wl ves and ot her strange races trade at tinmes. It rmust be shielded, that
trade, and sentinels stand guard over its arteries lest infection creep al ong
them and darkness in its wake. It's not only for your Clare I'mdoing this,
Stephen. And 1'd lay odds old Stryge is of the same mind. He's an unchancy

tis

bastard, but he'll brook no meddling of this neasure. He and I, we've seen too
much to let it pass unchallenged. That's ny oath, ny deepest purpose in life.'

' Sounds pretty good,' | acknow edged gloomly. '"Wsh |I'd one worth the
name. '

The bell hung high on the stern rail chinmed quietly into the darkness,
mar ki ng t he passage of the watch. On the deck bel ow sonme of the dozing hands
began throwi ng off their blankets and proddi ng ot hers awake. The noon was
falling fromthe zenith now, and | ong shadows oozed across the planks as nore
seanen cane scranbling down fromthe rigging, took up the discarded bl ankets
and stretched out in their place. Mall turned to | ean agai nst the wheel
studying ne thoughtfully. "No wife, no true |ove, no purpose ... Yet you have
a mnd, and some heart at least; neither of the worst, if | read aright. You
must have dreans, sure; or have had themonce. Wien | was a child | was used
to waste ny scanty pennies in the playhouses, standing and dreani ng at plays
where wonen dressed as boys for some brave purpose; but that only because boys
took the wonen's part anyway. A fine irony; even on stage we could not be
our sel ves.'

There was sonething in what she said that nmade nmy hair prickle, but the
drink was getting in the way of it. 'l had dreans once, maybe. Pretty stupid
ones; they didn't add up to much of a purpose.’

"That takes time,' she said, and the bitterness in her voice startled

me, making what | felt trivial. "It took me long years, till I'd sloughed
every last taint of ny birth, left it lying behind me in the road. Till | was
new-mnted fromny old netal .'

"Where were you born, Mall?' | asked gently, struggling to sort out what

was taki ng shape.
She shrugged. 'Find ne ny father and nother, and ask. Neither nanme nor face
can | put to them M first nenory's the bawdy-house where | was everybody's
child and nobody's, being raised like fatstock for the coming trade. Fromthat
| fled as soon as ever | could; but it was not soon enough. For you now,
t hough, it should not have been so ill.’

| shook ny head, but in agreement. 'It shouldn't, | suppose. | wasn't
born rich, but we were never short of anything. | got on with my parents, they
gave me a good education, | took an okay degree and |I've done well in mny job.
Very well, so far. And that was because | gave up dreamng early on, settled
for sensible anbitions instead. | began planning it all out while | was stil
in college, howl'd get on in business and then naybe nmove on to a career in
politics, Parliament naybe or the European bunch -oh, not for any particular
party or anything like that. Not ideals. Just as a natural progression
running things. | took that pretty seriously - still do. And | suppose
dreaned of living confortably, independently, and | do; that cane true, too.
So far I'"'mon target. Wat el se counts?



Tou ask that of nme?' she said anusedly. 'Mny things, be you a nan and
not a strawstuffed popinjay - or a Wlf. But a blind man on a bl acker ni ght
than this could see you know that."'

"All right!" | admitted. "The human side. Love, if you nust call it that.
I've had plenty of girl-friends, but | just haven't clicked with them- is
that nmy fault? 1've had lots of fun. |1've got fond of them serious even, but

| ove - no, nobody. This last year or two |'ve been too busy, anyway; sinking
nmyself in ny job. Got to do a bit of that if you want to stay ahead. And in
the long run, you know, it's nore satisfying - oh, except the physical bit,' |
added, seeing the ook on her face. 'But | get that when | want it.'

'"From whores,' she said coolly. "Dolls, trulls, doxies

| began to get angry. 'Don't junp to bloody concl usions! Casually, okay! So
what ? You think that's |ess honest than the dinners and gifts routine, the

darling-1-1ove-you spiel when you both knowit's bullshit? O just plain
conning sone stupid girl onto her back? | don't. |I've played that gane; | got
sick of it. But I don't pay - hell, 1've never had to! Wll, hardly ever,' |
added, renenbering business trips to Bangkok. 'But that was just ... playing

tourist. Seeing the sights.'

"Men buy with nore than coin,' she said quietly, when |I'd petered out.
"Believe ne, | know But |I'mno canting Puritan. They'll go a-whoring, your
| ads and | asses both; an ancient vice, and there's nmany nore terrible -unless
it's set in the place of sonmething better. And by the Mass, Master Stephen, in
you it is! You' ve never |oved, you say? | give you the lie! For your own words
do as nuch.’

| stared, and hal f | aughed. 'Hey, Mall, you can think what you damm well
like -'

| stopped. Her long hand had | anded on my shoul der, lightly but firmy,
as |'d tried to get up. 'Do you wal k away from everything? Fromthe plight of
C are you cannot. Wy then from your own?'

'So what makes it your business, anyhow?' | parried, angrily.

"Not hing,' she said sinmply. 'l claimno right to nmeddle, even to care
But when |I've held a life in nmy swordhand | cannot help an interest in it
thereafter.’

"Al'l right!" | acknow edged, trying not to be annoyed by the rem nder
'Maybe | was pretty keen on someone for a while. But no nmore. It wouldn't have
wor ked out, God knows!'

"Hold, hold!" Mall released ne and ruffled my hair amusedly. 'l only w sh
you to think, not tell nme all your privy secrets. You may surprise yourself.'
"Well, I will tell you, danmit, and you can judge for yourself. | don't want
you dream ng up all kinds of crap about ne, really. | net her in ny first year
at college, she was at the art school and we hit it off. W had fun - God, she
was nmore fun than any English girl 1'd ever met. Just so different, so - |

don't know. Qutside all the rules. Al the girls | knew - even the
unconventional ones were unconventional along the sanme lines, if that makes
any sense. She was Eurasian, by the way - half Chinese, from Singapore, pretty

as hell. A beautiful body, near perfect. Like polished bronze. That was part
of the trouble, in fact.' Mall had both hands on the wheel again, and her eyes
on the horizon, but she nodded slowy to show she was listening. | watched the

pl ay of curves between her breast and ribs as she steered, and the hollows in
her muscul ar thighs. Jacquie's shape was different, nmuch snoother, nore
delicate - alnmost fragile. 'She wasn't rich. She was getting noney from hone,
but never really enough. She used to nodel for life classes to earn nore.'

" And you were jeal ous?

"No," | said, slightly surprised. 'Not really. I was proud of her, in a
way. A bit uneasy, but proud. There was nothing dodgy about it, after all; she
wasn't the type. She was so danmm beauti f ul ' She'd been sonething of a
status synbol round the college, if | was honest. 'But she hated l|iving off
me, she wanted to pay her own way when we went out; she was obstinate |ike
that, stupidly so. And, well, she went a bit far. She deci ded she'd earn nost
posi ng for magazines - and God, she went and did it without telling ne.’



"Why shoul d she? Was that so different?

"Cone on, there's all the difference in the world between a few student's
scri bbles and copies on every newstand in the country! They're permanent,
phot ographs! They hang around! They could surface years later -'

Mal | drew breath suddenly. 'Hah! And you feared they woul d?

"Look, you've got to understand. | told you, | had it all planned out!
And you know what it's like - you' re young, you think it'Il all happen
tomorrow! She could have wecked everything! | couldn't have sone little hack

turn up with these things - they were pretty damm broad - and sl ather them al
over the papers when | was trying to get taken seriously as sone kind of
public figure! | mean, inmagine it when | was fighting ny first by-election
even! So -' | waved ny hands hel pl essly.

'So you quarrelled?

"Well, yes - a bit. But | didn't just drop her or anything like that, I
wasn't that cruel. | just let it peter out naturally over the sumer vac. We'd
tal ked about going out to Singapore - but, well ... it lapsed. And come w nter
-' | shrugged. A gull cried out, wild and | onely,
and | shivered a little. 'She married sonmebody el se the next sumer, so she
can't have been in that deep either. Not the type |I'd have expected; one of
her artists, aright talentless little sod. Last | heard he was graduated and

desi gni ng soap wrappers. About her, nothing. Expect they're still married, if
she hasn't wung his scrawny neck by now. That's the nearest |'ve cone to what
you'd call love, Mall; and it can't have been that near, can it? Am| supposed

to go on thinking about that?

I don't know what response | expected, but it wasn't the mldly pitying
ook | got. 'Few care to renmenber being cozened of sonething precious for a
false profit; still Iess when they've cozened thensel ves. But consider two
t hi ngs. One, she'd not need snow in her mouth to feel winter conme. Two,
politics once was not a craft a man openly professed. The word neant doing
what was expedient, not what was right and true.’

The sting was in the tail. And luckily the glib answer that |eaped to ny
i ps never got beyond them The falling noon |aid down a first tinge of silver
on the horizon, the billows caught it and spread it, glittering, in a great
streak. From up above in answer came the | ookout's voice, crackling with
excitement into the exultant shriek of a seabird.

"Sail ho! Sail hoV

"Whither away?' bawl ed the master's mate, through a speaking trunpet he
hardl y needed.

"Hull down on the horizon, dead ahead!' There was a general rush, and a
snhappi ng open of telescopes. ' Three masts i' the moonlight! And she's a
bi g' unv

' Then begad, that may be she!' nuttered the mate. 'Hold the deck, Mall
Cox'n, go rouse the Sailing Master and the Captain. By're | eave, sir!'

"Only a |l eague or two the head of us,' Mall gloated. 'Is this not a sweet
speedy little bird we ride? W'll have 'em Stephen, we'll have "em If it is
the Chorazin, mnd; nust needs be sure first. There'll be all hell to pay if
we open fire on sonmeone's plain ordinary merchantman; and a warship so big'd
bl ow us to matchwood for a pirate, with one broadside.' 'Qpen fire ..." | felt
a drop of sweat trickle down ny back; the hunched bl ack shapes spaced out
along the rails took on the | ook of sleeping cobras, poised to spit venom The
reality of what we were about to do took sudden drastic form And whether it
was the excitenent or what, the dinner and the drink chose just that noment to
strike, and it occurred to ne there was one vital part of the ship | hadn't
cottoned on to.

"Er - Mall - by the way, where're the, er, heads?" At least |I'd
renmenbered the proper shipping term

She pointed in the general direction of the foredeck and the bowsprit
beyond. 'Up there.'

"Up where? In the foc' sle?
"No. Over the rail there, down into the forepeak and out onto the



bowsprit. There's a | adder.’
"You nean ... in the open air?
'For health's sake, aye.'

"Christ!' The picture appalled ne. 'Way the acrobatics? Wiy not just use
the rail, long as it's public anyway?

"Cap'n Pierce wouldn't like it. And just one little flaw of w nd, and
like as not you get your own back.'

'l see,' | said, and stunbled off down the conpani on-
way.
A It was only as | tottered across the foredeck towards
| K the rail that she shouted after nme. 'There's al ways anot her
H mnd - in the port foc'sle cabin. That's mne. By custom

A"H for ladies only, but if you d wish to avail yourself, you

NJ being a well-brought-up sort of young man -'

AN "Listen!" 1 called back as | clanbered clunsily over

the rail. 'l appreciate the conpliment, but - Here am |, stuck on a ship to
nowhere, right? Wth a bunch of the toughest goons | ever sawin ny life!l And
you think I'mgoing to go tenpting fate and use the | adies?

A cheer arose fromthe bowels of the ship.

So that is how we sped heroically into action, with nyself crouched
shivering on the wooden box behind the bowsprit. As a figurehead |I left a |ot
to be desired, and ny only confort was that if we really were above the airs
of earth, the earth was in for a bit of a shock. By the tine | clanbered back
up the watch bel ow had been called up, and the deck was in a whirl of
pur poseful activity. Jyp and the captain were up and about; Jyp | ooked fresh
as a daisy, but Pierce was in a filthy nood, and | was secretly glad to see
hi m head hastily for the bowsprit.

"Any joy?' | demanded.

"We' || know any minute,' Jyp answered w thout |owering the tel escope from
his eye. T'gallants in - sail shortened for the night. W' re overhauling her
fast - too fast, naybe. |1'd sooner come on 'em after mponset. Has anyone seen

old Stryge? Someone roust himout!’

The [ ack of enthusiasmwas so general that | offered to go nyself. When |
hanmrered on the small green door | expected anything froma frenzied bout of
barking to a thunderbolt, but instead the girl Peg Pow er opened the door
gat hering her | oose black rags about her. She said nothing, only | ooked at mne
| ar ge- eyed and was beckoning ne in when Stryge's | ow snarl stopped her

"I know' he growl ed out of the darkness behind her, before |I'd said
anyt hing. Swampy snells drifted out. 'l can hear! Tell the master he'll have
what he needs - but not to attack before then! At his peril - and yours!'

"W' || have what we need?' enquired Jyp when | took the word back. He
| ooked at Pierce, who'd reappeared. 'Danfino! Wnder what what happens to be?
'He seened to assune you'd know. '

"Hi n? Never! He just likes bein' cussed, that's all. But one thing I'll
tell you - you won't get ne attackin' before he's done, not at a cannon's gob
Now, Steve, what're we going to do with you? You can stay here on deck if you
like, but the safest place is always below the waterline where the shot don't
cone -'

"Like hell!" | snapped, surprised and of fended. 'You think I'm not
comng with you?

"No,' admitted Jyp. 'But | did pronise the skipper |1'd give you the chance. He
ain't coming either, '"less it's with a relief party. See, Steve, this is kind
of specialized stuff, boarding a ship, specially one a |ot higher in the side.
And you're the only guy aboard who's not done it before -'cept maybe the
Stryge.

"I"'ma pretty fair clinmber,' | said. 'How nmany of your |ads would shin up
an over hangi ng rockface?

Jyp glanced at the captain, who shrugged. 'A fair point, maybe. But
you'll needs be armed, Master Stephen, and | gather you're not trained to the
sword. | can give you a good pistol, but that's but two shots - if your



primng stays dry ... And speaking of which, we'll needs arm soon
vol ens-nol ensF He snatched up his speaking-trunpet and roared, 'Mastheads! Be
you buggers all struck horn-blind up there? They'll have sight of us by now'

"A noment nore, sir! But a nmonent...' You could have plucked the air on
the quarterdeck like a taut steel wre.

'There's scant science to a cutlass,' suggested Mall. 'Just lift, slash
and parry, keep a firmhold and | et the weight work for you.'

'There is against Wl ves,' objected Jyp. '\Wen they've been handling them
since their cradles, or whatever they have instead.' He snapped his fingers.

"CGot it! A boarding axe. That'll help with the clinb, too. And |I've sonme duds
for you.'
"Wn't these do?' | was wearing a |ightweight w ndcheater, silk-Iined,

and activity trousers, expensive and tough

"Sure, if you want your pretty patch pockets hanging off every nail and
splinter on their hull, and yourself arriving stark naked. No, what's best is
heavy canvas |ike the |l ads wear, or nmerhorse hide like me an' Mall; pricey but
strong. You and | are close on the sanme size; you can have ny spares.'

Mer horse hide? | peered suspiciously at what Pierce's servant brought. It
was bl acker than the night, felt softer than it |ooked, and faintly furry,
like noleskin only less so. It had a faint but disturbing snell, oily and
bitter.

"Try it," Mall suggested, |ooking inscrutable.

Evidently there wasn't rmuch point in being coy around here, so | slid out of
nmy clothes on the spot and tugged on the strange breeches and shirt. They
turned out to be slightly elastic, so they made a very good fit, especially
when topped off with a broad belt and the light running boots I'd been
wearing. The sleeveless shirt left ne shivering slightly in the keen night

air, but I had an unconfortable idea |I'd be warm ng up soon. At |east the
boardi ng axe | was given turned out to be nuch the size and wei ght of an

i ce-axe, with the same | ong spi ke behind the head; Jyp explained this could be
hooked into planks and ot her holds for clinbing, while the blade would cut the
netting strung along the rails to hinder boarding. Pierce lent me a long knife
and the prom sed pistol, a little two-barreled flintlock affair he showed ne
how to cock - gingerly, because it was already |oaded; it felt nothing like
the pistols 1'd fired on a range, and it unnerved nme. Mll chipped in then
fastening an ornate brocade headband |i ke her own round ny brows.

' Thanks!' 1 said, thinking how | must | ook and beginning to fee
incredibly piratical. 'Some sweatband!'
"It's alittle nore, maybe. You'll need what -'

' Deck! Deck!' Qur heads shot up like chicks in a nest. 'She's a Wl f! A
how i n" bl oody Wl f!'

'Be you sure, man?' bellowed Pierce. 'Wat's her flag?

"No flag! But | see her lanterns!’
Pi erce snapped the trunpet back in its rack with a satisfied click, and
| eaned over the rail. "M Mate! Cear for action! Hands to their stations!’
"Her lanterns?' | asked Jyp, peering at the distant dot that was all
could make out - no nore than her nastheads, probably.

"You'll see!' he said tersely, as the decks drumred under the inpact of
running feet. We drew back fromthe rail a nonent as sailors came stream ng up
to man the quarterdeck guns.

Pierce was glaring aggrievedly through his huge brass tel escope. 'Wat the
devil's the matter with 'em ahead there? You'd think they' d be running out
their guns the nmonent we hove in sight, but dame if they're so nmuch as
astir!' 'Maybe they're trying to |l ook innocent,' | suggested

Pierce runbled his dissent. 'I fear not, sir. If | spied any sail so hot
on nmy slot, I'd run out my guns as a nere caution - and my conscience is |ess
burdened than any Wl fs, I'Il warrant. And see how t hey' ve shortened sail for
the night! I'lIl wager the rascals never dreaned they'd be pursued, and they've
set no nore than a deck watch - not one mastheader, the idle bastards. What
say you, sailing master?



"That's it! And the | ookouts half asleep by this hour, and with the
lanterns in their eyes!' Jyp pounded the taffrail excitedly. 'Hell, that's the
chance we need! Al we've got to do is wait for the noonset before closing. If
t hey haven't spotted us already, they won't now '

"Very well!' said Pierce. 'But we'll |eave naught to chance. M Mate! You
may give the order to | oad!’

The whol e ship quivered suddenly with a muted thunder. On the decks and
down bel ow t he massive guns were being run in for |oading, great lunps of iron
or bronze a tonne or nore in weight on wheel ed wooden carriages festooned with
ropes and chains to restrain them Their crews skipped around themin a
controlled flurry, noving with the ease of |ong experience, while the Master
@Qunner, a linping, sallowlittle man with a shock of black hair and dark
mal i gn eyes, ran fromeach to each inspecting them 'Loaded an' ready, sir!’
he shouted back

"Very good, M Hands!' Pierce drumed his fingers on his thighs a nonent.
"Stand ready, but don't run 'emout yet! W'IIl save our fire till we close,
eh, sailing master?

"Don't want to waste that first salvo!' agreed Jyp, and explained: 'Wile
the guns are properly | oaded and we've tine to aim Things get kind of
sl oppi er when you're under fire.'

"I can imagine!' | said fervently. "But - firing - won't that put C are
i n danger?

'"No worse than she's in already. And it can't be helped. That's a big
ship, we've got to hit her, clear a way for the boarding party at |east -

di sabl e her if we can. Carry away enough spars, the rudder even, and we've got
her.' Pierce was shovelling snuff into his nostrils with such gusto | al npst
of fered hima gun-ramer. 'To deal with at our - leisure!'" The word cane out
as a thunderous sneeze. 'Damme! But depend on it, they' |l hold any precious
pri soners bel ow decks, and that's where the lass'U be safest. W're not out to
hull them unl ess we've no other choice.'

" Anyway,' added Jyp encouragingly, 'we're going to be noving in close

before we fire. That'll keep the shooting short. M ght be they never even
reach their guns!'

"Let's hope so!' | said. 'Let's bloody hope so!' A sort of chill horror
was settling on ne, at what | was about to do; | could have wi shed Jyp had
been a bit nore persuasive. | |ooked out to the noon. It was sinking fast now,

al nost touching the horizon; silver bled out of it across the strange ocean we
sailed on, and turned it to a frosted mirror. Then for the first time | saw
our eneny clearly, alittle sharp-edged colum of sails across the horizon, a
child's toy drifting and yet heavy with nmenace. It was hard to believe it held
Clare, Care fromanother, infinitely distant life ... No; by now she was part
of this one too.

"Better make ready while we've a few easy minutes remaining!' said
Pierce. 'Cox'n, relieve Mstress Mall at the helm Mster Mate, up with the
arnms chest! Boarding parties, nmuster on the maindeck!'

At the mai nnast the arns chest stood open, and cutl asses and pistols were

bei ng passed out to the nmilling nen - about thirty, besides us. Jyp scranbed
up onto the step and raised his voice. '"Forminto two parties as you draw your
arms, by port and starboard watch! Port watch'll be under ny command, and
we' Il board by the foremast stays! Starboards, take the nmainmast, and foll ow
Mstress Mall! Every man got his arnms?

A cheer went up, and a rattle of cutl asses.

"SwelI'! Then into the scuppers with you, hunker down by the railings -
wel | down, and clear of the gun tackle! Any man rai ses his head above that
goddamrail before the order, I'll have it off his shoul ders! Okay? Hop to it
then - an' give' emhell!’

Mall laid a hand on my arm 'You cone with ny band, Stephen; the leap will be
| ess, and the footholds better!’

"Suits ne -' Mall's grip tightened suddenly; she was staring past ne, to
the bows. | turned, to see Stryge's cabin door open, and the old man hinself



shuffling out, his strange conpani ons behi nd hi m
He paused a noment, stared blearily at us and said ' Going to board them
Need hel p, don't you?

'Depends,' said Jyp thinly. "Wat'd you in mnd exactly?

"Mne. And theirs. You two!' ordered the old man briskly. 'Go with the
boarding parties. Help them

'"Hey, wait a goddam minute -' roared Jyp, as Fynn, casting hima
mal evol ent | ook, scuttled to hunch down anmong Jyp's sailors. To a man they
shrank away fromhim But | was even nore astonished to see the bl ack-haired
girl drift idly over to our group.

"You take them' said the Stryge, inplacable as ancient stone, 'if you
want to stand a chance of com ng back. G ve up and go home, otherw se. Now
"Il play nmy part. Stand ready!’

Jyp saw the | ooks the sailors exchanged at that, and acknow edged def eat
with a sigh. | didn't know what to think. | could guess well enough what Fynn
t he bodyguard was, a sort of poor man's werewol f, but I'd assuned the girl was
al ong for another kind of confort altogether. There nust be nore to her than

that, though, if the old devil was willing to risk her, and she herself. In
this weak moonlight she didn't | ook quite so pretty, her brow higher and nore
rounded under the |lank hair, her eyes still larger, her chin too weak and

narrow for the rest of the face; a hint of malformation, a lingering | ook of
the foetus. The sailors shied away fromher, too. Stryge paid them no
attention, but went shuffling up the conpanion onto the foredeck and, standing
there in the last noonlight, he began to whistle softly, as if to hinself, and
stretched out his armto the skies.
"Now what's he on about? demanded Mall, as our party crouched down toget her
behind the rail, unconfortably close to one of the guns. | couldn't suggest
anything. Run in as the thing was, | was |ooking down its nuzzle and into the
ferocious grins of the crew behind, an unnerving sight; | could even snell the
peppery sharpness of the powder. Mall was grinning, too.

'Best stop your ears when they fire, Stephen. And be thankful it's but
an ei ght een-pounder. The Chorazin has twenty-fours -'
"I thought Jyp said we outgunned them'

'Aye, they've only five a side and a couple of chasers, where we've got
ten. But five's still a deal, can they but bring themto bear.’

| considered that for a nonent, then decided | didn't want to. There was
somet hing el se that woul dn't go away, sonething Mall had let slip, and the
more | mulled it over, the nmore ny hair bristled. Beside us a spark swirled in
the gathering dark, in slow figures of eight like a firefly on a string;
found it incredibly irritating. 'That guy - does he have to keep on waving
that torch thing like that!'

' The gun captain? That's his linstock - he must do thus to keep it
alight.'

"Wll, | wish to hell he wasn't so casual about it -not near the
cartridges!' Mall only chuckled. | seethed.
"Mall... There's something - |1've just got to ask it -'

" Ask, then!' she hissed. No chuckle now, she sounded every bit as tense
as | felt.

' Those plays - where boys acted the wonen's roles. That hasn't been done
for ... Mall, were those plays Shakespeare's?
"Who? Ch, ShakspurV She sounded surprised. 'Do they still play' em then? Aye,
some were. Al the rage with the gentry, but too nmany words for my |iking! Now
your M ddl eton, your Master Dekker, now, there were play-nmakers indeed -' She
broke of f, her hand light on ny shoul der. H gh above, against the darkening
cl oud-arch, came a shadow and a white flash, a shape circling down on narrow
wi ngs towards the still shadow on the fore-deck - a smallish gull. Right on Le
Stryge's upraised armit |landed, still flapping and fluttering nervously, and
slowy he clasped it to himand bowed over it, petting it, ignoring its uneasy
protests. He glanced up at the nmoon, and at the high sails of the WIf
mer chant man, suddenly much closer. | was shocked to see how fast we were



overhauling her. Still crooning over his catch, he shuffled forward to the
rail. Suddenly he held up the bird, gleaming in the |last rays, and shouted
somet hi ng al oud, sharp and guttural and cruel. Sonehow | understood what he
was about to do; | half rose, a shout on my lips. But Mall yanked nme down,
even as the old man flung his arms wide and ripped the hapless bird apart,
wi ng from body.

A low groan of revul sion arose fromthe sailors. But even as the bl ood
spattered onto the deck, | saw the sails ahead jolt as if sone vast hand had
sl apped at them and flap enpty and useless in the breeze. Then the noonli ght
dull ed and di mred, and in the shadow that spilled across the maindeck | heard
Stryge's cackl e of high-pitched | aughter

Pierce's bellow drowned it. 'Belay that, blast your eyes! Now we'll be on
"emin mnutes! Hands ready to go about! Starboard crews - run out your guns/'

Wth a creak and a crash the ports fl ew open, and once again that
drumm ng t hunder shuddered through the ship. Beside ny ear the tackle
clattered, the carriage squealed as the straining crew sent that massive
wei ght nosing out into the darkness, as if scenting its distant mark.
Handspi kes cl attered, heaving the heavy barrel up to the right angle and

el evation. | hoped the gun captains renmenbered their orders. There was a brief
frantic clinking as wedges were hamrered honme to hold the aim and then a
silence so abrupt it was frightening. I'd tuned out the usual ship noises; al

| could hear was my own breathing, very loud. My nouth tasted gumy and rank
I'd have drunk anything, even that damm brandy. On and on the silence went,
the waiting, for what felt like hours, with nothing to do but think. That
stroke of cruel magic had upset me horribly; and yet nmy words with Mal

haunted ne far worse. It set things boiling in the back of ny brain, hopes and
fears and odd concerns - and the truths she'd nmade ne face.

'"Hands to braces!' yelled Pierce suddenly. "Helma 'l eel Headsail sheets!

Mai nsail! Cast off, starboard -tail on, port! And haul! And haul, damm your
arses, haul P

Pani c gripped me for a moment as overhead our own sails shivered, enptied
and fl apped; but then the yards creaked slowy around.

'Going about - into the wind and onto another tack!' hissed Mall. CQur
canvas booned full again, and suddenly the Chorazin's sails, still flailing,
rose up fromthe side, not ahead. 'For our broadside - or theirs -'

Then it came. "Starboard guns - as you bear -fire!'

Barely in time | clapped ny hands-to ny ears, and squeezed ny eyes tight
shut. The thunder was here, it spoke and the whole ship thrunmmed to the mghty
word. Orange fire danced through nmy eyelids. The deck heaved sharply beneath
me, and | was suddenly envel oped in clouds of black snoke and stinging sparks.
| was coughing and choki ng, and even under ny hands my ears rang; | didn't
hear the next commrand, but felt the runmble as the guns were drawn back, and
gi ngerly opened ny eyes. Through streaks of scarlet | watched the gun crew
slamthe still snoking gun back against its tackle. The barrel hissed and
bel ched steamas it was swabbed out with one quick thrust and twi st of a wad
of soaked rags on a pole. Then - very gingerly - bags of dusty-looking cloth
were lifted fromdeep | eather buckets and tipped into the gun nouth; these
were the powder cartridges, and one speck still hot fromthe |last shot could
have sparked off a fearful accident. Broad wads of coarse fibre were thrust in
to hold the charge, and ramred hone with a heavy felt pad on the origina
ten-foot pole. Only then was the iron ball rolled in, |ooking absurdly small,
wadded and ramed home in its turn. A sinple enough operation; but it was done
anong suffocating snoke and hot metal, and literally in a second or two. The
crew wove and ski pped around each other with an absurd grace - drilled
noverment s repeated at every gun, so the deck | ooked like some kind of weird
dance, weird and deadly.

"Run out!' came Pierce's command. 'Train! Fire!' Again the stunning thunder
again the surge as the Defiance heeled, the flane and the burni ng snoke. Ship,
sails, everything vanished in the searing cloud; | couldn't even see nmy own
hands. And this was in the open air; the | ower gundeck rust be |ike sone



medi eval vision of hell. Panic welled up in nme, and a sudden desperate need to

understand; | reached out blindly, and seized warm arnms. The snoke flicked
aside, and instead of Mall | found nyself clutching a weird grinning urchin,
her green eyes flashing in a soot-blackened face.

"Mall!" | shouted. 'Are you really five hundred years ol d?

The whites of her eyes showed as they rolled skyward. 'Christ i'glory,
man, what a time to be asking!'

"I had to ask! You're throwing away your life - and it's because of me -
you're not really risking so much? Are you?'

She nodded soberly. 'Aye, indeed. Such things are.’
"CGod ..." | sagged.

She | aughed softly. 'Did | not say the neasure of all things changes? Al
t hi ngs, even hours and distance. Tinme's what the G eat Weel turns on, the
axle at the heart of the Hub - the stalk in the Core, if you will; men see it
i n many shapes. But break the bounds, fare outward, and the world grows w der
Well then, so also nust its hours; for what are they but two sides of one
cloth, cut to the sane yardstick? As you voyage on one, so also in the other
back and forth. The farther you voyage, the less you settle, the lighter the
hours' hold upon you; and a wanderer, |. Here your span's as nuch as you may
win for yourself. And as much, maybe, as you may endure. Many fare w de and
live long, yet drift back to their own in the end, trapped by a web they never
quite shook off. Drift back, and forget. But not |, never!' She scow ed. '\What
was there for nme, anong the stews and the dens, the coney-catchers and
cutgizzards? | wanted to live, to learn, to find better things - or bring them
to be!’

Wth a yell fromthe crew and a rattle of chains the guns runbled forward
agai n. The gun captain snapped back the primng cover, and we both ducked and
covered our ears as the glowing linstock struck down into the powder. This
time, as | opened nmy eyes, the gun crews were capering and cheeri ng.

"Looks like we've hit something - God!'" | shook ny head again. 'Five
hundred years already ... You could have as nmuch, nore - yet you're ready to
stake it all on a damm-fool jaunt |ike this?

"Way not? What's wealth, if you but hoard it and never use it? How
long'd 1 love ny life if | never staked it 'gainst a good cause? The | onger
you linger, the nore you must risk yourself, to give your years neaning! It's
you, ny bawchuck, with your few scant years behind you who's risking nore this
night - and for the barest of friendships, it seens. If it were love now, |'d
understand - but then you've never |oved, have you?

She checked, glanced up. I'd heard it too, a flat thudding sound like a
near by door slammi ng, very deep, and on its tail a sibilant, falling whistle;
but even as | realized what it was, she threw us both to the deck. Just above
our heads wood smashed and splintered, sonething snapped with a deep ringing
twang, and the planks beneath us | eaped to a rapid tattoo of appalling
crashes.

'- seenms we've woken them-' | heard her say in my ear, and then our guns
erupted in answer, no longer in a salvo but a savage raking drunroll, firing
the nonent they were ready. | hardly realized what she neant. Crouched there
behind the rail, juddering with every detonation, |I felt strangely detached
fromthe whol e pandenonium Hal f deafened, half blinded, scared stiff, but
det ached. Accidentally or deliberately, Mall had triggered off a worse turnoil
in ne.

Just why the hell was | so hot after Clare now? To rescue her, yes; but
I'd hired a whol e shipload of fighters who could all do the job better. Wy
was it so inportant to nme to go along? | didn't want to hang back, to seem a
coward in this tough conpany - but they wouldn't thank ne for slow ng them up
either. So why? What was | trying to prove? That | really could care for
somebody?
| didn 't drop her... The hell | didn't. It gets hard to live a lie when
you' re | ooki ng down a cannon-mouth. You could say it strips you. Fear flicked
away my masks, peeled back the varnish. Slowy, thoroughly, neatly, I'd



di t ched Jacqui e - and about as coldly and cruelly as it could be done. I'd
kept up appearances, let her down gently - for her sake, 1'd liked to think
15ut mainly for mine. Sheer bloody wi ndowdressing ... had | al ways known that?
| couldn't tell. But for the first tinme | realized she nust have known; |
couldn't have fooled her for a nonent -any nore than |1'd fooled Mall. Then why
on earth had Jacquie gone along with it, that pretence of a fading affair, of
drifting apart?

For nmy sake. She'd gone on loving ne, enough at least to let ne keep ny
dignity when she could have destroyed it conpletely. To let ne go on playing
nmy part; because she saw how nuch | needed to, how enpty |I'd be without it.
She'd loved ne, all right. 1'd betrayed her -and maybe al so nyself.

It was the past | saw glimrer through the gun-snoke, nyself of the |ast
few years. That disillusion, that creeping dishonesty I'd kept finding in ny
rel ati onshi ps, nore and nore often, poisoning themfromw thin; when had
first begun to notice it? Not long after. Sonehow nothing el se had been the
same, ever again, nothing - or no one. Till I'd shut away wonen in a separate
conpartnent of ny life, nice and safe and shall ow. Why? Because |'d been too
damm full of myself to realize what | held in the pal mof ny hand? Because |'d
been idi ot enough to cheat nmyself of it, to trade it away agai nst sone
unspeci fi ed gol den future? Dishonesty - sone |laugh. It'd been there all right;
but it was in ne.

Mal I's hand on ny shoul der fetched ne up, crouching with the others behind the
rail. Still lost in nyself, | hardly noticed the heavy m st-strands entw ni ng
with the snmoke, the spreading grey in the sky above the rail. High sails,
shot-torn and smoul dering, swelled up against it, and bel ow them a bl acker
bul k that seened to swing towards us with frightening, inexorable speed. On
its high stern transomtall lanterns grinned, for they were carved in the
shape of huge fantastical skulls, utterly unhuman - carved, or real? And as

t he bl ack flanks towered above us | saw the huge snoking snouts of the cannon
thrust out, and begin to tilt downward. From our own deck a wild chorus of
yell s arose and fromthe shadow above a fearful guttural howing - Wlves

ri ght enough. It would have scared anybody; it terrified me. But | knew what |
was doing now, and it was horribly sinple.

"It's all 1'"ve got left!" | yelled to Mall, and she seened to understand.
"Not much - you're right - but I've got to defend it! |I've got to fight -'
A chance to care about soneone else. If | lost that..

No. Not that. Carel

Then the flanks of the two ships canme together, and all human sounds
foundered in a squeal of tortured wood and a | ong-drawn-out grinding crash.
The Defiance stood right in under the Chorazin's tunbl ehone, and the swell of
t he nmerchant man's much hi gher side bul ged right against our rail, clattering
and splintering, a looming cliff in the dawn Iight. Sailors sprang up
swi ngi ng nmany-toothed iron hooks on long lines, and flung themout to catch
t hrough rail and gunport, grappling us to the loom ng cliff above.

'Come, then/' yelled Mall, and sprang up onto the rail. Then nenory,

renorse, everything dissolved in the thunder that shook the universe.

The Wl ves had fired at point-blank range - but they'd left it too late.
A bl azing demonic breath seared the air, but the twenty-five pound shot that
m ght have shattered our vul nerable hull screamed over our heads, terrifyingly
cl ose, and ploughed only through rigging and sails, w thout harm Except one.
The i mense pine mai nmast |eaped in its socket and withed like a |ive animal
mai med, flinging at |east one mastheader away and out in a great arc, past any
hel p. Then with a |long tearing sound, punctuated by sharp popping cracks, it
tilted slomy over. In a tangle of torn rigging it crashed in anong the
Chorazin's masts and was held there, swaying uneasily, as trees in a close
forest support their falling conpanions.
It was an appalling monent. But in the clearing snoke | saw the rail enpty -
and Mall, her long hair smoul dering, clinging spider-fashion to the Chorazin's
bl ack pl anks, clinging and clinmbing. | junped for the rail and flung nyself
after her, only dimMy aware of the roar as the others did the same. | | ooked



down -

The axe-spike bit into the lip of a tinber and held -luckily for ne. My
m nd wavered. | swung on the |ip of chaos, feet scrabbling for a foothold |ike
a hanged man's, struggling to clear ny mind of the depths 1'd glinpsed, that
had scattered my thoughts like dry leaves in a blast. A vast void of swirling,
scuddi ng vapours and beyond it a blur of rushing speed, steel-gray infinity
shot with shards of bitter light. It blinked anong the nist and was gone in
the very second of seeing, like the blind spot of an eye ..

Then ny feet jammred agai nst boltheads and |ips of tinber, nmy hand caught
the edge of a gunport. Wth those firmholds it becane an easy enough clinb. |
ducked as a grappling line hissed down, severed by a bl ow from above, then
gaped as the black-haired girl forged past nme, her dress hitched up over thin
white thighs, her slender fingers clanping to the planks like a fly to a wall,
the dark nails digging into the wood. Her hair glistened, and she | ooked wet,
wet through as if she'd clinbed straight fromthe sea. She didn't spare ne a
| ook; her eyes were intent, her lips set with childish determ nation. Another
grappl e twanged | oose, but others flewin its place, and from above there cane

a sudden shout. Wl ves were | eaning over the rail, striking at Mall with axe
and cutlass, and one, no nore than five feet above, |eant out to ai msone kind
of rmusket. The nuzzle of one of the huge guns still protruded beside ne. |

stuck a foot on that, swung nyself up by the huge stay tackle and hacked out
with the axe. He yelled and dropped the nusket, which went off into nowhere;
yell ed and | eaped for the rail with my shoe-sole sizzling. That gun was hot!.
Mal | was over the rail already, driving back Wlves with great roundhouse
sl ashes to clear our way. Behind her the Stryge's girl slithered up through a
shot-torn gap; instinctively | nmoved to help her, then alnost fell back nyself
as she flung herself weaponless on the first of the eneny. Though not exactly
weaponl ess; she went straight for the shock-headed brute's throat with those
relentl ess fingers, yanked herself up and sank her little white teeth straight
into his face. Wth a screech that cut through every other noise he tore
hinsel f free, stunbling and stanping and clutching frantically at his face. No
wonder: it was covered with a ghastly black slinme that spread and seethed and
snoked |ike sone foul acid. Another hurled himaside and sl ashed at her - and
she spat like a cobra, full into his eyes. Back into his fell ows he bl undered,
shrieking; with a yelp of dismay they fell back, and we were on them

VWhat happened in the next few nmnutes isn't too clear. None of these neat
duel s you see in the novies, certainly. Huge figures in strange gaudy rags
ranged around us like a wall, blunt grey faces snarled |like storybook trolls
and | ong dull blades hissed and clashed till it seemed the mists thensel ves
were hitting out at me. They never hit me; no doubt | was being protected,
though I wasn't aware of it, or by whom Desperately | dodged past them
parried and hacked out when | could, yelling god knows what at the top of ny
voi ce, and when ny blows | anded there was a wild exultation, the nmirror-side
of fear. Then suddenly there was a space open before nme, and | stunbl ed out
into it, unconprehending, till Mll's hand shook nmy arm

' Come, Steve, along with you! Wiile the way's open!' | followed wth
ei ght or nine others, skidding in the puddles of snoking black sline spreading
across the decks, junping over the Wlves that withed in them Mll ran aft
and in one fluid novenent kicked a hal f-open hatchway back off its coami ng and
swung herself in.
"l saw sone vani sh down here!' she panted. 'Looking to their captive,

maybe?
Fromup forward somewhere Jyp's shouts rang across the deck. 'Sic'em
Defiants! That's the style! Not one cent for friggin' tribute/' It was good to
know he'd got through too. There canme a ghastly how of agony, suddenly cut
of f, and a yel ping bark, high and nmal evolent; | thought of Fynn. Hastily I
pl unged after Mall, cantered half out of control down the | adder and cannoned
into her in the pitch-blackness bel ow. The stench caught at ny throat and set
me coughi ng.

"Hush!' she hissed, as the others cane clattering after. 'To the walls,



and flatten! They can see better than us in the dark - yet they'd need a
little light - ahal' Metal clattered and chinked, a red spark w nked and
swelled to a yellowi sh flame, and suddenly we were gapi ng wi de-eyed at one
another in a narrow corridor of rough tinbers painted a dull red all over,
floor and ceiling included. Mall gestured to the various doors on either side,
hel d her lantern high and hefted her sword as seanen ki cked them open. They
were all nothing but storerooms, nostly half enpty and incredi bly nmessy, and
she padded quickly down towards the shadowy stairs at the end, casting
nmonstrous shadows on the walls. Overhead the deck throbbed as the fighting
swept astern again, and sounds rang suddenly through the nuffled furore, that
horrible bark, a falling blade singing in the planking, Jyp's voice cracking
with excitenent. 'Renmenber the Al anpo! Ti ppecanoe an' Tyler too!' Then we swept
down after her into the dark

Mal | noved fast, but she was still on the stairs when the Wl ves padded
forward, swift and silent as their nanmesakes, out of the shadow pool bel ow
They caught her on the bottom step, sword-arm encunbered by the rail, and
whi |l e one dared his cutlass against her |ong bl ade anot her swung around to the
side and jabbed at ny legs with a great spear-headed pole-axe. Still only a
few steps down, | ducked bel ow the deck, snatched the forgotten pistol from ny
belt and tried to cock the hanmers with a rake of ny hand as Pierce had. The
springs were so stiff that the nmetal tips gouged right across ny pal ns, so
painfully | al nost dropped the gun. But there it was, cocked; | |eaned out,
levelled it - and in ny hurry pulled both triggers. The primng hissed and
sizzled, but for an instant nothing happened; the powder had got danp. | was
just about to throw the gun at the man's head instead when with a | oud pop and
a dazzling flash one barrel went off. The gun bucked madly and w enched itself
out of ny unpractised grip, but at three
feet | could hardly have nissed. The Wl fs head expl oded and he was flung back
into the shadows, just as Mall tw sted her opponent's guard around and passed
her bl ade through his throat. She sprang down over him slashed another across
the belly and ran hi mthrough the back as he doubl ed over; a fat Wl f hacked
at me with a cudgel and hit the sailor behind me as | dodged. Then a | oud bang
went off behind his feet; that damm pistol had only been hanging fire. He
ski pped and stunmbled, | hit himclunmsily with ny axe and he vani shed with a
yell, tunbling down yet another |adder. W went rattling down after him but
he was sprawl ed silent at the foot.

"W're below their waterline here,'" panted Mall, holding her Iantern up
" Abaft the hold. So those'll be the charge and shot magazi nes down here -
still open, we caught 'em napping! And maybe - aye, a lazarette!’

It was a heavy door, brassbound and barred across the little w ndow at
wol fs head- height. | caught the bars and haul ed nyself up to peer in. There
was anot her door with a wi der wi ndow, and as Mall held up the lantern -
"Clare!’

There she was, blonde hair straggling and face snmudged, smart office
bl ouse hanging in strips, crouched away on a narrow cot and staring at me with
utter horror. Then her jaw dropped and her voice cane out as a dry croak
' St - Stew?

"Hold on!' | shouted, trying to fight down a weird hysterical play of
feelings. Seeing her there like that, so famliar fromny ordinary, everyday
life, filled ne with a shocking sense of dreami ng, of unreality, so strong
that the solid tinbers around nme seened to turn msty, the threat they
contained to |l ose all nmeaning. The tenptation to ride with the dream was
overwhel ming, to just let things happen and wait to wake up. But | reached out
to her, and could not conme. Watever was between us, door or dream was al
too real
"Hold on! We'll get you out!' And dropping down | began to swing at the door
with ny axe. One of the sailors, a huge round-shoul dered ape of a man,
snatched up a WIf's axe and joined ne with great sw ngs that sent chips and
splinters flying. On either side of the |lock we struck, and deep gashes were
openi ng up when a | ouder crash resounded from behind us, and a sullen yell ow



antern-light flooded in. The sailor's stroke faltered. Behind us another door
had been flung wi de, presunably leading fromthe hold. Wlves were crowding
through it, and at their head the biggest |1'd ever seen, a stubble-bearded
sunken-eyed brute dressed in a filthy red frock-coat, enbroidered breeches -
even filthier - and a battered cocked hat with a red bandanna beneath. Round
his neck hung a net of gold chains, and on one of them a heavy key. Beneath
his breeches his feet were bare, and | saw why Wl ves wore such nassive boots;
each el ephantine toe was tipped, not with a human nail, but a narrow yell ow sh
cl aw.

"OFf, swi ne-spunk!' he roared, barely understandable. 'Stand' ee back
o' there!’

"Keep at it!' hissed Mall urgently, and skipped lightly back. The
hul ki ng creature grow ed sonet hi ng and behi nd hi ma dozen nuskets were

| evel l ed. Mall | aughed al oud, and flung wi de the first door she'd tried.
"Thou'd let fire down here? Go to, ny biickie! Best |ock thy nmagazine ere thou
play' st so! One bullet there and we'll to the angels, thou* to thy black

masters! Art in such haste for Hell?

Even before she'd finished the WIf gave one savage hiss of frustration
in that horrible voice, and the nuskets sank

7 larn thee neddling, man-bitch! | lay thy stinkin' lights open
andf eed' emthee! " He snatched out an ornate broadsword as |long as Mall's.
' Take 'em' He charged. Wth a baying yell the rest followed. Ml el bowed
past ne and met him caught his blow on her blade, but even she stunbl ed under
the force of that rush. Then the whole how ing pack of them crashed into us,
drove us reeling back into a crush so tight that only the giant and Mall could
use their weapons freely, sw nging and hewi ng at each other over our heads as
the nel ee separated them | clung desperately to the door-frame so as not to
be

swept away, tearing at the shattered wood with ny fingers; a mnute nore and
it would surely give -

But nmore Wolves were pouring in fromthe hold, and the little corridor
became a slow, struggling scrum Sheer strength told, and inch by inch we were

forced back towards the stairs. | felt- ny feet |leave the floor, | couldn't
breath under the pressure and my hold tore free. | struggled frantically to
get back, but a wolf slipped across it, blocking me, and | was borne away,
still struggling, with the rest.
"Away!' shouted Mall. 'Away back up! We'll do no nore good here -'
"No!" | yelled desperately. 'Jesus, we can't |eave her! Not now -'

The edge of the stair caught me painfully across the calves; ny |egs
slipped fromunder ne and | slid down right into that deadly tranpling crush.
A hand grabbed ny shirt and haul ed ne up onto the step.

"Don't be daft!' panted Mali, shaking ne. 'Wat shall we do el se? W' ve
found her now, there's small gain in getting gutted! An it go well on deck we
may gather and sweep this rat's nest clean i'seconds -'

"Clare!" | yelled. 'Hang on, girl! Hang on!'

"Steve!' | heard her shout. 'Steve! Don't -'

"W're com ng back! You hear? We'll get you out -' | was choked off,

literally. Wth a how of rage the giant Wl f plunged forward, hacked down one
of his own kind who couldn't clear the way, and struck over at Mll. Trapped

at an awkward angle in the stair, she was slammed back into ne, but she
managed to get her armup to block the blow and hold it a nonment, no nore. |
decided fair play wasn't exactly the burning issue round here, and with every
bit of two-handed nuscle | could manage | |unged out over her shoul der and
brought the boardi ng axe down on the Wl fs head. | half expected the blade to
break; it didn't. It split that fancy hat right down the m ddl e and thunped
into the skull beneath with a noise like split kindling, and stuck there. He
screanmed, a high shrilling sound, his sword dropped from convul sing fingers
and he whirled about, wenching the axe fromny hands, and sagged down,
gaping. | think he died there; but in the crush he couldn't fall



"A very pal pable hit!" whooped Mall, as the di snayed Wl ves swayed back
an instant. Left weaponless, | snatched at his sword as it slithered over
t hei r pini oned shoul ders and whacked at themwth it; to ny surprise | found
it nmore manoeuvrabl e than the axe, and they gave back again. Qur |ast nman
living reached the stair and ducked past us, and Mall and |I backed slowy up
her sword defending the narrow way and mine faking it. But the noment we
reached the top Mall ran, hauling ne after her, and the | ong-del ayed fusill ade
cane whistling at our heels, striking splinters fromthe tinbers as we bolted
for the deck.

But it wasn't going well there, at all. W enmerged into thickening msts
yel l owed with powder snoke, and a fearful yelling furore, a wall of clashing
figures surging this way and that. Qut of it burst Jyp, and all but grabbed us
as we slamed-to the hatch and dogged it down. 'No nore?' he rasped, hoarse
wi th shouting and snoke. 'Okay, let's get the lead out, let's be novin' -'

" Wher e?

'Back to the brig, whaddya think?'

"No!" | yelled. 'We found her, she's there! Another few m nutes - nore
men -'

"Like hell!" he yelled back. "W're losin' emby the mnute already!'’
"Listen, we're bloody well not just |eaving her -'

"W can't do anything el se! See sense, Stevel W were holding this end
t'give you folks below tine, but we can't |ast out! There's just too goddam
many of 'em boiling out of every crack |ike cockroaches! Mist've been packed
intighter'n a Portugee slaver!'

'"Pierce - the rescue party -'

"They're cutting | oose that goddam nmast! Now will you kindly -' But |
never got the choice. Fromout of the mists came a sudden roar and a single
angui shed shout of 'They cone!', and then the line shattered suddenly into
little struggling knots of nen.

"Hol d together, Defiants!' howl ed Jyp. 'Don't get encircled! Goup, and cut
your way to the side! Quick as you can! Damm the goddam t or pedoes!’

Then the Wbl ves were on us too, and we were fighting for our lives. Wth
only that enormous sword | might have been in trouble, but there was no room
here for science, it was stick together and hack and slash with a vengeance at
any Wl f that got in the way, yelling incoherent insults and spitting when

those ran out. It took a century or so to reach that rail, and left us a pack
of gorecrows, our blades and our linbs sticky with carrion. Al along the side
our nen and worren were spilling back to the Defiance, and we didn't stand on
cerenony but swung ourselves off that gl oony flank and back down with the
rest. | didn't see too clearly, the snoke maybe, but | think I was crying as
nmy feet slapped back on our deck

It wasn't over, though. 'That goddam mast -' shouted Jyp.

"Alnost away!' roared Pierce, as axes thunped into the tangle of cordage
am dships. '"All hands to fend off, and lively! Al hands!' Men were stil
| eapi ng back off the Chorazin, while pistol shots cracked and whi ned above our
heads, keeping the Wl ves back fromthe rail. | saw the Stryge's girl caught
by one arm turn and rake her nails across the Wl fs ham features, |eaving
gouges that smoked like flung vitriol; she |leaped free and | anded |ightly,
running to the Stryge's side, where Fynn already squatted in his human shape.
Then there was a sudden expl osive fizz and a sullen, thuddi ng bang, and the
br oken mast, blown free, swung violently, tore through the Chorazin's rigging
and went crashing down in havoc on its deck. 'Fend off!' Pierce bellowed, and
the crew rushed to the side and snatched up anything they could, from
boat hooks to handspi kes and fallen nuskets. | got one of the ten-foot gun
rammers, and as Pierce shouted 'Heave!' we all strained against the black
ti mbers above. Quite suddenly, with a rattle and crash of falling debris, they
slid away, and the heavy mists | eaped |like spray between us, tinged suddenly
wi th gol d.
| stood there nunbly watching it, forgetting the shouts and shots that stil
flew between us. But it wasn't over yet. '@ns!' yelled Jyp's voice through



the boiling mst. 'To the guns, all hands! Load and run up, port and starboard
both! We've got to keep 'emoff!' Before | knewit | was heaving on tackle
wi th ot her snmoky scarecrows, |eaping aside as the gun canme trundling back, and

snatching up the ramer again, thankful |1'd got sone idea what to do watching
themearlier. Thrusting those wads in was harder than it | ooked, but at |ast
t he shot was home, | plucked out the pole and threw ny weight on the tackle

with the rest as the gun ran up. Fromout in the fog came an echoi ng spl ash,
and | saw the ghastly lanterns swing slowy around.

'She's cleared our spars, sir!' shouted the mate, |eaping down fromthe
rigging. 'Comng about -'

"Port guns!' shouted Pierce before he'd finished. 'Fire as you bear!'’

We junped back, hands to ears, as the broadside erupted, and we were so
cl ose that we heard the smash of tinbers as the shot struck, and saw one of
the I anterns dissolve to fragments. But just as quickly we ducked down
t
as an answering thunder shook the nmist. Shattered spars and bl azi ng canvas
cane raini ng down on our heads, and the foretopnast snapped in half. ' Chop
t hat weckage | oose! @un crews, back and | oad!' screamed Jyp. 'Fast! Faster
or they'll have us! W' ve gotta keep "emoff! Teach 'emit's not worth their
tinme!'

Again and again, with relentless rhythm we ran those guns back and
| oaded, until my weary arnms would hardly lift the rammer - how often | don't
know, or how long it took. Only minutes, probably; but | was past telling.
@unsnoke thickened the mists around us, flanme and sparks blinded us, the
constant jarring explosions left us quivering and nunb.

' Pound' em | ads, pound em' how ed Pierce as we sprang to rel oad, but when he
suddenly hesitated, and then bellowed ' Ceasefiring/' we hardly understood.
Sone crews went on rel oading al nost automatically, faltered and ran down,
peering in bew |l dernment. The w eat hed gunsnoke seemed to gather and rear up
and then a sharp cool gust tore through it, parted the fog to reveal a
dazzling dawn, the air clear and fresh and thrilling with [ight, the sky blue
and bright and hard-edged as glass, fringed with flecks of cloud |ike erm ne
beneath it, only ocean

Real ocean, blue-green sea, rolled gently beneath us, its long, slow
swell lifting us al nost apologetically, its whitecaps spilling softly along
our hull. Then Jyp, on the quarterdeck above, gave a shout, and pointed. Far
away, halfway to the horizon, a dark shape rode, and it seenmed to ny exhausted
eyes that sone mists still clung about it Iike a shielding hand. A weary cheer
went up fromthe crew, | couldn't blame them for it rmust seemto themthat
even if they hadn't beaten their unexpectedly strong eneny, they'd sent the
Wl ves running with their tails between their legs. But | knew better, and so,
by their faces, did the others on the quarterdeck as | clinbed unsteadily up

"Way should they risk a longer fight? Jyp was saying. 'We cane too close
that time already. They've got their prize, and they're safeguarding it. W're
left di smasted, doubly, and hel pl ess as a baby.'

Pierce snorted. 'Ach, never despair! W'Il jury-rig some repair, to be
sure -'
"And then?' | denanded.
It was Mall who answered, heavily. 'Linp to the nearest port - if we're thus
lucky. I"msorry, Stephen. There's no nore we can do.' CHAPTER SEVEN
UNBELI EVING , | LOOKED FROM HER to the receding wi sps of mist that trailed
like a wake in the air towards the enpty horizon

"You don't - you can't nean -' Dry sand cl ogged my nouth, choked ne. |

stared wildly around the quarterdeck. On the conpani onway bel ow Stryge sat
hunched, Fynn and the dark girl beside him gazing up at him their heads laid
dogl i ke upon his uncl ean knees; his gloved fingers, still spotted with
darkening blood, idly stroked their hair. The thought of that cruel magic
revolted nme, but | fought down ny qual ns.

" You! You stopped themjust now - can't you do it again?

The girl who was not a girl rolled her head back | anguidly and gazed up



at me with opaque, sated dark eyes.

"I"mweary,' munbled the old man, absently continuing his caresses.
'Spent. And now they're too far -'

Pierce crossed the deck in three clunping strides. '"By're | eave, Master
Stephen, we don't want 'em stopped again! Wiy, why'd you think we were
poundi ng at 'em so, but to make 'em cut and run? To show we'd be too costly to
polish off, and best left be! But cross 'emagain, mained as we are, and
finish us they surely will! Watever it may cost - overrun us, or just beat
about and hull us with their guns!’

My wist ached with the weight of the sword. | slid it gingerly into ny
belt till it hung by the blunt upper edge, and rounded on the others. 'But
Christ, there nmust be something we can do! W can't just give up like that
- abandon her -'

"Refitting needn't take so long,' said Jyp, chewing at his lip. 'Then we

can go after the Chorazin again. Maybe the Stryge' U still get a line on her -'
Teah! If it isn't too latel And what's the chance of that? God damm it to
hell, man -' | choked again, clenched my fists, trying hard not to scream at
hi m

'Be easy, Stephen,' said Mall quietly. 'W gave of our best - a good
dozen at least with their lives, and who may give nore? And you pl ayed the man
past all expectance. No fault of yours or ours they'd so many aboard.'

| stanped on the deck, because there wasn't a dam thing better | could
do. 'Christ, Jyp. | said we needed a bigger ship!’

Jyp shook his head. 'Wuldn't have overhaul ed the Wl ves in anything
bi gger, Steve. Anyhow, there wasn't a one to be found, not arned to match
them And sure as hell not able to carry four hundred nen or nore - if we
could' ve found themin time. Because that's about how many Wl ves we ran
into!'

"A very arny, who' d have expected it?" agreed Mall, then touched finger
to lips in puzzlenent. 'So many? But how? They'd scarce have room for

supplies!"’
"Aye, | did hear they were layin' 'emin heavy while they were in port,’
put in Pierce. 'For |long voyaging, said they, and nobody cared - |onger the

better, said we!'
"While they nust've been living just day-to-day,' nused Jyp. 'But on the

i nward voyage ... Hell, they nust've been starved for days - deliberately!
Starved and dry! You don't do that - even Wlves - 'less you need to cramin
t he nost bodies possible. Like for slaves - or maybe ...' He whistled softly.

' Maybe sol di ers. Maybe they were an army, right enough.'’

"Soldiery? Mall gave a little laugh. 'Don't be daft, man - for what?
Looting the Port? A tenfold force wouldn't serve, not even if they'd contrived
to let |oose that dupiah ... oh!’

Hand to nouth, she stared - at me. Jyp nodded. 'The Port, no - but
el sewhere? Wl ves alone'd never be able to do it - but with that critter to
capt ai n t hen?

| stared, 'Captain then? You nmean | ead then? That thing had a m nd?
"Better'n yours or mine, maybe. Sure as hell different - sure as hell. Wth a
thing like that to do the Wlves' thinking for 'em scare themon - well they
just might risk it, mghtn't they? Take a real cunning mind to set up that
kind of a team cunning and nasty - which is just what I'mstarting to see at
wor k!’
"What ' re you saying?' | demanded.

"That maybe this foraying into the Core wasn't so wild as we thought it.
Maybe that's where they were headed all along. Part of their plan.'

"But ... what could they do there? Against police -soldiers -

"Who' d have to find themfirst. Anyone see those Wl ves coning to your
office, either time? O headed away? They've ways. They coul d nmake all ki nds
of hay, striking in the right places - robbery here, nmurder there, maybe a
full-scale attack ...’

For a monent it drove Clare frommy nmind, the effort to imagine it, a



band of terrorists who could come and go under some cloak of invisiblity,
strike with fearful savagery - and unl eashed by that awful devouring thing
fromthe warehouse. | shivered. The terror they could spread - and nore than
terror; there would be hardly any limts ..

"And that'd be only the beginning,' said Jyp quietly. 'A bridgehead. For
a real invasion. W of the Ports, we keep an eye open nost tines for any
little tricks like this from Qutside. The Wardens keep watch, and | eague and
gui |l d and war ehousenaster their guards; there's barriers raised, barriers you
never see, yet nothing can cross without alerting them There's other
precautions, too, things | don't pretend to understand; Stryge could tell you
nore, if he wanted to. We don't |ike shadows at our backs, and dam little
slips past. But with a route working, they mght begin to - dark things, base
and bad. Wirse'n your dupiah by a long | ong chal k. You know, this all begins
to l ook kind of big ...’

"Yeah,' | agreed. 'It does. Bigger than just saving Care, that's what you're
trying to tell me, right? Okay, it may be. But she's still the centre of it!
This rite they're planning for her, it's got to be connected sonmehow. So it
doesn't change a damm thing for us, does it - any of this? Except to nake
rescui ng her nore inportant than ever. If | have to bloody well swimafter

t hem -

"Bravo!' said Mall softly.

"Didn't say otherwise, did | ?" said Jyp quietly. "If all else fails. But
let's try for that refit first, huh?

Pierce was already at the rail, speaking-trunmpet to mouth, directing a
vol l ey of orders at the crew. 'Up, puppies! Wat, d you think - it's
make- and- mend day? So you'll all sit around on your arses |ouse-picking, wll
you? What kind of order d'you call this? |I've seen better on a Brazil bunboat!
These decks' 11 be the better for a swilling and a swabbing and a |ick
o' hol ystone, and us none the worse for it either, I"'mthinking ..." They took
t he barracking with weary good hunour, perhaps because Pierce was croaking as
exhaustedly as anyone. | had to swallow my bitter di sappoi ntnent, and accept
it; there really was nothing el se to be done, and everyone was quietly getting
on with it. Raging wouldn't get ne anywhere.

"Well,' | sighed, turning back to Jyp. 'Just show ne how | can help,
then, and 1'll do it -' The long sword swung between my |legs and tripped ne
flat on the deck with a crash, ruining ny gesture but luckily not nuch el se.

"I'f you' d cleave to that thing, best you learn the right use of it,'
Mal | adnoni shed ne severely as she hoisted ne to ny feet. 'El se you run the
ri sk of nost grievous hurt!"’

' and practically usel ess on dates, huh?' grinned Jyp, then, nore
critically 'Looks well on him though. W could teach hima trick or two, eh,
Mal | ?'

She twitched the sword fromny belt and slashed the air with graceful
savagery. 'Not Wl f work, this. A fine balance, but heavy - Bavarian, maybe,
by the turn of the ornanent. Not easy to handle - you wielded it better than
guessed. '

"Just like playing squash,' | grinned. 'Good for the wists.' She raised
an eyebrow, and Jyp chortl ed.

'He neans kind of a tennis gane - not what you were thinking, |ady. Okay,
we'll teach you, Steve - and heaven hel p your poor hide. Meantinme, though
let's us buckle to on these spars. Maybe we can sal vage sonething ...’

W did, eventually; but not nuch, and by then the sweat had sl oughed nost of
t he powder-burn off our faces. The day grew hotter, and nmen took turns to

collapse in the scuppers and | et the deck-punps play over them | |ay gasping
anong them as the stream noved on, blinking up at the sky and feeling the thin
crust of salt dry alnost at once on ny skin; | licked it hungrily fromny

lips. Wiere were we? It felt nore tropical than anything, the air warm and the
sun fierce. Overhead, on the jury-rig coupled to the mai nnast stunp, the
single sail flapped |oosely as they ran it up, giving us nonments of wel cone
shade. After five hours solid slog in the stinking heat below it was sheer



paradise; | wasn't up to the technicalities of re-rigging, but patching
shotholes with planks and mallets, that | could manage. Now, though, | didn't
feel able to drive a nail through tissue-paper; getting back on deck had taken
nmy | ast reserves, and | was gl ad enough to just el bow nyself up again and wait
for the next glorious blast of water. Instead a shadow settled over ne, al nost
as wel come, and I|ingered.

"Well, hi," canme Jyp's voice. "Still rarin' t'go, are we?'

" Bugger off,' | croaked, blinking up at him a silhouette edged with
gl owi ng brass. He shifted, and the sunlight clashed like a giant cynbal. |
sank back with a groan. 'No stay, | need the shade. My head's ready to fal
of f and roll down the scuppers. Any nore hamering and it probably wll.'

Tou' Il never miss it," he said cheerfully. 'But we're close to done now.
W'l be able to tack now w t hout shipping too much water, thanks to you guys.
And the new rig takes the weight of the sail just jimdandy.'

I took the hand he stretched out and he hauled nme effortlessly to ny feet. He
nmust have been working as hard as everyone el se, he | ooked just as hot and
haggard and bristly, but it didn't seemto dimnish his energy in the |east.
H s | ean face was agl ow as he grinned up at the primtive |lash-up made with

t he broken foremast. How old was he, | wondered; how |l ong ago did he come into
the worl d, and where? There was sonethi ng about him sonething the sanme as
Mal I, though less strong - an aura of energy, inexhaustible strength. They

seened conpletely tireless, alnost inhumanly so - except that they positively
radi at ed humanity, whether in good nature and ki ndness, al nost overwhel m ngly
so to ne, or in the startling ferocity they let |oose on their enemes.

| nhuman was no way to think of them superhuman woul d be nearer the mark.

Was it their age alone, or was that just incidental to another quality,
anot her force that drove themto live so long and so intensely? Now that 1
cane to think of it, there was something the sane about Pierce, in a nore
stolid way, and about other faces in the crew But in themit was not as
strong or as conplete, and sonmetines it did | ook inhuman; the |inping Master
@Qunner, Hands, seened to crackle and glitter with malicious destructive
energy, as if he burned not food but gunpowder in his guts. As if he enbodied
the living spirit of his guns, with no purpose except to destroy, and no care
as to what.

Suddenly | felt the |ack deeply, even of a one-sided passion |like that;
not hi ng of the sort burned in me. | felt rusty and ashen and enmpty, like the
| ong-negl ected fireplace I'd uncovered in redecorating ny flat. The need to
help Clare raised a glow, maybe - no, nmore than that. One last fierce flame in
the enbers; but its lonely blaze only highlighted the enpty hearth. The rest
was col d.

Jyp clouted ne amiably on the shoul der. 'Hey, cheer up!' he said,
propelling me through the incredible clutter towards the quarterdeck. 'Thought
you'd like to see -we're going to bring her head around now, |let the sai
catch the wind a little and if the rig holds - why, we're cookin'" with gas!'

"Hands! All hands!' came the hollow roar fromthe bridge trunpet. 'Man
the braces! M Mate! We'll have that sea-anchor in! Carry on when you're
ready, Sailing Master!’

As the mate and his party hauled in the float that had kept our nose into the
wi nd, Jyp bounded up onto the conpani onway. 'Aye aye, cap'n! Ready, hel n®?
Bring her round then - handsonely, now - a point, a point -sheets -' His eyes
fixed on the newrig, he gave his orders in a tense nonotone, hardly a shout;
but the deck fell so quiet his voice carried clearly. The crude-I ooking
square-sail began to quiver, the yard creaked; | held ny breath. The canvas

t hrashed once, twice, then swelled taut with a satisfying thunp. The mast t ook
the strain, creaked and quivered against its stays in the play of vast

tensions, like invisible fingers - and held. The deck lost its lolling notion
and rose snmoothly as the ship strained sluggishly forward. A great sigh went
up as everyone renmenbered to breathe again, as if we were trying to fill the

sail oursel ves.
' Steady as she goes! That's well done, ny chicks/' The squawk of the



trunpet didn't quite conceal the relief in Pierce's voice. 'Very well done! A

spot of refreshment's in order, |I'll warrant! Not quite noon yet, but we'll
consider it so!' A hoarse cheer echoed his order. 'Up spirits, M Mte, and a
double tot for all! Then hands to eat, by watches!’

Not quite noon? There stood the sun, all right, just off the zenith - though
that m ght nmean nothing, in this crazy world. It felt nore like day's end to
me, after five hours in that hellhole - but then I'd started not |long after
dawn. Currents were building up in the crowd on deck, and | found nyself drawn
into one, headed for the foot of the new nmai nnast where two | arge barrels had
been set up. Before | knew it | was gul ping down a pannikin full of a potent
mx; 1'd never nmuch liked rum but even cut with water that grog was the best
thing I'd ever tasted. Life flowed back into me with a rush, and I found
nmysel f grinning back at the other crewren, and probably | ooking just as inane.
| seened to be getting along with themas well as with the officers, or maybe
better, and that pleased nme absurdly. Right frommy college days |I'd been

al ways a chief, never an Indian, and there was a good side to being the
greenhorn again. Not that there was nuch social distinction aboard; here cane
Jyp, wiping his lips fromthe same pannikin, and if the sailors cleared a path
for himit was good-hunouredly and with real respect.

"Chow time, port watch!' he shouted, and as half the hands went
clattering and tunbling below he led me up to the quarterdeck for ours. He
peered unent husi astically under the covers of the el egant silver dishes
Pierce's steward had laid out on a folding table. 'Just ships' ordinary, |
guess - beans, salt pork, German sausage, biscuit - and all cold, danmt. The
gall ey stove went out in the |ast exchange.'

"It takes five hours to relight?
"Qut with a twenty-five pound shot, | nmeant - right out through the
si de.'

"Umm You know, this is just the weather one prefers a cold | uncheon
don't you think?

"By the npbst amazing coincidence' ... grinned Jyp. "Still, there's rum
to wash it down.'

Rum t here was, in enormous tunblers, but | only nanaged one. Jyp swore |
slid nose-down into ny plate of beans, but he was exaggerating as usual; no
way could | ever have flaked out before I'd finished the | ast one.

It was falling on nme. | knewit, | could see it and | couldn't even nove, a
nmet eor streaking down the sky, glowi ng larger by the mnute, closer, clearer
greener till it blotted out the sky, roaring down on ne in flame - a vast

clutching hand. The fingers closed like falling pillars and a vast expl osion
tore me atomfromatom and scattered me to the wi nds. Then, just as suddenly,
| was awake, staring up at the sky, stained the deep indigo of a tropica

twilight. I was glad of that; ny eyes didn't feel up to much else. The
brighter stars gleamed |ike needl es. Another blast shook nme, and set the stars
dancing in ny head; | rolled over, found that was just as unconfortable, and

sat up with a groan. Now | was awake | knew that sound, and | funbl ed
confusedly for nmy sword.

"Slept your fill, Master Stephen?' inquired a fanmliar voice, mildly
sardonic, fromthe direction of the helm 'Have no fear, they' re but signa
guns.'

"OF course,' | nunbled, or sonmething of the sort, fighting to unstick ny
tongue fromthe roof of nmy mouth. 'Nice uv yuh t'let msleep. N ce soft deck

A boot tapped nusically against wood. 'Your cabin's yet unrepaired, or
we' d have stowed you there. There's water in the butt here, should you w sh
it.'

| downed a pannikin practically in one gulp, and felt a |l ot better
'"Could | have another? Is there enough?

To soak your head in, an it'll not fall off!' grinned Mall. | foll owed
her advice, as far as nmy face anyhow, the water was tepid and bracki sh, but
incredibly refreshing all the sane. 'Take all you will, there's no lack. See,



we're in sight of land.'

"Uh?" | jerked ny head up, spluttering and stream ng. 'What? \Were?' But
| saw it even as she pointed, a dark streak between the sea and a strangely
| um nous skyl i ne.

"We've run up a signal for aid. That's what purpose the guns serve, to
call attention to it - and a'l ooks as though we've snared our hare!'’
| wiped ny stream ng eyes and peered out; something was there, sonething Iike
a glowi ng coal across the low swell, and growing slowy |arger. The hands were
lining the sides, |aughing and pointing. | shivered, though the night was
warny it | ooked unconfortably close to ny dream But when it rolled a little
closer, and Pierce hailed it, | laughed nmyself. It was a little steanship,
craziest-looking thing I'd ever seen with its inmrense crowned snokestack
tethered by stays just like a nmast, and huge 1 uncover ed paddl ewheel s at

either side of the little wheel-j house that was ail its superstructure.

When it tooted its | whistle and hove-to alongside |I'd have expected M ckey |
Mouse to | ook out. Instead a vision of white whiskers and | brass buttons

appeared with a megaphone, rubbing his : hands, and greeted Pierce with the

cheerful synpathy of a nan about to profit from his neighbour's problem They
began a spirited negotiation, only about half intelligible -which was probably
just as well, given the half I could nake out; terms |ike 'raggedy-ass
linme-juice freebooter' and 'pinch-penny tea-kettle sailor' were flying back
and forth quite freely. Unless | was much nistaken, each chall enged the ot her
to a duel at one point. But all at once they cane to a friendly accord, and
t he steanboat began chuggi ng | aboriously around, paddles churning in opposite
directions. Pierce and Jyp came striding aft, sounding very cheerful

"A stroke of high fortune, by Jove!' the captain runbled. 'A steamtug
for our tow, and at a nobst reasonable rate.’

"That's so,' agreed Jyp placidly. 'Last one, | recall you solemly vowed
if he didn't cone down two bits a mle you' d rape his wife and burn his house
down. And shoot his dog. Ckay, Mall, 1'll relieve you now, this river's an old

friend of mne. There's sandbars and nmudbanks aplenty right up the river, and
| know all their first names.'

" And whom t hey wedded, |'ve no doubt. The wheel's to yourself, pilot!
I've a mind to rest me awhile.' Wth a friendly wave she trotted lightly down
to the mmi ndeck. Seeing the spring in her stride as she threaded her way
t hrough the growing snarl-up there, you wouldn't have thought she needed any
rest at all. The mate was struggling to organize the reefing of the makeshift
mai nsai |l ; without proper rigging this was a nmurderously difficult job, and
even these hardened sailors were so tired they were tripping over and tangling
i nes everywhere you | ooked. Pierce glared and seized his speaking trumnpet.
'Deck, there! Belay, all! One fall at a tinme! Haul by turns, you pox 'spita
out sweepi ngs!' They stared up stupidly, and he began to thunmp tinme on the
rail, 'Haul, one! Then haul two!'

A clear nusical note picked up the rhythmof his shout and wove it into a
nmocking little rise-and-fall tune. Laughter rippled, and one of the wonmen sang
along with the line.

Ranzo, Reuben Ranzof
The nmen picked up the song, hoarse as corncrakes but with reviving energy.
Order seened to flow across the deck, and they threw their weight on the falls
intine to the repeated |ines. They gave himlashes thirty -

Ranzo! Rahzo! Because he was so dirty!

Ranzo, Reuben Ranzo!

Mracle of mracles, the snarl-up was beginning to clear, and nen could
shin up the makeshift nast and out on the yard - gingerly, since there wasn't
any footrope.

| glanced round for the source of the nusic, and was astonished to see
Mal | appear at the door of her cabin, a violin at her shoul der, swaying with
each bold sweep of her bow. Qut into the tangle she stepped, skipping over
snags and ki cking stray ends of rope aside without m ssing a note, and perched
herself ninbly upon the rail. As they finished hauling she shifted al nbst



i nperceptibly to another tune, a strange sad reflective nelody with an oddly
El i zabet han sound - or not so oddly, when you thought about it. It was
i ncredi bly cal mand beautiful.
"Geat little fiddler, isn't she? said Jyp softly.
"The best - not that |I'many expert. Doesn't she ever sleep?
"Not often. |I've seen her, once or twi ce. Never for long.'
'Do you?'
Jyp chuckl ed softly. 'Now and again.'

The tug hooted inpatiently, and a cloud of snmutty soot fromits stack
bl ew across the deck, inspiring Pierce to further inspired cursing; a |line was
flung fromits stern to our bows, and there nade fast. The little tug tooted
again and turned clunsily away, paddles stirring the dark water to a froth.
The line took the strain, hunmed taut, the Defiance wall owed horribly under us
a nonent and then surged forward in a new rhythm bobbing and bucki ng across
the waves. | turned to Jyp. "You called this a river? Wth only that streak of
land in sight? Looks nore like the sea, still.'

"Sure is, in a sense.' He spoke a little absently, his eyes fixed on the
wat er ahead. 'But it's a big river, this, strong current carrying a mghty
|l oad of silt and flow ng right out against the sea to dunp it. Delta here
sticks out
a long way, and the current's building the banks all the time. W're steering
down the main drag already; can't see it, but it's there - hallo!'" A soft,
al nrost sublimnal judder seened to pass through the ship. 'Baby's grown a
mte. Ah, well, it scrapes the copper clean. Man can't be too careful round
here.’

And | realized with a sudden thrill that even while we'd tal ked the
waves around us had been grow ng slower, heavier, flatter, as if the water
itself was turning sonehow thicker; a shadow seened to be spreadi ng beneat h.
At | ast they began to break over the hidden solidity and their voices changed
to the resigned hiss of surf - too near, all too near to come fromthat
far-off streak of land. Slowy, alnmst shyly, humobcked sil houettes rose on
either side in the starlight, and before long | saw them topped w th scrubby
grass and clunmps of bushes. The ship's notion was changi ng, grow ng steadier
t he t huddi ng pul se of the surf already behind us and dying away. It was as if,
in the blackness beyond the light of our lanterns, the |land had reached out to
nmeet us.

So it went on, hours into the night. C ouds hid the noon, and the
starlight showed us only the barest outlines of the bank; our |anterns
couldn't reach. Ahead of us blazed the open door of the tug's firebox, an
angry guiding star in the blackness with the insistent, relentless chuffing of
its engine. | did ny best to doze, lying or sitting |eaning against the
transom but without the conbined effects of rum and exhaustion the disconfort
of the deck kept on waking me every hour or so. Once sonething sang
unconfortably in ny ear, and | sat up sharply and stared around. The banks had
changed a little, not necessarily for the better. There were trees there now,
oddly stunted and growi ng in swanpland, to judge by what drifted out to us on
the warm breeze - the snells, and the incessant chorus of chirps, croaks and

whi stl es. And the nosquitoes; | slapped and swore, but they didn't seemto
bot her Jyp.
'They go off watch a little later,' he said, poised easily at the wheel. | was

about to say sonething about themgetting their tot of blood first, when a
sound between a boom and a coughi ng roar echoed out across the night, followed
by a heavy splash. 'Gator,' remarked Jyp. 'Havin' bad dreans, maybe.'

"My heart bleeds.' | sank ny head in ny arns to save ny eyelids fromthe
nosqui toes and drifted back in and out of ny own unhappy musings. |'d neant to
ask where we were going, but | was alnpbst too weary to care. Two or three
times nore | remenber waking in di munease, but not what woke me. The | ast
time was clearer. Druns thudded in nmy head, there was the snell of |ightning
on the air, and on a wall shadows glided back and forth ..

Quite abruptly, as if somebody had shaken ne, | was awake, sitting up



tense and breathing hard. Nothing had changed, that | could see; yet sonething
had. The air was cooler, for one thing, and the snmells were different. The
moon was out now, though very low in the sky, and stretching | ong shadows
across the deck. But Jyp stood at the helmstill, unperturbed. He nodded as |
haul ed nyself stiffly up, yawned, stretched till my rnuscles cracked, and

wi shed | hadn't eaten all those beans. | wasn't feeling conversational, so

| eaned on the rail and gazed out over the river. It |ooked as wi de and as dark
as ever, but the banks were changing. The odd trees were still there -sone

ki nd of cypress, | thought, seeing themnore clearly

- but mingled with other kinds as the banks rose higher. And in anong them|
thought | saw little sparkles now and again, far-off lights. | blanmed them on
nmy eyes at first, till the sound of singing drifted out through the darkness

- voices in harnony, wonen's nostly. It sounded |ike sone kind of blues, slow
and mournful as the turbid river

| was about to nmention it to Jyp and ask hi mwhere we were supposed to be
goi ng when anot her shape materialized out of the shadows in the river beside
us, a tall three-masted bul k even bigger than the Chorazin, lolling heavily at
anchor in the channel. Its inmrense bowsprit seened to scorn our shattered rig
as we slunk by. Beyond it other much smaller boats were noored, and others,
little better than canoes, drawn up on the nmuddy bank. Then came trees again,
but nmore and nore cleared gaps were appearing; there were buildings here,
alnbst to the water's edge, and nore voices, raucous this tine. | |ooked over
to the other bank, but it was sunk in unbroken darkness. Qut in the river,

t hough, the nmoonlight glinted sullenly on another big ship at anchor, a |ean

| ong shark-shape riding strangely lowin the water. Its flat decks were capped
wi th dark rounded hunps, their |ong snouts shrouded in draped tarpaulins; a
broad stubby snokestack rose up between them only a little higher

Unm stakably it was a warship, and with turreted cannon that had to be far
nore nodern than our nuzzle-loaders. Beyond it the trees vani shed, and a

phal anx of big ugly buildings fringed the sky, spiked here and there with tal
thin factory chimeys. A broad jetty lanced out into the river and back al ong
the banks into the night till only its faint lights marked it, and the shadowy
foliage of mastheads ranged al ongsi de, much the same as |'d seen over the
Danube Street rooftops. But among them standing out like the broad pillared
trunks of a southern rain forest, were pair after pair of snokestacks. Crowned
with fantastical rondels, stellar points, even Corinthian capitals, they
capped the high-sided hulls beneath as if they were the factories' floating
spawn. As we drew nearer | saw the huge cylinders, stepped and flanged, at
their sterns. | leaned on the rail and held ny head.

Jyp made an enquiring noise. 'It's this clash of times,' | groaned. 'lIt's
maki ng me giddy. Do tinmes always get junbled together like this?

Jyp shook his head. 'No jumble. Square-riggers, sternwheelers, tin-plate
nmoni tors even - round about the 1850s, 1860s, you'd find 'emall noored al ong
here together.'

| nodded, considering Jyp carefully. 'Renmenber that, do you? From when
you were young?

'"Me?' He snmiled. "Hell, no! I"'mnot that old. They'd all gone by the tinme |
was born, 'cept maybe a few sternwheel ers. Never saw one, anyhow, nor any ki nd
of ship where | was raised; not a drop of sea. The grain, with its waves, nile
on mle', they said that was |ike the ocean; what'd they know? They'd never
seen it any nore'n | had. Till | ran away to the coast; then | saw, and |'ve
never left it since. Even though | got me ny naster's tickets just in tine for
the war, and the U boats.'

| was startled the other way now, Jyp hardly seened nodern enough to have
sai |l ed agai nst U-boats. Tunisian corsairs, yes; U boats, no. It nmade his
agel ess | ook oddly nore outrageous than Mall's. 'Sounds rough. Wat were you
on? The North Atlantic run? The Murmansk Convoys?'

'"Yes, to both. But | was born back before the turn of the century, in
Kansas. | was maybe sixteen when | ran off; it was Wrld War One | was tal king
about.' He jerked his head. 'I stuck around, that's all. In the shadows, just



like those ships out there. Just |like everything we're seeing - those songs
fromthe old slave barracoons, the little fishing villages, the whol e dam
river under us. All part of what formed this place, its character, its inage.
Its shadow. It's not gone, not yet. Qutside the Core it lingers on, clinging
round this place. Felt maybe but never seen, though you lived a whole life
long here - not 'less one day you happened to turn the right corner.'

"Which place -' | tried to ask. But the screech of the tug's whistle
drowned me out, and the sudden expl osion of activity around us on the deck
Jyp yelled out orders and spun the wheel; Pierce came trunpeting up from
bel ow, and turned out both watches. W had cone to an enpty berth al ong the
crowded dock, and the Defiance had to be worked in. Wiich left nme about the
only usel ess person on board - except perhaps the eerie little trio huddled in
that foc'sle cabin, and they hardly counted as human. | thought of taking to
nmy hal f-col |l apsed cubbyhol e, but there was no clear way off the quarterdeck
Li nes were being hauled in dripping fromthe tug and others flung to shadowy
figures along the quay. | was doing ny best to dodge between them when Mall's
best steamwhistle tones nearly got me hanged in a stray |oop. 'Hoi, beauteous
Ganynede! Sliding off like a shovel board shilling? We'll warp her in - cone
I end the wei ght of your arml Hands to the capstan!’
| couldn't quite renenmber who the hell Ganynede was and | wasn't sure | wanted
to; but at least it was something | could do. W heaved the |ong bars from
their racks, thrust themthrough the slots and bent our backs to them

Mal I ki cked back the pawl and hopped neatly out of our way, onto the
capstan's scarred top. 'Heave, ny sweet roarers! Heave, ny ruddy rufflers!
Heave your ways to the booze-ken! Bend your backs to the wappi ng-shop! Wat,
sweat so o'er a feather? Man-milliners all, the best of you! Scarce fit to
poke a shag-ruff!' She unslung the violin fromher shoul der and scraped a
swi ngi ng tune that was obviously a local favourite.

Oh once | 'ad a German girl,

But she was fat an' lazy -

Way haul away, we'll haul away, Joe!
Then | "ad a Yankee girl,

She dam near drove e crazy!

Way haul away, we'll haul away, Joe!

As the shantymen - and wonen - worked their way down some nationa
characteristics |I'd never have suspected, the crippled Defiance was drawn in
al ongside the wharf. | bent ny back with the rest, but once the fenders booned
agai nst the side, the ropes were made fast and the gangpl anks crashed into
pl ace, that was the end of my useful ness. The flurry of activity redoubl ed;
everyone was either shouting orders or obeying them or both. Nobody actually
told me to get lost; but somehow | couldn't seemto find a spot of the deck
where sonebody didn't have a really good urgent reason for apologetically but
firmy el bowi ng me out of the way.
| couldn't resent it, either. | knew | was lucky the crew were still so intent
on the chase, after the bl oody rebuff we'd suffered - whether it was revenge,
or general hatred for Wlves, or the money |I'd offered that drove them It
occurred to ne then that these half-imortals nust have a strange attitude to
nmoney. They coul d never be sure they had enough. They'd know it was al nost
inevitable they'd run out of it, sooner or later - and equally, that there was
no point in lingering too long in one place to earn a |l ot, because that would
shorten their lives, drag them back towards the Core or whatever they called
it. No wonder they were so keen on trade! And so eager to earn |arge anounts
qui ckly, even in ways as dangerous as this.

But | hadn't any of those drives. There was nothing | could do, and | was
stiff, sticky, dirty and depressed. If | wanted some privacy and peace of m nd
I'd either to retreat to what was left of nmy cabin, or escape down the
gangpl ank to the wharfside. | chose the latter, but ny foot had no sooner
touched terra firma than the mate and a party of seanen canme clattering after
me, barged me -very apologetically - aside, scranbled up on a long fl atbed
wagon drawn by a team of four i mense horses, and trundled off into the



shadows of the wharfside buildings. These were nothing like the grimwalls of
stone and brick I'd left behind. Just as decrepit, though - clapboard nostly,
painted in what the lanterns told ne were faded pastel colours, plastered with
illegible shreds of posters. The w ndows were nostly boarded or broken, and
grass grew around their stone steps. | was just about to sit down on one when
a party of sailors came struggling ashore with huge sausages of canvas,
evidently what sails had been sal vaged, and began to spread them out across
the cobbles, right to the foot of my step. Wiere they el bowed ne -very

apol ogetically, of course - aside. Never mind peace of mnd; | wasn't even
getting to rest the other end.

Leaving the sail nakers to whistle and swear over the shot-damage,
wander ed away down the wharf and peered around the first corner | canme to. It
was a street, like any other dockside street |I'd seen, but less well lit. God
al one knew what the two | anps visible were burning; it wasn't gas or
electricity - with that dimlittle flame it could be anything from col za oi
to blubber. It told nme nothing at all about where we were, or what kind of
town it was; | was wondering if | dared look a little further when | noticed
the figure standi ng hunched and abject under one of the lanps. Indistinct in
the warm hazy air, and yet oddly famliar; somebody |I'd seen before, sonebody
| recognized by their stance alone - and there couldn't be nany of those.
took a step forward. It gave a great start, as if it had seen ne, and ran a
few steps out into the road, towards nme. Then it hesitated, half turned as if
call ed away, and stood irresolute in the mddle of the dimroad. | hesitated
too, not sure who or what | was seeing; but | was still wthin earshot of the
dock. One good shout would bring folk running; and the bare sword that tapped
my calf at every step was a strange primtive confort. Also, as | canme nearer
| could see that whoever it was wasn't very big; not a Wlf. A woman, nore
likely, fromthe flowi ng outline of the clothes; and the inpression of
famliarity was getting very, strong. Maybe | was just foll owi ng sone dockside
tart - though after Katjka |I'd be slowto take even one of themfor granted.
This one was shorter than her, though; nore of a height with ..

Wth Care? | shook off the thought. A couple of steps nmore and |'d see
nore clearly - but then the figure gave another great start. It |ooked wildly
down a narrow side-street to the right, then threw up its hands and waved ne
frantically back. | stopped, clutched at ny sword and saw the figure whip this
way and that |ike an aninmal caged within high walls. Then it whirled as if
despairing and bolted towards the nouth of the side street. | called out. It
gl anced around, caught its foot on the curb and spraw ed headl ong - not
exactly suspicious or threatening. | ran towards it as it picked itself
painfully up, and for an instant | caught a glinpse of swi nging hair, l[ong
hair. | couldn't see the colour - but it was the length of Clare's, at |east.
But with another panicky gesture whoever it was |linped off into the shadowy
street, and as | reached the corner | heard hobbling steps slapping away al ong
t he pavenent.

Not being a total idiot, I didn't rush in after it. Carefully |I drew ny sword,
and stopped to let ny eyes adjust. They did, and there was nobody | urking,
nowhere for themto lurk against high concrete walls featureless as a jail.
The road was uneven, puddled with glinting water, the |ong pavenents were

cl ear of everything except garbage - quite a lot of that - and those painful
steps went on, with just a hint of gasping breath. | ran, |eaping the puddl es,
skirting the softly-blowing shreds of paper and plastic, and in the gl eamof a
brighter lamp at streets' end | glinpsed the figure again - slim slight,

i npi ng desperately along with arnms aki nbo and hair flying. Not C are; she was
| ess delicate, nore solidly built. But still that unnerving hint of the
famliar, infuriating ne, undermning all my cautious instincts with the
desperate need to see. \Were was the sun? W'd been all night on the river;
surely it must be rising soon?

Left around corners linmped ny shadow hare, left, left and right again.
darted after it, swinging round the | anp-posts like a child for speed. Then a
new street opened onto a sudden brightness | found blinding; all | could nmake



out at first were the rows of white lights that seemed to hang unsupported
like stars in the hazy air, and anong them above a mass of glittering
reflections, tall shafts of shimering nmovenent. My dazzl ed eyes rebelled at
t hose danci ng, glassy colums; the sound alone told ne it was a fountain.
Beyond it, beneath a shadowy row of arches, its reflections danced - and
across them t hat
| shadow flickered, slipping fromarch to arch. It was sone kind of piazza,
lined with shop wi ndows dark and enpty now, what shops | didn't stay to see.
My running footfalls rang echoes fromthe roof. W were in a city square, the
hare and |, brightly lit by the white gl obes gl eam ng down

from el egant wought-iron | anp-hol ders on the high stone walls, from
ornately fluted standards ringing the railings of the garden at its heart. And
down its pathways, clipped and civic, the dark figure glided, beneath the
hooves of a rearing statue and beyond, towards a white wall that towered over
the far side of the square, higher than all the rest. Three sharp towers
| oomed out of the night, the nmddle one tallest - no, those were crosses on
top. Three spires. It was sone kind of church, or cathedral nore |ikely; but
odd, outlandish with its stacked col ums and narrow arched w ndows, and in the
m dst of themall a clock. Like places I'd seen in Spain or Italy, the kind
they called romanesque - and cone to think of it, the rest of the square had
the sane sort of |ook. We might have been somewhere in Spain - only not quite.
So where the hell was |? Correction - plain where. They woul dn't have
cathedrals in hell.

Fl agpol es stood stark and enpty. Signs were too far for ne to read
wi thout turning aside. And there in the gl oomby the great barred door |urked
my quarry, hesitant, fleeting, poised as if to dart inside - why? To seek
sanctuary - from ne?

| slowed down, wal ked evenly, lightly towards it, closer and closer. Til
I mght have |lunged forward and grabbed it. But | stopped, hesitant; and the
nmonent it saw that the figure gestured again, desperately, and backed away
towar ds the shadowy nouth of the narrow street behind. 1'd come cl ose enough
to catch a gl eam of dark eyes, a flash of a parchnent-col ored cheek, no other
detail. Wio had | known with any such col ori ng? Except..

The figure whirled about and ducked around the corner. | sprang after it;
and found it there, standing, its back to me, as if gazing at the sky. A sky
filling with light now, so that the surrounding rooftops stood out in sharp
sil houette - but the light was white, and it didn't drown the stars. My hair
bristled. The sun rising when the noon should have, that was bad enough. But
the nmoon in place of the sun - a new night, in place of a dawn and an end of
deep shadows - That was far worse. | took two short steps forward, caught the
figure by the shoulder, and felt a loose |light cloak, alnost a shaw, fal
fromthe head. It turned sharply.

I"msorry." | stamrered idiotically, |ike anyone who's accosted the wong
person, blinking hastily around for the real shadow. The face beneath the |ong
hair was a man's, lined and bony and sickly sallow, the livid lips set thin

and hard. 1 thought -'
Then the eyes net mine. The nal evolent glitter in them!lanced into ne,
di anmond-hard, chilling - the triunphant eyes of the knave-card. And | had seen
that face before! Wiere? A fleeting glinpse - a red car, madly driven ... The
thin lips split in a soundl ess crow of |aughter, nocking, horrible.
Instinctively I flung ny sword up between us, as if to ward off a blow but
t he shadow man only skipped back and fled. | bolted after him furious now,
fury fed on fear. This tine there was no dodging, and no |linp; the street was
straight and he ran, fast, one block and across a road against lights, then
another, with me never nore than a sword's length fromhis heels. Until, in
the mddle of the third block - he was not there. | skidded stunbling to a
halt, stared wildly around, slashed at the air, at nothing. Then | gagged at a
brief whiff of a horrible snmell, like vomit. And that was it; | was al one.

Had he nmeant to | ose ne, whoever he was? He could damm wel |l think again.
I'd been ready for that. 1'd kept track of every turn. | knew just which way



we' d conme, and where the river nmust be from here. \Werever here was ..

| slid the sword back into ny belt, and glanced around. High old walls,
some of them stone, small barred windows - it |ooked strangely famliar
somehow. Yes; these were warehouses, nostly Victorian by the | ook of them and
pretty decrepit. But here and there ornate signs stretched out across walls
cl eaner than the rest, wi ndowframes newly painted; there was even a flash of
pi nk neon. Another disco? Just the sane sort of area, trendy chic creeping
i ke a naked hernmit crab into the shells of old solid commerce. But where? The
neon sign spelt out Praline's - French-soundi ng, which nmeant precisely
not hi ng; cafes in Mbscow have French nanmes. Anyhow, this didn't snell Iike
France - or Moscow either, somehow, there was a big-city sourness in the warm
hum d air, an unholy blend of traffic funes and junk-food frying and aronatic
plants that was wholly new to me. These were backstreets, with nobody about to
ask. But just ahead there was nore light, and the distant humof traffic.
was curious; | went to | ook
The street | energed into was startling. No nore warehouses; it was w de and
well-1it and lined with houses, terraces of tall dignified houses in reddish
brick. They had that elusive European | ook about them again, especially along
t heir upper frontage, where a kind of continuous gallery ran, form ng deep
bal coni es under the common roof. Housepl ants and | arge bushes grew there in
tubs, bays and m nobsas and others | didn't know at all, exotic, elegant,
airily graceful, trailing their foliage down over the ornate ironwork
railings. But these houses had been restored, too; npbst of them were
shopfronts, now, or cafes - sone open. | strolled towards the nearest, and the
warm ni ght air rose up and hit me with the rich aronmas of coffee and frying
oni ons and hot pastry, and the blare of taped jazz. And suddenly | was so
hungry | coul d have wept.

Hungry for nmore than food, too; it was a glinpse of civilization, of
sanity - or at |least of the kind of nmadness | knew. But would they take ny
ki nd of noney here? | felt in my pockets. In an inner pocket were a few smnal
coins, very heavy - gold pieces, of sonme kind | hadn't seen, decorated with
peculiar witing and el ephants; they nust be Jyp's. Al ny ordinary noney was
in the pockets of ny own clothes, on shipboard; and | began to feel very
uneasy. | ought to be getting back. But |I couldn't resist peering in the
wi ndow, seeing what kind of people were there. They were ny own kind, exactly
my own kind; they could have come fromany country in the world, just about -
nostly young, nostly Caucasi an, but a good few blacks and Orientals too, a
cheerful cosnopolitan crowd shouting so loudly over the jazz that | couldn't
make out the | anguage. There was a nenu, but the w ndow was so steaned over |
couldn't make it out. And the cafe's sign read Au Barataria. Wich was where,
exact|ly?

A young coupl e came out, and feeling a conplete idiot | stepped up to them
The girl's face, flushed and pretty, tw sted; the boy's darkened and he pulled
her sharply aside. | shrugged, and | et them pass; nice manners they had here.

| strolled down the road. Here was a bookshop wi ndow still lit, and all the
titles in English, by God! Only one gaggle of bestsellers |ooks pretty nuch
like another to me. What | buy is Time and The Economist; so that didn't tel
me too nmuch either. Next canme a nen's boutique full of black |eather and
called, if you'll believe it, CGoebbels. That only went to prove that really
bad taste is universal. And after that, a video shop, with just two or three
cases on view, the titles were English, all right, but alittle specialized -
Pretty Peaches, Pussy Tal k, Body Shop. Well, yes. Were the hell was this, the
Costa Brava? The food snelt too appetizing for that.

Here canme sonebody el se to ask, a hefty black man; but before | so nuch
as opened ny mouth | alnobst got a fist init. The last day or so hadn't
exactly taught ne to turn the other cheek, but | restrained nyself; starting
troubl e now night be just the wong thing. A nore respectable citizen
m ddl e-aged and fat, was hurrying down the far pavenent; | strode over to
intercept him but before I got beyond the 'Excuse ne, sir -' he thrust
something into my hands and scuttled off at a rate he wasn't built for. |



gaped after him then down at ny hand. A few silvery coins; | picked up the
two | argest, and saw the eagle on each, soft-edged with wear. Quarters;

twenty-five cents; hot damm, | was in Anerica

| stood there giggling helplessly to nyself. In a night and a day - npbst
of the latter spent drifting - |I'd managed to cross the Atlantic. If | ever
got the hang of how, | could play hob with the export business, that was for
sure.

O ... howlong had it actually taken nme? Things had been happening with
time. And suddenly chil dhood fairy tales cane back to ne, about the king who'd
returned fromunder the hill - and this, after all, was the land of R p van
Wnkle ..

Suddenly | wasn't giggling any nore. For all the warnth of the night I
felt pinched and cold like a returning ghost, a pathetic shadow in the
twilight peering in at the warnth of life it had been shut out fromfor so
long. Now I had to know when |I was, as well as where. | glanced hungrily at a
cafe, and stifled the thought; fifty cents wouldn't buy the water in ny
coffee, if this was anything |ike New York. A squat blue bin across the street
was a newspaper vendi ng machine; that would help! | hurried back across the
street - and stopped dead in the mddle. Now | knew why people were shying
away from me.

Just the way |I'd shied away from | urches, drunks and dropouts. There | was,
reflected in a dress-shop wi ndow, a grotesque ghost hovering over the stilted
dunmi es inside. A gaping thug, wld-haired, soot-sneared, unshaven, dressed in
skin-tight |leather that bared arnms seaned with small burns and scars, a gaudy
brai d band |Ii ke gang col ours around ny forehead, and a four-foot sword
dangling along ny leg - God knows, / would' ve run away. Maybe Jyp was ri ght
and the sword, at least, they wouldn't notice; but what was true for himm ght

not be for me. | was too much a part of all this.
Then a truck canme roaring down on nme wthout even trying to brake, and
| eaped for the sidewal k Iike an electrified frog. |I flipped the driver a

gesture, then remenbered and stuck up the single finger they understood over
here. Not that | altogether blamed him though, any nore than the touchy bl ack
character. | | ooked barking mad and dangerous as hell. | hurried to the

machi ne, thumbed ny coins and thrust themin. Just enough - | yanked out the
paper and stared. The New Orl eans States-ltem published the fourth -

The day after I'd left. New Oleans. A day and a night - right. That was
all there was to it. | felt ny legs begin to trenble under nme. It was true,
then ... | let the paper fall, turned and ran back the way |'d cone, away from
lights and cafes and Creol e cooking odours and iron bal conies, ran |ike hel
for the river and the wharf.

Back to the square | raced, sure of every turn, and canme out just by the
cat hedral , crossed the gardens at full tilt - astonishing some | ate-night
strollers - and ducked panting into the street 1'd left. Fromthere it was
easy, round every turn just as |I'd remenbered it, and ny nmenory didn't so nuch
as falter once. It was easier on foot, this kind of thing, when you could take
your time spotting | andmarks, when you didn't have to nake snap deci sions
where to turn. Not that | didn't give one great sigh of relief, though, when I
finally turned into the road where that |ying apparition had first hooked ne,
and saw the broad river gleam ng like dull copper under the hazy noon. The
M ssissippi, no less. Wll, 1'd something to ask Le Stryge about, at any rate.
Fromthere on in | strolled quietly, getting nmy breath back. | couldn't hear
any noi se of hanmering; maybe they'd stopped work for the night. | couldn't
blame them two in a row was a bit much for anyone. | turned the corner to the
wharf; and then | canme to a dead halt and clutched at the side of the
buil ding, as if the running had suddenly seized ny legs and turned themto
wat er under ne.

It wasn't the sane building. It was no cl apboard shack; there were none,
not up or down the broad concrete wharves that stretched out along the river
on either side. It was a nodern wall of corrugated alumnium just like al
the others | could see, up and down. Beside sone there were ships, all right -



big cargo carriers with never a mast or snokestack between them fl anked by
nodern contai ner cranes or grain or mneral hoppers whose banks of floodlights
carved out little wedges in the night. O the Defiance, of all or anything
that had brought ne here, there was no sign at all

| could have gone ranpagi ng up and down those wharves, |ooking; | didn't.
| knew too damm well what had happened. |'d feared it fromthe nmonent | saw
t hat paper, that date - though maybe it was already too late by then. Mybe it
had been since that nmoon rose. My assunptions, ny Core-bred basic instincts,
had tangled with the reality that had brought nme here. |I'd pushed on too deep
gone back into the Core, seen too nmuch of it that didn't want to let go its
grip. As, no doubt, the Knave nmeant to happen. And sone deeper part of ne,
despairing of fulfilling the purpose that had driven me so far, so fast, had
retreated into what it knew best and shut out the rest. In a foreign country,
wi t hout papers, passport, nmoney or even a good explanation why | was here, it
had stranded ne, left me high and dry on a desol ate shore. Fromthe Defiance,
fromMll and Jyp, fromall hope of help, it had cut me off.

There'd been no dawn. Maybe there never would be, any nore. There was not hing
before nme but streets, a cityful of corners to turn, hoping that around one,
or the next ... hoping against hope. How |l ong woul d that take? Enpty and sick
| gripped the warehouse wall, staring up at the blank little w ndows high
above, eyes as blind as mine to what | nost needed to see. It was behind them
somewhere, beneath all this nodern overlay, the past sheathed in sheet steel -
or coffined?

"Hey!' roared a hoarse angry voice. 'Hey you! Watcha doin' there?
C non, beat it!" | alnost drew on him but remenbered in time that in these
parts even ni ghtwatchnen would carry a gun; better not call attention to the
sword, anyhow. A wavering flashlight tracked me like a spotlight as | stal ked
away, around the first corner that opened and into the shadows of unlit
al l eys. Darkness closed on ne like a vast fist, and the shadows fl ooded into
nmy head. Lost, alone, | stunmbled blindly through stinking puddl es, deeper and
deeper into night.

At first | still tried to remenber where | was going, turning this way
and that, seeking another way back through the darkened ways to the river and
t he docks. But soon enough ny tired nmind | ost track, and soon after that |
forgot the very direction of the docks; but | kept wal ki ng, because there was
nowhere to stop. Now and again | struggled to think. What did any marooned

tourist do? Go see the British consul - with a convenient case of amesia? I'd
be flown home, then. Wth a lot of explaining to do; about here, about gold,
about ... what had happened to Clare. |I'd be lucky to stay out of Broadnoor.

And with her on ny conscience, maybe | wouldn't want to ..

After a while | found nyself wandering out of the unlit maze into w der
streets again, with lights and Iit wi ndows; but which streets and where | no
| onger cared. Sone were like the elegant old brick houses |I'd seen; others
were garishly new, lined with blazing shop wi ndows and neon signs - but al
enpty, all bare, all dead. | barged into - | didn't know what; |anp standards,
trash cans, street litter. | heard voices, angry voices, didn't know where
they came from Perhaps there were people on those sidewal ks, then; but if
there were, | wasn't seeing them Only the cars noved, hissing past,

featurel ess, driverless blurs of |ight and noise. Sonetinmes, suddenly, they'd
cone at me with howing horns, fromall directions it seemed, and |1'd have to
dodge and weave ny way through, and stagger off before they could cone around
agai n.

My sight dimed. My sense of isolation got worse. The noise, the colours
around ne, everything ny senses told me, seened to nmake | ess and | ess sense,
to add up to nothing, no coherent picture. |I felt | had to keep noving at al
costs, so this horrible inchoate world couldn't close in around me and cut ne
off forever. But | was very tired now, and under ny feet fromtime to tinme the
ground woul d lurch suddenly and make ne stunble. From overhead canme a sound
knew, the whine of a circling jet; but | sawonly a pattern of beating lights
gliding over enptiness, and hid my eyes. Shadow and qui et drew ne, and



somehow, after hours, maybe, | found nyself drifting along | esser ways,
suburban streets lined with houses, nore honely, |less hostile. Yet the lit
wi ndows gl ared down balefully at me, and the cars still hissed by.

Until, with electrifying suddenness, one of them screeched in behind ne,
right to the sidewal k's edge. | swung about in sudden fright, and grabbed at
my sword -then froze, half-crouching, as a blue-white light flicked across ny
eyes. | saw nobody, but | heard the voices, hard and harsh.

' That's him W got him'
"Station? Contact at - yah, goin' after himnow'

" Watch it, watch it -he's a big one - keep it friendly - hey, feller!’

| started and junped back as doors slamed holl owy.

"Jesus, what's that? Machete?' | |ooked down. Instinctively I'd
hal f-drawn the sword, and it spat back the blue light like icy fire.

"Hal |l 0? Suspect is arned, repeat arnmed -'

"Hey feller! W jes' wanna word, nobody's goin'get hurt! So you put that
stickah 'way now, hear?

| backed off, kept on backing. My head was horribly clear all of a
sudden. There was no way |'d get to the docks froma police cell - or a
madhouse. | could see the policeman now, a burly middl e-aged bl ack man with
fierce grizzled whiskers; he was trying to sound reassuring, but his fat hand
hovered near the undi pped flap of his holster. The other one woul d be covering
himfromthe car, no doubt. | | ooked around desperately, and again it was
dar kness and shade that caught ny eye; across the road a gap opened between
t he houses, its sagging wire fence overhung by spreading trees. | edged back
some nore, then relaxed a little, bowed ny head, heard the fat man's sigh of
relief - and swept the sword right out of its scabbard in a hissing arc.
wasn't as well in control of it as |I thought; it nust have nearly parted those
whi skers. He | eaped backward with a startled yell, tripped over a hydrant and
sprawl ed on his back. That opened my way for a flying leap, right over him
onto the bonnet of the squad car and out into the road, luckily enpty. |
reached the grass strip in a couple of bounds, narrowy stopped nyself running
out into the path of a highly decorated van, then ran anyway because a bull et
had just gone whistling past. The van screeched around in a tyre-stripping

arc, horn blaring, onto the grass between nme and the squad car. | reached the
fence, vaulted over it and | anded ankle-deep in litter-strewn grass before
realized that - in a manner of speaking - | wasn't al one.

If I'd known nmore about the city | mght have been | ess surprised at
landing in a graveyard - and at the aspect of it, vast stretches of huge and
i mposi ng tonbs, vandal i zed, negl ected and overgrown. Right now they didn't
worry me in the least. This ruined city of the dead | ooked |ike the safest
place to hide | could imagine. | went belting off anbng the graves I|ike
someone desperate to get back to his own. Sone way behind me | heard the sound
of somebody else trying to vault the fence, and failing dismally. M
consci ence shrivelled again; 1'd nothing at all against those cops. | didn't
like doing this one bit - but no way were they going to stop me now.
I wove and dodged anobng the ranks of the dead, ducking frompath to path,

turning and turning till | lost track of time and direction. Now and again
slipped in anong hal f-fallen nodel s of G eek and Roman tenples, gasping for
breath in the heavy air, to listen for pursuit till | was sure there wasn't
any. Nothing stirred, not even a breath of wind. | didn't blame them for

gi ving up; you could have played hide-and-seek all night in that place, and

t he weed-grown gravel paths didn't show tracks. Come to think of it, | wasn't
too sure which way I'd cone nyself. | |ooked around. Tombs, tonbs, tonbs as

far as | could see, a skyline of crosses and weaths and scul pted angel s and
other less probable things. Nothing stirred, not even a breath of wind in this
| eaden air; no sign that there was a city of the living anywhere out there. It

gave the cenmetery a tinmeless, suspended feeling. | must be right in the heart
of the place. At least it was pretty nmuch flat. | set out, heading what |
guessed was away fromthe way |I'd cone in. Nothing to do but walk till I hit a

wal | -



| shivered suddenly, though the night was warm The chill that shot
through me was so acute it was like an electric shock. 1'd brushed agai nst
somet hi ng, not grass, not stone -

| almost | aughed. It was just a little scarecrow, no higher than ny
wai st, a battered old hat and weat her-bl eached tail coat hung on crossed pol es,
bul ked out by the weeds that had grown up beneath it. Al npbst | aughed; but the
chill had caught ny breath too strongly, and my heart was thudding wildly. I
| ooked wildly around, but there was nothing el se, nothing except a warm w nd
stirring the trees; nothing different about this particular little knot of

tombs. Broken down, broken into, sprayed with graffitti |ike the rest;
unusual , though, these whorls and spirals and scratchy circles. As if they'd
been put on with lum nous paint, or attacked by sone kind of decay. |'d seen

somet hing |i ke them sonewhere before, but not so clear. Here, in the deepest
dar kness, a faint green phos-phoresence seenmed to hang around them - not so
faint, either. Once your eyes got used to it you could practically see by
it...
A faint scraping scrabble startled ne. | whirled around with visions of sone
vengeful and trigger-happy cop creeping up on ne; but this was too small for
that. Beneath one defaced stone the rich grass was twitching; sonme little
animal 1'd disturbed, then. \Wat did they have here? Possuns, garter snakes
| bent down to |ook.

Then | sprang back with a shriek that nust have split the air across the
cenetery. The scraw ed nandal a-shape on the stone blazed out fire-bright, and
against it waved the hand that had thrust out of the earth, right at my face.
The earth heaved under nme, alnost tipping me onto it, but | kept ny bal ance,
staggering, and turned to run. The gravel swelled and humocked in front of ne
as if some huge wormthing tunnelled beneath, throwing ne back. | fell; the
sword in one hand, | flung out the other to catch nmyself and dug ny fingers
into the gravel to steady ne -then snatched them away, barely in tinme. Beneath
t he pebbl es sonething shut with a click, like a fish snapping after a fly. The
ground convul sed again. Bushes wavered wildly and fell, first one headstone
then another tipped over with a flat crunp, others shuddered and crunbl ed. The
si mpering head of a marble angel toppled, bounced and rolled alnost to ny
feet. Al around ne the soil was lifting, fingers clawing, an armthrusting
upward like a plant growing in a stop-notion film...

And behind ne there was a nasty little tittering sound.

I spun around. The little scarecrow had grown as well, until it towered
over me, a huge thin figure barring ny passage - and lifting one of those
enpty sleeves. Weds rustled within it, weeds with | ong downreachi ng roots,
weeds grown fat on rich food. A single finger, skinny and gnharled - twi g or
bone? - crooked at nmy face. The ancient hat tilted slightly, and a sound
rustled at my ears, hissing and tickling like a close-up whisper - only in
both ears at once. A voice. Like dead | eaves one mnute, the next liquid,
gargling, horrible.

Bas 'genoux, fi' de malheu'! Fai'e npa honneu'!

It was alnost worse to realize it nade sense. It was sone kind of bastard
French or pidgin dialect, like none |I'd ever heard, thickly accented; but I
could understand. Telling ne to bow down and worship - Li es' royaume noan -L
est noba qui 'regne 'ci! Ne pas passer par' It Sans honmage 'rendu -

VWhose ki ngdon? Homage to who? | couldn't nove. Sheer panic, |ike a gust
froman open w ndow, whipped up ny thoughts and scattered them every which
way. Wth a sudden squeaky rustle the finger jabbed out, right into the centre
of my forehead. It struck the sweatband. Sonething like a high-voltage spark
or a soundl ess explosion went off, a glare of light behind ny eyes instead of
in front.

"Like hell!" | bayed. Too scared to think. | slashed out. It was with
luck and instinct and not nuch else that | used ny swordhand. It was |ike
cutting a hedge. The derby flew up, an end of stick went whipping away and the
ragged tail coat collapsed in a boneless flurry of arms. Thick stal ks whi pped
free, oozing stinking sap; pollen sprayed into nmy face |ike ancient gravedust



and set me sneezing. Sonething - briarstems, maybe - clawed at ny ankles.
yel l ed again, |eaped free of themand bolted for ny life - or naybe sonething
nore. Right now that cop with his gun woul d have been the sweetest sight |

could imagine - or, failing that, sone real light. There al nost seened to be
some, there ahead of ne; a warm hazy gl ow, high above the shadows of the
grave, infinitely warmand secure-looking. | hared off that way, fast as |
could. Whatever it was, right then | wanted it, badly. | was sacred it would
just slip away and | eave me to the darkness rustling at ny heels.

It didn't slip away. It shone steady, and grew till the trees stood out
against it, a broad beacon of normality -street lights, maybe. Al | could

hear was ny bl ood and breath, |abouring both; steel bands squeezed at ny chest
and head. But the tonbstones were thinning, opening out; there was a wall
here, and beyond it nore fence, |ess dilapidated than the rest. Wthout
breaking stride | sprang up onto one of the stones ranged against the wall,
fromthat to the wall and clutched at the wires. Fortunately they weren't
electrified or barbed, and with my last burning breath I swung nyself up

over, crashed down anong rough weeds sone twelve feet bel ow and ran, ran unti
| tripped over sonething hard and fell sobbing to nmy knees at the margins of
the |ight.

Then | cowered down, shrank back, as the ground quivered. Wth a rushing,
hi ssing runble and clack and a lonely, hooting cry sonething vast went
flicking across ny sight, an endl ess phal anx of speedi ng shadows, blotting out
the light, the world.

When the thunder passed and the |light was cl ear again, sone fragnment of

my wits cane slinking back. | |ooked up, gasping, and began to pick nyself up
rat her shanefaced. Pure luck that freight train hadn't come up this track
instead of the other; next tine it might. |'d blundered into sonme kind of
marshal ling yard, well lit but no safe place to wander. Ml es better than that

damm cenetery, though. Part of ny mind was threshing furiously, fighting to
rationalize what 1'd just seen, to explain it away - an earth trenor,

over heated inmagination, anything. | ignored it. | was just too glad to be out
of it. Then | froze; | heard a voice, not close, not far, clear and vehenent
in the still night.

"/ tell you, you go fuck around in that theah bone-yard all you like,
but you doan' get ne -' There, a few hundreds yards away down the track by the
fence, sat a squad car with its lights flashing. And | realized the sickening
inevitability of it, that they wouldn't have given up at all, just called up
other cars to cover the likely exits. And this one, of all the luck, was mne
| knew that voice, and | synpathized. Staying on all fours, | began to inch
f or war d.

' Scared? Just you lissen a' me one dam mnute, peckerhead - Hey!'

I knew what that neant; | was off even before the doors slanmed, the
lights swng around towards me, the siren came on. | heard the tyres crunch
across the gravel, and it was time to bolt again before |I'd even got ny
br eat h.

I couldn't run rmuch | onger, but nothing would get nme back into that graveyard.

Sonmewhere in the yard another train was coming. | |inmped across the tracks,
into the shadow of sone standing freight cars; | thought of getting into one,
if only to grab a few m nutes' rest, but they were very securely chai ned up
and the shadow seened like no shelter at all. | ducked over the coupling and

t hrough, landed right in the path of the oncoming train and found a new turn
of speed; behind nme |I heard gravel spray as the squad car swerved aside.
Across nore tracks |I ran, between stolid lines of silent cars, until suddenly
| was at another fence - and not nore than a hundred yards up, an open gate.
Whul dn't the cops head for it? | took the chance, there weren't any others.
made it, and suddenly | was free of all fences, running |ike a madman through
an enpty street; but behind ne the siren was getting | ouder. And was that

anot her ahead, around the corner of this tall building? | could turn this way
- gr that. Towards the sound - or away. That was no siren. | made ny choi ce,
and turned the corner



| could have | aughed, if my aching lungs had let nme. The street was w de,
glistening in the night-haze as if fromrecent rains; tall buildings,
featureless in the night, |oomed over it |like chasmwalls. In one narrow side
doorway an old nan stood, the only living soul in all that great gorge of a
pl ace, a black man in a shabby overcoat, playing a nournful trunpet; and that
was the sound. | ran down towards him and saw the heavy dark gl asses he wore,
the placard in front of him the tin cup. He stopped pl aying suddenly, | owered
his trunpet, and I swerved wide so as not to frighten him w shing |I could
call out to him But he called out to ne instead.
' Son! Hey, sonny! Wich way de fi-ah?" Alnost instinctively | came to a halt;
it was a startling voice, deep and conmandi ng, to come fromthat stooped old
frane. He had an odd sing-song accent, too, not at all American. | gasped,
tried to answer and couldn't; he didn't wait for one. 'You run 'way from de
man? De pol eece? Uh-huh, that's what | hear, those 'laruns.' The winkled old
face creased up in a wide grin, over chipped teeth. 'W fix dat. You just

hunkah down behin' me heah, boy - in de doorway, okay? Ch-kay! You all snug
now?' And wi thout waiting for another answer he lifted his trunmpet and began
to play again. | knew the tune - 'Saint James Infirmary', mournful as hell and
too horribly appropriate. | squatted down in the doorway, shivering and

wheezing, struggling to get my breath back. | peering up at the old man's
back, shabby and bent but surprisingly broad, and the square of sky framed in
the door arch above.

Vll, | went down to the Saint James

Infirmary, | saw my baby there, She was layin' on a cold marble table, So
pale, so cold, so fair..

My mind filled in the words, and I wished it wouldn't. One of the old origina
bl ues, so old you could .trace its roots back to ancient fol ksongs -

A siren wail ed discords along the high walls, then cut themshort in a
screech of brakes; blue light pul sed through the door arch. 'Hey, pops!'
yel l ed a voice, not the same one now. 'You see a big guy cone runnin' this
way? \White boy, wavin' a machete or sunpn' - a real crazy -'

"Son,"' chuckled the old trunpet player. 'It's maybe twenny yeahs gone
since | saw anythin' wiuth a good goddaml O | wouldn't be standin' roun' on
dis heah chilly stoop, believe nme-ee!’

'"Ch,' said the cop, sounding slightly abashed. 'Right, yah. Uh, you hear
anyone, then? A couple of m nutes back?

The ol d man shrugged. ' Soneone runnin', five mnutes back. 'Long Decat ur
Street way, maybe. | wuz playin' mah horn -'

' Ckay, pops!' A coin jingled into the cup. 'Better get out of the wet, hear?
Sonebody m ght take a shine to your cup, this hour o'the norning!' The siren
cane on again, and the light slid away fromthe doorway; | sagged with relief.
The old man took up where he'd left off, till the siren had di ed away
conpletely, then rounded out the tune with a cheeky little flourish and began
to shake the spit out of his trunpet.

"Nice 'nuff boys - but dey're not nmakin'emany bright-ah!' He turned and
grinned at me, and | had the odd feeling he could see nme very well. But he
funmbl ed about just the sane for the card at his feet, and | picked it up and
handed it to him It carried an incredibly ancient-Iooking religious print,
showi ng a ' Bl ack Heaven' |ike something out of G een Pastures, and beneath it
in crude lettering The Opener of the Ways. He tucked it carefully away in the
doorway, and sat carefully down beside ne.

"Look,' | began, You got me out of one hell of a hole - | haven't done
anyt hi ng, but - damm, | just don't know how to thank you -' Then | realized
did. I funbled in ny pocket for Jyp's coins; | could pay himback |ater.
pressed two into the old man's palm and he nodded and gri nned agai n. ' Now
mnd," | warned him 'Those are gold. You can't spend it straight away, but
you can sell it - it's not stolen or anything. Take themto a proper coin-shop
if you can, not just a bank or a jeweller or a pawnbroker. Should be worth
nore than the weight of the gold alone.’

The old man |istened gravely. 'Thank you, my good frien'. Dat's Christian



ki ndness. Like this Saint James dey name de hospital fo', huh? Saint-Jacques,
dey call himin de real ol' days - or Santiago

I chuckled. 'That's right, the Spanish founded the place, didn't they?
You know your history.'

The old man | aughed, pleased. 'Me? | jes' seen a lot, dat's all. And
doan' forget. So many nemiries, mah old cold back bends under de |oad!'’

"Well, you could warmit up a bit now - get yourself a new coat, for a
start.'

"I hadn't nmeant it to sound patronizing, but it cane out that way. The
ol d man wagged his head ami ably. 'Son, | thank you for the good advice! But
I've | earned sonme better. | give you it freely - when yo' very balls is
freezin', rums the only juice!"

"I'"ll bear that in mnd," | prom sed solemly. 'Thanks again. But |'d better
be of f. The cops m ght conme back, and |'ve got to get to the riverfront - to
t he docks - er, you couldn't give ne directions from here?

He cackl ed, and heaved hinself up before | could lift a hand to help.

' The docks, uh?' Again the glasses flashed at me with a peculiarly penetrating
air. 'Dat's easily done, son. Easy.' He nodded casually down the street. 'A
good Christian tune soon set you on yoah way!'

And before | could say a word, he clapped the battered trunpet to his
lips and launched into a tune | recogni zed. ' Gospel Ship' - a revivalist song,
hardly jazz at all, but he made it swing. The trunpet wasn't nournful any nore
but sharp, a blade of blue notes slicing through the bl ackness. Its bright
bel | w nked suddenly with reddish light, and nmirrored, distorted, a web of

bl ack threads. Startled, | |ooked over ny shoul der and saw t he wedge of sky
bet ween the chasmwalls turning paler, flooding with red in a tidal wave of
dawn. And against that rising glow, like a winter treeline, a spiky tracery of

masts stood sil houetted. Down the gl oomy |length of the street shone a single
faint streak of gold, and danced in fire upon the bobbing trunpet.

| gaped a noment in wonder and fear, and then, forgetting everything, |
began to run along that bright path. Al around those gloony walls the tune
echoed, beat upon those blind wi ndows -
/ have good news to bring
And that is why | sing -
Al my joys with you I'll share
" mgonna take a trip
On that ol' Cospel ship,
And go sailin' through the air!
The Last Trunp should sound |ike that, naybe.
" mgonna take a trip
On that ol' Cospel ship,
' m going' far beyond the sky,
' m gonna shout an' sing
Until the bell done ring

VWhen | bid this world goodbye! | bounded along that silent stream of dawn
light like a child splashing through puddles. Then | renmenbered | hadn't said
goodbye to the old man, if man he was, and turned to wave. But his back was
turned to me already, shuffling along towards Decatur or wherever, stil
pl aying, his card tucked tightly under his arm | waved, anyway; | guessed he
had nmore ways than one to see. And then fromthe docks | heard the shril
whistle of a steamtug, and my heart mssed a beat. Amid the forest of masts
somet hing was stirring, sliding past them out into the stream tall masts,

not smokestacks. | ran like mad for the river
No way could | have reached it in time, but | ran anyway. They mi ght
still be in hailing range - or I mght get another boat to follow them...

I found ny feet slipping on dawn-slick cobbles as | reached the wharf,
steadi ed nyself on the wall at the corner and felt the paint on the warped
cl apboard crackl e and peel under nmy hand. The Core had lost its hold, and
was back. But | felt no exaltation, only amazenent. For the shape that slid
away down the gold-tracked waters, |ike a shadow of night slinking off before



the dawn, had three tall nmasts, not two, and its high transom | ooned | evel
with the capitals of the snokestacks. | gaped up and down the dock, guessed at
nmy way and began to run again.

The guess was right. It was no nore than twenty mnutes later | bounded
up the springy gangpl ank and col | apsed wheezing onto the deck, newy snooth
and snmelling richly of tar and |inseed and sappy wood. Fromthe quarterdeck
cane a stanpede, Jyp and the others practically tunbling down the
conmpani onway, with old Stryge wavering excitedly after them A nan and a woman
of the deck watch nore or |ess scooped ne up and sat me on the hold grating,
but I had hardly enough breath to speak
'They - here -'

'Aye, aye, 'tis known!' said Mall soothingly. 'Spare your words till the
wi nd's back i'your sail. You're not hurt otherwi se? A nercy, better far than
we'd feared.' 'That's so, shipmate,' remarked Jyp, shaking his head with
laconic relief. '@ ad to have you back live and whol e, never nore so. Monent
we missed you we sic'd old Stryge on your tail - and when he ups and says
you' ve been drawn off by a sending, lured back into the Core -and into a trap
- well ... He said he'd sent out a call on your behal f, and that was the best
he could do.' He spat over the rail at the dockside. 'Hell, we maybe shoul d' ve
guessed there mght be trouble. One of the old slave trade centres, here -
it's still lousy with obeah, voodoo, you nanme it; part of the | egacy. But why
shoul d sone | ocal bocor beat the druns for us? That's what | don't get. W
haven't trodden on anyone's toes here - hell, how d they even get to hear
about us?'

"Fromthe Chorazin!' | wheezed.
" What ?'

"That's what | was trying to tell you,' | croaked. '"It's been docked
here, too, all the tinme - about a nmile downriver on the far bank - | saw it
pul I'ing out, not |ong back
»

Pi erce seized nmy shoulder. 'You're sure, lad - | nean, Master?

"Yes, I"'msure - damm it, | was sent to see it -'
' Mast head! ' bel |l owed Pierce

The Stryge thrust his granite face unpleasantly close to mne. 'Sent? By
whon®? How?'

"A-an old black man, a busker - a street rmnusician, you know -'

"Deck! A snoking teakettle with a soot-black nerchantman a'tow A good
| eague downriver!'

"Al'l hands!' roared Pierce. 'M Mate! Ashore with you and roust out that
old tarrarag of a tugmaster! All hands! We nust have hit her worse than we
t hought, she pulled in for repairs - and saw us conme by - hah! How s that for
defiance, ny fine buckoes?

Stryge's eye glittered frighteningly. 'Wat old man? Wo answered? Wo
cane?

"A-an ol d busker, like |I said - played the trunpet -he had a-a card,
called hinself the - Opener of the Ways, that was it -' Stryge jerked back
Jyp whistled and choked on it, and Mall ran her hands through her hair.
"Faith, a pretty company to be keeping!’

'Look, he was kind, whoever he was! He hid me fromthe cops - he showed
me the way back, the Chorazin -he saved ny hide! My mnd, too, maybe - after
that thing in the cenetery I thought I was going off nmy trolley! Maybe he was
the answer to that call of yours -'

"What thing? demanded the Stryge, but in nothing like his normal snarl
I thought | saw a flicker of real feeling cross the stonily mal evol ent mask;
somet hing I might have welconed, if it hadn't |ooked like fear. So | told him
and watched his face crunmple. Jyp went ashen, and Mall, to my astoni shment,
sank to her haunches beside ne and hugged ne bruisingly hard.

'The Baron!' said Stryge with a high shaky cackle. 'And Legba! The
i mbecil e boy escapes the Baron, neets Legba and calls hima blind old man! As
if he'd come to ny call, hah!'



"But who's to say he didn't?' rebuked Jyp softly. "This - it's taking a
shape | feared. Mdre at stake than just a raid into the Core - or a girl
getting shanghaied - much, rmuch nore. There's strong forces at play here, if
the Invisibles are taking a hand.’

"More than a hand!' said Mall shrilly. 'D you not see? It's sides they
take - and when ever did they do thus? Wth Stephen here caught in the
m ddl e!"

Jyp clenched his fists. 'And good or bad, they're ill neddlers with nen!
Hoy, M ster Mate - what of the tug?

"None to be had!' cried the breathless mate, scorning the plank and
swi ngi ng hi nsel f aboard by the new mai nstays. 'There was three fired up - but
two spi ked overnight, a' purpose! A nercy their boilers didn't blow to bl azes!
And the | ast the Wil ves took, with pistol's point as feel W'Ill needs wait
hour s!"

Pierce threw down his hat and stanped upon it. 'By Beel zebub's burning balls!
And miss the dawn? Never! Hands to the braces! W'l|l after them under sai

al one! W caught the bastards before and by hell's thunders we'll do it again,
if it's up Satan's arsegut they flee us! Topnen al oft! Leap to it, rumrotted
whor eson bitch-spawn you be -'

The mate's |l eathery face runpled uneasily. 'But cap'n - how |l we know
their course to follow? W've no way -'

" Ah, but we have!' said Mall grimy. 'The Stryge may check it if he
wills, but | doubt his divination will fare better. A contention's in hand
anong the Invisibles, t'would seem So where el se would the Chorazin be bound
in such case, but to the island that's their home?

Jyp smacked hand into palm 'That's it! Well, skipper - for Hi spaniola?
' Aye, set your course,' muttered Pierce, the rage drained fromhim
" Hi spaniola! Hayti! There's a |l ee shore for the soul, a shoal of shadow al
a-slather with blood and black arts. But if it nust be, it nust.
Quarternmaster, to the helm And pray God that we are in tinme!' CHAPTER El GHT

1 UUu DARK GREEN WALLS | ooned above us, brooding, inpenetrable, seething
beneat h a thunderous sky. Emerald fire flashed fromthe swords as they rang
together. M ne was swatted aside |ike an annoying fly; the broadsword sizzled
by an inch fromny left arnpit. Sonehow | parried, junped back, lifted mny
guard agai n, gasping. Several cuts had opened, and | wi nced as the sweat ran
into them W circled each other, feinting. Mall grinned; it wasn't the nost
reassuring sight. She was swayi ng hypnotically, like a cobra, picking her tine
and place to strike.

It'd been like that all the way from New Ol eans, and | had the scars to
prove it. Qur frantic departure seemed to be paying off, at first. W fairly
fl ew down that great river on the wings of the norning. Le Stryge clained
credit for the unexpectedly fresh wind in our sails, which went a long way to
nullify the advantage of the Wl ves' steamtow, but | was nore inclined to
credit Jyp's unfailing pilotage. | had the odd idea, watching himat the
wheel , that that cal mgaze of his was seeing through the veils of time and
space, choosing some invisible thread of destiny and steering a straight
course between its tortuous coils, sliding fromone to another. | nade the
m st ake of mentioning it to Mall as we snatched a bite of breakfast together
on the foredeck.

'"Not so odd a fancy, indeed,' was her reply. 'Each one has his inborn
qualities, '"tis thought; yet fewlive |long enough to bring themto their
fullest flower. Fast within the Hub, men like himare but clever navigators;
yet out upon the Weel they'll soon learn to sight you on a star through every
twist and turn of shifting time. Only here does the true power blossom from
within the skill and the learning that are its swaddlings. You, ny friend, you
m ght be a mighty trader in time, perhaps; though you woul d needs first fill
that void in you, feed your starved spirit that it may grow. Tis nore than
passion you | ack. Men need a cause in living, lest others find it for them'
She dunked the last crust of bread in her coffee-bow and drained it to the
grounds. 'And, since we're turned the idle philosopher, Stephen ny l|ad, high



time | kept nmy word and opened to you sonething of ny own peculiar nystery. My
| ectures are curt, but ny reasonings cut deep! Up, then, and a' guard!’

So ny | essons began, in swordsmanship and in other things al so, perhaps.
Right fromthe start, fromthe stance, they were severely practical; we fenced
wi th naked edge and unbarred point, which soon teaches you respect for what
you're messing with. At first, on our way downriver, Mall only marked each
touch by landing light playful taps with the flat of her blade. It was al npbst
a conpliment when she began to deal out real stinging slaps.

By then we were at sea. W'd nade such a quick passage |'d begun to hope
we might find the black ship's sails still in sight when we left the delta, or
get her last heading fromthe tug as it returned. Instead we passed its
snoki ng remai ns on a sandbank

"What do we do now?' repeated Jyp disgustedly, when | told himthere was

nobody left alive in the weck. '"W'Il|l set a good swift course for Hispaniola,
that's what. But not the swiftest. W' ve got to overhaul the Wlves before
they get there, if we can. There'll be sone help awaiting them you can depend

on that; help we may not like. So, all along the way we search. We search I|ike
hel I'!"

And so by day and night we beat back and forth al ong the course, sweeping
as wide as we dared; by day, over an ocean of dazzling blue, a vast sphere of
sapphire, it seemed, upon which nothing stirred save school s of dol phin racing
to play in our bowwave, and great sleeting shoals of flying fish. By night -
But what | ay beneath our hull by night was a question | only asked once. Jyp
gazed out into infinity, and smled. 'The seas east of the sun, west of the
nmoon,' he said quietly. 'Between the Straits of the N ght and the Sound of
Morning they lie, beyond the Gates of Noon. The waves that break beneath
charned casenents, beneath cloud-castle towers. There's others m ght give you
pl ai ner answers, but | tell it you straight, you wouldn't thank 'em Sone
things're best seen for yourself - and one day, maybe, if you're in luck, you
will.'

VWi ch effectively silenced ne. | never plucked up the nerve to ask anyone
else. | was nore than a little afraid what mi ght happen if | couldn't believe
the answer. But | kept being rem nded of what |'d seen once, on a |lonely
ni ght-flight back from sone joyl ess business in France. Then, our small plane
clinmbed between two | ayers of cloud, the one beneath level and rolling like a
steel -bl ue sea, the one above heavier, craggier, foreboding as grey granite;
one | one slash of pallid orange defined a horizon that woul d ot herw se have
been lost in trackless infinity. If I'd | ooked down, |ooked |onger, would I
have glinpsed tall masts above those cloudcrests, broad sails gliding towards
that last distant |ight?

East - sout heast that course led us, towards the Dry Tortugas and from
t here sout heast again, between G eat Bahana Bank and the haunted Havanai se
coast to Wndward Passage. In all that time we sighted few other sails, and
none were bl ack; nor, when we hailed them had they sighted any. It didn't
take us long to guess the Wlves were taking an eccentric course to avoid us -
flattering, after a fashion. But it left Le Stryge as our main hope, and
nobody l|iked that. He kept to his cabin, from which strange sounds and even
stranger odours seeped, and enmerged fromtinme to time only to confirmthat our
quarry was ahead of us somewhere on nore or less this bearing. Each tinme he
seened greyer and nore exhausted. 'They grow harder to follow ' he grow ed,
nore than once. ' Sonmething new reaches out to them something that seeks to
shield themfromny sight. But it is not strong enough. Not yet.'

Meanwhil e Mall systematically beat ne black and blue. Did | |and any back?
Don't ask. At the end of a long day's swordplay |I felt alnmpst too stiff to
wal k. Not that | was conplaining. If she was taking the tinme to give ne a
crash course in staying alive it was because she was afraid |I'd need it. And
knew how lucky | was to have such a exciting hellion of a teacher, able to
make the air crackle yet never forgetting what it was |like to be an awkward
begi nner. | remenbered readi ng once that was a mark of true greatness in

al nrost any field. Wien in our third day's | essons she suddenly started | eaving



delicate slices |like paper cuts, that itched rather than hurt - at least til
the sweat got at them- | began to feel like some kind of fighting man.

Al so |like some kind of masochist. But at |east she knew where to stop
Just.

One bright noon - it mght have been the fourth -the mastheads hail ed
t heir warni ngs, and we dropped everything and ran to the railings. But it was
not black sails that |ifted above the horizon. It was the jagged green fangs
of a mountainous island, and for us they were enblens of failure. If
H spaniola was in sight, the chances were that we'd m ssed our foes, and that
they were already there.

"And Clare -' | couldn't finish
Jyp shook his head. 'Easy, man. Whatever they mean with her, it's sone
kind of... of ritual; and they have their appointed places and tines, all

Chances are it's not yet, they could hardly tinme their arrival so close - not
after their little brush with us. And if they hadn't harmed her already,
chances are they won't till then.'

"I'f the whol e bl oody business hasn't frightened her out of her mnd
al ready!"’

"I doubt that,' said Mall, draping an am abl e arm about ny shoul der
'"We're harder than you'd gauge us, Stephen, our sex. She'll think herself
snared in a nightmare, sure; but she's had a glinpse of hope. Not to |ose
heart, and fulfil it - that's your part. Play it to the hilts!'

On the last long tack south into Port-au-Prince the atnosphere aboard was

el ectric. An unpleasant surprise could very well be waiting. Soon after
sunri se we came sweeping into the mountain-ringed bay under full sail, guns
primed and crews crouched ready behind closed ports, eyeing with deep
suspicion every little isle and inlet big enough to nask a ship. But as the
island's main port rose - or rather sprawl ed - ahead of us at bay's end, it
was i mredi ately obvious that no ship renotely | arge enough to be our Wl fish
quarry was docked there.

In a spirit of glumanticlinmx we brought the Defiance al ongside a
ri ckety wooden dock by a decrepit tinmber yard at the far end of the town. Le
Stryge, conplaining bitterly of exhaustion, was cajoled into trying his
di vination again. Meanwhile we sent parties ashore to poke about discreetly
after any news. After the last little incident I, of course, wasn't allowed to
go. They left me sitting on the rail, nursing nmy bruises, chewing ny nails and
glaring out at this city that was supposed to be too dangerous for ne.
It didn't look it. It was nothing |ike approaching New Ol eans up the dark
M ssi ssi ppi, night-bound and nysterious. The air was clear, cool, transparent,
the freshening light striking every detail with stinging clarity. Not
dangerous, or sinister - lazy, if anything, stretched out |ike a drowsy sl ut
all across the flat shoreline, straggling back up the forested nountain slopes
behi nd. Even al ong the seafront patches of untanmed trees appeared between
wal I s of white stone and sun-bl eached pl anki ng, warped and salt-whitened,
bet ween el egant old villas in French or Spanish styles and dil api dat ed docks.
In places the trees thinned out into patches of scrubby wastel and where
yel | owi sh oxen browsed, shaking their heads at the first flies. On the higher
sl opes clunmps of the same thick greenery m ngled randomy anong cl utches of
sun- bl eached bui |l di ngs. Whi ch was encroachi ng on which, the houses or the
jungle? | couldn't say for sure. The twentieth century hadn't touched this
pl ace. There was no hum of motor traffic to be heard. Bel ated cockcrows
drifted out to us, anong the screans of flocking parrots; otherwise it was
very quiet nearby. | couldn't even hear children's voices, about the nost
uni versal sound there is. Al | could make out now and again was a constant
dull pul sing, and chanting, perhaps, or wailing. It was the only unsettling
note in the whole placid scene. Nothing dangerous about it; and yet the | onger
| watched and listened, the nmore the feeling grew on me that there was
somet hi ng wrong, sonething hellishly wong.
The twentieth century ...

Wait a minute. 1'd read a | ot about Port-au-Prince, hadn't |? A year or



so back, when I'd been briefing one of Barry's pet clients on Caribbean trade
conditions. Al that stuff in the Departnment of Trade reports about how
up-to-date the place was conmpared with nost third-world capitals. Al nost

of fensively so, given the state the rest of the country was in. Ofices,

hot el s, neoned ni ghtcl ubs, glaring casinos; docks that could take small cruise
liners - where were they? Broad boul evards, tall towers of concrete and gl ass,
a skyline that should have taken the sun like a forest of mirrors - where the
hel | were they hiding? Not a sign, however carefully |I scanned the scene. Once
or twice there seened to be a glassy glitter in the air at the edge of sight.

But al ways when | | ooked again, shading ny eyes, it resolved into a tall white
church spire, a row of white thatches on the hill, or just some fleeting trick
of the light. There was nothi ng nore.

And these forested hills ... The island had a terrible deforestation
problem 1'd read that too. It didn't look like it fromhere; still less |like

it fromthe sea

For a monent | had the panicky idea that it was some trick of the Wlves,
some disguise of the kind they'd used to spirit Care away. They could even be
nmoor ed near us now, hidden by it. But Le Stryge would surely have sussed that
out .

The true explanation crept over nme by slow degrees, like a chill com ng
on. And with about the sane feeling.
Shadows. | was seei ng shadows. Shadows in broad daylight, shadows at high

noon. Shadows of the city, of the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries, maybe,
or a blend of both; the sane shadows that [ ay behind Canal Street in New

Ol eans, behind Danube Street back home. Long inmages of their past, their
spirit, cast deep into the tineless world beyond the Core. But these shadows
were strong, not images in darkness but stronger than the daylight. The whol e
i sl and nust be haunted by them not lurking at the edges of the night but
right beneath the living day, ready to show through. Strong enough even at
hi gh noon to swanp what had taken their place - at |east for those who noved
i n shadows already. Even for those who didn't, they nust be a tangi ble, al nost
oppressive presence - a ghost forever at their heels, behind every step they
took. Their bright nodern world rmust seemlike nothing nmore than a shi nrer of
[ight upon dark waters. Fromthe right angle you could | ook straight through
into the fathon ess deeps bel ow

As 1'd done; as | was doing even now | shivered. It was noon now, but
night would fall. If they were so strong even in the light, those shadows,
what domi ni on nust darkness bring thenf?

Suddenly | was very damm glad | hadn't gone ashore.

VWhen the others canme troopi ng back on board, dusty and footsore, they
agreed; they had good reason to. They'd found a spell of fear upon the whole
docksi de quarter, and feww lling to answer aloud what they asked; for the
Chorazin had indeed conme in, only hours before the dawn, riding before a storm
that seemed to crack the heavens, only to set sail again before light. And it
was whi spered that strange shapes had cone stal king through the streets to
nmeet it, and that those who crossed their paths had not returned.

"Half of the folk still squatting in their shacks shaking!' said Jyp
grimy, sipping gratefully at the goblet of cool sherry Pierce' s steward
handed him 'O rushing to their houngansfot exorcisnms and traitements. But
t he houngans are just as jumpy; hell, you can hear the drums from here!’

"Aye, and the singing!' Mall had added, no |l ess sonbre. 'But it's
whi spered that there's some of the heathen priests - those they think are
secret bocors, that they guess serve with both hands, as t'were, the bright
powers and the dark - that went a' purpose to neet the black ship. That al
their gear's gone fromtheir shrines, all, as if packed for sone great
festival el sewhere -'

Even she junped; we all did. Pierce's crystal goblet shattered in his
great paw. The door of the great cabin flew open with a crash and Le Stryge in
all his squalor cane storming in, nore or less dragging the girl-creature
al ong by her wist.



"Msts!' snarled the old man. 'Vapours! Think they'll pull those over ny
eyes, do they? Tiens, they may think again!'

"What ?' roared Pierce, licking sherry off his fingers. Tou have them
si rrah? Upon which headi ng?'

"South - east - they follow the coast - you have but to do |ikew se! Go,
foll ow while you can! That veil grows thicker as they near its source! | had
to resort to desperate neasures.' He wheezed exhaustedly and sank down anong
Pierce's silken cushions. 'Or would you stand about arguing while they pick
t he bones of the precious, the expensive dare?

Pierce and Jyp were already out of their chairs, pushing past Stryge's
conpani on without a glance. But | saw with a shudder that though her face
remai ned bl ank and unnoved, from below her left eye a thin straight thread of
bl ood ran down, like a tear. Overhead the big brass bell jangled the crew from
their rest, and the cabin floor quivered as nen thunped fromtheir hamocks
bel ow. Le Stryge sagged |like a disjointed doll.

"Nearer its source?" | demanded. 'Wat source, then?
"Idiot boy - how should | tell? But unless the Stryge is a fool, which he
is not, they are heading for some secret anchorage. Leave nme now, | am

exhausted! If you want to know any nore you can | ook with your own dammed
sheeps' eyes!'

And so |'d been doing, intently scanning sea and land in the few short
m nutes Mall would spare nme from her savage exerci se. She seened nore
determi ned than ever to drive sone skill into me, and nore and nore often
found nyself facing the point as well as the edge of that unforgiving sword. |
m ght have to face the real thing soon enough, of course; but | suspected that
she was really trying to keep ne too busy to worry. | found nyself thinking
| i ght headedl y what a squash partner Mall would have made, whirling around ne,
lunging, feinting, cutting with fluid grace while |I clunped heavily after her
across the heaving deck. It was evening now, and ny legs felt like |lead, and
ready to nmelt at that.
A swift ripple ran through the forested coast above. A |land breeze |like a | ong
sl ow si gh played about us - not cool but hot, |anguorous, heavy wth strange

scents of musk and spice and snoke, and an eerie babble of birdcalls. | was
distracted - and Mall lunged. Wth a wild effort | managed to parry, bind and
swing the swords about. | nmeant to drive hers back agai nst her as she'd taught

me. Somehow, though, the swords kept on sw nging, right up to the verti cal

M ne was the one pushed back. W net, hissing fiercely, forehead to forehead.
Sweat ran down our faces. Mne; Mall was hardly even warm At least I'd held
her -

Then somehow her bl ade rolled lazily over, and steel sizzled w ckedly as
it shot right past mne. Sonething |icked at the side of my neck with cold
catlike delicacy. It left the faintest icy tickle. Then a hot welling wetness
brought a sharper pain - right over my jugul ar

| yel ped and shied like a fly-stung horse. O course she'd set the whole
nmove up with scal pel accuracy, damm her! The ship heaved gently at a sudden
sultry gust. The bind coll apsed, our swords clattered to the deck and
over bal anced agai nst her; we clutched at each other to steady ourselves -

One sting after another. Suddenly | was acutely aware of her bare arms
agai nst mne, the touch of snooth suntanned skin, the cool silky flow of her
hair on ny throat - so intensely female, so close. She tried to jerk back, but
faltered, and only ground her hips nore heavily against me. The strength of ny
reaction startled ne; | pulled her sharply closer and ki ssed her. And, wonder
of wonders, she responded. Her hips shifted against ne. Her |ips pressed hard
agai nst mne. Then for one |uxurious nmonent her teeth parted on salty warnth
and a | angor-ous, tw ning tongue.

One norment. Till the silence crashed around us, and the needling awareness
that every eye in the whole damm ship was goggling at the pair of us. Mall's
pal e eyes bl azed open. She snaked irresistibly out of ny grip and recoiled
expl osively, panting, spitting, rubbing her forearmacross her lips. A wave of
| aught er rocked the ship, and | had the unconfortable feeling | wasn't going



to live this one down in a hurry. Assuming | lived at all. Ml was standing,
staring down at her sword. Hastily | ducked and scooped up mine. | had a
definite case of the shakes - and so, by God, did she. You'd think that things
had gone a whole lot further than one quick squeeze.

Peacenaki ng? It seened like the natural thing to try, till | saw the way
her fists were clenching and uncl enching. The last natural thing 1'd tried
hadn't turned out too well. | glanced around quickly. On the quarterdeck Jyp

was grinning sardonically and Pierce was tactfully doubled up, his face as
purple as his port-stai ned wai stcoat. No use taking refuge in respectable
conpany, there wasn't any. The shadow of the foremast shrouds fell over ne,
and it occurred to nme that |1'd never been up the rigging yet, and there was -

after all - no time like the present.

Easily, w thout undue haste, | slid ny sword into ny belt, reached up as
I'd seen the sailors do and swung nyself over the rail. | felt a lot nore at
hone on shipboard now, or so | told nyself. And as far as risks went, the one
I'"d just run looked a |ot bigger. | |ooked down at Mall, and she | ooked back
at me, her face expressionless but flamng. | dug ny feet into the ratlines

and began to clinb.

I even quite enjoyed the challenge, at first. Rock-clinbing had quelled any
great fear of heights; and | needn't go all the way, after all, just up to the
top platform The taut shrouds weren't much harder to clinb than a | adder, but
the step-like ratlines flexed slightly under ny hands at every movenent of the
ship, strangely alive. 1'd never felt so keenly aware of the Defiance as a
living thing before, the sailors' sense; it was |ike scaling the mane of sone
i mense sea-beast. Alnpbst as frightening, too. This wasn't |ike a rockface; it
swayed, casually, unpredictably, as if it had a mind of its owm. And the

hi gher you got, the wider the swing. The first time | | ooked down the deck
seened mles distant already, Mall not nore than a speck staring up at ne,

bl onde fluff blow ng. She couldn't be thinking of coming after nme, could she?
I found nyself hurrying to reach the top; but when | got there, it was al npst
scarier to sit on that bare platformin the whistling wind with no rail or
anything else to hold onto. Only the masthead, with its crow s-nest for the

| ook-out, offered any kind of security. |I didn't want to go slinking down
again so soon, even if Mall had cooled off a bit in the neantime. | stepped
into the topmast shrouds and began to clinb.

This time | carefully didn't | ook down, and it seemed to help. | reached

the foretop quite quickly, though the ropes raised blisters and the sweat was

stinging ny cuts. The crow s-nest was nothing |like those nice secure tubs you

see in films - just another bare platform but with iron | oops set at wai st

hei ght on either side of the nast, and allowrail to slip your toes under. The
| ook-out, a picklefaced she-pirate with the build of a Russian traw er

captain, showed me howto fasten ny belt to the | oops, cackling all the while.

"You and M stress Mall, heh-heh! Saw you from atop here! A fine disarmn'
stroke you have on you. Go try't on a WIf! But ware the return thrust,
heh- heh-heh!' Busy finding my footing, | ignored all that till she thrust her

| eathery face into mne, nore serious now. 'Twas a fell tinme in these parts to
be tryin'" such jinks, young sir! Best not, when the souffle Erzulie's
a-blowin'! O there's no tellin' what the end m ght be!’

' The what ?'

"The landwind - did you not feel't? Aye, well, that's what they calls
the sigh of Erzulie down this-a-way, the warmairs blowin' fromthe [and at
even. Aye, and a wi cked hot wench she is, to be sure!l Sets fire in the bl ood
without reck'nin' howit'll burn, or who.'

I grinned. 'She doesn't sound so bad. |I could use a little fire in mne
maybe. '
"There's fire that warnms and fire that burns, hah? And when she's Erzulie
Bl ood-i'the-Eye, Ge-Rouge, then 'ware all that's young and open; for she'l
run madness in their reins! Mght've brought you a sword in the heart, she
m ght, that riggish mstress! For is not seven such the sign of her - heh?
It's not for nothin' they've another name for that w nd, down Jamaicey way -



t he Undertaker, so they call it. Swmeeps the last breath of the dyin' away!'’
And with a final cackle she plunged over the edge of the platform

"Hey!' | protested, or something equally sensible -and | ooked down after
her .

That really was a m st ake.

Enptiness roared up into nmy face. It was like |l ooking off a cliff - and
having it whi pped out from under you. There was nothing directly beneath ne.
No deck, no ship - nothing but the churning ocean an inpossible distance
bel ow, and the waves heaving greedily up towards me, dropping away wth
si ckeni ng suddenness. My fingers clanped tight to the |oop, but the sweat made
themslip. My toes were dug in under the rail, but ny |legs were shaking. | had
to turn ny head to see the Defiance, al nost hidden behind the bul ging sails;
she | ooked like a toy boat at the end of a supple stick, bounced and buffeted
this way and that by the sea she rode on. And at this height every little
nmoverrent of that heeling deck becane a lurch, a wld whipping sway ..

After eternity or thereabouts | managed to force ny eyes away, to those
inscrutable hills. Against their softly tossing treetops the sway was | ess
noti ceable, and | began to ride with the rhythmof it. After a while |I was
able to turn my mind to the job | seemed to have got stuck with, and risk a
careful scan around the darkening horizon. | saw no nore than we'd seen since
we left the M ssissippi; the sun, angry at its fall, and nothing new under it.
No other ship; no turn in our |uck

| shifted uneasily on ny w ndbl own perch. Look with your own damed
sheep's eyes, Le Stryge had said; and |I'd ended up doing exactly that. Just
coi nci dence, of course. It had damm well| better be coincidence. But then you
couldn't be sure of anything around here.
Such as exactly what | was supposed to be |ooking for. Anything capabl e of
defeating Le Stryge's unpl easant ways of seeing ought to be able to play hob
with ny plain two eyes. Unless, of course, it only had power over sorcery. But
it wouldn't take rmuch magic to hide things anong these |lushly overgrown hills.
For 1 ong hours we'd seen no sign of |life bigger than birds and gi ant
butterflies, flutters of flashy col our against the green, and the occasiona
white thread of smoke rising froma distant clearing, or a patch of |eafy
thatches. We'd put in at several of these little settlements al ong the shore.
W' d hove to and questioned fishermen in their boats, we'd sent ashore to ask
vill agers, always the sane question -un grand navire noir aux trois mats, orne
aux | anternes comre des cranes grotesques, on |'a vu, heinP lis vien-nent
d' enl ever unefillette -

And al ways a veil fell between us. They were plain, |ean peasant people
for the nost part, very sinply dressed, |ooking nore African than the Wst
Indians | knew. Al but the youngest had that | ook of premature age that goes
with gruelling work and poor food. Their faces, old and young, ran to high
bones and hard lines, well made to be inscrutable; their downcast eyes gave
not hi ng away. Even the children, nmeant to be happy and | aughi ng, would fal
silent and scuff their toes in the dust when we spoke to them and all the
cajoling in the world would not nmove them You couldn't blame them the word
t hat somet hi ng was brew ng nmust have spread, and they'd no nore reason to
trust us than the Wlves. In one or two places the very sight of us |anding
sent villagers bolting screaning into the jungle; in another sonebody even
shot at us, winging a crewran. Not badly; it was crude bird-shot, fired nore
in fright than in malice. It wasn't even worth trying to find whoever fired it
anong that shadowy tangle. We left themin peace, and went back to using our
own eyes.

M ne, now, sweeping this way and that over |and and sea and sky, bl eak
and enpty all.

W rounded a pronontory, crossed yet another enpty bay; no village, no snoke,
nothing but trees to the water's rim Qut ahead, beyond the far headl and, the
sun was a bl azi ng copper done sinking into the sea, the clouds Iike plunmes of
expl oding steam | thought of Atlantis; was it, too, out here sonmewhere? In

t he shadows were all things, it seemed. This ship itself was part of shadow, a



lingerer beyond the Core - and I? | had ridden on it, east of the sunrise; for
better or worse | was part of it. | had begun to see with different eyes. So
where, now, did | belong? The sunset burned the headl and ahead into stark
sil houette, its fringe of trees bending and tossing in that nocking, stifling
breeze.

Except that some weren't bending or tossing. Only swaying a little,
stiffly, leafless. One - two - three -

We were not far off the point. | gathered my nerve and ny breath
toget her, | eant over and shouted, but it was no use. | hadn't the knack of
hailing; the wi nd whi pped away nmy words. Any |ouder, too, and it m ght be
heard el sewhere, give soneone the extra mnute to run out those enornous guns.
Quickly, trying not to funble, | undipped ny belt and swng down through the
open trap - called the 'lubber's hole', suitably enough - and into the shrouds
again. It was just like rock clinmbing -getting down was the hard part. In one

pi ece, anyhow. My | egs were shaking; | was going too slowy. Desperately |
| ooked around, and saw, just bel ow ne, one of the backstays nmeet the mast - a
heavy cable taut as a piano-wire, angling steeply away towards the rail. Wth
abseil gear -but | didn't have any. Too bad.

Slinging nmy sword well back, | reached out, wapped an arm then a |eg,
nonkey- f ashi on, about the cable and swung nyself across. Hand over hand, that
was how to slide down - only | didn't get the chance. | was sliding already,

too fast, the cable skidding through my sweaty hands. | clung like the
ori ginal nonkey on a stick, whinpering, and dug nmy shoe soles into the rope
i ke brake pads. They juddered across the ridged coils so hard they al nost

jolted ne right off; then they bit. | arrived at the deck green and gaspi ng,
my armstreaked with scarlet rope-burns - but in tine to wheeze out ny
nessage

It flung the ship into a flurry of action, but noiselessly. Pierce's one
hi ssed order, as el oquent as his usual bellow, was enough to send the hands
scanpering to the braces. The slap of their feet on the deck was about the
| oudest man-made sound. Wth the enbroi dered gl oves he persisted in clutching,
even in this heat, Pierce sketched a sharp line in the air, right to left. The
mate lifted his cane in answer; there was one loud creak and runmble as the
| arboard ports flew open and the guns ran out, and that was all. W were as
ready as we could be. In breathless silence, we bucked and di pped through the
turbul ent seas around the point.

Gradually the lee flank of the headl and cane into view, as steep and
tree-clad as the other, wapped in deeper twilight. Fromhere the sun was
hi dden; the only light canme fromthe sunset sky, reflected in the waters of
the sheltered bay. And there, in towards the shore, riding easily above the
clouds mirrored in that gl ass-cal mpool, was the unm stakeabl e sil houette of
t he Chorazin.

The linstocks stopped whirling. The gun-captains held them poi sed above
the touch-holes, ready to rake the Wlves' ship with yet another terrible
barrage. If Care had escaped our |ast broadsides, could she still survive
this? The mate | ooked anxiously up to the quarterdeck; we were still sweeping
by, across the bay. Already the ideal nonent to fire was past. But Pierce
stood still, fingering his chin, while Jyp whistled softly between his teeth.
There lay our fornidable quarry, ports closed, sails furled tight, noored
peaceful ly by bow and stern and showi ng no |Iight anywhere, nor any other sign
of life. And just how likely was that?

'Head and stern, d'you see?' whispered Pierce suddenly. Wiy was he asking
me? ' She's moored head and stern. Head only, why, she might swing around on a
spring, mght she not? Bring her guns to bear thus. But now she can't. God's
wounds! It's worth the candle! We'll in and | ook her over!' He gestured again,
Jyp spun the helmand in the sane uncanny sil ence the deck hands flung
t hensel ves on the falls and haul ed, taking the strain with a single hissing
breath. Even the bosun and his mates dinmed their ritual abuse to a few hoarse
whi spers, and the mate stood cracking his cane into his palmto set the
haul i ng pace. The sails shifted, the deck dipped; in a fierce, tense hush



Defi ance swung her nose around and stood in towards the |and.

Pi erce never took his eyes fromthe black ship. H's brief nod to the mate sent
the topmen streamng up the shrouds and al ong the yardarnms with a nonchal ance
that made me feel slightly sick. Their control was daunting; with hardly a
word spoken or a nmovenent wasted the sails were taken in, and Defiance sl owed
to a stately glide. It brought hone to nme, with a slight shiver, how old the
people | was watching really were. These conpl ex, dangerous evol utions came to
them as easily, as automatically as breathing now They could al nost have gone
about and shortened sail in their sleep; and why not? They'd been doing it,
sone of them for three or four lifetimes. O nore.

Suddenly Pierce flipped up his gloves again, held them high for a second,
anot her - and then brought them sharply down to his side. Wth its capstan
pawl thrown the anchor was trailed down with scarcely a splash to disturb the
still waters, and in a second or so Defiance strained gently to a halt. |
goggled. Wth just those two seconds of cal culation Pierce had managed to
position us neatly at an ideal angle to the black nerchantnman. Few of her guns
coul d reach us here, but our broadside could rake the stern off her if need
be. He'd taken this for granted; the nonment the anchor touched water he'd
turned away and whi spered a barrage of orders. Jyp was already down on the
mai ndeck pulling together a boarding party. | was on ny way to nuscle in when
Mal | appeared, hustling al ong a sick-1ooking Stryge. She didn't even gl ance at
ne.

"Well, sorcerer? runbled Pierce

Stryge scowmed at him The old nman really did | ook exhausted. He coughed
raspi ngly, spat copiously on Pierce's clean deck and traced a conplex figure
in the phlegmwith his toe. He watched it settle, and sighed. 'There is little

I can tell you. The cloud still hangs about the ship. But if she is not aboard
." He nodded to the island. 'Try there.'
'Some guess!' | snapped. 'You're supposed to be such a powerful sorcerer

and that's all you can tell ne?

"I"'mspent!' muttered Stryge. Disdainfully he sniffed the rich, dank odours

fromthe land. ' And how should | achieve nore in this place? | belong to the
North. Gve me a frosty night air that snells of resin and sharp wood- snoke.
Take me back to the pines on the Brocken, where the dark powers neet -'

"You can't have been there lately,' |I told him 'There aren't any. The
East Germans cut down all the forest and stuck up a damm great concrete
bl ockhouse, like the Berlin Vall-'

Stryge | eered. 'Were the dark powers neet, as | said. Such a stage of
human folly suits the sabbats just as well. O better.' He seemed to cheer up
and stared again at the shapel ess snmear of mucus. 'Hi gh up, maybe. Up hills.
That's the best | can do. Now tell this bitch to let me sleep!’

From near sea | evel the Chorazin |ooked ten tinmes the size, |ooming over
the I ongboats as we rowed nearer. It was hard to remenber 1'd scal ed those
bul gi ng flanks only days before, and under fire. The two musketeers in our
bows kept nervously sweeping their weapons along the high rail; Jyp didn't
stop them We reached the side w thout being chall enged. Boardi ng axes hooked
quietly on to the bl ackened pl anks, and under the watchful eyes of the
nmusketeers in Mall's | ongboat the sailors swarnmed up the wooden steps as
easily as a broad staircase. As for ne, | was so nuch dreading what I'd find
that | was at the deck before |I knew it, and swi nging nyself over the rail

The deck booned deafeningly under nmy feet; but there was no watch to be
alerted. No sign of anyone, in fact. The high-pitched creak that made everyone
junp was just a door swinging in the breeze. As we spread out to search the
ship | made for the aft conpani onway, and with Jyp at ny heels hissing caution
I swung nyself down onto the gloony stairs.

He coul d have saved hinself the trouble. The monment my head went bel ow t he
hat chway | knew t here was nobody there. | didn't need to be a warl ock or
anything. | just knew It may have been the stillness of the foul air, or
something in the way the sounds echoed, our footfalls, the slap and swirl of
the water in the bilges; but that ship felt enpty. Al the way down, deck to



deck, it was the sane; dark, stinking, still. | tried not to think what it
must have been like for Clare, days of it down here anong these sewer

stenches. But if only she could still be there ... Somehow. The | azarette door
was | ocked. | |ooked at Jyp, shrugged, and blew the |l ock out with a shot. But
as Jyp ripped it open ny heart sank; the inner door stood ajar. | knew there'd
be nobody inside, but | |ooked all the same. On the heap of rags nmeant for a

bed |l ay sonething dark; 1 picked it up - and horrified nyself by bursting into
tears.
"Her skirt?' said Jyp. 'Hey, look, it's got torn, that's why she
couldn't keep it on, it'd just fall down. Doesn't nean she's not still okay -'
| didn't explain. It wasn't just that. It was everything 1'd |l eft behind,
nmy ordered office world, nmy carefully structured little normality, ny
scrupul ously sexless intinmacy - or was it our world, our intimcy? The sight
of that once-trimskirt brought it all rushing back to ne in a flood of
enotion | couldn't even recognize, let alone control. | wanted to hide ny head
and how . But | had that much control left, at least; instead | think | said
just about every swearword | knew. Even then | spoke four |anguages, so it
must have been quite a lot. Then | rolled the skirt up and thrust it into ny
bel t.

Jyp nodded in judicious agreement. 'Let's amscray. See if anyone else's
turned up anything yet.'

But, as we both expected, nobody had. The ship | ooked bare - not
stripped, ready for sea, but bare. And all her boats were gone. That had one
obvi ous answer. Jyp's sharp order sent our boat's crew stream ng back over the
side. 'Mght as well have your boys finish the search,' he told Mall as we
cl anbered onto the ladder. 'Follow on in when you' re done. But signal the
ship, will you, and have 'em cover us?'

'Aye, at once!' she said. 'But have a care of yourselves!'

She wasted no tinme. As we pulled away fromthe shot-scarred flank the

Defi ance, drawn by her spring cables, was already sw ngi ng ponderously at her
mooring. It was under the conforting cover of her guns that we rowed for the

| ong crescent of beach. The curtain of jungle-like forest overhanging the
dunes was unnerving. It could have hidden an arny of snipers, and | expected
it to erupt any nonent. The nmoment our keel crunched in the pale sand we flung
ourselves into the shall ows and streaned up the beach, dropping down behind
sandhills, rocks, palmroots, any cover that offered. But nothing cane from
beneat h t he om nous darkness of the trees except an amazing chatter of
bird-calls.

Jyp lifted his head and peered anxi ously up and down the beach. ' Course,
there's no guaranteeing they did cone ashore here; mght've rowed round to the
next bay, or the last. But Stryge, he - hey! See there!’

Al 1 could make out was an odd fan-shaped patch in the danpi sh sand j ust
above the tideline.

Teah, that's what | neant! They |anded here, okay -then tried to brush
out their tracks and keel marks; nearly always |leave a trace if you try that in
a hurry. They'll have stowed the boats sonmewhere near. Ckay, boys!' he
snapped. 'Up, and get |ooking! Their boats, their tracks, anything! Before we
| ose the light!'

We found the boats quickly enough, sunk in the w de pool of a creek at
the forest's edge, with stones and sand providing both wei ght and canoufl age.
Fromthere our trackers followed faint traces to an inpenetrabl e-I|ooking
thi cket of wild maguey and al oes. Troubl e had been taken not to disturb it,
but close to the ground bent tw gs and bruised | eaves still bled sap, enough
to show that a whole party had passed through only a few hours since. And
beyond it you could see the beginnings of a narrowtrail, |eading away uphill

Jyp looked at ne. 'Uphill, eh? Never does to ignore that old bastard.' He
pl ucked out his pocket tel escope, and we scanned the sl opes above. From here
t hey | ooked i mense, and full of folds and convolutions. H gh on the hills
sunlight still lingered, but it was faint and uncertain.

"I can't see a dam thing except treetops,' | conpl ai ned.



"Me neither,' admitted Jyp. 'Unless - what d' you nmake of that?" He passed ne
the tel escope. 'Not on this slope, the one beyond, just on this side of the
hill. Wuldn't see it fromthe ship. Were there's a sort of shelf before the
crest.'

Tropical twilights are short. It took ne alnmost too long to spot it. But
a gust of wind ruffled the trees apart; just |ong enough to show a flash of
white, and after that the outlines were clear. 'Got it!’

'Yeah. Quite sonething, ain't it?

It was a castle. O rather it was a mansion in unni stakeably Spanish
style, a huge relic of the old colonial days; but the el egant white-walled
terraces around it were topped with crenellations and enbrasures for cannon
' Somebody nust' ve been afraid of sonething.'

"You bet! Way they treated the bl acks, those Spaniards, they were al ways
scared crazy 'bout revolt; Wasn't a wall high enough to save 'emwhen it cane,
t hough. "'

"What d'you rmaeke of it?
"A day and a night's march is what | nake of it.'
"That much? It's not so far.'

"On foot? Up this hill, down into the next valley or two, then up that
sl ope - and through heavy forest, near as dammit jungle. Far enough, huh?
W' || need supplies. Look, you better hotfoot it back to the beach and neet

Mal | and her boys. Have 'emfetch up all the boat rations.'

' How about reinforcenents? They' ve enptied their ship. Qur sixty against
their three hundred or nore?

'"Better odds than we had in the boarding. Even if we stripped Defiance -
which we don't dare do - we still couldn't match them man for man.'
"Stryge, then! No, he's half-dead. But his creatures -'

"No! We've better Wl fbane along. You haven't seen Mall in action yet,
not really. She's ... an experience. But it's not a thing she can sumon up to
order, not often.' He smled wyly. 'Yet. A nonment back there, | thought you'd
maybe found the trick. Anyhow, there isn't tine to fetch nore men. Qur main
hope's surprise - and speed. Renmenber, it was only hours back they passed that
bush. They may be heading for the castle, sure - but they're not there yet!'
Ni ght fell, and nost of the wind with it; the air hung hot and breathl ess. The
surfs soft roar grew nmuted. In the rippling sky the stars danced around an
angry nmoon. Mall's boat was heading in; | strolled along the shore to neet it,
enjoying the darting antics of the fiddler crabs that scuttled around the
tideline. | noticed a disturbance in the sand, and squatted down beside the
sagging crater of a turtle's nest, now nostly hatched. Looking around, | saw
only one of the tiny hatchlings, coated in sand, struggling ganely al nost down
to the water. | stood up and went to help him but a crab dashed in ahead of
me, snapped up the little creature in its oversized claw and bore him of f
flapping to a burrow. | kicked sand into it, feeling futile, but stopped
nmysel f; all part of the process of nature, wasn't it? Geat. Tell that to the
turtle.

The incomng boat |eft a wake of cool fire in the still waters;
phosphoresence dripped fromthe oars, swirled around our ankles as we pulled
it in. Mall sprang out, and | touched her arm as she stal ked past ne. 'Listen

- I"'msorry if | offended you! Really sorry! But ... Let people think that was
just horseplay, Mall. It meant something to me. To you, too.'

She smoul dered and wal ked qui ckly away fromthe others. 'Then |et
somet hing stand for all, for there'll be no nore! Go, follow me not, go brag
of your manhood anong your fellow nen! None will doubt it now But | pray you,

pi ck some other to practise't on!'

It was ny turn to be stung. 'That's bloody unfair! Just what in hel
gives you the right to assunme |'d show off like that? Any nore than you woul d!
| like you! I admire you - | owe you ny life! Can't | even love you a little?
She sat down in the sand with a bunp. 'Five centuries!' she said hoarsely, and
| aughed a little. It sent shivers down ny spine; it didn't sound |ike human
| aughter at all. "And still | drag the chains! Ah, a nice irony -1oved by one



| daren't rebuff, lest | kill what shreds of feeling he's left hinmself.' | was
about to reach out; | didn't realize it, but she did. 'Nay, never paw ne! |'ve
scant use for stallions!' Then, relenting a little, she rubbed her hand
awkwardly on my knee. 'Even ones of sone nettle. Come, sirrah!' she said
softly. "1'"lIl not lie with you; but an | |ive another thousand year 1'll not
forget you.' Her finger and thunb tweaked the sensitive leg nerves with a
force that shot me yelping to ny feet. 'Not altogether. WIIl thus much serve?
"It's a hell of alot,' | said hunbly.

"Not Hell!' she exclainmed, very seriously. 'Heaven, man! Heaven!'

Under the shadow of the branches, the jungle seened an eeri e,
cl austrophobi ¢ place. The air hung hotter, heavier, incredibly humid, l|ike one
vast exhal ed breath - bad breath, because it stank. It throbbed with the
metallic chir of cicadas and the norbid croaking of tree-frogs. Qur few
lanterns did little except attract assorted blundering nightlife. My pack
seened to snag in every twig | passed. | was beginning to see Le Stryge's
poi nt about the south, and we weren't even through the thicket yet.

Cutl asses slashed at the spiny nass, their short weighty bl ades nore use
here than broadswords. W didn't mind | eaving a track behind us; quite the
opposite. Small birds flewup in a startled twittering as we hacked our way
t hrough. 'Bananaquits, maybe,' grinned Jyp. 'Bright little fellers. Only |
wi sh they weren't so |oud."'

| knew what he nmeant. No point in letting the Wl ves hear us comng. O
see us; once we were through the thicket, one by one the | anterns were bl own
out. The trail was narrow, and the Wl ves deliberately hadn't cleared it much.
Between tall ferns it led us, under | ooping vines invisible in the dark and
only too eager to hang us, into the gl oomy shadow of royal pal nms and nango
trees, the ground squishy with their overripe fruit. The chatter of small
streans surrounded us. Every so often one would cross the path, and we woul d
slip and splash and curse across the nud, sending small frogs scattering. Wen
t he noon rose high enough to slip its light between the trees it seened to
hel p; but also it threw strange shadows, dappl ed, anbi guous, half alive, into
whi ch we couldn't hel p poking our swords as we passed. Tine went by, and with
it we toiled upward, sweating and sore. The air grew purer, full of sweet
heady snells. A grateful breeze freshened the forest's dank whi spers with the
rush of surf. OM cries, nore |ike the hooting whit-tu-whu! than any I'd heard
back hone, bounced back and forth. Sone of the other noises that cane floating

out were scary in the extreme, shrill shrieks and denented "gi bbering
[ aughter. It was silent things, though, inpossible to avoid, that worried ne
nore. The trail was steep; | found nyself envying a Wl fs clawed feet when the

soft |l oam crunbl ed and slithered away beneath ne. The brush on the upper
sl opes was thinner but tougher, nostly sisal and other spiky-Ieaved horrors.
The sailors marched on |ike agel ess automatons, but ne, | was getting tired,
very tired. At last Jyp ordered a halt, and | bunped into himbefore
under st ood. The reddeni ng, swollen nmoon hung | evel with us beyond the noddi ng
pal m fronds ahead. We had topped the first slope. Leaving the others for a
drink and a bite - biscuit and | ukewarmwater - we inched forward on our
bellies to peer over the edge. 'Qite a view, huh?' breathed Jyp softly.

"Ace,' | agreed, squirmng, wondering what was slithering about under ne
and did they have snakes here, or scorpions maybe? ' See anyt hi ng?

"No. Doesn't mean they're not out there, though.' It was certainly quite
a sight. The valley yawned w de beneath us, lined with trees whose tops
trailed faint ghost-banners of m st beneath the moon. In gaps |I glinpsed a
snaki ng band of silver, and a rush of water roared | ouder than the surf. From
the far wall it came; froma steep false sutmmit water skipped down a twi sting
stair of rocks, to fall at last as a cascading curtain into a shadowed pool
Shi ni ng vapours boiled out of it, and a deep insistent voice, and flirting
anong them the ragged shadows of hunting bats. Above the falls the hill rose
strai ght and steep and thickly wooded to al nost twice the height, till it
touched the outernpst terrace of the castle. You could see it nore clearly
fromhere, like a pale ship foundering in a dark sea, yet still domi nating the



hillside with stony arrogance. Jyp gl anced back. "Not long till dawn.' The sea
gli mered through the trees, our mastheads skeletal silhouettes against it,
still surprisingly close. W'd nostly been travelling upwards, not away.
'Better be shifting. Eat up!'

The biscuit wasn't that sustaining, but as we filed cautiously over the
summ t Jyp plucked dark fruits froma tree we passed and handed nme one. | saw
ot hers doing the sanme, dug ny thunbnail in and sniffed cautiously, and got
somet hing of a shock. It was a little avocado, far nore fragrant than those
| eat hery banes of business | unches back hone. The pulp was so juicy and green
| hardly mssed the vinaigrette. Further on there was an orange tree, and
though the fruits were sour they were good to suck for thirst. An hour or so
| ater the noon, mad and burning, set beyond the castle. The air grew cool er
and in the warm danp dark beneath the fading stars the jungle began to stretch
and stir expectantly. Chirrups and titters rose anong the undergrowth, and an
eared dove began cooing in a weird little nminor tone, awakening relations and
nei ghbours along the way. By the time an orange sunrise touched the paling sky

the air rang with a real dawn chorus, every call imaginable fromthe chipping
of wen and ki skadee to the mani c whoops and cackl es of things Jyp called
Corny-birds - | found out later the name was corneille. As we came downhil

the trees changed; we passed through a I ong grove of cal abash trees, and down
towards the river whole thickets of mangoes, their fruit dangling disturbingly
fromlong green cords.

"Uh- huh,' said Jyp. 'Thought so. Been cultivated, way back - plantation
for the castle up there. Pity they're not ripe yet.' He shook his head.
' Though maybe they'd stick in my gullet. Any plantations here they watered
with blood."'
Smal | parrots or parakeets popped up anong the branches like live flowers, or
swung upsi de-down to peer at us, screeching nockingly. Then they took fright
at something and flew up with a rush and a flutter, and the rising sun struck
flame fromtheir plunmage as they wheel ed. The air swiftly grew very warm and
the cool rush of the streamdrew us |ike a magnet; we stunbled towards it,
hardly noticing the soggy hal f-marsh that plucked at our boots. Until, that
is, the legions of flies descended in a discordantly droning cloud, and sent
us bolting and slipping through the stony-bedded stream beating
i neffectually, and up onto/ the far slopes, steeper and drier, where they
didn't follow W flung ourselves down to rest, a niserable, muddy and bitten
crew, only Mall, who'd brought up the rear, seened conpl etely untouched.

" Knew we shoul d' ve brought Stryge!' | sighed. 'One whiff of him and
they'd have forgotten the rest of us!'

One of the foretopnen grunted. 'Aye, an' dropped darn dead t' nonent they
bit 'un!'
'O his little friends -'

"Like hell!' said Jyp with soft savagery. 'Don't even wish it!'

| was nettled. 'Ckay, okay! They give ne the creeps, too - but they saved
some necks in the boarding, didn't they? Mne included. So what's the matter
with them'
Tou don't want to know,' he said bluntly.

'Hey, come on - |'ve seen a few things too now, renenber? The girl - |
can't inmagine; but Fynn's - | don't know, sone kind of werewolf, isn't he?

"No,' said Mall softly. "He is a dog. A yellow cur of the gutters,
vi cious and strong, deformed by warl ockery into the shape of men. Held so by
the power of Stryge's will -as habitation for another mind.'
Even in the sun | shivered. 'Wose m nd?

'One dead - or one who has never lived. Either way, a force from outside.
Fromthe further regions of the Rm A spirit.’
"And the girl? Sorme animal, too?

"No. Peg Power is an old country name, fromny day, for the spirit of a
river.'
"Ariver?

Jyp grow ed. ' A devouring, drowning spirit. That the old fiend trapped



somehow, in the body of one of its victins - a suicide, maybe, or just plain
accident. Hope so. But fromwhat little | know, he'd have had to be real close

by at the exact nonent she died. And well prepared.' 'Oh Christ,' | said,
wi shing I'd never asked. 'That slinme she spouts ...’

"Apolluted river,' spat Jyp, with an irritated glance at Mall. 'Like the
one runs down to those docks of yours, maybe. C non, let's nove!'

He drove us on uphill. The trees grewtaller on this side of the valley,

but on the slope they gave | ess shade. Many of them were towering tronpettes,
whose broad fronds like giant fig-leaves spread only fromthe sunmt. They |et
the sun through as it clinbed towards the zenith, and it hamered down upon
our sweating backs. Incessant nmetallic chines rasped across the valley like
its maddeni ng voice, but they were only the calls of bell-birds. My nmouth was
parched, ny head aching, but | knewto the last drop how little there was |eft
in my canteen, and cursed the flies that had driven us fromthe river. The

thick ferny nmould tore down underfoot, baring the red soil like a raw wound.
That was npi st enough, and you coul d hear other streanms along the hill, no
doubt leading to the falls. But they were too far off our trail. It was early

aft ernoon before we crested the false sutmit, nore or less sliding down into
the dip beyond, and sank down gratefully by the nuddy little stream et at its
f oot .

Sonet hing nore than tiredness wei ghed nme down; a sick inner enptiness, a
chill all that heat could not disperse. Jyp had been right. |I wi shed |I'd never
asked about Stryge's creatures. The idea had a special kind of horror that
gri pped me and shook nme and wouldn't let ne go - of possession, of sonething
lurking within a body like a shell, of some other, alien, mnd peering out
from behind eyes that didn't belong to it, like painted shutters on an enpty,
crunmbl i ng house. A haunted house. A ghost in a nachine; but the wong ghost,
the wrong hands on the controls ..

"Aye,' said Mall, when | let slip sonething of what | felt. She splashed the
br owni sh stream et water on her glow ng cheeks. 'That's so. Possession's a
thi ng nost potent in any nmagic, for good or ill. Be it in spellsong of
Fi nnmar k or Ber noot hes obeah or plain honebred warl ockry, a spirit in a body
doesn't belong to it, that's a terrible thing, an unnatural mngling that
unl eashes great powers. And if some malign spell fix it there, why then, 'tis
free to wal k abroad anong nmen unhi ndered and turn those powers to all manner
of ill. Those creatures, the Stryge hardly dares let themfromhis sight. Yet
they are nost inperfect, one an animal, the other a living corpse; neither
could go undetected for |ong among nmen. And once detected, the remedy's swift
and sure. So fear them aye, but don't dwell on them they're no harmto you.'
How could |I explain it wasn't them | was afraid of, at all? It was the
bare idea - the way sonme people are scared of spiders or cats or knives
scraping plates, sheer abstract terrors. It frightened nme whether it had
anything to do with ne or not, a horrible sense of total vulnerability. And

the idea that it might - or with Clare ... Alnost nore than | could stand. Did
phobi as take |iving shape, too, outside the Core? |I couldn't ask. | couldn't
explain. | just thanked her; and when Jyp gave the word | went on

Up here above the falls the trees were changing, growing taller still and

t hi cker; scrubby pines of sone kind at first, aromatic eucal yptus, and then
tall ortnes -Haiitian elms - and fragrant cedars. In their shade the going was
easier, but the gl oom made nme apprehensive.
Jyp seenmed to feel it, too. "Can't be far to the castle now,' he
nmuttered, avoiding ny eye.
"Right! And they'll be there by now, won't they? And what' || they be

doing with -'
"Hell, Steve, | don't know. Look, whatever they do, these cerenonies of
theirs, they're always at night, right? And we'll get there before then.'
Just. He didn't say it; but the word hung in the air, like the dustnotes

in the sunbeans that slanted between the trunks. They were slanting | ow now,
t hough, and dark clouds were rolling in fromthe west. W hadn't nuch tine,
and | couldn't even see the bloody castle yet.



That's what | thought, anyhow It turned out 1'd been looking at it for a
while. On this steep slope the mansion itself was hidden by the outernost
terrace wall, so thoroughly overgrown that, seen frombelow, it blended into
the tossing greenery behind. So we pushed

through a really nasty thicket of spiky-leaved sisal, and it pounced. There
were the terrace walls, there was the towering facade of the castle right in
front of us, louring over us so suddenly we stopped dead and collided with
each other like guilty children. The hands pressed close in a babble of

hal f-voi ced oaths. A cool breeze trailed across our faces. The silence that
fell was devastating. If ever a place lay in anbush, that one did.

We could see it clearly now, high and stark under the dark clouds rolling
swiftly in. That wasn't the least bit reassuring; it looked as if it could see
us. There was an eyel ess, gaping quality about those tall wi ndows with their
upswept architraves like devilish eyebrows, as if the darkness behind them
wasn't just enptiness but in constant oily notion. But it didn't |ook any the
| ess deserted. The tropics aren't kind to the works of men. Its stucco was
stained and crunmbling, its stonework root-cracked and rain-worn, the sinister
crenel l ati ons decaying and the cruel cbeveaux-de-Jrise on the inner walls half
toothless with rust. Wought-iron bal conies sagged like withered tendrils;
fragments of shutters drooped fromhalf-torn hinges, and the roof gaped
tileless in a dozen places. There wasn't a sign or sound of life.

Until, that is, sonething rattled. A slow, tornmented creak split the air,
and faded into a swift, juddering tattoo. In that place, beneath the black
clouds rolling in, it was a ghastly sound. It nmade me think of some ghostly
gall eon, riding at anchor over the rippling treetops; or of dry bones dancing
on a w nd-whi pped gi bbet.

Mal |, com ng up fromthe rear, broke the spell. 'Fools! Asses! Wat is't but
cane?'" And so it was, a great green and yell ow canebrake waving stiffly in the
wind at the top of the wall, its stenms colliding nusically. But the nervous

| aughter died in our throats, for beyond the brake, at the apex of the
terrace, stood a sinister vision. One |, at |east, had seen before - the sane
scarecrow shape fromthe Vieux Carre graveyard, but far taller, black and
stark as a withered tree against the onrushing storm Its high-collared
greatcoat trailed fromcrossed-stick shoul ders the height of my head, its
tattered hat tilted forward as if sunk in thought, brooding amidst the dry
clattering cane.

' The Baron's watching his boneyard!' said Jyp acidly. But as he spoke
the wind seened to take the hat, for it turned, rolled on the shoul der and
lifted as if to | ook out seaward. As one man we ducked down and crept by like
nm ce beneath a watchful ow. Call us crazy if you like.

At the wall's foot we found a gateway, flanked by massive pillars; the
gates that once blocked it were gone, the hinge pins rusted to stunps. The
lintel, ornately carved with a religious subject - St Peter, it |ooked like,
bef ore cockcrow - |lay shattered and half buried to one side. Beyond it a | ong
narrow stair clinbed to the terrace; its balustrade was rui nous and overgrown,
its steps cracked and tilting, but it seenmed to be the only way up. Quickly,
keeping I ow, we scurried through and clinbed, |ooking up nervously; we could
hardly be nore vul nerable here. At the top Jyp beckoned ne forward, and
toget her we peered cautiously over the edge. The cracked terrace flagstones
stretched out before us to the inner wall, enpty except for clunps of bushes
and rattling cane; the largest of themhid the sinister stick figure fromus -
or was it the other way round? Beyond an inposing inner gate, one of whose
doors still hung rotting fromthe hinge, stood another figure like it, but no
| onger clothed; minus its hat and coat the outstretched scarecrow arns | ooked
nore pathetic than sinister

' Feat herman! Taupo! Come with us!' hissed Jyp to the two sailors behind
us, a big white-haired thug and a grizzled little ferret. 'No pistols, cold
steel only. The rest follow when we pass the word it's safe. Mall, if we're
j unped, you take conmand. C nmon, Steve!'



Hal f crouching, the four of us sped and stunbl ed across the uneven fl ags,
ducki ng down behi nd every conveni ent bush till we reached the inner gate and
hunched down behind the gatepost. W were just peering through the gap between
post and saggi ng gate when a sudden flicker rmade us whirl around. A pale Iight
spattered the nounting cl oudheads above, and a soft crackle echoed between the
valley walls. We | ooked at each other uneasily, then turned back to the gate.
Between it and the | ooning facade of the mansion - pal ace, alnost - |ay what
must once have been an el egant courtyard, flagged with decorative stones and
pl anted here and there with shady trees in stone tubs. Now they had burst
their tubs and grown tall, fastening their roots through the flags with savage
vi gour. Some had fallen, blown over in a hurricane perhaps, and torn up great
stretches of paving in their agonies. Piles of rubble and dirt littered the
rest of the court, and the enpty w ndows and gapi ng door of the great house
gri nned nmocki ngly down over the weckage. As far as we could see it was
conpletely enpty. But the wi de double stairs leading up to it were noticeably
clear of rubbish in the nmiddle, as if people had used themlately - a |lot of
people. W risked putting our heads around the gate, then stepped out swiftly,
with ready swords. Except for that one stick-figure the courtyard was enpty;
there was no sign of any watchers at w ndow or rooftop. Jyp and | turned to
wave the others forward -and were hurled off our feet.

Fl at on ny back, half-w nded, | saw Jyp flung back agai nst the gatepost;
little Taupo fell on top of him his neck lolling brokenly. The Feat herman was
on top of me and kicking furiously at nmy stomach. | struggled to get out from
under, but the kicking rose to a paroxysmand he fell aside, gurgling.

heaved nyself up - and faced the dark fingers an instant before they clanped
hone on ny throat. That gave ne a split second to do two things -tuck in ny

chin and thrust up nmy sword, hard. | felt it sink hone with a horrible neaty
i mpact - but the spindly ironhard hands about my neck didn't so nuch as
twitch, only closed hone their appalling grip. | stabbed again, again,

twisting the blade as it canme out - and then a mghty flash of Iightning
ripped the air, and showed nme nmy attacker's face. The expl odi ng t hundercl ap
drowned my scream It wasn't nonstrous, not in itself, that face. I'd seen its
twin in half the little villages, high-boned, |eather-hard, dusty-skinned. But
not sagging, staring, a glaze-eyed skull under stretched skin. My jawbone
creaked as that chill grip tightened, ny throat convulsed. It was killing ne,
this thing, and it wasn't even |ooking at ne -

Then came a sudden swi sh like the wind, and the face flew up into the
dar kness. The grip convul sed, but held till blades thudded into the thin
stick-insect arms. No bl ood spurted, but they relaxed, sagged. In a flare of
lightning the headl ess body rolled aside. Mll jabbed it with her sword,
stained tarry black. Flat raindrops pattered on the flagstones.

"Jyp," | croaked as he hel ped me up, 'Wiy're the zombies in the novies
al ways sl ow?'

He grinned, fingering a scraped brow 'Ever see Frankenstein? Karloff got
it about right. Anyhow, they call'em corps-cadavres here; zonbi's what's got
into them'

"WIl you stand bl ethering while the heavens fall?" demanded Mall, and a
m ghty thunderclap burst the air to punctuate her. 'Surely we've woken the
wat chdog! Into the castle, and quick!'’

Li ght ni ngs crossed above the rooftree, thunder battered at us and the
rain cane sleeting around us as we bolted up the steps. But there was no way
we'd rush blindly between those yawni ng doubl e doors. Those of us with pistols
drew and cocked them | hoped the rain hadn't got into the primng. Then the
lightning flashed again, and in its lurid glare we saw a great hall before us,
hi gh-roof ed, nobly proportioned, with a dais at one end on which stood the
di | api dated remai ns of high seats, richly carved and canopi ed - thrones,
al nost, crunbling and cobweb-shrouded now. It had been a pal ace, once, this
pl ace, for sone wealthy noble; but it was horribly enpty now. Cautiously we
crowded i nto the doorway.

'Lanterns!' order Jyp, whispering despite the storm 'Light 'emup, and



qui ck!"
But either the rain had got into them or the wind was bl owi ng out the tinder,
or there was sone other cause, because there was a tremendous bother over
lighting them Mall pushed through inpatiently, and managed to coax one into
feeble life. Then she held it up; and we all shrank together in the niddle of
the floor. For by its swinging |ight shadows noved across those w de white
wal s - but there was nothing to throw t hem

They were sharp, clear shadows, the shapes of nen and wonen circling in
pairs to a stately step, a mnuet, maybe, or a sarabande. You could see every
detail of their dress, the wonmen's inmrense hoopskirts and hi gh-piled w gs
billowi ng out as they danced, their fans fluttering as they curtsied to the
men, whose flared sl eeves and ri bboned queues stuck out stiffly as they bowed
in return. There was no sound of their nusic, nothing but the sudden rush and
spl ashing of rain. Around us they circled, their shadows swelling and blurring
as they neared a |light which was not ours, dimnishing as the dance swept them
away again. It was a dance such as this hall nust once have known; but for al
that it was peculiarly terrible to see. Then | heard gasps; but |1'd al ready
seen it, the darker, solitary silhouette that passed anong the dancers like a
cloud, dressed like the men but holding a slender cane at an el egant angle. It
bowed to themas it passed, elegant as a mmjor-donmp or dancing nmaster; and
t hey bowed back, but didn't rise. The nen, faltered, folded, collapsed; the
worren swayed in their courtesies and sank down. The dance swept round them
oblivious; but it was a dance of death, for couple after couple dropped as
t hey turned, hands clutching desperately at each other, at the air, futile.
They sank and were gone. But behind the darker shadow another pair would fal
in line, heads bent, hands fallen |inp, dancing no nore.
Only Mall had the nerve to speak. 'The worst in these things are but shadows!'
she I aughed. "They've no power to harmus! Cone!' She plunged on into the
hal |, broadsword at the ready, towards the high arch at the rear; its great
tapestry curtain had gone grey with the dust that pooled in its sagging folds.
As her swordpoint touched it a good half tore and dropped with a thunp in a
cloud of dust and fat insect |arvae. Through the archway we plunged, into a
separate hall nade | ess deep by the curving stairways at either end. To the
left one of the great pictures, at least twelve feet tall, that hung above the
stair had conme away. Its gilded frane stood shattered across the ruined mddle
steps, and spiders were using it for their own delicate works. On the other
side the frame still hung, but what it held had been eaten away, |eaving only
an obscene fungus stain on the wall behind. One | ook showed nobody had passed
either way for centuries - at |least no body material; both stairs were
curtained thick with dust-caked webs. But between those stairs in the far wall
were ot her doors. They were nostly warped shut, but the central one hung ajar
fromone hinge, and the splintered wood was recent.

VWen Mall and | peered in, we found it was a stair, w de but functional
and the darkness it led down into seemed to well up at us. W |ooked at each
shrugged, and waved the others after us. They obeyed, but not too eagerly -
and that was the first time I'd noticed any real hesitation on this whole
crazy voyage. Well, | couldn't blanme them 1'd no choice, and Mall and Jyp had
made theirs for their own reasons. But even sonmeone who | oves gold and hates
Wl ves can be forgiven for not wanting to walk into such an obvious trap

Yet wal k they did, all the same, as cautiously as us, shuffling down wth
backs to the walls, pistols at the ready, never sure what the next step would
bring, or whether it would be there at all. The air was still, but the
lantern-flame cowered and trenbled as if a slow breath played upon it;
somehow felt that if anyone but Mall carried it, it wouldn't have stayed
alight. Not that it was rmuch help; but it nmade nore difference than you could
i magi ne. The atnosphere of the place was |ike a physical weight pressing down
on our shoul ders, and even when the |ight caught the edge of a tall vaulted
stone arch and we felt the stairwell open out into a w der anbi ence, the
cl austrophobia didn't let up. The stormwas no nore than a distant runble. It
was quiet as the grave - npbst graves, anyway; but no way were we al one.



Then, just at the edge of the | anplight there came a sudden flurry and rush of
nmotion. Jyp's pistol and mine went off together. There was a dazzling flash,
and a single high-pitched screamthat chilled nmy heart. That was no Wl fs cry
- who had ny pani cky shot hit? Then, as mny sight cleared, | sagged wth
relief. On the steps below lay the gory remains of two fat black rats, one cut
conpletely in tw, the other, a foreleg blown away, kicking into death. Jyp
and | exchanged shanefaced grins.

"Nice shootin', pal!' he said.
" Some shooting! There nust have been a hundred there!’
" That few?

Mal | held up the lantern, and as they caught the light her long curls
flared gol den and seened to redouble it; her pale eyes flashed. Overhead a
roughly vaulted ceiling appeared, and to left and right dimoutlined al coves,
and the sense of oppression eased a little.

"Where they stored their wi nes, maybe!' whispered Jyp, when it becane
cl ear nothing was going to leap out at us just imediately. 'Sure |ooks like

Sonet hi ng crunched softly under his foot, and he | ooked down. ' Maize
flour? Well, vittles too, maybe -'

Then the |ight touched the back of an alcoye. 'Unh,' he remarked. 'Not a
wi ne cellar, then.'

"Not unless they kept a cask of anmontillado,' | whispered back, | ooking
at the row of dangling chains and fetters, and he smiled wyly.

Mal | tossed her curls angrily, and the flames | eaped as the lantern
swung. Along the wall the row of al coves stood out, and the rusting renmains of
iron cages swinging fromthe roof, that a man m ght crouch in, but neither sit
nor stand. In the centre of the floor opened a brick-built hearth, like a
bl acksmith's; but the Iong-handled irons still standing in its ashen charcoa
| knew were not for working netal

Mal | spat like a cat. 'Those damed dog- Dagoes! May the Devil fry 'em
i n's warn ng-pan! A dungeon! A dungeon for hel pl ess slaves! And a pl ace of
torment! Stir you, hell, and swallow it whole to set its bitch-gotten nmasters
in'

She wasn't whi spering. Her curse shivered the air with its force, and the
steel of her voice set pins and needles in ny skin. The shadows | eaped in
pani ¢ as she brandi shed the lantern, and the light flared high and clear. Even
the rusty cages creaked and swung, and | shuddered as | saw dangling from one
the yell owed bones of a handless arm Rats had gnawed them by the look of it.
They seemned al nost to be pointing, down at the floor. And the new light did

i ndeed show up sonething there, tracks and swirls and spirals traced out in
mounds of yell owi sh dust. Shapes that rem nded nme of something, somnething
definitely unpleasant; but all | could think of was how odd it was that they
hadn't gone noul dy, that the rats hadn't eaten them...

Jyp snapped his fingers. 'Vevers! In maize flour, of course!’

| remenbered then. 'Jyp. what - these - these are the shapes they sneared
all over ny office!’

["Il just bet they are! Crests, signs of the |oaf There've been rites
hel d here, and not by the Spaniards neither! Sort of heraldry - you make the
sign, you invoke 'em- see there, like a ship with a sail, that's the sea-god
Agwe! And just in front of us here, like the conpass-rose, that -' H s voice
faltered a noment. 'That's a friend of yours, that's Papa Legba - and there,
that heart with the swirls around it? They're swords piercing it -'

"For is not seven such the sign of her!' | repeated, astonished.
' What ?'

"What the | ook-out said - 1'd forgotten it - the dark woman with the
| eathery face - | thought she was just -'

"May Henry,' said Mall thoughtfully. '"An old Bernmpothes pirate, sailed
these waters so long she's crusted with their superstitions |ike barnacles.
She's strange in mnd, aye, but not wandered. A shanme she'd not cone with us.
What'd she say it of?



"OF ne - after you and | - and the wind, she said the Undertaker's w nd

"That bears off the dying, aye! And evil sendings! And by all that's
clean and holy, she was right! Erzulie, the pierced heart is her sign, the
power of |ove! But this one, this vever, did you not see the shape of it,

Jyp?

"It's rough, sure. Sort of slanted; distorted, alnmost... Ch-oh. You nean
this is Erzulie Ge-Rouge?
'"Aye - Erzulie of the left-hand path, the |ove of pain and anger! The |ove
that breeds destruction! Erzulie in the thrall of Petro! Don Petro, the |oa
who warps all the rest, who wenches themto his own fell purpose! Wwo twsts
the good in themto savagery!' Mall glared at ne, panting. 'Just as it twi sted

you, Stephen, and | - to set us against one another! A sending rode that w nd,
a sending of love twisted, love made into a snare and a tripw re She paused,
sweat trickling dowmn between her heaving breasts. 'I was neant to strike you
down! O at |east quarrel, aid you no nore! To | eave you and yours at sorest
need! I - Il See, see, they're all twisted, all turned - all captive - al

save his, that heads the rest!' She stepped forward and swuing the lantern high
over the | argest shape of all, stretching fromwall to wall, a great scoll oped

circle around a cruelly-barbed cross. In sudden fury she kicked at it,
savagely, and a choking flurry of dust exploded up into the light. Then, as it
fell in thin plumes around her, she froze, and her sword | evelled.

"What was that?

Qut of the obscurity, clear but faint, it came, a haunting echo of a
sound that nust practically be graven into the very stones about us - a sudden
clink of chain, and a short cry, half stifled sob, half scream

After the shadow dance, it was al nbost too rmuch. The hands backed away
hastily towards the stair, halfway to panic - and ne? | was right there with
them 1'd have felt nore ashamed of that if Jyp hadn't reacted the same way,
si desteppi ng hastily over the vevers as he backed off. Only Mall stood her
ground, straight and shining in the gloom and cried al oud ' Wo speaks?

The curtain of dust swirled before her with inpossible energies, but no
answer cane. But the very ring of that voice, mellow and fearl ess, drove back
the tide of fear that threatened to wash over our minds. And to ne above al
it brought a sudden realization of what that sound nmight be. 'Clare!’
yelled. "Clare! Is it you?

And this tine the answer cane - just one word, but it sent ne boundi ng
back past Mall, snatching the lantern, and straight through the swirling dust.
It was my nane.

"Steve!' It canme fromthe last al cove along the right-hand wall. So |ike
the rest that we hadn't even looked into it -and there in the dark, kneeling,
her ash-blonde hair straggling and slick about her stained face, was C are.

Her arms outflung, she was fighting to tear her wists free of the rusty
iron cuffs bolted about them straining against the massive chain that ran
bet ween t hem t hrough thick staples set in the stone. But at the sight of ne
she shrank back, then repeated ny nane slowy, disbelievingly.

"Steve ... Steve? |... Those shots ... | couldn't see ... just that
awful giant of a woman ... and then | heard ... | heard ... Steve!' But by
t hen she was babbling, wavering on her knees - and | flung nyself at her just
intine to catch her as she flopped forward; she felt light and fragile as a
bubbl e, after Mall.

Not quite a classic faint, but nearly. Her eyes were open, but wild, and
she withed in sudden panic as Mall strode up behind me. Small wonder; | was
hal f-afraid she'd heard Clare call her a giant, which she certainly wasn't.
But she did look it then, |loomng over the lantern |like a statue of Fury. The
lanplight glittered on her face as it flushed first red then deadly white,
anger itself coursing like a living light beneath her clear skin. She left no
doubt why, though, when she snatched up the chain and tugged at it. ;

Clare's eyes flew open, and wi dened in sudden horror; she shrank back
"Steve! Look out!’



Mal I shook her head reassuringly, reaching for Care's hands. 'Soft,
soft, ny mistress, I'"'mno WIlf. W'II|l straightway pluck the gyves from off
these white wists of yours -'

A harsh, rasping | augh rang through the cellar. 'But to fasten 'em about
thi ne own, thou barren bitch! Leave the doxy be, or stay in her stead til
thou starv'st!’

We swung around as one, and saw what only O are had seen. Jyp's voice
filled the silence. 'Ah - crap!' And that about seemed to sumit up
W weren't total fools. Jyp had set a watch on door and stairs. And where the
si ngl e huge Wl f who now stood on the m ddl e steps had cone from | couldn't
i magi ne - short of wal king through the wall. But there he was, queasily
resplendent in a frock-coat of scarlet and filthy lace, with a bell-nout hed
pistol levelled at us all. Evidently he was sonme sort of conmander or captain.
He stood taller and thinner than the usual run of them and his hair was |eft
| ank and bl ack about his shoul ders, but powdered with what |ooked |ike
gol d-dust; his beard was trimmed to a Vandyke point, with sneering
nmoust achi os. And though he stood al one, he had an air of unshakeabl e
confidence. Then | saw why, and why no watch at all could have done us any
good - except possibly Stryge's. Around his bare feet the rats were
scanpering, a whole flood of thempattering down the stairs. And as they
gat hered around himthey sat up swiftly - and on up, rising and swelling as
fast as blown flanes to manhei ght and above, tall Wlves riffling their gaudy
pl umes and stretching with luxurious relief. There could have been a hundred
and fifty or nore, jostling there on the stairs.

For a | ong nonent nobody said anything; and then Jyp shook his head
sadly. "Fromrat to Wl f - piss-poor progress. | call it. Me, | liked you
better as you were.'

Mal | gave a slight cool chuckle. And it was the same |aughter | had heard
from her on the beach, the sanme strange sound; deep and dark and echoi ng,
al nost, before it left her throat. She hefted her sword lightly, stil
chuckling. The WIf stiffened in alarm and levelled his gun. She shrugged,
opened her hand and let it fall; and the WIf relaxed. But even as the bl ade
cl anged once on the stones she whirled about, turning her back on the Wl ves,
seized Clare's chain in both hands - and in a shower of sparks, with one sharp
wrench, she shattered chain and staples together. Bits of metal pattered
across the flagstones, and snoke curled fromthe cracked stone around their
roots.

She scooped up her sword then and turned back to us, left staring, with a deep
satisfied breath and a slow unearthly smle; and it cane to ne with a slight
shiver that sonehow she did | ook taller. Then she | ooked at the stunned

Wl ves, threw back her head and | aughed again, nore |loudly, a sound that rang
as ordinary |aughter mght in a bronze bell, or a whole chime of bells,
striking strange resonances and harnoni es off each other. It was a daunting
sound to ne, and to the WIf nore terrible still; for he threw up his hands
like a man attacked, and fired. Mall's sword flashed at a speed’ | couldn't
beli eve, there was a bang | ouder than the shot, and the Wl ves crowdi ng the
stairs ducked away in panic fromthe spitting sing of a ricochet. She had
turned the shot in md-flight.

The lantern toppl ed unheeded at her feet, but the light did not falter
it grew, it swelled, for it really was coming fromher, shining in radi ance
fromher clear skin, glinting anmong her hair as it streamed out in sone
imortal wind. And I, kneeling at her feet with Claire, felt that |ight blaze
through me as if | were a bubble of thin glass, understood at |ast what had so
strongly drawn me to her. Then she cried al oud, once, and stretched out her
sword. Light flashed fromit, clear and fierce as her gaze, nerciless to the
shadows it chased. The sword hissed through the air, the Wl ves bayed and
blinked - and with one |aughing shout of 'At them Deflantsf she sprang
towards them We could no nore have resisted a whirlw nd; dazed and dazzl ed,
we were snatched up, borne along in a conet's train. Even Clare at ny side was
shouting with her, and laughing wildly at the flash and bang of ny pistols as



| fired theminto the mass on the stairs, and flung themafter. Then with an
al nost solid crash we were on them and the killing began

The nel ee was terrible, swirling this way and that; for the Wl ves, though
daunted by the sight of Mall transfigured, did not turn tail as they m ght
have - as | would have, or any normal man. They were huge, and had nore than
twi ce our nunbers; and without Mall we woul d have been | ost. Sonething drove
them as she I ed us, sonething dark that devoured |light even as she radi ated
it. W saw it in their maddened eyes as they threw t hensel ves at us, tearing
at us with their terrifying strength even as we cut themdown, forcing their
way down the weapons that thrust through themto reach the wi el ders. But where
she cane they could not stand, and she | eaped to the aid of nen borne down,
straddling themlike a tower of flame. | clung to Clare and hewed out where
could, and in a sudden swirl of men Jyp caught hold of us both and thrust us
towards the stairs where the fight was clearest. A WIf leaped in ny way. |

hacked at himas Mall had shown ne, he went down and | lunged at the | ast one
in my way. But even as ny sword ran through his throat | was bow ed aside in a
flash of scarlet, and slanmed wi nded against the wall. | heard Cl are shriek
once, and reeling away, struggling not to fall back into the mass, | saw the
scarlet-clad Wl f captain, menacing ne with his cutlass, dragging her off up
the stair. | swng at him we crossed bl ades, but another Wl f brandishing a

great Spanish poniard sprang in my way and ainmed a stab | couldn't parry. A
flash and a bang scorched nmy ear, the Wl fs face convul sed, and he doubl ed

over; | ooking around, dazed, | saw Jyp bel ow, gesticulating with his pistol
'Hey, don't just stand there!' he screaned. 'Get after her!’

Bouncing off the walls like a drunkard, | staggered to the top and out,
gul ping the cold air in to clear nmy head. The hall was enpty, but a nmuffled
cry and a crash cane fromthe stairs to one side; lightning flared, and the
Wl f captain was hobbling al ong the | andi ng above, |uggi ng a cobwebbed and
struggling Clare after him | ran to the rickety stair and up through the

track they'd left, leaping fromstep to step, hearing nmany coll apse behind ne.
The boards of the landing were rotten, too, and nore than once both the Wl f
captain and | were sunk to our ankles in powdering wood, cursing ourselves
free. At the landings' end there was another stair, and though C aire kicked
and thrashed at himas he dragged her up it, she delayed himnot in the |east;
and he was fast. He reached the top |ong before nme, and made straight for a

wi de door; but by a great mercy it was stuck, and he had to hanmer at it and
finally, as | reached the top, hurl his great weight bodily against it. And
with that, as the doors flew open, | was on him

He rounded on ne, pistol in hand, and | ducked frantically. The shot whizzed
wi de, and | ainmed a slash that shoul d have opened him fromchest to crotch. It
was parried so strongly I was hurled back out onto the |anding. | charged back
at him He parried again and ski pped aside. | skidded on the rain-soaked
floor, collided with a railing behind him felt it shatter - and go flying out
into enpty space. | barely stopped nyself at the edge, seeing the broken wood
dwi ndl e away into the dark below me - then rolled aside just in tine as the
cutlass crashed into the floor beside nme. If | hadn't been up that mast the

bl ack abyss woul d have held me one nonent |onger, and ny head woul d have
followed the railing. As it was | jabbed viciously, and he sprang back with a
growm and a curse, blood welling fromhis side. That gave ne tine to scranble
up, and I saw where we were: on a gallery running just bel owthe roof, which
was nmostly open, with little waterfalls of rain pouring down. That enptiness
beneat h us must be the great hall. A npbst certainly he was trying to get to
the far side of the house, to sonme back stair and escape.

But he wasn't goi ng anywhere now. He was conming for nme, letting Clare
lie where he'd dropped her, confident he could clear ne out of his way first;
it showed. Breathing hard, wishing | had just a little nore puff left, I
| evell ed nmy sword

He sneered - and lunged so quickly I yelped in panic and hopped away. But
t hat overextended him and he had to drop and duck aside fromny own w de
slash, right to the fragile rail. There he parried, tw sted his bl ade and



sl ashed at ny ankles; | skipped and chopped at him he caught it and rose to

one knee, sending nme staggering. | hacked two-handed at his head, he flicked
up his cutlass and turned ny bl ow against the rail, smashing it through. Then
while nmy sword was entangl ed he sprang up and swung a cut. | got free and mnet

it with another and we chopped at each in a flurry of fast bl ows, back and
forth, high and low, with the lightning flickering overhead. | held himoff;
but three days, even of Mall's training, doesn't nmake a master swordsnan -
only one who can see the end coming. In this straight slogging match he was
bound to win. He had height and strength and reach over ne, and whatever nasty
experi ence could make him captain of the Chorazin - Agony spiked up ny |eg,
and | yelled. Hi s huge foot had stanped down on nmy shoe - and his cl awed
toenails pinned it to the spot. H s heavy bl ade sang down on my head. | flung
up my own, two-handed, and stopped it -just. But my head only cane up to his
chest, and he was stronger than me anyway. He |eaned, and slowy but

i nexorably he forced ny sword back down onto ne. Effort twisted his face into
a snarling grin, and threads of slaver dripped fromhis yell owed tusks.

Then | saw Clare stir and | ook up, her eyes wi de; and suddenly | was back
in the office, reading - reading the Chorazin's database entry ..

| caught his eye and wi nked, though nmy arns were creaking and it hurt to
breathe. 'Hey, captain - recognize anythi ng?

He started, stared, his cat-eyes glinting.' That sword! So 'twas thou
slew Diego ny first mate!' There was laughter in the appalling voice. "Vaunt
thysel f not o' errmuch! Serviceable he was, a nost valiant rogue, a lovely bully
- but no match for me/’

"Nor me - was he? And are you so sure you are? Your warehouse raid
cocked up - what about that? Your |ousy green light put out - the wind knocked
out of your sails - how s about that, Rooke? O should I call you Azazael ?'

That caught himl Wth a sudden deafening roar he forced me down on ny
knees, and | oomed over me, spitting. 'How cami st thou by that nane, sw ne's
stal e?

I'd renenbered it fromthe database entry. 'Ch -that's my magic - don't
you renmenber?' It's hard to sound sarcastic when you're fighting for breath.
"You traced it back - sent your goons after ne - all they got their paws on -
a helpless girl! Too stupid - whole pack of you - too frigging thick to catch
up with ne - nme!"’
| hadn't expected that to have the effect it did, the flicker of alarmin the
yel | ow eyes, the sudden rel axing of the pressure. But it did the trick. There
was a sudden, sickeningly nmeaty thunp, and he jerked upright, rigid. Any nman
woul d have doubl ed up in hel pl ess agony, but though his slatey face withed

and his cat-eyes bulged he held me still and hewed at me - too late. |1'd seen
what was comi ng, and he hadn't; | ducked under the stroke, and cl anpi ng botih
hands on the hilt | thrust upward. | needn't have. He gave a horrible gargling

yell as the point took himjust under the breastbone, but it was the rush of
his own blow that drove himonto it and lifted him inpal ed, kicking, over ny
shoul der. A gush of stinking blood burned my armas he slid off the bl ade,
toppled onto the railing in a shower of splinters - and over, out into
enptiness. Aterrible dwindling wail ended, abruptly in a splintering crash.
Thunder det onated overhead, shaking the roof and showering us with rattling
fragnents of tile.

| didn't ook after him | turned to Care, hopping on one |eg clutching
the bare foot she'd applied where it mattered, and plunged for the |anding.
Rotten wood popped and crackl ed under us; | was afraid we'd fall right through
any mnute. W ran for the other stairs; there wasn't enough left of the ones
we'd come up. Fromthe inner hall bel ow a sudden uproar arose, and nen spilled
out across the floor; the crew had fought free of the cellar. Through the
fighting Mall streamed |ike a comet, and where she passed the Wlves hid their
eyes and bolted, or died.

'Grand, Steve, grand!' she shouted as she saw us. 'CQut, out, away and
a' haste! Some ot her sending conmes!’
In an aval anche of disintegrating wood we nore or less fell the last flight.



As we dashed out into the outer hall after the others the floor shook beneath
us, and by the lightning that sizzled around the wi ndows | saw the Wl f
captain's corpse spraw ed on the shattered remains of the high thrones.
Trenors ran through the ceiling; plaster fell, and the stone walls seened to
quiver and blur with the vibration. In the doorway stood Jyp, frantically
wavi ng the nen out past him his other armhanging |inmp and darkened. Beside
him Mall burned Iike a white-hot casting, her eyes too bright to | ook at, her
hair rising in weaths |ike snoke. Her outstretched sword-arm seened to fence
wi th the plungi ng shadows, and keep the trenors at bay. As we passed, |ast of

all, she danced in behind us, backing away, sw nging her sword in great
hi ssing sweeps. On the floor a few wounded Wl ves withed or craw ed; what
others remai ned were spilling out of the windows in scream ng panic, with no

heed to us. Qut we staggered onto the terrace, Jyp gasping as each step jarred
hi s wounded arm the rain came flailing down on us and he slipped and fell. |
stooped to help, still supporting Claire - and stared in sheer horror

The Iightning was flashing al nost constantly now, |ike a gigantic
strobelight; and in its pulsing glare a strange change had cone over the
frontage of the mansion, some shifting overlay of shadows that forned a
sinister imge. The tall w ndows above the door seemed to change shape, to
merge into two great dark ovals. It was as if a face had settled on the house,
or becane visible through it, a face with heavy sunshades resting above
cheekbones undershot and fleshless, the door its stretched, scream ng gape of
a mouth - a nocking deat hshead of a face. And even as we stared that face
contorted; the whole housefront seened to soften and swell, the nmouth to work,
the heavy stone lintel and pillars of the doorway flexing like Iips, the
rain-slickened stair a curling, glistening tongue reaching out hungrily
towards us as we struggled in the rain. Suddenly Mall stood over us, aglow no
nore, her face grey and drawn, her hair plastered |inp about her cheeks by the
rain. But she stooped and seized Jyp as if he weighed nothing at all, drew his
good arm up over her shoul der and dragged hi m away across the flags, out of
t he bal eful shadow of the door

'Cone!' she panted. 'I cannot face CGhede now, and he may have others to
rally, Wlves or worse -'
Even as she spoke, | saw the wind catch the stick-inage at the terrace's end

and strip the clothes fromit. The stick-frane toppled forward with a crash;
the hat went bow ing skyward, but the coat swooped down on us like a vast
flapping raven, arms outstretched. Mall's sword and nmine | ashed out in the
same second and slashed into it; it swirled up and fl apped away over the brink
of the terrace, riding the blast. The crewren rallied around us then, taking
Jyp fromMall; but | held tight to Care

'"Not down the steps!' she ordered. 'The way we cane is marked! Fly, all! By
the back of the terrace - into the jungle! Fly for your lives - and soul s!'’
CHAPTER NI NE

T

WAS THE SAME SUN we'd spent all yesterday cursing, but we cheered it
when it rose. Over the hill it came, just like the cavalry, flashing its
gol den sabres between the trees to warmour spirits and thrust back the
pursui ng dark. Now Jyp and Clare and | stretched and sighed, basking like
lizards on a long slab of rock. The rest of the party |lay scattered on ot her
war m spots round about. Nobody noved, except to grunt and shift as a wound
twi nged, or to throw an armover their eyes to blot out the feverish swirling
behind their lids. After nightlong hours of terrified blundering through
tangl es that whi pped and sl ashed and strangled with an al nost human nalice,
just lying here and not noving was everything we could want, lulled by the
soft thunder of the nearby falls. We'd done it; we were away, we were safe,
and we could be back at the ship by nightfall.

And we'd got Clare. It felt alnobst unreal. Here she was, flaked out on
the rock shelf beside ne, just as if we were back sunbat hing on the office
roof at lunchtine. We'd got her out, got her away. She could go back to her
old everyday life now ..



She, and |I. That started up all sorts of odd thoughts. | clenched ny
eyelids tight in a vain attenpt to shut themout. | wi shed |I could sleep, but
the events of last night still ranped and roared through ny mnd, untaneable.
That wild flight through the jungle, with the stormand God al one knew what
el se baying on our heels, seened al nost an anticlinax after what had gone
bef ore. Sonehow we'd held together -

No, not sonmehow. | knew how. None of us, not the bravest anong us, would have
dared | ose sight or sound of Mall, if they'd had to tear off a linb to keep
up. Mall had held us together, though herself drained and shaken, |eading us
in a great arc around the slopes away fromthe castle and the deadly paths to
it, and down, down towards the far end of the little valley that led to the
falls. As the first greyness showed in the sky we reached it, the first light
t hat showed each man his nei ghbour's face, and scored upon it the same haggard
terrors and utter exhaustion he hinmself had felt. Al except me; for nearest
me, warmin the crook of my arm was Care, and on her face was only a

wi de- eyed wonder and delight.

That had cone as sonething of a shock. After all she'd been through, God
al one knew what |1'd expected -probably to find her shattered, stunned, an

unconprehending weck. I'd a fair idea | would have been. At best | was
praying the effects wouldn't be too lasting, that she'd be able to get back to
something like her old crisp confident self again. | certainly hadn't expected

to find this new C are, rel axed, accepting, apparently blissfully happy in ny
conpany and asking no expl anations, not even a word about going hone. It
occurred to ne that after days of dark and terror and rough handling even the
bl oodshed and horror, the manic flight, nust have spelt revenge and
exhilarating freedom This rest and peace probably felt |ike paradise. But 1'd
have to watch her, later, in case sone reaction set in.

A shane, really. | felt oddly relaxed with her myself, in a way | never
had back at the office. If it hadn't been so unnatural | mght al nost have
preferred her like this.

| rolled over on ny side again, and swung an armout to her; but it only
fl opped over the edge of the shelf. A sharp qual mof alarmfaded; | renenbered
her saying that the nmoment she could get back on her feet she'd go down to the
pool to bathe, which she certainly needed. Days in the Wlves' tender care -

t hough mercifully she seened to think there'd only been one - had |l eft her
ragged and filthy, and she'd added a fair quota of gore helping Mall tend our
wounds. Probably she'd assuned | was asl eep, and wandered of f wi thout

di sturbing me. She wasn't worried, and nor was |, not really; there were
sentries posted, but under this clear sun our inpronptu canp felt safe enough
anyway. It was realizing | stank to high heaven in the heat, too, that brought
me to my feet. Just the thought set me itching; having dare around was
reviving civilized ideas. Cool water and cl ean sleek skin glided through ny

mnd. One or two other ideas darted about |ike teasing fish, but | let them
slip away. | wasn't the sort to take advantage - no way. But all the sane ..
Al the sanme, it might be as well if | kept an eye on things.

stretched, a little stiffly, no nore; there were a few tw nges from m sused
nmuscl es and cuts hal f-heal ed, but otherwise | felt startlingly fit. Jyp
stirred as ny shadow fell across him w nced as he jarred his arma little,
t hen sank munbl i ng back into sleep. There was no disturbing him anyhow, or
any of the others | could see. The canmp slept; only the sentries stirred at
their stations in the shade. | clanbered off down the rocky sl ope towards the
falls.

The trees grew high around them the undergrowh greener. As | pushed
t hrough, shreds of colour on a crisp-leaved succul ent bush caught my eye.
Strands of pastel fabric, very ragged and shapel ess, translucent wth danp;
the remmants of Clare's clothes, set out to dry. | hesitated, feeling awkward;
but | could still feel her clinging to me in the long night, still see her
brui sed and breat hl ess, dragging herself painfully up against the wall to
pl ant that sharp kick just where the WIf captain felt it. The way she'd kept
hol d of her sanity, her strength of mnd, all through this nightmare I'd



accidentally wi shed on her -she was one hell of a special person. Even when
she was just ny ideal secretary, smart, efficient, loyal, 1'd felt a sort of
admration for her, cool but strong, a touch protective, maybe. |1'd never | ost
sight of how big a help she was to ny career; |I'd have | ooked after her, too.
But that admiration welled up far nore powerfully now, and something else with
it, like the first sharp thrust of a seedling through its shell, raw and wet
and unconfined, searching for shape and purpose. | saw somnething new in her
-somet hi ng of Mall
| drew a deep unsteady breath. The air was cool and fragrant with bl ossons.
Maybe 1'd al ways wanted her; but unconsciously felt | had her, in the ways
that mattered. Was it just protective, that adm ration, or possessive? And she
- she'd felt sonething for nme, all right; enough to get her ki dnapped. Could
t hat be why her various boyfriends never stuck around | ong? Because it was
really me ...?

Beyond t he bushes there was a brief swirl of water, and in ny mnd she
turned, basking, the sun gl eam ng on her flank, her outstretched arns. Al
t hose teasing ideas | eaped up at the thought; old ideas, highly traditiona
i deas. To the victor, the spoils; none but the brave deserve the fair; that
kind of thing. Not that 1'd go forcing nyself on her. Perhaps | wouldn't even

need to say anything; it would all just fall together. It'd be natural enough
after all, something fitting, something right. Something |'d earned; or we
both had. The hell with sense; the hell w th hol ding back. Maybe she'd been
right, Mall; naybe | had been cheating nyself of ... something. Quietly,
unhurriedly, | parted the bushes and stepped through onto the sandy fringe of
t he pool .

Clare was there, but not alone. Wth her, beneath the glassy fringes of
the fall, Mall stood, naked as she was, thigh-deep in the foam ng water. She

stooped over Clare, arns around her, hands across her back cl asping her close
as Care clasped her, her parted |lips fastened on Clare's in a deep, searching
ki ss. Neither woman noved; they nmight have been statues in a fountain, their
tangling hair carved in one flow ng mass of ashy gold. Neither saw me. Wt hout
the faintest idea why | took a single step forward, and ny feet tangled in

MalI's cl othes, shed carelessly on the sand. | turned nunbly and went back
into the bushes again.

Still dazed, | nade ny way back to my perch on the . rock, and sat down with a
bunp. | slunped there for I don't know how long, till | felt a shadow | ean
over between me and the sun. Cool hands rested lightly on ny shoul ders, as
they often had at the office, lingering to massage away tension. Affronted,
shocked, | shrugged , them away, and | ooked up angrily as | heard Clare's coo

giggle. She net nmy glare with wi de, amused eyes, bit gently on her knuckle and
stood contenplating nme for a nmonent, swaying lightly fromfoot to foot. Then
when it was obvious | wasn't going to say anything she shrugged, smiled and
drifted away down the slope to another vacant patch of rock. She caught mnmy eye
as she stretched out, and snmiled again. | |ooked away, only to find Jyp awake
and regarding me with his clear eyes.

"You're all mad at her of a sudden. How come?'

| grow ed. 'Angry? Me? Way should | be? I"'mjust ... Jesus, |I'mworried,
if you nmust know! Still worried -about her! Drifting about |ike that - doing
t hi ngs she'd never even bl oody dreamof, not... Not normally.'

"You so sure? What kind of things?

"Christ Jesus, nman! Isn't it obvious? | nean, |ook at her! Wandering
about just - draping herself round everyone, giggling |like a bubbl ehead -
that's not the Clare | know As if she doesn't give a dacmm - as if she thinks
this is just sone sort of dreamor fantasy!'

"I'"d bet that's just exactly what she does think,' murrmured Jyp.

'Hey, come off it! She doesn't exactly need to pinch herself - not after
booting that Wl f in the ghoolies! If she doesn't know she's awake, she's off
her bl oody rocker!'

Jyp heaved hinsel f up painfully. 'Nunber of tines |I've seen this happen -
Steve, listen! She's far nmore deeply rooted in the Core than ever you were.



And al so, | guess, she's nore used to using her inmagination. You had some tine
to get used to all this, to shape what goes on for yourself. You're sure it's
real 'cause you don't have strong fantasies or nore likely you' ve sat on them
But nobody's told her. She knows she's awake, sure - but in no world she
understands. She's adrift. So, are you surprised she finds it easier witing
this off as sone kind of a fever dream a deliriun? Wiere the path of | east
resistance is the snmoothest. Were it's best to just take things as they cone,
to follow as her instincts lead her. It's one hell of a lot better than being
driven right off her trolley - and believe nme, if she'd been a tad |less stable

"Geat!" | snarled. 'So she just thinks she's in some kind of neverland -
where she can get up to all sorts of things she'd never normally do, and it
doesn't matter! Like, well... fantasies.'

Jyp chuckl ed. ' So? Does it?

A huge yellow butterfly came to perch on nmy knee. Irritably | brushed it
away. ' Ckay! But what about when she finds it's no dreanf’

"WIl she? Steve, | guarantee you, maybe two days after we get her hone
that's just exactly what it'll seemlike. She'll renmenber there was sone sort
of fracas at the office, that you and some friends got her away from sone
t hugs and that she's very, very grateful to them- but nostly to you, 'cause
you'll still be there. That's all. And in time even that'll blur.’

Tes - but the others there -'

"I'"d be damm surprised if they remenber that nuch. Menories rooted
outside the Core, they don't last too well, not if they're not reinforced. How
much did you believe, that first norning after?" | was still digesting that
one when he added, 'And isn't that just as well? That all she's gone through
won't leave its mark on her?

| thought. | felt so much to blanme for what had happened to Clare. |I'd
al nrost been afraid to face her, at first; but if it wasn't going to haunt her
so much ... 'That's a point, | suppose.’

"Sure it is. So where's the harn®

| boiled. 'The harn®? Jesus! Just because she won't renmenber - does that
make it right for her to go throwing herself about - so anyone can take
advant age -'

' Ch? Li ke whoever gets a sudden urge for a swin?'" Hs tolerant grin took
the sting out of the coment; nost of it, anyhow | remenbered ny nice little
line in self-deception, and shrivelled. Something of Mall, eh?

Nobody likes feeling a bloody fool. | bit nmy lip angrily. 'Listen, there
wasn't any harmin that! It needn't have cone to anything - and so what if it
di d, anyhow? She's had boyfriends; it'd be normal enough! There's a vast

bl oody difference between ne and Mall -' | stopped dead, grating ny teeth in
enbarrassnent. But Jyp only opened his eyes wi de in understanding, and his
grin turned a little wy. 'Uh-huh. Maybe. Maybe. You sound ki nd of shocked.'

' Shocked? O course |I'm bl oody shocked! | know C are, renenber? |'ve
known her for years -'
' Steve, nmpbst people don't even know thensel ves that well! Not till

somet hing strips the surface back - dreans, maybe, or great danger - and
what's underneath comes through. Dreanms, and danger! And she's wapped up in
bot h!"

"But Clare! Care, of all people! She's just a nice normal girl! It's not
the sort of thing she'd ever -' | petered out again.
"Well no, or it wouldn't be under the surface, would it? It's still part

of her. Some of the things you did |last night, you' d never dreant you could -
but they're part of you, too. Along with a lot that's less creditable. Snile
-you' re human. You, ne, Clare - we're no goddam pl aster saints. Once in a
while we slip. And if we don't overdo it, it can even be fun.'

"Fun? Jesus! | nean, look, |I'mas sophisticated as the next man - but
Clare ... Care of all people! Wy?' Jyp didn't say anything, and | brooded,
shivering in the sun. "Christ, it's not as if | can't understand the ... the

magneti sm of the woman, 1've felt it. Fluttering around the same bl oody candl e



nmysel f - you know that. Only it took a little unfriendly help. It bloody well
woul d, wouldn't it? For ne.' | spat out the bitterness. "And | just got
burned. To the victor ... Only sonme are nore victorious than others, aren't

t hey? Naturally!"

Jyp shook his head synpathetically. '"Mall, Clare -1ord sakes, boy, you
just don't know which one you're nore jeal ous of, do you?
"Sod that!'

"What ever you say. So it's Mall you're truly nmad at?

' Yeah! Flanmi ng nad! \What the bl oody hell d'you expect me to be, dancing
for fucking joy?" But the words tasted fal se; and after a nmonent | cl osed ny
eyes and let my head sag. 'No. No. Ah, crap. Can't be, can | ? Not even
jealous. Not allowed.'

Jyp's eyes were searching. "Fraid you'd seema mte ungrateful ?* 'Well,
yes! The mpbst ungrateful s.o.b. this side of the sunset; but -' | brushed that
aside. 'It's nore than that -isn't it? Her kind; it's in their nature, right?
To love pretty much as it takes them

Jyp chewed on nothing a nmonment, considering. 'So you do understand. Never
woul d' ve expected it, Steve. You're full of surprises.’

"After the castle - yes, | understand. Some of it, anyhow. You told ne,
didn't you? About people who nmove outward, towards the RRm one way or
anot her. \Who change and grow - towards evil, or towards good. And Mall's one
of them Immortals, | mean. O what would you call thenf? Goddesses.

Dem - goddesses, anyhow.'

"Just beginning to be, yeah. You don't often see it, that fit com ng on
her. Guess it's got to be there under the surface all the tinme, though; what
makes her such a hell-fighter. Then somet hing wakes it up, and - whi z-bang!

Though, jehosaphat! | tell you straight, | never saw her |ike |ast night
before, never quite, and for whole mnutes at a tine. That's a big step she
took. Some day, maybe, a long time fromnow, that'll break through forever,
and in the end she'll just slough off the surface |ike ragged ol' slops and
bl aze pure. But till then she's got her feelings and her weaknesses like the
rest of us -maybe nore so. Wen it passes, then she's at her weakest, al
over. Then she really backslides. She needs ...' He frowned. 'I don't know.
Love, confort. A lot of it. She reaches out where she can.' He considered ne
again for a moment, 'Not still mad?

| sighed. 'No. Maybe not. It's just... well, the ancient Geeks - with
all those randy gods and goddesses around
' Yeah?
'"No wonder they turned out philosophical, that's all."’
He | aughed softly. 'I've been there. Believe ne!’

But he didn't elaborate. It was ny turn to weigh himup. 'How about you,
Jyp? You on your way to becom ng a god, too?
"Me?' | expected himto |augh again, but he |ooked mldly appalled at the
prospect, like the office junior offered a vice-presidency. 'No! |'mbarely
past ny first century yet. Got a long way to go - if |I want to. But | doubt I
ever will. Guess I'Il just go on going around in circles, long as |I'm spared -
but at |east they won't be ever-decreasi ng ones. Keep nmoving, keep living,
keep the blood flowi ng and the vices polished up till one day the meter runs
out - that's how nost of us keep going. But sone, sonme with a real passion, a
real spirit, they start losing the taste for anything el se. They narrow down,
they fine out, they grind thensel ves down to needle points. Mdre and nore they

becorme that passion; you can see it in 'em'
' Li ke Hands!'
"Sure, like Israel Hands. If he lived |l ong enough and he'd half a brain

he'd burn right down to a mnd of fire and sparks and flying iron. He'd naybe
become sonebody's gun-god, sonewhere in tinme, and be whistled up at their
cerenonials to cast new cannon, or have gunners sacrifice to himfor better
aim Maybe when the storms go tranpling 'cross the skies men sonewhere say to
their children "Hark! There's ol' Israel's cannons, scaring up the stars!"' W
chuckl ed, though | still tasted bitter bile. '"But Mall now,' he nused. 'She's



harder to nail. Justice, that's a part of her passion; but so's a good fight,
and nusic. And a kind of wi sdom insight, when she's | east troubled
| nodded, thinking back to that starry night by the wheel, when she'd

drawn nmy life out of me as few others could have. He pressed on

"It's nostly the ones like that who nmake it, they say. Wo reach the R'm
cross it maybe - who knows? - and cone back transfigured. Cone back sonewhere,
anyhow, tinme means |less, the further Rimnard you get. Maybe she al ready has
cone back. Maybe it's Mnerva we're shipped with, Steve boy; or Diana. O sone
hunti ng goddess of our first forefathers, squatting in caves anong the G eat

Ice. O some power only the future'll know, when all those clever little boxes
of yours have crunbl ed back to the silica beaches they came from | don't
know. Nobody does. But it sure can happen.' It was a sobering thought; and

when Mall came back fromthe pool a little later | was ready to | ook at her
wi th new eyes. But she had never seemed nore ordinary, pale even, with her
curls plastered danp around her face, rawboned and ungainly instead of sleekly
graceful. She | ooked |ike a autum wood w nd-stripped of its | eaves, and she
avoi ded nmeeting nmy glance - or, | noticed, Clare's. It came to ne then that
maybe | ast night had put her through an experience nore shattering than any of
ours. 'Bide but ten mnutes idling!' she announced flatly. 'Then up straitly
and to the ship!" A chorus of groans and conpl aints arose, but she rounded on
us stridently. Tou witless pack of puling whipjacks! D you fancy another
Bedl am ni ght i'the woods, then? We'l|l scarce be to the beach by sunset!’

That did it. Nobody claimed their extra ten minutes, and ny urge for a
swi m vani shed nysteriously. Suddenly we were all hoppi ng and hobbl i ng,
buckling belts, primng pistols and | oosening swords in scabbard. As we noved

off Clare fell in beside ne and took my hand, quite naturally; then, spotting
Mal I, she reached out the other to her. Mll hovered, obviously a little
nonpl ussed, till | waved her over inpatiently. It didn't take much effort.

O are pushed her in between us, and | felt Mall's hand clasp mne and clutch
at it like a handhold on a cliff. My resentnment was fading fast. Her fate

m ght be the |oneliest of anybody's - and if she really would renenmber ne a
t housand years, better it wasn't bitterly.

The trail soon grew steep and narrow, forcing us apart; and we had to
hel p Jyp. Since he couldn't hang on to the branches and the outcrops he
slipped a lot, and every jolt was agony to his arm He made it worse by
continually | ooking around sharply at everything except his footing. Wunds
had been treated with what was to hand - ny powder-burned hands with juice of
bitter aloes, for one; but he had nothing to stemthe pain, except alternately
and colourfully cursing the Wl f who shot him and his own stupidity.

"At least he didn't hit the bone,' Care encouraged him 'O just chipped
it, anyway. An inch over and he'd really have broken your arm-' 'He'd ha
blown it clean off,' said Mall sonbrely. She seened as edgy as Jyp
continually | ooking back over her shoul der

Clare winced in synpathy. 'Ch god! Well, you're lucky he didn't have an
automatic, at |least.'’

| | ooked at her sharply, but she just smiled. It was just as Jyp had
sai d; she was noving in a dream al nost, accepting, not questioning. Not
t hi nki ng through the inplications of what she'd said. And yet still the old
Clare, all right. Unconsciously or not, she'd made a pretty good point.

They were such all-round stinkers, those Wlves, | couldn't inmagine them
m ssing a chance to spread that bit nore mayhem Wy didn't any of them have
noder n weapons? They could surely get them easily enough. Why not tommy-guns
or M16s instead of cutlasses? Wy not, for that matter, naval guns instead of
nmuzzl e-1 oadi ng cannon, fast pursuit boats instead of sailing ships? It had
never occurred to nme to ask. But in one of our brief halts, at noon under the
spreadi ng shade of a vast star-apple tree, Jyp was ready enough to talk - |
suspect because it kept his mnd off the pain, or other things.

"Sure, they could use "em So could we. Once in a while sone Mutt' n' Jeff
does get his mtts on what you and 1'd call a nodern gun, and raises plenty
ruckus - nostly till he jans it, or his amo runs out. Then what? Chances are



he ruins it trying to repair it. And for ammo, he could just about handcast
.45 shells, | guess; hand-turn new cases, maybe, or save spent ones. Stuff em
wi th bl ack powder or gun-cotton, at half the power - but making the firing
caps, fulmnate of mercury or some such stuff, that's tough work. Hard as
handcrafti ng a whol e new nusket, even hand-rifling it - one he'd have not
roubl e | oadi ng. But he manages - and then maybe his second or third homenade
shell blows in the breech and takes his hand off. See?

"I begin to," | said, wondering. 'They've never heard of industry out
here - of mass-production -'
Jyp gestured airily. 'Ch, heard, sure. But industry's big; it binds folk
together, ties 'em down. And you need a whole chain of industries to make your
noder n weapons, or ships, or anything else. Men don't settle too |ong out

here, or sooner or later the Core'll suck themin once again. So who refines
the gas for your fast boats? Wio turns out the plugs and cams and
pi ston-rings? O trues the steamcylinders, even? Not many places' ||l run to

nore'n a shipyard or two - and the workers cone and go. There's no call for
nore; we don't miss it. Qut here a man can live and sail and fight any way
takes his fancy, all the ways we've ever done -'

"Up until the Industrial Revolution,' said Care thoughtfully, rolling
her head around. 'Like a barrier '

' The what?' Jyp | ooked at her dubiously. 'Not one of those Whbbly types,
are you, lady? Skip it. Me, I'"'mglad they went and gave you the vote, but -'

| interrupted nastily. 'What she neans is, out here you can't ever go

the way the Core has. And a | ot of people there do think it was a m stake. Not
me! Though 1'll admt you seemto live better than |I'd have expected wi thout
progress - in nedicine, for one thing

Jyp forgot hinself, started to shrug and wi nced heavily. 'Ah, we're short
on progress all right; but we've got other advantages

Clare lifted her head frommy knee, and grinned. 'You nmean di sadvant ages,
don't you?'

'Lady, | nmean what | say. You've only seen the rough side of it, so far
W' ve other things going for us. Gther forces, other w sdom'
' Magi c?

"Awrd. It covers one hell of a lot of things. Like sonething that'l
knit up ny armfor me in a few hours when we get back aboard Defiance - and it
can't be too soon. How nmuch further now?

"Afewmles - maybe four. Mdstly downhill. W' ve skirted the ridge,
we'll cone onto the beach from further around the bay.'

"Afewmles!' he echoed, and gl anced quickly up at the sun, and the
hillside behind us. 'You'll be dragging ne by ny boots, then.'
"You'll manage,' | told himfirmy. 'Saving your |ousy neck got me into this.
You don't think 1'mgoing to waste it all now?'

| didn't say anything about it, not while Clare was within earshot; but

it was then, renmenbering those first |> mad nonents on the mi sty wharf, that
something else i ? began to worry ne. Al through the march back it nagged 1
,, at me, and nore than once | caught C are | ooking at me, j:\ evidently
wondering why |1'd gone so silent and pre- |; occupied. But | wanted to wait
till 1 could get Jyp alone, f i and my chance didn't come for hours. W were
cl anmbering down the | ast slope then, pushing nervously between thickets of
cutl ass-bl aded al oes. What little sky we could see between the trees was
reddeni ng fast; but at least we knew we'd make it in time, when the nmen in
front hailed and pointed excitedly. A faint streak of |ight was showi ng at the
bottom of the slope, the distant beach shining through the forest's fringe.
You could feel the immediate relief, the infectious |lightening of everyone's
nmood, even the wounded; all except Mall and Jyp. She was grim silent,
vigilant, snapping the head of f anyone who spoke to her. He had fallen
uncharacteristically silent, noody even, so junpy he started at every odd
noise; and in that twilit forest there were plenty.

"Well," | ventured synpathetically, helping himsit up after a really bad
fall, "you're having a rough time, but at |east we're not draggi ng you yet -'



"Rough!' he agreed, tight-lipped, cradling his arm 'Ah hell, could' ve
been a whole lot worse.' He | ooked back upslope, listened a nonment, then shook
hi s head. ' Shoul d' ve been, when you think about it.'

"dutton for punishment, aren't you?'

"Hell, no! We got off lightly, that's all. Maybe too lightly. How nany
Wl ves did they sic on us last night - a hundred and fifty? No nore. kay,
that | eaves nore'n half the shipload unaccounted for - where were they when
the Iights went out?

| began hel ping himget up. 'That's what's spooki ng you? They nust have
been covering the trail, surely. Lying in wait. They didn't expect us to take
to the tall tinber -1 didn't, | can tell you! Wth any luck they're stil
bl underi ng about up there now -' 'Aye, with any luck!' Mll called up sourly
frombelow 'But a' nightfall things nay change. Enough lingering; it stays for
no man!'

"He can't stand!' | told her angrily, but Jyp brushed nme aside and
st aggered up.
"She's right! Me, 1'll not feel safe till |I set nmy feet fair on old

Defi ance's pl anks again!'’

That brought back my own troubles. 'Yes - and what then?'

' Then?' The thought cheered him 'Hone 'n beauty, and a great weight off
your mind - nostly in gold!'

' God knows, you've all earned it! But what about ne?

He gl anced at me, considered a joky answer, and visibly changed his mi nd.
' Ckay, what about you?'

"You've said Clare ... won't really renmenber any of this. But ne? \Wat
about me? Am | just going to forget it all?

Jyp stunbl ed past me down the nuddy sl ope, into the heavy-scented tangles
of hibi scus ahead. 'Depends,' he flung back over his shoul der. He caught a
branch with his good arm and began picking his unsteady way down.

"What on?' | repeated the question as | skidded after him 'Jyp, | want
to know It matters, dam it!’

"Steve -' he grated between his teeth, 'it's not so sinple - if | could
tell you - | would - okay?

Qur boots skidded and slipped, bruising the bright hibiscus blossons, and
they bl ed gl ossy black sap onto the earth. | didn't ask any nore.

Among the trees down below | saw the | eading sailors break into a run
and Mall do nothing to hold them back, only stop and wave us inpatiently on
Cl are came skipping back to help, and a long | ow ray of sunset set a flush on
her bare linmbs and jewels of fire in her hair. Wth the other stragglers we
canme stunmbling down into |long grass, hissing in the soft wind. Through the
last curtain of trees | saw the grey-blue chanpaign of the ocean, and the
sun's rimblazing its furious |last against the stifling clouds.
The sea shimered a nonent the colour of fresh blood; the Iight dimed. W
energed into the first rosy flush of island twilight. There lay the ships, a
mle or so away in the sheltered armof the bay. Faint windrows riffled across
the calmwater, |ike snoke across a mirror. And there on the shore were die
boats, luring even the wounded to hurry on, forgetting their pain, eager to
get free of even the shadow of that forest. The fit hands held back to help
themw th nervy patience, casting black |ooks up at the treeline as the uneven
col um straggl ed al ong the beach. W weren't under the cover of the Defiance's
guns yet, and twitched like kittens at every rustle. Orders were passed down
the Iine in hoarse whispers. Pistols were clicked to half-cock, swords drawn;
every bird that fluttered up risked a dozen deaths, though fortunately nobody
was actually fool enough to fire. Wen we came near enough we waved
frantically at the ship -we didn't dare hail them aloud - and got a |aconic
reply. It seened like the first tangible |link between us and safety, however
weak - the thread that pulls over the lifeline. W all felt our spirits lift
and leap like the boats, coming alive under our hands as we ran them down into
the light surf.

It seened alnost Iike an anticlinmx as we bundled into them unopposed. |



even heard some of the nadder hands wi shing the Wlves had conme down after us,
so they could have shown them what for. Wen the castle came briefly into view
as the first boat bounced out through the shallows, a great baying call of

nockery and defiance went up. | renenbered the jarring, neaty thunp as ny
sword ran through the great Wl f captain, and ground my teeth in exultation
forgetting how starkly terrified I'd been. | caught C aire about the shoul ders

and hugged her tight. She | ooked up at ne and | aughed, and we watched the

hat eful shore fall further behind at every stroke.

Only Mall seemed not to share the feeling, and perhaps also Jyp. She sat
hunched and still in the bows of the other boat, her hand near her sword,
constantly | ooking fromship to shore as if neasuring the di stance sone
unknown nenace mght travel in our wake. Jyp was sl unmped exhausted in the
stern of ours, but his eyes flick- ered across the same course, ship to shore
and back again; and after a few m nutes he began to force his injured armto
flex, trying to stop it stiffening.

"Stop it, you berk!" | told him Tou'il start it bleeding again!'
"Sure, but at least I'lIl have the use of it!' he answered quietly. 'Like
| said - not till | set ny feet on that deck ... And maybe not even then

We're getting off too lightly.'
' Twel ve dead and ei ghteen wounded is |ight?

"Wll, no. And nay be Mall put the fear of... Mall into them But odds
are they'd not give up so easily - not the Invisibles. They're planning nore
hell yet. Maybe it's already here.' Hi s pain-reddened eyes rested on Care for
an instant. 'Sonething we're carrying with us, maybe.'

She huddl ed back against nme. 'Wat's he sayi ng?
"Nothing. He's feverish. Can it, Jyp. This is just Clare, right?

He nodded, perspiring as he flexed his arm 'Right. | trust your
feelings, Steve. Wanted to be sure, that's all.' He | eaned back and cl osed his
eyes. | found nyself swaying away fromCare a little, |ooking her up and
down, neeting her gaze hard

"Just Care,' | repeated, and, rather hesitantly, she sml ed.

Even so, it was a nonment of deep relief as we cane under the |ee of the
Defiance and saw the mate in the bows waving us in. The derricks creaked out,
and | noticed May Henry, muffled up in a bright bandanna, ampong the sl eepy
hands who shuffled up to tip rope | adders down to us.

"And a sling and chair for the wounded!' yelled Mall inpatiently. 'Shift
your idle scuts!'’

Wth a | ast glance back at the shore she drove her nen up the | adders, hel ping
such of the wounded as could clinmb. | was already hel ping Jyp up, with Clare
beneat h us; Mall came shinning up the boarding steps past us, swearing at the
sl owness of the hands above. Together, straddling the rail, we bundled Jyp up
and over. Hearing his feet thunp decisively on the deck, | was about to chaff
hi m about his definition of safety when | saw the | ook on his face. | |ooked
up sharply - and stiffened.

As we were neant to. The horror of the sight held us just |ong enough
Rising in the rigging, bobbing in the breeze by the noose about its throat,
the grotesquely tw sted corpse of a yellow dog -

The flung nets expl oded over us, caught O are opening her mouth to
scream Mall swinging her Ieg over the rail and reaching for her sword, ne
turning to shout a warning. W were jerked violently back, toppling over the
rail and crashing in a tangled heap on the planks. Al in silence; but a
sudden hoarse shout went up

| tore at the net, only entangling nyself further -but freed Jyp, nearest
its edge. He scrabbled up and swung hinmself onto the rail. Heavy boots booned
across the deck after him but | saw him|launch hinself away in a creditable
swal | ow dive, his injured armoutflung. From bel ow came shouts and spl ashes as
sailors, warned by the struggle, flung thenselves off the |adders and out of
the boats. A ghastly baying of Wl f voices arose, the crackle of pistols and
the flatter bang of nuskets. My sword was snagged under me; | struggled for
it, flopping and twisting like a landed fish, with Mall claw ng and snarling



above me. Then, planting her knee in ny stomach, she heaved herself up and
caught two great handfuls of the net, about to tear it apart; and she m ght
have nanaged, even with her inner fires dulled. But May Henry | ooned above
her, dough-faced, gl assy-eyed, and struck down viciously with a bel aying pin;
Mal | fell kicking on top of me, clutching her head, and |I felt her jerk as the
pi n sang agai nst her skull a second tine.

Wth the force of that blow the bandanna slipped -and Care, trapped beneath
Mal | and mysel f, screaned in horror. From beneath it gaped a great jagged
gouge in the she-pirate's throat, a black bl oodl ess trench, bare to a gl eam of

spi ne-bone. | surged up with a yell, throwing Mall off me, and grabbed C are.
Wth the net still tangled around us | hurled nyself at the quarterdeck
| adder, and by sonme access of strength | alnpst nade it. Till my foot slipped

in a pool of tarry slime, and | cane crashing down al nbst on top of sonething
horrible that lay in the door of the foc'sle cabin. A firescorched nass,
surrounded by a great star of charred tinber, only vaguely human in outline;
but by a hank of long hair and a scrap of ragged bl ack that had escaped at one
edge | knew it nust be the girl Le Stryge had called Peg Pow er. They had cone
prepared this tine; and polluted water had not put out their flane.

My hair was seized, ny head jerked back. | stared up into WIf eyes and
others, dark eyes narrowed in exultant, gloating faces. Not handsone faces;
their silhouettes were odder than the Wl ves'. Their earl obes drooped | ow,
their lips were scarred, their brows oddly flattened and narrowed, and the
whol e was covered in lacy traceries of black, paint or tattoo that all but hid
t he coppery yell ow shade beneath. Against the gl owi ng sky sonething swng up
fell. A burst of agonizing light -
| don't know whether | went out entirely, or for howlong. | seened to fee
nmysel f being turned over, ny head bunpi ng sickeningly on the deck, the
bl ood- st oppi ng bite of thongs; and | do renenber being hoisted bodily, trussed
like a hog, by hands that were deadly cold. Yet perhaps | was already ashore
by then, the swaying notion that of the pole I was slung from the soft
sighing rush the wind in the | eaves again. My first clear menory was the
deadl y sickness, the rush of vomt in ny throat, the coughing panic as it
al nrost choked me. | nmanaged to turn ny head to clear it, just; and after that,
t hough my skull seened to swell and contract at every throbbing heartbeat,
felt a bit nore alive and aware. Very shaken and |i ght-headed, though, and
utterly exhausted; unsure whether what | could see of the procession that bore
me was real or a fever dream flaring and flickering |ike the torch-fl anes,
stuttering like the drunms and the | ow droni ng voices. Long Wl f-1linbs strode
and shuffled, half-dancing to the dull beat. Shorter ones stal ked besi de them
naked and covered in that same black tracery; the red torchlight and the
shifting nuscles gave it a horrible animation, like a grating into hell. Only
the feet that carried ne didn't dance, but plodded al ong, |eaden and stolid as
any | aden ox. They paid no heed to any obstacles, branch or jutting rock, but
bl undered into them and past, and swng ne agai nst them just as carel essly.

Battered, bruised, scratched and sickened, | lost all sense of tinme till | was
flung bodily down anong soft grasses, with the pole on top of ne. The jar made
nmy head swi magain. | barely caught the hoarse whi sper fromthe dark beside
ne.

' Howdy. '

At first | couldn't speak. 'Ch - hi, Jyp. Didn't make it, eh?
"Caught me in the shallows. This goddam arm Not the Wl ves, the Caribs
- not nice guys. Held ny head under a fewtines for sport - God knows why they
didn't just finish the job.'
Fear crawl ed. 'The others? Mall - Clare -'
|'ve seen O are. Zonbi es dunped her up there a ways - awake and okay, so
far. Mall | didn't see ...'
"She - they hit her pretty hard, Jyp.' | didn't want to say nore; nor he
to hear it.
He was silent awhile, against the background of jabbering WIf voices.
' Ski pper's here, anyhow, and what's left of the crew'



"Jyp - did you see? May Henry -'

"And the mate - and Gray Coll, Lousy Macllw ne, Dickon Merret - yeah, |
saw. Lord, that was a neat trick they pulled. There was | half afraid the
ship'd been hit first - right fromthe nmonent | saw the castle was a trap. It
made sense - but when | saw them all waving, natural as kiss ny ass ..
There's nmore' n Wl ves behind this, or these Injuns. There's a brain.'

| shivered in the chill breeze. 'The Indians - who are they, anyhow?

"Anerinds. Caribs - what the dagoes naned the sea for. After w ping them
out, mostly, or enslaving them They're regular guys enough, the ones left;
but this isn't them

"You nmean - these are the original s? Anot her hangover in tine?
"Kind of looks that way.' He fell silent as footsteps approached, stopped a
nmonent, then hurried on. Tou said - they hit Mall real hard?" 'She - she may
be dead, Jyp.'

'That could be the worst mstake they ever made,' he said at |ast -

t houghtfully, not vengefully. '"She -' | heard himchoke and gasp at the thud
of a boot. | got the sane treatnent next, not hard but right in the kidneys.
Withing, | was only dimy aware of being untied fromthe pole. My hands and
l egs still bound, |I was dragged bodily through the grass till it vani shed
abruptly on bare rocky ground, where | was dropped. | lay blinking, thinking
how bright the torchlight seened; then a hand in my hair hauled ne to ny
knees, and | sawthe two tall fires, and the white stones between, and the
dark sil houettes passing to and fro.

More than that | didn't nake of them just then, because chains rattled
suddenly, and ice-cold iron snapped around ny throat, pinching the flesh
painfully. | pulled away instinctively - and found I wasn't alone. Clare and
all the rest of the crew, Pierce and Hands and the crabbed little steward
anong them were slunped in rows on the cold ground beside nme, fastened
together with what | ooked Iike old slave collars. And next to ne,
unconfortably close, sat the Stryge hinmself. He curled his lip in something
like a sarcastic greeting, but | paid himno nore attention, because next in

line sat Mall. Alive; but her head hung, she was deadly pale, and a thick clot
of bl ood caked her curls at the forehead. Her |owered eyes were dull and
gl azed, and ny heart sank; | saw concussion there, if not a fractured skull. A

bi ker had | ooked like that, after a pile-up | witnessed; and he'd died in the
ambul ance.

Stifled cursing told nme Jyp had been dunped just behind nme. 'So what's
this?" he demanded. 'We in line for service, or what?

"Undoubt edly,' grated Stryge through his stained teeth. "Though I should
be in no haste about it, if |I were you.'
| knew what he nmeant. My eyes were adjusting to the light, and the nore | saw
of the crowd that was gathering the less | liked it. Apart fromthe Wl ves
there were ordinary nen and wonen both anong them nore than a few evidently
Haitians. Not all were the dark-skinned villager types, though, and those
| ooked better fed and conpl acent. The rest were nul attoes, Haiti's powerful
ari stocracy - well-grooned creatures who could have jetted in from London or
New Yor k. Cold gl eaned around their necks and their fingers, jewels flashed in
the firelight; sone wore el egant powdered wi gs and carried qui zzi ng- gl asses,
but others sported hornrinms and chunky Rol exes on their wists. The heavy
robes they all wore | ooked well cut, and the vevers and other strange synbols
swirling about them shone with sequins and gold bullion. These el egant
creatures mingled grotesquely with the naked Caribs in their war-tracery, and
yet they jangled with ornaments just as valuable; not only brass bangl es and
spirals about arm and neck and ankle, but rings of pure soft gold weighing
down their distorted ear-|obes, plugs of gold through lips and nose catching
the fire redly. Here and there, too, white faces gl eamed anmong t he crowd,
white of all shades, sallow as old parchnent or bl eached al bi no-pale; nmany of
them too, wore heavy earrings and ornanments in styles |long forgotten, others
unm st akeabl y nodern hairstyles, glasses even. One blue-rinsed matron had
upswept di amante frames, pure Pal m Beach chic that | ooked incredibly grotesque



and sinister here. | had the odd feeling | was watching a gathering fromfar
away, fromlong years apart in the island's terrible history; and | knew it
coul d be true.

But whatever their origins, swaying, jostling to that soft sinuous beat, they
all |ooked alike, horribly alike. If ever | doubted the brotherhood of man,
saw it paraded before ne that night - at its worst and darkest. Kinship is a
terrible thing when it lies in cold, devouring |ooks, nmerciless, ruthless,
utterly selfish or actively malign, weighing us up |ike prospects for a show

I could imagi ne Romans | ooking that way at captives in the arena, or predatory
Western tourists at sone of the nastier Bangkok cabarets, nmore with cruelty
and delight in degradation than plain old lust. It had | ess effect on nme than
it mght; I was too worried about Mall and Clare. But it did cross ny nind
monentarily that there were worse ways to be than enpty. If ny life had been
hol I ow, fuelled by nothing but anbition, at least it hadn't been filled with
that sort of feeling, driven by those drives. At |east enptiness was neutral -
not a good thing rmaybe, but not a bad one either, depriving nobody but nyself.
O was it?

It was as blinding in its way as that crack on the head, the sudden shock
of recognition. They m ght have been anbitious, too, these people, just as |
was. They sure as hell |ooked it; they |ooked just like the types |I knew They
m ght have cut everything el se out of their lives, just as | had; got what
t hey wanted, where they wanted - and what then? A plateau. Nowhere else to go;
or along, long wait. And what could they do then? |I'd been sensing it
al ready, that enptiness in ny life, that gnawi ng discontent - right fromthat
nmonent at the traffic lights. Sheer anbition - casual sex - they'd been
growi ng | ess enjoyable all the time, these sterile pleasures of nine. Wen
they finally waned, what then? What would | have gone | ooking for, to fill up
my hollow life? What short-cuts to rewards | felt | deserved, to fulfilnments
felt cheated of ? What else, that | mghtn't have known was evil, because
hadn't |eft nyself enough feeling, enough enpathy, to judge? Suppose | cane
across sonething like this ... Wuld | have woken up, one bright norning, and
seen that | ook in nmy shaving nmirror?

Back and forth they swirled, chattering, drinking, reaching up a hand to
caress the tall white stones as they passed them The stone was stained and
scarred with what | ooked |ike firesnmoke; it highlighted some sort of markings
on them rough crude scratchings hardly worth being claimed even as prinitive
art. They | ooked childish, noronic alnpbst, and yet this el egant, excited crew
was greeting themw th an al nbst sensuous reverence.

'Take me out to the ballgane!' remarked Jyp laconically. 'Wat's the big
attraction, old man? This is sone sort of hounfor, right?

Stryge sneered. 'Modre than that, infant! Can you read the signs on those
stones? | thought not! That is the work of these red savages, these Cariba
apes, carved before other nen came to these islands. This is a sobagui, an

altar, one of their ancient shrines - and their cult, you will renmenber, was
amusi ng. '

"Wait a minute,' | said, with a sudden sinking feeling. '"It's not only
the sea that's named for them is it? Caribals ... Cannibals?

"You got it,' said Jyp. 'Can't you just see it, them and the Wl ves
squabbl i ng over our chitlings? Me, |I'd sooner feed the Caribs - any day.'

"Wuld you?' Stryge spat in the dust. H s voice was venonous with
contenpt. 'When they slashed open your sides while you still lived, to stuff

you with herbs and peppers for the spit? They worshi pped cruel gods, that
tribe, preying on their hapl ess nei ghbours to feed their observances. Wen
slaves mingled with them raised in cruelty, shaped with the lash and the
brand - oh, they understood such worship all right. Some took it, mngled it
with their owm Congo witchcraft and the brutalities their masters taught them
They wor shi pped a new god then, one who set hinself above the rest, whose rite
could bind and bend themto his will. A cult of wath and anger and revenge,
drawing its strength fromall things conmon nen call vile.'

He turned to ne, his gaunt face working with strange enotions. 'You, boy



- do you hear those druns? Do you? You who woul d not | eave well enough al one,
you who would neddle in the affairs of forces past the scope of your enpty
dream ng! They are the druns | nade you hear, far away, beyond the ocean and
t he sunset, the tambours maringuin. They speak a name, softly yet; soon, nore
loudly, till the hillsides throb with the beat, and all in town or village
trenble and bar their doors, clasp their charnms tight against |oup-garous and
mangeurs nmoun. For this is the cult of Petro, the dark way of ouanga, the
leftward path of vodun that can tw st and deform even the Invisibles

t hensel ves into shapes of vicious evil. And this, tonight at these ancient
stones, this is its ancestral tonnelle, the tenple where it was first
procl ai nmed. '

| felt deadly cold; but I was running with sweat. Tou nean - that it was a
cerenony like this? In the boiling water? That they were going to sacrifice -

"Triple idiot!' raged the old man. "Cretin, can you not listen to a word
| say? It was not some such cerenony! It was this cerenpny! Here! Tonight,
child of msfortune! Arite of sacrifice - and something nore! And all your
fool's | abours have served only to lead us to it! Not only she you sought to
snatch back - all of us! To share her fate!’

He spoke | oud enough for Clare to hear. | |ooked up in alarmand nmet her
eyes, wide and wild with fright -and yet searching, | could tell, for sone
word to say. 'You tried!' she choked. 'You tried - that's what matters -'

But the others were silent, even Jyp; and Strgye | aughed coldly. 'You may
think little enough of yourself to say that, child! But a chit's life, or this
hol | ow shell that calls itself a man, what are they to mne? | for one did not
l[ive in the worlds so long to be turned out of themon such a fool's errand,
and left to wander my own way back again!'’

' Then do sonet hing about it!' barked Jyp. 'O go choke on your own
forked tongue, you old copperhead -'

"Stay!' said Le Stryge, very sharply, and the fire gl eaned on his greasy
coat as he leaned forward, listening. O was he listening? He seened intent on
some sense; but it was not one | shared. Then, very coldly, he | aughed. 'Do?
What can | do, fettered in cold iron? No strength in me will pass it. Find ne
a force fromoutside, now ... But for that, even could it be done, it is too
| ate. Sonething cones, sonme other approaches ...' Suddenly the sweat stood out
on his high brow and he cried out softly. "Evil is herel A strength - an evil
anci ent and strong. Not of ny kind -'

He rounded on ne, wld-eyed and panting, so hard he alnpost pulled Mall over.
"You! You starver of your soul, you waverer between good and evil, taster of
neit her -you worshi pper of enptiness, of gauds and trinkets! This is your

doi ng, this you have brought on us! It draws nearer ... nearer CHAPTER TEN

1 TWSTED MY HEAD away fromthe old man's spitting vehenmence, like a cobra's
venom | could have felt ashamed, or angry, | suppose; in fact | felt al nost
nothing. Alittle nervousness, a little queasy uncertainty - but at the heart
of it all an absence of feeling, a nunbness. It was |ike |ooking out of a

wi ndow into a deep black pit. An awareness of failure, maybe; | didn't know. |
wasn't used to it.

But the poi sonous ol d voice dropped suddenly to a whi sper and fel
silent. The drums, too, sank to a shuddering nmutter, the jabbering commotion
of the crowd collapsed into an awed nmurnur, the sounds nerging into a soft,
uneasy threnody. Even the flanes seenmed to bend and dwi ndl e, though the dank
air was still and cool. Then the crowd parted suddenly, men and wonen
scuttling hastily aside, clearing a path to the fires and the stone beyond.

For a nonent it stood enpty; then something noved across the flames. Al ong the
barren ground towards us a | ong shadow fell. \Wat cast it was no nore than a
shape, a dark silhouette like the outline of a man swathed in hooded robes,
like a nedieval nonk alnost; or a leper. Along its own shadow it canme gliding
towards us, black and inpenetrable, as if no nore than a deeper shadow itself.
It halted snoothly a few feet in front of us - in front of ne. And then in one
fluid noverent it bowed.

Bowed fromthe waist, with a dancer's grace, alnmost to the ground. For a



nicely calculated instant it remai ned poised, steadying itself on a tal

sl ender bl ack cane; then it rose unhurriedly upright, and brushed back the
shadowi ng cow . Bright dark eyes glittered into mine, with an inpact that was
al nost physical - a shock so sharp | didn't inmrediately see there was any face
around them Let alone a face |I'd seen before. Not a Wlfs face, or a
native's. A European face; but naturally swarthy, deeply tanned, and tinged
wi th an unpl easant yellow, jaundiced and unhealthy, nothing Iike the

gol den- ski nned Caribs. The high brow was deeply furrowed, the face unlined
save for the deep channels that flanked the narrow hooked nose and shaped the
bl ack moustachi os |ike fangs around the thin dark |lips and jutting, arrogant
chin. Black hair only slightly tinged with grey swept back fromthat frowning

forehead to ripple elegantly about the neck. Blacker still were the eyes it
hooded, curiously enpty despite their glitter, as if some vast void |urked
behi nd their bright lenses; and the whites were yell owed and unhealthy. Al in
all, a strange, striking face, nowl sawit clearly. Proud as a king's, alnost

- and yet too marked with concern, cunning, malice to |l ook royal. A
statesman's face, a politician's - a Talleyrand, not a Napoleon. And with a
hint of sickliness that | hadn't noticed, in that New Ol eans street, |eading
me astray; or behind the wheel of that car nobody but me seenmed to see. Or on
Katj ka's cards ..
Not a king, then - a knave.

For an instant he seened to hesitate. Then long fingers rippled in an
el egant salute, gens flashing in the firelight; and he spoke.

"/ Muy estimado senores y senoritasf Softly, deferentially; and mainly to
me. 'l beg your nobst gracious forgiveness that | amforced to receive you in
such a fashion, wthout announcerment or proper introduction. Such, however,
are the circunstances of the hour.' Sometine around the eighteenth century
t hey nmust have made a big fuss about his perfect English. To me, with his
lisping accent, it was heavy going. 'May | therefore take the liberty of
presenting myself? | have the honour to be the Don Pedro Argote Luis-Mria de
Gonez y Zal divar, Hidalgo of the nost Royal Order of ... But a nere recitation
of honours woul d no doubt weary fol k of your station! To these our poor
observances let nme bid you a nbpst sincere wel cone.’

Nobody said anything. The Knave seened to be waiting. 'You know who we
are,' | gromed. "All of us, if you' re the man behind all this. Are you?'

"In a sense, senor, you oblige ne to adnit that | am' He bowed again,
| ess deeply. The cloak parted to reveal a costume not unlike Pierce's but
about ten tines as florid - an outburst of ruffles at the throat, a |ong
wai st coat enbroi dered with what | ooked |ike pearls and other stones, breeches
with a satiny sheen and gil ded shoes. It was the sort of costune you see in
the Prado, going dusty in portraits of |ong-forgotten grandees. 'In another
sense, however, the one "behind all this", as you so anusingly put it, is you,
Senor Esteban.'

C VB

He spread his hands w de. 'Wy, of a certainty. For it was you yourself,
senor, that we have been seeking. Al this so very great effort was expended
for the sole purpose of attracting you to this island; or to a | esser place
within our reach. But the island was best.'’

"I knew it!' exploded Jyp. 'l damm well knew it! | was right to chase you
away! Shouldn't ever have | et you conme back again -'

A courteous hand was lifted, and Jyp shut up at once. 'Ah, Senor Pilot,
I must ask your forgiveness for having so unfortunately msled you. O our
original intention the Senor Esteban formed no part; how could he, when we
were not then aware even of his existence? Only when he began - you wll
forgive me? - to interfere, and noreover to take an interest in us, using his
own nost curious magical devices, to a gravely unhealthy extent; only then did
he call hinself to our attention. Yet the creature you call the dupiah, had it
been rel eased successfully fromits hiding-place, would have had as its
ultimate and nost difficult task to ensnare just such a nan as he.'

"And just what the hell d'you nmean by that?' | demanded.



He gave a slightly surprised shrug. 'Wiy, a man of some small standing within
the I nner World, senor. A young man, no doubt, yet one who had al ready
achi eved much success, whose undoubted gifts carried the promse TT

of far greater advancenent still. But a man of holl owness, an enpty soul .’

It was nmy turn to explode. 'You prinping little son-of-a-bitch -’

Again the hand lifted. Courteously; but the very gesture hit me like a
vicious slap in the open nouth, jarring ny teeth, stiffening ny tongue.
strangl ed on ny words.

"But senor, an expression nerely - a figure of speech, no nore!' There

was no trace of nockery in the level tones. '|I beg you nobst earnestly to
accept that | intended not the slightest insult.' The long fingers waved
deprecatingly. 'After all, was | not once just such a man nysel f?

| gaped, and then a sort of horrible laughter welled up in ne. ' You?

You're putting ne on a level with -'

The snigger was politely deprecating. 'Ch, hardly, senor, hardly! After
all, was | not born a hidalgo, the lord of wi de plantations, even sone silver
m nes, and many strong slaves to work then? Wiereas yourself ... But | was
constrained to grow up very nuch al one, there being no other child wthin easy
reach fit for me to associate with. It was perhaps inevitable that, dwelling
al one anong nean and | esser nen, so far fromthe civilized conpany of ny
peers, | should grow somewhat... apart fromthem'

He turned for a nonent to survey the silent crowd behind him and they
avoi ded his | ook. Wl f and human alike. For the first time | felt an openly
sardoni c edge to his voice, and something el se, sonething nore deeply
di st ur bi ng.

"What use had | for them after all? Wat could they show ne but the mirror of
nmysel f, the follies of |ove and hate alike? Upon reachi ng manhood | was sent
into society for a while - and there they presuned to reject ne. They - 1!
Those strutting popinjays the nen! Those | ovely wonmen, who shoul d have been
flattered to uncover the fires they kindl ed! They |aughed foolishly behind
their fans and passed on. Bored - jaded - and have you not felt as much,
senor? - | sank nyself in my work, ny ambition | drove nmy slaves with fear and
pain to | abour to their nmiserable limt, | grew inconparably rich as the world
nmeasures riches; yet | valued wealth only as an enbl em of success - a banner |
could brandish in the face of the world. As, senor, | am sure you understand."'

I'd never been anything like rich - and yet, though part of nme revolted
violently at the idea, | found nyself nodding automatically. | did understand.
Sonehow t hat unsettling note in his voice, part pleading, part persuading, and
still somehow domi nating, conpelled nme to face up to it, to admt how alike we
were. And yet

| couldn't help protesting. 'But |'ve never done anything like ... like
you! Never wanted to! | had anbitions, yes. A career - politics, maybe, one
day ... But the feeling of achievenent, | didn't really want nore than that.
Knowi ng | was succeeding ... showing it -' Success
- the successful man's image - that's what it was. A
badge, a seal of approval to prove how rmuch | mattered,
how i nportant | was. To drive hone ny status ,in other
people's eyes. To shield me fromtheir questions, their
doubts - and fromny own. You can't argue with
success ..

He saw ny hesitation, and nodded benignly; he forgave ne. 'Ah, | m ght
have been thus content, senor, in ny turn. For what else remains to those the
world will not give their due? Were it not for a npbst fortunate turn in ny
affairs ... Though | adnmit it did not seemso at the tine; as your present
situation, perhaps, does not to you. There canme an outbreak of the vomto
negro, that you call the Yellow Jack fever, and | was infected. It took that.
It took weeks of fever and delirium and spectral visions, of lying close to
death and weeping lest it claimme still young, before I had found out what it
was to live. It took so nuch to lift me out of my narrow sphere to that which



my talents truly deserved.' He smled.

"As it has taken all this for you, | doubt not. For in ny delirium!]l
wal ked strange paths, saw visions, understood for the first tine that there
must be worlds beyond the limts of our owmn. And | saw nyself. It was at the
very crisis of that nortal distenper that the truth cane to ne
- that it was death itself that gave life meaning. That one never lives so
i ntensely, or clings so keenly to life, but in death's presence. Then, senor
then | understood; it was the driving of slaves that truly fulfilled nme, and
not the result. And never nore so than in the dealing out of life and death,
the sl ow or sudden tipping of the scale.’

The Knave smiled faintly. 'l had of course already becone acquainted wth
the many and curious varieties of religious practice nmy purchased creatures
had brought with themfromtheir African honmel ands. Many, naturally, benign
and insipid, or mere crude raucous release. But others were nore prom sing.
And anong the Maun-dangues, fromthat region you call by the barbarous nane

Cangau, | now discovered beliefs and techni ques which though unrefined were
quite peculiarly to ny taste. So the elect few who knew of them | spared and
studied -oh, in a spirit of sinple anusenent, at first, | assure you! Until

began to perceive that within these bl oody barbarian games there were rea
forces at work, and greater gains to be had than nere diversion. Then | set

nmyself to learn. | sat at the feet of those who bore ny fetters, even enbraced
them as brothers in blood - I, a grandee of Spain!' He tapped the ground with
his cane, twice; and the chill of it seened to flow up into me, nunbing ny

heart. 'But only by such abasements is enlightennent attained. Regard, if you
pl ease, these inconveni ences you now suffer in that light; for fromthem
believe ne, | intend that you shall gain! Every bit as much as | did. And that
was great.'

Hi s voi ce had dropped, yet | hung upon his every word. 'For | becane a
houngan priest, in touch with the Invisibles. But that was only a first step
a shallow one. The true depths are dark, and to darkness | turned, to the nost
wi cked and corrupt anmong that servile race. | learned fromthemthe arts of
mal i ce and conpul sion, of sorcery and necromancy; | becane a bocor, an adept
of the dark. And within a short tine, ny inborn mastery asserting itself, |
becanme the greatest anong those who had taught me, and cast them down to
tremble and suffer with the rest of their kind.'

A sudden image swirled before ne, like paint in water. Myself, in the white
robes of the nen around us, plastered with painted markings ... 'And that's
what you mean for nme?' | couldn't stifle another manic attack of giggles. Tou

want to nake me into a bl oody wi tchdoctor?

He seemed nore anused than offended. 'Ch, no indeed, senorl You m sjudge
me. That dreary and wasteful time | would spare you. So many fal se turnings,
so many foolish seekings after fulfilment - so many terrible regrets! | did
not then realize they were but one step on a quest |onger than | could have
dreant - save perhaps in ny fevers. Such squal or, such nere savagery - these
were nere beginnings | have | ong surpassed.' He gazed down at ne with a | ook
of delight and wonder, al most childish, the way a single-m nded scientist

m ght contenplate his rarest and nost precious specimen. 'As you will, senor
in your turn.'
| stared. That was about all | could do. T don't understand,"’

stamered. 'Wat're you tal king about? Wat are you offering ne?
He | aughed. ' Things you cannot yet inmagi nel Power beyond your dreans! But
for now, only to begin with -power as you would understand it, domnion in

your world. Men will follow you, men, aye, and wonen - a few at first, then a
party - a city - aregion - a nation! You will deal with themat your whim
the nore so, the nore they will flock to you! And you will draw sustenance

fromthemas | did, and live on as they die, untouched by years! What do
of fer you? That, senor! That but for a beginning!’

| stared. The tirade had left ne literally speechless, my thoughts
whirling like a sputtering firework. |'d seen the soul of a man laid bare - or
nore than a man, or |less. And why? Because this Don Pedro thought | was



anot her of his kind. That 1'd hardly be anything | ess than eager to | eap at
what he offered, if only |I could be made to understand. Not a scientist, or a
child; a lonely nonster, maybe hoping he'd found a friend?

And how wong was he? He'd gone |looking for -call it love; human warnth, at
| east. Denied it, he'd chan- nelled his frustration into anbition, sadism god
knows what. But nme - I'd had love, hadn't I? And 1'd throwm it away. |'d taken

that same anbition and stuck it up on an altar, deliberately sacrificed |ove

toit. If anything, that sounded worse. God above, maybe he was right! Maybe

woul d I'i ke what he offered. Maybe he was what 1'd come to, anyway, in the end
There was the i mage again. Myself as - what was the nane? A bocor

munbo-j unboi ng over the enbers of a dying fire, drawing vevers with nmy fingers

No! It was too damm ridiculous. | was about to burst out |aughing again
when | felt the gritty maize flour turn to computer keys beneath ny
fingertips. That brought back, sharp as a tang of spices, the famliar thril
of calling up information, juggling it, manipulating it. The way | felt
getting to grips with a really difficult deal, tying up a knotty contract in a
wat erti ght package of agreenents, provisos, penalties ..

Only here, sonmehow, | knew | was dealing a whole order of nagnitude
hi gher. The flows of world trade, the checks and bal ances of hi gh comerce,
the econonies of nations - all the forces that dictate the life of every nan,
fromthe Amazon Indian in his grass hut to the Chairman of the Suprenme Sovi et.
And they woul d becone one man's to command. They woul d obey these fl ow ng
fingers, the face reflected in the borders of the screen. A handsone face in
its way, hard but nmagnetic, strongly lined, white-haired but crackling with
yout hful vigour - and still wunarguably nine

I fought to blink away the vision. There was a fierce directness to it
that shot right past consci ousness and conmon sense, as whol esale a grab at ny

instincts as a Pirelli calendar - or a religious experience. My words slurred
over ny tongue. "Wy ...’
"Why?' Again that possessive, gloating smle. 'Because, seizor, | have need of

you! Because to gain ny end | had to sacrifice all that | had amassed. In ny
quest | was forced to |leave the Inner Wrld behind me, to slough off all that
was worldly about me. So now | nust have an agent within it - clever

i nstrument of my designs, trusted sharer in their rich rewards! And in you
find the fabric, the fallow soil fit for the plough, the fine clay for the
turning -and the firing!' He wung his hands in sheer pleasure. 'And soon
swiftly! Wthout the long years | cast away on gratifying childish fancies -

ontrifling, tentative essays of nmy will. Al that | have, | shall share with
you! Al that I am | shall make you! And all you can reach out and grasp
shal | be yours!'’

| was spellbound; | couldn't protest, | didn't want to. Through ny

hands, through ny comanding m nd the world' s conmerce poured |like a shining
river, to be diverted this way and that, settling its gol d-dust sedinents

wher esoever | chose. But still sonething didn't quite belong there, sone
factor that kept bobbing up in the torrents of ny mnd and wouldn't sink ..
'The others!' | choked. 'Ckay, |'mhere! What d'you need themfor, now?

Clare - you don't have any use for her any nore! Let her go! Let themall go!'
| don't know what reaction | expected. Anything, perhaps, except the
ghastly flicker of fury that crossed the sallow face, clear as lightning in a

sul phurous sky. The nostrils pinched tight, the dark eyes narrowed to slits,
the livid lips crunpled; blood rose beneath the high cheekbones, then drained
as swiftly fromthe papery skin. It fell inward as if sucked, flat against the
bone, | eathery and winkled; the teeth bared in a horrible grin, the nuscles
shrank, the tendons stood out |like rope. Only the eyes remained full beneath
their parchment lids, but their lustre dulled like drying ink

Sweep a torch around a dry crypt or cataconb and a face |like that m ght
| eap out at you; or as |I'd done, in one of those Neapolitan mausol euns with
gl ass-panelled coffins, 1'd seen hands, too, with nails that had gone on
growi ng, yellowed and ridged and curling; and though his never touched ne, |



felt the bite of themas ny face was sl apped sharply, fromside to side. Stil
fum ng, he bowed again, very stiffly.

'Desolated as | amto contradict the senor, not for anything in the world
woul d I have these your friends m ss the occasion! Indeed, their absence would
severely hinder the whol e proceedings!' Stryge let out a horrible sneering caw
of laughter, and his breath rolled over nme |like sewer gas. 'Call yourself one
who binds Inmortals, do you? And you can't even spell this enpty thing's nind
off his friends! You - bah! I've net the |like of you before - spiders in your
ceiling! What man dares hold Their kind in thrall?

Don Pedro bowed deeply once again, and when he rose the face was cl ear
and conposed as before. 'l defer to a colleague of rare distinction; a pity he
nmust share the fate of his inferiors. True, no man could hunble Them so. But |
have | ong since ceased to be only a man.'

Stryge gargled and spat. 'That error's comon enough - the cure swift and
final! What are you but a petty Caligula who's |earned a bit of
hedge-w zardry? "Enjoy your delusions while you may, nan; they only nock you,
biding Their time to strip themfromyou! Yes, and all el se besides!’
"Caligula? The dark man seened anused. 'Hardly; for he was but a nortal who

dreaned hinself a god. Wereas | -' He |ooked at me again. '"At first, | assure
you, | had no such thoughts. | sought only to enhance an exi stence grown
burdensone, to find ... satisfactions beyond the conventional' He chuckl ed

slightly, as a man m ght at sone naive chil dhood nenmory. 'Wth the wealth ny
creatures made ne | bought ever nore, and devised ne ingeni ous anusenents.
Sone | sent to deaths swift and painful. OQthers | spared to tread a narrow
line, loosening little by little their holds on life, watching themcling al
the faster to the dwi ndling, deluding shreds left them Fromthat death in
life | gave them fast or slow, | learned to draw new life to refresh nme, and
that was nuch; yet even that paled. For once | held the race of slaves in the
pal m of ny hand, once | as both naster and bocor could lash not only their
cringing bodies but their thoughts, their dreans, their hearts - then the
strength | could draw fromtheir tornents grew thin. Even then | had cone to
depend on it, to sustain ny very being. Even then blood was the wine | drank

angui sh the air | breathed. | must needs cast around for some new source. But
as yet | |lacked the courage and the vision to seek the Absolute. So, linited
as | still was, | turned - as a man nust, nust he not? - to ny own people.’

The Knave smiled. 'Not that it was altogether w thout satisfaction. Poor
fool s! Their cruelties had been al nmost as great as mine, but idly practised,
wi t hout purpose. The island seethed beneath them vyet still they drifted
feckl essly through their nmasques and | evees and futile festivals. Upon theml
unl eashed pl agues and poxes and contentions unnunbered, and filled their
graveyards. And then out of them | awoke some of them those who had nost

of fended ne, and the loveliest. Them | |led through many a rout of ny own
devising.' He shook his head with nostalgic indulgence. "It is said nenories
of some still linger among the walls of nmy old hone - you saw, perhaps? Even

so. That was satisfying, of course; yet some artistic touch seened called for
to cap the jest. So | took nmy hold over the slaves, and turned it into a
stronger whip than their nmasters'. A cult of blood and revenge -with rites of
such enornmities that they left those who took part stripped of restraint or

fear; for they had al ready done the worst. | becane as a god anong them
al nrost one of the Invisibles nmyself; and | |lashed theminto savage and
nmerciless revolt. Triple irony!'" He tittered faintly. "That |, their

tornentor, should win themtheir freedom Though of course | sawto it that
the aftermath was suitably bloody, that little peace has cone to them down the
years. A greater irony still, then, that they by their worship should set ny
faltering feet on the path to power.'

Al this tine nobody had spoken; it wasn't hard to guess why. But at
that, abruptly, a head lifted, and a voice croaked ' Thou? Their npbst besti al
of tormentors they've worshipped as their liberator? The Petro rites, the
living spirit of the slave-folk's vengeance - the cult of anger, the bl oody
of ferings - all thine?



To ny astoni shnent - and by the |l ook of the man, to his - it was Mall who had
managed to speak. Bedraggl ed, bl ood-streaked, wan - but alive and awake. M
heart alnpst literally |leapt at the sight of her. The man whom she had call ed
Don Pedro seened to feel very differently. H's dark glance flicked over her
like a snake's tongue, and he bowed, stiffly this time, alnost guardedly.
"The senorita is correct,' he said. '"Mne, all of them The nob enbrace
hi mwho will pour out blood before them and fail to see it is their own. Ws
it not ever so, with |iberators?
She said nothing nore, only struggled to hold her wavering gaze on him He
turned away fromher in a billow of cloak, and to me once again. '|I am Don
Pedro, whom they nane Petro; and as one of the Invisibles thensel ves have |
become, and into ny hand their powers are given.' He clenched it, solemly,
slowy. 'l had lived many centuries, when at last | took the great step. | had
brought ny inner purpose to blossom come into ny true strength. And yet next
to the Invisibles | was still as nothing. To be feared, to be obeyed is much;
yet those who obeyed were but the poor folk of a wetched island, easily cowed
and driven. And god though they thought me, still | was no nore than an
internediary, able in subtle ways to call upon the powers of the Invisibles,
but wielding little that was m ne. The powers of the Invisibles! They did but
remnd me nore fully of ny enptiness. The want of them burned w thin ne,
reduced ny nmost refined joys to ashes. The agonies of a very race seened too
cheap a gift to console me for what | did not have! So | probed constantly, |

sumoned, questioned, bargained - till at last | understood that to gain ny
greater end | nmust first lose all | had. So | took the |ast step, the
greatest. | |loosed ny bonds. | set the Inner World behind ne, and cast nyself
adrift upon the currents of Time, in constant quest of some still closer
deeper, nmore fulfilling union with Death. |I sought - and | found! Among the

I nvi si bl es thensel ves | found One forever hungry for dom nion over the rest,
and over a wider world - over all the worlds that night be, in the end. Yet
even He could not assert it, not alone. Infinitely beyond m ne was H s
strength; but ny driving intelligence - that He lacked! Till He came to me and

joined with me, poured hinmself into nmy hollow heart! | found -and for the
first timeinall my long life | tasted fulfilnment! Fromthe heights to the
depths | was filled, | was conplete and nore than conplete!"’

He pressed his hand to his chest. 'Thus bl ended, we becane a greater One
- greater than Hs fellows, and master anbng them Able to bend their
strengths to ny will, to tornent not merely nortal men but higher forces, and
draw out their strength for ny owmn. To put blood in Erzulie's eye, searing
fire in her thighs! To drive Agwe to a storm ng frenzy, to have Danbal | ah
shake the Earth within his coils! Al nust obey me when ny druns beat, when ny
rite is chanted - when over ny stone the life-blood streans!’

The fires crackled and flared suddenly, and though he stood with his back
al nost squarely to them an answering gl eam seened to | eap and flicker in his
eyes. 'l attained the highest power | sought - and in that tineless hour |
first tasted true joy. And that, senor Esteban - all that is what | offer you
- and you dare to hesitate?

"What -' | was croaking. 'Wat are you going to do?

The long fingers rippled |ike descending rain. 'Tonight our rites shal
call down the loas - and they will come. Conme to you! But not in their bland
natural forms, no, to make bestial festival with fools. They shall cone as |
will them in the power and the terror that we shall unleash upon that
unsuspecting Inner World, you and I'! And through it, all the infinite
universes, all the tine and times which spiral out fromit! They will be our

Wi nepress, in which we tread the hearts of nen and hi gher forces alike, tread
themout to the bitter I ees! Fromthe agonies of a single child to worlds that
go down in slow fire!’

He nust have caught the | ook on ny face. He made a deprecating gesture. 'O
course, these are but nysteries to you now. You do not yet appreciate them -
how coul d you? But | expected nmore - ambition, shall we say? Less mired in the
passing fates of others. Still, | assure you, all will be clear to you, soon



soon. Wen you in turn are fulfilled. Wen the | oa takes his place within you,
when you are no | onger the shell you have left yourself - then you will
under stand. Reach out, Senor Esteban, accept with joy the cup that is offered
you! It is a great honour; but one which, if you are wise, you will riot
refuse.' His voice faded to a soft crooning whisper. 'lIndeed, in al
conscience | could not allow you to.'

The courtesies were an open nockery now. To begin with he'd been weavi ng
a web around me, a net of neanings behind his words, charged with some power
to persuade ne, snare ne into eager submission. Nowit blewin the wind |ike
ragged cobwebs. He woul d not take ne by subtlety now, which nmeant, | guessed,
he was going to rely on force. What kind, | couldn't guess; but | was horribly
afraid. The idea of not being me - | was shaking, and ny bruises hurt.
Idiotically, knowi ng how useless it was, | strained and ki cked agai nst ny
bonds; but the iron neckring clattered. It had held the strongest slaves once;
and what had he done to then? | fought to stifle a whinper, and was deadly
ashamed when | couldn't.

Slow y the Knave shook his head. Again the cane tapped the ground. The

nunbi ng chill was spreading through all ny Iinbs now, a |eaden, |anguorous
feeling that was not entirely unpl easant, as soft and relentless as that quiet
voice. 'Struggle, if you will; you but pain yourself to no purpose. In such as

you, senor, there is no power to resist what comes. The door stands open
there is none within to bar it. And as for your friends, let me reassure you.
Only be patient, and you will see their worries also cone to an end! And now,
| trust you will excuse ne. Qur solemn rite must not be del ayed!’

Once, twi ce, he bobbed deep bows to me, then whirled around in a billow
of cloak and strode away -

O did he? He seenmed to be wal ki ng; but he passed over the rough ground
too smoothly and too fast, gliding like a wi nd-spun leaf. A deadly shiver
shook ne, a chill deeper than the ground. 1'd thwarted him sonmehow, and in
anger and di sappoi ntnent, as one does, he was letting appearances slip. 'What
the hell is he?" | breathed.

Le Stryge let out a great spraying wheeze of a chuckle. 'But of course, yes,
you were pleading with him So touching; but a trace too late - a century or
two, maybe! How did you not see at once? Fromthe eyes, boy, the eyes! A
creature gnawed away fromwithin, like a grub with a parasite, a wal king
shell. Nothing left of himbut habits and nmenories, the real man eaten up | ong
since. Fromsuch as that et a man keep his distance, if he wants to stay a
man! Small use pleading with it!"’

"What else can | do?' | denmanded, feeling the blood sink out of my face.
Don Pedro had been trying to persuade ne | could go the way he went - and
still stay human. What would it really be Iike? Being worked |ike a puppet

fromw thin?

O would | even know about it? Whuld thoughts conme to nme just the way ny
own di d? Ideas to act on, that seened like nmy own nost of the time - and yet,
just now and again, there m ght be this creeping, helpless doubt. And all the
time there'd be less and |l ess that was really mne, unti

| saw only too clearly what Le Stryge had neant. In school biology class
I'd kept caterpillars. Sonme died suddenly; and |I'd found that the grow ng wasp
[arva within had eaten themaway to a nmere bag of skin, a living mask of
flesh. And all the while they'd kept noving, kept on feeding just the sane as
ever, so |'d never noticed the difference.

"l don't want to beconme like him'

"You won't be able to help it,' Stryge told nme evenly. "It is as he says.
You al so are enpty, though you are not so aware. Less enpty than he, naybe,
since you show sone concern for others; but the spirit within you is small and
shrivell ed. You know neither great |ove nor great hate, great good or great
evil. You have starved your life of what life is, and there is too nmuch space
wi thin. Such people are nost easily possessed; and often, despite what they
t hi nk, they welcome it."'

'"So you say!' | snarled. 'So you bloody well keep saying! Wo the hel



are you to condemm ne? You're damn near as creepy as he is! If you're a ful
man |'d sooner be enpty.'
Stryge's snmile was suddenly frightening, and in his eyes | seemed to see the
orange firelight flickering anmpbng the rubbish-strewn scrub-grass of his vacant
lot. "I amfull, | contain multitudes ... Mst of it you would neither |ike
nor understand. But at least it is all of ny own choosing. It serves ne, not |
it.'

| shivered. 'And ne? What's he need ne for so badly, anyhow?

The old man snorted. 'What? Is it not obvious? This Don Pedro, for al
his power, left the Core long centuries ago, having dwelt nowhere beyond this
isle; and for that we may be thankful. O this world he wi shes to rule he
knows little - whereas yo'u, boy that you are, are adept at manipulating it.
Wth you as their instrument they'll have all your skills at their disposal
They woul d not need such clunsy plots as the one you and the Pilot foiled;
trying to sneak a dupi ah and a Wl f-pack past our barriers to seek power by
bri gandage in the Core. They could smuggle in whatever they liked, by ways we
of the Ports cannot touch. And they may ai m higher, intending to have you rise
to a position of power. What could one such home d' affaires not achieve with
the mght of the Invisibles behind him w elded subtly and ruthlessly? You
woul d unl eash their domain throughout all the circles of the Wrld -'

"Stop it! Stop itr It was as if Clare's voice broke the bonds her |inbs
couldn't. "Don't just gloat over him you snelly old bastard! It's not his
fault!’

A sudden roll and surge of the drunms gave weight to her words, a
t hunderous crash that faded suddenly to silence. The crowd swayed and split,
and for a nonent | glinpsed the druns thensel ves, dark cylinders the height of
ordinary nmen, grouped in threes with their tall WIf drumrers poi sed over
them their elephantine skins gleaming with oil and sweat, their dyed
parrot-crests brushing the cerenonial tonnelle roof.

"There's truly nothing you may do?' Mall demanded thickly, over that
i nstant of tense quiet. 'However desperate - nothing?

Stryge snuffled scornfully. '"If there were, I'd not have waited on your word!
The cerenony begins. First the manges mneurs, the lesser sacrifices to lure
down the Invisibles anong the worshi ppers. Then the nmanges majeurs, the

great sacrifices, that will bend themto Don Pedro's will. Then - it will be
too late. They'll bring their power to bear on our enpty-headed friend here,
and he nust fall. Not that we'll be there to see it! If any hope remains -' He

jerked his head in nmy direction; and for the first tine | saw fear flicker
faintly in that ancient, flinty gaze. 'Then let it lie with him'
'"Wth me?

| al most screaned aloud at the cruelty of it. Lay all this on ne?

Fi ngers stroked the drumheads and they sang, a | ow humr ng note that
swel l ed and grew. Another note blended with it, a soft droning chant that fel
oddly off the beat, a lurching, distorted nusic. There were words in it, but I
couldn't make themout. Then the stretched hi des bell owed and roared as bone
sticks and open palns fell on them a roll that rose and fell like surf and
stuttered into a kind of march. From behind the drums figures appeared,
hal f - swayi ng, half-strutting, with the solemm sl owness of a ritual procession
Slowy, very slowy, they wove towards the fire, towards the high white
stones. Atall Wlf, robed in ragged bl ack, |ed the way, shaking a huge gourd
hung about wi th what | ooked |ike knuckl ebones, and white ivory beads that
gleaned in the red light - or were they teeth? On either side of him dwarfed,
two haughty-1ooking nmulatto wonen swung tall thin staves topped with red
banners, enbroidered with conpl ex vever signs. Behind them marched two Carib
men, hol ding up naked cutlasses on their tattooed palns and trailing in their
wake nmen and wonen of all the notley races there, rattling bone-gourds,
shuffling their bare feet on the ground. | saw sone tread on sharp-1 ooking
stones, on still-glowing fragments spat from sappy |ogs, but they didn't seem
to notice. Others drifted out fromthe cromd as they passed, while the rest
took up the chant and swayed to it, stretching their arns wide, rolling their



heads fromside to side. Around the flanmes they wheeled, still chanting, and
shuffled to a halt before the altar-stone.
Abruptly, without any signal that | could see, the tonel ess chant broke off.
The whol e procession sank down as one, the crowd sagged |ike collapsing
canvas. Wl f and human alike crouched huddl ed with arns above their heads.
Only one was left standing, at the rear of the gathering, one | knew dam wel |
hadn't been there a nmoment ago. Wth the unhurried nmovenent of a ritual the
cow ed figure glided forward over the backs of his prostrate foll owers and
stepped delicately up onto the flat fire-scarred rock. The druns stammered and
yel ped, the arns stretched out and the cow fell back. Like the moon glinting
from behi nd bl ack cloud the cold sallow face of Don Pedro gazed down upon his
fol |l oners.

| could see himclearly, still with that faint half-smle. An instant of
breat hl ess silence was shattered by a burst of aninal noise, a deep rebellious
lowi ng that set off a cacophony of other calls. Chickens squawked, sonething
bl eated - sheep or goats, nmaybe - and at |east two dogs were yel ping. It
didn't sound one little bit absurd; it was unnerving as hell. If they were
what | thought they were ..

Don Pedro spread his hands and snapped his fingers once, explosively. In
a flurry of robes the leading WIf scuttled up to join himon the altar, and
ot hers behind him Caribs and whites and bl acks, alnost all towering over the
little figure. It was he, though, outlined in the light, who seend |like the
one fixed point, and they as insubstantial as their shadows on the stone,
hunched and shivering. He sang out, in that |isping voice of his
Cote solei'leve? Li leve |ans Vest! Cotee solei' coucheP Li couche |ans
Qui nee

Yet it sounded harsher, nore powerful than the thunderous, ecstatic
whi sper of the crowd's response.

Li nans GQui nee,

Grands, ouvri'chem n pour noins!

Then slowy at first, in a peculiar throbbing rhythm they began to clap
growi ng stronger, faster till they drowned out the drunms. "The batterie
maconni que,' nurnured the Stryge softly. 'The Knocking on the Door -'
"Party gettin' under way, huh?' said Jyp tautly.

Don Pedro closed his eyes an instant, as if in anticipation. Then he took
atall pitcher fromone of his acolytes, and turning to face the front, the
fires and finally the rock behind, he lifted it and shook it gently in
salutation - to the conpass points, it |ooked |like. Then abruptly he yelled
somet hi ng, and dashed a stream of what the pitcher held against the white
stone. It |ooked |ike blood, flushing red-brown; but then, |eaning unconcerned
out over the flames, he tipped a streaminto the left-hand fire and swing it
around into the right. An arc of blue fire hissed up across the front of the
altar. He raised the pitcher to us - and hurled it, spraying, through the
flames. W ducked aside as it fell and shattered ampbngst us, |eaving a conet's
trail of droplets that blazed and stung. The crowd roared, the drums rolled in
celebration, and the cries of the startled animals rang | ouder than ever. A
sickly stink filled the air; it was rumhe'd burned, and pretty powerful
stuff.

The drumbeat qui ckened. On the altar the acol ytes bobbed and hopped around
their god-figure, flinging out libations of rumand flour and what | ooked |ike
wi ne. The crowd clustered forward, holding up their hands in the supplication
of the starving for the synbolic food, barging and tranpling, twisting this
way and that |ike snakes follow ng the charner's pipe. Among the crowd a wonman
screeched, a frightful tearing sound that was something nore than protest, and
sprang out before the altar, whirling, leaping to the beat, cavorting in the
tangl e of her robes till she | ooked no | onger human in the firelight, nore

li ke sonme wind-tossed bird. Suddenly a tall black man was dancing, flinging

hi nsel f agai nst the stone at Don Pedro's feet. Behind hima shorter white man
swayed |ike a withy, graceless and bonel ess, |lank hair streanm ng. Wl ves bayed
in their horrible voices and joined the dance, their heavy boots shaking the



ground; and once they were in the whole crowd began to seethe and swirl like a
heating pot. Only our Carib guards stayed al oof at the edge of the clearing,
shuffling and circling in slower circles of their own, shaking their heads and
tapping the ground with their spears. But as the dance swirled past one

shri eked al oud, ducked down and came stanping forward, tattooed |egs spl ayed,
spear outthrust in a nmenacing, posturing mine. The druns yamered frenzy at
hi m as he hopped and stabbed, and his fellow Caribs began to quiver and jerk
and shudder like the rest. Bottles gleaned in the hands of the dancers, tilted
hi gh, passed from hand to hand indiscrimnately and, near enpty, were flung to
crash against the white stone. The acol ytes had to dodge them but Don Pedro
only smled and stood, arns outstretched like a priest's in blessing - or I|ike
a puppet master with nmany strings.

Then he gestured, a strange circul ar novenent slashed sharply across -
once - twice. The crowd fell back, still dancing. An acolyte sprang down and
ti pped maize flour froma bow on the ground before the stone, and as he
poured his shuffling feet traced the sane design, a circle quartered by two
l'i nes.

Men and wonen burst out of the crowd swinging fluttering bundles -
chi ckens, dangling helpless by their feet. Up towards the stone they held the
birds, swinging themin tine to the dance; and suddenly a | ong bl ade caught
the firelight in Don Pedro's |ean yell ow hand. Across, back it Iicked, and
with an exultant yell the acolytes flung the headl ess bodies, still flapping
and struggling and spattering blood, high in the air to crash in their
death-throes into the quartered circle. Don Pedro flung his arnms above his
head and sang out
Carrefour! Me gl eau! Me manger! Carrefour!
The crowd howl ed and swung forward, Carib, WIf, white and all, dancing and
reeling fromside to side. A young bl ack woman sei zed one of the headl ess
t hrashing things and tearing open her robe sprayed its bl ood down her naked
front; then she pressed it to her breasts, swaying It

and singing. And in her high clear voice | began to catch words | knew
Matt' Catrefour - ouvrir barriere pour noins!
Papa Legba - cote p'tits ou?
Matt' Catrefour - ou ouvreyol!
Papa Legba - ouvri barriere pour U passer!
Quvri! Quvri! Catrefour
Catrefour - that was crossroads in French. And Legba - My fists
cl enched. Not a French word - a name, one |'d heard before. Wth a shout |ike
breat hl ess | aughter the crowd drew back, pointing. In the open space before
t he bl ood-spattered design two or three figures |inped and hobbl ed on sticks
they plucked fromthe fire. One, a plunp m ddl e-aged mulatto, cane |urching
past us, leering and blinking with rheuny eyes. But as mine nmet theml| felt a
cold thrill of excitement. There was no real resenblance - it was nore |ike an
expression that flickered across that wholly different face, and a strange one
at that. A grimace, twi sted, distorted al nost beyond recognition - but all the
sane it was unm stakable. It was the | ook of the old nusician fromthe New
Ol eans street corner - fromthe crossroads. And Legba was the nane Le Stryge
had given him. ..
Desperately | called it after him The man hesitated, glanced back at

me, and | couldn't be sure whether | still saw that | ook about himor not.
Dry-throated, | raised ny tethered hands to him But then Don Pedro cried out
Catrefour! again, and the crowd echoed the name |ike thunder. The dancers
stiffened, straightened, no Ionger leant on their sticks. Rising to their ful
hei ght and onto their toes, they spread their arns in great sweeping gestures
of bl ocking and defiance, their faces settling into a node of grimnegation
The crowd crowed in wel cone.

The man before nme | aughed a horrible bubbling | augh that seened entirely
his own, took a vast swig of rum- and spewed it out over the still-glow ng
stick at ne.



Fire showered down on ne like a rush of stinging hornets; | thrashed and
yelled in nmy bonds. Stryge caught some, and snarled his anger. The man j ust
| aughed again, vindictively. 'Pou'" faire chauffer |es grains, bland he spat,
and shuffled back to the dance. To warmup ny - ? My balls. Nice of him But
monentarily, as he'd turned away, | could have sworn I'd seen his face tw st,
as if in the throes of sonme terrible doubt or agony - and there was that Legba
| ook agai n! Somet hing nore than nmalice had flashed into that slack nal evol ent
face, sonmething different - as if he were pleading to ne?
Me again - always ne. Wiat did they want of nme? What could | give?

"Calling on hin?' nuttered Stryge darkly. 'You m ght have saved your

damed fool's breath.'

'"He helped me in New Ol eans!' | protested.
' Maybe! Though how or why -' Stryge wagged his head grimy. H's voice
rattled Iike the agon gourds. 'But here he will not. He cannot. The haut chant

was fed with living blood. He could not resist. It called his shadowself, his
distorted form- the Dark Guardian. Carrefour. Not the Opener of the Ways, but
the Watcher at the Crossroads. And Carrefour is no man's friend.' He hunched
his head down into his shoul ders. 'Now the ways stand open. And the O hers
must follow, when it's blood that calls

Li nes of mamize flour traced out another, nore conplex vever pattern. The
drunms booned and stuttered, the crowd swayed - and suddenly another hellish
libation of rumflared over the fires. Men and wonmen in the crowd dragged a
few goats forward, and others some dogs -m serable skinny nongrels, but
pitiful in the way they wagged their tails uncertainly and snuffled about. Don
Pedro's reedy how rose high again.
Danbal | ah! Danbal | ah Queddo! Qu Coul evre noi nsf Qu Coul evrel
The crowd flung the name back to him

Danbal | ah! Nous p'vini! 'Voodoo rites,' nuttered Jyp. 'l've seen a few -
but nothing like this one, not ever! It takes the goddam cake! The prayers are
the sane - the words, anyhow - but the whole tone's wong! They're not praying
to the has, they're damm well ordering 'em

"Ordering indeed!' Stryge said huskily. 'Power is abroad here. This is
Don Pedro's own tonnelle, the heart of his cult. This is the rite of which the
other Petro rites are shadows, echoes, imtations half understood - the
central rite. Blood draws the Invisibles, living blood, and his power ensnares
them Their natures are fluid, he cannot change and his power ensnares them
Their natures are fluid, he cannot change them - but he can bind themin a
form governed by their worst aspects. Danballah is a force of sky, of rain and
weat her, but they make himthe Coul evre, the Devouring Serpent - a thing of
stormand fl ood -'

He stopped, or nore likely was drowned out by Clare's scream Wth brutal
di spatch the goat was flung up to the altar, spreadeagled and bl eating
desperately. Don Pedro's sword nade one slow | opping slice down the
hi ndquarters. The trussed beast jerked and shrieked and the worshi ppers
yel l ed; ny stomach heaved. It seened like an eternity before the blade struck
agai n. Bl ood fountained up, and the yelling crowd | eaped to catch it and taste
it, sucking at their hands, their robes or those of their neighbours for the
| east spot more. The headl ess body, still kicking, was flung down anmpong t hem
but they tranpled it carelessly in their rush to see the next one sacrificed.
The ritual was the sanme each tine - the two cuts, one to castrate, the other
after a savoured nonent, to behead. | shrivelled at every thud of the bl ade.
This was how he would work along the pathetic line of victims, driven frantic
now by the chanting and the shrieking and the reek of blood. And when they
were gone it was how he'd offer up his cabrits sans cones, his special goats
wi t hout horns - Care, and Mall, and Jyp, and Le Stryge, and all the others.
But not ne, it seenmed. For ne he had something really special in nmnd. Al I'd
have to do was sit and watch

| saw horrible things done. Wen he killed the dogs it seemed worst of
all - illogical, mybe, but that's howit felt. And each time we saw the
sacrifice's legs kicking and fresh blood spurting and steam ng down the



runnels in the stone, we thought he'd start on us next. At each new round, as
each new vever was traced in the paste of maize flour and bl ood and tranpl ed
soil, new |libations were poured, new names shrieked to the skies, new rhythms
battered fromthe druns; the dancers, humans and Wl ves alike, flung

themsel ves into new frenzies, and the barren earth shivered under their
poundi ng feet.

Agai nst the pulsating firelight their threshing shapes, mlling like a
shattered anthill, really did look like a vision of hell. So far nost of the
dancers hadn't done anything significant, just screamand sing and stanp with
the rest. But it cane as no surprise when sone of them began to run anok
al t oget her, cavorting and gi bbering and falling down in fits. Ohers ran this
way and that in transports of ecstasy, or exploded into scream ng hysterics so
vi ol ent that their nei ghbours were forced to grab them and pin them down. But
the fits soon passed; and nore and nore of the crowd began to change. Just as
the first few had mnicked old nmen, they took on attitudes as they danced;
they chanted in hoarse assuned voices, strutted and capered with peculiar
gestures, alnost ritualized. They | ooked |ike actors auditioning for the sane
roles. It was as if some other identity had settled over themlike a veil,
hi di ng their own.

Di sturbing enough in itself, the sight unnerved me horribly. This was
possession - the possession | dreaded so nmuch, the distorted | oas descendi ng
to nmount their followers. But they seened to court it, to enbrace it. One or
two of the acol ytes around the stone snatched up a few props laid ready, as if
t hey knew al ready what other self would seize upon them Some of the crowd,
too, stayed in the sanme guise, dancing in the same way, even snearing their
faces into inprovised masks with charcoal, blood or the spilled flour. But
nost of the dancers |let each new name, each new god's descent, wash over them
i ke breaking waves of enption. In the blink of an eye they'd shift from one
nmood to another, wld whooping wath or serpentine grace, in a kind of
shivering exaltation, half hysterical, half sexual, that burst all everyday
bounds of behavi our.

One m nute, as the chant of Ghede! went up, they jerked and ground their

thighs in crude spasnodic minmcry, ritualistic, robotic - like disjointed
skel et ons nocki ng the novenments of the flesh. The next, to the cry of Zandor!
they trenched the stony soil with their feet, |ike ploughs - then, crouching,

spilled their guts and tranmpled it in. When the name Marinette! was called
fromthe altar, the dancers stalked and rolled their eyes in grotesquely
seductive attitudes, posturing before the altar, each other, even us where we
lay bound. A WIf worman strutted and cavorted up and down before us in her
rags, flinging her straggling purple hair against her long |inbs, nocking us
wi th gestures, novenents, tearing her robes; others cane to join her, wonen
and nen, either sex flinging and flaunting thensel ves carelessly in our faces.
The things they did were just crude in thenselves - no worse than a whore's
show or a lover's gane, even. But to us they were aggressive, meant to deride
us, to humiliate us - and that made themreally brutally obscene.

Anot her m nute, another name - and the dancers forgot us and flung
t hensel ves at their nei ghbours, snatching, claw ng, nouthing at each ot her,
mounti ng. But though sone of it turned to sex, it took a vicious, nauseating
turn, and they shrieked with laughter at the blood that flowed. It was an orgy
wi t hout passion, without a trace of real lust, even. It turned my stomach. And
the nmonent the little man shrieked out the nanme Agwel they forgot, fell apart,
rolled and swept their linbs as if swi nming over the filthy soil
I was swimming, too, fighting to stay afloat. Struggling to keep thinking, to
wor k out what Stryge coul d possibly expect of ne - something | could still do
and he, with his strange powers, couldn't. But the drums pounded ny thoughts
to pul p, ny head ached and ny concentration shredded. The flickering of dance
and fl ane becanme hypnotic. | couldn't force ny eyes away fromtw sted rituals
acted out before ne. Hours and m nutes had no neaning; there was only an
endl ess bl oody blur of night, alive with the roar and reek of the seething,
mani ¢ crowd, doing mad things at a madman's command. | tried to prove Le



Stryge was wong; | tried to pray. But what could | say? And who to? So much
el se was out here 1'd never believed in, maybe gods were, too -sone, any, all,
maybe. But what had | to say to any of then?

My m nd wandered. Again and again | caught nyself swaying in time to the
fearful music of drums and voices. | sank nmy teeth into nmy lip in a frantic
attenpt to keep awake, to keep thinking - at least to resist, somehow But it
kept on happening, and | couldn't find the energy. Sitting on the cold ground
like this was nunbing me, slowing ny circulation, A low voice kept distracting
me, munbling words | half understood. | tried to yell at whoever it was - and
only then realized it was ne. | thought | was cracking up, at first; then
knew the truth, and that was worse

| flailed in panic. It was happening already. The thing | dreaded - it
was coning over ne, softly, insidiously, even as | sat there. Trying to resist
that? | hadn't a dog's chance.

Frantically | bit down on ny disobedi ent tongue, chonped hard to restrain
it. That gave me a better point of pain to concentrate on - and then |I knew
that the Stryge had been right. There was one thing | could still do. One way
| could thwart this Don Pedro, one way of escaping the destiny the little
bastard was planning for me. But | also knew why he hadn't told ne what it
was.

| could bite through nmy tongue, choke on the blood, and die.

Easy to think about; not so easy to do. |I'd heard of people managing it,
prisoners under torture, madmen in straitjackets. And | told nyself | ought to
have at | east as much of a motive as they did, surely. Not that dying would
save ny friends - but it nmight save a |lot of others. And it would save ne from
somet hi ng worse; from being a puppet and a prisoner in ny own body, the hollow
shel |l of sonme predatory horror | could hardly imagine. So | tried. Ch yes, |
tried, all right, clanped nmy teeth down on the thick heart of the nuscle til

the pain was appalling and the veins stood out - and no further. | couldn't; I
was ready, | had the strength ... and | just couldn't.
Call it cowardice, call it subconscious resistance -but | could no nore

do it than fly out of the chains that held nme. |I kept on trying, | bit
sharply, | shook ny head about; but nothing | could think of would force ny
jaws to cl ose.

So much for playing hero; and all this time |I could feel nmy contro
slipping. | knew sonething was affecting ne - the drums, the cold, the
chanting, the foul air, the twisted little parade of cruelties at the altar
That was what | thought at first. Soon | knew better. They hel ped, yes; they
tranpl ed around in ny thoughts and nmuddied them But it was sonething el se,
somet hi ng behind them that was at work; something greater than their ghastly

sum Wth every new waft of presence it grew stronger, |ike hands tuggi ng at
me, light but inplacable. They pressured ny thoughts this way and that, I|ike
| oosening a tooth in its socket.

It was no illusion; | was beginning to see things. Figures, many tines

manhei ght, that | eaped and wheel ed and capered behind the dancers, mnim cking
them li ke giant shadows cast upon the sky. Every minute | saw them nore
clearly, whirling over ne, and what was around ne grew hazier. Voices spoke in
my brain, little tickling whispers, deep thunderous tones. | felt flashes of

t houghts and nmenories that weren't mne, that couldn't be any man's, that left
only confusion in their wake, so far were they from any experience | could
identify.

If | could have been any nore terrified than | was, | should have been. It
wasn't like that at all. Every minute now !l felt easier, nore wondering. A

di stant door ajar, and coming frombehind it warmlight, the snell of

whol esonme cooki ng, the sound of famliar voices - that, to a child |lost and
hungry on an icy night, night be some shadow of what | felt. Al the trappings
of an absolute security, of a happiness |I'd never known, of a richness I'd
been longing for all ny life yet never knew | |acked - the renotest taste of
these things came to ne, the promse that they | ay ahead and were getting
nearer. It didn't bother me at all that ny body seenmed to be growing |ight,



nunb - until suddenly | felt ny linbs twitch sharply, once, twi ce, w thout ny
having tried to nove them As if they were coning under the control of sone
other will -

| jolted awake, shivering and sweating. My head had nodded, ny chin sunk
down on my chest. It was like struggling to stay awake when | was working
| ate. Except that in the warm bl ackness behind ny eyelids Somnething was
waiting ..

| fought desperately to regain control. Sonmewhere, somewhere far away,
there was a new clangour in the drumring, a sharp netallic dinging like the
i ncarnation of a headache. And there were voices - Stryge's, as harsh and
desol ate as ever I'd heard it. '- beating the ogan iron - can't you hear?
That's it - that's the end. The last - the greatest. |If they can command H m

Sonet hing he'd said caught my attention - sone nenory. Some shreds of ny

wi Il began to reassert themselves. | concentrated feverishly on whatever stil
bound me to earth - the pain in ny tongue, the dull sting of the burns, the
ache in my buttocks fromthe cold ground, and colder still the iron of the

collar and chains. Ogan - that was the word |I'd caught; now where had | heard
something like that before? | smled; Frederick, of course. It was good to
think of himnow Od Frederick with his nuttonchop whi skers, puffing with

honest outrage, as belligerent as his picture of St James - ' Think, man! Wat
will you tell the Invisibles? You can't argue wi th Ogoun!’

Courage cane late to us both, he and I; well, better late than never. This had
to stop here, now Death, extinction - | had to hold onto sonething. Better

themthan fall for that sickly-sweet seduction, that happiness that woul dn't
et me be nyself. Stryge had accused ne of worshipping nothing; but he'd been
wrong. Once before I'd thrown ny happi ness away - and that was because
wor shi pped success. Not its trappings - not what it could bring nme. Just the
sati sfaction of achi evenent, the acconplishment, the abstract thing Itself.
And by whatever god it represented, if | could sacrifice nyself to it then, |
shoul d damm wel|l be able to do the same now. Anything |less -

Its opposite. Its ultinmate negation, its Antichrist. Failure. The
ultimate Failure of all
You can't argue w th success..

You can't argue with..
You can't argue with..
Qgoun. . .

| drew a breath so deep it howed in ny ears, threw nmy head back and
slamm ng ny chin down hard on nmy chest | bit -

And just for one instant the shadows flew back fromme, and left ne
gaspi ng on the ground, pouring blood fromny nmouth. My tongue hurt horribly,
but all 1'd done was bite the side of it. I was in no danger of choking. | saw
Jyp staring at me, and Mall's gl azed eyes, and at the line's end C are,
wi de-eyed with horror; that | couldn't bear.

'S okay!' | nunbled thickly, trying fuzzily to find a reassuring reason
for threshing about like that. 'S nothing. Just like the bastard said - ny
balls are freezing! | could ...'

| was stunned at the way they reacted. Even Le Stryge pulled away from ne
in sheer fright, jerking nme half off the ground by ny collar, which was not
the nicest way; and the others shrank back with expressions |I couldn't read.

"Hey!"' | said, struggling to speak nore clearly as | spat out the gore.
'S okay! | was just saying | could use sone of that bl oody rum now, because ny

"Yeah!' croaked Jyp. 1'd only once seen his face that pale, and that was
after the dupiah. 'But how cone you said it in Creol e?
"In Creole? My turn to be astonished. 'l don't speak Creole! A bit of French
but -' | tried to say it again. And | actually heard ny own voice change, felt
the muscles in my throat slacken and change, and the sound they formed go
i npossi bly deep and gravelly, felt the tongue that shaped it form new sounds,
new shades of tone - another word, another |anguage, another voice altogether.



'"Graine noaine 'fret!Don' noa d'rhunV
And by damm, it was Creole all right.

The shadows swayed before me, and just as suddenly ny throat tightened
and I knew ny voi ce would be ny own again.

But before | could force out a word Le Stryge, staring at ne, suddenly
hissed 'Go on! Go on! Don't fight it!" And with his bound | egs he began to
thrash about in the spilled neal-flour that by now covered the whol e ground
before us, grunting with his efforts, struggling to forma shape. A conpl ex
one - no wonder he struggled; like a fantastic piece of wought ironwork, a
hat ched portcullis or gate ..

Wt hout warning the beating of the iron rose in a crescendo, the druns
thundered madly to keep up - and broke off on the off-beat. The sudden | ack of
sound was worse than just silence. Mre like a pistol hanging fire, a match
poi sed above a fuse. | |ooked up - and across the space | net the distant eyes
of Don Pedro, unreadable as the gaze of Night itself. Wth the dripping sword
he gestured, and two of his bokor acol ytes sprang down off the altar and
strode towards us. In their hands were rope halters, that must have cone from
the ani mals. The drunbeat began again, a slow solemm roll. As they wal ked t hey
began to chant in time with it, intoning the words w th businessli ke,
confi dent urgency.

Si ou mander poule, ne bai ou. Si ou mander cabrit, me bai ou. Si ou nander
chien, ne bai ou. Si ou nmander bef, ne bai ou..

| was startled to find | understood them- only too well.

If you ask ne for a chicken, | can find it...

| just bet they could. The crowd parted before them then fell in behind.
One or two began to jeer and howl, waving their bottles, but nost joined the
chant. Their tw sted faces showed a strange i nhuman m x of greed and awe.

Si ou mander cabrit sans cor Cote nepren' pr bai ou? Qu a mange vi ande noi ns,
Qu a quitter zos pour denain?

If you ask ne for a goat wi thout horns,

Where do | go for that?

WIl you eat the nmeat off ne,

And | eave the bones for tonorrow?

This was it, at last. The minor sacrifices - the aninmals, those were
done. The loas were here in the persons of their riders. And | hadn't given in
the easy way. Now, as Le Stryge had predicted, Don Pedro would have to bend
themto his will, make themtake ne by force. That woul d need nore bl ood,
stronger bl ood - nanges mgj eurs. Human bl ood. CQurs.

They were conming to this end of the line, starting with Stryge hinself
probably. He paid themno attention, just went on scraping with his heels in
the nmud and soggy flour, gasping to hinself with the effort. | realized
suddenly that he was chanting too, to the sane drunmbeat - a stranger, spiKkier
i nvocation of his own.

Par pouvoir St. facques Majeur, Ogoun Ferraille, negrefer, negre feraille,
negre tagni fer tago, Ogoun Badagri s,

negre Bagui do Bago, Ogoun Batal a. .
The rhythm seened to drive the words hone into 296

nmy head like so many nails. | felt them with a force that went beyond
understanding. And | felt something nore, sonething that nmade ne forget
danger, huniliation and everything el se besides. | needed -

| needed a drink - badly. In the worst possible way. | didn't Iike
bottles, but the thirst had me gulping greedily for the sickly bite of it. The
dancers mlled around us now, catcalling, spitting; but all I could see were
t hose bl oody bottles. Them swigging and spilling it like that when | didn't
have any, that made me suddenly furious. | yelled at them and when they only
how ed and jeered all the louder | felt nyself boil up like a kettle. In red
rage | demanded ny share, | pounded on the ground with nmy bound fists and
roared out 'Rbum nerd'e' chienne! D rhum -’

| was a bit startled at howit cane out, so loudly it drowned out crowd



and druns together. | saw the advanci ng acol ytes hesitate, the crowd sway
back.
There went the rumn

| snatched out after the nearest bottle, and found that somehow nmy wists
had come free, though the broken bindings still dangled fromthem M feet
were still tied - | couldn't think why, so I kicked themfree with a joyous
whoop, tried a flying grab for that bottle -and fell sprawing on ny face in
t he nud.

O course! There was this bloody iron collar and chain round ny neck -
and the others, too! Wat were we - spaniels or sonething?

| tapped the iron indignantly. | heard nyself demand in aggrieved tones
why my old friend, ny faithful old servant was treating me like this. Didn't
it know nme? Didn't it recognize its master? | caressed the worn old surface
agreeably - and felt the joy that | eaped and shivered in the living iron, |ike
an eager dog greeting its master. | heard the bolt squeal in delight as it
squirmed and wornmed its way to freedom and the singing clang of wild
liberation as the collar burst fromm neck
The laughter faltered. Wth one great gasping breath the crowd shrank back. |
leapt up into a tense crouch, like a cat ready to spring. Beside nme Le Stryge
ki cked violently at his diagram then with an exhausted groan he col |l apsed.
One acol yte caught sight of it, and his eyes bul ged. He jabbed a finger and
shrilled out "Li vever! Ogounf Ogoun Ferraill ef

Sonething in me | eaped to that name, sonething billowed |ike a banner of

bright scarlet in the wind, something sang like trunpets. | felt a wild whirl
of exaltation, a madly singing, strutting, capering joy. | was the Boss, | was
the Man in Charge, | gave the orders round here -and don't You forget it!

These bokor bastards! They'd thought -
They'd had the nerve to think -

They' d dared to believe they could ride the Invisibles as the Invisibles
rode nen.
They' d dared try to conpel nme to help them Me!
Me -
Me-
Me -
Me -
Me-
Me-
Me!
They' d thought they could sacrifice ny friends -
My friends -
To shackle themin iron -
My iron!
And they'd dared to deny Me rum
RUM

The rumthat was My right. My sign. My life-blood - they DARED -

| roared. This tinme | really roared. And the sound went crackling out

across the darkness, the guttural thunder of a stalking lion. The flanmes bent
before it. The crowd shrieked, the acol ytes dropped their halters and scuttled
back, one snatching awkwardly at a cutlass in his belt. The drums stuttered,
faltered, failed. They didn't start again.
My heart was pounding so hard | shook with every beat. Like a tidal wave a red
haze swept down on the night - and I went for the nearest WIlf. He | ashed out
at me barehanded. | caught the arm wenched it, seized the bottle fromhis
ot her hand and hurled hi maside. He sprang up, spitting blue nurder, and
caught ne by the throat. Wth ny free hand | seized his wist, but it was huge
- ny grip slipped. Something else faltered, sonething inside. Then behind ne |
heard Le Stryge raspi ng out
Qgoun vini cattle nous! Li gran'gout, |li grangran soif! Gand nme'ci, Ggoun
Badagris! Manger! Bueh! Sat'!
| heard. / heard -



Qgoun come to where we are! You're very hungry, very dry! Geat thanks to you,
Qgoun Badagris! Cone eat! Come drink! Befitted!

Very right and proper, too. Wth a great shout | tilted the bottle to ny
lips and drained it in one glugging draught. The WIf boggl ed. The hot spirit
seened to burst straight fromny throat into ny veins and suffuse themin a
flash, threading ny body with tiny lines of tingling fire. | clanped ny
fingers down on that huge wist, and felt the squeak and crack of bone. The
Wl f yelled, gaped - then crossed his green eyes as | brought the enpty bottle
smashi ng down on his hal f-shaven pate. More Wl ves raced at ne, maybe three. |
threw hi msprawl i ng at one, punched another's nose into pulp and ki cked the
last in the stomach, because he had a bottle. He whooped and fol ded, | caught
it in md-air and swigged at it - alnmost full! | laughed for sheer joy, |oud
and thunderous, a laugh of liberation. The chains [ aughed with ne and | eaped
inthe air. Wth an answering chatter all the other shackles flew apart. Jyp
and the others fell sprawing, but Le Stryge, still bound, shuffled hinmself to
his knees, hair wild, eyes bl azing.

The crowd was a churning ness, the ones at the front trying to get back, the
ones at the back pressing forward to see what the fuss was. The Carib guards
couldn't get near us. Through the nmilling figures the acol yte burst, sw nging
a cutlass at my head. | chirruped a greeting. The steel blade jerked to a stop
inthe air before it touched ne. The nan's jaw dropped, and | caught his
outstretched wist, shook himlike a whipcrack and flung himaway in a
cartwheel of linbs. He hit a stone and crunpled. Jyp shouted to nme; the Caribs
were circling around, forcing a way through the crush. | reached down, hoisted
himto his feet and tore the ropes off his wist. A WIf lunged at ne, dirk in
hand, bottle in his waistband; he net my own enpty com ng the other way. |

swi gged at his, vaguely aware of Jyp seizing the dirk and cutting his feet
free, then turning to the rest.

There had to be nore rum sonewhere -1 saw a bottle and went for whoever was
holding it; but a gaggle of Wl ves ploughed through pani cki ng hunans and
barged in on ne, trying to snatch ne, stab nme and generally getting in nmy way.
| dammed their nerve, and whistled to the discarded chains. Leaping and
nuzzling up to ny hands they canme, and | grabbed themin ny fists and swung
themin great |oops around ny head. Up went the chains with a whistle and
whirr, whirling about like a circular saw, scattering ny attackers left and
right as | advanced. A spear arced over ny head, touched that spinning curtain
and shattered to mat chwood. Those bl oody Caribs! | |ashed out an arm The
chain went humming off |ike a bolas and whi pped around the | eaders, scything
the legs fromthem and catching themup into a scream ng tangle of linbs. The
others tripped over them and with a shout Jyp and the nen he'd freed were on
them snatching their spears and clubs and returning themwth interest.

They were obviously managi ng, so | |ooked around hopefully for nore rum And
something else | didn't have, something | couldn't quite remenber - but it was
preying on my mind, like an itch | couldn't scratch. Meanwhile | wanted rum

Most of the humans in the crowd were unarned, or had only |ight weapons, and
after | felled a few who pulled knives they were only too ready to get out of
my way. One tugged a |ong-barreled pistol out of his robe, got the hamer
snagged for a second and didn't live to regret it. But up on the altar a high
thin voi ce was shrieking out orders or invocations or both, calling his rea
fighters to heel. Against the fires | saw Wl ves nustering there in answer,
handi ng round swords and ot her weapons they nust have had laid by in case of
troubl e.

Swords! That's what the itch was! My fingers clanmped shut where a hilt
had been. O course! Those | ousy bastards - they'd taken it! Chained nme in

iron -rumdenied nme - stolen ny sword - ny sword - |1'd show them the
scunbags!

| took one howing breath, and snelt on it the special savour of the
steel. | blew the breath out in a shivering, blasting whistle, thin and sharp

as starlight. The flames blew flat, the air quivered, men threw thensel ves
down and clutched their ears - and up above the altar sonething | eaped high



into the bl ackness, with a bejewelled hand snatching vainly after it, Don
Pedro's. In the night it hung, spinning madly about its axis |like sonme crazy

airscrew, growing larger - larger - closer - until there was the stinging
smack of the shark-skin grip in nmy palm and the sudden gl orious wei ght.
held it up and howed with delight - till | saw the gore that caked it. That
little prick! Slaughtering his foul manges with ny sword -

M ne -

M ne -

M ne -

| how ed again. Not with delight, this tine. The main group of Wl ves
were beginning to press through the crowd, but it stopped themin their
tracks. Behind me | was vaguely aware of Jyp protesting to Stryge as he cut
him | oose 'Wat the hell's happened to hinf? Wiat've you done? You get him
back, you hear, you goddam old vulture? O if Don Pedro don't settle your
hash | swear to God | will!l'
"I did nothing!' brayed the old man contenptuously. 'He did it hinself! The
one thing Don Pedro woul dn't have bargained for - that the idiot boy had belly
enough left to try and kill hinmself! As | nmeant himto! Only he tried it at

the right time - when they were calling down a loa! Spilling the bl ood of
others - but he was spilling his owmn! And to help others, not hinself! There's
no sacrifice stronger than that - no offering you can make greater than
your sel f!'

Tou nean -'

"l nean the loa canme, fool! But to him H malone! And free of Don
Pedro! And what a loa! Al | did was conplete the debdtment - hold H mfast!
Now get ne out of here! Get us all out! Do you want to be caught in what's
com ng? Don't you know who That is?

Al'l very interesting, but what were those Wl ves hanging around for? Don
Pedro was shrilling at them but they didn't seemtoo eager to budge.

"It's Ogoun, you idiot!' screamed Stryge, in answer to sonmething | hadn't
heard. 'The one loa who'd root nost gladly in such a mnd as his! Ogoun
Feraille the Ironmaster, Lord of Smiths - and so of industry, comerce, al
that dross! OF politics, even! Ogoun the Gver of Profit! Ogoun the G ver of
Success!'

"Wait a minute!' breathed Jyp, in tones of awe and horror. 'QOgoun?
That's not all he is -'

"No! He's nore!' Le Stryge crackled. "Shall | turn H mloose, invoke H s
ot her aspect? Do you want to be caught in range when | do? Forget the boy -
get ne out of here! Save yoursel f!'’

| turned to | ook at them Jyp stepped back a pace, nothing nore. Stryge
snarled with laughter. 'So be it, then! At least it'll be amusing!' He dug his
fingers into the design, and chanted
Qgoun Badagris, ou general sanglant! Qu saizi ctez' orage; Qu scell' orage;
Qufai s kataou z'eclai'!

Qgoun Badagris, you bl oody general! You grasp the keys of the storm
You hold it |ocked;
You unl eash the thunder and |ightning!

| |1 ooked down, panting. Wth swift strokes he was addi ng sonething to
that vever, a flourish, a great crest -what |ooked like a sword, flanked by
two banners, backed with stars ..

Sonething stirred in me - |ike something vast noving under the earth, or
an insect shaping in its chrysalis. But not yet ready to burst out..
| was caught, snared in sonme inner turnoil, suddenly unsure of nyself. |

| ooked around. The Wl ves were stirring now, getting ready to charge in
earnest. Stryge shook his head wildly, redoubled his chant - until a harsher

[ augh cut through it. It was Mall, her bonds cut, with Clare trying to support
her. But she couldn't stand, and fell to her knees at the edge of the design
She nmanaged a brief glance of contenpt at Stryge. Thou'rt not all-w se, old
man!' she croaked. 'Hast forgotten aught? But then thou woul dst - the godl ess
sorcerer thou art!' Dark blood was trickling from her head-wound agai n, but



she stretched out trenbling fingers, rubbed raw by her bonds, and with a vast
effort began tracing lines that cut the banners across.

"Let me!' said Care quickly. 'Wat d' you want? Crosses? Christian
crosses?'

" Aye, so!' whispered Mall. 'Crusader crosses! For they' ve lent this One a
Christian name, too!l A saint's name!' Her breath rattled in her throat as she
wat ched Cl are conplete the design. Something shifted, balanced on a brink -
and slid down solidly into place. 'And | et Don Pedro hear it now, and trenble!
For '"tis the battle cry of his own fol k, whom he betrayed! Saint-Jaques, Saint
Janes the Geat -'

' Santiago!' The shout burst unbidden fromny lips, in the sheer glory of
battle. I was a sword, a flame, a wi nged horseman, | was the print in
Frederick's window, | was edged iron and all the work that it could do, and
wasn't disposed to wait. deefully I crooked a beckoning
finger at the advancing Wlves. 'Vin' done, foutuesf | screaned. 'Loup-garous
depouil l es, ecouilles! Cone on, you sons of bitches! Shift ass! Cone and |ick
nmy sword clean! Cone on, you crap-haired cowardly sheep-shagger sf

That |ast one did the trick. The Wl ves were on nme, and as they burst
t hrough the crowd | cracked the remaining chain-length Iike a steel whip over
their heads, so close the shameful collars whistled through their rai nbow
hair. Then | let it snake back around my arm and flung nyself at them They'd
no tine to formany kind of line. The first, the |l eader, | caught with a great
slash at midriff height and cut himin two, and while his linbs still tottered
my return stroke swept the heads fromtwo behind. One raised a buckler to ne
and | pounded down on it, once, twice, three tines, so fast he couldn't raise
a counterstroke and was hanmered down to the ground like a nail. On the fourth
stroke the shield split, and so did the Wl f beneath it. | kicked hi munder
the feet of his fellows and growed with delight, then laid right on into the
real neat. Swords shattered before they' d touch ne, axes broke without daring
to bite upon nme, and bits of weapon and WIf flew everywhere.

Behind me Stryge, like a man denented, was shrieking out, over and over.
Qgoun Badagris, ou general sangl ant!
| laughed | ouder than ever as | sent the Wlves spilling fromny path,

left and right and over ny shoul der on ny sword's point, kicked one in the
belly and vaulted over him as he doubled up, ained a great slash at another

| unged, hewed, thrust. There was a | oud crash, and sonething whistled near ne.
One of the worshippers was kneeling, steadying a revolver of sone kind on his
arm | wheeled and ran straight at him He pulled the trigger once nore, but

t he hamrer stayed where it was; and then | was on him Blued steel is stil
iron at heart.

Noi se erupted behind ne. Sone Wl ves had circled round and attacked the crew
as the last of themwere getting cut | oose. As | turned one of them hurled an

axe at ny head; | reached out, caught it and went for himwth it, and they
all fell over thenselves avoiding ne. Pierce rolled at ny feet, entangled with
a nonster of a Wl f who was trying to throttle him | pressed the axe into

Pierce's flailing hand, sprang over himand went for the rest with great

t wo- handed sl ashes. Now they fell back at every dart | nade, but | was faster
The ones in front fell against the ones behind, and | carved at themlike a
solid mass, driving them back, back anong the terrified crowd, pressing on
towards that stinking altar. How long it lasted, | don't know, the mad mnusic
of hewing netal, the shouts, the screans and the hacking, jarring inpacts; but
suddenly 1'd run out of enem es. The Wl f ranks broke. They fled like mad in
all directions, and the remaining worshippers bolted with them- back towards
the altar, seeking their naster's shadow, or just out into the night.

shouted after them 1 don't know what. The foul ed ground before nme seet hed

wi th shapes that groaned or kicked or twitched their way down into still ness,
and | chuckled deep in ny throat to see them nocking the insistent cries that
cane fromthe altar. A few nore disciplined Wlves were trying to turn the
rout by the sinple nmeans of felling anyone, Wl f or human, who tried to push
past. Aterrified free-for-all devel oped, WIf against WIf with the humans



caught bloodily in the niddle, tearing each other to shreds like rabbits with
a ferret loose in their burrows. | drank deep of the reeking air, and was just
about to press on after themwhen a cry turned ne in ny tracks, as perhaps no
ot her coul d.

It was Clare's voice, fromwhere she knelt. Stretched out across the

vever Mall lay sprawl ed, unnoving, |inmbs outflung, blood fromher head seepi ng
al ong the wide gouged lines. Slowy, very slowmy. Two strides took nme to
Clare's side. | |ooked down. Mall's eyes were half-open, but rolled back so

the pupils had di sappeared. C are sobbed. Sonething within me sang a high
steely tone of recognition, of acknow edgement, and wi thout quite know ng what
| was doing | knelt slowy down, reached out and touched ny niddle finger
right to the centre of Mall's forehead.

Her eyes closed. The whol e night seemed to trenble with a grow ng vibration
the clear singing note of an infinite violin string that swelled | ouder than

the silenced drums. It blew through us Iike a great wind, shaking us. | felt
it whip ny hair about my face, send hers billow ng and stream ng out |ike
snoke. Whether it was in her or me, | couldn't tell - but as her eyes snapped

open again a spark flashed between us, and light |eaped up within the very
heart of her, so bright that the skull blazed out beneath the flesh. Care
gave a hi gh-pitched shriek, then clapped her hands in |aughing delight. The
gouts of clotted blood about Mall's head dried, crunbled, blew away. The
brui sed flesh paled and cl eared; the depressed gouge |eft across her tenple by
the Carib club swelled and filled. She convulsed with the force of it, then
sagged back with a deep breath of infinite relief. 'My thanks, my |ord! But
i'the name of all hates ill, stay not! Go settle the viper, and | -' She swung
her | egs under her, and rose smoothly, unhurriedly to her feet. 'By thy grace,
"Il shield those here for now' Her eyes flamed with alarm 'Go! Go now'
| turned -

Cl anmbering high on the white rock behind the altar, casting about, | saw
Don Pedro. In the same instant he saw ne, and across that space our gazes
| ocked. A card turned in the air - a two of spades nerged to beconme an ace, a
pool of infinite blackness drawing me on - in -and down. Falling. Falling ..
My el bow slipped sideways, ny head jerked; | stopped it barely an instant
before ny nose hit the keyboard of my terminal and scranbl ed everything on the
screen. My coffee-cup, untouched, teetered on the edge of the desk, and
retrieved it hastily; we'd had enough mess and breakages round here lately.
Dozing of f at ny desk! Serve me right for spending half the week-end in
di scos, and not getting enough sl eep. Some daydreaml Sone damm daydream It'd
left nme still ringing with the violence of it. | struggled to pull nyself
together. | junped when the intercom buzzed.
"Steve?' inquired Care's voice. 'Y ... yes?
" You sound a bit funny, You 're all right?
"Sure. Just... wapped up in sonmething, that's all."’
"You shouldn't overdo it, really. Your four o'clock
appoi ntnent, renenber? M Peters is in Reception.'
| shook ny head, swallowed a sip of the cold coffee
and straightened ny tie. 'Wll, then. Show himin!' CHAPTER ELEVEN
i STOOD UP AUTOVATI CALLY as the door opened. The man who stepped through
| ooked |ike nost of the clients | saw - no, like the creamof them the ones
who usually arrived via Barry's office, suitably stoked with hospitality and
charm His dark three-piece suit was cut like an Armani di amond, his white
shirt crisp and snooth, its collar tailored precisely to his throat, his
ruler-straight tie as silkily iridescent as a grey opal. The sheer sleek
perfection of the ensenble, down to his finely tool ed dark shoes and soft
gl ove-l eather attache case, created an air of the exotic, the foreign which
exactly fitted his face - high-browed, hook-nosed, sallow, with a slender
droopi ng noust ache and eyes |i ke sunken inkwells. Foreign clients al nost
al ways neant serious noney.

"M Peters,' | said, and his thin lips curved in a smle. He held out a
| ong hand, and | reached out -



Bl ackness. Noi se.

| jerked back ny hand, w thout the | east idea why. It'd been the weirdest
feeling. Like the time | nodded off in nmy first big neeting, lulled by the
heat and the nonotonous droning voices - and then snapped awake, flushing with
guilt and adrenalin, wondering how long |I'd been out for, if anyone had
noticed - like that. Only here |I'd been di pping down into a nightmare,
hellishly vivid - |like that damm daydream again. Dark, firelight, scream ng
and shouting, and one voice, much nearer, speaking words | couldn't quite nake
out. It left me shaken, just when | didn't want to be. Peters' smile didn't
change, but sonehow it left ne in no doubt at all that he'd noticed; bad
start. | hastily tried to cover up ny enmbarrassnment by waving himto a chair.
"Er - won't you sit down? If you'd like sone coffee -or a drink, perhaps?
Sherry? An excellent fino, cooled -' Sherry seened to go with that face,
though | felt the urge for something a | ot stronger nyself.

"No; no, | thank you. You are nost kind, but | regret | have very little
time. | would prefer, if you will forgive me the discourtesy, to proceed to
our nost urgent business.'

| rel axed, though his voice gave ne the crawls. His English had the sane
exaggerated perfection as his suit. Exotic, all right, with that accent; and
yet - danmt, | knewit. | knew him sonmehow - God al one knew where from And
| didn't like himone little bit. It was a struggle not to let it show |
couldn't remenber the exact details of ny daydream but he'd have fitted into
it rather nicely - the voice especially. Maybe |I'd dreamed it up around that
Voi ce.

"Well,' | said, just a trace stiffly, Sve're here to be of service. As |
understand the situation fromour conversation earlier, M Peters, you want us
to take responsibility for handling a consignment of a highly confidenti al

nature, fromthe Cari bbean area. We're nore than willing to do this,
naturally, at conditions you'll find conpetitive and with the highest
standards of care. Provided -' | tapped the desk gently with my ruler. 'Al ways

provi ded we ourselves know the nature of it, its origin, content and
destination, and are free to inspect it at any time. In total confidence, it
goes wi t hout saying. Confidence is the |ynch-pin of our business -'

Peters held up a hand in deferential interruption. "I regret not having
nmore fully informed you sooner,' he smirked. 'But it is not one consignment
that is involved, but many. A continuous contract, in fact. The conmerci al
forces | represent aimto becone a significant force in the trade fromthis
area - and, confidentially, to domnate it within a very short time.' He
stabbed the air gently with a black | acquer ball point.

The cane-tip lifted.

| blinked. What had | just -? A flicker of novement. Something |I'd
recogni zed nmonentarily - yet not now, sonehow...

"Understand,' he added, 'this is no idle anbition. It is a project in
whi ch you personally would do very well to becone involved.' Geat. Was |
seeing things? And | couldn't quite believe what | was hearing, either. |
clasped the ruler in steepled fingers, and stared down at ny bare desktop
trying to formulate a reply.

A spouting of yellowfire - God, a fireball! Racing across the barren
ground - swelling - a swathe of his own people caught in it - fragnented
sil houettes capering blazing, falling - scythed down |ike snoul dering grass
-filling ny sight -

And as if that wasn't enough -

"G on!' | said to nyself. Literally. | knew nmy own voice when | heard
it. "Answer him Just as you would normally. This is where it's al
happeni ng!"'

| smled. ADbit sickly, maybe, but it wasn't too nmuch of an effort.
Seeing things, hearing things | mght be, but here at least | was on firm
fam |iar ground.

Tou nust understand, M Peters - in this | have to consider the interests
of the conpany before my own. Neither on their behalf, nor on mne, have | any



interest in breaching the |aw or the established ethics of the trade, even
passively.'
I flung up ny sword agai nst the blast -

" And however great the profit. That is our settled policy, and |I agree
with it whol eheartedly. W nanage well by our own nmethods. W don't need to
change. W don't want to.'

Scorching snmell in nmy nostrils -

| | ooked down hastily at ny termnal in case it was overheating.

Spots dancing before ny eyes - burning colours -the fireball broken. Dust
cascadi ng.
"Nice one!' said nyself to ne.

| found I was panting, perspiring, ny throat dry; | had the dammdest
urge for a drink. But Peters, appearing not to notice, spread his arnms wide,
wavi ng the pen expressively. 'That is regrettable. Deeply regrettable.

Consider the interests of your firm then, if you will. We have npst
substantial backing - and we will not hesitate to make use of the resources at
our disposal. If need be, globally.' The cane turned - pointed, twirled Iike a
wand in a sweeping, lumnous arc -

"I must be frank. If, after all, we cannot make use of you, we nust -
how shall | put this? - replace you. You suit us admrably, but there are,
after all, other agencies, other young nen of your qualifications and bright

prospects. If we with our influence chose to favour one such instead of you,
it would inevitably blight your career, your success - would it not?

Not at nme, but at the left-hand fire.

"Wuld it? Forgive me, M Peters, | don't see how'

O to put it another way - are you threatening ne personally, you little
jerk?

"My dear sir, English expresses it admirably: there is only roomfor one
at the top. In our hands such a person, and the agency he nust one day cone to
head, would be placed in a position of high advantage - favoured, for exanple,
by official sources, by departments of governnent, by governnment itself. Not
only in the Caribbean area, but at this end also, in this country. The rise of
such an agency would be - how shall | put it? Meteoric

The tip noved - the fire lifted, logs, twigs, coals and all - a roaring
pillar of flane - crazies bolting in all directions -

God. Was this what a breakdown was like? O a touch of that stress
paranoia |'d heard about in high-pressure jobs. Just get me through this one
nmeeting, that's all; this next half-hour. Then I can rush down and sneak
Gemma's Valium Al of it.

"Quite neteoric. Its conpetitors would find thenselves at its nmercy, to
be ... taken over if they had the sense to allowit, or otherwise - sinply
over whel ned."’

I blinked, and flexed the ruler thoughtfully in ny hands. Somehow or ot her

qui te suddenly, the panic had subsided. Was | seeing things - or just
dramati zi ng what he was threatening ne with? A touch of stress, maybe -but the
threats were real enough, to nme, to the conpany. A good company, a |ot of good
people with careers sunk in it. Surely | was getting way out of ny depth here,
| ought to be passing this little tick on to higher authority. This kind of
tough talking was Barry's territory, if anybody's. And yet, sonehow, | felt
that | did have authority behind ne, all the dammed authority | could ever
need. The hell with breakdowns; if | was hearing voices, they were tal king
sense. A col ossal confidence was welling up in nme - and | was just itching to
deal with this little son-of-a-bitch on ny own.

The flery pillar opening out - its summt spreadi ng, broadening -
| oom ng, cresting, streanming flanes and snoke - curling over like a tidal wave
- com ng thundering down over the heads of the remaining worshippers -
straight at me.

Sone dramatizing! | nust really hate this guy; well -why not?

| chuckl ed, and touched the ruler to nmy lips. 'You ve chosen a rather
extreme way of putting your point, surely? This is an established agency, with



along list of satisfied and continuing custonmers - governnents included. So
we're not entirely without backing and influence ourselves, you know The
agency can cope with conmercial and political pressures; it's had to before,
and survived. In fact it's flourished. Gt herwi se why are you conmng to ne
now?'

/ spat on ny swordbl ade, and flicked it skyward -

"That's right!' | was talking to nyself again. 'That's what it's al
about. You're ahead of any gane he knows. Tell himthat.'
"And,"' | said aloud, '"to be equally frank - if | personally amhalf the

man you think I am then | ought to be well able to deal with any such
assaults on ny own account. Shouldn't 17

| shouted with laughter -filled nmy cheeks - blew a | oud rude rasp at the
descendi ng stream The cascading fire touched the steel - and split. Spattered
like a streamof tapwater - lost its unity - collapsed, raining a choking
cloud of bright enbers and hot ashes on the heads of the terrified cromd. WIld
shrieking spread the panic - here and there hair and clothes burst into
flames. | bellowed with thunderous triunph -
| swal | owed. Jesus, that was vivid! Wiere the hell was | getting all this!
Maybe it had been creeping up on nme since that mnmysterious call of his; maybe
I'd sussed out sonething wong about himthem Subconsciously, maybe - or
was devel oping a sixth sense. Telepathy | could just about believe in, but -
No. Too nmany late nights with lowlife down at the docks, that was it. No
wonder |'d dreamed up that sort of a fantasy round him kept seeing it every
time | nodded off. Though |I'd have expected ny kind of nmind to cone up with
arnms deal ers or drug barons, sonething - well, nore practical. Mndane, if you
like. Just went to show what a funny beast the subconscious nust be. | gl anced
up at the office around ne. The fam liar, the everyday, the solid - bookcases,
pl ants, pictures, Dave's desk (and where was he right now?). Usual, everyday
things. Things a man would cling to - no, better than that. Things | could set
my feet in firmy, and brace nyself against whatever the world threw at ne.
Real things; or were they?

These weird visions, these sudden plunges into blackness, assaulting al
the senses at once, consistently -could they be real ? God knows, they felt it
while they lasted. The old quibble - is the phil osopher dream ng he's a
butterfly, or the butterfly dreanming he's a phil osopher?

The new twi st being that here the answer mattered.

VWhat ever mny counterstroke really was, Peters hadn't liked it one bit -

t hat was obvious. He shifted awkwardly in his chair and snoothed back his
grey-streaked bl ack hair. Were was | going to get stood on? \Were was the
real battle being fought? |I tensed. He | eaned forward and tapped the pen
sharply on the armof his chair.

Tour confidence is admirable, but, | fear, based on insufficient
experi ence. One might al nost say ignorance. A crude frontal assault, possibly
- but suppose it were sinply too broadly based to resist? The devastation of
your clientele - a flood of traffic at conmpelling rates that would sinply
swanp all available shipping ..."

Al ready the cane was noving again - with it the right-hand fire. Not lifting
but slithering, snaking forward - wi der than a man's reach, spreading - the
coarse bushes bursting into flane as it passed -worshi ppers who can't nove
fast enough caught in its path stunbling, falling vanishing with a hiss and a
shriek into its blazing maw -

"Watch him' said ny inner voice. 'Don't just defend yourself! Bat it
right back at him'

You again! How can |? When | don't know where | am what battle |I'm
really fighting? Wien | can't trust nmy own senses? My nind -

"What's it matter? said ny voice, far too calmy
What d'you nmean, what's it matter?

"Real - unreal - it's the same fight, isn't it? In either world you
ought to have the edge on him Look for it in the one you know best. Find it,
and the other will follow - then you'll know'



Right. Well, | had the answer to that quibble now Stand on the
butterfly, and see what happens next. If it dies, it's real. But in the world
| knew best, there was a way to deal with Peters.

| rubbed nmy hands. 'Well then. In that case, |1'd bring in nore shipping
of our own - and nore backing, if need be. There's no shortage of either, M
Peters, elsewhere in the world - not for people who've a trustworthy track
record. And we can play a wider ganbit too; political dirty tricks won't shift
us, not with our conpetitors to hel p. Agencies stand together against this
ki nd of badger gane, and the banks behind them W' ve hel ped beat it in the
past - and others would help us beat you! I'd turn your own damed tactics
ri ght back agai nst you -'

Sonewhere behind me - a vast inpossible distance ~ a voi ce croaking
urgently
Quf ai s kataou z'eclai'!

| ignored it. | knew already what | had to do. | found I was clutching
the netal ruler tightly, and -

/ thrust my sword in ny belt - clapped ny hands, hard. Stooping -
snatching up the chains again - whirling them one in each hand - hear them
si ng!

A whistle - on the sanme notes - loud - |ouder -

A mighty crackle filled the air, and they stuck out, stiff as rods, every
link, every collar quivering - not at the onrolling flames, but high above
them The field flashing alight with a wild blue glare -

My summons obeyed.

M ne -

M ne -

M ne -

The bl ack night crashed in around nme. A drunroll of thunder split the
cl ouds. Blue sparks sizzled in a wild corona fromevery collar as the
lightning's fearful charge coursed through nme and al ong the chains and | anced
out like a jagged crack in the night itself, straight at Don Pedro.

The iron chains nelted in my hands as that surge of power passed through
them They fell in sizzling, spattering beads, to sink gratefully back into
the earth they'd been torn from But the power in himalso was daunting; Don
Pedro was not blasted, not consuned. Only the bolt struck his outstretched
cane, with its silver nountings, and drove it |eaping backward in his hand.
And, as he had commanded, the fire followed it.

It rose like a cobra, coiling back on itself, and struck. Over the apex
of the high stone it splashed, and | saw himas it fell, saw himlose his
bal ance under the torrent of blazing debris, slide forward and down, tunbling
anong that crashing aval anche of fire down onto his own altar. The crowd
how ed and fell back; but I rushed up to the very edge of the stone, eager to
be sure of ny triunph ..

And stopped. On the altar all was blazing ruin, a heap of shattered wood

still flam ng, the shed blood sizzling and bl ackening around its edge, hissing
as the first drops of rain began to fall. Yet at the centre of it, suddenly,
there was a thrusting upward, a spilling aside -and Don Pedro stood there. His

robes hung ragged and smoul dering, his cane was gone, his face scorched, his
hair and beard a halo of fire; yet he did not seemto notice. He glided
towards me, right to the edge of the stone above ne - and | saw that his very
eyebrows were aflame; yet the darkness beyond them was deeper than ever as it
fastened upon ne ..
* Peters shook his head, with all the sad wi sdom of age and experience. 'l see
that to have any hope of convincing you 1 nmust place nmy cards on the table,’
he sighed, 'and reveal the full extent of our operation.' He snapped the
silver-worked catches on his attache case, opened it, and held it out with
bot h hands. ' The docunentation speaks for itself '

Instinctively | rose and | eaned forward. But something in my nmenory rose
up and clawed at nme. Cards on the table? Katjka's cards - Ace of Hearts, the
Two of Spades - two enpty pools of blackness that becanme one. And the Knave



with the cold dark eyes ..

My hesitation saved nme. Qut of the open case - his cupped hands - a bl ade
of yellow flame spat upwards. As if to inpale a star - right where, if |
hadn't hesitated, ny eyes would have been. Wth a snarl of anger | snatched up
the first thing to hand - the ruler - and sprang up, vaulted right across the
desk, and went for him
Bl ackness roared -

Li ght again. H's chair tipped back, we crashed over - snapping and
champing like animals, both of us -rolling about this way, that way. My hand
on his throat -his cane holding back ny sword - his free hand scrabbling for
nmy eyes - Christ, he was strong! Al the noise we nust be making, why didn't
somebody cone in -

Searing heat -

VWhat the hell? Sonething burnt - ny hair snmouldering - we'd rolled into

the fire. What fire? The light glaring - the floor hot -

On and off - light to dark - back and forth - two worlds flickering
around us as we tunbl ed back and forth. 1'd been right, my other voice!

'"Right! Right! Doesn't bloody matter! Here or there, you lousy little
sod - I'lIl wing you till your bl oody pips squeak -'
'"Hijo de laputa adiva -' choked the snmall man.

Peters - Pedro struggling to twist his cane around to strike ne - tearing
my sword frommy hand. | put alittle nmore effort into it - and both cane and

sword tore free, fell aside. Qur hands shot straight for each other's throats
- My arns were longer - my grip caught, tightened -harder - tighter. Into the
vacuum of his eyes a green spark | eaped, expl oding upwards. Threads of green
fire crackled and coursed along his sleeves as they net mine - and spurting
sparks of red sprang up in answer. His eyes weren't black any |onger, they
were shimrering green nmirrors, and | could see nyself in them A self | hardly
recogni zed - a snarling, ferocious mask with eyes v of blazing red -

Ti ghter.

Ti ghter -

His grip |l oosened. One hand fell frommny throat -and though he coul dn't
have seen where the cane lay, flew straight to it, snatched it up and struck
at ny head. But sonmehow nmy sword was under ny open fingers, and as he surged
up | closed both hands around the hilt and | ashed out.

A classic forehand smash. It caught himright on the sleek crown of his
head, knocked himflying, flat on his back on his own altar. The sword rang in
my fingers as if 1'd struck solid stone. He lay groaning, withing, kicking
feebly, fingers scrabbling at the dark trenched gash. A wound |ike that should
be fatal - but this was no ordinary man. Panting, | staggered forward, bent
over him lifting the sword to strike again. H's nmouth opened -

| sprang back with a yell of disgust. Just in time to avoid the fountain
of bl ackness he vomited out.

"You filthy bastard -' | gargled, about to hack wildly at him | think
Sonebody caught my arm though, and | |ooked around, into Jyp's face. It was
only about then my nmenory really began to reassert itself.

"No,' said Jyp wearily. '"Don't go near him That wasn't any attack. He
won't attack again.'
'But -'

"No buts. You whipped him You net himout here on the Spiral, where he

gai ned all his power, and you beat the bejasus out of him Fought him spel

for spell -'

| shook ny head, confused. 'Spell? It - it wasn't like that. | wasn't using
any magic. Somethi ng was happening here, but | wasn't ... in control of that.
He had me thinking we - were just tal king business, till the end. In ny office

- just sparring over a deal -
" Your kind of know edge. Your kind of magic. Oh, the power behind it,
that was ... someone else's, sure. But the using of it, the will - that was
all yours. You had to make the noves. Don Pedro, he nust've seen what had
happened, thought you were the weak link in the partnership, that he could



beat you on that level. So that's how you saw it; but you turned it agai nst
him And what you did there you were doing here too, | guess. Didn't nmatter
how you beat him- you did, and that's what counts. Shashed his power, broke
his body. And now he's tried to escape fromyou. To run.'

"Runni ng? But he's -'

"Intime. Fled away out of this w der world, where he was beaten. Fled
blindly! Panicked |ike a wounded ani mal. Renmenber how | said some fol k just
break and bolt when the Spiral gets too nuch for them- back to the noment
they first entered it? And | ook where that's taken him Back to his sick-bed.
He's dying of vomito negro -Yell owJack. Just like he shoul d' ve done al
al ong."

And as | stared at the withing formof ny eneny | saw that there was
some subtle change around him that the white stones behind himdid take on
somet hing of the | ook of high stucco'd walls, the fitful light of the dying
flames flickering across themlike a single guttering lamp - or a sick man's
i mge of the fever consuning him The rich robes his hands clenched and tore
in their delirious agony spread out |ike enbroidered coverlets, the stained
altar-stone the soiled sheets of a lordly sick-bed. Nausea welled up in ne,
and a terrible unexpected pity, and I could only stand there, w thout
speaki ng.

"You are wong in one thing only, Master Pilot,' said Mall softly. 'Aye,
he has the yellow fever. But 'tis not that which kills him See, the bl ackened
and bl oated tongue that near chokes him Too often |I've seen nen die thus.
Hel pl ess in his derangenment he cannot | ook to hinmself, and he has none | oves
hi m enough to risk comi ng near. Sooner than court infection, they leave himto
peri sh nost miserably - of thirst.' Another voice beside us broke the brief
silence. 'Well! Hope he enjoys it, the little bastard! 1'd say that's just
about up to his own standards of anusenent -wouldn't you?' Care's nouth set
hard as she contenplated the withing figure. 'Ch, don't | ook so shocked! When
they chained me up in that dungeon of his, with the cage and the bones and
everything - they were | aughing, those Wlves. Then they took the Iight away.
I"d a few hours to think about his kind of fun.'

"I just bet you did,' said Jyp synpathetically. '"But that's done with
now. And by the look of it, so's he.'

Once agai n, though, he was m staken. Racked by the last throes of his
delirium Don Pedro shrieked and sat upright, clutching at the headwound, his
fingers scrabbling in agony, tearing like claws, tearing away the very flesh.
Until suddenly it ripped - and slid away and sank, the sallow face saggi ng
like crunpled linen ..

There was no bl ood. There was no white bone laid bare beneath. No skull
Not hi ng but a shape, a nmould, a formof the sane solid darkness that |ay
behi nd his eyes, shining in the firelight |ike the blackest of opal

The few Wl ves and Cari bs and worshi ppers who had not yet fallen or fled
the field took one | ook. Then, with a great wailing unison how they turned
and bolted, stunbling over rocks, blundering into trees, tranpling each other
in their final dissolution of panic, as the hand that had held themwas |ifted
and they | ooked upon its secret source. One acolyte alone | saw of the dozens
there had been, a tall mulatto, backing away, his fingers knotting in his
ash-stai ned robes; then he flung them over his eyes, and with a yell he hurled
hinsel f bodily into the still-blazing fire. The flesh slid wholly fromthe
shape that staggered upright before ne, slipping down in tatters, coll apsing
with the remants of the robe.

Sone thing reared up where it had been. A weird thing, a skeletal, shining
shape, black against the leaping fires - a glossy chitinous beetle carapace, a
tottering stick-insect caricature of a man. It stood, swaying gently, a head
above me, far taller than Don Pedro. Indeed, it was stretching and
straightening those distorted spider-linbs as if they had been too |ong
cranped, as if it had to punp blood into themafter bursting its chrysalis in
a new birth. And like something newborn it was swaying its onyx skull of a
head this way and that and making | ow uncertain chittering noises, as if



peering around with anxious timdity at what m ght be a hostile world.

It | ooked grotesque, grisly, unpleasant - but not in the [east bit
menacing. Pitiful, alnost, as | circled around it, sword ready, and snatched a
burning stick fromthe altar. | advanced, and it hunched its |inbs
protectively, cheeped and chittered and backed away in great bounding strides.
It | ooked so miserable, this thing of fear stripped of all its disguising,
that it was alnost hilarious. | couldn't help it; | began to |augh, great
gusty whol ehearted | aughter that booned across the air |ike the thunder
overhead. And at ny side | heard Mall suddenly |augh, as she had |aughed in
the castle. Her high clear tones blended with mne and together we shook the
skies, like the laughter of the gods from cl oud-w eat hed A ynpus.

Jyp was laughing; | could see it, though I couldn't hear him Cdare
staggered up to us, picking her barefoot way across the stony ground, and hung
on our shoul ders, doubl ed-up and hel pl ess. Pierce threw down his bl oody axe
and guffawed hinself scarlet, and all the surviving crew with him nocking,
poi nting, nopping and nmowi ng and meki ng rude gestures at the quivering thing
t hat hopped fromfoot to foot before us. Hands the gunner sniggered and
poi nted and spat - and even Le Stryge, arns fol ded over his filthy coat, gave
a frosty snmle and snorted. At last, less in attack than in dism ssal,
hefted the brand and flung it. It bounced off that black skull with no nore
than a musical clonk, quite harm ess; but the dark thing shrilled in panic,
and whirling about fled chittering away into the darkness with great bounds of
its long legs, and faded utterly into the drizzling night.

Qur | aughter pursued it, but faltered at last. A great silence fell over that
field, with its ghastly harvest of burned bodies, scattered, snoul dering,
steanmi ng as the soft rain touched them Slowy I thrust my sword back into ny
belt. | kicked at the rumbottles that |lay around, but nost had shattered or
spilled. Jyp picked up a full one, still corked, and tossed it to me. | | ooked
to the silent druns where they lay in the wecked tonnelle, overturned and
broken, their decorated skins pierced; and as | strode over to thema robe of
rich scarlet, torn and abandoned, tangl ed about ny foot. | picked it up

draped it around over ny shoulder, tied it round ne |like a sash. From beside
the drums | scooped up the ogan, the iron gong, and the hamer that had pl ayed

it. | tapped once, in an experinmental sort of way, a quieter, nore lilting
rhythmthan it had played before - then | broke off a monent, put the rumto
my lips, drewthe cork with nmy teeth and spat it flying at the altar. | took a

great swig, and let the sweet aromatic fire gurgle down ny throat. Then | drew
a deep breath, and began to play the rhythmagain, and, lifting ny feet, |
danced. A warrior's dance, a dance of rejoicing but a solemm one, a noble
bransle. | snapped nmy fingers, and thunder beat a vast slowroll. | turned to
Mal I, took her hand and she danced with nme, whirling together under the
pattering rain. Jyp danced with Clare, the nen and wonen of the crewin a
weavi ng, wavering line, our eyes |aughing one to another in a sort of solemm
frenzy of deliverance. A richness and a joy welled up in ne that |I felt 1'd
never known. In this ny hour of triunph the world - even the wi der world, the
Spiral and all the worlds within it - seenmed too narrow a place for ny
enbrace, for the vast infinite |love that was nine to give. And while the

t hunder and the iron played we swept slowy away fromthat place of barrenness
and ruin towards the forest's edge.

The stormwi nd stirred the green leaves till they flew |ike banners above us;
and as we passed beneath their shelter | |ooked back once, and out of the
iron-clad confidence within ne | shouted a conmand. Before the first echo died
a blue finger of lightning pressed down, once, twice, three tinmes to the

sol emn beat of the dance. The altar flewinto fragnents, the white stones
tunmbl ed; the barren hill-crown was blasted clean. Still dancing, | turned
away, and holding Mall's hand - who held Jyp's, who held Clare's who held
Pierce's - we paced away, wi thout breaking our dance, down into the darkling
jungl e towards the sea.

How | ong we danced for, to the beating of the iron and the crashing in the
heavens, |'ve no idea. All the way down to the beach, perhaps; for it was on



the sand | woke up, face pillowed in my arnms, as the first grey foretaste of
dawn touched me. The first thing | decided was that |I'd been eating the sand,
because ny mouth seenmed full of it, and ny body was wei ghed down, ny guts

| eaden; | couldn't so much as move, even though | heard voi ces beside ne.
Stryge was holding forth, sardonic as ever

"You did not recognize the thing? You surprise ne. | knew at once; and
if I had not been sure, | would have when | renmenbered the castle's guardi ans

- the coat and hat figures, the zonbie, the rats. That was Baron Sanedi,
guardi an of the underworld, the graveyard god - personification of death. That
was the loa with which Don Pedro was so proud to have allied hinself.’

' Sounds natural,' nuttered Jyp. 'One as evil as the other -'

"Hardly!' said Le Stryge with all his usual contenpt. 'Sanmedi is not evil
- he has his honoured place anbng the Invisibles, he is essential to the
natural order. That he should seek to extend his dom nion, his realm is only
natural to him by whatever nmeans inbecile mankind may give him- nurder
fam ne, war. The evil in that is not his; he would not understand it. Did you
see any in him when he stood revealed? In their partnership it was all Don
Pedro's - and so it was only his evil nature that endured, in the end, beyond
his normal span. Whatever el se there m ght once have been in the man, Sanedi
had al ready devoured. So, when the shell perished, there was only naked Death
remai ni ng. And we were well equipped, just then, to laugh at the fear of Hm'

Wth a | ow devastated nban | managed to roll over. My own head seened to
be full of black rocks. Through gumry eyes | saw O are bendi ng over ne, and
behi nd her Jyp. 'How do you feel ?' she asked softly, passing a cool hand over
my brow. 'Terrible ..." | croaked. '"Muth |like the docks at low tide. Like the
wor st hangover | ever had - and worse again, much worse -'

'Yeah, well, that's not surprising,' chuckled Jyp gently. 'Quess you
don't know it, but you're lucky you re not waking up slightly dead. You put
away nigh on five quarts of high-proof hooch in about the space of half an
hour | ast night.'

"Yes,' | gargled, feeling the acid rise at the back of ny throat. 'l
renenber. But Sonebody el se got nobst of the benefit. That wasn't entirely ne

"You renenber?' barked Le Stryge, pushing the others aside and hauling ne

up by the scarlet sash I still wore. 'You renmenber?' He barked in ny face.
"That's unheard-of. You can't do that -'
"Well, | can,' | munbled, thrusting himback fromne so sharply he sat

down hard on the sand, 'all about it, so piss off. No of fence intended.’

| scranbled unsteadily to nmy feet. Le Stryge's breath had finished off
what the acid had begun. The sea was nearer than the bushes, so | staggered to
the water's edge and proceeded to heave the entire contents of my stomach into
the tide. After that | sat down heavily, a lot better but weaker, only half
aware of Le Stryge still rabbiting on behind ne.

'- but that - that is inpossible! The one ridden by the loa is the
nmerest instrument - a vessel, a vehicle for the Invisible. After such
possessi on - such total dom nation of the self - the conscious m nd cannot
recall anything of what happened when the |loa was in command.’

' Zat so?' demanded Jyp sceptically. 'And yet you heard ne talking to him
just after the whol e shebang broke - didn't you? Listen, that was Steve there,
and nobody el se - not that | could see, anyhow Wat about Don P? You were
saying that was kind of a fifty-fifty partnership.’

"I ndeed - but that was no nere possession. That was nore like a
conscious alliance, of a kind that could only come about with a being of vast
potential. Not such an
enpty comonpl ace shadow of a creature as this boy -' The hard, creaking voice
tailed off. Suddenly | had the sensation of keen eyes on the back of my neck
that | was being studied with a new and suspicious intensity.

| didn't turn round. | hardly cared. Enpty, a shadow, that was exactly
how | felt - like a discarded garnment forgotten on the ground. | thought of
Don Pedro's flesh slipping away, and shuddered; little better than that. It



wasn't just the hangover, it was worse, far worse. It was the nenory of having
been suddenly full, full to overflowing with a furious joy in life. | had been
given a glinpse, a taste of what it was | nost lacked - and it had all gone in
fighting, all save those last few mnutes. | had had no chance to turn ny

t houghts to anything else. | had tasted fullness, and had it snatched from ny
nout h.

But then O are, who had held back while | was being sick, cane to put a
conforting arm about mny shoul der, and that didn't feel bad at all. And only a
mnute |ater came Pierce's cheerful hail.

" Ahoy there, my gentle lords and | adies! The boats are readi ed, the w nd
is fromthe land. Let us nmake all haste aboard, that we nmay be quit of this
denon- haunted place with the first |ight of dawning!’

That fetched us. W scranbled up and hal f-staggered al ong to where the
captain and Mall stood waiting by the boats. There rode the two ships at
anchor in the mrroring bay, just as we had left them but no ill shapes hung
fromthe rigging now 'Aye, we've been aboard,' said Mall, follow ng ny gaze.
"While you yet slept. Made all secure, though in truth little enough was
touched - unusual for Wl ves, they nmust have been on the tightest |eash.’

"They were,' | agreed, thinking of how nothing had been stolen from our
of fice.

She smrked m schievously. 'Even your gold was yet there in your cabin,’
she added, and a great cheer went up fromthe surviving crew. | |ooked at
them and thought of all they had risked, and of those whose |ong existences
had found their eventual end on this quest - and | |ooked at O are; and
t hought how little noney that gold actually represented, even with what nore
I'"d promised. "I'Il double it!" I shouted. 'The whol e bl oody bonus! Doubl e

what | prom sed you!'’
We were all but swept aboard shoul der-high. They nearly upset the boats.
But Pierce's bellow broke up the turmoil at once; we were shorthanded, and the
rush to set sail was overwhel mi ng. Everyone had to plunge in and hel p, whether
t hey knew what they were doing or not. | found nyself quite blithely
scranbling up the ratlines with the nast headers. Even shuffling out al ong the
yard on the | ooped footrope to undo the sail-Ilashings wasn't too bad, since
the ship wasn't heeling. And it was a great nonent when the white mainsai
boomed out beneath us, and seemed to fill with the very first high beam of the
rising sun, a golden wind. | could even | ook down bel ow and see Clare's
sl ender linmbs anmong the team at the capstan, hauling up the anchor; and there
was |srael Hands |linping along, |eading a party bel ow
What for, | found out as we scranbl ed back down to the deck, and the old

Defi ance began to get under way. Pierce shouted a warning to us, then a
conmand, and the whol e ship heeled with a thunderous crash. The Chorazin,
still in shadow, juddered at her noorings; water fountained, and bits of
pl anki ng flew skyward. 'Be firing' at 'er waterline,' the topnan next to ne
remar ked sagely. Again the blast - and this tinme the black ship wall owed
sharply, and began to turn on a broken mooring. One of the masts juddered
free, and collapsed in a flailing nmass of rigging.
"A pricey prize she mght' ve been!' said another

"Ball s!' said nmy neighbour, and spat overside. 'Wo'd buy her? Nobbut

nore Wl ves - and I'lIl have their noney by other means, | thank you.'
| joined Jyp and Mall on the quarterdeck, |ooking back as the Wl f ship
settled into the shallow waters. 'There'll be scuba divers find that one day

and thinking they' ve found the weck of a pirate ship,' remarked Jyp dryly.
"Wn't they realize it hasn't been sunk for two or three hundred years?
| enquired.
Mal | grinned and runpled nmy hair. 'Wiy, what year d'you think is this?" she
enqui red innocently.
| put ny hands to ny head and groaned, while the others |aughed. At | east
| knew better than to get into that sort of discussion now | imagined that
ship, no longer a living, travelling thing, sinking back into Tinme as it
settled to the shall ow bed, back to the era of its building and belonging; to



become a haven and a shelter for small crawing things, to rot and break up

and at | ast be gently entonbed by the pale shifting sands of the bay. | | ooked
back at the island beyond, full of sleepy dawn sounds and the rush of surf -
and, finding that | still wore the red sash, | undid it and tipped it over the

stern. It spread out and floated in our wake for a nmoment, a scarlet stain on
the blue waters of the bay; and then it folded in and sank from sight.

gl anced up at the hillside, but | couldn't rmake out the mansi on anywhere. The
whol e vi ew seened cl eaner now, and that was the way to | eave it.

Ahead of us, under the curve of the maminsail, long fingers of cloud
stretched | ow al ong the horizon, their upper curves sun-reddening hills, their
trailing edges fringed with gold - a new archi pel ago, beckoni ng us onward. And
even as | saw it we passed beyond the point into the open sea, | felt our bows
lift and go on lifting -and now | dared | ook overside and see the sun-gil ded
sea fall away beneath us into a deeper azure, a mi st of blue and gold. Hi gher
we rose, riding on other seas, our sails filled with the wi nds of many
t housand dawni ngs, driving us out of shadow to chase the tinel ess norning and
pass over it and beyond, honeward bound.

Sunset cane soon, and it was night. The arch of cloud shone against the stars,
the wind was steady and Jyp was at the helm In the nild warm ni ght we,

of ficers and gentlefolk - including Le Stryge, unfortunately - sat around on

t he quarterdeck, under the light of the lanterns. Up in the foc'sle the crew
were singing, soft distant songs and ball ads | ong vani shed fromthe changing
years. | was sitting with my back to the deck railing, counting out the gold
to Pierce, who was hummi ng happily and plying me with nost anazing ol d brandy
in the hope I'd make just a little mistake. | hadn't the heart to remnd himl
was a businessman too. Care was chatting happily to Mall, who was tuning up
her fiddle with neticul ous care. She twanged a couple of strings
experimentally, played a note or two, then began to play along softly with the
bal | ads the foc' sl e were singing.

| sighed. The nusic was getting to ne. '"What's the matter, Steve?
enquired Care softly.

"I feel... hollow Hungry.'
She chuckl ed, and punched ne gently in the arm 'What, after that
breakfast? You wait till we get back. You' ve bought me di nner once or twice,

but you've never let ne cook you a neal. And you're going to get the biggest,
nost marvel |l ous -'

"I didn't nean that. | nean, | accept, I'll love it, | really am
starving, | can hardly wait, but - that wasn't how | neant it. 1'mhollow |like
a tooth; aching. Le Stryge was right. Don Pedro was right, Mall - all right,
all of you. |I was enpty; |'ve made nyself enpty, in ways | never even realized
till ... Till I was filled. That was wonderful. An honour, a glory; but its
left nme feeling like ... | don't know. An enpty bottle. An unfulfilled
purpose. There's a gap in ne, right in the centre of ny life, and sonehow |'ve
got to find ways to fill it, to live as sonething Iike a whole nan again. God

al one knows how.'

Clare smled, and put her armround ny shoulders again. 'Ch, that's
si mpl e enough. Cone hone. Go on building up your career. You' ve got a great
one ahead of you - take my word for it. Secretaries always know, and there
isn't one in the conpany who doesn't think so, even Barry's Jane. Just
renenber there're things in life besides work, now and again.' She chuckl ed.
"Such as food. If you're really still starving you'll need something to soak
up that brandy. 1'll go raid M Pierce's cabin stores.'

"Eh?' said Pierce, alarned, |osing count; then he renenbered he was
homewar d bound, and rich, and chuckled. 'Go ahead, mdear. There's half a
round of fine Stilton still there, and a case of good biscuit and some pickles
- oh, bring what you may find, we'll all have a bite.'
| watched Clare trip away down the | adder and across the deck, her hair
flying, her slimlegs flashing beneath the striped sailor's junper fromthe
slop chest that made a short dress for her. The one who cares nost for you ..

Sonet hing was shifting inside me, the first stirrings of an injured linb



after the plaster cones off or the stitches are renoved, slow and pai nful but
with the prom se of eventual satisfaction. That hunger of mine reached out
after her, craving whatever she could give.

"You know,' commented Jyp, |eaning over the wheel. 'C are may be right,
but - there's another way open to you, Steve. And ne, | think it's a better
way. Stay in the outer world. Stay out on the Spiral. Don't sink back into the
Core. Stay with us, with Mall and ne. W'll see you find your feet okay, and
soon - why, there'll be no holding you back! Life out here's not always the
way you' ve been living it. It can be like one Iong holiday, for as long as you
want it that way. Think of the endl ess worlds waiting out there! And you
needn't ever navigate an office desk again.'

Pi erce runbl ed agreenent. Le Stryge just snorted. Mall, | noticed, played
on.

"Jyp," | said, 'that's flattering as hell. Thank you a mllion times over
- damm it, |'ve never had friends like you and Mall. And yes, | can see
there's a whole new life here. But - | don't know. I'mtorn.' | |ooked after
Clare, silhouetted a nmonent against the light of Pierce's cabin door. '"If | go
back ... She won't renenber, you say. A few days and it'll all be gone. But
will I? 1 asked you that before. You' ve time to answer now.'

Jyp whistled. 'That's a great big can of worns. Like | said, it depends
on a lot of things. A whole |lot of things. Wat kind of person you are. How
you change. How nuch you want to renenmber. How rmuch you try. How nmuch you
refresh those nmenories, maybe.'

"By comi ng back, you nean? Qut of the Core?
"Sure. But | got to admit, that's got problens, too. Folk who make it a habit,
wel |, they renmenber okay. It's the Core they tend to forget. Never conpletely,
maybe -but it's liable to kind of slip away when they aren't |ooking. Tine
slackens its grip on 'em and bang! goes a year, or two years, or nore, Since
| ast they set the evening at their heels. Till they linger so long that no
navi gati on can get themright back where they were. Till, sooner than it
seens, maybe, they begin to forget - and find they're forgotten.'

It seened to nme there'd been sonmething nore in his voice than his usua
| aconi ¢ good nature. 'Is that what happened to you?

"I"'d a wife back then,' he said, neutrally. 'Sailors' wves, they get
used to their men staying away; but if I'd known how long it was, maybe ..
Crap, maybe | did know. You can't have it both ways. You make your own choice

inthe end, | guess. And I'Il level with you, Steve -answer what you were
really asking. Yes. Yes, it's more'n likely you' Il not remenber. Yes, this may
be the only chance to choose you get.'

'"That's so,' said Mall, and went on pl aying.

Cl are reappeared, laden with a tray of good things, and brought it up to
us. | couldn't help noticing the lilt of her breasts beneath the striped
jersey, the flash of thighs as she clinbed to the deck, the faintest glinpse
of gol den hair as she stooped to put down the tray. Mall, too, was | ooking;

and she suddenly sang a line or two fromthe ballad she was playing, in her
nmel | ow voi ce.
Let never a man a' wooi ng wend
That | acked thinges thrie,
A purse of gold,
An open heart,
And full ofcharitie...

| sighed again. My heart wasn't open, and ny purse was fast enptying;
not that | grudged a penny of it. Clare snmled, as if acknow edgi ng what Mal
was saying, and settled down beside me. She took ny armand started feeding ne
some kind of pate on biscuits.

"I don't know,' | said again, when ny nouth wasn't full. 'Wat a hell of a
choice - there's no other like it. God, I'mtenpted - I'mtorn. Al nopst
literally,' | added, feeling Clare's grip tighten on ny arm the pressure of

wor ds unspoken. 'But the way it seens to ne -
They all |eaned forward, waiting for my answer. It was amazing, a



wonderful thing in itself; that | should matter to them Cone to that, they
mattered to me -even that evil thing, Le Stryge, in his way. There was a debt
there, if nothing more. 1'd never had to feel like this before.

"It seens to nme that the life | knew, the old Iife | had - | nade a hash
of that, a whole lot of mistakes. It's pure chance | didn't just go on naking
them or worse. And though |I've done a bit of |earning, maybe, |'ve not
finished yet. This newlife I"'moffered - | could make a real hash of that,
too, couldn't I? Only the consequences night be worse - infinitely worse.
Christ, they alnopst were!' | shuddered at the thought of what | night have
been at this nonment, so easily.

"I laid myself open to one kind of evil. |I'd better make sure I'm|ess
open to others, before |I start hanging around themagain. | don't want to
| eave you all - but, but | think I1'd better. |I should go back and learn to
live ny first life properly, and then maybe | can think about seeking out sone
others. I'll try and renenber! 1'Il fight to stay in touch - and maybe | will.
But if | don't - that's howit'll have to be. That's best for all of us.'

"A brave settling,' said Mall quietly, 'and, a' mne avis, the right and
the true one. May't serve you better than you know now, ny Stephen. | - |
shal |l not forget.'

'Yeah, well, you've got a point, | guess,' conceded Jyp. 'There're sone
real ugly guys around out here. Can't have you whizzin'" about |ike a bonb
ready primed for the first coner to pick up. So - go!' He sighed. 'Forget al
else if you nust - but don't forget the docks, and Danube Street. And 'fore
all the Tavern! Fix that in your mnd. Fight for it. Then maybe the rest'|
stay. And when you're good and ready, you just keep asking your way, and

you'll find it in the end, if you really want to. But till then -well, | guess
staying away, that's right 'nough the safest thing for you ...’
Le Stryge snorted - much closer, | knew now, to a real |augh than that evil

cackl e of his. Contenpt must be one of his few remaining links with human
feelings. 'The safest? Is it? | would not be so sure, boy. Stay away if you
like, fromthis wider world of ours - and pray for your own sake that it stays
away fromyou! | wonder if it will. Your destiny is uncertain, even in ny eyes
- do you know that? But should it chance to lie beyond the linits you once
knew, that would not surprise me. And should that be so, then whatever you do
to avoid it, it will surely find you out.'

I swal l owed. The deck felt suddenly chill beneath me; but Care's arm was
warm on mne, and held nme tight. As if she was anxious to draw ne away ..

| rose, and she rose with me. 'How | ong before we reach honme?' she asked.

"Why, hours yet, mdear,' runbled Pierce. 'Till we cross the dawn agai n.
At sunset - which sunset, sailing master?
Jyp grinned. 'The sunset after the dawn we sailed. They'll hardly have

had time to mss you.'

| gaped, but Mall just chuckled. 'Not for naught's he named the Pilot.
Ti me holds few shoals for him

I shook ny head wonderingly. Care, accepting as ever, just chuckled, and
drew me with her to the conpan-ionway. Laughing, skipping lightly to the tune
of Mall's nusic, she led ne by the hand down to the deck. | went, not | ooking
back. But at ny cabin door | hesitated, staring out into the night. Far ahead
there, just above the horizon - was that faint streak of deeper darkness the
first sight of land, or just a line of dark cloud? Whatever it was, it hung
there like a frontier between sea and sky, or a barrier between the w der
worl d and the narrow, between nany dreams and a single cold awakeni ng.
Suddenly | was afraid of it, of crossing that dark bar once nore and into the
enbrace of harbour walls, both sheltering and inprisoning. There | could find
my firmberth again and never leave it, rooted fast to the nud. Wile all the
seas of the world, all the infinite oceans of space and time beat between

shore and shadow, only the breadth of a nmenmory beyond ny reach. | was afraid
to go home. But then, softly, O are opened the door, and drew nme in.
Why not? If she'd soon forget - if | might, also -what harmcould it hold for

us? W'd earned our holiday; and I, ny first new lessons in living. And



loving; there was tinme for a little of that. Time enough, till norning. r

APPENDI X

From The Consi story of London Correction Book for 27th January 1612 ..

O flcium Donmine contra Mariam Frithe

This day & place the sayd Mary appeared personally & then & there voluntarily
confessed that she had |ong frequented all or nost of the disorderly &
licentious places in this Cttie as nanmely she hath vsually in the habite of a
man resorted to al ehowses Tavernes Tobacco shops & also to play howses there
to see plaies & pryses & nanely being at a playe about 3 quarters of a yeare
since at the ffortune in nans apparell & in her bootes & with a sword by her

syde ... And al so sat there vppon the stage in the publique view of all the
peopl e there presente in mans apparell & playd vppon her lute & sange a
songe. . .

& hath al so vsually associated her selfe with Ruffinly swaggering & | ewd
conpany as namely with cut purses bl asphenous drunkardes & others of bad note
& of most dissolute behaviour with whom she hath to the great shane of her
sexe often tymes (as she sayd) dranke hard & di stenpered her heade with drinke

And further confesseth ... she was since vpon Christmas day at night
taken in Powl es Church with her peti-coate tucked vp about her in the fashion
of a man with a mans cl oake on her to the great scandal of diuers persons who
understood the sane & to the disgrace of all wormanhood.

And then she being pressed to decl are whet her she had not byn di shonest of her
body & hath not al so drawne other wonmen to | ewdnes by her perswasions & by
carrying her self Iyke a bawde, she absolutiy denied that she was chargeabl e

with eyther of these inputations ... [Miulholland, R E S., new series xxvii
(1977), 31]
Mary Frith, popularly known as 'Mad Mall', was remanded for further

i nvestigation, but seenms to have cone to no great harm- certainly not the
public whipping usually reserved for 'l ewdnes'. She is |last heard of al nost
fifty years later - having reached an astoni shing age for that period - and
apparently still going strong.
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