
Roger S. / The Servant (I) / 
Roger Canals									           5000 words
rcanalsnoguera@gmail.com
















The Servant
By Roger S.

I

Black sewage flowed freely over the cobblestones, and the fish market stink seeped into the evening mist, chased by the smell of piss in every alley. Grime Row was everything its name promised and then more. It wasn’t the poor that lived there, but the barefoot wretches who could barely afford to stay alive in this merciless city. Where everyone was poor but their lords, these people were at the very bottom of the crushing pile. And yet… Sunport was home to some of the wealthiest families in the isles. 
Ronan hated it, the idea it represented, the shameless trampling of the handful few over the very many. Was this the reason he’d agreed to find the girl? Some inconsequential attempt at righting the wrongs of this place? Not exactly. 
He had a deal. Find the girl in exchange for the Guild’s little machine. So desperate was the old man to find his granddaughter, that he hadn’t even blinked when Ronan told him who he’d have to steal it from. But… there was something else driving Ronan. He’d promised Merrin’s mother, and her grandad, that he’d find her not for the girl’s sake, or the mother’s, but his own. It was his guilt he wrestled with, not the city’s, and it was just as meaningless.
The street was packed with homeless people. Most begged, a few brave ones eyed him, measuring up their chances at snatching his coin, but none were brave enough to make the move. The one eye he had left had too unsettling a stare, and the scars on his face told them he was someone who had been mauled by violence, and had come on top every time.
A woman with slouched shoulders sat cross legged against the coarse wall of a derelict house. She kept her head down as Ronan approached her.
“Bugger off. I’m not for sale,” she said.
“I’m looking for an injured girl.”
“Now what kind of sick bastard are ya? Is it not enough that we’re starving? You like them mangled too?”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Get lost before I scream and half the folks in the street come to slice you up.”
“I’m looking for the girl the duke harmed.”
The woman clenched her jaws and looked away.
“I don’t know who you’re on about, mate. Leave.”
“I think everyone here does. It’s not everyday that some girl from Grime Row gets taken to the duke’s estate.”
“You’d do well not to mention him around here. No one here likes that piece of shite.”
“And you’d do well to tell me where the girl is. I’m the closest thing to justice she’s going to get.”
“Oh yeah? And what justice is that? The sheriff's? May as well be the duke’s.”
“No ma’am. How about a mother’s justice?”
That made her finally look him in the eyes. She took a long, good look. Something in the way he’d said it… something primal, seething with contained volcanic rage, made her change her mind.
“Come with me,” she said, standing up.
The place wasn’t far, just another run down house a few yards up the street. A gloom of candlelight lit the inside, the air stale with mold and teenage sweat. A house cramped with street urchins.
“Oi, come get cleaned of your coin, big oaf?” said a kid sitting on the stairs as he played with a pocket knife.
“Shut it, Ciaran. He’s here to see Ivy,” complained the woman
The kid jumped up.
“And what the blasted damn do you want with ’er, huh? Speak,” he said, pointing with the knife.
“I need her to tell me who the men that took her to the duke are.”
“What for? So you accuse her of being a snitch?”
“So I can make them talk. I need to find where the other girl is, the one that was with Ivy that night.”
“And how does that help Ivy? Why should she help you?”
“Because I can stop them from doing the same to that other girl.”
The kid looked him up and down.
“Nah, go away. Ivy doesn’t want to speak with you.”
“Ciaran! That’s not for you to decide. Move over,” said the woman, pushing him aside. “Come on up, sir.”
Ronan followed her up the stairs keeping an eye on Ciaran and that pocket knife of his, but the kid just let him through. They took him to a room upstairs, empty but for a single straw mattress on the floor. On it rested a girl. Her face was swollen, covered in hues of purple.
“Hello Ivy, how are you doing?” the woman asked her.
Ivy simply rolled over in the opposite direction.
“Listen… this man wants to ask you some questions about that night. I think he wants to… help,” continued the woman.
“I don’t need help,” said Ivy.
“Told you,” Ciaran complained. “Now, leave her alo—”
“But Merrin needs help,” Ronan interrupted. “She was with you that night. Remember her?”
Ivy turned slightly towards Ronan, but turned back to the wall after only a glimpse of him. He knew why she looked away. His shoulders span the entire door’s width, and his head was just a touch below the ceiling. To her men were monsters, and he was a monster shaped into a man.
“He beat her too?” she asked.
“He made her disappear. Her mother is desperate to find her.”
Ivy shivered as she curled into a clump.
“What do you want from me?”
“I want you to tell me who the men that took you are.”
The girl breathed out dejectedly, and sat up to face him. She looked over at her friend Ciaran, he shrugged, then at the woman, who in turn nodded, then back at Ronan and his frosted semblance.
“You look like someone who hurts people,” she said. 
Ronan’s silence turned out to be more of an admission than if he had said anything.
“If I tell you… can you hurt them? Can you hurt him, like he hurt me?” she added.
“I will have to hurt them to make them speak. As for hurting the duke… I don’t think our paths will cross while I look for Merrin. But if they do, I’ll make sure he regrets every bruise he gave you.”
“Swear it.”
“You’ve got my word.”
Ivy nodded, stood, and put on a tattered hooded cloak.
“Let’s go find those shit eating apes.”
#
The clientele of the Sailor’s Mast was an odd mix. On one end you had the thirsty and somewhat hungry, on the other you had the ones looking to gratify their lust. It was much the same. A pub turned borderline brothel filling the market demand for a one stop shop offering budget dinner and competitively priced company. It was a hit amongst the mariners. That’s where Ivy met the duke’s men, where they convinced her to follow them to his estate, where they’d soon be back to find some other gullible girl to feed the bastard.
Ivy was hungrier than the sailors themselves. Ronan paid for as much ale and food as she asked for while they waited at a table tucked in a quiet corner.
“Are you sure they’ll come?” he asked.
“What day is it?” she said, ripping a loaf of white bread with her teeth.
“Raven’s day.”
“They’ll come.”
As if summoned for the occasion, three mean looking ruffians sporting black coats, black tall hats, and carrying long blades, walked through the door.
“Them,” she said.
“Will they recognize you?”
“Yes.”
“Leave then. Finish your pint and go out the back. Don’t let them see you.”
Ivy drank all his beer in one go and nodded towards one.
“That one hit me the hardest. The wiry one.” she said, then got up and left.
He watched them get drunk. After a while two went upstairs with prostitutes. But the third one, the wiry one, kept drinking. He was loud, talked too much drivel, and the rot in his teeth must have smelled awful up close, because everyone kept him at a very long arm’s length. Ronan thought of a rat when he noticed the teeth. He’ll do, he thought. Rats were always the first to give away where someone hid their skeletons.
The ruffian gave up his futile attempt at luring the working girls, and went outside to get some air. Ronan followed him to the back of the building. He was still pissing against the wall when he noticed Ronan staring. What the ruffian saw was a hulking mass of meat standing under the gas lamp light. One fierce black eye, short brown hair. Ronan wore his grey coat open, letting him see his two caplock guns hanging by the sides of his belt, and the curved blade strapped to his chest. What the ruffian couldn’t see was the jagged-edged sword breaker Ronan held behind his back, or the stiletto dagger tucked in his boot.
“You enjoy watching men piss, you ratbag?” he said, doing up his trousers. 
Ronan held the stare. The ruffian placed a hand on the handle of his sword. 
“Keep staring and I’ll poke your eyes out.”
Ronan stood like a statue. The goon unsheathed his sword, and barked. 
“Stop staring you fuc—!”
Ronan hit the ruffian’s head with the sword breaker’s pommel so hard that some part of the man’s skull made a resounding crack. He fell on the mud and wailed, holding the side of his bleeding head.
“The servant girl. Where is she?” Ronan asked.
“What girl!?”
“The one your master liked to put his filthy little cock in.”
“That could be a lot of girls!”
“Merrin. She was a servant at the duke’s estate.”
“Why do you care about some servant whore!?”
Ronan kicked the ruffian’s belly, made him retch all the ale in his stomach.
“In better circumstances I would have followed you, figured out where you lowlifes are hiding her. But this job doesn’t pay nearly enough to have me wandering around this rotten city. You’re going to tell me now, or I’ll gut you like the pig you are,” he said, pressing the sword breaker’s sharp side against the man's throat.
“Who are you?”
“Someone who hunts snakes like you.”
“I’ll pay you to go away,” the ruffian pleaded.
“That’s not how this works. Listen, if you’re not going to talk, I can ask your two other friends once they’re done humping. I’ve no need for you. So… the girl, or the blade. You choose.”
“We— we took her to Charlotte’s.”
“What is Charlotte's?”
“A whorehouse. For the bigwigs.”
“Where is it?”
“An apartment in Belmont Crescent… You ain’t planning on going, are you?
“Of course I am. That’s why I’m asking where it is.”
“But you can’t! Commoners aren’t welcome at Charlotte’s, it’s only for the lords, that’s the whole point. They won’t even let you past the porter’s lodge.”
“They will if I’m with you. You bring them girls, don’t you? You can take me there.”
“It don’t work like that, I ain’t got a reason to be there tonight.”
“Yes you do. You’ll tell them we’re there to check on one of the girls, on the duke’s behalf. That’ll get us through, won’t it?”
“Maybe, or maybe it won’t. You’ll get us killed if they don’t buy it.”
“Well, you better sound convincing then.”
The ruffian’s eyes went left and right, up and down, fully open, then shut closed. He groaned.
“Come on, get up.” Ronan signaled with his hand. 
The ruffian rose slowly to his feet, and let Ronan grab him. Ronan couldn’t help but pull back a little when he got close enough to smell his breath.
“Wha’?” the ruffian asked.
“Your mouth stinks.”
“It ain’t my fault that I got a bit of a health problem,” the ruffian said almost with a pout.
“Just try holding your breath while I search you,” said Ronan.
He found a flintlock pistol strapped to the back, and tossed it behind some barrels along with the man’s sword.
“You’re going to take me to Charlotte’s, quietly, without making a fuss. If I hear you even whisper for help, I’ll sharpen my blade with your bones. Is that clear?”
“Yes…”
“Good,” Ronan said, pushing him forward.
#
Affluence was never too far from the complete lack of it in Sunport. Slums often ran parallel to wealthy streets. Gilded city manors stood surrounded by sordidly destitute homes. In most places that would have garnered some compassion towards the penniless. Not here. Here it was yet another form of humiliation. Not even famished children begging quite literally at their doorsteps could convince those lords to share a meagre crumb. Back home at Caer Lud wasn’t perfect either, but it wasn’t so… ubiquitous.
“This is the place,” said the ruffian.
An ostentatious building with overhanging balconies decorated with golden twinkle waited up ahead. Just before the front gardens, a porter’s house rested on an archway. Three men stood guard beneath it.
“Mind your words when we reach those men. Give them the slightest hint, and I’ll make sure to blow a hole through your chest before anyone figures out what’s happening,” Ronan said, pressing a pistol in between the man’s shoulder blades.
“Do-Don’t worry, I ain’t telling them.”
“Walk.”
One of the guards lifted his hand in a ‘stop’ sign once they were close enough. Ronan concealed the gun behind his back.
“Shtate your bushinessh,” said the older guard while chewing tobacco.
“Come to see Charlotte, duke sends me,” said the ruffian.
“Ain’t you the one who bringsh in new girlsh? Where’sh your two other fellash?”
“They’re on a different job tonight. I’ve brought him instead. New recruit.”
“Fledgling huh? What’sh your name fella?”
“Marston,” said Ronan.
“Marshton…” The old man scrutinized Ronan’s face. “You look kind of tenshe, Marhston. What’sh the matter?”
Ronan shifted his weight, a little anxiety crept in. He hadn’t expected to be the weak link in their deception.
“First day on the job, sir,” he answered.
The tobacco squelched inside the old guard’s mouth as he mulled over Ronan’s reply.
“Yeah I get ya… So what ish it that you need to shee Charlotte for, if you’re not bringing any girlsh?” he asked.
“We’re checking on one of the girls. Duke wants to know her progress.”
“Checking on one of the girlsh? Well that’sh unushual, ishn’t it? Duke normally comesh to check on them pershonally, if ya know what I mean… hehe.” Some of the tobacco fell off his mouth as he chuckled.
“He ain’t got the time for it tonight. Asked us to come instead.”
“Mmh… right.”
“Mind if we carry on, old man? We’re expected elsewhere after this.” The ruffian’s words came out a tad too rushed.
The old guard observed him, cocked his head slowly, trying to figure the best angle to see through the man’s lies.
“Lishten, I hope you know the girlsh are off limitsh for the likesh of you, do you? I don’t need to tell you what the duke would do to ya if he found out you went in there to enjoy yourshelvesh.”
“We’re not touching the girls. I told you, we’re just here to check on one of them.”
The guard’s eyes flicked between the ruffian and Ronan. These were keen eyes, eyes that knew something wasn’t exactly right.
“Okay shon, jusht needed to make shure….  Shtep through gentlemen,” he said finally.
Ronan exhaled silently, releasing slightly the grip on the gun he hid behind his back. Fighting his way through three men at once, four if he counted the ruffian, wasn’t how he was looking to start the night.
The inside of the building was decorated in the southwestern nobility’s style. Way too much coin, and not a sliver of taste. Bright pink, burning red, and sheen and gold everywhere. An absolute eye sore. Madam Charlotte’s apartment was no better. Ronan was sure there was more fluff stuck to the floors, walls, and furniture than inside the mountains of cushions scattered all over the place.
Charlotte, an opulent looking woman clad in jewellery, greeted them.
“Gentlemen, welcome to our little haven of pleasure. Can I fetch you a drink? Perhaps a cigar?”
“Aye, I fancy a cigar, thanks Charlotte,” said the ruffian.
“And you, love?” she asked Ronan.
“Whisky,” he said after a pause.
“Apple! One cigar and a glass of whisky! Make it quick.”
Not half a minute later, a woman, a girl really, just a tad too young to be one yet, came hurrying out of a door with a tray carrying a glass of whisky, and a cigar. She curtsied, and silently offered them their requested vices. Ronan took his whisky, the ruffian his cigar. The girl produced a match and lit the cigar for the ruffian.
“So, to what do we owe the pleasure? Here to take care of the duke's business?” Charlotte asked.
“Well, to tell you the truth, we’re here to check on—” the ruffian began.
“Bring out your girls,” said Ronan. “We’d love to have a look at your selection.”
“No offense, love. But I don’t think you’re allowed to sample my selection.” 
“We aren’t. The duke just wants us to review the presentation, see how the girls come across.”
“Interesting. He normally does that himself. Why would he send you instead?”
“That’s precisely why he hired me. Professional second opinion. He wants this place to be run as neatly as I run my establishments in Caer Lud.”
The madam frowned confused at the ruffian.
“It’s true.” The ruffian shrugged
Charlotte gestured to the pink couch.
“Fine. Take a seat while I go prepare them.”
Ronan and the ruffian sat awkwardly next to each other.
“What are you doing?” whispered the ruffian.
Ronan kept quiet, that man wasn’t anywhere near his list of trusted ears. If Merrin was there, she’d come out with the rest of the girls. He was simply denying them the chance at hiding her away once suspicions rose, once the madam realized he was there to take her with him.
One by one, Madam Charlotte’s girls walked into the room, and arranged themselves in an evenly spaced line. They smiled, they posed, they fluttered their eyes. The impressively elaborate makeup made them look more like candy than actual people.
“Introduce yourselves to the gentlemen,” ordered Charlotte.
A freckled girl stepped forward.
“Ma’lords, my name is Peach. You won’t find a more skilled masseuse tonight. My hands will take away all the ache, all the gloom… and bring out all your vigour instead… And believe me, you can be vigorous with me.”
The ruffian leaned forward on the sofa licking his lips, and smiled at her with his putrid teeth. The girl hid her disgust well, but Ronan noticed the twitch.
“Next one,” Ronan said.
Peach stepped back, and the girl beside her introduced herself. Cherry, Cinnamon, Berry, Coco, Honey, the list went on. Edible names for edible people, there to be chewed and spat by the masters of this city. 
Ronan scanned their faces.
“Are… none of my girls of your liking?” asked Charlotte.
Ronan kept looking. It was difficult to tell who was behind all that makeup. Merrin’s mother described her daughter as a thirteen year old with curly black hair, emerald eyes, and a smile brighter than a thousand suns. Well… none of the girls were smiling, not a true smile anyway. And as for all the other traits, none fitted the description. Merrin, wasn’t in the room.
“Where’s Merrin?” he said.
The girls looked nervously at each other. Madam Charlotte gave Ronan a killing look.
“Why are you asking where Merrin is? Don’t you know?” she asked.
“My colleague brought her here a few weeks ago, didn’t he?” he said pointing at the ruffian. “I just want to speak with her.”
“Is this some kind of sick joke?”
“Like I said, I just want to speak with her.”
“Well you can’t now, can you, love? Your lot dragged her away screaming and kicking in front of the customers. Left my girls in right distress they did, right in the middle of their shifts.”
“Dragged her away where?”
“What do you mean where? If you don’t already know, then you’re not meant to know.”
“Shit…” said the ruffian. “Shit, shit, shit.”
The man pressed his temples. He knew where, and it was filling him with dread.
“Wait a minute… the duke didn’t hire you, did he? Who are you really, huh? Who is he?” she demanded of the ruffian.
The ruffian’s face lost all pretense of a ploy under just a touch of her scrutiny. Ronan hadn’t expected much more from him anyway. He had been ready to burst open since back at the porter’s house. 
“Fine,” Ronan said, and stood up. “Truth and pain it is.”
“Girls… go back to your rooms. Now!” Charlotte barked.
The girls disappeared through their doors as if Madam Charlotte was lashing their backsides. As soon as they were alone, she faced him.
“I don’t want trouble in here, so I’m going to count to ten before I call the guards. I’d advise you piss off before then.”
Ronan drew a pistol with his left and the enormous curved knife from his chest scabbard with his right. Charlotte gasped and took a step back. The ruffian pressed himself against the sofa.
“You won’t call the guards,” he said.
“Why? You think I’m scared of you?” Charlotte said, sounding fairly scared.
“You should be. I’m the kind of man who has crossed many lines no sane person would, all to get what I want. But that’s not why you won’t call the guards.”
“Why wouldn’t I?” she asked, gulping.
“Because I saw your face when you told me they dragged her away screaming and kicking. Because you sent your girls back to their rooms to protect them from me. You don’t like what they did to her, to one of your… ‘girls’. You’re severe with them, shamelessly sell their bodies to the highest bidder, but you care for them, don’t you Charlotte? In your own… twisted way.”
“Of course I care for them.”
“Then tell me where Merrin is, so I can reunite her with the people that should be caring for her… Her family.”
Charlotte looked repeatedly back and forth between Ronan and the ruffian. The ruffian shook his head firmly. He really didn’t want her to say it.
“I can’t…” she said. “I’m not even supposed to know… You don’t understand…”
“Shut your gob, woman!” the ruffian said. “We’re as good as dead if you tell him.”
“The alternative is that you tell me while I disembowel you on the floor. Your choice,” Ronan told him.
Charlotte placed a hand over her mouth in disgust.
“If I tell you the duke will be the one to gut me!” the ruffian cried.
 “There won’t be anything left for the duke to carve at if you don’t speak.” Ronan pressed the blade on the ruffian’s cheek. He wanted him to take a close look at its size.
“Wait,” said Charlotte lifting her hand. “If I tell you… you’ll go look for Merrin, won’t you?”
“Without a doubt.”
“Then he’ll know someone spoke. The duke won’t stop at anything to find out who… he’ll discover it was me.” Charlotte rubbed her hands anxiously. “If you want me to tell, you need to make it look like someone else spoke,” she said as her eyes drifted towards the ruffian.
Ronan followed her eyes, and understood. The ruffian deflated hopelessly.
“I may have some ideas for that,” he said. “So where is Merrin?”
“The duke’s island.” Charlotte paused. She seemed to need a moment to accept what she had finally said.
“What happens on that island that you’re so terrified to talk about it?”
“The island is… the key to his power, the central piece of his entire business.”
“And what is his business?”
“Every business in Sunport is the duke’s business, the good and the bad. He has a hand on it all.”
“That still doesn’t tell me what happens on that island.”
“Woman… For the love of Danu, stop. Don't say another word. If you continue… it’s the end of us,” the ruffian pleaded.
“We’re already lost you and I, I'm afraid. I lost myself long ago when I agreed to run this… hole, for old man Lanrose. You lost yourself when you agreed to bring in little girls for his degenerate son. We’re too far gone, but Merrin… she can still be saved.”
Old man Lanrose could only be the duke’s infamous dead father. The queen had him executed during the succession wars. Ronan recalled the charges which landed him in the scaffold. Treason… and slavery.
“Slaves,” said Ronan. “Is that what the duke hides on his island?”
“You’re a sharp one aren’t you, love? Slaves are one of the many things he hides in his damn island.”
“So Merrin is being enslaved to whom? The duke?”
“No, Merrin was the duke’s slave while she was in here. We’re not his whores, we’re his property. Snatched from the streets, paid only in food, a roof over our heads, these stupid clothes, and letting us keep our lives. His father started it. Old man Lanrose chained me to this place. Gryffin inherited it when he died. He’s even worse than his father. Old man Lanrose was a piece of shit, but at least he didn’t fancy little girls.”
Charlotte’s stare hollowed with each word, sinking into a void filled with painful recollections that surfaced right through her. She continued.
“No… Merrin isn’t the duke’s slave any more. He tired of her, too much crying… too much sadness every time he came for her. It was just a matter of time until he discarded her. I warned her, but the poor girl just couldn’t cope. She was a servant before he locked her in here, wasn’t ready to be made his… plaything. It was never going to work. She’s not the first, mind you. Won’t be the last.”
“Whose slave is she now, then?”
“The smugglers, for now…” Charlotte’s gaze turned to Ronan before speaking her next sentence. “The elves… later.”
Elves. Only in one place in the whole wide world the Anúabhair lived openly. Only in one place the Anúabhair openly owned slaves. Their fortress cities across the western sea, where slaves were sacrificed by the thousands every single day, in an unceasing offering to their dark gods. If Merrin ever reached those shores… no one would bring her back.
“Alfheim,” said Ronan. “She was sent to the island to be shipped off to Alfheim.”
“Yes.” Charlotte’s voice trembled slightly.
“How do you know she’s still on the island and not inside someone’s cargo hold already?
“I don’t, but they only took her yesterday night. Shame you weren’t here then, you’d have found her.” She pointed a finger at the ruffian. “He’ll know. I bet you know when ships come and go, don’t you?”
“Damn you, woman,” the ruffian snarled, but his snarl flattened under Ronan’s ominous one-eyed glare.
“Is she?” Ronan asked him.
“Is she what?”
“Still on the island.”
“She must be… but a ship’s due in at midnight. Ain’t no way you’ll get there before then.”
“Where is it?”
“Just a few miles south of the coast, but it’s not easy getting there. It’s always dead foggy, and the reefs around it are wicked sharp.”
“But you know the way around the reefs, don’t you?”
“I… I know, but I ain’t a sailor, ain’t got a boat either.”
“I’ll get us a boat, don’t you worry.”
“What do you mean ‘us’? You ain’t bloody taking me with you, are you?”
“On the contrary. It’s you who’s taking me to the island.”
	“I’m a fucking dead man…”
“You aren’t, not yet anyway. Let’s keep it that way, shall we?”
“Bastard…” muttered the ruffian.
Ronan pulled the man up and pushed him out of the apartment. Before leaving, he turned to Charlotte.
“One last thing. What’s the sheriff’s relation with the duke?”
“That fat pig?” snorted Charlotte. “Tucked deep inside the duke’s dirtiest pocket. I’d stay well away from him if I were you.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Ronan walking out.

