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Prelude

Hidden Flames

The lightkeeper heaved a deep cleansing breath and leaned against the door he had just slammed shut behind the child of Orin Flaxal. He could breathe easier now that her infernal book was gone, though he could still feel the damp, salty magic that permeated its pages. He preferred a nice, dry heat any day.

That poor girl, he thought. To be denied her heritage by that bitter old woman and something as ephemeral as time. The thought of his own gifts, and what his life might have been had they been similarly denied, made him shudder.

Sniffing and coughing back the irritating lump in his throat, he shook himself, smoothed his soot-stained tunic and began to climb the stairs back to his study. His steps were lighter with Orin Flaxal’s log book out of his home.

“Who was that, Master?”

“What? Edan?” The lightkeeper stopped short and looked around irritably. “I told you to stay out of sight! What are you doing? Where is Flicker? If you’ve let her loose again, I’ll — ”

“Flicker’s right here, Master,” the boy said, stepping from behind several barrels of coal tar and tugging a thin gold chain clasped around his wrist.

A tiny female firesprite fluttered out from her hiding place, her skin the hue of burnished copper, her hair a literal flame, wavering and flickering with the flutter of her gossamer-smoke wings. She tugged on the gold chain which girded her slim waist, glared at Edan, then settled onto his shoulder to sulk.

“I haven’t let her loose, and I did stay out of sight. The woman never knew we were here.” He came forward, ignoring the petulant firesprite as much as was possible with the heat of her fiery hair bathing his neck. His own hair was carrot-red and cut short, not by choice but by necessity; Flicker kept catching it on fire if it grew too long. The boy’s smattering of freckles made him look younger than his thirteen years. His clothes were plain: cotton pants and a thick leather apron over a once-white shirt pocked with scorch marks where the sprite’s flaming hair or one of the lightkeeper’s burning contraptions had touched it.

“Who was she?”

“None of your business!” the lightkeeper barked. Embarrassed that the boy may have witnessed his moment of weakness, and wary of the questions he knew would come, he turned and ascended the stairs in a flurry. “Now don’t bother me. I’ve got things to do. See to the paraffin distillation, and don’t let Flicker near it! If I have to rebuild that — ”

“I just emptied the vat, Master, and the cooker’s on low. We have plenty.” He followed the lightkeeper up the steps, his eyes wide. “That woman; I heard you talking to her about magic, about being a seamage. Is she a seamage?”

“No, she’s not, Edan. Her father was. She is — ”

“Did she try to become one? Did she fail her trials, too?”

“No! No, she never got the chance you had, boy. Now she’s too old.” He turned on the boy, his bushy eyebrows bristling. “Now stop asking me questions and get to work! Bring me the small jar of phosphorous from the cellar. I’ve got an experiment to run, and you’ve got chores to do. Forget about magic! You had your chance at it, and failed. Be content with having a place to sleep and food to eat!”

“Yes, Master,” the boy said as he turned and headed down the stairs to the cellar.

The lightkeeper stopped and looked back over his shoulder, regretting his temper. In his own way, Edan was in the same circumstance as Cynthia Flaxal: he would never know the delight of elemental magic coursing through him. But he would never stop thinking about magic, and the chance he had lost.

≈

Sam was in the water, and it was burning. The whole world was burning.

Guillotine floated only twenty feet away, consumed by flames, its burning debris falling down around her. Out in the middle of the bay, Black Guard was an inferno.

And her arm…her arm was on fire. Even under the water — she could not remember why she was in the water — something sputtered and sizzled in her flesh, sending jolts of agony up her arm. She managed to keep treading water, panic pushing the pain aside as she looked around at her hellish surroundings. Across the bay a large galleon lofted a missile onto the town; it exploded in flight, sending a rain of white hot streamers down on everything. Screams rose in the air like the smoke that stung her eyes.

Then she remembered.

She had been on Guillotine, and Jinkus was showing her around the foredeck. A horn had sounded nine times, and everyone stood stunned: the alarm had never sounded before. A small ship — identical to Hippotrin, but with the likeness of a woman as a figurehead — had appeared from the fog, and people had started shouting and running about. The ship had thrown a small cask at Black Guard, and the corsair exploded in flames. Sam had stared as the small ship headed straight for Guillotine, and a catapult on its foredeck lofted a cask toward them. Jinkus had shouted, then pitched her over the bow rail. She hit the water as a wave of unbelievable heat bathed her back. When she surfaced, an errant bit of white fire had hit her arm and stuck, burning into her flesh. Then something had hit her head, enough to daze her.

Now people swam past her toward Cutthroat, which swung nearby on her anchor cable. Sam looked toward shore where the town was burning and made for Cutthroat.

Sam swam with the other men and women, the pirates who had taken her in when everyone else had left her; everyone but Tim. She couldn’t find Tim now, but she knew if she stayed with the pirates, they would take care of her. After all, she was a pirate now, too, and they were her only family.

Acrid smoke burned her eyes and lungs. Many swimmers didn’t make it: some drowned, some were injured so badly that they died and sank, and some were taken by the long shapes that swam in from beyond the reef. The water was red with blood by the time she reached Cutthroat and clambered up the cargo net that had been draped over the side.

A man screamed behind her, and she turned back to see Jinkus being shaken apart by a huge shark. The screaming stopped as he was dragged under.

Once out of the water, her arm burned worse. She looked at it, wondering how it could smoke and sputter after being underwater. A pirate she didn’t recognize grabbed her and pulled her down behind the bulwarks.

“Don’t just stand there like a dolt, girl! Here.” He pinned her arm and drew a knife from his belt. “Gotta cut that outta there or it’ll just keep burnin’. Hold fast, now!”

Sam cried out as he cut the thumbnail-sized bit of burning stuff from her forearm and flicked it over the side. Her arm bled freely, but it no longer burned. He cut the bottom of her shirt into broad strips and bound the wound.

“There! Good lass! Now stay down.” He clapped her shoulder and took his own advice.

She leaned against the comforting solidity of the bulwark and looked around. There were maybe thirty men and women aboard Cutthroat, many wounded, all trying to stay low and out of sight. A ship sailed past: Hellraker, headed for the mouth of the bay. Cutthroat swung hard on her anchor as a rush of water filled the harbor. Sam stared as Hippotrin’s twin floated free from where she had been beached and jibed toward the channel behind Hellraker.

“They’re leaving,” she said to no one. “We should leave, too.”

“Aye, I think you’re right, Sam,” the man beside her said, peering over the rail. “The place is goin’ right down the scuppers to the Nine Hells, ain’t it?”

She looked at him and realized he was Cutthroat’s first mate; Parek was his name. “Where’s the captain?”

“He was ashore. Either dead or fled, now, I suppose.” He grinned and chucked her on the shoulder. “Guess that makes me captain!”

“I, uh…Aye, sir,” she said, trying to sound confident.

“Good lass! Now spread the word forward. We raise the fores’l and jib when the anchor cable’s cut.” He hefted a boarding axe and handed it to her. “That’s your job. Got it?”

“Aye, sir!” Her arm throbbed as she took the heavy axe, but his confidence in her bolstered her resolve.

“Good! Wait fer my signal. Now go!”

She worked her way forward, spreading the captain’s orders until she was at the capstan head. She braced herself and moved to the hawsehole, looking aft for the captain’s signal. Men and women scrambled up the rigging to ready the foresail. The captain looked at her, then brought his arm down in a chopping motion.

It took her several swings to cut the thick rode, and her arm was throbbing and bleeding when she finished. The ship swung free, and the captain shouted orders. Sam sat and cut more strips from her shirt. By the time she’d wound two more lengths around her arm and stopped the bleeding, they were heading out of the channel.

Sam pulled herself up and looked over the side of the ship. Beside the channel, the wreckage of Hellraker was strewn across the reef. Bodies floated in the shallows, a slick of carnage. She scanned the horizon; Hippotrin and her sister ship were racing to the north under full sail. She worked her way aft, wondering where they would go; what they would do. There was already much discussion on this matter around the captain, and he settled the argument in true pirate fashion.

“Bloodwind’s on Hippotrin and sailin’ north with that hell-spawned ship on his tail. I’m captain of Cutthroat now, and I say we head south and find someplace to hunker in.”

“But what’ll we do?” one of the crew asked, panic edging his voice.

“What’ll we do? By bloody hell and high water, what do you think we’re gonna do? We’re bloody pirates, ain’t we?”

A low murmur spread through the burned and battered crew — a murmur of hope.

“Get the mains’l on her, then. Someone go below and find out what we’re haulin’ fer provisions. A round of grog for the injured, but nobody sleeps until we find a place to hunker in. Sam, you come here and take the wheel.”

Sam gripped the wheel’s spokes, gritting her teeth as her arm throbbed in time with her racing heart. A bottle of rum was thrust at her and she took a deep swallow, coughing at the burn but knowing it would ease the pain. She turned the wheel to port at her captain’s orders, and brought the needle on the compass to a course of due south.


Chapter One

Heir

“Shambata Daroo?”

Cynthia stirred, dragging her eyelids open. She stared at the door to the bath chamber, hoping she’d dreamed the voice and willing it to go away.

A light tap on the door and a singsong, “Shambata Daroo?” in Paska’s voice confirmed that she wasn’t dreaming. Mouse perked up from the pile of warm towels upon which he was lounging, emitting a questioning, “Eep?”

The latch turned and she thought about easing underwater, but the sunken marble tub full of warm, lavender-scented water was not the sea; she could not do her tricks here, and would have to surface in less than a minute.

Paska peeked in and smiled. “Ahh, you are here. Why you not answer?” She entered, her year-old son, Koybur, balanced on one hip, and a cutlass slapping the other.

Mouse let out a piercing “Beebee!” and streaked over to orbit the infant’s head, drawing delighted squeals from the child.

“I’m taking a bath, Paska,” Cynthia said, water lapping at her chin. “I’m trying to relax.” With Mouse’s and little Koybur’s screeches competing for the honor of rupturing her eardrums, relaxation seemed unlikely.

“You in de wata all day, and you get in de wata to relax?” The dark-skinned woman laughed. “I know how you need to relax! Chula, he relax you! Sometime he relax me so much I can’t help but — ”

“A bath is different from being in the sea, Paska. And I don’t need Chula to help me relax.” Especially now, she thought, pushing herself up and watching the water cascade down her bulging belly.

Her pregnancy was well along; with only two months left, she welcomed any excuse to relieve herself of the uncomfortable weight. She accepted Paska’s help getting out of the deep tub, reached for a towel and began the laborious process of drying herself. She had learned quickly that pregnancy made everything a chore. “So, what is it, Paska? Something important enough to interrupt my bath, I hope.”

“Oh, shua! Plenty important! De boat come from Southaven with message for you. Here.” She delved into a small satchel at her belt and handed over a scroll case.

“From Southaven?” She furrowed her eyebrows, donned a robe and took the case. “Probably something from the Keelsons. I should have them address their letters to Cammy.” She broke the seal, pulled out the rolled parchment, and knew immediately that it was not from the shipbuilders. The paper was thick, smooth and expensive. She unrolled it and read the message. Yes, this was important.

“Is the messenger boat still here?” she asked, reading as she strode out the door and down the corridor, Paska following. “I’m going to have a reply.”

“Oh, yeah. He’s still here. He’s got a frien’ here. He won’t be leavin’    ’til mornin’.”

“Good. That’ll give me time to think about this.” She entered her rooms, formerly Bloodwind’s own. They had been completely refurbished to suit her tastes, the walls painted in peaceful blues and greens that emulated the sea itself, the furniture thickly upholstered and comfortable. “Would you please find the messenger and have him come to my chambers in the morning to take a letter back? Oh, and find Cammy for me. I need to speak to her.”

“Shua! You want dinna sent up, too? It save you all de walkin’ up and down de stairs.”

“No thank you, Paska. I’ll have a late dinner. I have to go talk to the mer before I eat, and I probably won’t get back until after dark.”

“Why de rush? What on dat papah got you so riled up?”

“It’s from the old lightkeeper in Southaven. He wants to see me.”

Mouse let out an “Eep” of alarm and abandoned teasing the baby to dart to Cynthia’s shoulder, his tiny features scrinched into a mask of worry.

≈

“The lightkeeper?” Camilla knitted her brow. “Why does he need to see you? And why can’t he come here? Tell him you’re pregnant and can’t travel, and if he wants to see you, he can bloody well — ”

“He says he can’t travel by ship, Cam, and I don’t think he’s lying. He’s a pyromage. You know the old saying about fire and water.”

“That they’re good servants but bad masters? Cyn, you are the master, not the servant. If you push yourself too hard, you’re going to have problems with the baby.” Mouse fluttered to Camilla’s shoulder and nodded in agreement.

“I was thinking of the one that goes, ‘Fire is love and water sorrow. One burns, the other quenches, and only one will see the morrow.’”

“How prophetic!” Camilla glared as she paced furiously back and forth. “Does he say what he wants, or just that it’s important?”

“He only says it has to do with magic.” Cynthia smiled as she gazed out over Scimitar Bay. One galleon bobbed at anchor, and the new three-masted schooner, Peggy’s Dream, lay tied to the pier in the very berth where Guillotine had burned. This was a different place now that the marauding Captain Bloodwind was gone: more peaceful, more productive. “That I became a seamage so late in life has changed his thoughts on the nature of the trials an elementalist must undergo. He wants to discuss it, and he has a task he’d like me to help him with, though he doesn’t say what it is.”

“How mystical!”

Camilla’s sarcasm was sharp enough to draw a look from Cynthia. Her friend stood beside the open shutters, staring at one of the pillars that supported the open balcony, her arms folded and hands clenched into fists. Cynthia suddenly felt guilty; she had forgotten how uncomfortable these rooms made Cammy, and her special aversion for the balcony. Best not to think of what that bastard Bloodwind had done to her friend here in all the years she was his captive.

“We can talk about this somewhere else if you — ”

“No!” Camilla’s head snapped up, and Mouse tumbled off her shoulder in surprise. She breathed deeply and her murderous glare faded. Despite her protest, she looked around at the walls as if they were closing in on her. “No, I’m fine, Cyn. I just don’t like this place.”

“Let’s go into the study, then.” She pushed herself up from the papasan chair.

“It’s not just these rooms, Cyn. The whole place is starting to bother me. Too many memories.” She followed Cynthia, visibly relaxing as they entered the smaller room.

Cynthia eased herself into the upholstered chair set before a huge and cluttered roll-top desk. Mouse fluttered along with her and landed on the desk, where he started poking into every cubby. Cynthia fingered a sharkskin scroll and scanned the ancient lettering. It always amazed her how the mer managed to do everything land-based folk did, but with different tools and subtle magic. The scroll’s letters were written with squid ink, but the ink would never have dried or even stained the cured vellum without the spells to make it happen. Mer mages were rare, and highly venerated in their society. She dropped the scroll and sighed, glancing over all the books and scrolls she had yet to read, but she pushed away her worries. She had more urgent issues to deal with right now.

“Maybe you should come with me to Southaven. Take a break.” Camilla didn’t sit and she still looked uneasy, but at least her previous white-knuckled tension had eased.

“And leave no one here to deal with things? Probably not wise, Cyn. Though, when you get back…”

“Fine with me. You deserve a break. You could even run things from Southaven, if you like.”

“You think that would work?” Camilla asked, raising an eyebrow.

“It might be difficult at first, but you already run the shipping business pretty much by yourself. It would probably make the business end of things a little easier, with Fergus’ accounting offices and the Keelsons’ shipyard right there. Ghelfan’s yard here doesn’t need much in the way of oversight from either of us. He’s got Dura for that.” They both chuckled at the thought of the burly dwarf running the half-elf shipwright ragged.

“But what about the lightkeeper?”

“I’ve got to go, Cam. I owe him a lot.”

“Maybe you should stay there until you have the baby. I mean, Kurian is there, and you could have a real midwife.”

“And deprive the mer of being present at the birth of my heir?” She shook her head with a wry smile. “Talk about never hearing the end of it!”

“But how can the mer be here for the — ” Camilla’s eyes widened. “Oh, you’re kidding me! You plan to have the baby underwater?”

Mouse jumped up excitedly at the talk of the impending birth. He flew to Cynthia and perched on her bulging stomach, pressing his ear to listen. He tapped her tummy until he was rewarded with a kick. Cynthia shooed him off.

“Yes, but just in the lagoon.” She laughed at the shock on her friend’s face. “What’s the problem? The little critter’s been bobbing around in water for the last seven months. Being born into a nice warm lagoon will probably be less of a shock than being born into air. Not to mention that it’ll be more comfortable for me.”

“But what if — what if there are problems?”

“The mer have priests if anything goes wrong.”

“Well, Feldrin’s not going to like the idea, I’ll tell you that.”

“Feldrin’s not here,” Cynthia said, letting slip a little of her ire, which sent Mouse darting for cover. That Feldrin would not be happy was the one subject she refused to consider right now. She pushed herself up and strode for the door. “Have the crew of Peggy’s Dream ready her for sea. I’ll leave the day after tomorrow. Oh, and ask Ghelfan if he wants to come along. I’m sure the Keelsons want to see him, and he had some minor changes to the design he wanted them to implement. I’ll see you tonight. I’ve got to talk to the mer before I leave.”

≈

Cynthia stood on the warm sand of Skull Beach, staring at the lagoon. She’d been standing here for so long, obsessing about the upcoming confrontation, that Mouse had fallen asleep on her shoulder. During the walk over the ridge and down the well-groomed trail to the beach she had considered how to broach the subject, but to no avail. The mer would not be happy with her taking this trip, especially with the arrival of “The Heir” so near, but they were not happy about anything she did that wasn’t their idea.

She didn’t like that term — “The Heir” —  and wondered who among the mer had coined it. Heir to what, she wanted to know. She hadn’t done anything yet that warranted an heir. Their insistence could simply have been to ensure that they would have a sympathetic and powerful voice to argue their desires to the air-breathing world. They had gone without a seamage for fifteen years after Orin Flaxal, Cynthia’s father, had died. Of course, it could also be a power-play with her, personally. Everything the mer did was for their own benefit. She loved them for what they had taught her and for the friendships she had developed, but she knew that they held no love for most landwalkers, as they referred to all the terrestrial races. She often thought that, on the whole, the mer would be happiest if life on land simply ceased to exist.

That thought kept her awake through many lonely nights.

Maybe Camilla was right: maybe it was time she reminded people that she was the Seamage of the Shattered Isles. She was going to ask — no, she was going to tell them that she was going on a trip for her own benefit. “It’s my decision,” she told herself once again. “They don’t control my life. If I want to take a trip to Southaven, it’s none of their business.”

With new resolve, she propped her snoring sprite into the crook of a nearby tree and strode into the bath-warm water of the lagoon.

As always, being enveloped by the sea was a sensual experience. The barrier between her skin and the water seemed to blur, as if she could spread out in all directions and become the sea itself. It was a sensation she could easily lose herself in if she didn’t concentrate on who she was and what she was doing.

As she submerged completely, the simple incantation she’d learned from her father’s log flushed her skin with blood, creating a thin layer of tissue — a second skin — that provided her with the ability to breathe in water. Well, she didn’t actually breathe, but she didn’t need to. What she needed, the sea gave her; what she did not, the sea took away.

She created a pressure wave and rode it through the gap in the reef. Her surroundings shifted from bright turquoise to deep blue as the bottom plunged toward the depths. She took a moment here to look around and enjoy the view of the looming wall of the outer reef and all its denizens. In a riot of color, an innumerable variety of fish, corals, anemones and other creatures swam and swayed in the surging waves, a symphony of life that overwhelmed her with its complexity and beauty.

Far too easy to be distracted by all this, she thought as she returned to her task. Concentrating, she sent out a pulse of sound that would call her finned friends. She knew better than to venture into their territory unescorted, seamage or no. One wouldn’t just barge into a friend’s home without an invitation, and the mer were particular about protocol. It was not long before she felt the powerful pulses of sound that told her someone, or something, approached.

Two grey shapes descended toward her from the surface, their long, muscular bodies moving effortlessly through the water faster than even a mer could swim. The dolphins raced around her in circles, teasing her with their superior agility. She smiled at them and made the signal that she was not amused at their joke. One of them nudged her and rolled to rub the length of his underside against her. This, she knew, was another joke, and a rather suggestive one. Dolphins could be aggressive if given any kind of encouragement, so she discouraged him with a firm pulse of sound that she knew would be just short of painful to his sensitive sonar.

The two darted away, duly abashed, but returned with no hint of rancor. They never took anything personally, and never stayed angry long. To a dolphin, everything was either play, a joke, sex, or something to eat. She was rescued from further cetacean mirth by the arrival of the sleek mer scout, Chaser.

Cynthia always marveled at the beautiful harmony of the mer body with its environment. Their upper torsos were slim and muscular, vaguely human above the waist save for the five gill slits along the lower ribs on each side and the prominent dorsal fin. At the hips, however, mer changed to all piscine. Their lower extremities were compressed laterally, with dorsal and ventral finlets running along the crests, ending in powerful tails. They swam like sharks rather than dolphins, lashing their bodies from side to side, their arms set at angles like pectoral fins.

Chaser snapped to a stop before her and made a quick chopping motion with one webbed hand, then a circle, sending the dolphins up to patrol around them. Dolphins and mer were long-standing allies, though the relationship was far more than a simple domestication of an animal, like a dog or horse. Dolphins were the only air breathers that the mer truly trusted, Cynthia Flaxal included.

*Greetings, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* he signed, welcoming her formally by sweeping his short spear in a wide arc, but also grinning with double rows of needle teeth. Chaser always used her correct title and addressed her respectfully. Others weren’t so polite.

*Greetings, Chaser,* she signed back. *I need to converse with Trident Holder Broadtail. Is he in his home?*

Cynthia had worked long and hard to master the mer language. They spoke using a complex sign and body language and some simple sounds, and they had writing, but there were distinct curiosities to their vocabulary. They did not give proper names to specific places; locations were inferred according to their distance and direction, or by some event or designation of purpose. Only the location “home,” meaning “place of birth,” had a specific meaning to the territorial mer, so Cynthia always started with that and hoped she was right. Otherwise, she had to decipher directions such as “Ten tail flips west from the elkhorn grove north of the outer reef of the seamount where the leviathan sleeps.” It took some getting used to.

The organization of the mer society was just as confusing, but was slowly revealing itself through her study. “Trident Holder” was a literal translation for the office held by their most respected elder. Calling him a king or an emperor would not have been accurate, since the sociopolitical system of the mer, at least these mer, was nothing resembling a monarchy. Even after two years, Cynthia wasn’t sure she understood their means of choosing a ruler, or what powers that ruler had. The Trident Holder was a chief defender, speaker for the community, enforcer of laws, and war-leader, but he had no power to create new laws or make decisions for the community. Cynthia thought that this must be a difficult position to hold: all the responsibility of a leader, and none of the real power.

Decision-making was a community function, though exactly how that worked, Cynthia was still unsure. The Trident Holder had told Cynthia that when a vital choice was necessary, the mer schooled and presented their question, and “The Voice” was invoked. When the school broke up, every mer knew the decision that had been made, and it was the Trident Holder’s job to enforce that decision. Exactly what “The Voice” was, the Trident Holder could not explain.

*Broadtail is in his home, but he is busy with hatchlings. He will not be able to see you for maybe five tides.*

Five tides was more than two days; Cynthia would be halfway to Southaven by then. *I will talk with Quickfin or Tailwalker, then. It is important.*

*Tailwalker will be happy to see his betrothed!* Chaser signed with a flip of his tail that implied humor. Tailwalker was Broadtail’s eldest offspring, and thus first choice by the community for next Trident Holder. The community had also chosen him to be Cynthia’s husband. Though all knew it was a symbolic joining only, the marriage would unite the landwalkers and the mer in a state of truce for the duration of their wedlock. As such, it was a union of which many did not approve. Cynthia shared the dissent, though for different reasons than most. Because of her symbolic marriage to Tailwalker, the mer forbade her from taking a human husband. This was the root of Cynthia’s familial discontent: Feldrin was not happy with this arrangement at all. The proud Morrgrey was known officially as “The Seamage’s Consort” or “Father of The Heir,” and he detested both titles.

Cynthia’s heart twisted. She wondered again if that had been the reason he’d left. Feldrin Brelak was a big man, but his pride was even bigger, and his temper was a long time cooling once it was stoked. He had been elated by her pregnancy, but soon their discussions had turned into heated arguments. Feldrin had been adamant that the child should not be born out of wedlock, while Cynthia had argued that he had known the rules of their relationship when he agreed to it. She had thought he understood, but she was wrong. Feldrin had left, taking Orin’s Pride south to Marathia.

Cynthia pushed the painful memory aside to focus on the issue at hand. One could not be distracted when dealing with the mer.

*Please take me to Tailwalker,* she signed, and followed Chaser down the reef. She had no trouble keeping up with him; mer were fast, but they still had to swim. Cynthia used the sea itself to move, and could go as fast as she chose to. At the eastern tip of the reef they struck out for open water, and the color shifted to the deep blue of midnight beneath them. The pair of dolphins, Chaser’s charges, swam along with them, occasionally surfacing for air and sending shadows flickering down on them. The southern tip of Carbuncle Shoal lay to the east, but they would not go so far: about a league from Plume Isle a seamount rose from the depths, reaching to within fifteen fathoms of the surface.

Atop the seamount lay the city of the mer.

As they neared, Cynthia admired the towering lattice of coral that rose from the undersea mountaintop. This single living structure, a dome more than sixty feet tall, was the equivalent of a terrestrial city’s outer defensive wall. The structure’s complexity and ingenuity never ceased to amaze Cynthia. The coral lattice had taken eons to grow. The mer took very good care of it: grooming it, trimming it, and adding the formidable defensive structures of fire coral and long-spined sea urchins that would dissuade even a sea drake from attempting to breech the wall. Water flowed freely through the structure, but no fish larger than Cynthia’s outstretched hand could fit through the lattice of coral without being torn to shreds or punctured by dozens of venomous spines.

Chaser and Cynthia dove for the nearest entrance, a long grotto lined with glowing phosphor and defended by two mer warriors bearing lances and short, stabbing tridents. Nets of stinging nettle-weed were tied off to the side, ready to be lowered if necessary, effectively blocking the dangers of the sea from getting in, or preventing anything inside from escaping. This always made Cynthia nervous. Despite her considerable powers, once inside she was at the mercy of the mer.

*Welcome, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir!* the guards signed, lowering their weapons and motioning the pair through the entrance. Cynthia politely thanked them. Unlike their dolphin allies, mer were quick to take offense and held grudges indefinitely.

Inside the barrier, the true grandeur of the mer city lay before them; twisting spirals, arches and architecture inconceivable to land-based builders soared at all angles. The mer built without the concepts of “square” or “level.” Like the wall, the entire city was a living organism of growing coral and sponge. However, here the design was aesthetic instead of defensive, and the walls were decorated with anemones, sea fans, algae and populated by a thousand varieties of tropical fish. Mer teemed in and around every structure, working and playing in a cacophony of motion.

A tight school of a dozen finlings, barely old enough to be swimming unescorted, darted up to them and all began signing at once. Their enthusiasm and awe delighted Cynthia, and she managed to greet them without mangling her signing too badly. Several asked if they could touch her, to which she agreed. All mer found human skin a tactile mystery: no scales, neither rough like a shark nor slimy like an eel, close to a dolphin’s skin but not quite the same. Chaser finally shooed the school away, explaining that Cynthia was here to see her betrothed. The finlings fluttered their gill slits in mer giggles and darted off.

Cynthia followed Chaser through the twisting grottos of the crowded city. She’d been there many times, but the three-dimensional maze of the mer architecture always baffled her. They arrived at the aperture that led into Tailwalker’s grotto, and Chaser made a thrumming noise deep in his chest that was the equivalent of a knock. An identical call sounded from within, and they entered. Immediately, Cynthia tensed. In addition to Tailwalker, five other mer hovered about in all orientations, a sure sign that this was not a harmonious gathering.

 She knew Tailwalker, of course, and she also recognized his close friend, Quickfin. The latter was an enthusiastic supporter of the alliance between landwalkers and mer, and one of Cynthia’s strongest allies. Opposite them swam four mer she did not recognize. In the center was a male with a dark green patch on his tail, who seemed to be leader of the group. About him floated a hulking male warrior, a male with a red crest on the dorsal edge of his tail, and a female also with a red fin-crest. Coloring was one of the only ways Cynthia could distinguish one mer from another.

*The two-tail comes to call on her betrothed,* the foremost of the four strangers signed. Two-tail was a tremendous insult, usually not used to her face. *Should we leave so you two can spawn like dolphins?*

*Swallow your insults, Eelback!* Quickfin signed. He gripped the haft of his short spear with his webbed hand. All the mer were armed, which was not unusual, but Quickfin was the only one actually holding a weapon at the ready.

Cynthia had never met Eelback, but had heard the name often enough. Of all the mer who did not approve of the alliance with landwalkers, he was the most vocal. She started to sign something to diffuse the situation, but Chaser’s gentle grip on her arm told her that Quickfin was not finished.

*Seamage Flaxal’s Heir will not be — *

*We do not care what the landwalker seamage will or will not be!* the large mer warrior signed, his hand drifting to a long dagger suspended by his ornamented baldric. *She has no power over the mer!*

*I do not seek power over the mer!* Cynthia interrupted, shaking off Chaser’s hand. She was tired of being treated like she wasn’t there. *But power I have, and I will not be insulted by you in my friend’s home!*

Cynthia pulled the power of the sea around her until the entire grotto vibrated with carefully bridled energy. They could all feel it, and she saw nervousness in their movements. They knew very well that she could kill them with a single plea to the sea; the water was their home, but they were not immune to it.

*Do you challenge me?* she signed, narrowing her eyes at the mer opposing Tailwalker and Quickfin. *Any of you? All of you?*

The mer froze in place, shocked by her sudden and uncharacteristic vehemence. Cynthia had always been non-confrontational, playing the mediator and diffusing tensions. This was not like her.

The large male’s tail fluttered in frustration, the muscles in his powerful torso rippling with fury.

*We cannot challenge a seamage and survive,* the male with the red fin-crest signed, interposing himself between the angry warrior and Cynthia. *We do not seek confrontation, but discussion with the Trident Holder’s eldest. This one, with his spear pointing at us, has made threats. We wish to converse, not fight.*

Eelback touched his ally on the shoulder.

*Redtail signs truly. We came to converse with Tailwalker. We became angry with Quickfin’s threats.* He made a gesture equivalent to a polite bow. *Our anger is not with the seamage, but about the seamage, and the bonding of mer with landwalker.*

*I made no threats that were not earned,* Quickfin signed, lowering his spear. *If you do not seek confrontation with Seamage Flaxal’s Heir, apologize. Now.*

*Quickfin, please! There has been no challenge. The insult is void without it.* She didn’t know what had transpired to put her friend in such an antagonistic state, but demanding an apology would not stabilize the situation. *If Eelback and his friends wish to discuss something with Tailwalker without the presence of a landwalker, I will say what I have come to say and go.*

*There is nothing remaining to be discussed,* Eelback signed, making a gesture signifying departure without the formality or friendliness of a goodbye.

The four mer aligned their orientation, a sign of unity, and left the grotto. Cynthia noticed a lingering display of subtle eye contact and body language from the female toward Tailwalker. The display was nothing she could translate, but its meaning was obvious: the female was flirting. There was more going on here than a simple confrontation over politics.

*What was that all about?* Cynthia signed when the eddies from their departure had stilled.

*I am sorry that you were here to witness this, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir. They sought alliance against the union of mer and landwalker,* Quickfin signed, making a dismissive gesture. *They became insulting when Tailwalker declined.*

*And the female wanted some other type of alliance, I assume?* She made a gesture of suspicion as she looked fixedly at Tailwalker, who was remaining uncharacteristically passive and showing signs of embarrassment with shifts in his coloration. Her smile revealed her joke, and the fluttering gill slits of the three mer told her that her jest had hit its target.

*The female is named Slickfin. She is the sibling of Redtail.* Chaser’s tail flicked twice in a whip-like fashion, propelling him around in a tight circle. *She wants more than an alliance from Tailwalker, I think.*

*She is nothing but a bribe!* Quickfin signed, his fins extending in sustained anger. *They use the promise of sex to shift Tailwalker’s alliance.*

This surprised Cynthia. She had assumed the female’s interest in Tailwalker to be unrelated to the political discussion, because the mer did not have casual sexual relationships. In fact, the term “sex” in mer language referred to the intentional act of creating offspring. Slickfin was offering to become his mate.

She made a gesture implying polite inquiry, and signed, *Could she offer to be your mate and help rear finlings without a betrothal, as my mate has?*

*She could, but she does not,* Tailwalker signed, finally entering the conversation, though still visibly embarrassed. *She seeks to be my betrothed.*

*But that would — *

*That would destroy the planned alliance between our people,* Tailwalker said, fluttering his fins in agitation. *And she is very…persuasive.*

*Persuasive?* she asked, again making the polite sign of inquiry.

*You cannot perceive it, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir, but her time comes with the tide, and her scent fills the water of this grotto.* Quickfin’s tail fluttered again, and Cynthia realized that not all the males’ agitation was anger. Female mer put out a liquid scent when they wished to entice their mates into copulation, but the release of this scent was usually private. To do so in the company of more than one male bordered on indecent, and was certainly a brazen display. No wonder they were upset.

*Let’s go for a swim, then, and let her scent dissipate while I say what I have come to say,* she signed.

They agreed heartily, eager to leave and seek fresh water.

*So, betrothed, why do you visit? You were among us only this morning.* Tailwalker ran his smooth fingers up her back in a gesture of affection, though she knew it was more camaraderie than amorous in intent. *Did you miss my company so soon?*

*I received a message from someone who lives in the place where I was born.* There was no mer term for Southaven, just as there were no names for their own cities. *I must leave in three tides to see him. The matter is important.*

The mer stopped their forward motion as if all three of their tails had been grabbed by a tangler squid.

*Travel?* Quickfin made a gesture of alarm. *You are near your time of birthing, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir. This is not acceptable!*

*What is so important?* Chaser asked, also clearly agitated.

*This man is a mage, like myself. He tells me it is urgent, and I believe him.* She made a sign of steadfastness. *There is no option. I must travel.*

*You must be back in time for the arrival of your heir, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* Tailwalker said, making the same sign of determination.

*Of course, Tailwalker. I will be gone no more than thirty tides. My baby is not due for some time yet.* She made a point not to refer to her baby as The Heir, just out of stubbornness.

*Thirty tides is too long,* Quickfin insisted. *Your new ship can make the trip in only five or six tides. You could be back in fifteen easily.*

*I could, Quickfin, but I will not. I go to the place of my birth. I have friends there whom I have not seen in many seasons.* Cynthia stared down the three mer. For more than two years now she had done their bidding, eager to learn her role as a seamage and wary of insulting this easily insulted race. Unfortunately, she had found little guidance in her father’s diary regarding the mer. More often than not, he simply said they were difficult and that he treated them cautiously. She’d taken that advice, but this trip was important to her, and she would not be deterred. *I will be back in thirty tides.*

*We do not know what is important that this other worker of magic has for you, but is there a reason he cannot come here?* Chaser made a sign of calming, obviously hoping to ease the tension.

*His magic does not mix well with a sailing ship. He is also very old, and cannot leave his home.* The latter excuse probably wasn’t exactly true, but it sounded good.

*What is his magic?* Quickfin put in.

She had been afraid they would ask this, and she replied evasively. *He is a mage of the elements, as am I.*

*And what is his element?* Tailwalker asked, calling her bluff.

*His element is fire, as mine is the sea, Tailwalker.* The mer’s eyes widened in shock, and she almost laughed at how human their reaction was. Surprise was, it seemed, one thing they had in common. *Do not worry, my friends. He is a good man, and it is well that we are friends.*

*I do not know if it is good to make a friend of fire, unless one is a worker of metal,* Quickfin said, making a gesture of confusion. *But if you feel you must do this thing, we cannot stop you.*

*You are right, my friend, you cannot stop me,* she signed emphatically, then added, *Thank you for not trying.*


Chapter Two

Departures and Arrivals

“Prepare to come about, Chula. Set a course of forty degrees. We’re well past the reef.”

Cynthia pushed herself off the leeward rail of Peggy’s Dream to stand upright on the steeply inclined deck and stepped out of the stream of seawater that splashed through the scuppers. She often felt like she was cheating when she used her seamage talents to weave her ships through the treacherous reefs of the Shattered Isles, but there was no sense in being careless. Her sailors were highly skilled and knew all the major channels, but they had to rely on what they could see from the surface — the black shades of water that signified coral heads, the brown of grass beds, and the clear blue of deep water. Cynthia, however, could actually see the underwater topography through her connection with the sea, and guide the ship along the safest and most direct route.

“Aye, Captain Shambata Daroo. Man de braces! Close haul de sheets! Helmsman, bring her up as she luffs, if you be pleased.”

Cynthia smiled at her first mate’s gentle but effective orders. Chula had already been an apt seaman with the outrigger canoes that his people used for travel, and had quickly developed an aptitude for sailing. In only two years, he had earned his berth as first mate of her most prized possession, Peggy’s Dream. She also liked it to an uncommon degree when he called her captain. It was a title she had always aspired to, but had thought unreachable.

“You heard de mate! Wha’cha waitin’ for? Get dose sheets in and haul de braces ’round until luffing! Do I have to do dis all meself?” Paska strode down the deck meting out less gentle but every bit as effective encouragement to the largely native crew. Her natural get-it-done manner made her the perfect boatswain. Besides, she and Chula would not be separated.

Neither her baby strapped firmly to one hip, nor Mouse hovering over her shoulder, wagging his finger and chirping his own unintelligible orders, impeded the woman’s progress or efficacy. The full-length sarong Cynthia had convinced her to wear, however, tripped her up repeatedly. All the crew wore breeches or sarongs, and the women wore brightly colored halters that at least covered their breasts. Getting any of them to wear more than a scrap of leather barely large enough to make a wallet had been a half-day chore, and all the crew were performing less effectively due to the unaccustomed garments, but visiting more civilized ports made the concession necessary.

As Peggy’s Dream came up on the wind, Cynthia looked aloft at the sails and grinned. Sailing was her favorite of all things; a symphony of dynamic forces — wind and waves and currents — exerting their will on the ship, while the sails, keel and rudder captured and directed those forces to drive them forward.

“Hard alee, now, helmsman. Jib sheets first, if you be pleased, Paska.”

“I know to haul jib sheets first, Chula! Do you t’ink I am sleeping?”

Peggy’s Dream surged forward on her new tack, her bow now pointed toward Southaven. When all was secure on the new course, Paska’s steady stream of orders waned and she came aft to where her husband and Cynthia stood beside the wheel.

“All is bein’ secure,” she said, stumbling as the hem of her sarong caught her foot again. “Blast dis annoyin’ piece of cloth! Captain Shambata Daroo, I cannot work with dis t’ing wrapped ’round me like ten tons of canvas! It is bein’ maddening! And little Koybur don’t like it! He is hungry, and cannot get his breakfast.”

“Little Koybur is doing fine, Paska,” Cynthia remarked, grinning at the baby who clutched at the brightly colored material. “Shorten it a little if it’s tripping you up, but not above the knee.”

“The knee?” Paska parted the cloth and looked down at her knees. “You got strange frien’s who t’ink knees is bad to look upon, Shambata Daroo.”

“Nevertheless, please make sure your knees, breasts and loins remain covered. Even so, we’ll be lucky if the town council doesn’t make you all stay on the ship.” She scratched at her own unaccustomed clothing and sighed. The skirt, blouse and layers of underclothes itched, and her legs felt prickly in the rising heat. She wondered how she had ever worn this type of clothing every day. She carefully descended the three steps to the main deck and took a seat on the windward bench built into the side of the cuddy cabin, leaning back to ease the bulk of her bulging abdomen.

“Can I get anything for you, Mistress?” Tim stood before her, her self-appointed cabin boy and servant, and one of her chief worries. Although he had only endured a few months of indoctrination under Bloodwind, the pirate credo had stuck, and he had transferred his loyalty to Cynthia. He looked about twelve years old, but she had been unable to discover his full name, or whether he had any remaining family. He refused to talk about his time under Bloodwind, insisting only that he never wanted to be a pirate and had never meant to hurt anybody. Cynthia sighed inwardly; some mysteries would remain mysteries, she guessed.

“Maybe a pillow, Tim. Thank you.”

“Yes, Mistress!” He darted off down the companionway, quick as a cat.

She stared out at the beautiful expanse of sea and sky, pale blue above, deep blue below, and both flecked with white. Quietly she thanked Odea for granting her dreams, then frowned when she considered the unforeseen problems that had arisen from her blessings. Her troubled relationships with the egocentric mer and with the stubborn Feldrin Brelak soured her new-found success and put her on edge. Life might have been simpler if she had only been a mistress of ships, but the magic of the sea was in her blood and she would never give it up.

“I believe you are correct, Mistress Flaxal,” Ghelfan said as he sat down next to her, resuming the conversation they had started earlier as if only seconds, not hours, had passed. The half-elf shipwright smiled up at the rig as the ship pounded to windward, spray lashing its foredeck. “Further increasing the size of this design should be workable, although the aesthetics would suffer.”

“I haven’t even tried to fathom a four-masted schooner yet, Ghelfan. Too much on my mind to even consider it.”

“Ah, your dealings with the mer?”

“That, and other things.” Cynthia patted her abdomen and suddenly felt like bursting into tears — not an uncommon occurrence of late, though she usually managed to do it in privacy. “I don’t know if I’m ready to be a mother. I’m still so new to being a seamage.”

“Trust me,” he said, patting her knee and favoring her with an inscrutable smile, “no one is ever truly prepared for parenthood. Life is often a trial, Cynthia, but the joys we gain far outweigh the pains.”

He rose from the bench and strode forward without another word, leaving her to think on her trials, joys and pains.

≈

Far astern of Peggy’s Dream, and deep below the waves, Chaser, the mer scout, followed apace. Unbeknownst to Seamage Flaxal’s Heir, a mer always shadowed her travels. Although Chaser usually enjoyed his journeys as her clandestine chaperone, this time he took his duty even more seriously than usual. As her birthing hour drew nigh, the mer had increased their vigilance; they could allow no harm to befall Seamage Flaxal’s Heir or, more importantly, The Heir held safely within her belly. Before Cynthia Flaxal came to them, they had long been without a seamage, and before that, her father had been far less amenable to their wishes. They could not risk losing the opportunity to help raise a new seamage, to shape The Heir’s upbringing to make certain he would look even more favorably upon the mer. With this heavy responsibility in mind, Chaser flipped his tail and shot forward.

≈

Camilla lowered her spy glass as the sails of Peggy’s Dream dwindled in the distance and smiled as she took in the vista. She could see far and wide from atop Plume Isle, but this place offered her more than a vantage point. Blessedly, it provoked no memories of Bloodwind; he had never taken her here.

She raised the glass again and turned a slow circle, sweeping the horizon. To the south, Fire Isle trailed a column of smoke into the air. The volcano erupted irregularly, but about seven out of every ten days, the sky above it was darkened by day and glowed orange by night. Toward the west, several native dugouts floated over the outer reef, and with the glass she could see the skinny youths diving and retrieving fish, lobster, turtles and giant clams. Beyond them, a fat galleon worked its way south under an impressive spread of canvas, smashing through the seas on her way toward the Fathomless Reaches at the south end of the Shattered Isles. It was not a Flaxal ship, and was too far out for Camilla to read the name, so she silently wished them a safe voyage and swept her glass northward.

Another splash of white, this one farther inshore, caught her attention. It was a small ship, about the size of one of Cynthia’s two-masted schooners, but with smartly stacked square rigs and tightly drawn jibs over a gold-painted hull with flashy blue trim. The design was like no merchantman she’d ever seen before; the sail area seemed excessive for such a small vessel, and the deck was cluttered with unfamiliar contraptions.

She lowered the glass, rubbed her eyes and looked again.

As she focused the glass, the ship made a slight westerly turn to avoid a reef, and Camilla knew instantly that this was no merchantman. The high bulwarks were studded with six open ports, behind which were mounted ballistae. Another row of six ports on the lower deck were closed. Four deck-mounted catapults rounded out the weaponry. As the ship turned, Camilla noticed the gold and blue pennant of the royal house of Tsing fluttering from the mast.

“A warship!” she said, nearly dropping the glass with her surprise. “What in the Nine Hells are you doing in the Shattered Isles?” As if in answer to her question, the small warship corrected her course as she rounded the reef. Her bow pointed directly toward Plume Isle.

“They’re coming here!”

≈

Redtail and the burly warrior, Sharkbite, cruised the outer reef of Plume Isle, watching the skinny landwalker younglings swimming and diving clumsily in the shallow water.

*It is Odea’s joke that something with two tails swims so poorly,* Sharkbite signed, making the same old joke he always made when he saw landwalkers swimming. *Do you think they taste better than they swim?*

Redtail grinned with appetite, not humor, and signed in return, *They taste like sea cow, but are harder to chew.* The reply was mirthful in intent, but accurate. Mer did not actively hunt landwalkers, at least not currently, but most had tasted the flesh of men. Not all sailors lost at sea were devoured by sharks.

Sharkbite started to reply when a resonant crack resounded through the water. The two mer looked at one another, instantly recognizing the sound.

*Iron on stone,* Sharkbite signed, pointing his lance to the north. *Landwalkers have dropped an anchor on the reef!*

*Come! We will see what ship stops while the seamage is away.*

They swam northward along the reef, startling a school of yellow-tailed jacks and a stalking barracuda. They ignored the dull-witted predator and continued until they espied a thick anchor rode descending from the bow of a narrow-hulled ship. The huge iron flukes of the anchor were wedged in the rock about a hundred feet down and had not actually touched the reef, but this was still unusual enough to pique their interest. In the days before the arrival of Seamage Flaxal’s Heir, a ship anchoring among the reefs of the Shattered Isles would have been destroyed as a trespasser, but the truce forged between the mer and the seamage forbade them from attacking any ships, much to Redtail’s chagrin.

The two mer rose under the ship and immediately noticed that it was not typical of the vessels they usually saw among the islands. The hull was narrower than that of a cargo ship, shaped for speed instead of capacity. Redtail brushed his scaled fingers across the copper sheathing nailed to the hull.

*It has a metal skin,* he signed to his friend.

Sharkbite drew his bronze dagger and scratched the softer metal. *It is the red metal. Poor for weapons.*

*Yes. Let us see what type of ship this is.*

The two swam up and broke the surface for a quick look, then dove, Redtail’s suspicions confirmed.

*It is a ship of war!* Sharkbite shook his lance in impotent challenge.

*The landwalker armies come to talk to the seamage!*

*We must inform the Trident Holder! The school must decide what to do!*

*We should tell Eelback first, my friend,* Redtail signed, making the gesture for stealth. *He will know how best to tell the Trident Holder of this.* He thrust his short trident toward the southern reef, and the two mer swam off at top speed toward home. Behind them, they heard two smaller boats splash into the water from the deck of the warship.

≈

Camilla watched as two longboats from HIMS Fire Drake, the ship anchored outside the reef, rowed from the hidden channel into Scimitar Bay, escorted by several native dugouts. In each longboat, a squad of garishly uniformed soldiers sat interspersed with common sailors in matching striped shirts. Aboard the second boat, one man stood while all others sat. He wore no uniform but his clothes were rich, and his hat bore so many feathers that Camilla thought it might take flight.

She stood upon the stone pier, having changed into attire suitable for greeting visiting dignitaries. Unlike Cynthia, she disliked wearing a sarong or sparse garments, having been forced for so many years by Bloodwind to wear only the smallest and sheerest of fabrics. Instead, she found a comforting solidity in the thickly padded corset that girded her slim waist. Her dress was simple yet elegant; fashioned of shimmering blue silk, it was not formal or frilly, but beautiful and functional. She sighed when she considered the garb (or lack thereof) of her escort; behind her stood a dozen natives, men and women both, all toting enough weaponry to combat a small uprising.

Or a squad of imperial soldiers, she thought, gauging the grim men crowding the longboats. She looked over her shoulder at her entourage and grimaced.

“Tipos, don’t look so mean!” she said in the native language, swatting the tall ebon-skinned dockmaster at her elbow. “You look like you’re ready to eat them!”

“Maybe I am, Miss Camilla,” he said with a grin, his white teeth flashing like pearls on black silk. “They might be tasty!”

Camilla rolled her eyes at the chuckles from the rest of the escort and braced herself for the arrival of the imperial contingent. Gauging their dour faces, they also looked like they were sporting for a fight.

“This,” she said, smoothing her gown and squaring her shoulders, “should be interesting.”

The longboats docked with military precision, and two natives caught the lines they were thrown and cleated them off without mishap. The first to mount the pier was a sergeant-at-arms bearing a long sword at his hip that no sailor would have worn for fear of being tripped up, and moving with the stiff inflexibility that bespoke of either infirmity or a heavy burden.

He’s wearing mail, she realized with a shock as he was followed up by his equally stiff brethren. They all are! Good Gods, if any of them fell in, they’d sink like stones! Armor seemed like poor protection if it killed you for a simple misstep.

The emissary debarked from the second longboat, followed by two servants bearing packages and several small chests. He strode to the fore, clicked the heels of his polished boots together and doffed his hat, sweeping it in a broad arc as he bowed from the waist before Camilla.

“Mistress Flaxal, I presume. I am Count Emil Norris, of His Imperial Majesty’s Ship Fire Drake, emissary and spokesman for His Imperial Majesty, Tynean Tsing the Third.”

“Pleased to meet you, Count Norris,” Camilla said, stepping forward and extending a hand. He surprised her by stooping to kiss it, his bristly moustache tickling her knuckles. She smiled at the gesture, noting that his jet black hair was not so dark at its roots, and thinning considerably. The man was older than he appeared, and wished to hide the fact. “Unfortunately, I am not Cynthia Flaxal. She departed for Southaven this very morning. My name is Camilla.”

“Departed?” He looked at her like she’d slapped him. “But I’ve— My apologies. I was told that she lived here.”

“You were told correctly, Count Norris, but she does go on excursions occasionally.” She turned and gestured toward the impressive edifice of the keep, carved out of the living rock of the slumbering volcano that had birthed Plume Isle. “Please accept my hospitality in her stead. She plans to return in a fortnight. If you cannot stay that long, please let me assure you that I will relate to her our every word in the strictest confidence.”

“You are her confidant?” He extended his elbow for her and escorted her through the group of natives. She did not miss the nervous glances he cast at the ebon-skinned folk. His entourage and the squad of soldiers followed in close order.

“I am her friend,” she said, cringing as Tipos and his friends followed along on each side of the orderly column, staring at them menacingly. “I am also her business associate, and handle the commercial details for the Flaxal shipping line.”

“Very good, then. We have much to discuss, but I doubt that we will be disposed to stay more than a few days. The emperor expects a report from me by the month end.”

“I am interested to learn what warrants a visit from a warship.”

“The Fire Drake is merely a precaution, Lady Camilla. These islands are rife with cannibals, though I did not know that any resided here in Scimitar Bay.”

Camilla coughed out a laugh, then recovered her composure. “Let me assure you, Count Norris, that my friends here are not cannibals. They live here because they knew Cynthia’s father, Orin Flaxal, and there is a bit of a…well…a mystique about her among them.”

“Well, if you say they are harmless, then I will trust you.”

“Oh, make no mistake, Count, they’re not harmless. Not by any means!” She grinned at his raised eyebrows, thinking that Tipos might actually have known what he was doing in his small show of force. “They’re as friendly as any, but they’ve been fighting for survival against less civilized natives all their lives. Oh, and please give my compliments to the captain of the Fire Drake. He was quite correct to anchor outside the reef. I will have a pilot assist if you wish to bring her into Scimitar Bay.”

“I believe the captain has orders to keep the ship outside, for safety reasons, but I will relate your compliments.”

“Thank you, and tell him to have a care where he places his ground tackle. Sand or rock is fine, but damaging coral is not a good idea in the Shattered Isles.”

“Why is that?” he asked, raising one eyebrow in apparently honest curiosity. “I am not a nautical man, but from what I understand, it is very good holding to place an anchor in coral.”

“That it may be, but the mer do not take kindly to having it torn up by ships’ anchors.”

“The mer?” His laugh caught her off guard, both in its volume and derisive tone. “Why would anyone have a care what merfolk like or dislike?”

“Trust me on this, Count Norris,” she said, fixing his eyes with hers and painting on her most ingratiating smile. “When a thousand of them swarm over the side of your ship in the middle of the night to seek retribution for the damage you have done to their home, you will care.”

“I will inform the captain,” he said with a curt nod. “It is our furthest wish, of all things, to provoke the…uh…” he lowered his voice and leaned close to whisper, “aboriginal folk.”

The two ascended the palace steps in silence, each thinking that they had a great deal to learn.


Chapter Three

Negotiations

Trident Holder Broadtail left his home grotto in a foul mood. Brooding finlings was an unpleasant chore and he was both hungry and tired, but his irritation stemmed from the interruption. He glared at the four mer impatiently awaiting his attention, and clapped his mouth open and closed a few times both to show his displeasure and to stretch his aching jaw muscles. Freshly hatched finlings were held in the mouth and fed partially digested food until old enough to eat fish flesh. It was a stressful task, but one he took great care with; these were, after all, his offspring.

*If this is not an emergency, Eelback, I will chop off your tail and feed it to my brood.* All four mer looked worried. The red-tailed female, Slickfin, shuddered from her waist down, abashed — a sign of submission.

*It is an emergency, Trident Holder. Seamage Flaxal’s Heir has summoned a warship from the great city of the landwalkers!* Eelback’s tail thrashed urgently, wafting currents forward. *She builds alliances with those who would destroy us.*

*A warship?* Broadtail clapped his gills closed and fluttered his fins in a sudden rush of worry. *Where is it? How do you know that she summoned it?* He clapped his mouth again; the water tasted strange but vaguely familiar. It added to his discomfort, stoking his emotions like the forge of a blademage.

*The ship is anchored just outside the canyon that leads to her lagoon, the place where she builds more ships and lets her landwalker friends swim and take food from the reef! She must have summoned the ship! No ship comes into the shallows of the archipelago without her leave. And they anchored properly, obviously at her request.*

*But she is not even there. Tailwalker told me only two tides ago that she has taken her greatest ship to the landwalker city of her birth.* Broadtail’s eyes narrowed. Something did not make sense, but he was too upset to figure out exactly what it was. *Chaser is following her. There is no question that she is not on her island.*

*Yes, Trident Holder, she goes to the land of her birth, but did your eldest son tell you why?* Redtail’s comment caught Broadtail off guard, and he shook his head to clear his tumultuous temper.

*Tailwalker did not give me her exact reasons. Something about visiting friends.*

*The seamage has dangerous friends, Trident Holder,* Eelback signed, edging closer and agitating the waters so they swirled around Broadtail. *She goes to visit a worker of magic. He is a master of elements, as is she, but his element is fire!*

*That’s ridiculous! How do you know this, when my own eldest son does not?*

*Tailwalker and his friend Quickfin do know this,* Eelback signed, grinning his anger at Broadtail. *They decided not to inform you of it!*

Before Broadtail could even reply, Redtail added, *Undoubtedly, Trident Holder, they only sought to spare you upset in your time of weaning your finlings. We are not suggesting that your eldest would have ulterior motives by keeping this information from you. After all, he is destined not only to bear the trident of your office one day, but also to wed the seamage, is he not?*

*If you are suggesting—*

*We suggest nothing, Trident Holder,* Eelback interrupted, interposing himself between Redtail and the elder mer. *We only bring you information. The entire school must be informed, however, that a landwalker warship has entered our territory. When the dolphin befriends the shark, the sea lion should take notice!*

*Inform them, then, Eelback, but keep your proverbs and your theories to yourself. If I learn that the whole school has been fed your ideas, your flanks will feed my finlings! Do you understand?*

*I understand, Trident Holder,* he signed, ducking his head in subservience.

*Good! I will call the school together in five tides. Now, I must return to my mate before she becomes impatient and swallows one of our children.* He made an uneasy sign of dismissal and returned to his grotto.

Eelback nodded to Slickfin and Redtail, and smiled his pleasure. *Let us go inform the school of these events. But before we go, please, Slickfin, give Trident Holder a parting gift.*

*With pleasure, my love,* she signed, swimming a lazy circle over Broadtail’s grotto. Her lower body shuddered as she passed the vent holes in the coral. A thin milky liquid dispersed in the water as she flipped her tail — invisible, but potent in its effect.

The three males turned to join her as she returned, their gill slits fluttering in mer laughter.

≈

The light of a hundred candles flickered from four golden candelabra, glinting upon an impressive array of silver and fine bone porcelain. The great table was arrayed in all the finery of a king’s ransom in pirate treasure and the finest foods that Camilla’s staff could prepare: turtle soup, baked fish and grilled oysters, a roast suckling pig, and platters of tropical fruits and vegetables. The wines, in cut crystal goblets, were excellent, imported from Cynthia’s private cellar in Southaven.

Despite the sumptuous array of food and drink, Camilla ate sparingly.

This room had been changed least with the refurbishment of the palace, and Camilla had spent too many years standing while others sat, fasting while others gorged, and dancing while others laughed at her torment, to relax here.

Aside from that, her guests had her nerves on edge and her defenses on high alert, although none could tell by looking at her. Camilla wore a gown of sea-green silk embroidered in gold, her hair artfully coiffed and set with emerald pins. She maintained a calm, smiling countenance in her seat at the head of the table. Count Norris, as emissary from the emperor, sat in the place of honor to her right. On her left sat the two men who seemed to accompany him everywhere: the sergeant at arms, a career military man named Torrance; and the count’s private secretary, Mr. Huffington, a bespectacled and silent fellow who ate as sparingly as she.

“I must compliment you on the table you set, Lady Camilla,” Norris said for the fifth time as he sampled another spicy grilled oyster and followed it with a sip of blood-red wine.

“Thank you again, Count Norris,” she said, lifting her glass, more to be polite than from thirst. She sipped very carefully; it would serve to keep her wits about her with this man. Although he seemed to accept and, indeed, expect her finest as his due, his eyes missed nothing as they surveyed the keep and its occupants. He also seemed to think that he could flatter her into obsequience, as if she was some guileless lady of the court, but Camilla had lived by her wits too long to be so easily manipulated.

“I fear the fare does not quite match the finery, but we do our best for the few guests we receive here. Though I daresay Sergeant Torrance has put a fair dint in the stores.” She smiled and raised her glass again to take the sting from her jest.

“Far better fare than I’m used to, milady,” the sergeant said with a stiff propriety that Camilla found unsettling. “I never had these little sea creatures before, but they’re very tasty.”

“Sergeant Torrance is used to navy food, Lady Camilla, so any fare that is not crawling with weevils or soaked in brine would be richer than his usual. We must be careful that we do not spoil him for the service.”

“Alas, you have uncovered my plot, my dear Count. I intended to seduce your soldiers into my service with food and wine.” She chuckled politely, while the count and Sergeant Torrance laughed more than was probably warranted. The secretary, Mr. Huffington, merely smiled, his thin lips pressing together until they blanched white. There was something about the man that made Camilla’s skin itch, as if his gaze were a bit too calculating, his manner a little too submissive. “Are you stationed permanently on the Fire Drake, then, sergeant?”

“Aye, milady, but we ain’t common soldiers, as you might suspect.” He stuffed a small slice of roast pork into his mouth and chewed while he continued. “The emperor himself commissioned a special arm of the service, fighting men to serve on ships.”

“Really! That’s fascinating,” she lied, painting on a mien of interest. Evasion and flattery were among the many skills she had mastered during her years as Bloodwind’s slave. “Do you see many battles, then? With the Tsing Empire at peace, life for a soldier on a ship must be rather boring.”

“Life for a soldier is defined as boredom punctuated by moments of unrepressed mayhem,” the count said, raising his glass to the sergeant. “And Sergeant Torrance would have you know, though he is perhaps too polite to say it, that the men in his arm of the service are referred to as ‘marines’, not soldiers.”

“Marines? Hm…I like the sound of that. You must be very proud, Sergeant.”

“Thank you, milady, and yes, I’m very proud of my service, and my men. And peace is never quite as peaceful as a civilian might think.”

“Really? I wouldn’t think there would be many battles, with no nation to oppose you, and piracy — at least in the Shattered Isles — eliminated thanks to Mistress Flaxal.”

“Not eliminated entirely, Lady Camilla,” Norris countered, his features more serious. “There have been recent reports of ships vanishing here and there among your islands, though nothing has been confirmed. It is likely that your mistress missed a few corsairs in her purge of Bloodwind’s empire.”

“Is that the reason for your visit, then?” she asked. Perhaps she had finally gotten to the crux of matters. “If so, let me assure you, Count, that if a ship floats in the Shattered Isles, it is at Cynthia Flaxal’s pleasure. She will not suffer the existence of any pirate in these waters.”

“That is good to know,” the count said, sounding genuinely pleased, “and that knowledge will put some of Emperor Tynean’s worries to rest. That is not, however, the only reason for my visit.”

“Oh?” The count’s coyness was becoming tiresome. “Surely you don’t see any threat here. Cynthia has stabilized the entire region by doing away with Bloodwind’s pirate nation. I would think that Emperor Tynean would be overflowing with thanks for that service.”

“Oh, make no mistake, milady, the emperor is thankful, and that, again, is part of the reason for my visit.” He nodded to his secretary, and the man produced a small flat box, which he handed to the count. “Please accept this small, and hopefully appropriate, gift for your mistress on behalf of the emperor.”

“Why, thank you, Count Norris,” she said, accepting the thin mahogany case and opening it. Inside lay a simple string of pearls suspending an exquisite pendant of whale ivory, carved in the perfect image of one of Cynthia’s schooners. “It’s lovely, and quite appropriate. The likeness to Cynthia’s design is astounding in its detail. I would not have thought they took that much notice in a city like Tsing.”

“The craftsmanship is dwarvish, and let me assure you, Lady Camilla, much more than a little notice has been taken of your mistress’ new ships. They are unique in design, and have created quite a stir.”

“Oh?” She closed the box and put it aside, then signaled the waiter to serve dessert and port. Finally! she thought. Perhaps the schooners are the point of this visit. “With all the varied ships that must pass your harbors, I would not think that such a small and simple ship would be of interest.”

“Small, yes, but, if the rumors are to be believed, a speedy craft, and able to sail closer to the wind than even the Fire Drake, if you discount the warship’s ability to propel itself with sweeps.” He finished the last of his dinner wine and relinquished his glass to the waiter. “Such a ship, if produced in quantity, could present a significant naval force.”

“But the schooners are merchantmen, not warships. Their purpose is commerce.”

“Ah, but a ship may be put to many uses.” He accepted his glass of port and sipped, his eyebrows arching in appreciation. “Your mistress is building these schooners at an astonishing rate. If they were armed…”

“Count, please,” Camilla said, fixing his too-languid gaze with her own. “Any notion that Cynthia Flaxal is creating a private navy is sheer nonsense.”

“Yet from these surroundings, and your most exquisite attire,” he smiled and nodded to her, raising his glass, “she is not exactly destitute. She appears to have made her fortune, but her wealth grows with the proceeds of every new ship she builds.”

“Much of what you see here, Count Norris, once belonged to the pirate Bloodwind,” Camilla said as she gestured at the finery, striving to keep the annoyance out of her voice. “She has put a great deal of that wealth into the production of a merchant fleet, and into the shipyard here, where she employs a shipwright and a small yard crew to design new ships. We produce perhaps one ship a year here, which I would not call extravagant.”

“Yes, she employs the shipwright Master Ghelfan, a rather renowned fellow. And the Keelson Shipyard in Southaven has produced six of her schooners in the past two years, all financed completely by her, with no lending of monies from outside sources.” He sampled his dessert, a sweet coconut custard, made a faint distasteful grimace and pushed the dish away. “It has also been reported that she bestowed a king’s ransom in reward to the captains who aided in her rescue from Captain Bloodwind, and even gave one fellow one of her ships for his own.”

“I didn’t say that Captain Bloodwind amassed a small fortune, Count Norris,” she said with her best smile, though she was beginning to feel the strain of maintaining a pleasant demeanor. “In fact, it was quite large; the proceeds of more than fifteen years of unopposed piracy.” Camilla hoped he would pick up on her subtle yet heartfelt indictment of the emperor’s lack of success in this endeavor, but he showed no indication and kept on his single-minded course.

“Exactly! And she is putting all that wealth into building more ships.” He sipped his port and eased back in his chair. “You must see how this appears from our emperor’s point of view, milady. A powerful seamage with her own fleet of ships, and what appears to be her own army of natives who, by your own admission, hold her in complete adoration. And she controls the entire archipelago, which holds a strategic position between the Great Western Sea and the Southern Ocean.”

“Yes,” she agreed patiently, meeting his gaze unwaveringly. “But what you neglect to put into your equation, Count, is that Cynthia Flaxal has absolutely no need of a navy.”

“And why is that, pray tell? Surely if she wanted to strengthen her position here, a naval force would make that task easier.”

“A naval force would simply get in her way, I’m afraid,” she said.

“Get in her way?” The count’s eyebrows shot toward the ceiling and he leaned forward. “How could that be?”

Camilla immediately lamented her lapse. She considered telling Norris of the true alliance of forces that Cynthia worked toward, but reconsidered. If he thought building ships to be an aggressive act, what would he think of an alliance with the mer? She finished her port with exaggerated leisure and pushed the glass aside.

“As I said, Count, if something floats in the Shattered Isles, Cynthia knows of it, and it does so at her pleasure. Please let me assure you and the emperor, that Cynthia Flaxal intends to let all peaceful shipping pass through the Shattered Isles unhindered and unmolested by anyone. There has been too much piracy in these islands for far too long. She will never allow that type of pillaging to return.”

“That is reassuring,” he said, though he looked more alarmed than reassured. “Let me assure you, Lady Camilla, that it is Emperor Tynean’s goal to achieve the same. He sent me here to ensure that it is so, and will remain so.”

“Then we have nothing to fear, milord Count.” She smiled brightly at him, then called the waiter forward to refill their glasses as she stood. “Shall we take our port out to one of the balconies and watch the sun set, gentlemen? I assure you, you have not witnessed beauty until you have admired a sunset in the Shattered Isles.”

“I fear that its beauty will be mocked by your own, Lady…may I call you Camilla?” The count rose, extending his arm for her to take. He smiled broadly as she acquiesced. “And you must call me Emil. But tell me more of Master Ghelfan’s role here. Surely, one of such renown feels constrained, being so remotely located. His workmen must be mad with longing for the mainland.”

“Master Ghelfan finds the solitude an asset.” She smiled at her escort and their companions as they strolled from the great hall, grateful that the conversation had shifted away from Cynthia. “He has an affinity for Cynthia’s designs, and his workers, for the most part, are local native folk trained right here by his master foreman.”

“I would love a tour of the shipyard, if that is permissible.”

“Oh, absolutely. Ghelfan has accompanied Cynthia on her trip, but we’ll talk to Dura first thing in the morning.”

“Ah, Dura is Ghelfan’s foreman?”

“Yes, she is…after a fashion,” she said.

“She?” The count’s eyebrows arched again. “Dura is an unusual name for a woman.”

“Dura is an unusual woman, but let me assure you, her bark is far worse than her bite.”

“Ah, yes. I know the type.” He spared a meaningful glance at Sergeant Torrance, and the two chuckled at an obviously private joke. The secretary followed in silence.

Camilla smiled in concert with their mirth and played the gracious host, but her mind spun furiously to discern the real meaning behind the count’s unlikely visit.


Chapter Four

Cutthroats

“Sounding, damn you!” Captain Seoril bellowed from beside the wheel of the King Gull. He swatted at the host of biting insects that were feasting on his blood, but didn’t really pay much attention to the discomfort. He was too occupied with not running his ship aground in this blasted tiny inlet. It was barely big enough to fit his little finger, let alone a galleon.

“Three fathoms!” came the call from the fore chains. “Sand and mud!”

“Boat crews, pull ahead!” The two sweating crews, forward of the ship, strained at their oars, pulling the small galleon forward. There was no way to sail up the channel in anything larger than a fishing smack. He often wondered how Captain Parek had ever found this blasted ditch in the first place.

An overhanging mangrove caught one of the shrouds and showered the deck with leaves and broken twigs before a crewman with a machete hacked the branch away.

“Blast this blasted ditch to the Nine Hells! Keep the blasted trees out of the rigging or I’ll send you out with the next jungle party!” He had ten men on the ratlines and two on the close-braced foremast yards to fend off the snagging foliage, and still they caught the trees at every turn.

Finally, after hours of work, they entered a space wide just enough for their ship to turn around. Here, kedged off of the mangroves, sat a sleek-hulled corsair. The peeling golden paint on her transom read “Cutthroat” and a small catboat lay tied to her side like a tender. Two men at the corsair’s taffrail pointed their loaded ballistae away from King Gull’s prow when a voice boomed out to stand down.

“It’s the Gull, boys!” a shriller voice called out, eliciting a ragged cheer from the deck crew. Captain Seoril recognized the slim form standing upon the poop of the corsair.

“Ahoy, Cutthroat! Is that you, Sam?”

“Aye, Captain! Tell me you brung a cask of spiced Scarport rum and I’ll kiss you!” The girl who hopped up atop the taffrail was skinny as a yardarm and not more than fifteen, but she wore a cutlass at her hip and was well acquainted with its use; a pirate as true as any that sailed the sea.

“By the Nine Hells, I’ll kiss you myself if you brought a cask of Northumberland single malt!” Captain Parek bellowed, joining Sam at the rail. “Why are you late, Seoril? I expected you a fortnight ago! Thought you were sunk, or ratted us out for the price of a cheap doxy.”

“It’d take more than one cheap doxy to tempt me to rat you out, Parek.” He shouted some orders to his crew to bring King Gull into the north bank and kedge off, then turned back to the captain of the Cutthroat and bellowed, “Maybe two cheap doxies! I was held up at Rockport, tryin’ to unload that rotten load of wool. Didn’t get near what you wanted for it, neither! Seems it got wet and went moldy.”

“Well, as long as you brought us some stores, I’ll not hang you for it. Bring a cask of rum over when you come. We got business to conduct.”

“Aye, and I got news you ain’t gonna like, Captain Parek. Best have a tot or two before I unload it on ya.”

“Aye. Nothin’ makes bad news go down easier than smooth grog, ay lads?”

The massed crew of the Cutthroat roared in a ragged cheer. They launched their only skiff to help offload the provisions King Gull had bought with their hard-earned plunder.

≈

“Fire boarding hooks!” Feldrin Brelak bellowed as Orin’s Pride came up on the freebooter galley’s beam. The two ballistae mounted on the schooner’s port side cracked in unison, and wrist-thick shafts of iron-tipped hardwood plunged into the galley’s hull.

“Slack sheets and haul on the capstan!” he ordered, racing forward from the wheel as the sails flapped, and dodging a ragged volley of arrows that flew from behind the shields that studded the pirate ship’s bulwarks. One man screamed and fell, but most had known to take cover. The heavy lines trailing from the imbedded ballistae bolts came taut as five men cranked madly at the windlass, and the two hulls met with a crash of splintering wood.

“Arrows!” someone shouted, and Feldrin ducked behind a row of lines purposefully coiled and stowed on the shroud belaying pins. A barbed shaft quivered in the wood of the cap rail a hand-span from his knee, and he leapt up before the enemy archers could fire another volley. “Now! Boarders with me!”

Twenty well-armed sailors lunged up and leapt over the row of colorfully painted shields into the midst of the enemy. One of Feldrin’s boarding axes clove a man’s skull like a melon, even before his feet met the deck of the enemy ship. A shipmate to his left went down with a spear through his leg, but put his cutlass into his assailant’s belly as he fell. Feldrin hacked down a bewildered archer and took a step to cover the fallen man, knocking aside another spearman’s weapon with his right-hand axe and gutting him with his left.

Something hit his shoulder from behind hard enough to penetrate his thick leather corselet, and momentarily numbed his right arm. He slashed back without looking, and was rewarded with a meaty thock and a horrible scream. He turned to see the swordsman crumple, his hands clutching his destroyed face. He ended the man’s agony with a quick stroke and turned, looking for another opponent, but there were none to be had. The pirates had all either fallen or dropped their weapons.

“Horace!” he bellowed, looking around for his first mate, then checking the man at his feet. The spear had passed right through the man’s thigh, but looked to have missed the bone. The sailor was staring at the inch-thick shaft transfixing his leg, his eyes wide with pain and panic.

“Aye, Captain!” Horace came forward, sporting a gash on his forearm but otherwise hale. Horace was the only man Feldrin knew who had turned down a captaincy to be a first mate. He’d commanded the Hippotrin for Cynthia Flaxal for more than a year, then told her he’d rather go back to being mate on Orin’s Pride. Feldrin had never asked his reasons, he’d just welcomed him aboard. “By the Nine Hells! Keefer, yer supposed to knock the damned spear aside before you leap on the man, ya dolt!”

“I…I missed, I guess,” the young man said dully.

“Secure their weapons, Horace, and take a squad below decks. Be careful! I don’t want any surprises!” Feldrin knelt at Keefer’s side and drew a heavy knife from his belt. He despaired at the blood that jetted rhythmically from the wound, but kept his voice encouraging. “You did fine, lad! You got him before he could finish the job. Now hold still while I cut the head off this spear and we get it out of your leg.”

In ten minutes the enemy ship was secured, the surviving pirates were in chains, and the young man Keefer was dead. Even though they removed the spear with the utmost care, Janley, the ship’s carpenter who doubled as their surgeon, could not stop the bleeding. Feldrin had held the man’s hand, assuring him that everything would be fine, even when he knew it was hopeless. A priest or even a simple potion would have saved the man’s life, but they had neither.

“Nasty bloody business we’re in, Horace,” Feldrin said as he wearily scrubbed Keefer’s blood from his hands. Now that the energy of the fight was fading, he felt the throbbing ache in his shoulder. “Help me off with this corselet, would you? I got nicked.”

“Sorry about Keefer, sir,” the mate said, loosening the buckles on one side of the stiff leather armor. It was hard and padded thickly enough to stop an arrow, even from one of the strong Marathian horn-bows that the pirates used. It would not, however, stop a sword thrust.

“Not your fault, and he knew the risk.” Feldrin told himself the same thing every time someone under his command died. It didn’t help much, even if it was the truth.

“Aye, but hold on, there. You’re bleedin’ a bit under here.”

“Bloody hells!” Pain lanced through him as Horace stuffed something into the gash in his shoulder. “Easy there. Don’t tear my bloody arm off!”

“I’m tryin’ ta keep your bloody arm on, Captain! Now hold still! Janley! Bring a hot iron! This bleedin’ won’t stop!”

“Didn’t think it was that bad,” Feldrin said, taking a seat on the windlass cap as his knees began to shake.

“What happened?” Janley probed the wound with fingers still bloody from another man’s injuries.

“Sword, I think.” Feldrin gritted his teeth, concentrating on not fainting.

“It hit the bone, but your armor took most of the blow. You’re lucky it wasn’t a hand-span to the left. It could have gotten your spine. Now hold still.”

Burning flesh hissed and Feldrin managed to remain conscious, though he did shout a string of curses that shocked even his crew. The smell of burning meat almost made him retch, more from the thought that it was his meat burning than from the acrid odor itself. When it was done and a thick healing salve and bandage had been applied, he felt much better.

“What was she carryin’, Horace?” he asked, pushing himself to his feet with only a slight wobble.

“A mixed load. About twenty bails of good wool, some kegs of somethin’ that are marked in that western script, probably rice wine, and some finery: silks, silver trinkets and such. Might be more tucked away. We’ll know when we tear her apart.”

“You fit to take her to Terokesh?” he asked, grinning his first grin of the day.

That was a good load, and the ship itself would be worth a tidy bit as well. Prince Mojani, the new sultan of Marathia, paid well for hulls that were not badly damaged. He was eager to rebuild his navy after more than a year of civil war, and had jumped at the chance to hire Orin’s Pride as a privateer. There were still many pirates working the Sand Coast, most in low xebecs or dhows, others in larger war galleys like the one they’d just taken. Some of the ships were the old Sultan’s former naval vessels, their captains turning pirate rather than face the new sultan’s swift justice. Orin’s Pride, outfitted with two ballistae on each side and the fire catapult mounted on her bow, could out-fight and out-sail any of them.

“Aye! I’d appreciate it if you stayed close by, though. I wouldn’t like to run up on one of this fella’s friends with a short crew and a hold full of prisoners.”

“I’ll be right on yer lee, Horace. She’s all yours. Pick yer crew, but leave me Johansen fer a mate. I’d like to get this sorted out and get underway afore dark.”

“Aye, sir!” Horace turned to go, but stopped when Feldrin grabbed his sleeve.

“And Horace, tell the crew that after we settle this up, we head for Southaven. I’ve got to get back before Cynthia pops, or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Aye, sir! Homeward bound! That’ll be welcome news!” He turned and started bellowing orders, but Feldrin had already fixed his mind on the course ahead and the trip home.

“Aye, home,” he said to no one, heading for his cabin and something to ease his pains — both in his shoulder and his soul. “Been too long since I seen home…”

≈

Seoril sipped his rum and sighed. They were well into their second bottle, and none sitting around the main mess table were feeling much discomfort. “That moldy wool was hard to move, but the rest of it fair flew out of our hold.”

“Good. We got a bit more for you.” Captain Parek reached for the bottle, but a slim hand snatched it up first. He scowled at Sam, but then smiled as she pulled the cork free with her teeth and filled his cup, then topped off her own and the rest. “Not a hold full, but enough to pay for a trip. We stumbled across a two-master haulin’ spices and copra.”

“Not much money in copra around these parts, ay?” Seoril said, lifting his cup in thanks, his eyes narrowing at Sam. That she warranted the privilege of sitting at the table with the officers had surprised him, but any fool could see that she was Parek’s favorite. Watching her loose shirt as she leaned over the table to fill everyone’s cups, it was easy enough to see why.

Sam might have been young, and was undoubtedly thin even for her age, but there was wiry muscle there, and she was growing into her womanhood quite nicely. Seoril saw that Parek’s dark eyes were watching him eye the girl, and he fixed his gaze elsewhere. Parek was a shrewd man and a fine ship’s captain, but he tended to hold onto his possessions tightly. Not as tightly as Bloodwind had, but there was nothing to be gained by making him angry.

“Naw! We let it sink with the wreck,” Farin, Cutthroat’s first mate slurred, blinking to try to focus his eyes. The mate had drunk more than his share of the rum.

“Well, that’s fine. I can unload the spices anywhere. I think I’ll work the south coast for a while. I’ve been in Rockport too much.” He sipped and stared again at Sam, who sipped and stared at her captain.

“So, what’s this bad news you spoke of, Seoril? Did the sea witch give birth to a sea drake?” Parek sipped his rum and ignored Sam’s attention, or seemed to.

“No, thank Odea, or at least not to my knowin’.” Seoril heaved a sigh. There was no easy way to tell it. “We was passed by a warship on the way south from Rockport. A small two-master. Didn’t pass close enough to see a name, thank the gods, but it was a Tsing warship sure enough, and makin’ a good twelve knots!”

“A warship?” Sam’s eyes widened and her gaze flicked back and forth between the two captains.

“Aw, it couldn’ta been! Wha’s a warship doing down here? Pro’lly headed fer M’rathia, and good riddance!” Farin downed his rum and reached for the bottle, but Sam snatched it first.

“Hey, now! Gimme that, ye li’l rat!” The mate tried to stand, but couldn’t quite manage it.

Sam’s quick eyes glanced a question to Parek, but he just smiled and said, “Pour Farin another drink, if you please, Sam. It’s his last tonight.”

“Best make it last, mate!” she said, pulling the cork and pouring him a scant measure.

Seoril watched the exchange and frowned. Favorite indeed, more like his private watchdog, he thought. “I don’t think the warship was headed for any eastern port, and I’ll tell you why. If he was headed for Marathia or Fornice, or even Southaven, he’d have made for Saber Cut and worked his way through usin’ his sweeps. Them warships can make four knots straight into the wind if there ain’t much sea.”

“Which begs the question: where was he headed?”

“Let me find him for you, sir!” Sam offered, her face lit up like sunrise. “I can take the cat boat and work my way down the islands and back in four days.”

“You think he’s somewhere here in the Shattered Isles, Sam?” the captain asked, one eyebrow arching.

“Where else? Like Seoril said, if he was makin’ for any eastern port, he’d have cut through the isles farther north. He’s not headed straight south, that’s for sure. Ain’t nothin’ out there but seaweed and sea drakes!”

“Captain Seoril, if you please, Sam,” Seoril said, narrowing his eyes at the girl, then flicking his gaze toward Parek. Favorite or no, the girl was getting a bit big for her britches.

“Yes, Sam,” Parek said, nodding to the other captain. “I know we’ve all had a bit to drink, but you’re junior here. Show some respect.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, pressing a knuckle to her forehead in salute to Seoril. “Sorry, Captain. It won’t happen again.”

“I gotta say, she’s right though,” he said, acknowledging her apology with a nod. “The warship’s patrolling, and they’ve never done that before, or they’ve come here for a visit.”

“And there’s only one person they’d be visitin’ in the Shattered Isles,” Sam said, eyeing both captains again. “They’ve come to see the sea witch.”

“That was my thinkin’ as well.” Seoril stood and nodded his respects to the table. Farin had passed out flat on his face and was snoring in a puddle of rum. “I better get back to the Gull before that dimwit Beckel stores the sugar next to the water barrels again. We’ll transfer cargo tomorrow and be off at dusk. Thanks for the rum, Parek.”

“Sleep well, my friend,” the Cutthroat’s captain said, leaning back in his seat and stretching. “And don’t worry about the warship. It’s obvious they’re not hunting us.”

“Aye, and I’m thankful for that. Goodnight.”
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After Seoril had ducked out of the mess, Sam reached for the rum bottle one more time and, under Parek’s watchful gaze, poured them both another measure.

“I could be off in an hour with the catboat and you’d know if that warship was at Plume Isle by mornin’, Captain,” she said.

“Aye, I suppose you could, Sam, but it’ll have to wait until the morning. You and the whole crew have had a bit to drink, and sailing a catboat in the trades takes a sharp wit, not a sodden one.” He pushed himself up and took his cup. “Besides, I’ve got something else for you to do first.”

“And what might that be, Captain?” she asked. The knowing smile that played across her face seemed to belie her age.

“Why don’t you bring that bottle to my cabin, and we’ll discuss it.”

“Aye, sir.” She stood and took the bottle by the neck, her thin frame wobbling a bit as she stepped over the bench.

“Hold fast there, mate,” he said, his broad hand slipping around her slim waist. “Wouldn’t want to lose you.”

“No worries there, Captain,” she said, smiling up at him with a glint in her bright young eyes. “You couldn’t lose me if you tried.”

The door to the captain’s cabin closed with a quiet click of the latch. The first mate, Farin, kept on snoring.


Chapter Five

Diplomacy’s Course

“Impressive.” Count Norris’ appreciative smile appeared genuine. “You can haul three ships up for repair and still house one under construction in the lofting shed? Very impressive indeed!”

“Aye, we could haul three ships, though we never seen the need, yer graceship,” Dura said, trying to match the count’s ambling gait but fidgeting like a race horse in a draft harness. Camilla had warned her to be on her best behavior, yet not overly accommodating concerning the new ship designs. “And the ways ain’t so big as to haul a decent-sized galleon, like Seven Sisters or Winter Gale, fer instance. They do fine fer Mistress Flaxal’s schooners, but that’s about as big as we go.”

“Big enough to haul corsairs, no doubt,” he said, arching an eyebrow. “Isn’t that what the late Captain Bloodwind used them for, I mean?”

“Aye, that ‘e did, yer graceship, but we tore that old piece of—I mean, the old ways, apart. It weren’t in good repair, and was cobbled together like a court document to begin with.” She hawked and spat in distaste. “Ghelfan don’t put up with shoddy equipment in his yard.”

“So I’ve heard.” The count turned to the lofting shed and guided the tour toward it.

“Most of what was once Bloodwind’s has been completely removed or refurbished,” Camilla added, gesturing across the bay toward the tidy collection of huts that had replaced the shantytown burned in the attack. “The local natives aren’t much for organization, but they work well under Dura’s direction.”

“Aye, they ain’t lazy, I’ll give ‘em that! And they know one end of an adze from another, which is more’n I can say fer some green hands I’ve trained.” Dura stuffed her hands in her pockets and recalled, “Why I knew one feller who chopped off two toes the first time he—”

“Dura, the count really doesn’t want to hear—”

“And what are you currently building in there?” the count interrupted, gesturing to the closed lofting shed. “Another schooner?”

“Na. Jest one of Mistress Flaxal’s silly projects.” Dura chuckled and shook her shaggy head. “She comes up with some of the damnedest—”

“I’d very much like to see it.” The count’s eyes slid to Camilla’s. His tone was light, but his manner clearly dared her to deny him anything.

“Surely, Count. We have no secrets here.” His sly court manner was wearing on her. Despite the way she’d seemingly won him over the previous night, by this morning the formality had returned. He seemed determined to examine every nook and cranny of the ship yard and to not believe a single word she said. “Have a care where you place your feet. I wouldn’t want you to get creosote on those lovely shoes.”

“Thank you, Lady Camilla. I’ll step with care.”

Dura guided them through the small side door of the building and ushered them into her domain. Camilla knew that Cynthia had come up with another new design, but had not paid much attention to the details. Now, with the nearly finished hulls towering over her head, she gaped inwardly, despite her outward composure.

“What in the name of—” The count stopped short, looking first at one narrow hull, then the other, then at the arched beams of laminated wood that united the two. “I’m sorry, but what manner of construction is this? It looks like two ships united into one big raft!”

“Aye, it is a strange lookin’ contraption, ain’t it?” Dura guided them around to the two bows and pointed. “She don’t have a name for it yet, but I suspect, just like happened with the schooners, some bloke’ll latch a moniker to it and it’ll stick. She said she got the design from the natives’ outrigger canoes. The outrigger makes the boat more stable, ye see, so she just took the idea and made it bigger. About seventy feet bigger.”

“This is a wonder!” Norris exclaimed. “Surely this is not a cargo vessel! The hulls are too narrow to hold much of anything. What is its purpose?”

“She never said what purpose she had for it, other than to see how it sailed. It’d probably haul more’n you think, though. Her profile’s low, and you could stuff a good bit of cargo on the main deck, dependin’ on how she was rigged. The booms’ll be set high, or they’d sweep the deck clear of crew when she jibes, but—”

“Booms? One mast on each hull, then.” The count squinted up at the planked hulls and the massive arches connecting them.

“Er…no, yer graceship. She’ll have two masts set fore an’ aft, schooner rigged, with gaff tops’ls.”

“Why not one mast on each hull?”

Dura just looked at him like he’d suggested pigs should take up knitting, and said, “I just build ‘em, yer graceship, I don’t design ‘em.”

“Well,” Norris said, stepping back as if trying to imagine the finished vessel, “the emperor will be very interested to hear about this. I’ve neither seen nor heard of the like.”

“Why would Emperor Tynean have an interest in something like this, Count?” Camilla tried to keep her tone casually curious, but her mind was spinning ahead with concern.

“The emperor’s interest in your mistress’ new ship designs is one of the primary reasons for my visit, Lady Camilla. As I said, your schooners have created quite a stir in Tsing. He sees many potential applications for such craft.” His eyes shifted from the sleek hulls to her, as if gauging how both might be best applied to serve his emperor. “I’m sure we can reach some amicable agreement that allows the empire to utilize this astonishing breakthrough in naval architecture.”

“You might reach such an agreement,” Camilla began with a dissembling smile, “with Cynthia Flaxal. I cannot make any agreements regarding her ships’ designs, and she is not disposed to begin selling them, yet.”

“She has said as much?” The count seemed surprised, but Camilla could see that it was feigned. “Surely there is room for negotiation, on this design, for instance.”

“There is always room for negotiation, my dear Count,” she said, meaning it. “But of what value to the empire could an experimental craft be? It hasn’t even been tested at sea yet.”

“One never knows how something so radically different might impact the affairs of the empire, Lady Camilla,” he said, as if the line were rote. “The world, and I daresay the Shattered Isles, is a dangerous place. Anything new that might be applied to the imperial defense, commerce, or even faster communications could vastly change the way we live, or indeed whether we survive.”

“Oh, come now,” Camilla scoffed, patting his arm. “How could something as trivial as a new ship determine the survival of the empire?”

“My dear lady, one can never determine how something might impact one’s survival until all of its potential applications are thought through. Why, something as seemingly safe as a sea voyage can determine life or death, as it has in my very own family.”

“I’m sorry?” she asked, taken aback by his sudden admission. “One of your family was lost at sea?”

“My entire family, my dear. My wife, two children and their governess, along with the entire ship and all her crew, were lost in these very waters not three years ago.” His tone was casual, but she could see that there was pain behind the admission. “No one ever found a trace of them.”

“Three years ago…Might you remember the name of the ship?” she asked. This might explain a lot about Count Norris.

“Of course I remember. She was the Alabaster Rose out of Tsing and bound for Fornice, where I was stationed. She was captained by a man named Derwall, and hauling a cargo of mixed trade goods. Why do you ask?”

“Alabaster Rose…” she muttered, trying to remember if she’d ever heard any of Bloodwind’s captains mention that name. She shook her head, unable to recall. “I’m sorry, Count. Three years ago I was in this very place, a prisoner of Captain Bloodwind. I heard the names of many of the ships that his captains took over the years, but I can’t recall if that was one of them.”

The count’s eyebrows rose, but he held his silence. It was the sort of restraint she expected from a diplomat, and she appreciated it. Camilla cleared her throat. “If you wish, I could try to find out if the Alabaster Rose was one of the ships he took.”

“What does it matter, really?” he asked, his voice sharp. “The ship was lost with all hands. Whether it was pirates, cannibals, the mer or a sea drake, no one will ever know, and regardless, my family is gone.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, Count Norris.” She smiled sympathetically and gave his arm a squeeze that she honestly hoped was supportive. “I know what it’s like to lose someone close to you.”

“It was long ago, my dear. Shall we continue the tour? I daresay there is yet much more to see.”

“Of course.” She guided him to the door, leaving the lofting shed and the uncharacteristically silent Dura behind.

?
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“There she is, just as sure as seagulls squawk!” Sam edged to the foredeck of the little catboat and gripped the mast, squinting to the south as they rounded the point of Plume Isle. “A two-master, just like Seoril said. Bring her upwind, Taylan. I want a closer look.”

“She wants a closer look,” Taylan said, just loud enough for Dorain, his mate, to hear. He hauled on the sheets and turned the catboat southeast.

“Aye,” Dorain said. “I feel like a bloody babysitter.”

“Oh, she ain’t no baby, mate.” His friend nodded forward. The wind pressed Sam’s tattered linen shirt against her torso as she stood, shading her eyes for a better view. “There’s woman under them knickers, sure as fish swim.”

“Oh, aye, but word is Captain Parek’s plowin’ that ground, and he don’t take kind to poachers.”

“Still…” Taylan scratched his scraggly beard, clearly wondering if the prize was worth the risk. “She should be careful standin’ up there like that. She could fall over and never be seen nor heard from again.”

“Aye, on a little boat like this, fallin’ overboard could be a fatal thing.” The two men exchanged a meaningful look, then looked forward to where young Sam waved to the sailors aboard the man-o-war as they cruised past.

?
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The school was assembled, a mass of mer floating and swimming in all orientations. All eyes were directed toward the center of the writhing mass where the Trident Holder signed for all to see.

*It is true that there is a warship anchored in our waters. It is also true that it is anchored near the home of Seamage Flaxal’s Heir. She has gone to the place of her birth, and will be gone for many more tides, so we cannot ask her about this warship.* He swam a tight circle, a sign of open irritation. *We know nothing about the landwalkers’ reason for sending a warship into our home.*

A mer swam forward, arms splayed wide in supplication, a sign that he wanted to address the school.

*I see you, Eelback,* Broadtail signed, making the gesture of formal recognition and swimming to the side so the other mer could take the center position.

*The reason that the warship is here is as plain as the scent of blood in the water,* he signed, also swimming in tight circles. *The seamage has summoned her powerful landwalker friends. The reason for her trip to the place of her birth is known to us: she goes to speak to a powerful mage, a wielder of fire! She marshals her forces!*

Tails thrashed around the school, orientations unifying and then breaking up into chaos again. Several mer swam forward, arms spread, wishing to be recognized. Broadtail took center position, signifying that Eelback’s time was finished.

*I see you, Quickfin,* Broadtail signed.

Eelback started to withdraw, then signed, *Yes, let the friend of your eldest son, betrothed of the seamage, come forward.*

The school shuddered in response to the implication that Broadtail was playing favorites, but he stilled their discordance with a wave of his trident. *Enough of your insults, Eelback! Disparage me again and I will challenge you!*

*No insult was meant, Trident Holder!* Eelback signed, spreading his arms wide as Quickfin swam past, ignoring him utterly. *I merely relate facts. I, too, wish to learn what the friend of your son knows of this matter, and why he did not bring it to your attention sooner.*

*Enough! Quickfin has our attention!*

Quickfin nodded to the Trident Holder and turned a lazy pirouette, a motion of calm and ease. *As to the motives of Seamage Flaxal’s Heir, Tailwalker, Chaser and I learned that she was travelling to the place of her birth only six tides ago. The Trident Holder was still weaning his recent brood of finlings and, since none could stop Seamage Flaxal’s Heir from going, we felt the news could wait.*

The school eased their chaotic motion a trifle.

*It is true she goes to speak with a firemage, but her reasoning was thus: it is better to befriend such a mage and know his mind, than to alienate him and make an enemy.* Several heads among the school bobbed in agreement. *Neither I nor Tailwalker knew anything of this warship, and neither, I believe, does Seamage Flaxal’s Heir. We cannot consult with her on the matter until she returns. The ship, on the very word of Eelback’s friend, Redtail, anchored safely outside the reef, damaging no coral.* He swirled his arms in tight circles in a mer shrug. *They have not harmed us and have not hurt our home. Should we attack them in response to their good behavior?*

The school thrashed in unison, orienting immediately, though there were some dissenters still.

*As to what I know that Eelback does not,* he continued, making a gesture of finality that said he was finishing his speech, *it would take many tides to tell this, and we don’t have the time.*

Gills fluttered around the school in united mirth. Eelback flared his fins in irritation, but did not sign a word.

A female mer came forward next, and Broadtail nodded to her. *I see you Kelpie, Priestess of Odea. Tell us what you know of this.*

*Thank you, Trident Holder.* She turned to the crowd, her large yellow eyes looking among the hundreds of mer. As a priestess, she knew most of them and was respected by all for her service to the community. *I know, perhaps better than any here, the motives of Seamage Flaxal’s Heir. I watched her being born into our world, tended her wounds and returned her to the land as a seamage. Many of you were there, the night of the Scimitar Moon, when Odea spoke through the sky and made Seamage Flaxal’s Heir one with the sea.*

The school stirred, rapt with her telling of the now-legendary tale.

*I know she loves the mer, and would never intentionally harm our world.*

There was some agitation at this, and still some questions about her associations with a firemage, and the presence of the warship.

*Seamage Flaxal’s Heir is in a delicate position, my friends. She has great power, great influence and great responsibility. Her influence gains the attention of powerful forces, both above and below the surface of our world. If I asked any of you how you would proceed, with such a weight dragging at your tail, I think you would say ‘cautiously.’*

Many heads bobbed in agreement.

*With caution in mind, she is dealing with these powers, balancing them like the lancer balances his weapon. She seeks alliances with all the forces that influence our home and hers. She seeks a concordance, as do we in her union with Tailwalker.* Her gaze lingered upon the Trident Holder’s son for a long moment before she spread her arms wide and yielded the center position, swimming smoothly back to her place.

Several more mer came forward to be recognized, Redtail and Tailwalker among them, each giving their own opinions of what had occurred, what was likely to occur if the school decided to attack the warship, and what would happen if they did nothing.

A full tide had passed, but finally no more came forward. Trident Holder Broadtail once again took the center position and signed for them all to take notice.

*We have heard from all who have an opinion or knowledge on this matter. We all know the facts and feel the fears and worries that will shape our decision. It is time.*

The school edged forward as their leader raised his trident, which glowed with a deep blue light.

*I invoke The Voice!* he signed, and his trident flared blue-white as the school rushed in on him in an ever-tightening spiral.

A pulse of energy reverberated through the school as they reached the center. Within that energy was The Voice, the power of their union as one school, declaring their united decision. Although some might not have agreed with The Voice, they all were bound to abide by it.

But as the school dispersed, Eelback took careful note of who appeared happy with the decision and who did not. He also noted that Kelpie, Odea’s priestess, swam very near the Trident Holder’s son and his friend, Quickfin.


Chapter Six

Homecomings

From Cynthia’s vantage on the poop deck of Peggy’s Dream, it looked as if half of Southaven had turned out to witness her arrival. After more than two years away, and with all the rumors, hearsay and bald-faced lies that had been told about her and the fall of the legendary pirate Bloodwind, she was not surprised. They all wanted to see the vaunted Seamage of the Shattered Isles.

“Looks like they’ve got space for us at Keelson’s quay, Chula. Bring her around for a port-side berth and throw out the light kedges to keep her off.” Mouse swooped excitedly down from the rigging to orbit her head like a hyperactive bumble bee.

“Aye, Captain Shambata Daroo! Prepare to come about, if you be pleased, Paska. Furl de mains’l and forestays’l as dey luff, but keep de jib on her until her bow eases.” Paska was already relaying Chula’s orders and adding more of her own before he even stopped speaking.

Cynthia leaned against the binnacle as the ship came upwind, smiling at the efficiency of her crew. Peggy’s Dream turned in a graceful arc. Her mainsail and forestaysail gaffs dropped just as the sails luffed, the huge expanses of canvas folding neatly in the elaborate reefing system that Ghelfan had designed. The crew on the jib sheets knew their business well; as the ship came upwind, they cross sheeted and backfilled the sail to slow their momentum. When the ship lay parallel to the quay they slacked the sheet and furled the sail. Peggy’s Dream drifted onto the dock, her crew dropping two small anchors off the windward side and lowering large, hemp-wrapped fenders to keep her hull safe from the unforgiving stone of the quay.

“Nicely done, Chula,” Cynthia said, easing herself down the steps to the main deck. She could have docked the ship without a single person aboard, of course, but didn’t see the need to flaunt her powers, especially in front of the whole town. “My compliments to the crew. Shore leave by watches, and I expect everyone to be on their best behavior.” Mouse let out a cheer and danced on her shoulder.

“Aye, Captain! Everyone will be actin’ as if dey be new-born lambs, Captain, or dey’ll answer to me.” Cynthia chuckled at the analogy — Chula had never seen a lamb. He must have picked up the phrase somewhere, probably from Cammy.

“Only after I be finished with dem, Captain!” Paska put in, directing the line handlers with breath to spare.

Cynthia cringed when she saw the alterations Paska had made to her sarong. She’d cut the top into one long strip and slung it over her neck, crossed it to cup her breasts, then tied it behind her back. The bottom portion was barely long enough to cover her knees, and rode alarmingly low on her ample hips, where little Koybur sat strapped in. The baby fumbled in frustration with his mother’s halter, an unaccustomed barrier between him and his breakfast. Paska would be lucky if the town watch didn’t arrest her for public indecency.

Tim trundled up onto the deck hauling a heavy satchel over his shoulder. It was filled, no doubt, with a hundred things he thought she would need, and not a thing for himself. She hoped that letting Marta fuss over him for a few days would do the boy some good, or at least fatten him up a bit.

“Ready to go ashore, Mistress!” he said, saluting smartly and grinning at Mouse as the sprite flew about his head, cheering like a mad cricket. The boy’s eyes flickered about the landscape of the town, and his smile faded a bit. “I thought it would be bigger.”

“Southaven is just a sleepy little town, Tim. What did you expect?”

“I don’t know, Mistress. I remember…um…bigger, I guess. Tall towers, more colors, and higher hills covered with buildings.” He shrugged, hoisting his satchel. “I’ll ask Paska to have the rest of your baggage taken up to the estate, if you tell me where that is.”

“There’s no rush, Tim. The estate is right there, up on the hill.” She pointed up to the low tower and the tree-lined drive with its colorful tropical vegetation, and had a sudden pang of homesickness. “I won’t need any of my bags until tonight, so you can leave that here.”

“Yes, Mistress!” He hauled the bag back into the cuddy cabin, and rejoined her just as the gangplank touched the bulwark rail.

“Welcome back to Southaven, Mistress Flaxal!” one of the Keelsons called, though she could not tell if it was Terrance or Julian. She could never tell the two men apart, the twin sons of the elder Keelson who had died on the fateful day that Bloodwind had tried to destroy everything she’d ever dreamed of accomplishing. “And you, Master Ghelfan! Aye, we’ve got some work for you to see!”

“Good to see you, Master Keelson,” she said, accepting Tim’s steadying hand as she crossed to the quay. She shook the shipwright’s hand, then was promptly dismissed as he and Ghelfan moved off toward the lofting shed, already speaking their own language of wood, bronze, resin and canvas.

The mass of people standing behind the shipwright all stared and muttered, pointing and saying things like, “Isn’t she beautiful!” and “Much bigger than I’d thought.” The former brought a rush of heat to Cynthia’s cheeks, but the latter took her aback. Then she heard someone say, “Three masts! Do you think she’ll build one with four?”

With a rush of mixed relief and chagrin she realized that the townsfolk had not turned out to see the mysterious seamage, whom they all had known since she was a little girl, but to see Peggy’s Dream. She was still vacillating between vexation and pride when a woman bustled her way through the crowd and rushed at her like a juggernaut in a lavender house dress.

“Mistress Cynthia! Oh, Gods of Light be praised, you’re home!” Marta enveloped her in a hug that threatened to induce premature labor, then thrust her to arm’s length. “Oh, my goodness! You’re as big as a barge!” Tears of joy coursed down her cherubic cheeks, her eyes glittering like diamonds.

“Good to see you, too, Marta,” she managed, fighting back tears of her own. Marta had served as cook and maid at the Flaxal estate since before Cynthia was born, and she, along with Brolan the gardener, had been steady and loving influences on Cynthia throughout her childhood. She had missed them more than she realized. “Just don’t squeeze so hard, okay?”

“Oh, my goodness! I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Marta looked mortified, and steadied Cynthia’s arm.

“No, but I think you woke the little monster up.” She put a hand on her abdomen and winced as a foot rolled past her palm. “The beastie’s got a kick like a mule.”

“Must be a boy, then, and takin’ after his father, I’ll warrant! And speaking of boys, my goodness, Tim, I swear you’ve grown two hands since I saw you on Plume Isle, and more handsome, too!”

“Hello, Miss Marta,” he replied, his cheeks flushing.

“Well, we’re off to the estate for lunch! As soon as you were spotted, I put on a pot of chicken soup, and Rowland’s making biscuits.” She took Cynthia’s arm and guided her through the crowd. “I had Brolan bring the wagon down. You must be exhausted from such a long sail.”

“Not at all, Marta. It was only a couple of days, and being on the sea feels better to me now than being on land.” She waved to the tall, dark-skinned Brolan as he stepped down from the wagon.

Brolan gave her an awkward hug, due to his towering height and the exaggerated care he exerted for fear of hurting her. “My, but don’t you look ready to drop a litter! Hah! I never thought I’d see the day!”

“Well, the day’s not for another two months or so. How have you all been getting along with the whole estate to yourselves?”

“Oh, we’re doing fine, Mistress, just fine. And since Rowland and I, well you know…” Marta blushed furiously. Rowland had been the cook at Cynthia’s favorite inn, the Galloping Starfish, but had quickly signed aboard when she crewed her first ships. After her defeat of Bloodwind, he had returned to Southaven and begun romancing Marta, who was still embarrassed that she and Rowland had actually gotten married at their ages. “He’s been a big help, and he even works for Brulo down at the Starfish on occasion, just to keep his hand in, he says.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Cynthia said. She directed Tim to hop into the back of the wagon. Mouse rode on the boy’s shoulder, chirping and pointing out the sights.

Though Cynthia and Marta had exchanged letters, long distance correspondence did not include much trivia or gossip, which were Marta’s specialties, and they had two years’ worth to catch up on. When they stopped in front of the newly refurbished house, Cynthia was sure her ears were actually warmed from all the talk.

“And then you show up on the horizon out of the blue, with not a letter or note to give us time to prepare! My word, what a surprise!”

“Well, I didn’t know I was coming until only a few days ago, so there was no sense in sending word. We’d have gotten here before it arrived.” She accepted Brolan’s help getting down and arched her back to relieve the aches. “The place looks wonderful, Brolan!”

“Nothin’ money and hard work wouldn’t fix, Mistress!”

“Cynthia Flaxal, you little rapscallion!” Rowland strode down the foyer steps with an alacrity that belied his years, and squeezed her in a bony embrace. “I’d have come down to greet you at the dock, but the young wife wouldn’t let me outta the kitchen. You know how these new brides are.”

“Oh, stop it, you!” Marta swatted him with the back of her hand, but her eyes were shining. “Married more than a year and he treats me like a newlywed!”

“Don’t complain, Marta,” Cynthia said, joining the rest of them as they all went inside. She marveled at the new construction, the grandeur of the old house restored. “At least your husband is here.”

“Now don’t you start in on Feldrin before we’ve even had our lunch!” Rowland commanded, ushering them into the breakfast room where the table was set and ready. “Besides, I’ve word of him for you, and it requires a bit of tellin’, so sit down and let me pour you some tea.”

She sat as ordered, her stomach already growling at the luscious scent of Rowland’s fresh-baked biscuits. Her nerves, however, were anything but calm; she’d had no news of Feldrin for more than four months, and feared the worst.
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“Ahoy, Cutthroat!” Sam called, easing the sheets on the catboat’s gaff-rigged sail as she rounded the last bend in the inlet. Unlike a galleon or even a corsair, the tiny catboat could sail up the hidden channel on the lightest breath of wind.

“Ahoy the catboat!” the stern watch called, stirring from a lazy perch on a stowed sail. “Hi-ya, Sam! Yer back early!”

“That I am. I made good time comin’ back. Heave a line, would ya, Dilan?” She turned the tiller hard over, eased the halyard and let the catboat’s sail pile onto the deck. She caught the tossed line and tied it to a cleat, then scrambled up the stern of the ship, from rudder to sternlight ports to taffrail. “Tie her off for me, would you? I gotta talk to the captain straight away.”

“Sure, Sam, but where’s Taylan and Dorain?” He lowered a hand and helped her up onto the deck, frowning at the bruise darkening her face and the broad bloodstain on her shirt. “What in the Nine Hells happened?”

“My two crew met with an accident,” she said, her eyes grim. “The blackguards were thinkin’ they’d have a little fun with their skipper, then cut me up for shark bait. Spread the word for me, would you? Anyone else decides that messing with me is a smart idea will be feedin’ the fish folk.”

“Uh, sure, Sam!”

She strode past him, one hand on the hilt of the dagger at her belt.

≈

“He got a letter of marque from that rebel Marathian prince?” Cynthia asked, slack-jawed with surprise. “I remember him saying something about going south where he could do some good, but I didn’t think he’d outfit the Pride as a warship.”

“Well, he’s done it. Word is that he’s good at it, too. And you might want to be careful who you’re callin’ a rebel. Prince Mojani’s the new sultan of Marathia, and from the word of it, a far sight better man than his uncle ever was,” Rowland said, drizzling honey on a biscuit and taking a bite. “Anyway, a feller came up on a dhow not two weeks ago and said Feldrin’s run down five pirates in half as many months. He’s makin’ a name for himself down there.”

“He’s also using my ship for the one purpose I swore they would never be used!” she said, clenching her teeth against the tirade that she knew would only make her angrier.

“Seems to me, he’s doin’ what he does best,” Rowland countered, leaning back in his chair, ignoring the stern stare of his wife. “And I don’t remember you givin’ him any do’s or don’ts when you handed over Orin’s Pride.”

“But a letter of marque? That’s not much better than licensed piracy!”

“Captain Feldrin would never do that, Mistress!” Tim put in, surprising her with his outburst. “He’d never be a pirate.” Mouse nodded from upon the boy’s shoulder, and Cynthia knew he was right.

“It’d be closer to piracy if Marathia were at war with anyone, Cyn, but they’re not.” Rowland stood and started collecting the dishes, but Marta swatted his hands and started clearing the table. “Sorry, dear. Old habits. Anyway, word is he’s huntin’ down the last of the old sultan’s cronies. A bunch of ‘em made off with about half his navy and a third of his treasury during the rebellion, and have been raisin’ all Nine Hells with the merchant shipping since.” He narrowed his eyes at her as he sat back down. “You okay, Cyn? Yer lookin’ a bit pale.”

“Oh, I’m just upset, Row. Don’t worry.” She levered herself up, scowling as everyone else at the table also stood. Brolan moved to help her, but she shook off his hand impatiently. “I’m fine, really. I just need to work this off. I think I’ll walk down to the Starfish and say hello to Brulo. I’ll never hear the end of it if I don’t.”

“In your state? You’ll do nothin’ of the kind, Mistress!” Brolan insisted. “I’ll drive you down to town, quick as quick!”

“Don’t worry about Feldrin, Mistress,” Marta said, returning to collect the last of the dishes, though Mouse lightened the tray of biscuits by one before she could take them away. “He’s just doing what he thinks is best.”

“He’s just doing what he can to make me angry,” Cynthia countered, collecting Tim and heading for the door. “And he’s going to get himself killed doing it!”

≈

Feldrin squinted up at the tower on the southern breakwater of Terokesh harbor, then at its twin to the north. The two grim sentinels commanded the harbor mouth and could rain death down upon any unwelcome ship foolish enough to enter. Today, however, the soldiers were waving and thrilling their victory cries down to him, pointing at the Marathian flag that flew from Orin’s Pride’s mainsail leech.

“Some velcome,” Johansen said, waving up at the tower as they passed.

“Not as much fer us as fer that,” Feldrin said, jerking a thumb back at the captured war galley that rowed along in their wake. “Mojani’s just happy to get one of his warships back. Let’s not be so foolish while we’re here that he thinks he can take the Pride as one, too.”

When Feldrin first arrived in the kingdom, the new sultan had instantly made him an offer for Orin’s Pride, and had increased it at every subsequent opportunity. Although he accepted Feldrin’s repeated refusals to sell with gracious charm, his veiled threats that he could take the ship were unmistakable.

“Oh, aye, Capt’n. Ve’ll have vatches posted day and night, be sure of that!”

“Good. Now bring her around to the quay and set bow kedges. We’ll tie stern to.”

This was also a safety measure; it limited access to the ship by land to one thin gangplank that could be protected by the two stern-mounted ballistae. Also, with the turret of the bow catapult turned around, the warehouses of the bustling waterfront were well within range of the deadly weapon. He had only used the fire catapult three times since he’d been operating under the prince’s letter of marque, but rumors of its defastating effect had spread.

A royal contingent of armored hoplites trotted doubletime down the quay and took up precision formation at the point where their gangplank would touch, albeit a respectful distance from the edge. Behind the contingent came a silk-draped sedan chair, the eight heavily muscled bearers not even sweating in the noon-day heat. Feldrin cringed, wondering if protocol would allow him to send Horace to talk to the prince in his stead.

“No way around it,” he said to himself as he rejected the deferral, checking the two heavy boarding axes at his belt as if preparing for battle. He turned to Johansen as the gangplank was secured. “Get the cargo off-loaded, and get Horace to do the haggling. It seems that I’m being summoned by His Majesty.”

“Sure, Capt’n,” the man said with a salute.

“And, Johansen, if all hell breaks loose while I’m gone,” he nodded over his shoulder at the row of buildings along the bustling waterfront, “burn it.”

“Don’t you vorry, Capt’n. If they’re so stupid as to try to take us, they’ll learn a lesson they von’t ferget.” He waved his broad hand and grinned. “Have fun, sir!”

“Bloody jokester!” Feldrin muttered as he strode across the plank to the quay, just as the drapes of the sedan chair whisked aside.

“Good Captain Brelak.” The sultry contralto of the sultan’s sister, Princess Mieshala, sounded like the coos of a flock of mourning doves. Her silk-veiled and bejeweled figure, lounging among the cushions of the sedan chair, was a feast for the eyes of any man, let alone a man who had been at sea for a month. She slowly exited the chair and curtsied, her kohled eyes never leaving his. “It is so good to see you back in our fair Terokesh.”

“Pleasure to see you, too, Princess Mieshala,” he said with a bow, careful to keep his voice neutral. He grinned inwardly at the thought of what Cynthia would have to say about the sultan’s sister: beautiful, rich and obviously put on display as a bargaining chip by her politically minded brother. She played the part well, however, always gracious and kind.

And willing, he thought, taking her hand and touching the back of her fingers to his forehead in the formal deference.

“My brother, Sultan Mojani, Ruler of all Marathia, invites you to a feast in your honor.” One bejeweled hand swept in an arc toward her sedan chair. “I am to convey you to our humble home.”

Feldrin eyed her carefully, knowing this invitation was not one he would be allowed to decline. His gaze swept the fifty hoplites, each bearing a scimitar, javelin and bronze tower shield: the sultan’s elite. He wondered if he could re-board Orin’s Pride before they took or killed him, and how many would die if two ballistae bolts ripped through their ranks. He looked over his shoulder at the dozen or so grim sailors standing at the taffrail, ready to die at his command.

“I’d be pleased to attend, Princess Mieshala,” he said with another bow.

“Most excellent!” Her perfect smile beamed behind her gauzy silk veil. “Please come.”

“Of course.” He followed her to the sedan chair. “Sorry fellas,” he said to the bearers as he mounted the step. To his surprise, they didn’t even grunt when they lifted the extra weight.


Chapter Seven

Playing with Fire

Cynthia looked up at the lightkeeper’s tower with trepidation. For a change, the butterflies fluttering in her stomach had nothing to do with her pregnancy. Mouse’s nervous buzzing around her head and taps at her shoulder didn’t help. After catching up with friends yesterday, she had steeled herself to visit the lightkeeper today.

“We’re right here if you need us, Mistress Cynthia,” Brolan said, as if sensing her anxiety. He leaned his lanky frame against the wagon, looking relaxed, while Tim looked on fretfully.

“Thank you, Brolan. I don’t know how long I’ll be, though, so you may want to wait at the Starfish. I can walk that far. It’s all downhill.”

“We’re fine right here,” he said, grinning and clapping his hand on Tim’s shoulder. “I may just teach young Tim here how to play Five-Card Mango, and there’s shade aplenty under the wagon.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you, Mistress?” Tim asked for perhaps the twentieth time. “I could wait on the stoop.”

“I’ll be fine, Tim. Stay here with Brolan, but if I catch you hustling everyone back on Plume Island with the card games he teaches you, I’ll not be pleased!” Her grin made the comment a jest, but she saw immediately that he took it seriously.

“No, Mistress! I would never—”

“Relax, Tim. I’m joking. You two have fun.”

She turned to the wide stone path and started the easy climb up to the lighthouse. Although the track was wide and well-worn, she took care with every step; she couldn’t see her feet beyond her belly. Mouse tittered on her shoulder; his anxiety was infectious.

Cynthia had tried but failed to convince herself that her worry was really curiosity. What could the lightkeeper want from her, and why hadn’t he asked directly in his letter? Apparently, this was no trivial request. The second source of her concern was arcane; when last they met, she had not been a seamage. Would their conflicting fields of elemental magic now clash?

“Fire is love and water sorrow,” she muttered, as she reached the stoop and raised a hand to knock, “and only one will live to see the—”

The door flew open before her knuckles even touched the wood, startling her and frightening Mouse so badly that he dove down the neck of her shirt. A wave of heat washed over her, as if the door of a blast furnace had just opened.

“Cynthia Flaxal!” the old lightkeeper crowed, glowing like the open door of a kiln. She could feel his magic, his fire. It pressed against her in a palpable wave, pushing her back an involuntary step.

“My, my! You have come into your powers! Yes, I can see that you have!” He took a step back as well, though his seemed of his own volition. He motioned for her to enter. “Please, please, come in. Thank you so much for coming!”

“How could I refuse?” she said, stepping up and into the ancient lighthouse. Moving forward felt like walking against a strong, hot wind. “After all you’ve done for me, the least I could do was pay a visit and see what was so important.”

“Nonetheless, it was very kind of you to make the trip.”

Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the gloom as he closed the door behind her. She felt herself breaking into a sweat with the oppressive heat, and she knew it was more the pyromage’s proximity than the actual temperature of the room. “I daresay you understand now why I could not have made the trip to your home. And my apologies for the discomfort I know you must be feeling right now, so out of your element.”

“Not so much discomfort, as just too warm.” She fanned her face, then felt a cool breeze at her neck and knew Mouse was fanning her with his wings. “I’ll be fine if I can just sit down. In my condition…”

“Oh, my goodness me! You are with child!” He stared at her abdomen as if a sea drake might pop out at any second to devour him. “I didn’t know, I assure you! Why, I would never have imposed on you in such a state. The trip must have been torture!”

“The trip wasn’t bad at all, Master Lightkeeper, but right now, I’m feeling a little faint.” The claim was no falsehood, for the heat was truly oppressive. Her blouse was already soaked through.

“Of course, of course.” He motioned her up the steps. “Can you climb the stairs? I would offer you my hand, but I daresay you could not take it.”

“No, no! I can make it on my own, thank you.” She blanched at the thought of touching the man. Her magic permeated her being, as did his, and the thought of their opposed energies connecting when their flesh met made her shudder. Instead, she gripped the stone wall and pulled herself along. By the time she reached the third landing and entered the lightkeeper’s study, she was breathing hard and sweat was rolling down her face.

“Here, here! Sit! I’m sorry about this, really I am.” He ushered her to a chair, where she gratefully sat. Mouse buzzed around her face, fanning her, worry crunching his little face. The breeze helped, but she still felt as if she were sitting inside an oven.

“Something to drink, perhaps?” she asked, loosening a couple of buttons on her blouse and fluttering the material to move some air. “Something cool?”

“Hmm…something cool,” the old man said, as if the concept were alien to him. “I don’t know if I can…Ah! I’ve got it!” He rummaged through a stack of rustling parchment, which seemed to Cynthia an unlikely place to find a cool drink, but withdrew a single sheet and waved it at her. “This should do nicely!”

“I don’t under—”

“I never thought I’d have the chance to use this, but here we are! That just goes to show you: whatever’s worth doing, is worth doing backwards!”

Now he really had her confused, but she refrained from interrupting as he went to his little pot-bellied stove and poured her a cup of steaming blackbrew. He put the cup on the low table before her, then drew an intricate symbol in the air just over the beverage. As he recited from the scroll in a low mumble, his finger left a trail of crimson fire. The paper burst into flames and Mouse yelped, diving behind Cynthia’s neck. In moments, the scroll had dissolved into fluttering bits of ash.

“There you are!” he said triumphantly, taking a step back.

Hesitantly, Cynthia reached out and grasped the cup. To her surprise and delight, the thick porcelain was ice cold, as was the beverage within. “Now that’s a handy trick!” she said as she pressed the cup’s moisture-beaded surface against her forehead. “Lovely. Thank you.”

“The least I could do!” He poured a cup for himself, fortified it from a silver hip flask, and took a seat across from her. “I originally designed the spell to stabilize fulminating mercury, but that didn’t work out quite like I’d planned. Took a month to rebuild my laboratory! Ha! What a mess!”

“That’s…very interesting,” she said, sipping the chilled blackbrew. It was bitter without cream to lighten it, but right then she would have welcomed a glass of rigging tar if it had been cold. Mouse came back out and sniffed the rim of the cup, muttered a quizzical string of chirps and resumed fanning her neck. “And the reason you asked me to come; you wrote that it was important, and that it had to do with magic. Elemental magic?”

“That I did, that I did!” He sipped noisily and leaned back. “This really started a very long time ago, years before you came into your own powers, and I thought the matter was settled. Then you, my dear, broke the rules!”

“Broke the rules? You mean by becoming a seamage so late?”

“Quite, quite! Now he won’t shut up about it, and the convergence draws nigh, so I thought…Well, I see I’m not making much sense, am I? I suppose it would be much easier if I simply introduced you.”

“Introduced me to—”

“Edan!” he shouted, startling her. “Edan, come meet Mistress Flaxal!”

The door to the study opened so quickly that it was obvious the young man with short orange-red hair had been standing right behind it. Cynthia deduced instantly that he was apprenticed to the lightkeeper; his scorched and burned clothing, as well as the tiny firesprite that hovered over his shoulder at the end of a golden chain, were dead giveaways. He bowed to the lightkeeper, while the firesprite tugged at the end of her chain and emitted a petulant chirp.

Mouse’s wings suddenly stopped fluttering and he fell into Cynthia’s lap, almost landing in her cup of chilled blackbrew. The firesprite noticed him, and her flaming hair fluttered and flickered. She flew to the end of her chain and smiled, her tiny flaming eyebrows arching speculatively.

“This is Edan, my long-time apprentice,” the lightkeeper said, waving the young man forward. “He had the misfortune to fail his rites of ascension some five years before you inexplicably managed yours. Edan, say hello to Mistress Cynthia Flaxal, Seamage of the Shattered Isles.”

“Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” Edan said, his voice deeper than his boyish features had led her to expect. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“I’m…uh…” Her mind whirled ahead, finally comprehending the lightkeeper’s previous remarks. “I’m sure you have. Most of it probably utter fancy.” She turned to the lightkeeper and nodded in acknowledgement. “Edan wishes to become a pyromage, I assume?”

“Oh, yes, ma’am! More than anything!” Edan stepped forward, his hands clenched together in eagerness. With his advance, the firesprite fluttered to the length of the gold chain, coming within a foot of Cynthia’s knee, her eyes fixed on Mouse like two blazing rubies. Cynthia felt the innate heat of the tiny creature even through her dress.

“Edan! Your manners!” The lightkeeper’s tone was harsh; obviously he was a stern master. “Sit down and keep Flicker away from our guest. We can’t have her catching the lady’s dress on fire.”

“Thank you,” Cynthia said, in full agreement. Edan shortened the chain, earning a chirp of annoyance from the firesprite. Mouse managed to get his wings working again and fluttered aloft. Although he feared the firemage, he seemed enchanted by the other sprite and ventured closer, but Cynthia snatched him back. “And you want me to help in some way?”

“Exactly,” the lightkeeper said, sipping his blackbrew and nodding toward Edan. “Edan is well into his sixteenth year, far older than I ever would have thought ascension was possible. You, however, succeeded at an even more advanced age. The convergence draws near, and Edan would like to attempt the ascension again.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand how my own…um…ascension occurred,” Cynthia confessed with a wrinkled brow, remembering that stormy night two years before: the storm, the moon, the lightning…the mer. “So I’m not sure how I can be of assistance. And what is the convergence you say is near?”

“Why, the convergence of the sun and moon, of course!” The lightkeeper looked at her incredulously, as if she’d just asked him whether it was day or night outside. “With your own ascension to seamage, the crescent moon converged with the constellation of The Hilt, Odea’s favored stars. During a pyromage’s rites, the sun and moon converge to emulate this.” He fished a bronze pendant from under his tunic. It depicted a simple sunburst, rays radiating in all directions, but the face was covered with a perfectly black obsidian disc, so that the rays extended from darkness.

“You mean a solar eclipse.”

“Quite right! The eclipse must be a complete occlusion of the sun, so timing and location are critical. As to the ascension, well, a pyromage’s rites can usually be accomplished with a simple coal-fire, but, presuming from your own experience that the requirements intensify with advanced years, we — that is, Edan — decided that he would try something rather drastic.”

“And that is?” she asked the apprentice.

“I’d like to go to Fire Isle,” he said, trepidation evident in his voice.

Silence hung heavily in the room. Mouse finally broke it with a quizzical, “Eep?”

Cynthia could only agree. “But Fire Isle is a — ”

“An active volcano,” Edan finished for her. “That’s the whole point, ma’am. If it took a hurricane to appease Odea for your ascension, then a volcano might be enough for Phekkar.”

“We need someone who is not afraid to take young Edan to the island,” the lightkeeper explained. “No other ship’s captain I’ve asked would agree to sail within a league of the place.”

“Understandable,” Cynthia said. The waters around the volcano were treacherous. There was no place on the island to land; every inch of the coastline was unforgiving volcanic rock and ash. Even with her seamage skills, it would be tricky. She looked at the two men: the elder’s quirky nonchalance, the younger’s fervor mixed with trepidation. The trouble was, she knew how Edan felt at being denied the magic that was his birthright; only those with the inherent talent could even dream of becoming an elemental mage. She would have risked all to become a seamage, had she thought there were the slightest chance, and she could see that same determination in his eyes.

“I can take you there,” she said finally. Edan’s face lit up like a beacon, and the firesprite hovering over his shoulder gave a cheer, her hair flaring brightly. “But, um, might I ask…what exactly do you have to do at the island?”

“He must enter the heart of the fire at the precise moment of the full eclipse convergence,” the lightkeeper said intently, his eyes fixed upon his apprentice.

Mouse let out another questioning “Eep?”

“You mean you have to — ”

“I have to walk into the heart of the volcano during the eclipse,” Edan said.

Cynthia could hear in his voice that he knew all too well what his fate would be if Phekkar refused to accept him.

≈

Dura’s heavy boots crunched through the litter of wood shavings as she made her way from her rooms in the back of the lofting shed to the front door. She trailed one broad hand along the port-side hull of the new ship, her calloused palm rasping like a finely grained sanding block along the smooth cypress. Despite her misgivings about Cynthia’s cockeyed new design, she could feel the power in it. She might feign ignorance, especially when some blue-blood fop asked her ridiculous questions, but decades of working with Ghelfan had taught her more about the intricacies of ship design than most naval architects ever learned.

What she did not know, and what had brought her out of her room, was what had made the clatter that roused her from her reading. She knew every block, tackle, pulley and plank in her shop, and nothing she knew could have made such a noise, especially at this hour. She’d tucked the book of dwarvish poetry under her mattress, pulled on her boots and ventured forth, lantern in one hand, her sharp eyes squinting into the shadows.

At the starboard bow of the new ship she stopped, glaring down at a two-foot-long wrench that lay at her feet.

“Where the bloody blue blazes did you come from?” she asked, bending to pick up the tool. She looked around, but nothing else appeared to be out of place. She glanced up at the bow above her head, wondering if one of the workers might have left the wrench lying up there; but even if the tool had been left out, why would it fall?

“If there’s a rat in this shop…” She let the thought die. Her shop was clean and orderly. Perhaps a faint vibration from the slumbering volcano beneath the island had tipped the wrench off a precarious perch.

“Bloody careless…” She replaced the tool on the tool rack, then checked the side door. It didn’t lock, but was firmly closed. She opened it, peered around outside, then closed it and returned to her rooms. “Must be gettin’ old, lettin’ ‘em leave tools lyin’ about like tankards on a barroom floor,” she muttered as she closed her door and hung the lamp on its hook. She kicked off her boots, retrieved her book and lay back in her bunk, already composing the stern lecture she would give her crew.

≈

Huffington slipped the folded sheets of fine parchment into the lining of his doublet and eased open the door of the lofting shed’s office. Light shone through the shuttered window of the dwarf woman’s room onto the shaving-strewn floor. She had been lured out by the noise he’d made, but had returned quickly, before he’d had a chance to go through more than a couple of the drawers holding the myriad schematics and drawings.

Norris would have to be satisfied with the few papers he could filch; he could not risk continuing to rifle through the office with the dwarf’s room right next door. The last thing he wanted was a confrontation with the burly, noisy Dura. Explaining a corpse would be much more difficult than explaining a few missing plans.

He moved through the shadows toward the shed’s door, his soft leather boots whisking through the shavings with barely a rustle. He eased through the door into the sultry night, evading the notice of the few native folk who wandered about, even at this late hour. As far as he could tell, there were no guards and few locks anywhere on the island, so his return to his room in the keep went as unnoticed as his departure.


Chapter Eight

Hidden Agendas

“I wish you would stay a few more days, Count Norris. Cynthia will be back from Southaven soon, and you can speak directly with her.” Camilla watched helplessly as a squad of sailors loaded the count’s baggage onto one of the longboats. “You’ll get a much better picture of what her plans are for the Shattered Isles, and if you wish to discuss the designs of her vessels…”

“You have been a most excellent hostess and guide, Lady Camilla,” the count said, bowing stiffly to kiss her hand in farewell. “I have learned all that is necessary for my report to the emperor, and he awaits my return. I must be away before you, and this wondrous place, enchant me further.”

“Please give our regards to the emperor, then, and assure him that we are, and will remain, loyal subjects of Tsing.” Camilla was not fooled by his courtly manner; the count’s visit had been far too inquisitive for her comfort. Norris’ ingratiating manner made her teeth ache, and she felt as if he was laughing behind his hand at her, as if he had pulled off some great coup. “I will inform Mistress Flaxal of your visit, and pass along the emperor’s gift. I’m sure she will look forward to your return.”

“If I know Emperor Tynean, she will not have long to wait. He is a decisive man, and once he knows the facts, he will act.” Norris swept his hat in another courtly bow and boarded the longboat.

The sailors applied the oars and the crowded longboat pulled away from the pier. Norris waved farewell, then turned to face forward and did not look back again.

“That man worries me,” she muttered through clenched teeth. She turned and nearly ran over Dura, who had approached in uncharacteristic silence.

“Dura! I’m sorry, I — ” She could see instantly that something was amiss; the dwarf’s hair was disheveled and her muttonchops looked as if she’d been trying to pull them out. “What’s wrong?”

“I, uh…” One gnarled hand reached up to tug at her whiskers, then dropped when she realized what she was doing. “I seem to have misplaced somethin’, Miss Cammy. Somethin’ very important.”

“Misplaced?” Her mind clicked and she whirled to glare at the departing Count Norris. “Oh, no!” She whirled back to Dura. “Which plans were stolen?”

“Stolen? I wouldn’t go so far as to say they was — how did you know that — ?” Her eyes widened, fixing upon the receding longboat. “The wrench! The bleedin’ thief distracted me with a bleedin’ wrench! I’m thrice a fool, Miss Cammy! The bugger snuck in last night and took the draft plans for Mistress Cynthia’s new ship!”

“The new one? Which new one? Peggy’s Dream, or the one in the shed?”

“That two-hulled monstrosity! I shoulda known that bugger was up to somethin’!” Her fist cracked into her open palm with the impact of a mallet on a marlinspike.

“You’re sure those were the plans taken, not the ones for Peggy’s Dream?” It seemed unlikely that Norris was more interested in an experimental craft than one that had proven its worth. Then she remembered that they had not seen Peggy’s Dream; they didn’t know Cynthia had built a three-masted schooner.

“Oh, aye, Miss Cammy. I’m sure.” The dwarf gritted her teeth and cursed. “Let me pay the slimy thief a visit with about a fifty dugouts full o’ our friends, and I’ll get them plans back!”

“No, Dura!” Camilla said, her tone definitive. “The very last thing we want right now is a violent confrontation.”

“But why the bloody hells not? I say give ‘em a bloody nose! That’ll teach ‘em not to steal!”

“Because we’re talking about an imperial warship! If we attack them, we’ll be committing an act of war on the Empire of Tsing!” Realization struck the dwarf woman’s features. “We can’t even accuse him of stealing the plans. He’d just deny it, and then we’d have an incident that would ruin our chances of an amicable resolution to this mess.”

“Aye, I see yer point, Miss Cammy, but it just don’t seem right that he’s gettin’ away with it.”

“Oh, just wait until Cynthia finds out,” she said with a tight smile. “The count will have all Nine Hells to pay in gold when she learns of this.”

≈

“You are sure this is will work, milord Count?” Huffington asked as they neared the Fire Drake. He’d done as he was told to do, following the count’s orders to the letter, but he had a bad feeling about the tack the man was taking with the seamage Flaxal. The way the Lady Camilla had talked, the Flaxal woman could wipe the sea clear of any ship that opposed them, warship or no. “I mean, maybe we should talk with the seamage herself before we — ”

“Ridiculous, Huffington!” Norris said with a sneer. “We’ve learned everything we need to learn to convince His Majesty of the very real threat of allowing this seamage to control the Shattered Isles.”

“Yes, milord, but there may be an unacceptable risk in — ”

“The only unacceptable risk here is to continue to allow a powerful seamage to build her own empire armed with her own private navy of fast, maneuverable ships — obviously not merchantmen, and possibly built for war — manned with her own private army of blood-thirsty savages who think she is some type of god!” Flecks of spittle flew from the count’s lips.

“The only resolution to this kind of treason is a show of imperial force!” he continued vehemently. “The Shattered Isles have been lawless and far too dangerous to shipping for far too long. I intend to recommend to the emperor that a permanent naval base be established right here! It is already fortified, has its own shipyard, and is quite defensible. With a few warships based here, manned with a sizable contingent of marines, we would control every strait through the archipelago. We could even charge tithes on passing ships to support the stabilizing force of our military presence.”

“Yes, milord.” Huffington had no crisis of conscience about stealing the ship plans, and really no problem using them to support the facts as Count Norris saw them. But to send a naval force against an entrenched and reasonably peaceful seamage of unknown power; well, the risk seemed far too great without further corroboration of her intent. He resolved to inform the emperor himself of the risks. He just hoped he would be as convincing as Count Norris.

≈

“The way I see it, Captain,” Sam began, hefting a dagger and stabbing its point into the spot on the chart that signified Plume Isle, “that’s our number one problem! We get rid of that sea witch and the rest is down-wind sailin’.”

“Aye, Sam, I can’t argue with you there, but I’m not about to try to take on the woman who destroyed Bloodwind’s whole fleet in a single day.” Parek sipped his rum and nodded to his first mate. “Eh, Farin? How would you feel about takin’ on the Flaxal witch?”

“Bloody insane, is what that is!” the mate agreed, sipping his own rum and shaking his head. “We wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“You’re absolutely right, Farin,” Sam agreed, catching both men off guard. “We wouldn’t stand a chance, but the way I’ve got it planned, we wouldn’t be the ones fightin’ her.”

“What’s that?” Parek sat up, narrowing his eyes at her. “You think we can get someone else to take her on?” She could see the wheels working behind his eyes, and saw that he already had the answer.

“Aye, Captain,” she said coyly, “that I do.”

“Emperor Tynean Tsing the Third, maybe?” he asked, a deadly grin spreading on his lips.

“Aye, Captain. The very one. And all it’ll cost us is a few days in Tsing spreadin’ the right kind of rumors.” She sipped the rum he poured into her cup and smiled the same deadly smile. “He’s already sent a warship to have a chat with her, so there’s plenty of fodder for harsh feelin’s. A few words in the right ears about that new three-masted schooner of hers, and them black-skinned savages she keeps like a pack of rabid dogs, not to mention the fish-folk that fawn over her like she was their queen…”

“Aye, I see that there’s plenty of rumors that we could spread, Sam,” the captain agreed, his eyes narrowing to a calculating mien that she knew all too well. “But the last thing we want here in the Shattered Isles is His Majesty’s Imperial Navy. I’ll warrant that the Flaxal witch is a pain in our arse, but a fleet of warships might be worse.”

“Aye,” Farin put in, more to remind his captain that he was there than to offer any meaningful input. “One’s bad enough!”

“Oh, but they can’t do what the Flaxal witch can,” Sam argued, raising her glass. “They can’t bring a school of a thousand merfolk up from the depths, or spawn waves that’d smash any ship that floats to kindling. They can’t command the winds and waves into maelstroms and waterspouts, and tame sea drakes to swallow men whole!”

Her tirade took the men aback, but the captain was the first to see the calculating glint in Sam’s eye.

“The way you say it, the imperial navy doesn’t stand much of a chance against the Flaxal witch,” Parek said, sipping his rum and eying her speculatively.

“The way I see it, if we play our cards right and are very, very lucky, when the two are done fightin’ each other, there won’t be nothin’ left in the Shattered Isles but us, Captain Parek.” Sam drained her cup and sat back.

“Nothin’ but us,” Farin put in, finally grasping her ploy, “and a whole fleet of merchantmen who ain’t got neither a seamage nor an emperor’s fleet to protect ‘em.”

“Aye, Farin,” she agreed. “What a shame it’d be if the Flaxal witch and the emperor’s whole fleet ended up sharin’ the depths of the Fathomless Reaches together.”

They all laughed long and hard, and the captain poured one more round for them to share. But they did not over-drink that night, for there was much planning to do.

≈

“And you agreed to it?” Rowland said, his mouth agape. “You agreed to take this boy to Fire Isle to become a firemage?”

“Yes, Row, I did,” Cynthia said, nodding to Marta as she dished out thin slices of roast pork and new potatoes. “I didn’t see any way I could say no. The lightkeeper was instrumental in saving my life!”

“Aye, that he was, Cyn, but he’s also one of Phekkar’s flamin’ fiends!” Rowland halved a biscuit with a butter knife like he was hacking at a buccaneer with a cutlass. “They’re not renowned for their even temperaments, you know.”

“The lightkeeper may be a pyromage, and perhaps he’s a little quirky, but I wouldn’t call him a fiend, Row. He’s been a valuable citizen of Southaven for longer than I’ve been alive!” She turned to Marta as the woman reached to fill her wine glass. “Marta, quit hovering. I can fill my own glass, and I’m not having any wine. The little monster in my tummy does tricks all night when I drink.”

“Takes after his mother, I see,” she said quick as a whip, drawing smiles from the others. She filled Rowland’s and Brolan’s glasses, shoveled another helping of meat onto Tim’s plate since Mouse had already stolen half the boy’s first serving, and sat down. “Rowland’s right, you know. Firemages don’t have a particularly good name. Why, I’ve heard stories that would set your hair afire!”

Cynthia laughed aloud, and said, “Funny you should say that. The boy, Edan, had a firesprite on a gold chain. I’d never seen one before. In fact, Mouse is the only sprite I’d ever seen. But her hair was an actual flame! I mean, she was really on fire!” She laughed again and sampled a potato swimming in garlic and butter. The familiar flavors clashed in her mouth, not an uncommon occurrence in these last few months of her pregnancy. She pushed the potatoes aside.

“He had a girl sprite?” Tim asked, poking at Mouse with his butter knife. The seasprite dodged, grabbed up a fork and lunged back. “What did Mouse do?”

“Oh, he tried to fly over to say hello, just as she did.” Cynthia shook her head ruefully. “Luckily, I pulled him back, and Edan held his sprite, Flicker, in check. I hate to think what would happen if the two got together.”

“Fire and water don’t mix too well, they say,” Brolan said, raising a glass to her.

“Love and sorrow…” Cynthia muttered, sampling a bit of the spicy roast pork. Her stomach did a flip-flop at the strong flavor; she swallowed forcefully, disguising her distress with a sip of water.

“I’d say, do what you got to do, but you best be careful with this fire-wizard apprentice.” Brolan watched her and smiled. “Just don’t bite off more’n you can chew.” He pushed the basket of biscuits and the crock of butter over to her with a knowing smile.

“Thank you, Brolan.” She buttered a biscuit and nibbled it, smiling in bliss as her tumultuous stomach settled. “And don’t worry; I’m always careful when there’s fire involved.”

≈

“Captain Brelak, I beg you to reconsider,” Sultan Mojani said. The three of them — Brelak, Mojani and Mieshala — strolled onto the broad balcony of the sultan’s palace. The lights of the city of Terokesh spread out below them like seed pearls strewn on a bed of black silk, the gilded domes of the temples glowing like topaz among them. “I offer you much. More than I have offered any man since I have become sultan. Do not hold such an offer in contempt, my friend, for it may serve you ill.”

“I do not hold your offer in contempt, Sultan Mojani,” Feldrin said, his voice even. He hated these games of words; why couldn’t people just say what they meant? “And your offer…” he cast a sidelong glance at the Princess Mieshala, “is more than generous. But I’ve got a wife, and a baby on the way. I’ve got to get back if I want to keep ‘em.”

If the truth were told, Feldrin had been more than mildly tempted by the sultan’s offer; and if he had any aspirations to power, he probably would have jumped at it. But he was not a man to turn his back on someone he loved — even if she refused to take him formally as her husband — and leave a son or daughter to grow up without knowing their father. That he would never do, not for the promise of an admiralship, a fleet of schooners outfitted for war, or even a princess and the title of prince for his own. It exasperated him that the young sultan would not take “no” for an answer.

“Bah! One wife? I have thirty! I offer you any of them! Any ten of them!” The sultan made a dismissive gesture. “Keeping them all happy is exhausting me anyway.”

“No, thank you, Sultan. One’s more’n enough for me most days.”

A servant appeared with a beautifully engraved silver blackbrew service. The sultan poured the blackbrew, as dark as a moonless night, into their cups. The serving of blackbrew by the sovereign’s own hand was ceremonial, and Feldrin knew better than to decline the cup, but he also knew how they brewed the stuff down here. He didn’t particularly care for it so hot that it would melt a silver spoon, and so strong it would peel paint if spilled. He eagerly accepted a dollop of honey, and stirred it thoroughly to cool the scalding liquid.

“Surely this wife of yours would not complain about the title of Princess, or sharing her duties as your wife,” Mieshala said, sipping with a smile behind her gauzy veil.

“I’m afraid Cynthia has enough on her hands with the titles of ‘Seamage of the Shattered Isles’ and ‘Mistress of Ships,’ Princess.” He sipped his blackbrew and stifled a grimace.

Their eyebrows raised at his admission of Cynthia’s titles, and he could see that they had heard of her. Realization dawned on the sultan’s features, and he inclined his head slightly in recognition.

“That explains a great deal about you, Captain Brelak,” he said, his eyes narrowing speculatively. “I should have realized that the stories of the fall of the pirate lord Bloodwind and your ship, Orin’s Pride, were linked. Yes, it explains a great deal indeed. You are the captain who rescued the seamage and was gifted a ship that could sail faster than the wind. The one who burned the pirate lord’s fleet, and commanded the army of cannibals who slaughtered and devoured the pirate crews.”

“The story’s grown a bit in the tellin’, Sultan,” Feldrin said, withdrawing a silver flask from a pocket and unscrewing the cap. “Nobody devoured anybody, and Cynthia pretty much rescued herself, but burnin’ the pirate fleet, yeah, that was me.” He topped up his cup with a measure of spiced rum from his flask and offered some to his host and the princess. They declined. He shrugged and put the flask away, then sipped his brew contentedly.

“This explains why you are not lured by promises of wealth or power,” the princess said, watching him with a new glint in her eye, one that Feldrin could not easily interpret.

“Is there nothing I can offer you, then, Captain, to induce you to stay in Terokesh?” The sultan drained his cup and replaced it on the silver tray, then picked up a tiny bell.

“Nothing I can think of, Your Majesty,” he admitted, watching the sultan carefully. Was there something new in the sovereign’s eyes — a hint of trepidation, perhaps?

“A pity.” The sultan rang the bell and a dozen royal guards appeared as if by magic. Unless Feldrin managed to grow wings, all egress from the balcony was now blocked. “Does that include your freedom, and the lives of your crew, Captain Brelak?”

Feldrin Brelak sipped his blackbrew and sighed, priding himself on the fact that he had not flinched when the guards appeared. He eyed them professionally; they were the absolute best this nation could muster, the sultan’s private bodyguards. Each wore a bronze buckler and a sheathed scimitar, and was garbed in a finely worked bronze breastplate and underlying hauberk of close-linked mail, with matching vambraces and greaves. They stood less than three strides away, but the sultan and his sister were within arm’s reach. He could reach either of them before the guards ran him through, but doubted that a human shield would save his life.

“You’re puttin’ me in a hard spot, Sultan,” he said, finishing his spiked blackbrew and placing the cup on the tray. The servant bearing the silver tray retreated, his fear plain. Feldrin fixed his dark eyes on the sultan’s, a full head lower than his own, and was impressed that the young sovereign’s gaze did not waver. The man knew Feldrin was an experienced fighter, yet he stood firm and met his stare.

Both men knew that violence could erupt in a heartbeat, yet both remained calm, the sultan confident in his guards’ ability to save his life, and Feldrin confident in his ability to resolve the conflict without a physical confrontation.

“I’ve spent the last four months riskin’ my life on your behalf, Majesty. Your flag flies from my mizzen. I sail as your ship, to help you secure your shores, to bring your warships back as undamaged as I could manage, and bring the blackguards who took ‘em to justice.” The sultan opened his mouth to speak, but Feldrin forestalled him with two raised hands, empty and peaceful. “I admit I’ve profited, but I have also put my ship, my life and the lives of my crew under the sword, and you’ve profited from it even more than I.” He sighed again, and shrugged his broad shoulders.

“You shame me, Captain Brelak,” the young sultan said, spreading his hands and bowing his head, surprising Feldrin with the gesture and the sincerity in his voice. “You have performed a great service for my country, and I am grateful.” He straightened and met Feldrin’s eyes again. “I am sorry it has come to this, but when the day is done, I must put the good of my people before my own honor as a man. I debase myself before you, but I must insist that you consider my final offer: if you hand over your ship peacefully, you and your crew will be free to go anywhere you wish, with all the wealth you have amassed in my service.” He stopped, and his dark eyes became as hard as twin chips of obsidian. “If you refuse, I will take Orin’s Pride by force, you will be arrested for treason, and your crew will die in a hail of blades and arrows.”

“My crew’s no stranger to blades and arrows, Sultan Mojani, just as they’re well acquainted with fire.” He smiled tightly, gesturing out over the balcony’s rail at the city spread out before them, peaceful and beautiful. “The stories of burnin’ an entire pirate fleet weren’t exaggerated, Majesty. You haven’t seen the weapon that Orin’s Pride can wield, but I’m sure that you’ve heard of it from the survivors of the two ships we destroyed with it these last months. You risk much in this — your whole city — and stand to gain nothin’ but a burned out hulk restin’ at the bottom of your harbor.”

“You threaten to use such a weapon against Terokesh?” Anger flushed the sultan’s dark features, and his hand gripped the jeweled dagger at his belt. The princess took a step back.

“Yer pardon, Majesty, but I’m not threatenin’ nothin’.” Feldrin fought to keep his tone mild; though he truly wanted to slap some sense into the young idiot, he knew that would get him nowhere. “I’m just tellin’ you what will happen if Marathian soldiers attack a Marathian-flagged ship right here in the supposed safety of a Marathian harbor. My crew has orders, just as I have orders from the Seamage of the Shattered Isles, that Orin’s Pride will not be taken. No matter who tries to take her, the ship, and her crew, are quite capable of makin’ sure that doesn’t happen.”

The two men stared at one another, neither wavering. Feldrin could do no more; he had warned the man, now events would play out for good or ill, peacefully or in a hail of fire and blood.

Deliverance came from an unexpected quarter.

“Perhaps, my brother, Captain Brelak should be allowed to leave in peace,” Princess Mieshala said, resting one graceful hand on the sultan’s arm. “There will be other ships like this one passing our shores, and other captains who are not quite so…steadfast.”

Sultan Mojani’s jaw muscles writhed under his teak-brown skin, his hard gaze shifting to his sister’s softer one for a moment, then back to Feldrin’s unyielding stare. It might have gone badly, even with the princess’ recommendation for caution, but Feldrin finally broke his silence.

“Please, Mojani,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “You’ve done so much fer yer people in the past two years! You’ve delivered ‘em from yer uncle’s self-serving reign, and given ‘em hope. Please, don’t make this mistake…”

The Sultan of Marathia stared into Feldrin Brelak’s eyes a moment longer. Then his mien shifted, though not, as Feldrin had hoped, to one of acquiescence.

“You will leave Terokesh on tomorrow morning’s ebbing tide, Captain Brelak,” he began, his words clipped, as if strained. “You will not land again in any Marathian port, ever, and you will not fly the Marathian flag. Payment for your services and your cargo will arrive at your ship at dawn tomorrow.” His brows furrowed, and his head inclined ever so slightly. “Understand that you are no longer welcome in Our presence. I regret that this must be so.”

Mojani, Sultan of Marathia, turned on his heel and departed, trailed by his royal guard.

Feldrin stood for a moment in silence, surprised speechless at the sultan’s decree. He started when the princess gently placed her hand on his arm.

“I am sorry,” she said, and Feldrin could hear in her voice that she meant it. “I am sorry for my brother’s words, and I am sorry that he was forced into saying them, but please understand, Feldrin, his actions are for Marathia, not for himself.”

“I understand, Princess,” he said, patting her hand on his arm, then, very carefully, removing it. “I think it would be best if I got back to my ship.”

“Of course, Captain,” she said. For an instant her eyes flashed the same hard light as her brother’s, then softened again. But the instant was enough for Feldrin to glimpse the tempered steel below her silky manners. “My sedan is at your disposal.” Then she, too, turned and walked away, leaving him alone on the balcony.

“Well, that went just about like I’d expected,” he said to himself. He fished the flask of spiced rum from his pocket and took a draught, then went off in search of his weapons and the poor lads who would carry him back to Orin’s Pride.


Chapter Nine

Homeward

“Double reef in the main until we’re out of the harbor, Horace, then shake it out and set the forestays’l. Course wes’-nor’west, broad reach straight for Southaven.” Feldrin shaded his eyes against the rising sun and looked back at the pier and the contingent of Marathian hoplites around Princess Mieshala’s sedan chair. The two large wagons carrying the captured trade goods, which they had exchanged for an embarrassing amount of gold, had already pulled away, but the sedan chair stayed. He raised a hand in farewell, wondering if she was watching.

“Aye, Capt’n,” Horace replied, relaying the orders to Johansen. Canvas cracked as they jibed for the harbor mouth, and blocks creaked as the mainsail filled. Orin’s Pride surged forward, a thoroughbred straining at her harness for the open sea. “She’s drawin’ well, sir. We’ll have a bit of heel without proper ballast, but we’ll make better time.”

“Understood.” He turned his gaze from the receding pier to the two towers guarding the harbor mouth. There were no cheering troops this time, only grim faces and the flapping Marathian flags. “Fly Tsing colors, Horace, and run up the pennant as well. We’re our own ship now.”

“Aye, sir!” He gave the orders, and the broad blue and gold swath of Tsing’s flag flew up the mainsail leech, while a crewman swarmed up the ratlines to unfurl the long blue and white pennant of the Flaxal shipping line.

“Feels good to be under our own colors again, sir,” Horace said as the ship passed the towers.

“Feels good to be alive, Horace, and free to sail anywhere we choose.” Feldrin strode to the wheel and nudged the helmsman. “I’ll take her out, Rhaf. Been too long since I had a hand at the helm.”

“Aye, sir.” The helmsman stepped aside and Feldrin took the wheel.

A horrendous screech and flap of wings, followed by a yelp of alarm, told him that Rhaf had ventured too close to the osprey tethered to an improvised perch near the helm station.

“Bloody bird!” the helmsman snapped, a hand coming away smeared crimson from his ear where the bird had nipped him. “I thought you said this thing was tame, Captain!”

“No, I said it was well-trained,” he chuckled as he relinquished the helm and drew on a thick leather glove. “At least, that’s what the princess told me.”

Although he had expected someone from the sultan’s household to accompany his payment to the docks, he’d been surprised to see Mieshala herself, especially after last night. He’d been equally surprised, and genuinely touched, when she gifted him with the huge bird of prey, though he didn’t have the foggiest idea what to do with it. He unwrapped the bird’s tethers — jesses, she had called them — and held out his arm as she had shown him. The two-foot raptor hopped obediently over.

“Care for her well, Captain Brelak,” she had said. “It is rare for an osprey to consent to training, for their instincts for freedom are strong. Do not let her feed on her catch, but only from your hand, else she will become wild.”

He had thanked her, and asked her why she had chosen to present him with this particular gift.

“I thought it appropriate,” was all she had said, reaching up to touch his cheek with the back of one bejeweled hand, before retreating to her sedan chair and drawing the gauzy shade about her like a shield. He had thought it an odd gesture of farewell.

“Sorry about yer ear, Rhaf,” he said, stepping to the taffrail before the bird could injure anyone else. He stood for a while, acquainting himself with its weight on his arm and the way it adjusted the grip of its talons in the leather to keep its balance, and watched the towers of Marathia dwindle in their wake.

As Horace shouted his orders, crewmen scrambled aloft to set the topsails and Orin’s Pride strained forward, gaining speed and heeling under the thrust of the wind. The osprey on Feldrin’s wrist let out a piercing cry and half-spread its wings, its eyes fixed on something in the distance.

On impulse, Feldrin released its jesses and flung it aloft, smiling openly at its cry as the bird’s great wings bit into the air. It climbed and banked, circling the ship once before steadying and flying apace, cocking its head as it scanned the water for fish. At times it flapped its wings, but mostly it soared, using the power of the wind to keep it aloft even as a sailing ship uses that power to press forward.

Perhaps, he thought as he marveled at its beauty and grace, it was an appropriate gift.

A fairly inappropriate thought flashed through his mind as he recalled Mieshala’s last smoldering look, and his brows furrowed. But he withdrew a small silver locket from a pocket of his trousers and thumbed open the latch, and his features relaxed into a smile. Inside, a finely rendered likeness of Cynthia Flaxal gazed back at him, her sea-blue eyes spearing his heart like a lance, as they had the first day he’d seen them.

“I’m comin’ home, love…I’m comin’ home,” he murmured, just as he heard a cry from above. The osprey stooped sharply toward the ocean, talons open for the kill.

≈

“Lookout! Any sails on the horizon?” Seoril called, squinting aloft at the man upon the topsail yard.

“None, sir! All clear!”

“Best bloody news I’ve heard in a week!” he muttered, then said to his boatswain, “Set tops’ls, and run up the jib. Get the boats aboard and set the main as soon as we’re clear of the reef.”

“All topmen aloft!” the boatswain barked, and sailors clambered up the rigging. “Set tops’ls. Deck crew, man the braces!”

Seoril looked aloft and smiled as the canvas unfurled, drawing the King Gull forward, then looked back to the deck and frowned.

“Lend a hand, there, Sam! No laggards aboard this ship!”

She looked over her shoulder at him with surprise, then turned and leapt up the steps to the quarterdeck, and sketched a salute.

“I’m sorry, Captain, but I can’t lend a hand. Captain Parek’s orders.”

“What? Why in all the Nine Hells can’t you? Farin’s workin’, why not you? I won’t have you just lazin’ about while everyone else works. It ain’t good for morale!”

“I’ve got to look like a regular city lady by the time we reach Tsing, sir.” She held up her calloused hands and shrugged. “I’ve got to get rid of these sailor’s hands, and stay outta the sun. Farin’s workin’ the waterfront pubs, so he can look as he does, but I’m workin’ uptown. If I walk into a fine inn lookin’ like a sailor, there ain’t a single person who’ll believe a word out of my mouth. But don’t worry, Captain, I won’t be lazin’ about. I’ve got half a dozen dresses to cut and sew to fit me.”

“All right then, but stay below.” He glared at her as she saluted again and retreated to the main deck, then below. “Bloody nuisance and a bloody waste of time! This trip’s costin’ us a fortune, and all so she can parade around the city actin’ like a lady! I don’t know why I ever agreed to this.”

≈

Edan had travelled on foot and horseback, by wagon, and even in a coach once. Of all these, he had expected boat travel to be most like a coach ride: small spaces, closed in and jerking about a little as the boat bumped along the waves.

This wasn’t anything like that.

The boat was huge, and it moved not at all like a wagon, but more like a great wallowing animal. It rolled first one way, then another, and never in the direction he thought it would. The deck lurched and bobbed and tipped until he thought the whole boat would roll right over. He knew it wouldn’t, or at least he hoped it wouldn’t. He stumbled and grabbed one of the ropes tied to the little pin things along the railing; the rope moved. He lost his balance and very nearly pitched over the low railing, grabbing the rope with both hands and letting out an involuntary yelp. Flicker didn’t help, screeching in panic at the end of her chain, terrified of the water rushing past in foamy confusion.

“Easy dere, young frien’!” the tall, black-skinned first mate, Chula, said, his voice booming out like a foghorn as his huge hand grabbed the scruff of Edan’s shirt, lifting him and setting him back down on the deck. “Don’t be grabbin’ a slack halyard like dat. Grab a stay or a ratline, or even a taut halyard, but neva a slack one.” The man’s hand clapped him on the shoulder.

“What’s a halyard?” Edan asked, changing his grip to a taut rope only to discover that it wasn’t rope at all, but braided wire that was sticky with tar. Flicker started to land on the blackened wire, but he jerked her away; setting the boat’s rigging on fire would not be good. “How do you tell one rope from another?”

“A halyard’s a line, not a rope, young frien’, and it’s used ta raise a sail.” Chula indicated the four men pulling on a rope to haul a triangular sail up another wire at the front of the boat. “Dat be de forestays’l, and dey’re haulin’ on a halyard to raise it, see?”

Edan squinted forward. The rope the men pulled looked just like any one of a dozen others strung every which way like a crazy game of cat’s cradle. His confusion must have shone on his face, for Chula laughed.

“Too much all at once, ay? Here, den. Tim-boy!”

A boy of perhaps twelve ran up, balancing himself on the rolling deck so naturally that Edan gaped. The seamage’s sprite hovered over the boy’s shoulder, and Edan shortened Flicker’s leash as he felt her tug.

“Yes, sir!” the boy said, snapping a salute and snatching the seasprite back by the collar of his blousy shirt. “You called, sir?”

“Aye, Tim-boy, I did.” Chula clapped the younger lad on the shoulder and nodded toward Edan. “It’s time you two met. Tim, dis here be Edan, de lightkeepa’s ‘prentice. Edan, dis is Tim. He’s a fine cabin boy an’ can teach ya all ‘bout dis here ship; what line does what, and what not to grab ta keep ya from fallin’ over de side. Tim-boy, show young Edan ‘round, if you be pleased, an’ make sure he knows what’s what.”

“Aye, sir!” the boy chirped, grinning and nodding to Edan.

“Thank you, sir,” Edan said, trying to smile his gratitude. He found it difficult to do anything but hang on.

The tall first mate nodded to Edan. “I’ll only ask one boon of ya, young Edan, and dat’s ta keep tight hold on dat little fire demon of yours. You let dat little beastie catch dis ship on fire, and we’ll all be very properly bugg’ad, you understan’ dat?”

“Yes, sir! Don’t worry, I won’t let Flicker cause any trouble.” He tugged the gold chain and Flicker landed on his shoulder. Her flaming hair wavered in the strong breeze, the heat of it curling his own.

He regretted having to bring the firesprite along, but the alternative was unthinkable. “If she stays here, it’s in a cage, Edan,” his master had said. “I can’t watch her constantly, and if she gets into the wrong thing, the whole tower could go up like a…well…like that volcano you’ll be visiting. You take her along. Who knows, she might even help you pass your trials!” Edan doubted that she would be a help — she always seemed to be getting him in trouble — but he was fond of her, and the thought of her locked in her cage for days on end hit too close to home; the lightkeeper’s tower had been like a cage for him after he failed his trials. Chula’s voice recalled his attention.

“Good!” The tall man looked suddenly grim. “If I fine’ holes burned in de sails, I’ll be baitin’ a hook wit’ her! You make sure she know dat!”

“Yes, sir,” he said, casting a glance at Flicker, who sat and crossed her arms under her tiny breasts, giving a petulant humph of disgust.

“Don’t worry,” Tim said, grinning and chucking Mouse under the chin, which earned him a scowl. “He’s threatened to do the same to Mouse a dozen times, and hasn’t yet.” He stuck out a hand. “I’m Tim.”

“Edan,” he replied, shifting his grip on the sticky wire to shake the proffered hand, surprised at the force of the boy’s grip. “Sorry, there was tar on that thing.”

“No worry. A dab of rum on a rag’ll take it right off.” Tim grinned and pointed to another rope right beside the one he’d grabbed that had nearly sent him over the side. “Grab that one; it’s a running stay. It’s leeward, so it’s not loaded, but it’s tight enough to keep you on your feet.”

Edan nodded and shifted his grip again, finding the new line clean and stable. Silently, he tried to decipher what the boy had said. How can a rope be loaded with anything? he wondered, thinking of loading a calcinator with potash. Maybe loading a rope was to put things on it to stiffen it, like with the tar. He decided to ask later. “I saw you with the seamage before. Are you her apprentice?”

“Me?” Tim flushed and grinned. “Blimey, no! I was just…She saved my life. I mean, I’m in her service, but I’m not her apprentice or anything. I don’t know if seamages have apprentices. I think it passes on from your parents, or at least it did for Mistress Flaxal.”

“It’s usually the same for pyromages. But sometimes someone has the gift, like me, but not from his parents. Mine sent me to live with the lightkeeper, and I became his apprentice.” He quickly pushed the melancholy thought from his mind; his parents were no longer a part of his life, by mutual agreement.

“And now you’re going to be a real firemage! Wow!”

Tim’s eyes were wide with wonder, but Edan couldn’t make himself care. He was too concerned with holding on and staying upright as the sailors raised even more sails. A huge wave crashed into the back of the boat, lifting it and tilting the deck steeply. Edan grasped with both hands at the line Tim had shown him. The man at the wheel yelled an order, and several men pulled or slacked lines. The long pole on the front of the boat pointed down the wave as they turned, racing forward in a spray of white water.

“Is it always — I mean, does the boat always move so much?” Edan jumped in surprise as water splashed up through holes below the railing at the edge of the deck, soaking his shoes. Flicker shrieked in his ear; her terror was infectious. “Water’s coming in! Are we sinking?”

“Just a little spray comin’ through the scuppers,” Tim said, looking at him as if he were daft. “Nothin’ to worry about.”

The seasprite let out a peal of laughter and shot aloft, evading Tim’s grasp and orbiting Edan and Flicker in a streak of gossamer-crystal wings.

“Here, Mouse! Stop that.” Tim snatched at the seasprite, but Mouse was too fast and darted away, zipping through the rigging like a mad hornet. “Don’t pay Mouse no mind,” Tim said dismissively. Then he pointed toward the man at the wheel. “We’re turning downwind, so the waves come up behind us and we take a little spray. It’d be worse if we were beatin’ into it. But this is nothin’ compared to one of the mistress’ smaller schooners. They really take spray! Wet decks all day!”

“But how does it keep from sinking, when water can come in?” Edan asked. Tim’s explanations weren’t making much sense, he thought. They only made him want to ask more questions.

“Here, why don’t you come below, and I’ll show you.” Tim strode across the deck like he was walking down a street, completely ignoring the pitching motion. He stopped at the door to a small raised house in the middle of the deck near the back of the boat, and motioned for Edan to follow. “Come on! We’ll see if the cook has any dough raising,” he said with a wink.

“All right! I’m coming!” Frustrated by his own unmanageable fear, Edan released his handhold at exactly the wrong moment. The boat lurched as an errant wave slapped it from the side. Spray from over the rail spattered his shirt and water surging through the scuppers doused him to the knees. He pitched forward, windmilling his arms, fighting to stay on his feet. Flicker screeched in terror, tugging at her chain, as the two of them slammed into the side of the little cabin. Edan grasped desperately, but there was nothing for him to grab, and as the deck tilted back the other way, he fell flat on his backside, drenching the seat of his pants.

“Hold fast, there, mate!” Tim said with a smile, leaning out of the cabin and offering a hand. Edan took it and managed to struggle to his feet. Tim guided his hand to the door jamb, and Edan gripped it with white-knuckled ferocity. He stepped into the small cabin and fell, rather than sat, onto one of the bench seats beside a table that was built into the wall.

“Thanks,” he said, pulling Flicker’s chain until she landed on the table top. He had never seen her looking so…quenched. She sat sprawled on the table, panting in fear.

“No problem.” Tim closed the sliding door and grinned at him. He hung onto a bronze pole mounted at the head of the small stair leading down, looking entirely comfortable. “Don’t worry about it. You’ll get your sea legs soon enough. It is a bit rolly today.”

Tim waved his hand around the small, cozy cabin. “This here’s the cuddy. The deck watches take their meals and stow their wet gear here, kind of like a mud room in a house.” He pointed to the corner across from where Edan sat; rain coats and pants hung in a row, swaying with the motion of the ship. Below them, boots were stowed upside down on pegs. The entire corner had a high edge built up from the deck like a square wooden bathtub to contain dripping water. “That’s the wet locker. We don’t track seawater down below if we can avoid it. Kick yer shoes and socks off, and dry yer feet and pants with a towel from that bin, then I’ll show you yer cabin.”

“Thanks,” Edan said, unlacing his shoes and removing his sodden socks. He grabbed the bronze pole for support and hoisted himself from his seat. He noticed Tim looking at his feet, and didn’t have to ask why.

“Wow! How’d you get those scars? Are they burns?”

“Yes. I got them the first time I tried to pass my trials.” He didn’t like to talk about that; it reminded him of his failure, of the fear that had betrayed him.

“Do they hurt?” Tim asked, his eyes as big as hen’s eggs.

“No. They’re old, and they were only skin deep to start with.” He raised a pant leg to show that the scars ended halfway to his knee. “My master paid a healer to tend the worst of it, but left the scars to remind me of what it means to fail when you’re working with fire.”

“Wow!”

Tim fell thankfully silent. Edan put his shoes on two empty pegs and hung his dripping socks on a hook. He started to ask where the water would go, but saw that the bottom of the wet locker was lined with porcelain tiles, with a drain through the side of the cuddy to the deck. He took a towel from the bin and patted himself dry, then handed it to Tim, who dried his feet and hung it from a peg.

“See? This way below stays clean. If we track saltwater through the ship, it’ll draw moisture and mold will grow. This makes things tidier.” He indicated the stairs and descended, grabbing the bronze rail for support on the way down.

“I see,” Edan said, shaking his head at his own earlier worries. Of course, water coming over the deck wouldn’t fill the ship and sink it; it would just flow away. His fear had made him a fool…again. The last time he’d let fear affect his judgment, the result had been pain and failure. He clenched his jaw; he would not let that happen again. He tugged Flicker’s chain and followed Tim down the steps.

“Sorry if my questions are stupid. I’ve never been on a boat, er, ship before. I’ve only seen them from the lighthouse.” He looked around at the bottom of the steps; a wood-paneled hallway ran left and right, lit by gimbaled bronze lamps that rocked gently, casting odd shadows on the walls. Ahead of him, two doors led into the forward portion of the ship. To each side of him, hallways opened to lead toward the back of the ship. The ceiling was startlingly low.

“Those two hatches lead to the main hold. If weather’s rough and the deck’s awash, you can walk through the hold to the crew’s quarters forward.” Tim beckoned and turned down the right-hand hallway.

Edan bounced off one wall, then the other, as he followed. “This weather isn’t rough?”

“Oh, no! This is good weather! The whole deck’s awash up to your hips in a real blow, and everyone’s tethered on with harnesses and lifelines. I’ve only seen weather like that once, but the captain wouldn’t let me out on deck.” He opened a door to the right and stepped over the low lintel into a large room set with a table and benches. “This is the main mess.”

“Looks pretty tidy to me,” Edan said, stumbling onto one of the benches as the ship lurched.

“Ha! Good one!” Tim slapped him on the shoulder and laughed.

Before Edan could ask him why that was funny, Tim pointed toward a shuttered counter with another door beside it.

“That’s the galley. Mealtimes, the cook serves up food through there, and we all eat together. Deck watches take their meals in the cuddy, but I said that, didn’t I? Come on, let’s see if we can nip a bit.”

Tim beckoned and Edan rose to follow, but the ship lurched again and he barked his shins on one of the benches. He gritted his teeth against the pain and forced himself to ignore it. Pain was nothing: it was transient, only a distraction.

“Hi, Cookie,” Tim called cheerfully as they stepped through the door into the galley, which Edan quickly discovered meant the kitchen. And what a kitchen!

Around three of the walls were built-in cupboards, their hip-height tops made of end-grain butcher block set with a railing to prevent whatever was being chopped from rolling onto the floor. Above the cupboards, pots and kettles hung from hooks, clattering as they swayed. A center work table, also topped with butcher block, was set with a cold box, and an impressive rack of knives was snugged down into a custom holder to prevent them from flying about with the ship’s movement. But the most impressive sight was the huge iron stove that dominated the right hand wall, and actually swayed with the roll of the ship so that the stove top was always level. Huge pans and pots and an immense blackbrew kettle were secured to the top of the stove with a lattice of little bars that clamped onto a metal rim. Heat emanated from it in waves, warming the room pleasantly. For the first time since boarding the ship, Edan felt a bit of comfort, relaxing into the accustomed heat. Flicker lounged on his shoulder, her eyes closed, a look of bliss on her little face.

“Ho, Tim! Who’s yer frien’?” A rotund, dark-skinned woman in an incongruously flowered apron and not much else, stepped around the central table. One hand hefted a knife as long as Edan’s forearm, and the other held a joint of smoked mutton. She set the latter on the table’s surface and applied the former, cutting slices of meat from the joint so quickly that Edan wondered how she could do it without losing a finger, given the pitching deck.

“This is Edan, the lightkeeper’s apprentice. Do you have any — ”

“Oh, so you de boy who wanna be a firemage! Ah! We all be hearin’ much ‘bout you.” Her grin stretched from ear to ear, crinkling her dark eyes into wrinkled pits of mirth. She looked him up and down, and the smile faded. “You too skinny. Here!”

Moving almost too fast for Edan to follow, the woman cut two finger-thick slabs off the joint, fetched two small loaves from a cooling rack beside the stove, split them with a long serrated knife and applied an impressive slab of creamy white cheese to each before laying on the cut mutton. A slather of mustard completed her preparations, and she handed over the two sandwiches.

“Dere now! Outta my galley a’fore I chop you two up fer stew!” She laughed so loudly that Flicker yelped in alarm.

“Thanks, Cookie!” Tim called, giving Edan a nudge toward the door.

“Nice, um…meeting you, Cookie,” he said. He didn’t want to appear rude or ungrateful, though he wasn’t really hungry.

“Ha! If ya weren’t so skinny, I’d have you in de pot! On wi’cha!” She snatched up a sharpening steel and gave the knife in her hand four quick strops before reapplying it to the dwindling joint of mutton.

Edan followed Tim through the door, pulling on Flicker’s chain to urge her to leave the sweltering confines of the galley.

“Cookie’s a soft touch,” Tim said around a mouthful of sandwich. “Just don’t touch anything in her galley. You could lose a finger, and I ain’t lyin’.”

“I don’ t doubt it,” Edan answered, and sampled the sandwich. It was delicious, the creamy cheese blending nicely with the strongly flavored mutton, the mustard biting his tongue and accenting both perfectly. “How does she do all that with everything moving so much?”

“Oh, Cookie’s an old hand. She never misses with one of her knives.” He took another bite of his sandwich and tugged at Edan’s sleeve. “Come on, I’ll show you yer quarters.”

He followed Tim out a door on the opposite wall from where they had entered the mess, and they turned toward the back of the ship. Here there were four cabins, all appropriately labeled with bronze plates on the doors.

“That’s the captain’s cabin aft, and the mate’s next to it,” Tim explained, pointing to each door in turn. “And this is the bosun’s, and that one forward is guest quarters. Ghelfan’s in that cabin, but the bosun’s is empty, since Paska bunks with Chula, so that one’s yours!”

“I see,” Edan said. He had no idea who some of those people were, but he figured he would learn. He turned the bronze handle and stepped into the tidy little cabin. His trunk was here, and his bag as well. He’d been worried when the sailors had taken his belongings, and was relieved to see them intact and seemingly unopened. The trunk was still locked.

“And here you are!” Tim looked enviously around at the cabin. “I hope to have my own cabin one day,” he said. Edan looked over at the boy whose voice, for the first time, sounded not happy and brash, but almost…lost. Before Edan could say anything, Tim snapped out of his lapse and clapped the taller boy on the shoulder. “I’ll be around if you need anything. There’s a chamber pot under the bunk and a water pitcher in the stand. We’ll be a bit more’n two days to Plume Isle, so make yerself at home.”

“Thank you, Tim,” Edan said, sitting down on his trunk more for stability than to rest. He waved as the younger boy closed the door, then looked around. The tiny porthole let in a meager amount of light, but there was a lamp. The ship lurched as it topped another wave, and he thought that this little cabin was a bit more like being in a coach, an incredibly big coach on a very bumpy road.

“Well,” he said, chucking Flicker on the chin as she lighted on the tiny folding table. “We’re on our way, Flick. What do you think?”

She wrinkled her nose at the surroundings, fluttered her gossamer-smoke wings and sat down to sulk.

“Well, just don’t catch anything on fire, okay? This whole boat is nothing but wood. It’ll go up like a tinderbox if you get it started, then there’s nothing between us and the sea.”

She fluttered up to peer through the port at the towering waves that swept past at an alarming rate, then sank back down to the table, her eyes wide. She nodded to Edan and crossed her heart with one coppery finger. He laughed, knowing her promises were short-lived.

“Good. Now let me get a dry pair of pants on, and we’ll see what Master packed for us, eh?”


Chapter Ten

While You Were Away

Docking a ship against a stone pier, even a ship as agile as Peggy’s Dream, was a carefully orchestrated and often nerve-wracking affair. In the hands of an unskilled pilot, an errant wind or current could cause serious damage to a ship, smashing it against the unforgiving stone.

Cynthia made it easy.

“Give me about half a boat-length, Chula. I’ll do the rest.”

“Aye, Captain Shambata Daroo! Paska! Close haul de sheets. Helmsman, bring her into irons half a length from de pier, if you be pleased. Paska, you may furl all sails as she luffs.”

The ship’s bowsprit came up into the wind and Peggy’s Dream slowed as she came parallel to the pier. The light breeze was contrary to docking, and strong eddies of an ebbing tide pushed at the ship. Cynthia closed her eyes and let her mind meld with the essence of the sea. The ship drifted forward under its own momentum, sails flapping in the subdued breezes of the bay until, quite suddenly, the wind died, the swirling currents stilled, and the ship stopped dead in the water. The sails hung utterly limp for an instant before Paska gave the order to furl. Sailors caught the canvas as it fell from the heavens, furling the huge sails easily in the calm air. The ship stood rock steady until the last bit of canvas was bound neatly, then water roiled and the entire vessel moved sideways into place as if a great hand had pushed it gently.

“Dockin’ lines, if you be pleased, Paska,” Chula said, and lines were cast and caught by the dock crew. Fenders had already been placed, but the ship stopped its sideways motion less than a foot before they touched, the sea churning between the hull and the unforgiving stone to hold her steady as lines were tightened.

“All secure, Captain Shambata Daroo!” Chula called, saluting with his usual pearly white grin. “Deck crew, prepare de cargo nets. Topmen, set de fores’l haul. Paska, if you would be pleased to be directin’ de cargo offload while I see to our passenga’.”

“Of course, Chula! Wh’da’ya t’ink I’ll be doin’, sittin’ on my backside?”

Cynthia eased her control over the wind and water, smiling at the spirited interchange. “Tim, if you could help Chula with Edan’s things? The crew can bring my trunks up later.”

“Aye, Captain!” The boy saluted and scampered off. Mouse, who had been lounging on Cynthia’s shoulder, perked up his pointed ears and darted after the boy. Cynthia had been pleased with Tim on this trip, and reminded herself to thank Chula for putting him in charge of Edan; the responsibility had done the boy good.

She looked around the ship and sighed. Peggy’s Dream sailed beautifully, but it would be a couple of weeks at the very least before she would sail her again. Dealing with the mer and orchestrating the trip to Fire Isle would take up all her time until the young man’s trials. She had thought about altering their course enough for Edan to see the volcano on the way, but he had barely ventured from his cabin. He wasn’t seasick, as far as she knew, but Tim had said that he seemed anxious or frightened on deck.

No wonder, she thought, looking around at the crystal-clear turquoise water. He probably feels the same way about the sea that I feel about fire. Her gaze rose to the ever-present plume of smoke issuing forth from the heart of Plume Isle. A call broke her reverie.

“Gangplank secure, Captain!” Paska announced. “We’ll be offloadin’ de provisions for yer home. Den, with yer permission, we’ll be movin’ de ship over to de yard docks.”

“Of course, Paska.” She smiled her thanks. Half of the hold was packed with stores for the keep, but the rest of the cargo space had been filled with supplies for the shipyard and her new project. “I should have given the order, but I’ve got so much on my mind that I’m not thinking straight. Tell Chula for me, would you?”

“Of course, Captain.”

“I must thank you, Mistress Flaxal, for taking me along on this jaunt!” Ghelfan exited the cuddy with his duffel over his shoulder and a grin on his slim features. “We purchased some good spar timber for your new vessel, and the fittings I ordered were excellent! Southaven’s farrier truly knows his business.”

“It was my pleasure.” She accepted his steadying hand as they approached the gangplank. “I’m just sorry we couldn’t stay longer. Marta was disappointed, and I hardly got to spend any time at all with the Keelsons.”

“Rest assured, Mistress; they know their business. Ah, but I see there is business awaiting us, as well.”

As they crossed the gangplank, Cynthia noticed for the first time that Camilla and Dura were waiting for them on the pier. The former was not unusual, but Dura rarely left the confines of the shipyard. The dour looks on their faces were not encouraging.

“Glad to have you back early, Cynthia,” Camilla said, stepping forward to offer her hand for the last step onto the pier. “Though two days ago would have been even better.”

“Why? What happened two days ago?” she asked, troubled by Camilla’s serious tone.

“The bleedin’ thief got away with the bleedin’ goods two days ago, that’s what bleedin’ happened!” Dura interrupted, her ruddy features flushing even darker. “And Miss Cammy wouldn’t let me teach the bugger a proper lesson in manners!”

“Thief? What thief?” She turned to Camilla. “What happened?”

“Two days ago, an emissary from his majesty, Emperor Tynean Tsing the Third, sailed back to Tsing, after a five day visit.”

“Aye, and he bloody took — ”

“And we discovered,” Camilla interrupted, casting a warning glance at Dura, “upon his departure, that a set of plans for your partially completed ship were missing.”

“Which plans?” Ghelfan asked, his tone flat and harder than Cynthia had ever heard it.

“The forty-to-one-scale overall draft plans and the riggin’ schematics,” Dura answered.

“What?” Cynthia asked, her own temper rising. “Who in the Nine Hells was this emissary, and why would he steal plans for that ship? This is ridiculous! I’m only gone a week, and some spy from Tsing wanders in here and leaves with a set of my plans tucked under his arm?”

“Please, Cynthia, we’re not sure it was the emissary who stole the plans, and I don’t think he was here to spy.” Camilla stood her ground, her voice even. “He came here to see you, but he had to leave to report to the emperor. He had an assistant, a fellow named Huffington, who seemed to say little but see a lot. It’s my bet that he was the one who took the plans, either under the emissary’s orders or on his own. We don’t know. Dura wanted to take the plans back, but I told her that attacking an imperial warship was — ”

“Warship? They came in a warship?” A warship was a show of force, intended or not. “I want to know everything that happened and every word that was said, from the moment that emissary set foot on this pier to the time he left, and I want to know them now! If that ship makes it back to Tsing without being dragged to the bottom by a school of angry mer, they’ll be luckier than they deserve.”

“Well, they arrived — ”

“Please, Miss Camilla, Mistress Flaxal,” Ghelfan interrupted, his voice now calm, steadying, “this is not the place to discuss this and, I daresay, we would all be more convivial and more cognizant if we sat down and talked it over rationally.”

“You’re right, Ghelfan,” Cynthia acceded. “Let’s go to my rooms. I’ll have dinner brought up.”

As they slowly ascended the steps to the keep, Cynthia leaned heavily on Ghelfan’s arm, her knees unsteady beneath her sarong.

≈

“Who was that?” Edan asked as he and Tim struggled with Edan’s heavy chest. They put it down beside the gangplank, under Mouse’s expert direction, to let two sailors heft it across the gap. Edan had enough trouble just walking across the gangplank without trying to carry anything. The crystal-clear water below unnerved him, but his gaze was on the little group making their way up the stairs to the keep.

“Who, Dura? The dwarf woman?” Tim hopped across the gangplank and grinned. “She’s Ghelfan’s work boss. She can teach you some of the best swear words I’ve — ”

“No, the lady.” Edan crossed over to the pier carefully, trying unsuccessfully to avoid looking down at the roiling water below. Flicker clung to his neck as they crossed, staring down at the water in fright. Mouse orbited them as they crossed, smirking at their obvious unease, which helped matters not at all.

Once on solid ground, Edan shrugged Flicker back into the air and she flew at Mouse, her hair flaring with her temper. The chain brought her up short and she glared at the seasprite, but Mouse just taunted her anew and flew back to Tim’s shoulder. Edan ignored them both, his attention focused again on the object of his fascination. “The one with the red hair.”

“Oh, that’s Miss Cammy,” Tim said, nudging Edan out of the way of a pair of sailors. “She helps Mistress Flaxal with the shipping business, and she teaches school, too.”

“She’s…” Edan found himself at a loss for words; he wanted to say “beautiful” but that didn’t even come close to describing her. The way she moved, the way her dress flowed when she turned…and her hair! She had red hair like his, but where his hair was red like a carrot, hers was like a sunset; a deep, fiery red shot through with golden streaks. Tim smiled at him, and Mouse, giggling on Tim’s shoulder, made kissing sounds and pointed. Edan willed his blush away. “She’s a school teacher?”

“Well, not just a school teacher. She pretty much runs Mistress Flaxal’s business, as well as takin’ care of all the stuff around the keep.” The chest was waiting for them, and he bent to lift one end of it. “Come on, let’s get this to yer rooms and I’ll show you around the place.”

“Sure.” Edan lifted his end of the chest and looked around for the first time. The island and keep were impressive, no doubt. “This used to be a pirate stronghold?”

“Yeah, but that was before Mistress Flaxal and Captain Feldrin came.” Tim’s voice was a little strange, as if waking from a dream. “It wasn’t a very nice place before that.”

“You saw it before?” Edan asked skeptically, suspecting some kind of joke. “You’re kidding.”

“That’s what I meant when I said Mistress Flaxal saved my life.” The boy’s lower lip wrinkled as he clenched his mouth in a frown. “I was here when she…when it happened. Miss Cammy was here, too. She used to be his.”

“His? Bloodwind’s? What do you mean? Like a slave?”

“More than that. He wanted to make her his wife, and he would have, too, if not for Mistress Flaxal. She didn’t have a choice. Nobody had a choice. You did what he wanted you to do, or you died. Or you were given over to his sorceress, which was worse than dead.”

“I never heard that Bloodwind had a sorceress.”

“Nobody talks about her much. I heard Mistress Flaxal say she was a witch. Demon-possessed, she said, not a real sorceress. I believe it, too.” Edan saw the shudder in Tim’s shoulders and wondered what the boy had gone through. “One look at her and you could see she wasn’t human.”

Edan found it hard to picture the idyllic surroundings as a raucous pirate stronghold ruled by a bloodthirsty tyrant and an evil witch. “And Bloodwind and the witch lived here?”

“There’ve been a lot of changes,” Tim said as they hauled the chest up the last few steps to the entrance of the keep. “Camilla and Mistress Flaxal changed it all around. Most days, I don’t even recognize the place!” They put the heavy chest down for a rest beside the entry, out of the way of the sailors already hauling bales and crates of provisions from Peggy’s Dream into the keep. Mouse grew bored with their slow pace and fluttered off. Flicker watched him go and tugged at her chain, but Edan ignored her. She sat down on his shoulder to pout.

Tim motioned to pick up the chest again. “Come on. Mistress wanted you to have rooms on the second level. You’ve got a view of the harbor!”

“Okay.” Edan lifted and followed Tim up the sweeping stair, still staring open-mouthed at this new, wondrous place, wondering if he would see the fascinating Lady Camilla again soon.

≈

The place of his birth hove into view and Chaser fluttered his gills in satisfaction. It had been a long swim and he was tired; keeping pace with Seamage Flaxal’s Heir’s new ship was hard work, and after two steady days of travel his tail quivered with exhaustion.

The two sentries signed their greetings and admitted him, but their faces were dire, their motions chopped and uneasy. He flared to a stop between them.

*Shellbreaker, Finwag, good to see you!* he signed politely.

*Welcome back, Chaser,* Shellbreaker, the senior of the two, answered. *I hope you bring good news.*

*I do,* he replied in his usual effervescent manner, his finlets rippling with his mood. *Seamage Flaxal’s Heir has returned to her home early.*

*That is good,” Shellbreaker agreed, but his signing was still tense. *She has much to tell us, I hope.*

*And many questions to answer,* Finwag signed with a swirl of his tail that showed his vexation.

*Something dire has happened.* Chaser back-paddled nervously. *Something to do with Seamage Flaxal’s Heir?*

*We are not the ones who should tell you, Chaser,* Shellbreaker signed, returning to his guard station and holding his trident firmly. *But you should know that, in your absence, The Voice was invoked.*

*The Voice?* Chaser’s fins went still with worry. *Why? What has happened?*

*We are not the ones to tell,* the brawny mer sentry repeated, his webbed hands clenching on his weapon, *but it was a near thing, I think, that The Voice did not send us to war.*

*War…* Chaser’s eyes widened in shock. *Excuse me, Shellbreaker, Finwag, I must see Tailwalker!* He signed a hasty farewell and darted into the grotto, his fatigue forgotten. He bolted through the twisting passages, drawing stares and exclamations from those he passed. In moments, he fluttered to a halt and announced his presence with a deep thrum.

The curtain of woven ironweed was pulled aside, and Quickfin exclaimed in surprise.

*Chaser! By Odea’s grace, you’re back early!* He gripped the tired scout’s wrists in camaraderie and drew him into the grotto.

Tailwalker entered, his dire countenance brightening at the sight of his friend. He rushed forward and greeted him. *Good to see you, my friend! Very good! Seamage Flaxal’s Heir has returned, I hope. All is well?*

*She has returned, and the trip was without mishap, though how well her mission was accomplished, I do not know. The ship stayed at the landwalker city of her birth only nine tides. I returned with them, but left her ship before it entered the break in the reef of the smoking island.*

*She will come tomorrow,* Quickfin signed. *It is her way. She always visits us when the sun rises the day after one of her trips.*

*I wish she would come sooner. There is much to discuss,* Tailwalker signed.

*What happened, Tailwalker? The sentries at the gate spoke of an invocation of The Voice, and said that war was narrowly averted.* Chaser whipped his tail in agitation, propelling himself in a tight circle.

*Calm yourself, my friend,* Tailwalker said, gripping his arm with a sign of ease. *A warship arrived at the seamage’s home on the tide of your departure.*

*A warship?*

*A small warship,* Quickfin signed with a smile. *Of course Eelback and his friends blamed Seamage Flaxal’s Heir for summoning it and wanted to drag it to the bottom of the trench, but calmer heads prevailed.*

*They blamed a seamage for bringing a warship? But that’s — *

*Foolish, yes,* Tailwalker signed, grinning his temper. *They will use any excuse to discredit her, no matter how stupid. Our only hope is that everyone else sees how desperate and ridiculous their claims have become.*

*When Seamage Flaxal’s Heir arrives, we will talk with Broadtail, and all will be explained,* Quickfin said, motioning his friends to join him in the adjacent grotto. *Come! Spineback found a nest of fire eels, and has brought us some.*

*Oh, not fire eels!* Chaser wagged his head in polite refusal. *They are too spicy for me, my friends. I swam for five tides without stopping! If I eat a single fire eel without resting first, I will float to the surface, belly up!*

Their fins fluttered with laughter as they swam together into the other room. In the end, Quickfin did convince Chaser to have just one fire eel.

≈

“I can’t believe they brought a warship,” Cynthia said again with an exasperated sigh as she squirmed to get comfortable in her seat.

“Well, at least it was a small one.” Camilla reclined in her chair and finished her wine, reaching to refill her glass from the carafe. She promised herself she’d sip her second glass more slowly than the first, but it helped to calm her nerves and endure sitting on the balcony that used to be Bloodwind’s favorite spot. Unfortunately, it was also Cynthia’s favorite spot, and with the news of the disturbing imperial visit and theft, Cynthia had forgotten Camilla’s aversion to it. Camilla eyed the pillar behind Cynthia and shuddered, then drew a deep breath, sipped her wine and continued. “And they anchored outside the reef, so the mer can’t complain about damage.”

“But a warship, when they could have sent a courier. It suggests that they’re afraid of us.”

“He said that it was merely a precaution against cannibals. He wanted to include our own native residents in that category, and Tipos did nothing to discourage the misconception.” Camilla raised her hand when Cynthia opened her mouth to protest. “I know that only small pockets of cannibals still inhabit some of more isolated islands, but you know how slowly rumors die, and Bloodwind spent a lot of time and money to keep that one alive to safeguard his stronghold here. In Tsing, they probably consider a warship and a contingent of imperial soldiers as minimal protection for an expedition to this lawless wilderness.” She smiled without humor, the sobered. “But Count Norris had a personal — ”

“They sent a count?” Cynthia interrupted.

“Yes. Count Emil Norris of the Imperial Court of Tsing. Anyway, he apparently lost his entire family when the ship they were aboard disappeared here in the Shattered Isles.”

“At least, he said he did,” Dura countered before loudly sipping her whiskey. “He could just be a really good liar.”

“Did he say the name of the ship?” Cynthia asked, her curiosity whetted.

“The ship was the Alabaster Rose, and the captain’s name was Derwall. He even knew what cargo they were carrying. That’s why I think he was telling the truth. He knew too many details.”

“It could have been a play for your sympathy,” Ghelfan suggested, furrowing his brow. “A ploy to loosen your tongue.”

“Perhaps,” Camilla admitted reluctantly. “But it seemed to pain him to speak of it, too close to his heart to be a falsehood.”

“Well, I didn’t like him.” Dura knocked back a third of her tumbler and growled deep within her barrel chest. “He stuck his nose in every crack and crevice on the island! All his ridiculous questions; ‘What does this do?’ and ‘Why build it this way?’ Ah, he near drove me up a wall!”

“We are digressing, I fear,” Ghelfan interrupted gently, knowing well Dura’s penchant for ranting. “I must say that I am disturbed, not with the fact that they sent an emissary or a warship, but that they stole the plans to one of your ships. Especially that ship.”

“What do you mean?” Cynthia struggled to lean forward in her papasan chair, but gave up, grumbling in frustration.

“Why that ship? Why not the new schooner plans? A schooner is more practical, and the design has already been proven at sea. This prototype has no viable purpose other than to sate your rather strange nautical curiosity. What value would the plans have to the emperor?”

“They don’t know about the new schooner unless they spied you at sea on their way here,” Camilla said. “Peggy’s Dream wasn’t here, and neither Dura nor I mentioned it. Good thing, too, since the count mentioned concern in Tsing about your producing schooners at such a pace, and alluded to the worry that your fleet, if armed, would make a formidable navy.”

“Why in the Nine Hells would I want a navy?”

“I think,” Camilla suggested, her eyebrows raised, “the concern is that you’re setting up your own little empire down here, just like Bloodwind was doing. How did the count put it? ‘A powerful seamage with her own fleet of ships, and her own army of natives who hold her in complete adoration.’”

“That’s ridiculous!”

“I told him that, but I don’t think he believed me.” She smiled wryly, adding, “I didn’t mention the pact allying you with the mer. He didn’t seem to take them seriously, although he might if he knew of your alliance.”

“Of all the things to dismiss, he chose the mer? Foolish.” Cynthia shook her head, chuckling without much humor. “Well, the only armed schooner I know of is Orin’s Pride, and she’s somewhere off the Sand Coast, hunting pirates. Which you would think,” she stressed, “would be in the empire’s best interest. I just don’t understand how they set their priorities.”

“That’s what worried me!” Camilla said, a splash of wine escaping her glass as she gestured emphatically with her hands. “The count said he was sent to ensure the ‘security of the empire’, and he even went so far as to say that the survival of the empire could hinge on the ships that we develop. But what made me uncomfortable was that it seemed to be his priority, a personal interest, not just his job.”

“After losing his family here, I don’t doubt that it was personal. But just how personal?”

“Personal enough ta steal the plans of a cockeyed-lookin’ prototype ship, and convince the emperor that it’s some kind of secret weapon?”

All eyes turned toward Dura.

“Gods, I hope that’s not the case,” Cynthia said, rubbing her eyes. “I’ve got enough on my plate already.”

“So, what do we do?” Camilla asked. She was always the composed, focused one, but this discussion — and its location — were wearing on her nerves. What if she had said something to the count, or done something during his visit, that would jeopardize the shipyard and their home here? “If you leave in the morning, Peggy’s Dream could probably catch the Fire Drake before they reached Tsing.”

“I don’t think chasing after a warship would solve anything, Cammy,” Cynthia said, knitting her brow. “And it might make them more nervous, like we’re flaunting the speed of our ship. Besides, I’ve got to deal with the mer. I hate to think how worked up they got having a warship in their waters. No, I think I’ll draft a few nice, even-tempered letters, put them on the fastest courier boat I can find, and wait for a response. You said the count planned to visit again. I’m betting that when he does, we’ll get this whole mess straightened out. But if I have to genuflect before his Imperial Majesty, he’ll just have to wait until I relieve myself of this.” She patted her bulging stomach.

The joke seemed to clear some of the tension from the air, but Camilla still fretted. She hoped Cynthia was right, and that this whole situation could be defused by a little levity and a few cool heads.


Chapter Eleven

Warm Welcomes

“We usually eat in the great hall, but it’s not like a rule or anything.”

Edan trundled down the stairs after Tim, both of them fresh from baths that had been necessary after their long afternoon of exploring.

“Lots of times Miss Cammy or Mistress Flaxal eat in their rooms, or Dura and Ghelfan are busy down at the shipyards, but we try to. It’s nice to get everyone together.”

“This place isn’t what I expected,” Edan admitted. His afternoon tour had included not only the keep, but the native village, the shipyard, and beyond. Edan had been fascinated by the tar flats, but Flicker had kept him from inspecting them more closely. He had worked hard to keep her away from the combustible goo, which she kept trying to set on fire. Less exciting, and downright nerve-wracking, had been a hike up to the top of the island. From that vantage point, they gazed out over the brilliant blue hues of the sea that surrounded them. The waters were bright turquoise — even white — over the sand flats inshore, intensifying to indigo blue out over the depths. The view made Edan a little queasy, almost like he was back aboard the ship. In the distance to the south, a towering pyre of ash and smoke bespoke the presence of Fire Isle, reminding him of his upcoming trials. During the tour he had managed to put aside those thoughts; now they weighed heavily on his mind.

“What did you expect?” Tim asked as he nudged his companion down the cavernous corridor toward the great hall.

“I don’t know. There’s a lot of talk about the seamage, about what she’s doing. I though the place would be, you know, more fortified, like a stronghold.”

“That’s what it used to be like.” Tim grabbed one of the big bronze handles to the double doors and pulled. “I like it this way. It’s more like a home.”

“Welcome, Edan!” The seamage waved to him from her seat at the head of the long table. Scattered down the length of the table, a number of friendly faces called out warm welcomes. Just the same, he felt a little uncomfortable being around so many new people after years of isolation with only the lightkeeper for company. Tim nudged him forward as the seamage waved her hand at the array of chairs.

“Please, have a seat. We don’t stand on ceremony, so anywhere’s fine.”

“Thank you, Mistress Flaxal.” He eyed the empty seats. Tim took a seat between Dura and Chula, so Edan couldn’t sit next to him as he’d planned. There was an empty seat by Paska, but the lack of clothing worn by the natives, especially the women, discomforted him. He spied an empty seat on the far side of the table next to the seamage and blindly headed for it; she had been kind to him on their voyage to the island, and he could at least talk with her about her trials. As he pulled out the chair, he looked up; Camilla sat directly across the table. His heart skipped a beat, and for an instant he thought of sitting elsewhere. Realizing how rude it would seem to change seats now, he slowly sank onto the upholstered chair and hoped desperately that Flicker wouldn’t embarrass him…or that he wouldn’t embarrass himself.

“Edan, you know Ghelfan, Paska and Chula and, of course, Tim. I’d like you to meet Dura, Tipos, and Camilla.” Cynthia pointed to each person as she introduced them.

Dura and Tipos nodded to him from their seats down the table, but Camilla smiled and stretched her hand across to him, saying, “Very nice to meet you, Edan.”

His heart raced, and he found his eyes drawn to her lips; his agile mind imagined them murmuring his name under vastly different circumstances. Her hand was as soft as silk, and he hoped his own wasn’t clammy and repulsive to her. He heard himself mutter something vague — he had no idea what. His mind and mouth seemed to be working independently of one another.

“We didn’t get to talk much aboard Peggy’s Dream,” the seamage said, snapping his reverie. “I hope you weren’t too bothered by the trip.”

The server brought out plates of leafy greens surrounded by wedges of tropical fruits that Edan didn’t recognize.

“I’d never been on a ship before, Mistress Flaxal,” he said. “I’m not used to being so near the water. It made me a little uncomfortable, but it was better once I was in my cabin.” There was no way he would admit how afraid he’d been, how he’d been unable to think of anything but the endless waves, the fear of water closing in around him.

Shaking off the terrifying images, he tried a bite of a bright orange, fibrous fruit; it was very sweet, but he was unsure about its texture. The lightkeeper’s simple tastes had accustomed him to plainer —  blander — fare.

“Sea travel takes a little while to get used to” the seamage said as she sampled her own salad. “Oh, and please, call me Cynthia.”

“From what I hear, it took longer than that for you, Cyn,” Camilla said with a smile that dazzled Edan. She’d changed her dress from this afternoon, he noted; this one was deep blue, cut low to expose her slim neck and the graceful curve of her collarbones. He tried to concentrate on his salad, and failed. He watched her from lowered eyes as she questioned the seamage. “Didn’t you have quite a rough trip from Southaven to Tsing and back?”

“Only from Southaven to Tsing. I slept the entire return trip, thanks to — ” She stopped suddenly.

In answer to his quizzical look, the seamage simply said, “It’s a long story, and one probably not suited for the dinner table. We’ve got a few weeks before we’re off to Fire Isle, and I’m sure there’ll be time to tell it.” She relinquished her plate to the server, who replaced it with a bowl of soup. “I hope Tim didn’t wear you out today. Did you see everything?”

“I think so. They were busy in the shipyard, so we didn’t go into the building.” He watched Flicker as she flew to the length of her chain and hovered over a candelabrum, playing in the flames. The seamage’s seasprite, he noticed, was peeking out from behind her neck, watching Flicker with fascination.

“Aye, and best ye don’t,” Dura said as she waved her fork in his direction, her broad brow furrowed. “With all the pots of resin and such lyin’ about, that li’l daemon of yers’d set the whole place alight like a tinderbox, fer sure.”

“Oh, I think it would be safe enough, as long as he keeps her on her chain.” The seamage chucked Mouse under the chin, breaking his open-mouthed fixation on Flicker as she fluttered back and forth over the candles, the flames licking at her copper-colored skin.

“It’s unfortunate that you have to keep her restrained,” Camilla said, her voice strangely heavy as her eyes followed the firesprite.

“I used to think that, Miss Camilla,” Edan said, tugging lightly on the thin gold chain, eager to have the woman’s attention. Flicker swooped to his shoulder and turned a neat pirouette on one toe, her mood much improved with her increased body temperature. “I let her go once when I was younger, to give her some freedom. She caught a crate of tallow on fire, and nearly burned down the whole lighthouse.”

Flicker emitted a disdainful “Humph!” and fluttered back to the candelabrum to hover languidly in the flickering flames.

“I asked him why she didn’t just undo the clasp herself,” Tim put in, his eyes alight with excitement. “You’ll never guess! The chain’s magical!”

“Really?” the seamage said with a raised eyebrow.

“It’s not really that magical. My master put a spell on it so she can’t undo the clasp, that’s all. There’s a little cage in my trunk that has the same spell, but I don’t put her in it much. She doesn’t like it.”

“I can’t blame her,” Camilla said, her tone almost accusatory, though not quite hostile.

Edan suddenly recalled Tim’s account of Camilla as Bloodwind’s slave. He spoke quickly, as if speed could soften the words. “She’s usually pretty happy, as long as there’s a candle or flame around for her to play with.” He nodded to the candelabrum. “The colder she is, the worse her mood.”

“Gods know Mouse has caused enough mischief, but he at least he doesn’t catch things on fire.” The seamage smiled at him and nodded. “I think it’s best if Flicker is kept out of trouble.”

“She doesn’t mean to be bad!” Edan protested earnestly, trying to smooth the lines of concern in Camilla’s brow. “She knows she shouldn’t catch things on fire, but she just can’t help herself. She’d set the whole world on fire if she could.”

“It’s all right, Edan. I just don’t like to see things in chains, even if it’s for their own good.” Camilla’s tone was kind enough, but he could see in her face that, deep down, she really didn’t think it was all right.

It twisted his stomach in knots to think that he had disappointed Camilla. He didn’t know what he could say to make her feel better, so he settled on silence, concentrating on his meal while the conversation drifted to matters that concerned him little. Flicker became even more languid with the heat of the candles and finally settled on his shoulder to sleep, her flaming hair diminishing to a bare smolder. Finally the seasprite ventured out from behind the seamage’s collar, fluttering around the table amid the glasses and plates, snatching bits of food and sips of drink, his eyes often returning to Flicker’s sleeping form.

Edan glanced at Camilla as she gently nudged the seasprite away from her dessert, then sampled the creamy custard. The silver spoon traveled back and forth from the crystal bowl to those perfect lips again and again. Edan could not help but watch, drawn to her movements the way, he imagined, Flicker was drawn to flame.

≈

Dawn found Cynthia standing on the beach of Scimitar Bay, the gentle waves lapping at her ankles. Sleep had come hard, and when it did, she’d dreamt of war: swarming schools of mer scrabbling up the hulls of the emperor’s warships, to be cut down by fire and arrows even as their tridents and lances transfixed sailors and soldiers. She had watched, unable to act, unsure which side she should aid, while her friends — both human and mer — fought and died. Whether the nightmare was a portent sent from Odea or simply a product of her own worried mind, she had no idea. What she did know was that the mer would have many difficult questions for her this morning, and it was her responsibility to appease them and ensure that her nightmare did not become reality.

“Well, there’s no sense putting it off,” she muttered, wading forward.

The sea surrounded her like a loving mother’s arms.

Cynthia willed herself forward, through the channel from Scimitar Bay to the open sea, then south beyond the reef. She usually climbed over the ridge and entered the water at Skull Beach, but the last ten days had been taxing, and climbing over the ridge was becoming more difficult as her pregnancy progressed. Her pregnancy…it had changed everything: her ability to perform even the simplest task, her position with the mer, her relationship with Feldrin. As she cruised out over the reef, now illuminated by the first light of day in a riot of color and motion, she considered yet again whether bearing a child out of wedlock at the behest of the mer was a good idea. She wondered if her father Orin had ever had such difficulty dealing with the mer, and if they had asked him to produce an heir — her. The mer did call her Seamage Flaxal’s Heir…Unfortunately, his diary was startlingly bereft of information on the subject of the mer.

Too late to fret about it now, she thought as she rounded the southern point of the reef and struck out toward Carbuncle Shoal.

A mile into the open sea, she paused and sent out the pulse of sound that announced her arrival to the mer sentries. She glanced down through the blue water, her gaze following the shafts of light that shot into the depths beyond her sight. The water was deep here — a thousand feet or more — and even though she could feel every living thing nearby, she never liked waiting in this position; she felt too vulnerable in the open. She sometimes thought that the mer felt her tremors of unease, and that sometimes they kept her waiting just a little longer than necessary.

Cynthia smiled in relief as the distant clicks of approaching dolphins reached her ears. She reached out her senses and sent out another, softer pulse of welcome as the two shot past her at full speed, banking around hard to circle her, their clicks and pops rattling her ears. They circled closer, more slowly, until their pectoral fins were close enough for her to reach out and grasp. She obliged, gripping one with each outstretched hand. They picked up their pace again, whirling her around in a pirouette. She recognized them as Chaser’s favored charges, and laughed a cloud of bubbles at their antics, releasing her grip when she became dizzy. They spun away in spirals of bubbles, clicking dolphin laughter at her.

She felt Chaser long before he loomed out of the crystal-blue haze, and signed a greeting as he approached.

*Welcome, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* he signed back, but his posture was one of bridled discomfort, not his usual enthusiasm. *Quickfin said you would come with the light. I am glad you are back in the waters of my birthing.* He gestured impatiently toward the mer city and began swimming in that direction.

*Thank you, Chaser. I am glad to be back, too.* Cynthia moved abreast of him to sign, hoping to glean some information from him before they arrived. *I hope the mer are not too upset with the warship that visited my home while I was absent. I did not know of their arrival until my return.*

*So we suspected,* he signed, which was tricky while swimming. One of the disadvantages of sign language was that one usually had to be relatively still to be understood. Chaser kept his replies brief to keep from throwing himself off course. *Broadtail will converse with you. He has questions.*

*I will answer his questions if I can,* she signed back, her own signing eased by the fact that she wasn’t really swimming, but travelling on the crest of a pressure wave. *Was there much anger?*

*There was.*

He was uncomfortable, that much was clear, so she decided to save her questions for the Trident Holder. She knew he would have plenty of questions for her.

Fortunately, she did not have to wait long; they were ushered through the grotto into the mer city with a haste and efficiency that she found discomforting. The mer were sticklers for protocol, and greetings were a part of that protocol. The sentries greeted her with exactly two words each.

*Seamage!* one said, snapping his lance to a salute. *Welcome!*

*Please follow!* the other added, with the same gesture and a whip crack of his tail that spoke volumes. Chaser was not the only one who was uncomfortable.

*Greetings to you, sentry,* she signed, not intentionally slowly, but with care. *I hope you are escorting me where I wish to go, not taking me to the holding pens.* That stopped them all short; the holding pens were for prisoners, and food.

*Seamage Flaxal’s Heir! Please do not — *

The senior sentry interrupted Chaser with a tap on his shoulder and signed, *We are escorting you, honored Seamage, to the grotto where Trident Holder Broadtail greets guests.*

*I have never needed an escort of sentries before. If I am not a prisoner, please do not treat me like one.* Cynthia realized that her words seemed harsh, but she could not resist the opportunity to throw a little of their sacrosanct protocol back in their faces. They were being rude to her, and they knew it.

*We beg your pardon, honored Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* the senior of the two signed, his color shifting dark in embarrassment. *We only wish to — *

*Chaser can show me the way.* She ran a hand down Chaser’s back in camaraderie, noting his grin of challenge. *Thank you, Shellbreaker.*

Fleeting surprise that she knew him by name crossed the sentry’s features, but then he hid his reaction, bowing fluidly. *You are welcome, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir.*

Cynthia and Chaser left the duly abashed sentries and entered the city, and she was quickly lost among the twists and turns of the maze. It was still early in the day, so there were not a great many mer out and about, but Cynthia noted the stares of those who were. Some greeted her casually, their moods calm, but there were a lot of flicked tails as well. She hadn’t seen this level of distress since she was first introduced into the mer world, and wondered what rumors had been spread in her absence.

Cynthia was rather disturbed to be meeting in the large grotto rather than in Trident Holder’s private quarters. The grotto was used for public forums, usually with ambassadors from other mer cities or the other sentient denizens of the depths. Cynthia had met few of these, but only in passing. One race — the undine, even less-humanoid than the mer — dwelt in the deeper reaches of Odea’s domain and often sent emissaries to meet with the trident holder. Cynthia didn’t care for the undine; with their huge bulging eyes, frilly faces and fins, and broad toothy mouths, they looked like toadfish. Their splayed, eight-fingered hands made their signing hard to follow, and she always felt like they were sizing her up for dinner. Others were even less friendly, their animosity toward air breathers clear, and there were some that even the mer did not associate with.

This morning, fortunately, there were only mer in the cavernous grotto, though the large number of them surprised her. Trident Holder Broadtail hovered in the center of the room, above the ornately decorated dais of coral that denoted his station. Around him swam perhaps a hundred mer, only a few of whom she recognized.

Tailwalker and Quickfin swam over to greet her, trailed by the mer priestess Kelpie, whom Cynthia knew well, a large mer warrior she knew as Spineback — easily recognized by his namesake, an unusually long, spiny dorsal fin — and another female she did not know. Near Broadtail swam mer she recognized from the recent confrontation in Tailwalker’s grotto; Eelback, Redtail and the female, Slickfin, swam in close formation, flanked by the large male Sharkbite, who eyed her with open contempt.

*Greetings, Betrothed!* Tailwalker signed as the foursome approached, clasping Cynthia’s hands formally. *You know Spineback, of course. This is his mate, Sunglimmer; they are newly wed, and are already planning their first brood!*

She returned his greeting and congratulated Sunglimmer and Spineback, unconsciously patting her own stomach. She envied the mer in that regard: their pregnancies were short and not incapacitating in the slightest. They gave birth to broods of ten to twenty small finlings, which were reared to weanling age — about three weeks — in the mouths of the mother and father. Once weaned, the finlings stayed in the home grotto for another few months, until large enough to venture out under the careful watch of their parents. If she had been on that same schedule, she would have been free of this burdensome bulge months ago.

*We knew you would come early, and we sought to show you our support. Unfortunately,* Tailwalker cast a glance at Eelback’s group, *others have guessed of your arrival, and have come also.*

*I do not think Eelback being here will be a bad thing,* Kelpie put in, signing in broad strokes that were easy to read from across the room. Eavesdropping was a simple matter with sign language; Kelpie was trying to diffuse the tension, both with her words and her manner.

*I agree, Kelpie,* Cynthia signed, nodding toward the group. *Let us go and I will converse with the Trident Holder, and anyone else who cares to join the discussion.*

They swam toward Broadtail, and Cynthia greeted him formally, showing all the deference she knew was expected. He greeted her with a genuine smile. She liked Broadtail very much; the two of them saw things similarly. Both knew that the mer and the landwalkers had much to lose if their relationship devolved to open warfare. She felt that they were both in similar positions, precariously situated between power and responsibility.

*Much has happened in your absence, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* he signed, nodding to the amassed mer. *The arrival of a warship on the very tide of your departure did not float well among our people.*

*It did not float well with me, either, Trident Holder Broadtail. Fortunately, it was simply an emissary from the emperor of the landwalkers.* The mer knew nothing of the various empires of men, dwarves or elves, so Cynthia was forced to generalize. *Upon my return, I learned that the emissary was interested in me, not the mer.*

*That is a relief,* Broadtail signed, but before he could continue his response, Eelback cut in.

*Why would an emissary come in a warship to visit you, Seamage? Does the emperor of the landwalkers fear you so much?*

*Keep your manners civil, Eelback,* Broadtail warned. *You will show Seamage Flaxal’s Heir proper respect in this grotto, or you will not be welcome.*

*My pardon, Trident Holder. I am simply curious why one landwalker needs a warship to visit another landwalker. Is this common practice, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir?*

*It is, sometimes, Eelback,* she retorted, reining in her temper. This was not the time or place for a confrontation. *I have drawn the notice of the emperor of the landwalkers by making ships that sail faster than even his own warships. This has made him wary of me, but his concern is unfounded. My friend told the emissary this.*

*And they are not concerned with the mer at all?* Redtail asked, his motions showing irritation. *This shows a lack of respect, Trident Holder. The landwalker emperor should treat with us, not just his seamage.*

That was too much.

*I am not anyone’s seamage, Redtail. I am my own person, and though I may call the emperor of the landwalkers friend, as I do the mer, I will not do his bidding if it does not suit my purpose.* That might not be entirely true; as the emperor’s subject, she was compelled by his commands, but she didn’t think that fact would comfort the mer at this point.

*Which implies that you will not do our bidding either,* he shot back, grinning a challenge.

*Not if it does not suit my purpose,* Cynthia retorted, *but I certainly will cooperate when it is in both our best interests.* She turned to Broadtail. *I was bid to produce an heir of my body, one that might become a seamage one day, and this I am doing. Birthing a landwalker child is much more difficult than birthing mer finlings, Broadtail. As you know, I must carry my child for more than five hundred tides, and, as you can see, it has misshaped my body and leaves me tired with the simplest of tasks. This birth will risk my life, Trident Holder.* She turned to glare at Redtail and Eelback. *I will not be told by anyone, mer or landwalker, that I have not complied with the wishes of the mer.*

*Such anger in one so powerful yet inexperienced, is dangerous, Trident Holder,* Eelback signed, ignoring her wrath. *Are you sure you want this seamage to wed your son?*

Cynthia started to sign a reply, but was held back by a strong hand on her arm. She turned to Quickfin and caught his hidden hand signal signifying danger, and realized that she was being baited. They hoped to prove her unworthy of a union with the mer. She silently cursed for letting her emotions rule her head, thankful for Quickfin’s intervention.

*If I had done what Seamage Flaxal’s Heir has done for the mer — risked my life, rejected my mate’s wish to wed, devoted my time and energy to ensure the security of our home — and was treated with such contempt, I, too, would be angry, Eelback.* Quickfin released her arm and shot her a grin.

*As would I,* Broadtail agreed, sweeping his hand in an arc that meant the argument was moot. *This warship, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir. What reason did the emissary give for bringing it into our home?*

*As a precaution against the inherent dangers of the Shattered Isles.* She made a motion of dismissal, and added, *Many landwalkers do not understand the sea, and therefore they fear it. I believe it was also intended to show me the emperor’s power. Not a threat, but a demonstration of strength.*

*Why would the emperor wish to demonstrate his power to you, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir?* This was the same question that Eelback had asked, though more eloquently worded. *You are an ally of the emperor, is this not true?*

*It is, Trident Holder.* Redtail started to sign, but she cut him off. *As I am an ally of the mer. The emperor is simply being cautious. He does not know me well enough to understand that I am no threat to his security, so he sent a warship with his emissary to determine my intentions. Unfortunately, I was not there to speak with him.*

*Why is this unfortunate?* Broadtail asked, his signing jerky.

*Because to see me directly may have better quelled their fears.* She splayed her limbs and poked out her belly, deliberately exaggerating its comic proportions. *Do I look fierce?* she asked, relieved when several mer, including Broadtail, fluttered their gills in laughter. *You saw that they went away peacefully. But some,* she looked pointedly at Eelback, *see only what they want to see.*

*What I see, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* Eelback signed smoothly, *is a landwalker who comes with warnings of war. What do you see?*

*I see posturing, Eelback,* she said, looking him straight in the eyes, then turning to Broadtail. *Do not concern yourself overmuch about this, Trident Holder. The landwalkers are well known for their meaningless gestures to get attention. This is simply that, a gesture to get attention…my attention.*

*And what will you do, now that the emperor of the landwalkers has your attention, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir?* Broadtail asked, ignoring the flicking tails of Eelback and Redtail.

*I will send him a message, telling him I regret that I was not here to greet his emissary, and I will invite him to send another to meet with me in person.*

*And you will tell him that warships are not welcome in the territory of the mer?*

*I will suggest that the presence of a warship makes your people uncomfortable, but I cannot tell him what to do, any more than I can tell the mer what to do, Trident Holder Broadtail. For as the mer claim all that lies beneath the surface of the sea, the landwalker emperor claims all that is above.* She made a gesture of calm, and continued. *The two claims will not clash if the mer and the landwalkers treat each other with respect.*

This caused more tail swishing from Eelback and his friends, but Broadtail motioned for calm.

*Agreed, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* he signed, *but as Redtail noted, the emissary’s lack of concern with the mer suggests a lack of respect, which is dangerous. You must include in your message to the emperor that his borders overlay our own here, and that we will not tolerate the contemptuous behavior that landwalkers have exhibited in the past.*

*I will relay your message to the emperor, Broadtail, and I agree. Perhaps the next emissary will come to speak with you, not me.*

*I would welcome such an emissary, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,” he said, nodding his approval of her notion. *Just as I will welcome you as a member of my family, as my son’s mate.* With these last words, he cast a meaningful glare at Eelback.

*If there are no other questions, I think we can adjourn to more pleasant surroundings.*

*With respect, I do have more questions, Trident Holder,* Eelback signed. *I will try to keep them brief, with your permission.*

*Ask, Eelback, but remember,* the Trident Holder’s grip shifted easily on his badge of office, “I will tolerate no impudence.*

*I will address Seamage Flaxal’s Heir with all the respect she is due, Trident Holder,* Eelback signed, and Cynthia wondered if he was being sarcastic. No one else seemed to respond to the jibe, so she ignored it. *My first question is about the Seamage’s recent trip. She returned sooner than expected. I trust it went well.*

*Yes, it went well, Eelback,* she answered, declining to elaborate.

*And your friend, the mage of fire — you met him?*

*Yes,* she signed, knowing where this was going, and reluctant to give any information that wasn’t specifically requested.

*And what was his reason for summoning you?* Eelback asked, his eyes narrowing, the facial expression remarkably similar to a human mien of suspicion.

*He asked me to aid his apprentice in his endeavor to become a firemage, and I agreed.*

*You agreed?* Eelback thrashed his tail in agitation. *Why would you do such a thing?*

*Because he is powerful, and he is my friend, Eelback. It is better to keep him as a friend. Besides, as I said, if it is in my power to help a friend, and it does not go against my own purposes, I will help that friend.*

*And you will help create another mage who wields fire, one who could destroy us!*

Cynthia looked around the grotto casually, as if looking for something she’d misplaced, then signed, *Excuse me, Eelback, but I do not see many things among the home of the mer that would burn. A firemage is, quite literally, out of his element here, and his worst efforts against the mer would be useless.*

*I agree,* Broadtail signed, gesturing a general dismissal, *if there are no more — *

*I have but one more question for our friend, Trident Holder,* Eelback interrupted, his agitation still plain. Broadtail nodded, and he continued. *I would ask Seamage Flaxal’s Heir, if the emperor of the landwalkers were to wage war on the mer, which side would she support?*

Visions of her nightmares flared to life in Cynthia’s mind — fire and arrows, blood running in rivulets down the sides of ships. Warships holed and sinking, dragged beneath the waves by nets of clingweed and thousands of mer.

It won’t happen, she thought, grinding her teeth. I will not let it happen! A hand on her arm jolted her out of her reverie, banishing the horrific scene from her mind.

*Seamage Flaxal’s Heir?* Quickfin signed, his face a mask of concern. *Are you all right?*

*Yes, Quickfin, I am fine.* She turned to Eelback and signed, *To answer your question, Eelback, I would choose neither side, for when two friends fight, a true friend to both steps between them before the first blood is drawn.*

*You think you could stop such a war from happening?* Eelback asked, his eyes wide with shock. *Even if it is the will of the mer?*

*Yes, Eelback, I do. And if it occurs, I will, regardless of which side starts it.*


Chapter Twelve

A View to Remember

“You okay, Sam?”

“What?” She snapped out of her reverie, jerking her eyes from the sweeping panorama of Tsing to Farin’s troubled face. He was looking at her like she’d sprouted gills or something. “What do you mean? Of course I’m all right! And get used to calling me Miss Samantha. If this is gonna work, people have to believe I’m a real lady, not some dockside floozy.”

“I mean, Miss Samantha, that you look like you seen a ghost! Yer face went white as new canvas all the sudden. I thought you was gonna keel over.”

“I’m fine,” she insisted, though she felt far from it. At her first sight of the city as they rounded the breakwater, dim memories rushed through her mind like a plague of unwelcome specters. She let her eyes drift back to the view of the sweeping bowl-shaped valley, full to over-flowing with buildings of all shapes, colors and designs. The golden spires of the palace drew her gaze like iron filings to a magnet; she had been there, she knew it, but she couldn’t recall when or how or why. “The city’s just a little overwhelming, is all.”

“Aye, that it is, Sa — er…sorry, Miss Samantha. But don’t let the perty view fool ya; it’s a right nasty nest of vipers up close.” He laughed shortly, fingering the lacy cuff of her sky-blue dress. “Fine lady like you could get into a passel of trouble if she weren’t careful.”

“Right,” she said, fighting to stay in the present as her mind’s eye drifted through a morass of faded images. A man in a green velvet doublet with gold trim, bowing to one knee, urging her to curtsey; running through a garden with an older boy, hiking up her skirts to climb a magnolia tree in full bloom; a kindly old man in gold and blue with a dour-looking woman in black standing behind him, her hand never straying from the hilt of her sword…

She started slightly at Captain Seoril’s bellow, and the anchor splashed into the bay. Chain rattled and canvas flapped as the anchor rode was paid out and the sails furled. King Gull swung around as the anchor dug in.

“You got your stories straight, Farin?” she asked, more to distract herself from the disturbing memories than from any real concern that he was lacking. Farin might not have been the sharpest cutlass in the armory, but he got on well among sailors and could weave a tale as well as any.

“Oh, aye. Not to worry; mine aren’t near as complicated as yours.” He chuckled, looking her up and down, an eyebrow arching at her finery. “You sure you can pull off playin’ the lady?”

“Playin’ a lady’s no problem,” she said, pulling at the waist of the form-fitting gown, “it’s wearing a corset that’s gonna kill me. Come on, let’s get ashore and get to work. We’ve got a lot of tales to tell.”

≈

“One thing I’ve been meaning to ask you about, Edan,” the seamage said one evening as they finished up their dinner. She was nibbling at her dessert and sipping blackbrew, but he caught her occasional wistful glance at the after-dinner drinks enjoyed by the others at the table. “Plume Isle’s volcano; do you think there’s any chance that it would erupt one day? I mean, like Fire Isle erupts?”

“I’m not an expert on volcanoes, Mistress,” he said, thankful for the conversation. There were few people at the table tonight. Dura and Ghelfan were working late at the shipyard, and Tim and Chula had gone on an excursion to one of the other islands. Much to Flicker’s dismay, Mouse had gone with them. A few seats down the table, Paska and Tipos were immersed in their own conversation, sometimes quite heated. Edan did not know their language, but he noted an occasional smile or blush from Camilla as she glanced at them.

And when the conversation lagged at his end of the table, he caught himself staring at Camilla.

He declined dessert, but accepted a steaming cup of blackbrew from the server. He’d developed a taste for it years ago, but his master never let him have much of it. Here, he could have as much as he wanted, whenever he wanted it. That was the problem — he could do whatever he wished. He had been confined in the lighthouse for so long, concerned only with the tasks he performed for his master, that the unbridled freedom he now experienced was a little overwhelming. But he liked it. Perhaps too much.

“But I don’t think you have much to worry about, at least not soon,” he continued. “Plume’s volcano is different than Fire Isle’s.”

“Different?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I thought a volcano was pretty much a volcano.”

“Oh, well, they’re the same type of volcano, Mistress,” he said, pulling Flicker back from the edge of his cup. Blackbrew, he’d discovered, did not mix well with her metabolism, and the last thing he needed was a hyperactive firesprite. “And there are lots of different types, but Fire Isle is fully active, and probably will be for years. My guess is that Plume’s been sleeping for quite some time, a hundred years at least. There are trees that old on the island. The smoke that makes the plume isn’t actually smoke, you know, it’s steam mixed with soot and ash.”

“I noticed that. The plume never goes high enough to be swept far alee by the trades, whereas Fire Isle’s plume can be seen for leagues.”

“Yes,” he said, watching as Camilla took a sip of cordial, her tongue flicking out to brush her lips as she lowered the glass. “I, uh, think the steam from Plume Isle is from volcanic vents that are filled with seawater.”

“Volcanic vents?” Camilla asked, fixing him with those lustrous blue eyes. “Volcanoes have vents?”

“Yes, Miss Camilla.” Edan sat a little straighter in his seat. Another thing he liked here was being treated like an adult, not merely as an apprentice to fetch and tend. In fact, they saw him as an expert on all things fire-related, and it made him feel important to be able to explain to the seamage…and Camilla…the exciting aspects of his chosen element. “I’ve seen drawings of them in my master’s study. The melted rock sometimes flows up and then recedes, leaving an empty tube. In this case, seawater got in somehow, probably through a crack as the rock cooled, and filled the tube.”

“And the water doused the volcano?” the seamage asked.

“I don’t think enough water could have flowed in to douse an active volcano, but as the activity subsided and the lava under the mountain cooled, it would leave big empty spaces. If there were a lot of these empty vaults and they all filled full of water, it could cool the rock enough to form a plug that would keep the volcano from erupting again for a while.”

“And the hot rock heats up the water and sends steam bubbling up the lava tubes like steam from a tea kettle.” The seamage smiled. “Fire and water…interesting.”

“But you don’t think there’s much chance of the volcano becoming active again?” Camilla asked, finishing her cordial and touching the corners of her mouth with a linen napkin.

“Well, not soon, anyway. But if the plume ever stops and the ground shakes, I’d say you have something to worry about.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” the seamage said with a smile, placing her napkin over her plate and pushing it away.

“We have felt tremors occasionally,” Camilla put in, looking worriedly at the seamage. “Not very often, but once in a while.”

“I’d hate to have to give this place up, but there’s not much I can do to keep a volcano from erupting. Might be good to keep at least one ship here all the time, Cam, just in case we ever have to evacuate. Thank you, Edan.” She pushed back her chair and stood, pushing on the table to aid her ascent. “I think I’m going to turn in, if nobody minds.”

“Do you need help with the stairs?” Camilla asked, standing as well.

Edan gulped the last of his blackbrew and stood.

“No, I’m fine. I’m just tired. A long day.” She waved them both back to their seats.

“Oh, I’m done anyway. Let me walk you up.” Camilla rounded the corner of the table and extended her arm for the seamage to grasp. “Goodnight, Edan.”

“Goodnight Miss Camilla, Mistress Flaxal.” Edan watched them go, then left the dining hall himself and headed up to his room. His steps were only slightly hurried, but his heart hammered in his chest.

≈

“He’s falling hard, Cammy, I can see it in his eyes.” Cynthia pulled a key from her pocket and unlocked her door. Before the emissary’s visit, no door in the keep save one had ever been locked, but they had become more careful since the theft of the ship plans. She ushered her friend into her rooms.

“I think it’s harmless, Cyn,” Camilla said, clenching her hands inside the pockets of her dress. She saw how Edan looked at her — she’d have to have been a fool not to — but he was only sixteen, a boy. “It’s just infatuation.”

“Of course it is, but Edan’s facing his trials soon. He’s a boy in a man’s body, and you’re…well…Damn it, Cam, you’re every young boy’s fantasy! He needs to be thinking about his trials, not about how many laces there are on your corset!”

“Don’t you think this is something you should be talking to him about, not me?”

“If it gets much worse, I will, but I thought you might be able to…uh…oh, I don’t know, turn down the fire a little.”

“Turn down the fire? I’m not sure I know what you — ”

“You know perfectly well what I mean, Cammy. You dress like you’re attending a court function every day, and you’re laced so tightly I can see your pulse in your neck. You ever try throwing on something casual for a change?”

“Casual? Well, let me see…I’m sure I can dig out a few of my old outfits if you like. I mean, I spent ten years dressed in silk so sheer you could see through it, so I think I can find something to satisfy a boy’s curiosity!” She whirled and reached for the door.

“Cammy, stop. Please, I — ”

“No, you stop, Cynthia!” she snapped, whirling to face her friend, her pulse pounding in her ears. “I will not be told what to wear, by you or anyone else! You invite a cloistered sixteen-year-old boy into this environment, and you expect something less? It’s all we can do to get Paska to wear something over her loins, and you think my dresses are too revealing?”

“This is not about your dresses, Camilla. It’s about Edan’s life!”

“His life? What are you talking about?”

“If he fails these trials, if his mind isn’t fully on what he’s doing, he’s dead, Cam. There’s no way he’ll walk out alive if Phekkar refuses him again.”

“What?” Camilla stepped back, her back pressing against the hard planks of the door.

“I told you, didn’t I? Gods, maybe I didn’t! I’ve had so much on my mind lately I probably forgot.” Cynthia turned and sat on a nearby chair and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Cam, I thought you knew; Edan’s failed his trials once already, and he’s well past the age at which elementalists usually come into their powers. This whole thing is about him trying to become a pyromage. To prove to Phekkar that he’s worthy, he has to walk into the fire, literally.”

“Into the fire? You mean Fire Isle? Oh, my holy gods!”

“Exactly, or rather, unholy gods, since Phekkar has a less-than-saintly reputation. I don’t think the god of fire will be very tolerant of a supplicant who isn’t fully focused.”

“I…um.” Camilla didn’t know what to say; she’d found Edan’s infatuation a little bothersome — although rather flattering — but really hadn’t thought much of it. She certainly hadn’t thought a schoolboy crush could risk his life. “Do you think I should leave? I could take a trip to Southaven until this blows over.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Cynthia countered. “There must be some way you can discourage him. Maybe wear some of your less flattering gowns, or something.”

“I could start taking etiquette lessons from Dura, I suppose,” she said with a chuckle, drawing a smile from Cynthia. She was glad that the tension had been diffused, but still had no answer. “I’ll think of something, Cyn. Don’t worry. You’ve got enough on your mind.”

“Thanks, Cam. I appreciate it.”

The two said their goodnights and Camilla headed for her own rooms. Dinner had run late, but it was still too early for her to sleep. With Edan’s dilemma in mind, she decided to go through her wardrobe and try some less flattering combinations.

Entering the comfortable main room of her suite, she felt the tension melt out of her muscles. This room, with its comfortably soft chairs, delicate mahogany desk and multiple bookcases, bore little resemblance to the single, spare room that it used to be, her one and only sanctuary in Bloodwind’s keep. That was the reason she had kept it instead of choosing a larger chamber; of all the rooms in the keep, this was the one where the pirate lord had never touched her. She felt safe here.

She passed into her bedroom, a cozy little nook that had been newly hollowed out of the mountain. A light evening breeze blew in from the airy balcony, billowing the gauzy drapes. She lit all four oil lamps and threw open the doors of her expansive wardrobe. Her dresses were her one indulgence, her investment in her own sanity. She had put a large portion of her share of Bloodwind’s horde — more wealth than she ever thought she could spend — into this one extravagance. Cynthia had insisted she take it, arguing that since Camilla had endured the longest and greatest hurt at the pirate lord’s hands, she deserved the reward. Cynthia also paid her a handsome salary for her work, and her dresses were one thing that she could enjoy, one good use for the useless treasure that would have made a king of the man who had made her life a living hell.

She had always loved pretty clothes, even before she had been captured by Bloodwind and despite his insistence that she wear all manner of revealing costumes. Now she bought the best — the finest materials, the prettiest lace, the sheerest silks, and the most luxurious satins — and with her considerable skill as a seamstress, she altered them to her liking.

She ran the back of her hand down the arm-span of shimmering colors, every hue of the rainbow and then some, every design she could dream up, and some she was still experimenting with. With a sigh, she reached behind her and loosened the laces of her gown, performing the contortionist trick that every young girl learned early in life, to wriggle out of the garment without straining the seams or snagging the lace trim. When it finally collapsed in a frothy pile at her feet, she stepped out of it and placed it on the airing rack. Then, of course, there were the three pettiskirts, and lastly her corset…her coat of armor, as it were.

She almost laughed at the notion as the whalebone stays creaked with the laces’ release; the stiff garment could very easily turn a sword stroke. She hung it up and breathed a truly deep breath, her first since donning the restricting garment that morning. She peeled her damp underclothes away from her skin — even in the relatively cool dry season, the humidity was thick enough to cause her to sweat under her dresses. In the torrid wet season, she rarely left the keep and wore her more airy outfits.

The cool evening breeze touched her damp undergarments and they instantly became chill and clammy to the touch. She shuddered and peeled out of the sticky clothes, donning a robe of golden silk. She would take a cool bath before bed, but for now she would pore over her dresses and pick the ones that were the least flattering, her least favorite, her most drab — there weren’t many — and she would try them on with a loosely laced corset, or none at all, and see how they looked. A small price to pay for the life of a poor boy who found her fascinating. The thought brought a thin smile to her lips as she picked out a russet-colored gown with no lace.

She dropped her robe, stood before the mirror and tried the dress on.

≈

Edan took a deep breath, steadied his hands on a tree limb and peered through the telescope that he’d borrowed from Chula’s room. The first mate had said he could use it whenever he liked, though that might not have meant while he was away, and certainly not for this purpose. But Edan would have it back by morning, and no one would know.

He focused the lenses, and his next breath caught in his throat.

The night breeze fluttered the leaves of the tree in which he was perched, a lofty strangler fig on the edge of a game trail above the shipyard. Tim had shown him the trail; it led to some caves on the southern promontory of the island, but from here, before the trail wound around the bend, he could look back and have a good view of the keep — more importantly, of the balconies that had been carved into the cliff face.

Leaves obscured his view for a moment, and he nearly fell craning his neck to see. It was usually hard to make her out through the gauzy draperies, but tonight all of her lamps were lit, not just the one she used for reading. Tonight she was standing before the mirror, holding a gown before her, studying her reflection. Then she dropped the gown on her bed and went to the wardrobe to pick another, and there was nothing obscuring his view at all…


Chapter Thirteen

Rumors, Hearsay and Bald-Faced Lies

The Fire Drake eased up to the Imperial Navy dock with a precision that bespoke her captain’s expertise and her crew’s attention to duty. Count Norris was not impressed; right now he was more concerned with getting to the palace as quickly as he could. After six days aboard, the ship was starting to feel like a floating prison. It had his nerves on edge. He had finished drafting his presentation to the emperor halfway through the trip, leaving him three days to fret.

“Thank you, Captain Altan. I will relate to the emperor your excellent performance on this excursion,” he said as the gangplank touched the Fire Drake’s bulwarks. He accepted his hefty satchel from his secretary. “Have my things sent to my townhouse, Huffington. I’ll be going directly to the palace. I might be able to get an audience today.”

“Very well, sir,” his secretary said with a short bow before turning and vanishing down the companionway. The captain merely tipped his peaked hat in acknowledgement and continued giving orders to his crew, paying his guest little attention.

Military types…Norris thought as he descended the steps to the main deck and across the boarding platform to the dock. Like most menials, they never show proper respect! He boarded the waiting carriage, ignoring the servant who snapped the door open, and seated himself with the heavy satchel — his prize — on his lap. “To the palace immediately, driver! And don’t spare the whip!”

The driver’s crop snapped, and the carriage clattered away toward the lofty spires of the imperial palace of Tsing.

≈

“There’s no doubt the woman’s a menace,” Sam said, cooling herself with a lacy fan and sipping her tea. The hot afternoon and the hotter tea had her sweating — memories of airless summer nights sleepless on a netting-draped canopy bed flitted through her mind — but the young courtier she’d tricked into buying her a cup for the pleasure of her company didn’t seem to mind. His attention was fully focused upon the neckline of her bodice. She hoped his ears were as attentive as his eyes. “She’s taken over that pirate lord’s fortress, you know. She did away with him with a flick of her hand.”

“Did she?” he said, one manicured hand lifting his cup, his little finger pointing straight out. The movement summoned another memory — a governess’ etiquette lessons — and she immediately knew she’d been holding her own hand improperly.

“That’s what the captain of one of her very own ships told me.” She corrected her grip and sipped again. “We stopped at that island of hers on our way through the Shattered Islands. Oh, it’s a frightening place! We delivered some barrels of something she uses in her magic. They said that her ships, those schooners of hers, are all armed with these frightful catapults that can burn a ship or a whole city with a single shot!”

“That is frightful,” he agreed, one eyebrow arching at her claim. “They say she’s quite beautiful, this Seamage of the Shattered Isles.”

“I suppose so, if you like that sort, though I would imagine the sea would leave her awfully wrinkly.” He laughed obligingly at her weak witticism. “She’s certainly wealthy enough, I can tell you that. Bloodwind had amassed a fortune to rival an emperor’s, and she’s using every bit of it to build even more ships! It’s a wonder she doesn’t have a shipload of suitors arriving every day.”

“Ha! I might be tempted to make her an offer myself, but sea voyages don’t agree with my digestion.” He shook a lace handkerchief from a pocket and dabbed his upper lip, then his forehead.

“Oh, I know what you mean; all that rolling about, sailors shouting nautical nonsense at all hours of the day and night.” She fanned herself again and sighed deeply. “I daresay this afternoon heat is oppressive. Is there someplace we might go that is more…shaded?” It really wasn’t that hot by the standards she was used to, and they were already lounging under a frilly umbrella in front of the teahouse, but it was airless, and the unaccustomed stricture of the corset she was wearing had her gasping for breath. Besides, the excuse might move them to someplace more conducive to spreading gossip.

“I generally take my ease in the afternoon. It’s usually too hot for any activity short of sipping an iced drink or playing a hand of Pass the Knight.”

“Oh, do you play cards? I would love to learn how to play!” She had no interest whatsoever in cards, of course, but it would be a perfect opportunity to meet others of his ilk.

“I’d be delighted to teach you, Miss Samantha. My favorite gaming room is just four blocks up the hill.” He rose and offered her his arm, bowing just enough to be polite — and to inspect her cleavage.

“Oh, that would be lovely!” She rose and accepted his support, stumbling in a way that pressed her breast against his shoulder. “Oh! Excuse me. I’m a bit dizzy with the heat.”

“Perhaps I should summon a carriage.” He raised a hand and let out a piercing whistle, and a nearby hackney pulled over to them. “I’ll have you indoors with a cool beverage in your hand in a trice, lady.”

“Thank you ever so much, Lord Garrett. You’re the perfect gentleman.” She let him help her board the carriage, forcing herself not to flinch when his hand brushed her flank. She turned and smiled at him as she took her seat.

“Oh, come now, lady,” he said with a wry grin as he joined her. “Nobody’s perfect.”

≈

“His Grace, Count Emil Norris, Your Majesty,” the herald bowed.

“Your Majesty.” The harried count bent to one knee, one hand clenched over his heart while the other clutched his satchel. “Thank you for granting me an audience at such short notice.”

“Let’s dispense with the pleasantries, Emil.” Emperor Tynean Tsing III brushed away his tailor’s fussing hands and turned to examine his reflection in the mirror. “We have about a quarter hour before Our next appointment, so give Us the jist of your report and We will read the rest when We have a moment.” He turned to his tailor and nodded. “That will do nicely, Mikael. See that the princes’ dress uniforms are prepared for this evening.”

The tailor collected his accoutrements, bowed and backed out of the royal presence as Count Norris rose. Two valets approached and removed the emperor’s altered dress coat while the sovereign stood with long-practiced patience. The ever-present royal bodyguard, Lady von Camwynn, stood silently nearby, her arms folded, one palm resting on the hilt of the katana that never left her side. Norris shuddered, remembering the story of that particular blade and its origin.

“Your Majesty, the seamage was away from her stronghold on an excursion to Southaven, and I did not have the opportunity to speak with her personally.”

“That is unfortunate, Emil. Did you get any information about those ships of hers?” The emperor’s brow wrinkled in thought. “Stronghold, did you say?”

The count shrugged. “I know not what else to call a fortified and defensible keep surrounded by a cordon of dangerous coral and defended by a fanatic army of half-naked savages, Majesty.”

“Well, it used to be a pirate stronghold, so We can imagine that it is formidable, but We had not heard that the seamage possessed an army. We know that a number of natives had followed her from their home to Plume Isle, but you say they were armed?”

“A great number of natives, Majesty, and they are well armed, women and men alike.” He patted the thick satchel at his side. “And while I did not meet with the seamage and was unable to secure an agreement regarding the schooner designs, I did converse at length with her personal assistant, and made some discoveries that I think Your Majesty will find quite enlightening.” He delved into his satchel, but froze at the metallic hiss of a blade being drawn.

“Have a care, Count Norris,” Lady von Camwynn warned. She had moved between him and the emperor with startling swiftness, the dark blade held before her in an easy two-handed grip.

“I assure you, good paladin,” he said, his eyes drawn to the blade’s dark luster. He would be dead in an instant if he made a single threatening move. “There is naught but paper in this satchel. See for yourself.”

He moved very slowly, holding it open for her to see. He understood her caution; her sole duty was to protect the emperor’s life, a duty about which she was deadly serious. The only attempt she had failed to intercept had taken the life of the empress, Clairissa, and though Lady von Camwynn was not responsible, that failure weighed heavy on her.

The tip of the paladin’s blade explored the interior of the satchel, and then whispered back into its scabbard. She stepped aside and nodded to the emperor, who had stood motionless and emotionless throughout the exchange. The emperor was not about to quibble if a lesser noble was foolish enough to get himself killed by the royal bodyguard.

“This,” the count continued, stepping forward and withdrawing the stolen prototype plans from his bag, “is, I believe, something that could pose a significant threat to the empire, Your Majesty.” He flattened the parchment on a nearby table, then backed away a few respectful steps as the emperor approached it.

“What manner of vessel is this?” The emperor’s fingers brushed the fine parchment, his eyes fixed on the intricate design.

“I am not entirely sure, but it is very nearly finished.” The emperor’s eyebrows shot up, and Norris had to force himself not to smile. “I questioned the purpose of such a radical design, but received only ambiguous claims that it was an experimental prototype, a variant of a smaller design that Mistress Flaxal found interesting and wished to develop to satisfy her own curiosity.”

“How large is it?” the emperor asked.

“Over eighty feet, Majesty,” Norris said, pointing to the numbers along the legend that indicated the scale of the drawing. “But it is more than thirty feet wide, and the two-hull design gives it a lateral stability unprecedented in single-hulled craft.”

“Lateral stability? You mean it won’t heel under sail, correct?”

“Quite correct, Majesty, which would make it a very stable platform from which to fire weaponry.”

“Are you suggesting that this is some type of warship, Count Norris?”

“I am not a nautical architect, Majesty, and my suppositions are simply based on my observations.” He unrolled the second parchment, a full rendering of the ship’s rigging under full sail. “I might suggest that Your Majesty’s royal naval architect inspect these plans and render an opinion. We do know that the seamage employed catapults and incendiary missiles in the assault on Bloodwind’s stronghold, effectively decimating a heavily armed fleet of corsairs. And in my humble opinion, such a craft as this, equipped with these fire-throwing devices, could be manned by her force of natives and employed as an armed blockade of the Shattered Isles, or…” he paused and scowled, lowering his voice, “an assault force.”

 There was a knock on the door, and the emperor’s secretary entered without preamble.

“Majesty, it is time for the audience with Fengotherond’s Minister of Trade.” He bowed low over the appointment book that never left his hand. “Tea has been arranged upon the south lawn.”

“Very good, Moushi. We will be right along.” The emperor shrugged into the dress jacket his valets held for him, and let them fasten the cuffs and buttons to their satisfaction while he spoke. “You have a formal report, We assume.”

“Right here, Majesty,” Norris replied, retrieving a bound scroll from his bag. “Complete with diagrams of the seamage’s stronghold and the approaches through the reef.”

“Excellent. Please leave it with Us. We will look at it, and consult Admiral Joslan and Our naval architects.” He waved a hand, indicating that Norris was dismissed. “You have done well, Emil. We thank you.”

“I live to serve, Your Majesty,” he said, backing out of the chamber. He could not hold back his satisfied smile as he wound his way out of the palace. The meeting had gone even better than he had planned. Regardless of Huffington’s appeal for subtlety, he knew the seamage was up to something; how could she not be, after what he had seen? The threat of the Shattered Isles had not died with Bloodwind, and it was imperative that the emperor recognize it.

≈

*So, the result of this meeting with the landwalker emissary, who did not even acknowledge the existence of the mer — let alone their incursion into our territory — was that they will send another emissary, probably in another warship!* Redtail thrashed his tail, propelling himself in a tight circle.

*The seamage did seem upset when she arrived,* Shellbreaker signed, eliciting a nod from his fellow sentry, Finwag.

*Her temper was short with us,* the smaller mer agreed. *We were only doing our duty, and she became angry, telling us she did not need our help.*

*And why would the all-powerful seamage need our help?* Redtail signed. His color shifted, displaying his ire. *She will not even tell the landwalkers not to anchor their warships in our territory.*

*Why not? I saw Chaser sign that she was angry that they sent a warship.* Shellbreaker nodded to a group of gatherers returning from outside the city, their baskets bulging with green mussels. He accepted a handful of the tasty morsels from a smiling mer maid as she passed, cracking the shells in his powerful hand and sucking out the soft insides. He handed a few mussels to Finwag and Redtail, who used their daggers to pry open the shells.

*The seamage signed that she had no control over what ships the landwalkers sent,* Redtail signed as he gulped down a mussel. *She signed that she would suggest they send an emissary to us.*

*A landwalker emissary here?* Finwag signed, his own color shifting with worry as he gazed up through the lattice of protective coral to the glittering surface. *How would they do that? They don’t know where our home is.*

*The seamage would show them where our home is,* Redtail signed, glancing up as well, *and they would probably send a warship and throw their iron hooks right down onto us.*

*They would not,* Shellbreaker signed, swallowing his last mussel and fluttering his fins in frustration. *They know the mer would drag their ship to the bottom of the nearest trench.*

*Oh, the seamage knows we would, but the landwalker empire does not think we are worthy of their attention, let alone their respect!*

*Then the seamage must tell them that the mer will not tolerate warships in our territory, and that, if they send one, we will sink it!* Finwag snapped his tail, then sculled backward to maintain his position.

*That was another thing; when Eelback signed that the landwalkers were risking war with the mer if they sent warships, she signed that she would not let us make war on the landwalkers.*

*She signed that?* Shellbreaker asked, his eyes wide with surprise. *She has no say whether we make war or not! She is not The Voice! Trident Holder knows this! Did he sign nothing?*

*No, he did not,* he signed. *The seamage says she has done much for the mer, but I see that she has done more for herself, befriending the landwalker emperor and bringing her firemage friend to her island. She strengthens her position, building ships, learning our magic, taking our friendship and giving back nothing.*

Another school returned from a successful hunt, four large tuna trailing from their harpoon lines. They passed the entry grotto, signing greetings to the two sentries and Redtail, the scent of blood trailing in their wake.

As they swam past, Redtail nodded to the bleeding carcasses and signed, *If Broadtail does not see that she betrays us, and allows the seamage to bond with his son, we may all soon be led around by her tether, unable to even fight for ourselves because she does not want us to go to war!*

The two sentries floated mute, fins twitching in agitation, tridents held tightly in their hands.

*Thank you for sharing the mussels, Shellbreaker,* Redtail signed, swimming another tight circle. *Have a care who sees you sign of this. If the seamage thinks she can stop the mer from going to war, even if The Voice so indicates, I do not want to know what she will do to those who oppose her alliances with the landwalker emperor.*

*We will, Redtail,” Finwag signed. The two sentries waved their goodbyes and returned to their positions at the grotto’s entrance into their city.

Redtail waved and swam away, knowing that the two would be unable to resist signing the story to every group of gatherers to pass their gate. In fact, he was counting on it.

≈

“Bid, thirty-five,” Sam said, keeping a smile from her lips as she passed a card to her partner, Lord Garrett. She sipped her iced drink, a piney-tasting concoction laced with lime and sugar. Their opponents, a couple of lordlings with more taste in clothes than common sense, glared at her.

“Pass, no bid,” said the foppish dandy on her left, passing a card to his partner and holding his hand close to his embroidered waistcoat.

“Bid, forty,” Lord Garrett said, passing a single card to her and lifting his own iced drink in toast. Sam picked it up and tucked it into place in her hand; it was the one card she needed to complete a full knight family.

“I swear they are passing signs to each other, Fenwick!” the other lordling said with a pout, passing a card and throwing his hand down on the table. “Pass, no bid.”

“Oh, come now, Lord Baldwin,” she said, matching his pout and adding her own indignant lilt. “Surely you’re not accusing us of cheating! Why, such an affront among true gentlemen would require that Lord Garrett call you out.” She looked to her erstwhile companion and winked. “Would it not, my lord?”

She enjoyed the fleeting panic on Garrett’s face in the instant before he realized that she was being whimsical. She had a fantasy of challenging the lordling herself, calling for a blade and gutting him like a prize codfish.

“Would that I had not left my sword with my other trousers, lady, I would defend your honor,” Garrett said, grinning from behind his hand of a dozen playing cards.

“Just as well,” she said, placing her cards face up on the red felt tabletop with a flourish of her fan. “If you killed the good Lord Baldwin in a duel, he would not be able to pay us what he owes. Oh, and knight trump family in full. I believe that’s fifty, and a four-card run in trump, which is another twenty. That’s seventy, which is thirty over our bid, so it pays double.” She sketched some numbers on a scrap of parchment and said, “That’s an even one hundred crowns.”

“I, for one, have had quite enough of Pass the Knight!” Lord Kembrill said, casting down his cards. He quaffed the remainder of his drink. “Doesn’t anybody know another game we might try? This one has become boring.”

“I was taught a card game by the captain and mate of the last ship I sailed upon, if anyone would care to learn,” Sam sipped her drink and fluttered her fan. “It’s a rather quaint game called Five-Card Mango; is anyone familiar with it?”

“Isn’t that a sailor’s game?” Garrett asked, working up the total of what they were owed on the score sheet. Sam had kept track, and it was not an insubstantial sum; these blue-bloods played high stakes.

“Well, yes. As I said, I was taught by the captain and the mate while they regaled me with stories about that foul sea witch, or seamage, or whatever one might call her.” She fluttered her fan and smiled at the three men. “It really is an enjoyable game, though crude by our standards, of course.”

“Very well.” Baldwin called for the waiter to bring another round of drinks. “But let us play one round for fun, then begin for stakes, if you would.”

“Yes,” Kembrill agreed, “we wouldn’t you to take advantage of our naïveté, Miss Samantha.”

“Very well.” She took the deck and began to shuffle, slowly and inexpertly, fumbling the cards on purpose. “Now bear with me, gentlemen, I only learned this game a week ago when we were sailing through those dreadful Shattered Islands.”

“Dreadful? How so?” Baldwin pulled a snuffbox from his waistcoat pocket and thumbed it open. “I was under the impression that the unrest in the Shattered Isles was settled these past two years, with the pirate Bloodwind’s fall. I daresay my shipping interests have improved!”

“Well, that things have improved from Bloodwind’s terror is no doubt, Lord Baldwin, but if you have shipping interests, I suggest you keep a keen eye on them.” She licked her thumb and began to deal the cards. “Now, everyone gets three cards to start.”

“Only three?” Kembrill picked up his cards and scowled at them. “How can anyone have any kind of a hand with only three cards?”

“Why would you suggest I watch my shipping interests, Miss Samantha?” Baldwin asked with a cocked eyebrow, the interest in his voice plain to hear. “By all accounts, the Flaxal heiress has vanquished piracy in the Shattered Isles.”

“She’s been regaling me all afternoon with tales of the horrors of the sea witch and her army of cannibals,” Garrett scoffed, earning a scowl from Sam.

“They were not just tales, Lord Garrett,” she said with a pout. “Now, we have a round of bets beginning with the dealer and progressing to the right. I tell you, when we made port at that island fortress of hers, I was beside myself with worry. I thought those dark-skinned savages would storm aboard at any moment and ravage me, then roast me on a spit!”

“Oh, come now, Miss Samantha,” Garrett said, making his practice bet and grinning like a wolf. “One could hardly blame anyone for the former, and I have not heard that the Flaxal woman harbored cannibals.”

“Well they certainly looked like cannibals, dressed in naught but a scrap of leather that wouldn’t make a decent pocketbook, and armed to the teeth.” She sipped her drink demurely. “After the betting, everyone passes one card to the player on their right.”

“What? How can I bet on a three-card hand, then give it away?” Kembrill whined, wide-eyed and oblivious to the conversation.

“Bear with me, Lord Kembrill,” she said, fingering her cards and passing him the knave of staves. “Now everyone is dealt another card, and there is another round of betting, this one to the left.”

“Ah, now this is getting interesting!” Garrett said, obviously playing on Kembrill’s nerves deliberately. “You said this afternoon that the Flaxal woman’s island was a frightful place, but she has ended piracy, without a doubt.”

“Without a doubt, Lord Garrett, but I fear the Shattered Isles have been freed from a bad master, only to fall under the rule of a bad mistress.” She made her practice bet and smiled at Baldwin, who frowned at his cards and threw down a preposterous bet. “She is building a fleet of armed ships that can sail faster than even the emperor’s warships, and she can summon a hurricane with a wave of her hand. That kind of power, for good or ill, will not evade the emperor’s notice for long.”

“I heard that His Majesty sent an emissary less than a month ago,” Kembrill said, finally joining the conversation. He cast a bet and nodded to Sam. “Now, I suppose, we pass another card?”

“Correct on both counts, Lord Kembrill. We do pass another card, but this one to the left, and we saw the emperor’s warship arrive from Plume Isle just yesterday. We departed the island just as they were arriving. The Fire Drake, I believe, was his ship.” She picked up her card from Kembrill, and saw that it was the same knave of staves; he was either a dolt, or more shrewd than she gave him credit for.

“Well, if the emperor sent a warship, I daresay the seamage has been duly chastised for her misbehavior and all is well,” Garrett said, eying his cards. “I presume we receive another card?”

“We do, Lord Garrett, and the betting and passing continue until everyone has seven cards, then two cards are discarded face up for everyone to see. Then the final round of betting occurs and all hands are laid out.” She smiled at them all, seeing the wheels turning in their tiny little minds, both with the conversation and the myriad possibilities of bluff and double bluff. “But I would wager all this day’s winnings that the Flaxal woman does not take well to being put in her place by an emperor a thousand miles away. She could sink the entire Tsing fleet with a wave of her hand, or summon ten thousand mer to do it for her. How can Emperor Tynean fight that?”

“Oh surely you exaggerate, Miss Samantha!” Baldwin said.

“I do not, Lord Baldwin,” she said, leveling a deadly serious gaze at him. “The ship I sailed in was one of hers, and her captain and mate informed me of their mistress’ powers, not to mention her association with those blood-thirsty merfolk and dark-skinned savages.” She gave a shiver and fanned herself. “I daresay she could claim the Shattered Isles as her own private empire, and none could oppose her.”

They all looked at her, gauging her veracity through the haze of the alcohol they had imbibed. Sam delicately raised her hand to the waiter, pointing to her companions’ glasses for refills. She could see in their eyes that, by the end of the afternoon, they would be eating out of her hand.

“Well, gentlemen? Shall we play for stakes?”

She smiled and dealt the cards.


Chapter Fourteen

Money in the Bank

Feldrin gaped at the account book sitting on Master Fergus’ desk and swallowed. Hunting pirates, it seemed, paid very well. It had taken Fergus more than two hours to tally up the prize monies and the proceeds from the sale of silks, spices, trinkets, weapons, foods, wine and even exotic perfumes that had been aboard the captured ships. At the end of those two hours, Feldrin discovered that he was embarrassingly wealthy. Even after paying his crew and putting aside funds for the families of those who had died under his command, he would have enough to buy another ship if he so chose.

Of course, it was nothing compared to Cynthia’s fortune, but still, it was far more wealth than Feldrin ever thought he would possess.

“Thank you Master Fergus,” he said, finding his voice finally. He stood and took his copy of the account reckonings and stowed it in his gear. “I’ll tell the crew that they can draw their pay from you, but not to come all at once.”

“Well and good, Master Brelak.” The little man pushed up his spectacles and thrust out his hand, obviously pleased.

He better be pleased, Feldrin thought, shaking the banker’s hand and resisting the urge to squeeze until bones cracked. He’s earned enough commission from Cynthia and me to retire to Tsing and live in style! Until now, he’d not required the services of a banker, never having had more money than he could carry in a pouch on his belt or a small coffer in his sea trunk. But now he had wealth and all the aggravations of owning his own ship — cargo to buy and sell, tithes to pay, bribes to bestow — and the bankers took their chunk of each transaction, nibbling away until it seemed like they received the greater share of the profit. Sometimes Feldrin wished he could go back to the simple life of a first mate, but then, there were perks to wealth…He smiled evenly at the banker and concluded his business. “I’ll be cuttin’ loose most of my crew and leavin’ in a few days, so if you hear of any captains hirin’ you might let ‘em know. They’re good sailors, every one of ‘em, and not afraid of a scrap.”

Deciding who to keep on and who to let go was one of the most difficult processes he’d gone through in recent memory, but now that he was going back to hauling cargo he needed only a crew of eight to man Orin’s Pride, not the forty required to man a privateer. Dumping thirty-two sailors in Southaven would make it hard for them all to find billets, but their pockets were full with their accumulated sea pay and the bonus of their last prize, which would ease the transition. Some of them would find it difficult to go back to being common sailors instead of privateers.

“I will let it be known, Master Brelak. With your reputation, I have no doubt that they will all find gainful employment quite readily.”

“Bloody fine.” He hefted his sea bag and ducked out the door. He didn’t want to ask exactly what reputation he had earned among the local gossips. He knew Southaven was already swarming with stories about his exploits along the Sand Coast, but if it earned his crew positions on other ships, he’d put up with the rumors.

He stepped out into the pleasantly warm noon-day sun and worked his tender shoulder under the strap of his bag. Janley had removed the sutures from the sword wound that very morning, and the still-healing gash itched. He let his feet guide him toward Keelson’s boat yard, smiling and waving at the few familiar faces he saw on the way. He passed the Galloping Starfish and resisted the urge to stop and say hello to Brulo; if he did, he would be trapped there for hours. He had things to do and people to see before he let himself relax.

The yard was a bustle of activity, as always. The business Cynthia had brought the Keelsons had almost doubled their operation in the last two years. Two ships sat on the dry, while two more — Orin’s Pride being one of them — were at the dock having minor repairs or alterations done. Converting the schooner back into a merchantman would not be a difficult or lengthy task. Julian Keelson had told him it would be done in two days, which fit into his schedule nicely.

“Feldrin!” Julian called, waving with one hand while directing two sailors hauling scrap off the ship with the other. “Done with the banker, I see. Did ya count yer pocket money after?”

“Oh, aye, Julian, and my fingers and toes to boot.” He nodded to the open doors of the main lofting shed and the two nearly finished schooners inside, still unpainted and lacking rudders and rigging. “Two more for her ladyship of the Shattered Isles, I see.”

“Aye, and two more keels to be laid as soon as these are out the doors.”

“She keepin’ you busy?” The question was rhetorical; he knew full well that Cynthia was fulfilling her dream of building a merchant fleet. When these two were completed, she would have seven schooners, not including the new three-masted ship that he had yet to see afloat. When he left Plume Isle, the spar timbers had just arrived, and the hull and deck planking had been barely finished.

“Busy as bees!” Julian said, obviously pleased. “But not so busy that we can’t take care of you, though, so don’t you worry.” He nodded over Feldrin’s shoulder. “Looks like yer welcomin’ committee’s here, which is just as well. Maybe they’ll keep you out from under my feet!”

Feldrin turned to see a buckboard pull up to the shipyard quay, with Rowland, Marta and Brolan all crowded together on the seat. “Aye, the welcomin’ committee indeed. I’ll be up the hill if you need me, Julian.”

“Welcome home, Feldrin,” the shipwright said with a grin, turning back to his labors with a chuckle.

“Feldrin Brelak, you big, hairy pirate!” Marta called out, beaming up at him as she hustled up in a flurry of skirts. She clasped him in a ferocious hug, her head barely reaching his chest and her arms not quite reaching all the way round his torso. She thrust him to arm’s length and said, “You missed your sweetheart by barely a week! What a reunion that would have been, all of us here together!”

“Cynthia was here?”

“Oh, aye, she was here,” Rowland said, clasping the big man’s hand with a warm smile of greeting. Feldrin could see in his eyes, however, that he was not entirely happy about something. “She came and went and you’ll never guess in a month what she’s up to now!”

“Nothin’ she does will surprise me,” he said, greeting Brolan with a firm handshake. “She didn’t bring her fish-folk friends with her and invite ‘em all to the Starfish for a drink, did she?”

“Not that, but somethin’ just as crazy,” Rowland said, but before he could continue, Marta cut him off.

“This isn’t really the place to discuss it,” she said, gesturing toward the waiting wagon. “If you haven’t eaten, we’ve got lunch for you up the hill.”

“Oh that would suit nicely!” he said with a grin. “Very nicely indeed! I’ve been on sea rations too long, and cookin’ fer forty sailors puts a strain on the stores. Not a decent meal in months!”

“Oh, you lie like a rug, Feldrin!” Marta said with a smile, poking him in the middle. There was little soft flesh there, but he’d hardly been starving.

“Never could fool you, Marta,” he said with a laugh, lifting her up onto the buckboard seat. She squealed like a girl and slapped at his hands, but they were all laughing.

“You wanna drive, Captain?” Brolan asked with a grin, nodding to the seat beside Marta.

“I’ll ride in the back with Rowland,” he said, the suspension creaking as he hefted himself up into the small wagon’s bed. “I ain’t got my land legs yet, and I’m afraid I’d fall off.”

They all laughed again as Brolan and Rowland clambered aboard, and the buckboard clattered up the street. Feldrin thought that their laughter was the sweetest sound he’d heard in months.

≈

“He’s a right pain in me arse, is what he is!” Dura complained, slurping her mug of ale and reaching for another sandwich. She took a bite and spoke around the mouthful. “Always pokin’ around underfoot, askin’ silly questions.”

“Well, he’s only here for a few more weeks, Dura.” Ghelfan frowned at her table manners. They rarely took lunch in the keep, but Cynthia had asked them up to discuss the issue of Edan. “He’s a curious boy, that’s all.”

“Aye, but if he lets that li’l daemon of his close to a pile of shavin’s or a pot of resin, we’ll have naught but a pile of ashes fer a loftin’ shed.” She finished her sandwich and washed it down with the rest of her ale, belching loudly and standing up from the table. “Yer pardon, Mistress, and thank-e fer the lunch, but I got work ta do.”

“Well,” Cynthia said as the surly dwarf left the room, “I suppose I’ll have to talk with him, though I was hoping to avoid it. Edan’s got enough on his mind without me lecturing him.”

“I think if we simply set some rules regarding the shipyard, Dura would be placated. The issue regarding the firesprite, however, is serious. If Flicker were to ever get free of her chain in the lofting shed, there would be all Nine Hells to pay in gold.” Ghelfan sipped his glass of chilled tea and sighed. “I’m sorry to bring this to your attention at this time, Cynthia, but Dura’s concerns are valid.”

“I’ll tell him that he has to leave Flicker in her cage when he visits the shipyard.” She shifted in her seat. Both her eyes and her backside were giving her pain; she’d been sitting all morning, struggling to translate another pile of scrolls that Kelpie had given her. “Do you think that will help?”

“It should. I see no true misbehavior in the young man, and some of his notions could be put to practical use. He knows an astounding method for distilling spirits of naphtha from coal tar. I daresay, the quality of our resins and rigging tar will improve if we employ his expertise.”

“That could be a good direction to apply his energy, and the gods know he’s got an abundance of it.” She thrust herself to her feet and Ghelfan rose to assist her, ever cognizant of her condition. “Thank you. He can help you build a distillery, but don’t push him too hard. He should be preparing for his trials.”

“Of course, Mistress Flaxal,” he said, offering his arm to escort her back to her study. “And thank you for seeing to this. I know you are busy.”

“Never too busy for friends, Ghelfan,” she said with a smile, then frowned at the pile of sharkskin scrolls drying on the rack she’d made for that specific purpose. There were easily a hundred scrolls, no two in the same hand or signed by the author. The scrolls were old, but she had no idea how old. Time was another concept to which the mer paid little attention; anything older than a year was just “old.” They had no calendars, and their only measures of time were the tides and the seasons. She really needed to introduce proper record-keeping to the mer, but they would probably think the notion was ridiculous, like they did most of her notions.

≈

“I didn’t even know the old lightkeeper had an apprentice,” Feldrin admitted, nibbling one of Rowland’s famous biscuits. He sipped his mug of ale and sighed; it was good to be home.

“Neither did Cynthia,” Rowland said, sipping from his own mug. “She said she couldn’t very well say no to him, after all he’s done for her, so she took the lad back to Plume Isle aboard Peggy’s Dream. A right nice vessel, by the way.”

“I can’t wait to see her under sail.” Feldrin pushed his chair back from the table and loosened his belt a notch. “Those lamb chops were wonderful, Marta. It’s a good thing I don’t get yer cookin’ every day. I’d have to have the Keelsons build me a wider bunk.”

“Oh, stop it!” She swatted him with a pot holder and beamed. “Though it’s nice to have someone around who appreciates my cooking without wanting to change every recipe I’ve got!”

“Ha!” Rowland grabbed her apron and pulled her into his long bony arms. “She barely lets me set foot in her kitchen anymore, and she’s stolen all my best knives!”

“If you don’t want to see one of those knives up close, you old bean boiler, you’ll let me go this instant!” She swatted at him and scowled with little rancor while Feldrin and Brolan laughed at them. Rowland finally let her go, bumping the table hard enough to rattle the dishes, and Marta sat down. “It’s a wonder I have a single cup and saucer without a crack in them, with your antics!”

“So,” Brolan said when their mirth had subsided, “you gonna go see Miss Cynthia straight away, or are you stayin’ for a spell.”

“The Keelsons are doing some work on the Pride that’ll take a couple of days, but I’ll be headin’ off to Plume when it’s finished.” He signed and shrugged his sore shoulder. “Been away too long, and I want to be there when she…well, when the baby’s born.”

“And right you should be, Feldrin!” Marta scolded. “It would be nothing new for a sea captain to be away when his child is born, but I don’t think Cynthia would like it if you weren’t there. She’s due in barely six weeks, you know.”

“Aye, and I thought to come sooner, but I got caught up in things down south. Marathia’s a dangerous place still, and pirates ain’t the only hazard.”

“Oh?” Rowland’s bushy eyebrows arched as he sipped his ale. “So you don’t plan on goin’ back?”

“I wore out my welcome. Oh, and you should warn all the other schooner captains ya see to beware in those waters; the new sultan’s very interested in acquirin’ one of Cynthia’s ships.”

“Did he make you an offer?”

“Oh, aye! Almost an offer I couldn’t turn down.” He drew his thumb across his throat with a hissing sound, drawing a gasp from Marta and wide-eyed stares from Brolan and Rowland. He decided not to mention the offer that the princess had made. “He wanted to take the Pride apart, duplicate her plank for plank, and outfit a whole fleet as warships.”

“And you talked him out of it?” Brolan asked.

“I made him a deal,” Feldrin said, serious as stone. “He got to keep his city, and I got to keep my ship. But a merchant captain without the Pride’s armament might not be able to do the same. I’d hate to see one of Cynthia’s schooners burned to the waterline if that hot-head decides to try to take it. Which reminds me, I need to talk to the lightkeeper about gettin’ more of them fire casks. We used a few down south.” He finished his ale and pushed himself up from the table.

“Well, mayhap you can find out a little more about this apprentice he’s sent off with your lady,” Marta put in, reaching for the dishes, only to have Rowland whisk them away from her. “Careful you!”

“You’ll be back fer supper, Captain?” Brolan asked, standing and stretching his lanky frame.

“I wouldn’t miss it, Brolan, and I think a trip down to the Starfish after would be appropriate. Brulo would start spreadin’ rumors about me if I didn’t pay my respects. You’ll all join me?”

“Oh, aye, if the lady love will let me out of the house.” Rowland smiled at Marta’s scowl.

“Let you out of the house? And what makes you think that I’m not coming along?”

“Oh, nothing, dear,” Rowland said stifling his mirth. “Nothing at all.”

≈

“Time to go, Farin,” Sam said, kicking the soles of the first mate’s boots.

He came awake with a start and a dagger in his hand, glaring at her and loosing a scalding stream of profanity. “You touch me with yer foot one more time, little lady, and I’ll teach you some manners!”

“Calm down, Farin. You can sleep on the ship. Get yer sea bag packed.” Her bag was already at her side, and she had changed from her finery to common sailor garb, dirtied her face on purpose, and tied her hair back in customary sailor fashion.

“I’m sleepin’ because I been up the last four nights spreadin’ foolish stories about the seamage, you little rat, while you’ve been pooh-poohing it with high society. And what’n the hells are you talkin’ about gettin’ packed? We only been here four days.” He rubbed his eyes and took in her appearance, then straightened as if realizing that she was serious.

“People are askin’ too many questions. The caps are curious about who’s been talkin’ so much about the seamage. It’s time we left, before they figure out I ain’t no fine lady, and I didn’t come here on one of the sea witch’s ships.” She hefted her sea bag and nodded to his.

“Why would the caps give a flying fish fart who was sayin’ what about the sea bitch?” He rolled off the plain straw pallet and scratched himself, yawning wide.

“Seems some count was aboard that warship that was anchored at Plume Isle. He was sent down there to talk to her and now he’s come back with all kinds of stories of his own.” She kicked a sweat-sodden shirt toward him, remembering the uncomfortable conversation she’d had with a doddering old duchess. The insufferable woman had mentioned the count’s name, but somehow Sam couldn’t remember it. “Anyway, now the chief constable’s curious, so get yer gear together, unless you want to inspect the accommodations in the local lockup from the inside.”

“Right.” He fumbled with his bag, stuffing clothes into it without much care as to whether they were clean, dirty or even his own. The remnants of a few late-night romps lay strewn about his room, a fact that did not evade Sam’s astute eye. “By the way, I heard one of my own stories come back to me last night, and they’ve got even richer. There’s more rumors about the Flaxal wench flyin’ around the bars o’ this city than there are rats in the sewers.”

“Good. That’s just what we want.” She wrinkled her nose. Maybe her short time as a “lady” had accustomed her to finer surroundings, or maybe Farin was simply a pig. “By the time we get back to the Cutthroat, the good emperor will be up to his furry eyebrows with demands from every shipping interest in Tsing to do something.”

“And when he does, we’ll be there to pick up the pieces.”

“Exactly!”


Chapter Fifteen

Rumors Revealed

Cynthia waved from the pier as Seven Sisters eased up to one of the permanent mooring buoys she’d placed in Scimitar Bay. Several hands waved back, but the captain was too busy to pay her much attention at the moment. Only when all was secure and the beamy galleon swung lazily on her mooring, did the mate point out to his master that their mistress was waiting. In minutes a boat had been lowered and a four-man crew was rowing the captain to shore.

“Good morning, Captain Trengal,” she called as the launch pulled up at the pier. “I didn’t mean to rush you.”

“Ah, no matter, Mistress Flaxal,” the man said as he climbed the ladder. He finally stood on the pier and shook her hand, barely her height and nearly as round-bellied, his skin as dark as midnight. He wiped his bald pate with a handkerchief as his white teeth flashed a smile that looked forced. “My mate knows his business well enough.”

“Will you need space at the pier or the shipyard this visit?” she asked, wondering what had him upset. Trengal was the most even-tempered captain she’d ever known; he liked his job, his ship, his crew and his pay as well as he liked a good meal. In all the years he had sailed a Flaxal ship, she’d never seen him force a smile.

“We’re not off-loading any cargo this time, Mistress. I’m headed for Fornice, loaded with good northern wine and a few sundries. We stopped in Tsing to see if we could trade up some, but it didn’t happen. Oh, I got two cases of that Copper Hills Red you fancy, a case of Northumberland Single Malt that Dura asked for and some bolts of silk for Miss Camilla.”

“Excellent! I’m sure Dura will be happy about that; she’s been complaining that her stash was nearly gone. Will you join me for a cool drink and some shade?” she asked, guiding him toward the keep, eager to hear any news he might have from the north.

“Oh, aye, and thank you,” he said, offering her his arm with obvious discomfort at her condition. “I didn’t mean to have you walk all the way down here to meet me. I just thought to stop for a bit of a chat, to empty my strongbox and drop off those items.”

“I’ll have Cammy collect the money and have a look at the ship’s books. Tipos can run a launch out for the rest,” she said, accepting his aid with a smile. “If you’re not carrying perishables, why don’t you stay the night and let your crew come ashore. We can chat over lunch, and I’d like to have you and your officers up for dinner. I’d be very interested in any news from Tsing.”

“I appreciate the hospitality, Mistress,” he said, “but to tell you the truth, I don’t think you’ll like what I’ve got to tell you. There’ve been rumors about you flyin’ around Tsing like bats from a belfry.”

“I have no doubt there are,” she said with a chuckle, “and I want to hear all of them. Maybe I can put some of them to rest.”

“That was what I was hopin’, Mistress,” he said with a deep breath as they mounted the steps. “Well, first let me tell you, yer schooners have turned heads in every harbor all the way north to Fengotherond…”

≈

“Count Norris has arrived, Your Majesty,” the emperor’s secretary announced, subtly blocking the count’s entry into the chamber, though he could see beyond the diminutive fellow into the small conference room and the long table strewn with papers, cups and books. Several seats at the table were occupied and Emperor Tynean sat at its head. His dress was less-than-resplendent: a linen shirt, its sleeves rolled up to the elbow.

“Ah, good! Bring him in at once, Moushi,” the emperor said. The secretary swung the door wide and nodded politely to the count, motioning for him to enter. “Perhaps he can shed light on these affairs.”

“Affairs, Majesty?” Norris approached and bowed deeply. As he rose, he took in the somber faces all looking to him. He had met Chief Constable Voya once or twice, a contentious woman of perhaps forty years and peasant birth who had ascended the ranks of the constabulary through, some said, rather ruthless means. Of the others at the table, he knew only Commodore Twig, commander of the emperor’s home fleet, and Admiral Joslan, ranking officer of the emperor’s entire navy. The three other men he had never met; two wore courtly garb and the third, an older dark-skinned fellow, wore a yellow robe and red sash.

“The affairs concerning the Shattered Isles, this seamage, Cynthia Flaxal, your recent report, and the rumors that are spreading around the city like the plague, good Count. Rumors that paint a very ugly picture of the seamage indeed, some of which mirror your report to a startling degree.” The emperor’s mien was serious, but not quite angry. “Take a chair, Count, and tell Us that these rumors did not originate with you.”

“I assure Your Majesty that they did not!” He sat, trying not to stare at the fellow in the yellow robe; he could be a worker of magic, able to detect the slightest lie. “I have also heard some of the recent talk. The report I presented to you has been kept confidential, but military men, both sailors and marines, accompanied me to Plume Isle. Perhaps these rumors originated there.”

“None of the Emperor’s Navy would ever betray — ” Admiral Joslan fell silent at the emperor’s raised hand.

“If I may, Majesty,” the chief constable said, “the source of the rumors that originated around the waterfront may have been a sailor or marine. The talk among the court has been traced to a single woman, a Miss Samantha, though we have been unable to find her.”

Count Norris’ stomach flipped when he heard the name, but he quickly dismissed his misgivings; Samantha was a common name, and his Samantha had been dead for more than three years.

“An agent?” the man in yellow robes asked, raising one dark eyebrow.

“If she is, she’s not very subtle,” Voya said with a smirk.

“And no one’s seen her recently?” The man scowled.

“Not for several days, Master Keshwani. She’s vanished.”

“Well, that alone leads me to think that she was working for someone,” Keshwani said.

“She apparently told several people that she had recently travelled through the Shattered Isles to Tsing aboard a Flaxal ship, but the harbormaster could not confirm it. There’s only been one Flaxal line ship through the port in the last month, and Seven Sisters was headed south.” Voya finished her report and leaned back in her chair.

“If she was lying about that, Majesty, we can probably assume that the other rumors were also fabricated.”

“You seem convinced of a conspiracy, Master Keshwani.” The emperor scowled, but the man just shrugged.

“Conspiracy? Not at all, Majesty. But when a flurry of unsubstantiated rumors follows confidential reports from both Count Norris and myself, I suspect that information has been leaked from within our circle of confidence. From the sound of it, the person leaking the information has ulterior motives.” His gaze slid sideways toward Count Norris, paused a moment, then passed on.

“Sir!” Norris snapped, stiffening in his seat. “If you are accusing me of — ”

“No one is accusing anyone, Count Norris,” the emperor said placidly. “Let us discuss the facts we know to be true, and decide upon a course of action.”

They all murmured in the affirmative, though Norris still levied a suspicious glance at Keshwani. He knew he had not started the rumors, but he also had not quelled any that he heard, even when several courtiers had come to him for confirmation. Secretly, he wondered if Huffington had taken it upon himself to aid his master’s endeavors, but he wasn’t about to mention that suspicion here.

“We know that Cynthia Flaxal is an entity of considerable power in the region of the Shattered Isles,” the emperor said. “She has, without a doubt, ended a lengthy and costly reign of terror perpetrated by a band of pirates that made their lair upon Plume Isle, the very island she now claims as her home. She has used the pirates’ fortune to build a number of ships, these schooners that have raised so many eyebrows in shipping circles. Are We correct so far?”

They all murmured confirmation, and he continued.

“Count Norris recently visited the island. He did not meet with Mistress Flaxal directly, but he reported that her position was fortified and manned by a well-armed contingent of…aboriginal folk.” He cleared his throat and continued. “Furthermore, he procured a copy of these plans,” he indicated the stolen prototype drawings, “which Master Tomlyn here assures me are of no design that he is familiar with.”

“Nothing I’ve ever seen, Majesty,” Tomlyn confirmed. The thin, nervous-looking man was one of the emperor’s naval architects. Norris repressed a smile, pleased that the sovereign had followed his suggestion.

“Consultation with Admiral Joslan and Commodore Twig confirmed that these ships would be small but fast, and very stable. And that they could be employed as warships.”

“Yes, Majesty,” the admiral admitted with a skeptical frown. “Though they couldn’t stand up to much in the way of damage, not like a real warship.”

“Noted. Now, We have received several missives from Mistress Flaxal.” He nodded to Norris, who maintained his composure without difficulty. “She relates her regrets that she was not there to meet with you personally, Count Norris, and she assures Us that she and her people are loyal subjects of the Empire of Tsing.”

“One can hardly expect her to say otherwise, Majesty,” Twig said. He wore a scowl honed by decades of experience as a naval officer.

“Quite, Commodore, but she also states that she knew naught of Our interest in her or her new ship designs until Count Norris’ visit, and that she would be more than willing to — how did she put it?” He moved a page on the table top and scanned the one beneath it. “Ah, yes, ‘show any and all of my current ship designs to Your representatives, including those of my most recent prototype vessel, a variant of an outrigger canoe, and my recently launched three-masted schooner, Peggy’s Dream.’”

“A three-masted schooner?” Admiral Joslan asked, eyebrows arching.

“Yes, Admiral. She stresses that all her designs, except for this new two-hulled experiment, are intended solely as merchantmen, and that she has no intention nor need to produce an armed naval force of her own. She states, ‘a naval force of my own would not only be costly, but superfluous.’”

Scoffs and outright laughter broke out, but not from the chief constable, the emperor or Count Norris.

“That is exactly what her representative told me, Majesty,” Norris said stonily, “almost to the letter.”

“Yes, which in and of itself We find curious.” The emperor leveled his gaze at Norris, but the count met it without a hint of the trepidation he felt. “Now, We come to the very recent arrival of Master Keshwani, Our representative in Fornice, with a report that a schooner of Flaxal design has been acting as an armed privateer under the Marathian flag along the Sand Coast. This has caused Us further concern.”

Murmurs of surprise and shock circulated around the table. The Tsing Empire currently had no diplomatic connection to Marathia; the recent coup and ensuing violence had been deemed too dangerous for an ambassador to remain in Terokesh. Trade had been interrupted, and only now were a few ships daring to enter Marathian ports.

“If the seamage is supplying Marathia with warships — ”

“One privateer, Admiral,” Keshwani interrupted, “does not constitute a fleet. This could be an isolated incident. But this one schooner took at least six pirate ships in only three months. Four of the ships were captured intact, hauled back to Terokesh and given to the sultan. The other two ships were burned to the waterline. The schooner employed an incendiary device that was quite effective.”

The emperor levelled a stare around the table. “Taking these facts into consideration with the recent spate of rumors, We feel that sending another emissary to Plume Isle is warranted. Does anyone have any reason why this might not be a wise course of action?”

None at the table raised a dissenting opinion. After a suitable pause, Master Tomlyn raised his hand. “One other known fact that does not quite fit with the rest, Majesty, is the association of the shipwright Kloetesh Ghelfan with the seamage. He is reportedly working exclusively for Mistress Flaxal, and has even set up a shipyard at Plume Isle.”

“Count Norris’ report confirms that he has indeed built a very impressive shipyard there, Master Tomlyn,” the emperor said. “Why does this not fit with the rest of our findings?”

“Because, Majesty, Master Ghelfan does not design warships.”

“Cynthia Flaxal is quite wealthy, Master Tomlyn. It’s confirmed that she richly rewarded those who aided in the pirate Bloodwind’s defeat. Perhaps she made him an offer…” The emperor’s reasoning trailed off as Tomlyn began slowly shaking his head. “Are you suggesting that Ghelfan could not be induced to produce a warship, even for a king’s ransom?”

“I am, Majesty.” The man’s eyes smiled, though his mouth remained stern. “I know him well. He was my mentor, Majesty. He would not create a vessel of war. It is one of his steadfast tenants.”

“Well!” The emperor sat back in his chair and tugged at his beard, his face a mask of consternation. “Well indeed! We know not what to make of this, other than that it lends credence to the Flaxal woman’s claim that she neither needs nor wants her own navy. It does not change the necessity of sending another envoy. The questions are who to send, and how to approach her.”

Several at the table began to speak at once, Count Norris among them, but the emperor raised his hand and everyone fell silent.

“Before We take suggestions, there is one more subject.” The emperor lifted a piece of fine parchment and squinted at the elegant script upon it. “The merfolk.”

They were all taken aback, some snorting in derision, others emitting a bark of laughter. Admiral Joslan was the first to speak.

“If I may, Majesty, the mer are dangerous in numbers, utterly unpredictable, vicious and, in my opinion, a menace to shipping.” Several around the table nodded in agreement, the count included. He truly didn’t know what kind of menace the merfolk constituted, aside from the warnings of Lady Camilla, but he wasn’t about to discount another potential threat that might convince the emperor of the seriousness of the situation. “If it were within my power to eradicate the sea of them with a wave of my hand, I would do so without pause or compunction. Why does Your Majesty ask?”

“Because, Admiral, one of the letters that We received from Mistress Flaxal outlined in great detail her relations with the mer, and their displeasure with our sending a warship to Plume Isle.”

“Their displeasure?” Commodore Twig said with a snort of disgust. “Why should your Majesty’s Imperial Navy give a good god’s damn about the pleasure of the mer?”

“Because, Commodore, as the admiral stated, they are dangerous.” The emperor scowled at the man. “Mistress Flaxal has, using her abilities as a seamage, forged a potential alliance with the mer. We can view this as a threat, a warning, or a boon. She is either marshaling her forces, informing Us of a potential danger, or forging relations with a formerly hostile nation on Our behalf. However We view it, We must decide how to act upon it. She suggests further that sending an emissary to the mer themselves would be wise, to…let’s see…‘preclude any unfortunate response they might levy for past transgressions or trespasses into their territory.’”

“Their territory?” the commodore blurted. “And what exactly is their territory? The whole bloody sea?”

“Restrain your ire, Commodore, this instant!” Emperor Tynean snapped, slapping the table top with an open palm. The room stilled to a deathly calm. “Such outbursts are not productive, Commodore Twig. We need to know what the best response to this should be.”

“I regret, Majesty,” Norris interjected, “that I did not include this in my report, but I thought it unimportant at the time. Mistress Flaxal’s representative asked me to compliment the captain of the Fire Drake on his prudence in anchoring outside the reef and damaging no coral. When I asked why, she said that damaging coral would anger the mer. I asked why one should be concerned with the mer, and she said, and I think these were her exact words, ‘When a thousand of them swarm over the side of your ship in the middle of the night and seek retribution for the damage to their home, you will care.’”

Silence weighed heavily on the group for several breaths. Finally, the emperor stirred.

“Very well, lady and gentlemen. We resolve that an emissary must be sent to the seamage. We also would ask you, Count Norris, to be that emissary, since you know most about the situation at Plume Isle and those involved.”

“I would be honored to serve in that capacity, your Majesty,” Norris said, nodding in acquiescence.

“Very good.” The emperor rose from his seat. Everyone stood, their attention focused, ready for their sovereign’s judgment. “Commodore Twig, you will ready Our flagship Clairissa for action with all alacrity.”

“The Clairissa, Majesty?” Twig’s face blanched white.

“Yes. We feel it is time to send Mistress Flaxal a clear message. The Clairissa is Our icon, Our flag. Also, she is a significant force, if force becomes necessary. You will take command of the expedition, Commodore. The Fire Drake and the supply ship Lady Gwen will accompany you. The support craft will anchor near shore, but shall not damage coral in doing so. The Clairissa will maintain station no more than one mile offshore, and shall stay in signal contact with the Fire Drake at all times. A full marine contingent will be housed aboard the Clairissa, but kept out of sight and in reserve in case it is needed.”

“Yes, Majesty!” the commodore said with a bow.

Norris suppressed a smile of satisfaction. The Clairissa was indeed a significant force; she had a crew of eight hundred fighting sailors, and could berth an additional four hundred marines. She mouted one hundred fifty ballistae and twenty-four catapults, including two siege-caliber weapons. Let us see, Mistress Flaxal, he thought, if you find her superfluous.

“Count Norris, you will act as diplomatic envoy to Mistress Flaxal. You will also act as diplomatic envoy to the merfolk, if a meeting can be arranged by Mistress Flaxal that is deemed by you to be safe and reasonable. Master Upton will supply you with aides.”

Norris stiffened. He knew the man’s name even if he had never met him. Upton was the emperor’s Minister of Security, but among the court he was known as the Royal Spymaster. “Yes, Majesty!” the count said with a deep bow.

“Our wish,” the emperor continued, fixing the count with a level stare, “is that an amicable agreement be reached, not only with Mistress Flaxal, but with all parties. Is that clear, Count Norris?”

“Crystal clear, Majesty.” He bowed again, hiding a grimace; the emperor’s words ensured that his task would be more difficult than if he were left to his own devices. But he could work around that.

“Good. We would ask Mistress Flaxal to accommodate the Fire Drake as a permanently assigned Imperial presence at Plume Isle, and We would begin negotiations for the purchase of plans for the two- and three-masted schooners that she has in production, as well as an assurance that the prototype vessel be made available for our naval architects’ inspection.”

“And if she is not so inclined, Majesty?” Norris asked.

“We expect you to exert all of your diplomatic expertise to achieve an agreement, Count. If she remains aloof, remind her that no documentation of her ownership of Plume Isle has been filed with the royal archivist, and that the Empire of Tsing will leave a garrison on whichever island We wish, with or without her acquiescence. We prefer a garrison of a single ship with a small contingent of marines on board, but if more is deemed necessary, We are prepared to anchor additional warships within the harbor and house a battalion of marines on the island itself. We do not wish a confrontation, but We also will not allow her to martial forces which may be used to blockade the Shattered Isles.” He nodded to Admiral Joslan. “Military and trade vessels must be allowed to pass this strategic area without molestation from her, her ships, or her allies. Is this clear?”

“Yes, Majesty!” the entire group said in unison.

“Good. Please see to your orders and keep Us appraised.”

The emperor left the room, his secretary and the royal bodyguard in tow, and all present began to collect their papers and go their separate ways. As he took his leave, Emil Norris could not help but feel that Master Upton’s eyes were slowly burning a hole into his back.

≈

“This is not good,” Camilla said, sipping port and staring out over the placid tropical evening. “Not good at all.”

“I must agree, Mistress,” Ghelfan said, his ageless features showing wrinkles of worry rather than years.

“I can’t argue. But at the moment, other than sending another letter, there’s not a lot I can do about it. I don’t know where the rumors started, but someone’s got an axe to grind.” Cynthia reclined in her papasan chair and chewed a fingernail. “An army of cannibals and mer, and an armada of schooners armed for war? I can’t believe anyone would even think it.”

“You don’t suppose the good Count Norris started this, do you?” Cammy asked, her tone suspicious. “I mean, he seemed no more than the emperor’s lackey, but what if he has a personal grudge?”

“You mentioned that his family was lost in the islands, but he can’t blame me for that!” She looked to her two friends, but there was little solace in their faces. “Can he?”

“Regardless, I think we should plan for the worst,” Ghelfan said with a frown.

“Define ‘worst’ for me, Kloetesh,” Camilla said.

“A fleet of warships anchored in Scimitar Bay. An occupying force. A permanent garrison. Prison or worse for us. Do you want me to continue?”

“Prison? But we’ve broken no imperial laws! The worst thing we’ve done is make ourselves some money! Since when is that illegal?” Camilla was becoming angrier with every passing minute, Cynthia could see, but she was as powerless to stop Camilla’s rising temper as she was against the storm of baseless rumors flooding the streets of Tsing.

“Well, I can certainly send more letters, and I will, but at this point it is a simple case of my word against the emperor’s own emissary. There’s little doubt in my mind who he’ll believe.”

“You could suggest that Norris is lying,” Camilla suggested.

“I could, but once again, that might do more harm than good.”

“The truth, Mistress, is your greatest weapon,” Ghelfan said. “Invite them here. Insist that they examine every aspect of your business. Show them that these rumors are baseless.”

“I think you’re right. The more I argue, the more I look like I’m lying, but they can’t argue with their own findings once they come and see that I’m not planning a coup or blockade or whatever.” She forced herself up out of her chair with the aid of her two friends, grimacing at the pain in her back. “But I agree with you on one thing: we should prepare for the worst.” Before she turned to go back inside to draft her letters, she lingered to enjoy one more long look at the peaceful evening. Memories of blood staining the water and of fire sweeping across Scimitar Bay sprang unbidden into Cynthia’s mind. All she could do was pray to Odea: Please, don’t let it happen again…


Chapter Sixteen

Hearts and Desires

Cynthia rose from the sea in a column of water and stepped onto the deck of Orin’s Pride. Willing the water away, her bare feet were dry as they touched the wood, the soft trade winds fluttering her sea-blue sarong.

Startled exclamations and oaths issued from the crew who did not know her, but none from the captain. Feldrin Brelak just stood there smiling that incongruously boyish smile, his huge arms folded over his barrel chest. Cynthia remembered those arms around her, the mountainous solidity of his chest, and her knees suddenly felt unsteady. His dark eyes, glinting with pleasure, were fully occupied with taking in the sight of her, and for a moment she couldn’t speak. Mouse provided a welcome distraction by swooping through the rigging with a peal of impossibly high-pitched laughter and a blur of gossamer-crystal wings. He settled on Feldrin’s shoulder, tweaked his ear, and swooped off to torment the crew.

Cynthia tore her eyes away from Feldrin and swept a glance over the deck once before returning to the only thing aboard for which she truly cared. The glance confirmed that Feldrin had, as the rumors suggested, outfitted Orin’s Pride as a privateer. Aside from the weaponry — ballistae mounted fore and aft on the deck, and a catapult on the foredeck — she could see the scars, new wood and paint that told tales of battle. It saddened her that her creation, a ship that bore her own likeness as a figurehead, had been put to such a use, though she knew there was no malice in Feldrin’s intent. Making war against pirates was simply what he did best.

Her eyes found him again and she could see the same scars of war, though he wore them better than his ship did.

“Quite an entrance, lass.” His boyish smile widened to a grin as he stepped forward, but he stopped short of his customary embrace. His eyes left her face for the first time, taking in her expansive belly, and his smile faltered. “Yer, uh…”

“As big as a house, I know,” she finished for him, enjoying his reaction. “Your fault, you know.”

“Oh, aye. I’ll take the blame, lass.” He took one more step forward, and reached out.

Cynthia knew not what possessed everyone within five feet of a pregnant woman to feel the sudden urge to touch her bulging abdomen, but she’d had about all of it she could take. She took an involuntary step back. The flash of pain on Feldrin’s face told her that her reaction had been the absolute worst thing she could have done.

“I’m sorry, Feldrin, I didn’t mean to — ”

“No, I’m sorry, lass,” he said, trying to smile again, but failing. He stepped forward once again, cautious, tentative, and reached out to take her hand in his, not, as she had expected, to touch her swollen stomach. “I’m sorry I ever left ya here alone.” He bent and brought her hand to his lips, pressing it with a feverish intensity.

“Yer pardon, Captain,” Horace cut in with an apologetic nod, “but the wind’s died completely and we can’t make the mooring.”

Feldrin stiffened, his swarthy features darkening as his eyes left her for the first time. “Well, drop the bloody anchor before we drift into somethin’, Horace! Do I have to do bloody everything aboard this bloody ship?”

“No, sir! I — ”

“I’m sorry, Feldrin,” Cynthia broke in, smiling sheepishly at them both. “I did that. I was going to bring you into the pier, unless you want to sail her in.” Her hand was still firmly clasped in his, and she gave it a squeeze. “She’s your ship, Captain.”

“Furl all sails, Horace, and put fenders on her starboard side. Mistress Flaxal will be docking the ship.” He smiled down at her, squeezing her hand like he would never let it go.

≈

“That’s the seamage’s husband?” Edan asked in a whisper as the couple strolled up the pier toward the keep, arms entwined. Flicker peeked out from behind his shoulder. She was nervous on the pier with water surrounding them, but equally curious about the new ship and her captain, and ever intrigued by the seasprite that currently was riding on the captain’s cliff-like shoulder.

“Aye, that’s him,” Tim said, grinning. “He’s somethin’, ain’t he? Word is he’s been huntin’ pirates down the Sand Coast.”

“I’ll say,” Edan agreed, taking in the man’s size and his confident stride. “Looks like he eats pirates for breakfast every day.”

“Breakfast, lunch and dinner!” the first mate of Orin’s Pride said as he strode across the gangplank and clapped Tim on the shoulder. “Good to see you, Tim! You’ve grown a hand since we left!”

“Good to have you back safe, Master Horace,” Tim said, obviously a little embarrassed by the man’s affectionate display. “Were you really huntin’ pirates like they say?”

“Oh, aye, and took six of ‘em!” He rolled up the sleeve to show the row of six neatly tattooed skulls on his forearm, each with a letter P on its grim brow. “Come on aboard, Tim, and bring yer friend here, too. I’ll show you ‘round. The Captain brung somethin’ for ya from Marathia.”

“He brought something for me?” Tim’s voice broke in a screech, and he fairly hopped up and down with excitement. “What is it?”

“Well, you’ll just have to come see it, won’t ya! Come along then!”

“Thank you, sir, but I’ll just wait here,” Edan said, trying not to show his fear of crossing the gangplank.

“Oh! Sorry. Master Horace, this is Edan,” Tim said, nodding to him. “He’s apprentice to the lightkeeper at Southaven, and he’s going to take his trials to be a firemage soon!”

“Oh, aye! Heard of you, we did! Nobody said ya brung a wee fire demon with ya, though.” The mate stuck out a beefy hand that enveloped Edan’s and tried to crush every bone in it, then reached out to poke a finger at Flicker. She scowled and her hair flared with her temper. “Oy, but she’s a cutie! Don’t care fer the water much, then, do ya?”

“Not much, sir,” he admitted, trying not to grimace. He shortened Flicker’s chain before she could dart forward to catch the man’s shirt on fire. “I’ll wait here, Tim. Go ahead.”

“Right.” Tim nodded and accompanied the burly mate back aboard the ship, eyes as big as hen’s eggs as he was shown the engines of warfare.

Edan turned to walk back up the pier, thinking to wait in the shade of the keep’s foyer, but stopped in his tracks before he’d taken a single step. Camilla was walking — no, gliding — down the steps of the keep, her hair glowing in the mid-morning sun like burnished copper. She wore a plain russet gown, unadorned and rather loose fitting; the color complemented her hair, although the gown did nothing to flatter her otherwise. But it could no more make her ugly than a poorly cast setting could make a ruby less dazzling.

Flicker let out a disgusted sigh and scorched his ear.

Edan snapped out of his reverie and swatted Flicker away, then realized he had been staring, and that Camilla was looking right at him. He cast down his eyes, as if studying the stone pier under his shoes. He forced himself to walk forward, glancing up furtively. She was coming out onto the pier, probably to talk with the gregarious first mate of Orin’s Pride. Surely she didn’t fancy him. Edan continued forward, hazarding a smile and a nod of greeting.

“Lady Camilla,” he said, managing not to mumble.

“Hello, Edan.” She astonished him by stopping right in front of him, forcing him to stop as well. “I’d like to speak with you for a moment, if I may.”

“Of course!” he blurted, jerking Flicker’s chain as the firesprite fluttered toward the woman. “What would you like to talk about?”

“I think we need to talk about you, Edan,” she said, extending a hand to take his arm. “I think it’s time you were honest with me, and with yourself, about a few things.”

“Uh…of course,” he stammered, thrilling to her touch but not liking her tone in the least.

≈

Warm, fragrant water lapped at Feldrin’s chin, soothing away the tension of the past months. He hadn’t known how stressed he’d been, like a spring wound so tightly that it was ready to explode.

“I could grow right fond of bathin’ if it was always like this,” he said, watching Cynthia’s hand stir the hairs of his chest like the tide stirring a bed of sea grass.

“You better not be bathing like this when you’re out chasing pirates, Feldrin Brelak,” she said, her tone mild as her hand ventured deeper in the water, teasing him. She pressed against him, cradled in the crook of his massive arm, her chin on his broad shoulder and her breath in his ear. “I’ve heard about those sultry desert women and their wiles.”

“Oh, ya have, have ya?” he said with a chuckle, then gasped as her teasing became more intimate. “Yer own wiles are right near wearin’ me out, lass.”

“Oh, you’re not tired already,” she teased.

“Well…I might not be, if you gave me a chance to catch my breath.” He caressed her back with his broad, calloused hand, softened by an hour in the steaming water. “Thought we might want to…uh…discuss things. We prob’ly won’t get half a moment to ourselves once we leave this room, ya know.”

“Okay,” she agreed, though she didn’t ease her intimate caresses. “What would you like to discuss?”

“Um…well, I know yer not happy with me usin’ the Pride like I have, and I wanted to tell you that I’m done with it, at least fer a while. Things were gettin’…uncomfortable down Marathia.”

“Uncomfortable?” she asked, her curiosity piqued. “From what I heard, you did quite well. I can’t imagine the new sultan was upset with that.”

“Oh, he wasn’t upset. Not at all. He wanted me to keep right on doin’ what I was doin’, but on a larger scale.” He fixed her with a serious look. “He wanted the Pride, Cyn. He wanted a whole fleet of ‘em. You ought to tell all yer schooner captains to be careful. He would’a tried to take her by force if he thought he could.”

“They threatened you?” she asked, incredulous. “After what you’d done for them?”

“Oh, he more’n threatened, lass. He offered to make me an admiral, and more!”

“More?” She drew back a bit, fixing him with a meaningful stare. “How much more?”

“More’n I wanted to be part of, Cyn. It was a trap, pure and simple, and the bait was enough to make it temptin’ for any man.”

“But you weren’t?”

“Not in the least,” he said, carefully avoiding the details. “Not with you to come home to.”

“Oh, don’t try to flatter your way out of this, Feldrin,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “What exactly did he offer you?”

“An admiralty, a title and his sister’s hand in marriage,” he said, keeping his tone even and his eyes right on hers, his face as serious as he could manage. “I’d have taken the title and the princess, but I’m not much fer navy protocol.”

“Well, nice to know you draw the line somewhere,” she said, easing up next to him again. “I imagine he didn’t like you turning him down.”

“Oh, aye. He didn’t like that at all. And that’s what ya better warn yer captains about.” He drew her close and sighed. “If the Pride weren’t armed, he’d’ve taken her, without a doubt.”

“You really think he’d take a merchantman? A schooner under a Tsing flag?”

“If he thought he could do it without riskin’ war or his city, I think he’d try. Might try to take one at sea, dispose of the crew and let rumors of a ship lost at sea make him look innocent. He does have those warships I got back for him.”

“Gods, I hope not. It’s bad enough that the Tsing empire wants my designs. If Marathia’s willing to risk war to get them, that doesn’t leave me many options.”

“You’ve had offers from Tsing?” he asked, raising one thick eyebrow.

“Oh, I’d forgotten. You don’t know about our emissary from His Majesty.” She filled him in on the details of the visit and the suspected theft of the prototype plans.

“Wait! You actually built that monstrosity of a two-hulled contraption?”

“Well, it’s not quite done yet.” She laughed at him, then sobered. “But I’m less worried about the missing plans than the mer’s response to the visit. They did not like a warship anchoring outside the harbor. Now Captain Trengal tells me that there are rumors flying around Tsing about me creating an army of cannibals and mer, and a navy of armed schooners. I’ve sent so many letters that my hand is getting a cramp, but there’s been no formal response yet.”

“You didn’t accuse them of stealing the plans, did ya?”

“Lords no! I’m not a complete idiot, Feldrin!”

“Sorry, lass, but I know how possessive ya are about yer ship designs. I risked my life and my whole crew to protect ‘em, remember?”

“I know, I know, but give me some credit. My letters were very nice. I was a perfect lady.”

“Cynthia Flaxal…The mighty Seamage of the Shattered Isles groveling before the Emperor of Tsing? I don’t believe it.”

“I did not grovel. I said nice, not dimwitted.” She poked him in the ribs with a stiff finger, glaring playfully. “I told the emperor that further emissaries would be welcome, including one to the mer, who were insulted that they chose to deal with me and not them. I did ask them not to send another warship, but still no response.”

“Oh, they’ll respond,” Feldrin said. “It’d be my guess that they don’t send just one warship, but several. And ya probably have me to thank fer that as much as anyone. There’s got to be stories in Tsing by now about Orin’s Pride, the scourge of the Sand Coast.”

“Damn. I hadn’t thought of that.” She pulled away and pushed herself up out of the water.

“And just where in the Nine Hells do ya think yer goin’, lass?” he said, refusing to release her hand.

“I’ve got to draft another letter!” She tried to tug free, standing in the waist-deep water and glaring at him. “If I hurry, I can get one on a messenger boat before nightfall. Let go!”

“I’ve got a better idea,” he said, pulling her gently back into his arms and sending a wave lapping over the side of the sunken tub. “You relax and fill me in on all the details, includin’ this pyromage boy you’ve taken under yer wing, and we’ll decide how to handle things.”

“It’s my responsibility, Feldrin, not yours. There’s no reason you have to — How do you know about Edan?”

“I stopped by Southaven on my way here and Rowland filled me in on a few things. This was the first I heard about the emissary from Tsing, though.”

“Hmph! It figures. The emissary came while I was in Southaven picking up Edan. His trials are in less than two weeks, so that’s got to be a priority. We can’t miss the date.”

“And he’s ready? Have you talked to him about it?”

“I hope to the Nine Hells he’s ready, and I’m not saying that flippantly. This is his second try at ascension, and he’s about four years older than is usual. If he fails this one, he’s dead.” She sighed and lay back against him. “To complicate matters, he’s too infatuated with Cammy to do much more than stare at her.”

“Great. Maybe I should speak with him. Ya know, man to man.”

“Cammy was going to speak to him today. I hope she can do it without breaking his heart.”

“Then I definitely should talk to him. After his talk with her, I imagine the poor kid’s got a head-full of the wrong ideas.”

“Come on, Feldrin. Cammy wouldn’t give him the wrong impression.”

“Young men don’t need impressions from women like Cammy, Cyn. She could say anything, and he’d only hear what he wanted to hear. Trust me on that.”

“Well, maybe you should talk to him, then. Maybe we both should.”

“That’d suit fine, lass. Mayhap after dinner.” He pulled her close and rubbed her back where she’d said it was aching, smiling at her little moan of pleasure. “Now what’s this about an emissary to the mer?”

“Why are you so interested in my problems all of the sudden?” she asked, turning to allow him easier access to her aching muscles. “You’re not still upset being a seamage’s consort? Husband in all but name?”

“I’m over that, Cyn. Consort, play toy or just yer personal masseur, I’m stickin’ around, lass.” He dug his thumbs into the small of her back as she leaned over the edge of the tub and moaned in contented ecstasy. “I’m stayin’ fer as long as ya can stand me.”

≈

Tim strode down the pier, one arm outstretched, a huge bird of prey perched upon it. His shoulder was tiring before his feet touched the sandy walkway up to the keep. He hadn’t believed it when Horace had shown him the bird and told him that Feldrin wanted him to have it.

“It was a gift from the Princess Mieshala of Marathia for the captain’s service to her country,” he’d explained. “He didn’t know what to do with the beastie, but he knew you’d take care of her.”

When he’d been able to close his mouth, Tim listened to every word the mate had said about taking care of the bird. How it must never eat what it caught, and how to make sure it got its exercise every day. He still couldn’t believe it; such a beautiful, powerful creature, his.

“What’s her name?” he’d asked, unsure as he took the majestic bird onto his gauntleted arm, gripping the jesses like a lifeline in a storm.

“Well, that’s fer you to decide, Tim,” Horace had said, grinning down at him. “She’s yers now. Yers to care for and yers to use as you see fit. She’s yer responsibility.”

Of course he’d eagerly accepted the gift and the responsibility, though already he was wondering if he’d bitten off more than he could swallow. Just walking up the pier, his shoulder throbbed with fatigue. The bird must weigh a good half-stone! As to a name, he hadn’t decided yet.

He came up to Edan, who stood in the shade of the keep’s foyer, a stunned look on his pale features. He didn’t even comment on the huge bird perched on Tim’s arm. Flicker, however, took immediate notice of the creature, and let out a cry so piercing that Edan jerked as if he’d been poked with a pin.

“Blast you, you little — ” Edan’s eyes focused upon the two-foot tall bird on Tim’s arm and widened until Tim thought they would fall out onto the sand. “Holy gods of light and darkness! What in the name of the Flaming One’s burning hair is that?”

“She’s an osprey,” Tim said, grinning at his friend’s astonishment. He’d finally gotten one on the older boy. “Captain Feldrin gave her to me! Her name’s Samantha!” He said it without even realizing where the name came from. It just seemed right, looking at the regal bird: brown and white, sharp and keen, like a sword or something carved from marble.

“Samantha?” Edan took a step back as the bird, hooded and tied to the thick leather glove on Tim’s arm, screeched piercingly. “By the gods, what a voice! What in the Nine Hells is it for?”

“For? It’s not for anything. She was a gift from the princess of Marathia, and Captain Feldrin gave her to me.” He stroked the bird’s breast as he’d been shown. “Isn’t she wonderful?”

Flicker let out a stream of sprite gibberish that clearly stated that she had her own opinion of the bird’s qualities.

“Well, she’s certainly…uh…majestic.”

Edan seemed distracted by something, as if he’d had a shock and was only just recovering. Tim had no idea what the problem could be; he’d only left him here half an hour ago.

“Well, we’ll take her over the hill to the beach and see if she can catch a fish, how about that?”

“Uh…actually…I’m sorry, but do you mind if I go to my room for a bit? I’m not feeling too good.” Edan did indeed look pale, even paler than normal.

“Oh, no problem. I’ll take her and see what she can do. Maybe I’ll have her catch something and bring it back for dinner!”

“Thanks, Tim,” Edan said with an utter lack of enthusiasm for the plan. “I’ll see you later.” He tugged on Flicker’s chain and entered the shadowed confines of the keep, his steps aimless and without energy.

Tim briefly wondered what might have happened to his friend, but in short order he was overwhelmed with joy over his new pet, Samantha. He headed for the trail over the hill, wondering if she could catch a fish for him on the first try.

≈

Camilla strode into her chambers, slammed the door and leaned back against the thick oak portal, gasping for breath. Her heart was pounding and her skin was clammy with sweat; not with the heat, nor with the dash up the stairs, but with the words that had come out of that boy’s mouth. She’d heard words like that before, and they chilled her to the very marrow of her bones.

“Power,” she muttered to herself, clenching her fists and closing her eyes in anguish. She leaned her head back on the door, relishing its solidity, its firmness; a barrier between her and the world. Casting about in a sudden panic, she whirled and threw the latch. Only once the chair from the writing desk was jammed under the handle and firmly wedged did she back away and look around. Her room was startlingly bereft of any kind of weapon, and right now she longed for one. She needed the feel of a dagger in her hand, cold steel at her command, the heft of the hilt in her palm, solid, real…

Like that day…the day she’d put six inches of steel into the heart of the man who had tormented her to the very brink of sanity. The day she’d killed Bloodwind.

She dashed to her bedroom and jerked open the drawer of the nightstand. There it was, waiting patiently for her in its simple leather sheath. She encircled the plain wooden hilt with her hand and lifted the weapon from the drawer. This was the very one, the blade that had taken the pirate lord’s life. She pulled the glistening steel from the sheath and looked into it, as if she could see the dead pirate’s soul staring back out at her. But all she saw was her own reflection, the muscles of her jaw clenched so tightly that her head pounded with her heartbeat.

Slowly, she sheathed the blade, keeping the hilt in her hand for comfort, and went back out into the main room. She started toward the door — she needed to talk with Cynthia about what had happened — but then she saw the chair braced against it, and panic once again rose in her like a raging tide. She backed up, staring at the door, her fists clenched around the hilt of her dagger, and she wondered if she would ever open that door again.

≈

Edan sat in his room staring at the candle flame, letting its soothing, hypnotic radiance ease his mind.

He couldn’t believe what he’d said, what he’d promised…

Why did things have to be so complicated?

Why could she not see how simple it all could be?

Camilla had spoken of his duty, his obligation to himself. That he must concentrate on his upcoming trials, and that she felt that she was distracting him, risking his life…She had no idea.

“It’s my life to risk, milady.” He’d stared into those clear blue eyes, pouring his soul into them, willing her to feel what he felt.

“It would never work, Edan. We are too different. I am not the type of lady you should be seeking.” But he could hear it in her voice, her tone…There was willingness there, a longing for love — real love — pure, unwonted, without reservation…

Then he had said it.

“I will pass my trials, Camilla. I can feel it. And once I do, I’ll be more than just the awkward boy you’re talking to now.” Her eyes had widened at his pronouncement; was it passion, fear, or simply surprise that he would speak to her thus? “Once I have the power, I’ll have whatever I want, Camilla. And if you wish it, you can have it with me.”

Her face had turned a ghostly white and she had turned away from him, dashing up the steps in a swirl of russet skirts.

“Damn!” he swore, slamming his hand against the table top, making the flame dance. Flicker let out a startled cry and backed into a corner of her cage, her tiny face scrinched with concern. He felt immediately abashed. “I’m sorry, Flick. Come here. Let me get you something.”

He opened her cage and poured a measure of distilled naphtha into a basin, then lit it with the candle. The firesprite immediately swooped into the flames, lavishing the burning liquid over her tawny form, a startlingly sensuous display to behold. But as Edan watched, in his mind’s eye Flicker transformed. Camilla lay before him, shrouded in crimson silk the hue of her hair, begging him to take her in his arms.

He reached out to her. As his flame-touched skin blistered, he felt only the welling power that he knew would soon be his.


Chapter Seventeen

Ascensions

“She can hand, reef and steer as well as any, mind you. It’s her mouth that needs a reef taken in.” Seoril sipped his rum and glanced toward Parek, oblivious to the man’s calculating stare. “She thinks she’s Odea’s gift to seamanship. Always sayin’ we’d make an extra half a knot if we did such and such, or we’d not heel so much if we did this and that. A bloody shrew in sailor’s garb, she is.”

Parek looked steadily at the captain of the King Gull and sipped the spiced rum — the very good spiced rum — that Seoril had brought back from Tsing. As he savored the zest of the alcohol on his tongue, he weighed things in his mind: the loyalty of the man seated before him versus the value of his young protégé. Seoril’s complaints — but good seamanship and diligence — versus the memories of Sam’s taut, young body beneath his, her willingness to please him, her eagerness to do whatever it took to get what she wanted.

And it was plain to see what she really wanted.

The question was, could he use her skills, her eagerness, and her body and, in the end, get what he wanted? And would Seoril’s stupidity require that Parek make a decision he didn’t want to make?

“Aye, she’s headstrong, I’ll give you that,” he said, sipping the rum and smiling for a second as its heat filled his head. He swallowed, enjoying the warm rush of liquid fire down his throat. “But let me ask you something.”

“Ask away.” The other captain shrugged and leaned back in his chair.

“Was she right?”

“What?” Seoril stared at him, confusion etching his dull features.

“I want your honest opinion, and I mean honest.” Parek finished his dram, then reached for the rum bottle. He thumbed the cork free and poured a measure in his cup. “She’s sharp around the edges, to be sure, but as you said, she can hand, reef and steer with the best of ‘em, she’s not afraid of any man aboard this ship, she’s able to handle herself in a fight, and she has ideas, good ideas.”

He poured Seoril a measure of the fine rum and thumbed the cork back in place; the other captain looked worried.

“I was thinking of advancing her. She works well with Farin — even though he doesn’t like her — which shows she’s got a level head on her shoulders. I was thinkin’ second mate. I want your opinion.”

“I think she’s a royal pain in the arse, personally, but it’s plain enough that she’s got a sharp mind. Problem is, she’s too ambitious. She wants it all, and she don’t want to wait for it, or work for it like she ought.” He sipped his rum and wrinkled his brow. “I think makin’ her second mate would be a mistake, but it’s yer call. She’s on yer crew, not mine, thank Odea’s scaly tail.”

“Mayhap you’re right, but it is my crew.” He sipped and rubbed his jaw, giving the illusion of deep thought when he knew full well that he’d already made his decision. “Tell you what, let’s see if you’re right. Let’s bring her in and ask her.” He stood and took a step to his cabin door, opened it and yelled to a lounging cabin boy, “Tory! Stop lazin’ about and fetch Sam and Farin for me, lad!”

“Aye, sir!” the young man barked, sprinting off.

“Farin. What are you callin’ him for?”

“Well, if I promote Sam, it’ll affect the whole crew. I want Farin’s opinion as well.”

“Farin’s opinion?” Seoril gaped at him, obviously suspicious. It wasn’t Parek’s way to ask his mate’s opinion on anything.

Parek smiled. “Just bear with me. I think you’ll enjoy this.” He took his seat and lifted his cup to sip. In short order, a knock sounded and the door opened.

“Ya sent for us, Captain?” Farin asked, entering with a knuckle pressed to his brow. Sam entered behind with a similar gesture, but without a word.

“That I did, Farin.” He retrieved two pewter cups from his shelf and poured a measure of rum in each, pushing them toward the two newcomers. “Captain Seoril and I were just having a discussion, a discussion concerning a promotion that would concern everyone here. There you are, now, drink up.”

“Thank’e Cap’n,” they both said, taking their cups.

Parek noted that both sipped, that neither knocked back the prime liquor as if it were cheap grog. Yes, he thought, there is definitely hope for you, Mister Farin.

“I want to put a question to each of you. You both know what our gambit is with the sea witch, and you both know how recent events have kept the Cutthroat out of action.” The presence of an imperial warship in the Shattered Isles had kept Cutthroat tucked safely in the deep channel of Middle Cay for the past few weeks, and they were feeling the pinch. Supplies were short, and tempers even shorter.

They both murmured noncommittal agreement and he continued. “First, I want each of you to give me your ideas for taking merchant ships without risking discovery, either by the sea witch or the emperor’s fleet. You first, Farin.”

“Well, sir, as we can’t take the Cutthroat out, I’d say we might pick off a ship or two with a simple ruse, usin’ the King Gull as bait. Make her up like she’s crippled or derelict, with every man jack we got hid belowdecks.” He lifted his cup and grinned. “When a merchant ship comes close, we pounce on her like a shark on a wounded seal. Grapple her in close and swarm over her side.”

“Interesting!” Parek said, raising an eyebrow and looking to Seoril. “What do you think of that, Captain?”

The man’s brows knitted, obviously not relishing the use of his ship in such an endeavor. “I don’t like it. Not at all. It’s too risky.”

“Aye, risky it is, no doubt. No doubt at all.” He looked back to Farin and Sam. “What about you, Sam? How would you take a merchant without risking our whole operation here?”

“Yer pardon, Captain, but I wouldn’t,” she said, her features clouded with consternation.

“What? And why not? We gotta take a ship soon, Sam. We’re gettin’ short on supplies, and the crew’s out of sorts. There’ll be quarrels soon if we don’t give ‘em somethin’ to fight.”

“I still think it’s too risky, sir. We got too much goin’ on with the sea witch and the warships that are sure to be comin’ down from Tsing any day now.”

“So what would you do, just sit here and hunker until all this blows over?” He looked at her shrewdly; there was something brewing in that pretty little head of hers. “That could be months.”

She bit her lip in thought, then her eyes widened with a sudden idea. “Send the King Gull north. Do what Farin suggested, but not here. Take her north of Tsing, maybe even up to the Shining Sea for the summer. If Captain Seoril can take a bigger ship, they could come back with both and increase our fleet. But there’s too much to lose by workin’ the Shattered Isles right now. We’ve got too much to do to make sure the sea witch and the emperor’s fleet wipe each other out.”

“We do?” Parek wrinkled his brow and frowned. “I was thinkin’ our end of that was just about done. We’ve set our trap and baited the hook, now all there is to do is wait. What else do you think we should do?”

“With respect, sir, we can’t just sit and wait. We should have someone in place on Plume Isle to make sure that what we want to happen really happens. Too much could go wrong.” Her eyes lighted as if she were looking into a rising sun. “Someone has to be there to strike when the time is right.”

“And that someone is you, I suppose,” Seoril said with a short laugh, downing his rum at a gulp. “What did I tell you, Parek? She’s got more mouth than brains.”

“Mayhap, but I’d like to hear more.” He lifted the bottle and topped off everyone’s cups, nodding to Sam. “How would you get into Blood Bay, and how would you stay hidden?”

“Drop me off on the lee shore at night, and I’ll walk into Blood Bay overland. I’ll cut my hair and dress like a boy. There must be lots of young ones still there that Bloodwind took on, either bewitched by that sea hag or workin’ as forced labor. I’ll blend in, and when the time’s right, I’ll be there to take advantage of it.”

“And what if you’re found out?” Seoril asked, obviously doubtful.

“I’ll claim I stowed away on one of the ships that passed through, and jumped ship. That I wanted to be a sailor, but nobody’d take me. That I wanted to meet the famous Seamage of the Shattered Isles.” Sam sipped her rum and smiled sweetly. “By the time I’m done with her, the witch will want to adopt me!”

The three men laughed, though Seoril’s was obviously forced. As their mirth subsided, Parek raised a finger, gaining their attention.

“But what exactly will you do, Sam? How will you make sure the seamage and the emperor’s forces destroy one another?”

“I don’t know, sir,” she admitted, but her enthusiasm was undaunted. “I’ll have to think on my feet, watch for an opening. The problem is, neither will want to start a fight. It’ll take a spark, a murder of someone important blamed on the other side, maybe someone gone missing with the evidence pointed toward the others. Maybe even something stolen or a suspicious fire. If I can get aboard one of those warships, there’s plenty of mischief I could cause, I’m sure.”

“Aye, and get nicked in the process,” Farin said, scowling at her. “You’d have to do it while nobody was watchin’, then slip over the side quiet like. Leave somethin’ to point toward the sea witch.”

“Exactly!” Sam grinned at the first mate and gave him a playful shove. “Then sit back and watch the two tear each other apart!”

“Bold! Very bold, indeed!” Parek said, raising his cup and nodding to his fellow captain. “What do you think of that plan?”

“I think she has very big ideas, but I doubt she can pull them off.” Seoril frowned at their enthusiasm and snorted in disgust. “More’s the like she’ll get herself caught and tell the sea witch where to find us to save her own skin.”

Silence fell like a sail with a cut halyard, dousing their smiles and quenching the mood in an instant. Parek glanced sidelong at Sam and saw that she was shaking. Her white-knuckled fist drifted toward her dagger. He marveled at her for a moment; even in a rage, she was thinking about her actions, the potential for gain, the surety of punishment if she put a knife in the captain’s gut. He could also see that she would not let the insult go by the board without reprisal; if she did, she would be showing weakness, which was a death sentence on a pirate ship. He had half a mind to let her kill the bloody fool, but that just wouldn’t do; if the crew got wind of it, they might think they could get away with it also. No, he had to do something quick to avoid disaster.

“Give me your dagger, Sam,” he said, holding out his hand, his eyes rock steady on hers.

“Aye, sir,” she said, her voice trembling. The hilt of the weapon smacked into his palm.

He buried the tip in the center of the table, then looked at Seoril. The man had no idea how close he had just come to dying; he had insulted her on purpose, perhaps to provoke a response and get her into trouble with her captain.

He held out his hand. “Your dagger, if you please, Captain,” he said, keeping his tone neutral, his manner calm.

“What for?” Seoril asked, scowling in a caricature of suspicion.

“To settle this, once and for all,” Parek said, keeping his hand, open and empty, extended toward the man. “I need you both, and I can’t have you at each other’s throats. It’s not good for morale.”

“What’d be good for morale is if you bend that little whore of yours over your knee and stripe her arse with a switch, then toss her to the crew for a little entertainment! She’s trouble, Parek! Can’t you see that?”

“Your dagger, Captain! I insist!” Parek drilled his gaze into the man, straining to control his own anger. He could feel Farin tensing at his elbow, ready to strike if things went badly.

“Bloody ridiculous!” Seoril said, jerking his dagger from his belt and slapping it into Parek’s hand.

“Thank you, Captain.” He thrust the dagger into the table, a hand span from Sam’s. “Now Sam, I want you to walk around the table and extend your hand to Captain Seoril, and you, Captain, will take that hand and shake it firmly.” He could see the resistance, but he pressed forward. “This will be a bond between you both that neither will raise a hand nor offer a hostile word to the other as long as you are aboard this ship.”

“What about aboard my ship?” Seoril said as Sam rounded the table without a word and extended her hand, her face like stone.

“You can do as you see fit aboard your own vessel, of course, but as you said earlier, Sam’s on my crew, so she’s my responsibility. Now, please shake hands, and let’s be done with it.”

“Oh, very well,” he said, rising and turning toward Sam. He extended his hand and clasped hers firmly. “Bloody nonsen — ”

The captain’s word was cut off as he went completely rigid, eyes wide, mouth agape. Sam stumbled forward as Seoril gripped her hand even more forcefully, then pulled her with him as he fell back into his chair, twitching. As Parek withdrew the slim dagger from the back of his neck, Seoril gave one last spasm then went completely limp, finally releasing Sam’s hand. The captain of the King Gull sat there, his mouth moving, his eyes blinking, but unable to draw breath or move a finger. It had been a difficult thrust, to sever the spinal cord cleanly without killing, but the result was rewarding. The man would live for a few moments, long enough to hear what Parek had to say.

“That is what happens to anyone, captain or no, who insults one of my crew, you cowardly pig,” he said, wiping his blade on the man’s collar and turning to the others. “Farin, the King Gull is yours. Take her down to Marathia with a full crew, but leave a skeleton crew for the Cutthroat. Hunt for a merchantman or one of their warships, and be back here in a month.”

“Aye, sir!” Farin said with a grin, and then downed the rest of his rum.

“Sam, you’re my new first mate. I expect you to learn everything about running this ship, from beak-head to poop.”

“Aye, sir!” she said, her face jubilant, shining with vengeance as she laughed in the dying man’s face.

“You’ll also cut your hair and disguise yourself as a boy so you can infiltrate the sea witch’s island and make sure she gets what she deserves.” He raised the bottle and filled their cups, then his own. “But first, a toast to our poor departed Captain Seoril.” He lifted his cup and looked into the dying man’s eyes. “May the Nine Hells greet him with all he deserves!”

They drank to his demise as the last light of life faded from Captain Seoril’s eyes.

≈

Edan stopped in his tracks; the great hall was empty save for the seamage and her husband seated at one end of the long table. The couple looked up at him, standing there frozen with the door handle in his bandaged hand, Flicker tugging him forward by her thin golden chain. He was instantly embarrassed at having intruded on their private meal.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know — ”

“Edan. Please, come in.” The seamage extended one hand toward a third place setting, the only other one on the table. Her other hand was engulfed in the massive paw of her husband, who stood as Edan entered, towering head and shoulders over his wife, a disarming smile on his swarthy features. The seasprite lounging on the man’s shoulder perked up his ears and fluttered his wings. “I want you to meet my husband, Feldrin. We thought it would be nice if the three of us had a private dinner to get acquainted.”

“Thank you, Mistress Flaxal,” Edan said as he approached, trying not to appear hesitant while Flicker pulled him impatiently toward the large candelabrum on the table. His embarrassment eased to wariness, the situation reminding him of the disastrous “private discussions” he had endured with his parents before he’d been sent to be the lightkeeper’s apprentice. They had thought he was either sick or demon-possessed. “I really don’t want to intrude…”

“Nonsense,” the big man said, releasing the seamage’s hand and rounding the table. “I’m Feldrin Brelak, captain of Orin’s Pride.”

He extended one huge hand, and Edan extended his bandaged one. “Pleased to meet you, Captain.” Flicker flew to the length of her chain, drawing the seasprite’s attention and a smile from the big man.

“You’ve got a lovely little companion there, I see. Ah, but it looks like somebody winged ya there,” he said, clasping the injured hand lightly.

“It’s nothing,” Edan assured him, exerting as much pressure as he could without grimacing. Flicker flew a lazy figure eight over their hands, doing rolls and letting the flames of her hair course down her tiny frame, showing off for the new man. The captain just smiled and nodded, releasing his hand without comment. The seasprite on his shoulder stared openly at Flicker, his eyes wide, his little face slack in awe.

“What happened?” Cynthia asked as they took their seats. “It wasn’t that bird that Feldrin gave to Tim, was it?”

“No, it’s just a burn. Flicker got out of hand and scorched me.” The firesprite let out a chirp of indignation as he took his seat, but with the candles so close she quickly forgot the slanderous charge. She fluttered through the flames, ignoring him. “She gets upset sometimes, always being confined. If I don’t give her a treat often enough, she gets aggressive.”

“A treat?” Feldrin asked as a server appeared with a large tureen. “What does she get fer a treat, lamp oil?”

“Anything that will burn, actually,” he said as steaming turtle soup was ladled into his bowl. The aroma set his mouth watering.

“You’re kidding.” The seamage looked astounded. “She drinks it?”

“Oh, no. She just lights it and plays in the flames. Like that.” He nodded to the firesprite bathing in the candle flames.

“Interesting,” the seamage mused. “Mouse doesn’t seem to have a similar relationship with water, although he does tend to get into the alcohol a bit too much.”

She poked the seasprite out of his rapt attention, eliciting an “Eep!” of annoyance and a scowl. He fluttered off Feldrin’s shoulder and spun a quick orbit around the candelabrum, then hovered just out of Flicker’s reach. Knowing that her chain wouldn’t allow her to reach him, she tried another tactic: lazing back in the flames, she let them play over her body, all the while eying the seasprite from beneath half-lowered lids. The seasprite hovered, watching her, an anguished look on his tiny features. Flicker let out a peal of high, languid laughter, obviously amused at his conundrum; he was intrigued by her, attracted to her, but terrified of her fire.

With that the seasprite flashed into motion, darting in a tight orbit around the firesprite, so quick she could not respond. Her hair fluttered with his lightning passage, and then he was gone, streaking out the window in a glitter of gossamer-crystal wings. Flicker stared after him, a look of utter envy on her tawny features. She might be able to tempt him, but he had his freedom, and she did not.

“Well, I think Mouse has had enough of Flicker’s teasing for tonight,” the seamage said, sampling the soup.

“Aye, we’ll be lucky if he doesn’t show up in the middle of the night drunk and chirping sea chanteys.” Feldrin tried the soup and sighed. “Ah. So long at sea, I forgot what real food tasted like.”

“Tim said you were in Marathia hunting pirates,” Edan said, tasting the soup. It was rich and lightly spiced, and he found that he liked it despite the rather revolting thought that there was turtle in it.

“Aye, that’s true enough. They had a revolution down there and a bunch of warships went missing. I persuaded a few of their captains to return them to their owner, the sultan.” The captain tore a piece of bread from the loaf and dipped it in his soup, closing his eyes in bliss as he took a bite. “Cyn tells me yer here for yer ascension trials, and that you’ve tried it once before.”

“Yes, when I was nine years old.” Edan took some bread and followed the captain’s example as the servant filled the men’s wineglasses and the seamage’s water goblet. He sipped the wine; he’d never tasted anything like it before.

“That’s how you got the scars on your legs?” the seamage asked, raising an eyebrow. “Tim told me about them.”

“Yes.” He grimaced a little at the memory, at his failure. “My first trials didn’t go very well.”

“But yer here to try again, and that takes some stones!” Feldrin raised his glass in toast. “To yer success!”

“Thank you, Captain,” Edan said with a slight blush, sipping his wine. Flicker ventured from the candles to inspect his glass, but he pulled it away. “No, Flick. Not for you.” She retreated with a pout, but he wasn’t about to let her have any. He knew from experience that firesprites and alcohol did not mix well.

“It’s not usual for elementalists to try a second ascension,” the seamage said to her husband, nodding to Edan. “And to walk into a volcano, well…”

“Walk into a volcano?” Feldrin’s eyes widened. “So that’s yer plan, eh? How do you prepare yerself fer that? You’ve got to be a little…uh…nervous.”

“Afraid, you mean?” Edan said, smiling thinly at the captain’s careful choice of words. “I think I failed my first trials because I was afraid. This time, I won’t be.”

“But how can you not fear it? Forgive me, Edan, but if you fail this time, you’ll perish in the flames.” He could hear the worry in the seamage’s voice, but he knew that she, of anyone, understood his obsession. He had worked with the lightkeeper for far too long not to know that magic was everything to an elementalist: their work, their play, their love, their life…

“I’ve been preparing myself for this for years, without even knowing it, I think,” he said, relinquishing his empty bowl without realizing that he’d finished the soup. The bowl was replaced with a plate of crisp greens and slices of mango topped with crumbled white cheese. He had developed a taste for mango, especially with this cheese, and savored the interaction of flavors. And, to his surprise, he was enjoying the meal alone with the seamage and her husband. He had thought that it would be awkward, but they treated him as an adult, an equal, and that made him eager to share thoughts with them that he had never shared with anyone else.

“And how have you prepared yourself?” the captain asked, digging into his salad with relish.

“Failing once, and thinking for years that I would never be anything but the lightkeeper’s apprentice, that I would never have the magic, I didn’t think I had much to live for.” He shrugged. “Then you came along, Mistress Flaxal, and you broke all the rules. That gave me hope.”

“But are you sure that fear was the reason you failed your first trials?” the seamage asked, picking at her plate. “I remember that I was plenty scared the night I was chosen by Odea.”

“Were you, really?” he asked, surprised. “You were afraid of the storm?”

“Well, now that you mention it, not so much of the storm. I was afraid of the pirates who had taken my ship, and of being taken to Bloodwind.” She raised her right hand, the one missing a finger, and smiled without humor. “Those fears were well-founded, I later learned.”

“But you didn’t fear the storm, and I think that’s the key,” Edan said, warming to the subject. He pushed away his plate and sipped the wine, feeling emboldened enough to ask the one question that he’d wanted to ask her since the day they first met. “If I may ask, Mistress Flaxal, what did you feel? During your ascension, I mean. What was it like?”

“I remember being surprised, more than anything,” she said, waving the servant forward to clear their plates. The main course arrived: lamb chops with rosemary, roasted new potatoes swimming in butter, and a small bowl of chutney studded with brilliant-red pomegranate seeds. “I hadn’t planned any of it, you know, and I didn’t know what was happening. I remember feeling a rush, elated that I felt so good — not seasick at all, even in a hurricane — clinging to the topmast with the wind tearing at me and lightning cracking around the ship.”

Edan watched her as her eyes assumed a far-off look. The memory of her rapture, her oneness with Odea, shone in her face.

“Then I saw the eye-wall of the storm, and the moon and the stars, and Mouse showed me my pendant, and it all came together.” She shrugged and sipped her water before applying her knife and fork to the meat. “After that, I don’t remember much. Only that I saw the lightning coming and threw Mouse away, trying to spare him. Then I was falling into the sea.”

“A bloody wonder you weren’t killed,” Feldrin grumbled, spearing a potato and quartering it with deft strokes of his knife.

“But you weren’t, and that’s the key!” Edan forgot the food, so focused was he on the seamage’s story. “Struck by lightning and flung from the top of the mast into the water; it should have killed you, but it didn’t! Just as walking into the volcano of Fire Isle won’t kill me! You see? I have nothing to fear, just as you didn’t!”

“I hope so, Edan.” The seamage considered him for a moment before attending to her meal. “Maybe failing your first trials did prepare you for this. You know what there is to fear, and have overcome it.”

“I have,” Edan agreed, sipping his wine and returning to the meal. He ate heartily and watched Flicker in the flames, envious of her intimacy with the fire. His hand still ached from the burn, but there was no fear with the pain. Pain and fear were different things; he could feel pain without being afraid. That, he knew, was key to his success. For he knew that, unlike Odea’s trials, Phekkar’s would not be painless.


Chapter Eighteen

The Coming Storm

*She signs much, but her motions say little,* Redtail signed behind the seamage’s back as she pleaded her case once again to Broadtail. *Always she signs of peace. Never does she tell us how to get what we want from the landwalkers.*

*Yes, she signs much of peace.* Sharkbite flicked his tail in annoyance. *Like a newborn finling, crying for pap from a parent’s gullet. I wonder, is she weak, inept or simply a coward?*

Their conversation, carefully out of view of the seamage, was meant to be overseen by as many of the remaining mer in the grotto as possible. The rumors they’d sown throughout the community about the seamage — her questionable motives, her unwillingness to help the mer against the landwalkers — had taken root, and of those assembled, as many looked to her with skepticism as with hope. Tailwalker and Quickfin floated to either side of the Trident Holder, in full view of their conversation. Both glared openly at them, their agitation plain for all, including the seamage, to see.

*I think the growing heir in her belly has made her afraid of confrontation,* Redtail agreed, backing up slightly to avoid drifting into his companion. The motion was, as everything Redtail did, carefully calculated. His tail nudged another mer, and he turned to offer apology, knowing full well who was behind him. *My pardon, Sunglimmer. We are crammed in here like finlings in a cheek pouch.*

*Yes, it is quite a school in here.* She signed as she backed up. Her mate, Spineback, puffed out his broad chest and flared his gill slits at Redtail and Sharkbite, a subtle challenge. The closely packed school had brought tempers to the fore. Sunglimmer, it seemed, had been paying more attention to their conversation than the seamage’s rambling plea, and Spineback had taken notice.

*Watch your tail,* the big mer warned. *And have a care what you sign in the presence of Seamage Flaxal’s Heir.*

*Calm, my husband,* Sunglimmer signed, one graceful hand on his thick chest. *No insult was meant, and not all here agree with what Seamage Flaxal’s Heir is signing.*

*True on both counts, Sunglimmer,* Redtail signed with a nod of respect. *We only sign our opinions, which to my knowledge we are still allowed to do, unless the seamage coaxes the Trident Holder into denying that privilege also.* He backed away before Spineback could reply, nudging Sharkbite to join their other friends. They had done all they could do here.

The pair worked their way through the school, paying little attention to the seamage’s conversation with Broadtail. What she was signing they had all seen before; caution, peace, tolerance, talk…an endless prattle of obsequiousness that Redtail found increasingly nauseating.

They joined Eelback and Slickfin where they were conversing with Kelpie. Redtail could tell by the priestess’ posture that she was upset.

Good, he thought, gesturing from behind Kelpie’s back that their assignment had gone well. Eelback has told her of our discovery. Their entire conversation, purposefully held in view of Tailwalker and Quickfin, was to draw their attention away from Eelback’s conversation with the priestess. She was now the only one besides Eelback, Slickfin, Redtail and Sharkbite who knew the truth of their plan, the truth that would change the mer’s place in the world forever. If she responded poorly to this news, if she threatened to divulge the news to their enemies…well, that was why Eelback had recruited Sharkbite into their little group.

*I do not expect a commitment from you now, Kelpie,* Eelback signed as the seamage finished her diatribe. *Simply consider it, and I will honor your decision.*

*I cannot do it, Eelback,* she signed, obviously agitated. Her eyes flickered to the two mer flanking the Trident Holder, lingering on the seamage’s betrothed. *Seamage Flaxal’s Heir is my friend, and Tailwalker is — *

*I know how you feel about the Trident Holder’s son, Kelpie,* Slickfin signed, resting a sympathetic hand on the other’s arm. *But you cannot let feelings guide you here. The future of our race is at stake.*

*I must…think on it,* she signed, hurriedly disengaging and leaving the grotto, her colors shifting as she went, displaying her distress for all to see.

*Odea’s priestess seemed upset,* Redtail signed with a knowing grin as Broadtail thanked the seamage for her opinion, and asked the school to present any questions they might have.

*Come, let us go to my grotto,* Eelback signed, his own color shifting with his nervousness. They had just opened their plan to the possibility of discovery by their enemies. *There are enough here to ask the questions that we have all asked in the past. Let us discuss the future, and how we may shape it.*

They left the grotto, and in their wake questions rained down on the seamage like a shower of silt from a ship passing overhead.

≈

“All is ready, Commodore,” Captain Flauglin said as the last barge pulled away from the Clairissa’s side. “Fire Drake and Lady Gwen have signaled likewise. We can finish the stowage and get the marines settled while underway.”

“Very good, Captain, and well done.” Commodore Twig was pleased; preparations that might have taken a tenday had been accomplished in only six. “Our orders are to depart as soon as possible. You may weigh anchor and make for sea. Please signal Fire Drake and Lady Gwen to proceed.” He paced the expansive quarterdeck as the captain acknowledged his orders and set things into motion.

The crack crew on the Clairissa slipped her mooring with military precision and little delay. The boatswain called for the sweeps, and long oars were run out of the lowest row of ballistae ports; their blades dug into the water, adroitly turning the huge ship in the crowded harbor. Before her escorts had finished hauling their anchors, the sweeps had been stowed and the emperor’s flagship was making headway toward the harbor mouth under a dazzling tower of white topsails and jibs. Fire Drake and Lady Gwen soon followed, and the three ships departed the harbor in a neat row, the two warships in the fore, and the supply galleon bringing up the rear.

The commodore looked back at the following ships, his lip twitching in a repressed smile. That pompous twit Norris and his entourage were sailing in the Lady Gwen, cramped into passenger quarters. The Clairissa and Fire Drake carried only military personnel, though a full battalion of four hundred marines made even the emperor’s flagship somewhat crowded. He and the captain were, of course, well appointed; the flagship sported two vast greatcabins aft, one above the other, the sweeping stern windows giving both light and welcome ventilation in the stifling heat. Captain Flauglin was in command of the Clairissa and her day-to-day operations, but Twig outranked him and commanded the entire armada, so he gave the orders that would ultimately affect their mission.

The first swells of the Great Western Sea lifted the immense bulk of the Clairissa as she turned south. They would have to tack far out to sea before they picked up the trade winds. Then they could set a course straight for Plume Isle. Twig smiled at the thought of the haughty seamage’s face when she saw the emperor’s flagship on the horizon.

Superfluous indeed, he thought, gripping the rail and looking out over the deck, with its double row of massive catapults shrouded in canvas, and the files of marines scurrying around stowing their gear. With a full complement of more than twelve hundred sailors and marines, the Clairissa was no less than a mobile fortress, able to reduce even a fortified keep to rubble.

“We shall see who is superfluous, Seamage of the Shattered Isles…”

≈

Cynthia stepped from the sea’s embrace into the waiting embrace of Feldrin Brelak. His arms enveloped her and held her close, and she wondered how she had lived so long without him. The sea was, as she had oft said, a harsh mistress, and while she felt a certain rapture and wonder under the sea that could not be paralleled ashore, there was nothing as comforting, as solid as Feldrin’s huge arms enfolding her. She knew he would never betray her, never treat her like an intruder or accuse her of manipulating him for her own ends.

She squeezed him back as hard as she could, which drew a deep chuckle from his barrel chest. One of his huge hands cupped her head like a child’s, patting her hair, and it was all she could do to release him and step back.

“Now, lass, why the tears?” he asked, wiping water from her cheeks with his thumbs.

“Tears?” She hadn’t realized that she was crying, but it didn’t surprise her. Lately, her emotions had been tossing and turning like a fishing smack in a summer squall. She sniffed and smiled up at his concerned face, into his twinkling dark eyes, and lied. “Just thinking how much I missed you, I guess.”

“Oh, now that won’t wash with me, and ya know it.” He put her hand on his arm and started their stroll up the pier. “Them fishy friends of yours get yer dander up again?”

“How did you know?” she asked, poking him in the side and eliciting another chuckle. “You learn mind reading from that princess of yours?”

He patted her hand on his arm and smiled. “No, it don’t take mind readin’ to know you’ve got yer knickers in a knot over the mer. I’ve watched ya dealin’ with them off and on for almost two years, and I see how frustratin’ they are to ya.”

“You have no idea, Feldrin,” she said, with relief. Although she didn’t want to worry him with her problems, she was glad that he’d guessed the real source of her distress; it was nice to have someone to talk to about it. “They’re like spoiled children. It’s like they want war. I don’t understand them half as well as I should, and my father’s notes on them are sketchy at best.”

“Well, ya ever think that maybe they do want war?” he asked, taking her aback.

“But who would ever…” She let that thought slide away at the knowing shake of Feldrin’s head. Maybe that was her problem; instead of denial, she should be looking for reasons. “Why would they want war with the landwalkers?”

“I have no idea, Cyn, but ya gotta understand that not everyone wants peace, and not every war is a bad thing. Take what Mojani did down in Marathia. That revolution damn near ripped the country right down the middle, but they’re better for it. The bad thing is that, with that success under his belt, the sultan started lookin’ to carry the war beyond his borders, to keep up that feelin’ of power and control, and perhaps fill the country’s coffers.” He stopped at the steps to the keep and looked down at her. “What ya gotta ask yerself is: What do the mer stand to gain from war?”

“That’s just it — I don’t know! It’s not like they can invade the land and claim it, and they don’t require its resources; the sea gives them everything they need. They’re spoiling for a fight, and I don’t know why.”

“Well, maybe it’s a matter of respect,” he said, motioning to the bustling throngs of dark-skinned natives in the shipyard who were moving the masts of Cynthia’s new ship to where they would be stepped. “Like yer friends here; give ‘em credit fer runnin’ their own lives, point ‘em in the right direction and give ‘em the tools, and they’re busy as a hive of bees.”

“Well, I can’t very well ask the mer to help me build ships, can I?”

“No, I don’t suppose ya can. Not unless ya can design one that sails under the water.” He chuckled, but stopped as her brows knitted in thought. “Now, Cyn, don’t get any hair-brained ideas! Ya got enough problems right here without designing another new ship! Besides, I got one more problem for ya, and I think it’s a doozie.”

“Oh, what now?” she said a bit irritably, her mind leaping ahead to all the things already on her plate.

“It’s Cammy, Cyn. She asked me to send you up to talk to her.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Is she having more problems with Edan?”

“Don’t know, but she didn’t look so good. Like she hadn’t slept in a coupl’a days.”

“Great. I’ll go talk to her as soon as I get up the energy to climb these blasted stairs.” She looked up and sighed, but before she could lift her foot to start the climb, she found herself whisked off her feet and lifted up by massive arms. “Feldrin! Stop it! I’m not an invalid!”

“Oh, I know yer not, lass. Just relax and enjoy the ride.” He strode up the steps without a pause in his stride, as if her weight did not affect him at all — and it probably didn’t. “Besides, I’m not doin’ this fer you. I’m just givin’ me boy his first pony ride, is all.”

“Bloody jokester,” she said, poking him in the chest but unable to hide her smile. She planted a kiss on his cheek and leaned her head on his shoulder. Yes, she had missed Feldrin Brelak a great deal indeed.

≈

“Leaving?” Cynthia stood shock-still, her eyes wide and disbelieving. It wasn’t just Camilla’s pronouncement that she would move to Southaven permanently; they’d discussed it before, so it wasn’t a huge surprise. What shocked her was the state of Camilla’s rooms…and Camilla herself.

The wardrobe doors were wide open and the expansive space was empty. Some of the dresses were strewn around the room in crumpled piles, so contrary to the meticulous care Camilla generally took with her clothing. But most of the dresses were draped over the curtain rod above the closed shutters that led onto the balcony, forming a rainbow-hued barrier to the outside world and casting the room in shadow despite the mid-day sun. And Camilla, as Feldrin had said, looked like she had not slept in days. She looked fevered: her hair was a tangled mess about a face the color of white cheese, sharply punctuated by red-rimmed eyes. She wore a thick woolen robe that hung on her like a tent, and her hands shook when they weren’t clenched into white-knuckled fists or thrust into the robe’s pockets.

“What’s happened, Cammy? What’s going on?”

“It doesn’t matter,” the distraught woman snapped, pacing through the frothy piles of silk and satin. “I just think it would be best if I left. You were right; I can conduct your business better in Southaven, and if you’d still let me stay in your old house, I wouldn’t have to pay for — ”

“Cammy, please. Stop for a moment and think about this.” She stepped into the woman’s path and gripped her shoulders, forcing their eyes to meet. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong!” Camilla said through clenched teeth, pulling away and taking two steps back, almost stumbling over a pile of discarded clothes. “If you won’t let me stay there, I can afford a place of my own. I’ve got to go, Cynthia. That’s all there is to it!”

“Cammy! Of course you can stay in my home. That’s not what I’m saying at all! If you must leave, I’ll have you out on Peggy’s Dream on the next tide. But there’s more to this than you’re saying!” She took a careful step forward, but it only elicited another step back from her friend. She’d never seen Camilla so terrified before. Cynthia had always marveled at her friend’s strength; the only thing that had ever scared Camilla was being coveted by Hydra and Bloodwind. The answer hit Cynthia like a slap in the face, and she clenched her teeth in anger. “It’s Edan, isn’t it? He didn’t — ” She stopped at the horror on her friend’s face.

“Don’t, Cynthia! Don’t confront him! He hasn’t touched me, if that’s what you’re thinking, but there’s more to him than just the cloistered little boy I thought he was.” She wrung her hands and turned away. “He scares me, Cyn. He’s fixated on me. He wants me.”

“I’ll have Feldrin tell him to — ”

“No! Don’t confront him!” Her face had gone totally white, and her eyes brimmed with tears. “He’s too dangerous — he will be, with the power he’s going to gain with his ascension. If I don’t leave, he’ll get what he wants. He’ll get me, Cynthia, or he’ll burn this entire island!”

≈

Under the light of a waning moon, a catboat edged through a gap in the reef of Plume Isle, sails furled, four crewmen straining on the oars to keep the craft off the razor-sharp coral. Once inside the tiny lagoon, just south of the main channel into Scimitar Bay, the little craft surged forward until her prow grounded on the sandy beach. There was almost no surf on the lee shore of the island, so the sound of wood against hard sand was loud over the distant crash of waves on the outer reef.

Two crewmen jumped over the side to steady the craft as a third slim figure vaulted from the bow onto the damp sand, barely wetting her feet. Sam bore only a small bundle of clothes and her dagger, and she dashed into the cover of trees without looking back. By the time the catboat had turned and passed through the gap in the reef, Sam had made her way up the narrow trail to the ridge that overlooked Scimitar Bay.

Moonlight illuminated the scene before her, giving her a good view of the shipyard, the native village and the edifice that had once been her lord and master’s lair.

“Made a few improvements, have we?” she muttered under her breath, noting that the shipyard was now larger and cleaner than it had been, and that not a single wall remained of the shantytown that had been her home during her time here. Then she noticed the two schooners at the pier, and let out a low whistle. She’d only been expecting to find one — the new three-masted ship. That in itself was a wonder, but it was the second ship that held her eye. She would have recognized it anywhere; it was the ship that had led the assault on Blood Bay to overthrow Bloodwind, and she welcomed the sight of it.

“You’ll be mine or on the bottom of the sea when I’m done with you, Orin’s Pride,” she muttered with a cruel smile as she moved off the trail to a hidden vantage point. She would watch for a day or two, get the lay of the land and memorize the daily routines, then work her way into the little community. Then she would wait and, when the time was right, she would strike.


Chapter Nineteen

Confrontations

“The way I see it,” Cynthia said, surveying the array of charts strewn across the dining table, “Orin’s Pride is the logical choice. The Dream’s just too big to handle in such tight quarters.”

“I’d say yer right,” Feldrin agreed, squinting at the maze of numbers, contour lines, current arrows and the star symbols of submerged rocks that represented the most recent survey of the waters around Fire Isle. He poked at Mouse, who was curled up atop one of the charts, bored and dozing, to get a better look, and was rewarded with an annoyed “Eep.” The chart’s accuracy was dubious; it had been compiled by Cynthia’s father over twenty years ago. For a coral reef, twenty years was but an instant of its life, and Cynthia found most of his charts to be unerringly correct. But in the area around Fire Isle, the underwater topography changed often and rapidly; magma seeped from the volcano to produce new hillocks and rises, and seismic activity broke the substrate into fissures and ledges. No one anchored there: the jumble of broken rock and smooth, solidified lava offered poor holding at best; a broken anchor and a ship on the rocks at worst.

“I gotta say, though, even with you aboard, I’m not too keen on bringin’ the Pride in through that.”

“I’ll ask the mer if they have any suggestions, but I don’t think they’ll be much help.” She sipped her cup of blackbrew and sighed; they’d been poring over the charts for more than an hour, and the worst was yet to come. “They don’t like Fire Isle any more than you do.”

“Ain’t no wonder. I wouldn’t want to be in the water when one of those hot flows hits it. You can hear it two leagues off shore, the crackin’ and poppin’. I imagine it’d deafen anyone under the surface, to say nothin’ of boilin’ ya to death.”

“Well, it’ll give me the opportunity to update Orin’s charts, anyway,” Cynthia said, brightening. “Not that they’ll be accurate for very long, but it’ll give me something to do while we wait.”

“Other than keepin’ the Pride off the rocks, you mean?” Feldrin said, arching one black eyebrow.

“Well, yes, but how hard will that be?” She smiled at his deep-throated grumble. “Don’t worry. We can stand off half a mile or so while we wait. Just heave to in fifty fathoms and we’ll be safe enough.”

“Aye, unless the blasted mountain throws a ball of molten rock down on us,” he said, still frowning. “Sorry, Cyn, but it makes me nervous. Fire and water, you know.” Mouse perked up at the mention of fire, and looked worried.

“I know, I know,” she said, remembering her conversation with Camilla on the subject. “Love and sorrow…”

“What?”

“Oh, nothing. Just an old rhyme that Cammy brought to — ”

The click of the dining hall’s big double door brought her up short, and she looked up. Edan poked his head into the room, a worried look on his freckled features.

“Tim said you wanted to see me, Mistress?” he asked, stepping through the doorway with Flicker hovering around his head. The firesprite looked disappointed when she saw the unlit candelabrum on the table, but perked up when she saw Mouse, a mischievous glint in her burning-coal eyes.

“Yes, Edan. Please come in.” Cynthia gestured to the chart-strewn table and scooped up Mouse before he could dart off to torment the firesprite. “Now you be good, Mouse, and stay put.” She perched him on her shoulder, ignoring his petulant “hrmph” of disgust. “We’re making plans for our trip to Fire Isle, and we wanted you in on it.”

“Oh! Oh, yes!” He brightened immediately and approached the table and sat in an adjacent chair, his eyes widening at the array of charts. “Wow! I didn’t know you had maps of the island.”

“We don’t,” Feldrin said, a little edge in his deep voice. “These are charts, not maps. They only show the water, not the land, or not much of it anyway.”

“Oh. Sorry. Yes, I see.” He squinted at the detailed renderings, pulling Flicker back as she eyed the flammable parchment. “No, Flick! Don’t even think it.” She sat back on his shoulder and sulked, her fun spoiled. “It looks confusing.”

“It is,” Feldrin said, pointing to a relatively deep channel between two promontories. “This is the only point of approach on the lee shore. These numbers are the depth of the water in fathoms, so you can see how jumbled up the sea floor is. The approach’ll be dangerous. If we make a mistake, we could rip the bottom right out of the Pride.”

The boy’s eyes widened, his features paling, his fear palpable. “But how will I get ashore through that?”

“I’ll be aboard, Edan,” Cynthia said with a thin smile. “I can see what lies beneath the surface, so I’ll be able to guide the ship in safely. Then we’ll put you in a launch and take you ashore.”

“A launch? You mean one of the little boats?” His fear doubled, audible in his tremulous voice. “But won’t there be waves? What if it tips over?”

“Well, then you’d have to learn to swim,” Feldrin said with a malicious grin. “Quickly.”

“Oh, stop it, Feldrin!” Cynthia scolded. “Don’t worry, Edan. I’ll be with you, and the water will be as flat as a mill pond, I promise.”

“Well I suppose that would be — ”

“But it will still be dangerous,” Feldrin interrupted, his scowl intact. “And this is my ship we’re talkin’ about.”

“Which brings up something that we need to ask of you, Edan,” Cynthia said, noting the instant flicker of suspicion on the boy’s face. “We’re doing a lot for you; Feldrin is risking his ship and the safety of his crew to help you, and I don’t mind telling you that being that close to an active volcano makes me more than a little nervous. I agreed to do this as a favor to the lightkeeper, but there’s something you need do for us as well.”

“Of course,” he said, his tone eager but edged with worry. “Whatever you need.”

“What we need is for ya — ”

“What we need,” Cynthia broke in, cutting through Feldrin’s usual lack of diplomacy with a calming tone, “is a delicate subject, Edan. It involves Camilla. Specifically, your feelings for Camilla.”

“I don’t understand,” the boy said, his suddenly guarded expression belying his words. “I don’t have any — ”

“See, now, there ya go lyin’. Right there is why I’m tempted to just chuck ya into the Fathomless Reaches and have done with it!” Feldrin’s ire made Cynthia cringe, and it struck Edan like a physical blow. The young man blanched even paler and sat back in his chair, eyes wide, while Flicker darted behind his neck. “And I swear by Odea’s hand, if ya lie to us again, that’s exactly what I’ll do!”

“Feldrin, please,” Cynthia said, placing a hand on his arm and earning a scowl from his dark eyes. They had differed in their opinions of how to approach Edan on this subject, but she hadn’t thought he would threaten the boy. “Edan, we know you have feelings for Camilla, and there’s nothing wrong with that. What you have to understand is that Camilla is very special to us both, and that she has had a very bad experience with unwelcome romantic advances in the past.”

“I’m sorry,” Edan said, regaining a bit of his composure, though he still watched Feldrin fearfully. “I didn’t mean to lie about it, but I’m just a little…embarrassed. I didn’t think it was anyone’s concern but hers and mine.”

“You must understand, Edan, that Cammy is more than just a friend to Feldrin and me. We are family. She’s been through trials that would have killed anyone with less fortitude, and we will not have her go through them again. She wants to leave, but I have convinced her to stay, at least for a while, if you agree to do as we ask.”

“And what do you want me to do?” he asked, his mouth set in a firm line of displeasure.

“First, you must apologize to her for frightening her as you have. Then — ”

“Frightening her?” His eyes popped as if he’d been slapped. “Excuse me, Mistress Flaxal, but how have I frightened Camilla?”

“By telling her that, once you become a firemage, you’ll be powerful and get whatever you want!” Feldrin said, his dark eyes boring into the young man like thumbscrews. “She’s been hurt by power before, and it’ll not happen again.”

“But I didn’t mean — ”

“Regardless of what you meant, Edan, you must see this from her perspective.” Cynthia squeezed Feldrin’s arm, but kept her eyes on Edan. “Bloodwind kept her captive for almost as long as you’ve lived. He kept her in chains, a slave, half-starved and paraded before his captains as a prize for fifteen years. It took him that long to wear down her will to the point where, given the choice of being his slave or his wife, she took the latter. They were never married, and in the end it was Camilla who put a dagger in his heart.”

She let that sink in. In Edan’s eyes she could see his recognition of the hardships that Camilla had endured, as well as the fact that she had killed the pirate-lord Bloodwind with her own hand.

“I’m sorry,” he said finally. “I didn’t mean to…I mean, I…”

“We know you didn’t mean to hurt her, Edan,” Cynthia said, softening. “What we need now is for you to do what’s right. We want you to apologize and to tell her that you were mistaken, that you don’t have romantic feelings for her anymore. You didn’t know she’d been hurt, and now that you do, I know you won’t make any more advances, either now or after your ascension.”

“But I do have feelings for her,” he said, his brows knitting in anguish. “I know I’m younger than she is, and now I know that she’s been hurt before, but I won’t hurt her, not like Bloodwind did. I could make her happy!”

“No, Edan, you couldn’t make her happy,” Cynthia said emphatically. “The only person who can make Camilla happy is Camilla. If you truly have feelings for her, you’ll let her go; you’ll let her be happy on her own.”

Uncomfortable silence settled on them like a shroud while Edan thought about what they had said. Cynthia could see the emotions playing through him — the turmoil of desire, fear and determination each vying for purchase, like a man standing in the surf upon weed-slick stones. She knew there was much in his mind that he would not say, that he knew he could not say to them, so it surprised her a little when his eyes finally snapped to focus and his jaw clenched before he spoke.

“And if I refuse to do as you ask?”

Cynthia sat back and opened her mouth to speak, but Feldrin’s huge hand encircled her arm and his rough basso voice cut her off.

“Then there’ll be no ship to take you to Fire Isle,” he said, placing his other hand flat on the chart splayed before them. “You won’t have the chance to do yer little dance in the volcano, and you’ll never be a firemage, ever.”

Cynthia hated that they had to play this card, but she and Feldrin had agreed that it was their only means of pressuring Edan into leaving Cammy alone. If he refused, he would forego his ascension and have no power, and Camilla would have no reason to fear him. If he agreed…well, right now, Cynthia wasn’t sure she would believe him. The problem with their plan was that once Edan had completed his ascension, their leverage over him vanished. But at least by then, she thought, we can have Camilla out of his reach.

She could see the anger behind those pale eyes, those knitted crimson brows, and could feel his hatred like the heat from an open oven door. For the first time, the thought of helping this young man — so emotional, so naïve — gain the power to wield fire as she directed the might of wind and wave, frightened her. Cynthia had been fixed on how important her magic was to her and how sad it would be for Edan to never achieve his potential, but now she was not sure; the power of an elementalist in angry and volatile hands could be disastrous. She was considering calling off the whole thing, renouncing her vow to help the lightkeeper, when, once again, Edan’s response surprised her.

“I need some time to think about this, Mistress Flaxal,” he said, pushing himself up from his seat with shaking hands. The anger had faded, and his eyes flicked around the room as if he were lost. “I don’t know what I would do, what I would be, if I gave up my ascension. I could earn a living, I suppose, but…” His eyes focused back on hers, a thin hope kindling behind them. “Do you think that she…that Camilla might…”

“No, Edan, I don’t.” She hated herself for saying it, for telling him the truth. “She doesn’t love you. It’s not your fault that she doesn’t, it’s just the way things are.”

“I…I still need to think about it.” He nodded to them both and left the room, his thin shoulders slumped, his gait slack, Flicker flying in agitated circles about his head.

After the door closed, Cynthia and Feldrin sat for a while in silence, their hands clasped under the table. Finally, Cynthia expressed their mutual thoughts in words.

“Gods, I hated that, but I don’t know how else we could have done it.”

“It was the only way, Cyn,” Feldrin said, standing and starting to organize and stow the charts, rolling each carefully before tying it with string and slipping it into its own wooden tube. “But I still don’t feel right about helpin’ that lad become a firemage. He’s too full of fear, too much a coward.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t call him a coward, Feldrin. Anyone willing to walk into a volcano must have some fortitude. Just because he’s afraid of the ocean, I don’t — ”

“It’s not just the ocean he fears, lass. You can see it in his eyes when he looks at ya. Fear’s runnin’ through his veins all the time, and he barely keeps it under control.” He stowed the last chart and slapped the cap on the tube with a crack. “Makin’ him a firemage, givin’ him that much power, is a mistake.”

“Why?” she asked, though she thought she knew the answer.

“’Cause there’s naught more dangerous than fear and power together.”

≈

“Oy! You there, boy! Come ‘ere!”

The gravelly dwarven voice stopped Sam in her tracks. She quelled the urge to run and instead turned to the thick-set little dwarven woman who ran everyone around the shipyard ragged with her tongue. She knew there would be a meeting like this, but she’d hoped to put it off a while longer. She was still getting the lay of the land. She knuckled her forehead and pitched her voice carefully.

“Yes, ma’am.” She trotted forward and grinned. “Some’at I ken do for’e, ma’am?”

“What’s yer name, boy?”

“Billy, ma’am. Billy Knockshire.” She tried to ignore the dwarf’s huge hands tucked into her belt, hands big enough to reach fully around Sam’s upper arm and undoubtedly strong enough to break the bone simply by squeezing. “Off the Pride, I am.” She made sure she stood just out of reach of the dwarf’s short arms.

“Are ye, now? I don’t remember seein’ ye ‘round these past four days.”

“Aye, the mate’s had me scrubbin’ the bilge, stem to stern. I just seen daylight today fer the first time since we arrived.”

“Oh, has he? Well, you can tell me the mate’s name then, I’m sure.”

“O’course, ma’am. Master Horace’s the mate of the Pride.” Bloody suspicious female, she thought, glad that she’d spent the past two nights eavesdropping as the crews relaxed and talked after supper. “There a prob’m, ma’am?”

“Just like to know everyone, is all.” The dwarf squinted at her skeptically. “You don’t look the type Feldrin Brelak would hire. How’d you get a berth on the Pride?”

“Well, uh, I di’nt ‘xactly get no berth, ma’am. I stowed away, an’ Master Horace agreed not ta chuck me o’rboard if I scrubbed the bilges. All I wanted was to get away from me paw. I co’nt take his beatin’s no more.” She shuffled from one foot to another uncomfortably, which wasn’t much of an act. None of her lies would stand up to much scrutiny.

“So, are they payin’ ye fer yer work?” the dwarf asked, squinting at Sam skeptically.

“Oh, no, ma’am. He just agreed not to chuck me o’rboard, and to not tell the cap’n, o’course.”

“Well, then. I could use another hand in the shop if you don’t mind hard work, and I’ll pay ya fer it. Tuppence a day. I d’nt beat nobody, though I got a sharp tongue, some say. And you’ll learn a trade by time ye got a hair on that chin o’ yers.” She clapped her hands together and smiled. “Whadeya say, Billy?”

“I…uh…” She certainly didn’t want to get bogged down by accepting a job at the shipyard, but it would offer her a perfect cover story. “I’d like to, ma’am, but they feed me on the Pride, and though it ain’t a proper bunk, I gots a dry spot to sleep in the sail locker.”

“Well, I can’t feed ya, but you can rig a hammock in the cordage room, and tuppence a day’ll buy ye food up at the keep, and gi’ye pocket money ta spare.”

The dwarf looked at her expectantly, and Sam was about to give another excuse to get out of the position when she spied two young men leaving the keep. The one with red hair she didn’t know, but the other she knew immediately. Her brother, Tim, walked beside the taller boy, and on his arm stood a bird almost half as tall as he. The two were talking, or rather Tim was talking and the other was listening, or pretending to listen, as they strode toward the path that led over the ridge to Skull Beach. She longed to follow them, to eavesdrop and possibly find out why her brother would be carrying such a ridiculous thing on his arm, but the dwarf standing before her begged her attention.

“I, uh…Okay, ma’am, I’ll take the job, but if you please, I’m runnin’ an errand fer the mate, and I best not quit right in the middle of it.” She bit her lip and made her decision. “Might I start in the mornin’, ma’am?”

“Aye, good enough!” The dwarf woman grinned, stepped forward and whacked her on the shoulder hard enough to knock her a step aside. “See me in the loftin’ shed first thing. Oh, and I ain’t a ma’am. My name’s Dura. Use it.”

“Yes, ma — er, Dura,” she said, smiling and saluting again. The dwarf woman waved and turned away.

Sam started for the keep until the woman was out of sight, then veered off to follow Tim and his new companion up the trail and over the hill.

≈

Isolated fires licked eagerly at the dry driftwood, congregating into a conflagration as Flicker hopped from one stick to the next, yipping in glee as each one burst into flames beneath her. The larger logs began to burn and she squealed in delight, rising on the flames in a swirl of orange and yellow, her coppery skin glowing with the heat.

“She loves this,” Edan said, crouching before the fire and smiling at the ecstatic sprite. “We should have done this before.”

“Yep, there’s nothin’ like a campfire!” Tim agreed, thrusting three stakes into the sand near the fire, each skewer sporting a good-sized fish. He had kept one out and cut it into pieces, which he now began to feed to the osprey. The bird cried out and snapped a piece of flesh from his fingers, pinning the meat to the log with its talons. It tore off tiny bits, swallowing each individually. When it was gone, she cried out again and Tim gave her another piece. “Samantha likes it, too.”

“Huh? Oh, yeah.” But Edan’s mind was thoroughly engulfed in the fire, mesmerized by the dancing flames and the sight of Flicker lolling among them. He could feel the power there, and the longing was stronger than ever. He reached out his hand until the heat was painful, then withdrew it.

“So, you’re really gonna do it, huh?” Tim asked, sitting down in the sand next to him, poking the growing bed of embers with a stick. “You’re gonna walk into a volcano. I can’t believe it.”

“Neither can I,” Edan admitted. He’d already made his decision. He was nothing without the fire — without the power. If the seamage chose to blackmail him into telling Camilla he did not love her, holding as hostage his only possible future, he had no choice. “I’ve waited my whole life for it, and it’s finally come.”

“Aren’t you scared?”

It was the question he’d asked himself before; the question he’d been asked before his last trials, before his failure. That time, his answer had been a lie, which he now knew was the reason for his failure. This time, his answer was truthful.

“No. I’m not afraid of the fire anymore.”

≈

As the sun set in a blaze of crimson, a slim figure crept to the edge of the jungle no more then a dozen strides behind the two young men. The bird saw her and screeched, but Tim just took it for a call of hunger and gave it another strip of fish.

They talked and she listened, and she began to understand a few things. That her brother was completely seduced by the sea witch was clear to her now. She had thought of rescuing him, of bringing him back to the Cutthroat with her, but she now knew that was impossible. He would betray her to the sea witch, and she would have to kill him.

But this other young man — the one with the red hair and the little fire demon on a chain — he interested her greatly. Tim and his companion talked for hours and she listened to every word…and smiled. Opportunities abounded, and plans for revenge against the sea witch roiled in her mind like the flames of the campfire.

And that little fire demon…she thought, smiling. Yes, that little creature presents a whole bunch of possibilities…


Chapter Twenty

Collusions

*No, I cannot do it, Eelback,* Kelpie signed. Although her signals were firm, Eelback could see the subtle shifting of her colors to deep muted tones, sure signs of nervousness. She had come to his grotto expecting to meet with him in private, but now, surrounded by his allies, she did not seem so confident that they would not harm her. She was right. *I cannot betray Seamage Flaxal’s Heir. She is my friend.*

*You should be more careful in choosing your friends,* Eelback warned, his gaze shifting to the hulk of Sharkbite, who loomed behind the small, fragile priestess. He made a private signal to the warrior; should this conversation go ill, Kelpie could not be allowed to leave alive. *But what if The Voice demanded it? Would you defy The Voice to support your friend?* He smiled inwardly as he watched the quick shift of emotions on her face in response to the dilemma he posed.

*I respect your position, Kelpie, but your loyalties are misplaced. The seamage has already betrayed us, as I knew she would. She allies herself with mages who wield the power of the burning island. She opposes our wishes at every turn, and preaches peace even as our numbers grow and our city fills beyond what our grottos can hold. Meanwhile, the landwalker empire makes ready for war — she does not tell them that they must be peaceful — and they will bring more warships to our waters.*

*Not all landwalkers are evil, Eelback,* Kelpie argued, swishing her shapely tail in agitation, drawing the gaze of the males. This drew a flush of anger from Slickfin, who floated at the priestess’ shoulder; she was unused to sharing the attention of the males in the grotto. *There have been alliances in the past. You propose to bring Akrotia back to life, but Akrotia was constructed with the help of landwalkers!*

*Yes, Kelpie, but you know what happened to Akrotia as well as I. The alliance was broken! They would not help with the renewal as they promised! They betrayed us, just as Seamage Flaxal’s Heir will betray us.*

*They were not Odea’s Chosen! The Seamage Flaxal’s Heir is one of us! She has the gift!*

*Yes, she is very powerful, and she has threatened us with that power, Kelpie. As we signed with the Trident Holder’s son and his friend Quickfin, she challenged us, knowing that we could not oppose her. She will use her power against us in the end.*

*I do not believe that, Eelback. She will not allow harm to come to us. She wants peace between us and the landwalkers because she does not want harm to come to us.*

*Peace is not always best, Kelpie. You know our ways. We have had no war for two years, and our numbers grow too great for this grotto.* He forced down his temper, willing his color to shift to more placid tones. *If we cannot go to war, we must resurrect Akrotia, or we will be too many for this place and all will perish! This is the only way.*

*Akrotia is dead, Eelback,* she signed. *How do you know that you can bring it back?*

*The scrolls say it can be done. You know this! And you know how it must be done! We cannot do this without your help, and we must do it if we are to be great again! Akrotia could be home to more mer than any ten other grottos.* He spread his hands in helpless supplication, or the guise of it. *If you will not help us, many mer may perish, including the one you love.*

She gaped at him, at the threat so subtly worded. He could see it in her eyes; she knew he meant it, knew he would carry it out if she balked.

*Why do you not go to the Trident Holder with this request? He will ask Seamage Flaxal’s…* Her signing trailed off as Eelback slowly shook his head.

*Seamage Flaxal’s Heir would never consent, and the Trident Holder never goes against her wishes. His own son is betrothed to her! Even if we wished to invoke The Voice, do you not think that Broadtail could influence a decision to his suit his inclination…* At her agitated color shift, Eelback smoothly continued signing *…merely by expressing his opinion as our leader?*

*But to take from her that which she treasures most…* she began, unable to complete the thought.

*The time will soon come, Kelpie; when the landwalkers come with their warships, she will betray us. Then you must be with us. It is the only way to save the mer, and I promise you,* Eelback signed solemnly, *that Seamage Flaxal’s Heir will not be harmed.*

She floated there for some time, her agitation plain to see, until she finally came to a decision.

*If Seamage Flaxal’s Heir betrays us, Eelback, I will do what you wish.*

With a flip of her tail, Kelpie darted out of the grotto, leaving Eelback, Redtail, Sharkbite and Slickfin smiling in her wake.

≈

Edan stood as Camilla entered the great hall, his actions stiff, his hands clenched at his sides. Camilla, Cynthia noticed, looked much better, though she could still see the strain and the fear in the woman’s eyes. She was dressed in one of her best gowns. It was not one of the more revealing ones with the plunging necklines, but it was beautiful nonetheless, the verdant green accentuating her eyes and contrasting well with her crimson hair.

“Thank you for coming down, Cammy,” Cynthia said, remaining seated for comfort’s sake; her back was killing her. Feldrin stood and carefully positioned himself between Camilla and Edan, a considerable barrier. “I’ve had tea brought, and the cook made those little sandwiches you like.”

“Thank you, Cynthia.” Camilla took her accustomed seat to Cynthia’s right. Feldrin sat directly across the table from her, with Edan to his left.

“We’ve spoken with Edan, and we think we can get this whole misunderstanding straightened out.” She patted Feldrin on the arm. “Would you pour, please?”

“I will if ya don’t mind tea spilled on yer tablecloth,” he said, the humor easing the tension slightly.

Edan sat as still as a stone, unsmiling, his eyes darting this way and that in an obvious attempt to keep from staring at Camilla. A pang of guilt shot through Cynthia at the sight of the young man’s struggle; he truly seemed to have feelings for Cammy. She didn’t envy him the decision she and Feldrin were forcing on him: his pursuit of Camilla or his chance to become a pyromage. If someone had told her to choose between Feldrin and her magic — well, she didn’t know how she could live without either.

“We’ve explained the situation to Edan, and…well, I guess it would be simplest if you heard it from him.” She nodded to him and his face flushed crimson. If he balked now…

“They told me…” he began, then faltered, his eyes still darting around, lost for something to focus on. He grabbed a cup and took a gulp of tea. Cynthia winced, knowing that the liquid was just short of scalding. Edan, however, showed no sign that the boiling tea had caused him any pain, and actually seemed to calm a little. He cleared his throat and spoke, his voice much steadier, his eyes fixed on the plate of sandwiches.

“I apologize, Miss Camilla, for my advances. I do have feelings for you, strong ones, but…but they were wrong.” His eyes flicked up to hers for a moment, then fell again, like two dying bluebirds shot from the sky. “I didn’t know how you felt. I thought…I mean, I didn’t know that you didn’t want me to…to say what I said.” He cleared his throat, trying to speak again, and failing.

“It’s all right, Edan,” Camilla said, and Cynthia could see in her eyes her own sympathy for the boy’s pain. “You couldn’t have known. I’m just not ready for that kind of attention, from anyone.”

“I understand,” Edan said, a flicker of a smile dying on his lips. He stood slowly, taking another gulp of tea. “Thank you for the tea, Mistress Flaxal. And thank you, Miss Camilla, for being so understanding. The last thing I ever wanted was to frighten you.”

“Thank you, Edan,” Cynthia said, reaching to serve out the sandwiches. “Please stay and have a bite. They really are very tasty.”

“No thank you, mistress.” His eyes lifted to hers, and Cynthia saw a brief flicker of something — anger? — in their depths. “I’m not hungry.” He nodded again to Camilla, turned and left the feasting hall, his steps even but hurried.

“Well, there you are,” Feldrin said, taking one of the tiny fried sandwiches and popping the entire thing into his mouth. “The boy was sincere enough, I think.”

“He seemed so, didn’t he,” Camilla said slowly, taking a sandwich from the plate and nibbling at it, her face a mask of contemplation. “I feel bad for him now. I didn’t want to hurt him like that.”

“He hurt himself, Cammy,” Cynthia said, sipping her tea but pushing away the plate; the kippered fish and sharp cheese in the sandwiches was a little too strong for her delicate stomach. “It’s not your fault.”

“No, I know that, but…” Camilla sighed and smiled at her friends. “I’m sorry I fell to pieces like I did. He scared me, and all my sense seemed to take flight; I didn’t know what to do. But I still think it would be best if I moved to Southaven. The change would do me good.”

“When we get back from the boy’s trials, I’ll take you in the Pride,” Feldrin said, taking two more sandwiches and refilling his cup. “Best that way.” He nodded to Cynthia, who smiled and agreed.

“Yes, if that’s okay with you, Cammy. Both Feldrin and I need to go to Fire Isle with Edan, and I’d like to have someone here in my stead while we’re gone.”

“That’s fine,” Camilla said, sampling another sandwich and smiling, clearly relaxing from the ordeal. “It’ll take me a few days to get everything together anyway. The ledgers alone will take up several crates, and there’re all my things…”

“Don’t you worry about yer things, Cammy. The Pride’s got enough cargo space to haul all of yer dresses without so much as wrinklin’ a single one.” He grinned widely, then went back to feasting on the sandwiches. Cynthia gazed at him and smiled, once again thanking Odea that he was back.

≈

“So, this here’s the cordage room. I rigged a hammock in there fer ya.” Dura waved a meaty hand through the narrow door into the small room crowded with stacks of coiled line and braided wire. “It ain’t much, but it’s dry.”

“I see,” Sam said, barely glancing into the room. Her gaze kept flicking toward the bizarre craft that filled the lofting shed. “I’m sorry ta interrupt, Miss Dura, but I never seen nothin’ like this afore,” she said truthfully, struggling to keep her voice properly pitched and maintain the rustic accent as she pointed at the narrow hulls and the sturdy laminated beams that arched between them. “What do ya call it?”

“I call it a bloody pain in me arse, most days,” she said, walking over to the nearest of the two hulls. “We’ll be movin’ it outside tomorrow to step her masts and rig her. She’s ready fer sea after that, though I dunno if the contraption’ll float, let alone sail.”

“It will sail, Dura,” said a voice behind them, a hint of amusement and music in the speech. “And who might this be?”

They both turned toward the voice, and Sam had to fight the impulse to bolt. She immediately recognized the half-elf shipwright, Ghelfan, from his time as Bloodwind’s captive. Her first thought was that he would easily see through her thin disguise. She tensed, but managed to keep her hand away from the dagger hidden under her shirt.

“This here’s Billy,” Dura said, nodding to Sam and then indicating the tall shipwright. “This here’s Master Ghelfan, the shipwright. You just call him ‘sir.’” Then to Ghelfan, “Billy here stowed away on the Pride and jumped ship here, so I put ‘im to work. Make a rigger out of ‘im, I think, skinny as he is.”

“Stowed away?” the half-elf asked, one graceful eyebrow arching like a gull in flight. “You’re not wanted for some offense, are you?”

“Oh, no, sir!” Sam said, realizing with a flood of relief that he did not recognize her. Thinking back, he had probably been under much strain from Bloodwind’s attempts to break him, and she had only seen him from a distance. She doubted that he remembered much at all from that experience, other than pain. “I just wanted ta get away from me paw, and I always wanted ta be a sailor, so…”

“So now you are working in a shipyard, eh? Well, it is nice to meet you, Billy. Just follow Dura’s orders, and I’m sure you will learn a great deal.” He smiled and extended a slim hand, which she shook carefully.

“Thank’e, sir!” She smiled and nodded, watching as he exited the shed. A stream of dwarvish curses focused her attention back on Dura, who was scowling and brushing errant wood dust from the side of the odd vessel’s nearest hull. She waved Sam over.

“Okay, now, here ya are. This here’s a bucket o’ creosote, and this here’s yer brush. Try not to get any on ya, as it stings a bit. It’s been cookin’ all mornin’.” She pointed at the wooden hull. “This stripe here’s the waterline. Ever-thin’ below the stripe needs two coats o’ creosote. Don’t slop it all over, and don’t get any above the waterline. Understand?”

“Oh, aye, Miss Dura!” Sam said, brimming with false enthusiasm. Other workers in the shed were applying resin to the hull sides above the waterline; the rich woodgrain showed beautifully through the clear preservative coating. She was the only one with the dirty creosote job. “I understand right enough.”

She picked up the wide brush and dipped it in the bucket; the thick black liquid steamed. She applied the brush to the wood carefully, keeping the bucket beneath to catch the drips, aware of Dura’s appraising gaze. After the first couple of strokes, she glanced over her shoulder and saw that the dwarf had walked off to inspect some bit of joinery around the bows. She dipped the brush again and smiled to herself, satisfied that she had remained anonymous and intrigued with this unique, two-hulled ship.

“Make a hell of a corsair,” she muttered to herself as she slopped the heavy creosote onto the hull.


Chapter Twenty-One

Preparations

“Okay, then. Grab the other end of this and we’ll be done with it,” Horace said, scowling profoundly as the tall boatswain hefted the far end of his sea chest. “At least I’m only giving up my cabin for a few days; the whole trip won’t take but three.”

“Can’t believe the cap’n’s takin’ the Pride so close to Fire Isle,” the boatswain said, backing carefully through the hatch. “An’ fer what? Ya t’ink that kid’s master paid the mistress fer this?”

“Not one thin copper, my friend,” Horace said, negotiating his broad shoulders through the door. “The kid’s master is the lightkeeper up in Southaven. He’s the one that supplied Capt’n Brelak with the fire casks fer our catapult. Without them, Bloodwind might still be sailin’ the Shattered Isles. I guess Mistress Flaxal figures she owes the old coot a tidy bit.”

“They say that boy’s gonna valk right into that volcano,” Johansen said, pausing to negotiate another corner and line up the chest with the steps down into the hold. “They say he’s gonna be a firemage.”

“Well, the capt’n said he’s either gonna become a firemage or burn up tryin’.” Horace nodded to the mate and they began working their way down the steps. “That’s gotta take some plums.”

They reached the narrow walkway that ran lengthwise down the main hold. The ship’s frames were visible here, every tenth timber slotted to fit specially-made boards. When in place, the boards divided the hold into bins, and when removed, the hold was a single open space. Only a few boards were in place now, and only one of the bins was in use, packed with extra galley supplies. Horace nodded to the space opposite the full bin. They lowered the trunk and he eyed his temporary quarters dubiously.

“The captain wanted me to rig the hold for a dozen extra water butts, and we’re to have Dura make up a dozen buckets, just in case that bloody mountain throws any burnin’ bits down at us.”

“That don’t sound so good!” Johansen said, worry knitting his blond brows. “Ve really goin’ that close to the thing?”

“Close enough to spit, from what I hear, but with the mistress along, we should be safe enough. I reckon she could drown that whole bloody mountain if she wanted to. We’re slippin’ dock lines mornin’ after next.”

“Aye, ve’ll be ready.” The boatswain nodded to the mate and headed back through the hatch to his own quarters. “I’ll go see if Dura’s still up, and tell her about the buckets.”

“Good idea. She’s probably had her toddy by now, so she’ll be mellow as cheese!”

Laughter echoed around the hold of Orin’s Pride as the boatswain closed the hatch and Horace began unpacking his sea chest and rigging a hammock. He whistled a chantey out of habit, oblivious to the two eyes peering out from the darkness of the supply bin across the hold, and the two attentive ears that had heard every word of their conversation.

As quiet as a wraith on the wind, the slim figure worked her way over the bundles and bags and eased down onto the deck, listening to the off-key whistling of the first mate. She sidled over to the ladder out of the main hold and climbed until she could peek over the hatch combing. As usual, the deck watch was watching the dock, not the rest of the ship. The boatswain leaving the ship distracted him further, and Sam crept out and across the deck to the stern dock lines. She slipped over the rail into the deeper shadow and shimmied her way along the lines to the pier as the boatswain’s comparatively loud footfalls faded toward the shore.

She waited until the deck watch was looking the other way, then slipped up onto the pier and padded silently after Johansen. If he was going to talk to Dura, she would have to make sure that she, or rather, Billy, did not become the topic of discussion.

≈

“Seems like a bloody waste of good grog, ta me,” Feldrin said, wrapping an arm around Cynthia’s shoulders as the newly dedicated vessel slid into the water.

“Don’t worry, Feldrin. I used a bottle of that bilious Twailin red.” She smiled up at him. “Cook said it wasn’t even worthy of a marinade.”

“Well, I guess it’ll do for smashin’ over a cranse iron, then.” The two-hulled ship eased into the bay, riding a little high, but floating proudly. The line tenders checked her progress and worked her around toward the yard dock.

“Well, I’ll be damned! The bloody thing does float!” The small crowd of dock workers and sailors laughed at Dura’s remark as the stout dwarf stumped back toward the lofting shed, shaking her head.

“Personally, I never had a doubt,” Ghelfan said with a smile and a nod to Cynthia. “It will be very interesting to see how she sails.”

“I think she’ll sail like a dream!” Tim shouted from beside them. The osprey on his arm screeched as if in agreement, drawing another chuckle from the crowd.

“Which reminds me, we’re leaving for Fire Isle tomorrow morning, Ghelfan. We shouldn’t be gone more than three days. Get together with Paska about tuning Manta’s rig, and we’ll take her out for a sea trial when we get back.” Then to Tim, “You can help her with that, can’t you, Tim?”

“But…” Tim’s enthusiasm faded suddenly. “I thought I might come with you on the Pride.”

“Not this time, Tim. Help Paska with the rigging and sails for Manta, and then you can come on the shakedown jaunt with us, okay?”

“Yes, mistress,” he said, mollified by the thought of sailing on the new ship.

“Good man.” Cynthia turned back to Ghelfan and nodded to the lofting shed. “Are all the sails done?”

“Nearly, mistress. A few leech lines, reef points and tell-tales remain to be finished. We should have her rigged for sea upon your return, easily enough.”

“By the by, what made ya pick that name?” Feldrin asked, nodding to the broad lettering on the vessel’s bows.

“Oh, don’t you think she looks like a manta ray?” Cynthia smiled and looked up at him, proud of her choice. “She’s wide and flat, and I don’t think naming her ‘Flounder’ would have been appropriate.”

“Oh, aye, she might look like a devil fish at that!” Feldrin squinted sidelong at the craft and made a grumbling noise in his throat. The crowd began to break up around them and individuals headed off to their tasks. “Still don’t know how the bloody thing’s supposed to sail with two hulls and her masts set midline. Why not rig her with masts for each hull?”

Cynthia cocked one eyebrow.

“Can you imagine trying to trim sails on a ship with side-by-side rigs?” she asked. “If they weren’t perfectly balanced, you’d sail in circles!” She and Ghelfan looked up at the tall Morrgrey, then at each other and burst into laughter. Feldrin muttered a sailor’s oath at their mirth and helped Cynthia back to the keep, his dark features flushing even darker.

≈

Sam glared at the sea witch from the back of the throng of workers. She had little doubt that Tim would see through her disguise, and he was always at the Flaxal witch’s side. She maneuvered carefully, keeping the tallest people in the group between them.

She had been amazed how easy it was to blend into the little community once she had been accepted by a few key people, like Dura and now Johansen. Last night she had beaten him to the shed and intercepted him, explaining that Dura was well into her cups and probably wouldn’t appreciate being disturbed. Sam had made certain that he saw her little abode in the cordage room, and he had readily believed her claim to be Dura’s assistant. And it’s not a lie, she thought. I do assist Dura by doing the slop work she gives me, right? I can always beg a misunderstanding if it comes to hard tacks. She had promised the boatswain that she would give his request for a dozen buckets to Dura in the morning, and he had gone away happy that he didn’t have to confront the potentially tipsy and always surly dwarf.

Now, after proving to herself that she could sneak aboard Orin’s Pride and stow away without detection, she knew what her plan would be. With the sea witch and Feldrin Brelak on the same ship, along with the young man with the firesprite, the stage was set. All she needed was a spark, and Orin’s Pride, her captain, crew and the seamage would all burn together.

She glared at their backs as they strode so confidently to the keep, wondering again what spell the witch had put on her brother to make him a traitor. She turned away as they entered the fortress that had been the stronghold of Captain Bloodwind, the man who made her what she was.


Chapter Twenty-Two

All Aboard

The sun was several hands into the sky when Cynthia finally returned from her morning council with the mer. Feldrin was champing at the bit to be off, pacing the Pride’s afterdeck with a profound scowl on his dark features. That scowl melted utterly when the water of Scimitar Bay roiled, then rose in a column, depositing the woman he loved onto the deck of his ship.

“About bloody time, woman!” he said, his words softened by his broad smile. “The ebb’s near gone, and you know how I feel about that channel at low water.” Mouse flew in from high in the rigging, circled Feldrin’s head twice, landed on his shoulder and danced a jig, obviously in high spirits.

“Feldrin Brelak, you are so full of seagull crap that you’re starting to squawk.” She jabbed him in the stomach with a stiff finger, only managing to hurt her finger. The chuckles from his crew had more impact than her poke, as did Mouse’s peal of high-pitched laughter right in his ear. “With a seamage aboard, you worry about running into a reef?”

“Yer fishy friends leave a bad taste in yer mouth again?” he asked, flicking the mirthful seasprite off his shoulder and nodding to Horace, who was also impatient to be away from the dock. Orders rang out across the ship, and the dock lines were slipped from their cleats and thrown to the crew on the pier. It would take most of the day to sail to Fire Isle, and approaching the unfamiliar shore in the dark, seamage aboard or no, was nothing that any sane sailor would relish.

“No more than usual,” she said, looking up to see Camilla, Chula, Paska and Tim standing on the pier, waving farewell. She waved back, then accepted Feldrin’s help to the little cabin that sheltered the hatch. He had rigged a small bench on each side so that she could sit comfortably whichever way they heeled. She sat and sighed, shaking her head as Mouse landed on her shoulder, twittering with mirth and mischief. “Sometimes I wonder if they truly understand a single word I say.”

“Different culture, different rules,” he replied, then barked an order to the helmsman. Immediately, the forestaysail burst aloft and the ship pulled away from the pier. Four crewmen hauled madly at the mainsail halyard, and the ponderous gaff rose slowly. Mouse shrieked in glee and shot aloft, perching on the gaff as it rose, chirping unintelligible orders down to the crew. “Merchant sailors run into it all the time. If you haggle on a price in one place they think you’re cheating them, but if you don’t haggle in another, they think you’re a coward.”

“I understand that, but the mer are so different that it gives me nightmares. They make decisions differently than us, almost like facts mean less than their gut feelings. I think they suspect me of betraying them in some way by helping Edan, just because he’ll be a pyromage.” She looked around the deck suddenly. “He is aboard, isn’t he?”

“Oh, aye. He made it across the gangplank without fallin’ in the bay, though he turned pale as a sheet doin’ it.” Feldrin barked another order and the ship rounded up into the light breeze and the main luff came taut. Orin’s Pride bore off the wind and they slacked the main sheet as they pointed toward the channel. “He went straight to his cabin without a word.”

“I should go see him, make sure he’s settled in.” She craned her neck to see their progress. “Do you really want some help out of the channel? It is near low water.”

“Nah. I was just spoutin’, and you know it. The day this crew can’t take the Pride through a cut a boat-length wide without divine intervention is the day I need a new crew, ay, Horace?”

“Aye, Capt’n.” The mate barked commands at the boatswain and the helmsman without letting his eyes stray from the trim of the sails and the heading they were making. “All’s well, sir!”

“See?”

“Well, I’ll just go check on Edan, then.” She accepted Feldrin’s aid to stand, and again to descend the narrow companionway down into the ship. Once below, she said, “Go on back up. I know how you feel about her, Feldrin. She’s your baby, go take care of her.”

“No, you’re my baby, and this,” he put a hand on her bulging tummy, “is my baby. The Pride’s just a ship, Cyn. But yeah,” he admitted, “I’d feel better on deck.” He kissed her and smiled. “Take a rest. We’ll need you most come evening.”

“I will. Thanks.” She watched him go, smiled to herself, then proceeded aft to the mate’s cabin and rapped on the door.

“Yes?” replied Edan’s mild tone from within.

“It’s Cynthia, Edan. I just wanted to check on you, make sure you had everything you needed.”

“Oh, come in!”

She worked the latch and opened the door. It was dim inside the cabin; a towel had been tacked up over the port, but enough light filtered through the deck prism overhead to show her Edan in the bunk, propped up on one elbow. Flicker, she noted, was in her gilded cage, which sat on the little folding desk. The firesprite was perched on a little bar over a bowl of burning lamp oil, bathing in the flames and utterly content.

“We’re heading out the channel now, and we’ll be turning south. It’ll be a beam reach, so you’ll probably need to secure Flicker’s cage.”

“Uh, okay.” He lurched up out of the bunk on unsteady legs. “What’s a beam reach?”

“Oh, sorry. It means the wind will be straight abeam, er, I mean, coming in from the side of the ship. It also means we’ll heel, uh, tilt over quite a bit, especially since we’re running without any cargo to weigh us down. It’s nothing to worry about, but Flicker’s cage will have to be secured somehow to keep it from sliding off the desk, especially with that flame. If it spilled, we’d all be in trouble.”

“I see what you mean.” He looked around the small cabin, his expression almost panicked. “How should I secure it?”

“Well, you could tie it down to the desk top with a bit of cord, or you could hang it.” She pointed to the lamp hook affixed to the overhead. “If you want to leave the flame lit, I’d suggest hanging it. That way it’ll swing with the motion of the ship and the oil won’t spill.”

“Oh! Okay. I see.” He moved to his little trunk and withdrew a length of chain. “I’ll do that right now. Thank you.”

“Not at all. I’ll be right next door in the captain’s cabin if you need anything.” She stepped back through the door and nodded. “We’ll be nearing Fire Isle around sunset, but we’ll stand off shore until morning, then sail close in at first light and put you ashore. You should have plenty of time. The eclipse won’t begin until around midday.”

“Yes, I know. Thirty minutes after noon. That will give me more than six hours to climb up to the caldera.” He lifted the cage and put the chain through the top and over the hook, then clasped it. He let the cage swing free, and noted with a smile that Flicker didn’t even stir. “Thank you again for doing this, Mistress Flaxal. I know it’s dangerous.”

“My pleasure, Edan. I know you’re nervous, but try to rest. You’ll need your strength tomorrow.” She closed his door, entered the captain’s cabin and made herself comfortable on one of the cushioned settees. She felt the motion of the ship change as they reached open sea, and heard the calls from the deck ordering more sails aloft, and a reef in the main and foresail. Then Orin’s Pride rounded to the south, and the trades caught her on her beam. She heeled and surged forward, shuddering as her bow plowed through the swells. The motion soothed Cynthia, and she realized how long it had been since she’d sailed in one of her original schooners.

More than a year, she thought. She placed a hand against the hull and felt the surge of the sea beyond the thick planking. She placed her other hand on her bulging abdomen and her grin broadened. “My babies…” she whispered, letting the motion of the sea and the gentle kick of her unborn child bring tears of joy to her eyes. She had started to ease into a gentle sleep when the ship lurched into a plunging swell, and she heard a truncated yelp of alarm from the mate’s cabin.

She considered calming the seas to ease Edan’s discomfort, then thought better of it. If she concentrated all day to calm the seas around the ship, she’d be exhausted when they reached Fire Isle. And that, as Feldrin had warned, was when things would get interesting.

≈

Sam hunkered in the corner of the sail locker in the bow of Orin’s Pride, comfortably wedged in with a spare jib atop her and several other sails beneath, her back against the hull between two frames. She could barely hear the shouts of the crew on deck over the roar of the sea as it flowed past the hull with every plunge of the bow. Only a hand-span of hardwood and cedar separated her from the raging sea, and she could feel its power through the planks as a vibration along her back.

“So close,” she said to no one but herself. She lay one hand flat against the hull to better feel the rushing water and considered her plan. If things went well, she’d be even closer to that raging sea by morning, if not in it. If things didn’t go well, she could very well be under it, caught in her own trap.

“Well, no use frettin’ about it now, Sam. It’s either sink or swim. Literally.” She laughed quietly at her own little joke. She’d been in worse spots and come out alive. All it would take was a little diversion and a few strokes of a knife, then she’d be in the launch watching as all hells broke loose and Orin’s Pride, her captain and the sea witch went down in flames.

“Best get some shut-eye, Sam,” she said, shifting her position slightly to pillow her head on a sail bag. “You’ve got a busy night ahead of you…”

≈

Broadtail swam back and forth in his grotto, ignoring the dozen finlings that swam around him, clinging to his fins and tail. Only as long as his hand, they were barely weaned from pap, and still frightened of every eddy and motion. The bolder finlings, perhaps a dozen more, were exploring the nooks and crevices of the grotto. He was alone with his offspring, his mate having left to stretch her fins for the first time in almost a month.

A throaty tone sounded outside the curtain of woven seaweed that was the grotto’s only door, and the finlings darted for cover, many of them swirling in a panic around his mouth, begging to be taken in for protection. Broadtail kept his jaw clenched firmly, though his reflex was to open it and let them in. This was a difficult phase of their growth, when instinct and experience vied against one another; the instinct to protect his young, versus the discipline to make them fend for themselves. He pushed away the few finlings still begging and made a deep sound in his throat, telling his visitor to enter.

Chaser nudged his way through the curtain and most of the finlings gave up and darted for cover. The visitor bowed. *Pardon my intrusion, Trident Holder, but I was told that you wanted to see me.*

*Yes, Chaser. Come in.* He gently waved away the last of the clinging finlings and made a gesture of welcome. *Seamage Flaxal’s Heir came to converse with me this morning. Tomorrow is the day the moon and sun merge, when she is to take the finling firemage to the burning island.* His tail flicked repeatedly, showing his displeasure with this event. How could the seamage not see how her refusal to comply with their plea — to aid this potential enemy against their urgings — appeared to them? He had actually seen the subtle signs signifying “traitor” being exchanged within the school.

*I know this, Trident Holder Broadtail,* Chaser signed. He remained utterly still, either in an attempt to hide his feelings or avoid startling the finlings. *It has caused much concern.*

*Yes, it has.* He swished his tail angrily, forcing down his temper. *I want you to follow Seamage Flaxal’s Heir to the burning island. Bring as many scouts as you wish. I want to be informed of what occurs.*

*Yes, Trident Holder,* Chaser signed. *I will leave at once.*

*Good.* Broadtail noted that Chaser showed no signs of the nervousness that he must be feeling. This was a dangerous task; the mer had good reasons for not venturing close to the burning island. If the mountain became angry and the burning stone-that-flowed-like-mud touched the sea, the resulting underwater explosions could injure or even kill. He signed his thanks, but refrained from telling the scout to be careful. To do so would insult his abilities.

Chaser made a gesture of leave-taking and departed the Trident Holder’s grotto without a backward glance. Outside, his two friends greeted him with worry plain in their postures.

*Did he send you to watch the seamage?* Quickfin asked, turning to swim after Chaser as he passed.

*Yes,* he signed back, pausing to look at them. *He told me to follow and inform him what happens. He signed that I should take as many others with me as I wanted.* He left that statement floating in the water for them, and they did not disappoint him.

*We will go with you, Chaser,* Tailwalker signed with a positive fanning of his fins. *Let us get a few items and we will meet you at the entrance grotto that faces the setting sun.*

*Very good,* the scout signed, allowing himself a flutter of his gills. He knew that Broadtail would not want his eldest son to go on such a dangerous trip, but he welcomed the company. *Bring as little as you can. We must swim fast to keep pace with Seamage Flaxal’s Heir’s ship.*

Quickfin and Tailwalker signed their agreement and darted off to their grottos, while Chaser continued on his way. It would be good to have them along, just in case there was trouble.


Chapter Twenty-Three

The Burning

“This is about as close as we should get in the dark, Feldrin.” Cynthia frowned at the jumble of convoluted rock she felt beneath the ship. “Any closer and the night watch will have trouble keeping her on station.”

“Right! Horace, heave her to. Inner jib and reefed forestays’l, both cross-sheeted. Rig a tris’l aft.” He squinted aloft in the light of the waning sunset and frowned. “If she’s got too much effort forward, drop the forestay’l.”

“Aye, sir!” Horace shouted, relaying the orders and adjusting the sails.

They were still in deep water, more then fifty fathoms, but Cynthia could feel the push and pull of treacherous currents and surges closer to the island, which now loomed dark and ominous to windward. The winds were fickle here as well, variable in intensity and shifting direction occasionally, which would make the night watch’s job more difficult. Cynthia watched as the crew reefed and cross-sheeted the forward sails and rigged the small trysail on the main boom just above her head. Mouse sat on her shoulder, ignoring the sailors, his eyes fixed wide on the dull ruby glow at the peak of the island. The glow had nothing to do with the fading sunset. The glow was fire, fire from the heart of the earth, and Cynthia could tell that it filled the seasprite with a fear more intense than that inspired by any pirate who had ever sailed the seas.

“It’s okay, Mouse,” she said, patting him and eliciting a chirp of worry. “We’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

The helmsman steered Orin’s Pride into the wind until her bowsprit was pointed almost into the easy swells of the island’s lee. As the sails lost their wind, the ship’s forward progress slowed. Finally, when the ship had come to almost a dead stop and he had no more steerage, the helmsman tied off the wheel to keep the rudder turned hard over to windward. The jib cracked and filled, pulling the bow off the wind just enough to draw the ship forward. Forward motion brought the bow up into the wind again, and the sails luffed. The ship stood perfectly still for a long moment, then fell off the wind again and the cycle repeated. Orin’s Pride was hove-to, perfectly balanced between the wind and water. Her decks were flat, pitching only slightly with the diminished swell.

“Your crew knows their ship, Feldrin,” Cynthia said with a smile, feeling the delicate symphony of forces holding the ship in a firm but gentle embrace. “I’m impressed!”

“Aye, with so many leagues under ‘em, they better know her.” He grinned despite his nerves and turned to Horace. “Well done! Grog for everyone but the night watch, and turn ‘em out fer supper.”

“Aye, sir!” Horace passed the orders, and all but two sailors — the boatswain Johansen, and another whom Cynthia did not yet know — trundled below. “I’m on the second dogwatch and the second night watch, sir. I’ll have ‘em wake you for the dawn watch.”

“Very good, Horace.” Feldrin put his arm out for Cynthia. “May I escort you to dinner, ma’am?”

“Why, of course, sir!” She wrapped her arm around his and accepted his help again down the steps. They turned and began to follow the crew into the mess when Edan’s door opened and his carrot-colored hair poked out. He looked up, his eyes a little weary, and blinked.

“I felt something change. Are we there?”

“We’re hove-to in the lee of Fire Isle,” Feldrin said,

“Oh. Is that good?” he asked, drawing a snort from Feldrin.

“Can you explain it to him, Cyn? I ain’t got the patience.” The Morrgrey ducked through the door into the mess with a tight smile and not another word.

“It means the ship is standing still just downwind of the island. We’ll stay here overnight and sail closer in the morning.” She nodded toward the mess. “We’re serving dinner if you’re hungry.”

“I, uh…” He looked back into his room, then shrugged. “Okay. Yeah, I better eat, huh? Big day tomorrow, right?” He stepped out of the cabin and closed the door, then followed Cynthia into the mess.

“Just grab a tray, and sit anywhere,” Feldrin said, taking a tray from the galley hatch for himself. It was laden with a huge bowl of stew, a loaf of dark bread and a tankard. He placed it on the table and took another for Cynthia, who had already taken a seat. “Food’s good, and there’s grog or ale if you want.”

“Grog?” Edan asked. He took an empty tray, jumping as the cook slammed a bowl and loaf onto it.

“Grog it is,” the cook said with a gap-toothed grin, placing a pewter cup on the tray as well. “Drink up!”

Cynthia watched the young man peer into the cup as he brought the tray back to the table, and thought she’d better intervene. “Grog is rum, Edan. It’s watered, but still strong, so have a care.”

“Might do ya good! Calm yer nerves a bit.” Feldrin raised his own larger tankard of ale and gulped.

Edan lifted the cup and sniffed it, his eyebrows arching in speculation. “Distilled spirits?”

A chuckle rounded the table, Mouse’s shrill laughter drawing the young man’s attention as the sprite shot into the air, orbited the heads of captain and crew in a flash, and landed on Edan’s plate. Mouse dipped a finger into the cup, then licked the drop of liquor from it with a grin and a sigh. Edan lifted the cup and brought the rim to his lips, sipping the fiery liquid carefully. He swallowed and drew in a sharp breath, his eyes widening.

“Put some hair on yer chest,” Horace said with a laugh that rang around the table.

“Or burn it off,” Edan said, drawing more mirth from the crew. He sipped again, and put the cup down. “It’s different than the spirits my old master used to make.”

“The lightkeeper had a still?” Feldrin asked.

“Oh, yes. Several, in fact, though only one for alcohol. He used purified sugar, so it was clear; it didn’t have as much flavor,” Edan said, tearing off a corner of dark bread and dredging it through the stew before taking a bite. “This has a sweet taste and something else, like spice.”

“Aye, it’s good spiced Scarport Dark,” Horace said, clapping him on the back. “None o’ that Rockport rotgut fer this crew!”

The crew cheered and the meal continued, the conversation shifting around to other subjects as the tension between Edan and the crew eased. Cynthia caught Feldrin’s eye and smiled, nudging him lightly. He scowled at her, then nodded and smiled; Edan, it seemed, had finally passed muster.

≈

The sound of laughter brought her out of hiding. Sam had no way of knowing the time of day, buried as she was under the sails in a locker with no ports, but her stomach told her that she’d missed at least two meals. She’d felt the motion of the ship change and knew they were hove-to, so they must have reached the island. The laughter came from aft, probably the mess, which meant there was only a night watch on deck.

“Perfect,” she whispered, worming her way to the fo’c’sle hatch.

She pushed it open a crack and peered through into the deserted sailors’ quarters, smiling at the neatly stowed hammocks and sea chests all in rows. She slipped out of the sail locker and crept through the fo’c’sle, listening for any sound of the night watch from overhead. She peeked out the deck hatch, which was open a crack to let in the fresh breeze, and saw one sailor standing before the main mast, while another, the tall blond boatswain, stood near the wheel smoking a pipe. She could not get aft across the deck without being spotted, but with the rest of the crew at supper, she should be able to go through the hold.

She opened the hatch to the hold, glanced around the vast empty space, and stepped through. The large open area made her nervous so she traversed it quickly, edging along the port side, hunkering behind the large water barrels that were lashed to the deck supports. She paused at one that had been opened and drank deeply, thirsty after her long day in hiding.

Another peal of laughter and she tensed, then climbed the steps to the hatch leading to the aft compartments, officers quarters, galley and mess. She could smell the food now, and her stomach clenched.

“No time fer supper quite yet, Sam,” she told herself, easing open the door and peering through. No one was about, so she quietly slipped through and closed the hatch. Just to her left was the companionway up to the deck, and to her right was the entrance to the passage that ran aft. Sam crept to the passage, which was lit with a single gimbaled lamp turned low, providing more than enough light for her dark-attuned eyes. The galley and mess were on the starboard side of the ship, to her left, with the doors to cabins for the mate, boatswain, and cook opposite. She was looking for the mate’s cabin, which she knew had been assigned to Edan, but didn’t know which of the three doors led to it.

The first door she found locked, and she frowned. Would Edan be so suspicious of the sailors that he would lock his door? Then she realized that the door was directly across from the galley door, and smiled. The cook might very well lock his door, since that was where he kept the liquid stores — rum, ale, and wine — locked away. She licked her lips at the thought of a draught of rum, but released the latch and moved on.

She tried the second door and the latch turned easily in her hand. She peered inside; the splicing tools, piles of lines and stacks of blocks made this instantly recognizable as the boatswain’s cabin. She closed the door carefully to make sure the latch didn’t click when she released it.

The third door presented a problem, as it was beyond the mess door, which stood open. The boisterous crew’s voices were clear now, and she listened for a bit, waiting. The passage was significantly darker than the mess, which would help, but…

At a sudden thought, she stepped back to the lamp and turned it down to a bare crescent of dim blue flame. She turned back to the door and waited for a moment, listening to the animated conversation. When someone’s tale elicited another roar of laughter, she crouched as low as possible and slipped across the wedge of light from the mess. She stood and drew a deep breath, then put her hand on the latch of the last door and turned it. It opened easily, bringing a wide smile to her lips.

Sam slipped inside, and her delight grew. Just as she hoped, the little fire demon was in its cage. She reached for the latch, then stopped, her heart leaping into her throat at the sound of footsteps and voices in the passage outside.

≈

Edan rose from the table, his bowl of stew almost empty and his stomach full to bursting. His head swam with a light blur of rum, and the corners of his mouth tugged upward in an irresistible smile.

“Thank you for dinner, Captain,” he said, placing his tray back in the galley hatch and nodding to the cook. “It was very good.”

“Sleep tight, lad,” the captain said with a wave of one huge hand. “We’ll be movin’ the ship inshore at first light.”

“I’ll be ready,” he said, nodding and waving a hand. Several others were standing now, returning their trays and taking out pipes. Edan thought briefly about going up on deck to see the volcano, but thought better of it; the rum had his head buzzing, and he didn’t want to stumble and fall overboard.

He reached his door, waved at the few calls of goodnight from the sailors, and stepped into his cabin. Everything was in place, and Flicker dozed over her low flame, stirring awake when the door thumped closed. She sat up and grinned at him, then her eyes widened and she let out a little cry of alarm, swooping into the air and fluttering around her cage, her hair flaring bright, her finger pointing over his shoulder frantically.

“What? What are you — ”

He turned, and stumbled back in shock when he spied the slim figure that had been hidden behind the door. His mouth opened to cry out, but the boy’s hands raised, open and empty, his eyes wide with worry, then one finger pressed to his lips. Edan’s cry of alarm stuck in his throat, replaced by instant suspicion.

“Who — ”

“Please, sir,” the boy whispered, taking a hesitant step forward. “Please don’t tell ‘em I’m here. I just wanted to meet you, so I snuck aboard.”

“You wanted to meet me?” he asked in a skeptical whisper, his mind whirling in a haze of rum and questions. “Who are you, and why would you want to meet me?”

“I work for the dwarf, Dura, in the shipyard. I saw you, and I heard you talkin’ to that other boy, Tim. I heard you were going to walk into the volcano tomorrow, and I knew this might be my only chance to meet you, so I snuck aboard.” The boy bit his lip and looked at the door worriedly. “Please don’t tell ‘em I’m here. They’ll beat me if you do!”

“Beat you?” he said, his eyebrows knitting. “Just for sneaking aboard? Why would they do that? And why would you want to meet me?”

“They say you’re gonna walk into the fire, that you tried to once before and that you were burned bad.” The strange boy took another step forward and pulled up his sleeve, revealing a long scar on his slim arm. “I was burned once.”

“But…” Edan stopped as the boy began untying the laces of his shirt. “What are you — ”

“I want to show you.” The shirt came off over his head, and Edan’s eyes widened at the broad swath of linen that wrapped his torso. Then he began unwrapping the linen, and something else became obvious. “I dress like a boy, because I’m afraid of what might happen if they found out.”

“Found out?” Edan asked, swallowing as the last bit of linen fell away. Flicker emitted a questioning chirp, pressing forward against the bars of her cage, her hair flaring high, her eyes bright.

“That I’m not a boy.” Then the girl’s fingers were on the laces of his shirt. “We’re alike, you and me. We’ve both been burned. We’ve both felt the fire.” Her hands explored under his shirt. They were cool on his skin, sending shivers up his spine. “We’ve both got fire in us, Edan. It’s in our veins.”

“I, uh…” he began, but his voice faltered as her fingers deftly loosened the drawstring of his trousers.

“I want to feel your fire, Edan,” she whispered, slipping a hand down to caress him, her lips now brushing his, her eyes wide. “I want your fire in me…”

Edan tried to speak, tried to say something to forestall her. He didn’t even know her name. But her lips were on his, and her hands seemed to be everywhere on his skin. Then his hands were on her skin, and nothing mattered but the fire between them.

≈

He slept beside her, finally.

Sam eased slowly free of Edan’s slack embrace and out of the narrow bunk. Her feet touched the deck and her knees quaked with fatigue from her recent exertion. She slipped into her trousers and laced them, watching his breathing, wondering. She had not intended to seduce him. But, caught red-handed, she could think of nothing else to do. The result, however, had been more than she intended; it was now well into the second watch, past midnight.

The young man was full of surprises…

She donned her shirt, tucked it in her trousers and stuffed the rolled-up strip of linen inside. She would resume her disguise later, if she had to. If things went as planned, however…She looked back at Edan as he slept, and wondered if there was any way to save him from the coming conflagration.

“Damn,” she muttered under her breath, pushing away the thought. She was here to kill the sea witch, and that was all. She didn’t need complications.

Sam turned and reached up to unclasp the latch on the firesprite’s cage. She reached in and poked the little creature awake, burning her finger. The sprite let out a soft chirp but Sam had already withdrawn her hand, leaving the cage door open. She peered out into the empty passage, then slipped through and propped the cabin door open with one of Edan’s shoes. At the door to the main hold, she glanced back to see the little sprite flutter out of the room and into the hall, her fire burning brightly, her eyes alight with mischief. The sprite flew excitedly toward the aft companionway and freedom, her flaming hair fluttering in the incoming breeze.

Sam slipped through the doorway to the hold and into her hiding place. “Burn it!” she whispered. “Burn it all!”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Firesprite

Mouse’s eyes fluttered open at the first scent of smoke. At first, his sleepy sprite mind thought that it might be pipe smoke from the deck watch, but it didn’t smell right. Then he though about the burning mountain to windward and realized that the harsh-smelling smoke was probably brimstone or whatever they called that glowing orange stuff that burning mountains barfed up. He snuggled back into Cynthia’s pillow and was about to close his eyes again when a cry from the deck perked up his ears.

“Hey! What’s that!”

“It’s that little fire demon!” came another call, this one the mate’s voice raised in alarm. “Hey, stop that you little —  Fire! All hands! Fire on deck!”

Mouse flew up and out the skylight hatch into a stream of curses from the deck watch. The two men were batting at a flaming bundle of tarred line. Another even brighter flame fluttered above them, swooping at their heads, and…giggling. Flicker!

“EEP!” Mouse streaked forward.

“Water! Bring buckets!” Horace roared as men poured out of the fo’c’sle hatch. They flung open the main hatch and two men jumped down. In moments, buckets of water were being passed up to the deck and their contents dashed onto the blaze before it could get out of control.

But Flicker was still free and she flew aloft, fire streaming in her wake like a comet. She glanced over her shoulder at the seasprite and laughed, then landed on the foremast hounds, the supports that held the topmast upright. Flames flickered where her tiny feet danced along the tarred cordage that wrapped the ratlines, licking upward toward the furled topsail. Mouse ignored her taunts and shot aloft, snatching her arm to jerk her away from the mast. But her flesh burned his hands and, with a cry of surprise and pain, he released her. Flicker glared at him as if he was ruining her game, then darted away toward the reefed forestaysail. Mouse clutched his scorched hand to his side and flew after her.

“The bloody mast’s afire!” he heard Feldrin’s voice boom from below. “Someone get aloft with a bucket!”

But Mouse’s eyes were fixed on Flicker. She landed on the forestaysail, pirouetting in a tiny cyclone of flame along the bundled canvas, and it immediately started to smolder. Mouse reached for her again, but her hair flared high and he cried out in alarm as the heat singed his eyebrows. If his wings caught fire, he’d never fly again. But if the ship burned…The ship meant everything to Cynthia, and Cynthia meant everything to Mouse.

“Stand back!” He heard her beloved voice from below, and seawater leapt from beside the ship in a geyser, dousing the ratlines and deck, extinguishing the flames there. Mouse spared a glance and saw Cynthia standing beside the port-side mainmast shrouds, a tendril of water from the scuppers wetting her feet as she brought another spout up from the sea. This one was aimed forward, right at the burning sail and Flicker.

He cheered as water doused the flames, but his glee faded when he saw that the firesprite had evaded the spray. Her hair still blazed, and she swooped around to the starboard side, applying her fire to canvas and tarred hemp wherever she landed. Cynthia sent more water aloft, dousing the flames, but could not catch Flicker in the stream; the firesprite was just too quick.

“I can’t get the little monster!” Cynthia cried as she cast her eyes wildly about for some other means of foiling the marauding firesprite. “Get Edan! Maybe he can call her down!”

“Aye, I’ll get the little rat!” Feldrin shouted, cursing as he disappeared down the hatch.

Mouse flew down and landed on Cynthia’s shoulder, clinging to her sarong amidst the spray as she chased fire after fire that sprouted in Flicker’s wake. The firesprite cried out in glee, obviously enjoying the game, while Cynthia gritted her teeth and cursed under her breath. Mouse felt helpless, cradling his burned hand; his initial heroics had faded, and he now murmured in Cynthia’s ear, trying to comfort her. Finally, he saw Feldrin hauled Edan up on deck by one arm, the young man wearing only trousers and a look of utter bewilderment.

“Do somethin’ about that little beastie!” the captain bellowed. Edan’s eyes were so wide that Mouse though they might pop out, and he gripped the mainmast as if the ship were being tossed in a gale.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked, his voice cracking.

“Call her down before she burns the ship to the waterline!” Cynthia shouted as she sent another spout of water after the firesprite. “I can’t keep this up all night!”

“She won’t listen to me. Not now. Once she gets going, she won’t listen to anyone!”

“How in all Nine Hells did she get out?” Feldrin snapped, looming over the young man, his huge hands clenched as if strangulation would be the next step in the conversation.

“I don’t know! I was…I mean, I was sleeping and…” Edan looked around in confusion, his eyes flicking from face to face. “I don’t remember letting her out, and even if I did, I never open the cage without putting her chain on!”

“Her chain?” Cynthia stopped for a moment, an idea flashing into her eyes. “Her chain! Where is it, Edan?”

“Uh…right here, I…Yes, right here!” He fished the thin golden chain out of his pocket and thrust it at her. “But how can we — ”

“Mouse!” Cynthia barked, startling the seasprite right off her shoulder. “Mouse, you’re the only one who can do it! You’re faster than she is! You can take the chain and clasp it around her waist, then haul her down here!”

“Eeep?” he asked skeptically, eying the chain, then Cynthia, then the swooping, burning firesprite.

“Yes, you!” Her voice was stern, but her eyes pleaded with him as they welled with tears. He had never been able to bear her crying, even when she was a child. “You’ve got to do it, before she — ”

“The forestays’l!” Horace cried, drawing their attention forward where the sail had burst into flames.

“Bloody hells!” Feldrin cursed, surging forward. “Cut the halyard! Helmsman, bear off the wind!”

Cynthia sent a spout of water shooting forward to douse the burning sail, but it had already torn from luff to leech, its charred remnants fluttering in the breeze. Sailors hauled the burnt canvas down and worked to get the outer jib aloft.

“Mouse!” Cynthia cried again as more fires sprouted up along the tarred shrouds and stays.

“Eeep!” Mouse tightened his belt a notch, fluttered over and snatched the gold chain from Edan’s limp fingers, grasping the clasp in one hand and letting the length of it trail out behind. He shot aloft, his gossamer-crystal wings humming like a swarm of angry hornets, trailing a stream of silvery dust in his wake. He saw her near the forward trestletrees, setting yet another blaze, and closed on her fast, but she saw him coming and streaked into the sky, trailing flames.

Mouse shot after her, climbing then turning as she plunged back down toward the deck. Cynthia was right; he was faster. The chain dragged on him, making it difficult to maneuver, but he was gaining.

Flicker shot down the main hatch, swooping through the passages and cabins at full speed, Mouse right behind her. But with the added weight of the chain he could not manage the corners as well as he normally would, and the seasprite careened off bulkhead after bulkhead. He followed Flicker as she shot through the door to the main hold — astonishing a dumbstruck sailor filling a bucket with water and passing close enough to singe his hair — then back out through the main cargo hatch.

Mouse grimly flew on, gaining on his quarry, but unsure how long he could keep up the pace. She darted right and he followed. Then she reversed and shot back past him, her tinkling laughter taunting him as his outstretched fingers missed her ankle by a hair’s breadth. He turned and pursued her up the ratlines, weaving in and out of the rope steps even as they narrowed at the top.

Suddenly, the chain jerked him back, ripping through his grip like a knife, eliciting an “EEP!” of alarm. He fluttered to a stop and looked back; the chain had snagged one of the lines. As the ship rolled, it came unwound and fell toward the water.

“EEK!” he cried, diving for the thread of gold as it fell toward the waves. If it sank, there would be no hope to catch Flicker, and she would eventually set something on fire that even Cynthia could not put out, something like the store of fire casks stowed under the fo’c’sle.

Mouse streaked toward the water, pushing himself as fast as he had ever gone. He felt a brief spasm of triumph as he snatched the gold chain from the air…then hit the surface at full speed.

The impact shocked him, and for a moment he didn’t realize what had happened. He looked at his hand and sighed in relief to see the chain still firmly clasped there. Then water filled his mouth; he coughed and stared in astonishment at the bubbles rising before his face. He was a seasprite, true, but that encompassed his love for the sea and sailing — not for being underwater. He shot up and exploded from the water, coughing and sputtering and shaking water from his wings as he flew after the crazy firesprite. Now he was truly angry.

Flicker saw him coming once again, laughed and flew back down toward the ship, evading him neatly. But Mouse had renewed energy, buoyed by his fury at the little being that would burn everything he knew and loved. He closed in behind her, and as he flew he coiled the trailing chain in his hands so that it would not become tangled again. She dove through the netting under the bowsprit and shot up the other side, but he anticipated the maneuver and cut her off. As the ship plunged into a cresting swell, he hit her full force, driving them both back down through the netting and into the water.

He actually heard Flicker’s hair extinguish with a ssst, and the two of them floated together for an instant, entangled in each other’s arms, legs and wings. Then the firesprite’s eyes fluttered wide in panic. She tried to draw breath but choked on the water and began to struggle for the surface, but Mouse would not release her. Then Orin’s Pride ploughed right over them, tumbling them under her hull.

Mouse didn’t like being underwater, but at least he knew how to act when it happened. He held on tight to both the chain and Flicker, holding his breath as they twisted and rolled until he couldn’t tell up from down. He blinked as the turbulence subsided, and looked around. It was dark, as dark as the inside of a boot stuffed into the bottom of a sea chest in the bilge of a sinking ship (what an adventure that had been!), and Flicker was limp in his arms. He clasped the chain around her waist and tried to figure out which way was up. He was running out of air, but there was no moon, and he couldn’t distinguish the starlight from the shimmer of phosphorescence that glowed in the ship’s wake.

Then Flicker convulsed, coughing out a bubble, and he realized that bubbles were the answer. He blew out a stream of bubbles and followed them up, bursting from the surface in a spray of seawater and stardust. He soared aloft with Flicker in his arms. His fury melted when he looked at her waterlogged body. Her hair was gone, her flame extinguished, and her wings were like limp black spider webs, her gossamer-smoke washed away by the sea.

“Eep?” he asked, but she did not respond.

He flew back to the ship, hoping she wasn’t completely drowned. He kind of liked her when she wasn’t trying to burn everything up.

≈

“Flicker!” Edan cried as Mouse deposited her on the deck before them. “Oh gods, he’s drowned her!”

“Better her than us,” Feldrin said, muttering a curse. “Bloody beastie near burnt my ship! I’d squash her meself if I — ”

“Feldrin, hush!” Cynthia shoved through the knot of sailors gathering around the two sprites as Edan reached down to pick up the sodden firesprite. “Is she alive, Edan?”

“I don’t know. She’s not breathing!” He cradled her in his hands and jostled her, trying to rouse some sign of life. “Flick? Come on, Flick! Wake up!”

“Best let her be, lad,” Feldrin muttered. “She’s drowned good and — ”

A rumble like distant thunder behind them brought their attention up to the smoldering volcano. The glow was brighter than it had been only moments before. There was another rumble, and they felt the vibrations through the hull of the ship even as they heard it.

“Phekkar,” Cynthia whispered, remembering another injured sprite and the curse Odea had brought down on her family. If Flicker died, she had no doubt that the fire god would take his vengeance out on them. “We’ve got to bring her back somehow, Edan! Hasn’t this ever happened before? She’s never been caught out in the rain or doused in a bucket?”

“Yes, sure. But she’s never been drowned before!” His face was streaked with tears, his eyes still wide with panic. “We would always just relight her.”

“Relight her? You mean…”Cynthia’s eyes widened. “Bring her down to the galley, Edan. We might be able to save her!”

“But she — ” Another rumble cut him off and he stood, following her down the companionway to the galley, trailed by Feldrin and those sailors who weren’t tending the ship.

Cook frowned when they burst into the galley, but Cynthia would have none of it.

“Bring a lamp and a bowl, quick! And matches! Is the stove lit?”

“Aye, it’s always lit, mistress,” he said, nodding to the great cast iron stove as it swung lazily on its gimbals. “Fire’s banked, but it’s lit.”

“Stoke it!” She took the lamp someone handed her and poured the oil from it into a porcelain bowl, then took a match and lit it. She looked to Edan. “Light her!”

Edan placed her gently into the bowl of burning oil, and Cynthia cringed as the hair on his hands burned away. Flicker lay in the oil, the flames licking at her, sputtering but not catching.

“It’s no good,” he said, sniffing back tears. “It’s not hot enough.”

“If hotter’s better, we can do that.” Feldrin picked up the flaming bowl and told the cook, “Open the fire box.”

“But, sir, I — ”

“Open the blasted thing, or I’ll have the cat out of the bag for ya!” The threat had the desired effect, even though Cynthia knew Feldrin Brelak had never flogged a crewman. The cook opened the stove’s firebox and stepped back. “Everyone stand away, now!” Feldrin stepped forward and pitched the entire bowl of oil, including the firesprite, right into the firebox.

As the volatile oil hit the bed of burning coals, flames erupted from the stove and leapt almost to the overhead. Everyone except Edan cringed and Mouse cried out in alarm, darting behind Cynthia’s neck. The flames subsided quickly as the oil was consumed, and Edan ventured forth to peer into the glowing hot furnace. Cynthia and Feldrin also edged forward, the seamage muttering a prayer to Odea.

Inside the stove’s firebox, Flicker lay sprawled atop the bed of burning coals, her hair alight and her wings smoldering gossamer-smoke once again, but she lay without moving, unresponsive. Then her coppery skin began to glow with the heat, and wisps of steam began to hiss and pop from her mouth. Her tiny torso convulsed and she coughed up a teaspoon of water, which puffed into steam. Another cough and more steam, then she rolled over and vomited an astonishing amount of water onto the burning coals — enough to damp the fire a bit, though the vapor quickly hissed away. Flicker coughed and spat and sputtered, then her eyes fluttered open and she looked weakly out at them.

“She’s alive!” Edan cried, reaching forward. Feldrin pulled him back before he could thrust his hand right into the fire.

“Have a care there, lad. Here.” He grabbed a pair of serving tongs from the rack and handed them over. “Use these.”

“Right. Thanks.” He reached in with the tongs and grasped the golden chain clasped around Flicker’s waist. He hauled out the end of the chain and clasped it around his wrist. Cynthia wondered briefly why it didn’t burn him, then remembered that he’d told them the chain was magic. Maybe it didn’t get hot at all. Then Edan sat down in front of the stove to watch Flicker as she glowed in the heat of the coal fire. “If it’s okay, I’d like to stay here with her for a while before I take her out. Just to make sure she’s okay.”

“I’d like to bloody know how in the bloody Nine Hells she got loose!” Feldrin barked, fishing a bottle of rum from the cupboard and pouring a sizable portion into a cup. He knocked it back and sighed. “Would’a burned us to the waterline if it weren’t fer Mouse!” He chucked the seasprite on the chin and poured a tiny measure of rum into the cup for him. “Well done, my seasprite friend!”

A ragged cheer went up from the crewmen as the sprite downed a huge swallow of rum and chirped a tiny burp, grinning with pride.

“And well done all! Quick action by all hands!” Feldrin passed the bottle around, and everyone but Cynthia and Edan had a measure. “A measure fer the deck crew as well, by Odea! I’ll take the rest of the night watch myself.” He patted Cynthia on the back and grinned at her. “And thank you, love, fer savin’ my ship.”

“I’ll get payback later, dear. Don’t worry. There’ll be months and months of diapers to change.” That brought a roar of laughter from the crew. Soon everyone but Edan, Cynthia and Cook left the galley.

“Can I ge’cha somethin’ ta sit on, mistress?” the cook asked, rubbing his hands together. “Or somethin’ ta drink?”

“A chair would be welcome, thank you, and I could do with a cup of blackbrew.” Cynthia said, leaning against the butcher block counter and sighing deeply. He returned with a stool for her, then put a huge kettle on the stove top to heat.

“How does she look?” she asked Edan, resting a hand on his shoulder as she settled onto the stool. Heat poured out of the open stove. Edan’s face was barely a foot from the firebox door and flushed red with the heat, but the young man seemed oblivious. Mouse fluttered down to peer into the flames, mesmerized by the fire and obviously sorry for nearly drowning the firesprite.

“She’s okay, I think,” he answered, turning with a weak smile. “Just scared me, is all. I’ve known Flicker my whole life. She’s a lot of trouble, but I just couldn’t imagine losing her.”

“I understand, Edan. I feel the same way about Mouse.”

Mouse emitted a “Hmph!” of feigned disgust then settled onto her shoulder and snuggled into her neck, his wet clothes dampening her skin and hair.

Cynthia and Edan stared silently into the fire until Flicker fell asleep, nestled amongst the burning coals. Cynthia finished her blackbrew; though her nerves were finally settled, her stomach was still churning. Finally, she patted him on the shoulder and stood.

“I’m going back to bed, Edan, and I suggest you do the same. You’ve still got a big day tomorrow.”

“Oh, right! Yes, I should. I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep now, but I suppose I should try.” He picked up the tongs and eased the sleeping firesprite out of the stove and into the bowl that had contained the oil. She stirred a little, but slept on. “I’m really sorry this happened, Mistress Flaxal. I truly don’t know how she got out of her cage, let alone out of my room!”

“Just see that it doesn’t happen again, Edan,” she said, handing the empty cup back to Cook with a nod of thanks. “Remember, if the ship burns, we’re all in deep water, literally.”

“Yes, Mistress Flaxal. I’ll make sure she doesn’t get out again.” He stood and cradled the bowl in his arms, the golden chain still linked firmly from his wrist to Flicker’s waist. “And thank you for bringing her back. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

“I’m just glad we could save her,” Cynthia said, and headed for her cabin. She had no idea what would have happened, this close to Fire Isle, if Flicker had died and Phekkar had chosen to exact revenge. She might be able to keep one firesprite from burning the ship, but she doubted she could hold off the wrath of an angry god.

≈

Sam huddled in the bin of galley supplies, chewing a slab of jerky and cursing her ill luck. She should have realized that the sea witch would be able to put out the fires. She chewed and thought, and chewed some more. At least she hadn’t been discovered, though she couldn’t imagine Edan not telling them about her. And if they did a thorough search of the ship…

But maybe not, she thought, remembering the encounter with a flush of adrenalin. Maybe he wouldn’t betray her.

As hard as she tried to suppress them, memories of the evening besieged her; she couldn’t get Edan out of her mind. When she had been with him, she had forgotten herself entirely, forgotten who she was, what she was. She had even forgotten the burning ball of hate that kept her going, kept her focused. For those hours, she’d ceased to be Sam and had become Samantha once again; the memory of it troubled her.

She didn’t like Samantha much. Samantha was weak, a silly girl with illusions of silly things like love, family and friends. There was no room for these things in Sam. She was a pirate, and her goals involved blood and revenge, not love and family.

“And fire,” she thought, worrying another bite off the slab of jerky.

Yes, fire. She wondered if there was another way she could burn the ship, something she could set afire that even the sea witch couldn’t put out. Suddenly she remembered another fire, the white rain of burning hell that had consumed the Guillotine and left her scarred. She knew that Orin’s Pride wielded that weapon, the weapon that had destroyed her world. She would never forget seeing the likeness of the sea witch carved into its bow as she swam through the burning water, her arm on fire. During her recent explorations she had seen the canvas-shrouded catapult on the foredeck, but had not yet had the opportunity to search the ship fully. She had not found the store of fire casks.

“Maybe…” she muttered to herself, swallowing the salty meat and gnawing off another bite. Maybe when Edan goes ashore, I’ll be able to look around a little more.

≈

Edan lay in his bunk, Flicker securely in her cage by his bedside, the gold chain still around his wrist and her waist. Sleep would not come; his mind whirled with images, memories and questions.

Who was she? Why had she seduced him? And most important: why had she released Flicker? The girl had to have released the firesprite. He had no doubt about that.

He thought once again about telling Captain Brelak about her. She had stowed away and had endangered the ship. But what would they do to her? He had heard the captain’s threat to the cook, and he knew what bringing the cat out of the bag meant. Would they whip her?

Maybe it was a mistake, he thought, watching Flicker snooze on her perch over the low flame. Maybe she just opened the cage out of curiosity, then she panicked when Flicker flew out at her. Yes. It was a terrible mistake, and now she’s gone back into hiding to avoid being punished.

The explanation seemed reasonable, but it didn’t keep him from worrying about her. Would he be able to find her once he passed his trials? Would she come to him again?

“And who in the hells are you?” He rolled over and tried once again to sleep, but his mind would not be still. It was too full of the riotous memories of the girl and their tumultuous lovemaking, the horror of seeing Flicker lying drowned in his hands, and the trials he would face with the rising of the sun.

Tomorrow, he would become a pyromage.

If he survived the fire.

He closed his eyes. The one image that was missing from his unrest was the one that had plagued him for the past weeks. He rolled over and watched Flicker sleep, not thinking about Camilla at all.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Dawn of Fire

“Miss Camilla!”

Chula’s booming voice and the pounding on the door brought Camilla out of bed as if it was on fire. The first light of dawn barely seeped through the drapes, and she shook her head to clear the last traces of sleep, wondering if the noise had been a dream.

“Miss Camilla, wake up! Dere’s a bloody big ship right outside de reef, an’ two more besides! Dey be warships!”

“Warships?” She snatched up a robe and pulled it on, then flung open the door to see the big man standing there, fully armed, with concern etching his features. “What? A warship is where?”

“Come see, Miss Camilla!” He pushed past her and thrust aside the curtains to her balcony. “You can see de bloody great t’ing from here!” He waved an arm at the towering mangroves guarding the western side of Scimitar Bay, and over their tops Camilla could see the fluttering pennant and white skysails of a ship. “Bloody big ship! An’ two more, not so big. De smaller ones’re anchorin’ right at de seaward end of de channel, but dat big ‘un’s jus’ hove-to, ‘bout half a mile off, like it be waitin’ fer somet’in’.”

“What the in the Nine Hells…”

“I’m thinkin’ dey gonna come ashore, Miss Camilla. Dey puttin’ boats in de watta. Lots’a boats.”

“I’ll meet them at the pier, Chula. Get some people together as well, but not too many. We don’t want to provoke a fight.” He shouted out agreement and left her rooms. In moments she was out of her night shift and putting on chemise, petticoat, corset and stockings, cursing fluently throughout the laborious process. “They might have at least waited until after breakfast!”

≈

Count Norris climbed down from the deck of the Lady Gwen into the pitching launch, barely suppressing a grin of triumph. The launch was crowded with twenty marines and sailors, all armed. Eight other launches, similarly manned, bobbed nearby: six from the Clairissa, which was hove-to half a mile to leeward, and two from Fire Drake, which lay at anchor in front of the Lady Gwen, right in the mouth of the channel into Scimitar Bay. He had left Huffington aboard, preferring to use a direct approach rather than that man’s subtle methods.

“Bring us ashore, Lieutenant Garris.” He took his seat near the stern of the boat, where he was least likely to be dampened by water splashing over the bow. “Land us at the pier and have the other boats beach on either side.”

“I’ll handle our deployment, if you please, milord Count,” the lieutenant snapped in a curt tone before calling out the orders to row ashore. The nine boats made their way swiftly up the channel as the sailors heaved rhythmically on the oars.

“Of course, Lieutenant.” Norris nodded and hid his smile; the officer had ordered the exact deployment he had suggested. “My apologies. Simply a suggestion to display our force for the most diplomatic effect.”

The lieutenant stiffened but said nothing, and they proceeded into the harbor with no sound but the creaking of oars, the grunting of sailors and the occasional call of a coxswain. Norris stood as they rounded the corner out of the chop and entered the calm waters of the bay. A thin smile of satisfaction spread across his face as he noted the disarray of the seamage’s forces. Dark-skinned men and women were running from the village to the pier, many of them bearing spears and other weaponry, but there was no orderly reception on the pier such as had met them the first time they visited. Then a marine’s surprised outcry took him aback.

“Good gods! What bloody manner of ship is that?”

“Silence there!” the lieutenant barked. But the exclamation only served to turn every man’s head toward the two ships in the bay. The towering masts of the sleek three-masted schooner docked at the pier were impressive but relatively familiar; they had all seen the two-masted schooners in Tsing’s harbor. But the second ship — none had ever seen a vessel like the wide, double-hulled ship that floated at the shipyard dock, her sleek, raked masts in place, rigged and ready for sails.

“It would appear that the seamage has an even greater naval force than we thought,” the count said to no one in particular. He gazed at the ships, already working the surprise into his plans and to his advantage. A flash of color caught his eye and he turned to see a figure walking briskly down the pier, crimson gown fluttering in the light morning breeze. He recognized her immediately and clenched his jaw in frustration; once again, he was being met not by the seamage, Cynthia Flaxal, but by her lackey.

“Count Norris,” Camilla called and waved a hand in casual greeting. She moved quickly yet seemingly without concern, though he noted her hair was somewhat disheveled. “You have the uncanny ability of arriving the day after Cynthia Flaxal has departed!” Her eyes swept side to side as eight longboats beached to either side of the pier, and a hundred and a half marines and sailors debarked and briskly lined up in formations. “And this time you have brought quite a force! Are you expecting trouble, or hoping to cause it?”

“Lady Camilla.” The boat nudged the pier and marines hoisted themselves up onto it. Two sailors hooked a rope ladder to the stone structure and he climbed up easily. He bowed shortly and smiled with all the warmth he could muster, although his manner belied his words. “It grieves me that Mistress Flaxal is not here. I must admit that I am suspicious of the famous seamage’s very existence, given that this is the second time she is absent. However, I see that two more ships have been added to her superfluous fleet. It would seem that his majesty’s caution is not without warrant.”

“You already knew of the two-hulled prototype, Count.” Camilla smiled at him, as lovely as ever. She gracefully curtsied and accepted his hand in greeting, but she recognized his veiled mockery and replied in kind. “It’s a wonder to me that you did not come across the plans for the three-masted schooner in your thorough inspection of the shipyard.”

“Plans?” he said, cocking his head and eying the crowd of dark-skinned savages who had lined up behind her. He felt the press of marines at his back, the lieutenant standing firm at his shoulder. Well, if he wanted to provoke a confrontation, what better place than right here and right now? “I was unaware of plans for any of Mistress Flaxal’s vessels. Why do you mention it? Surely none have gone missing.”

Camilla opened her mouth to speak, but the crowd behind her suddenly quivered and parted, and the thick juggernaut of the shipwright’s foreman, Dura, barreled forward.

“Yer bloody right some bloody plans went missin’, and ye know it damn well ye trumped up — ”

Camilla put out a forestalling hand. “Now, Dura, please don’t say anything that — ”

“I’ll do more’n bloody say it, I’ll beat the truth out of the bloody thief!”

Dura brushed aside Camilla’s hand and advanced on the count, who stood firm, glaring contemptuously at her. He was supremely confident that the marines would protect him, and their immediate response to the dwarf’s threat did not surprise him. Steel sang free of Lieutenant Garris’ scabbard, and a barked command from the marine commander brought every sword in the entire party out with a single ringing note. The tip of the lieutenant’s cutlass stopped the dwarf’s advance, resting on her barrel chest.

What did surprise him was his opponents’ swift and unexpected reaction. One of the natives jerked Camilla back and stepped to the fore, his dark wooden club flashing up at Norris’ throat. The weapon stopped before it struck, a wedge of glittering obsidian as long as a man’s hand resting behind the count’s right ear, the needle tip just touching the skin over the pulsing artery. From the band of natives rose a small forest of spears, their points glistening in the wan light, leveled at the marines.

Norris’ blood ran cold; the marines would not be able to protect him. If blood spilled here, his would likely be the first. Also, he and his twenty stood with their backs against the water, and swords against spears was not a healthy match with no room to maneuver.

“Chula! Don’t!” Camilla shouted, clutching the towering native by his thickly muscled arm.

“Not to worry, Miss Cammy. I’ll not be de first ta strike.” The man’s eyes bore into those of the young lieutenant, and his lips spread back from teeth that seemed to glow white against his ebony skin. “But dis here boy drew his steel on Miss Dura, and she all defenseless, wi’out a blade or not’in’. I jus’ t’ought I’d even de odds a bit.”

“Defenseless!” the dwarf bristled, glaring at the lieutenant as if there was not a sword at her throat. “I’ll show this laddie defenseless when I take that pig sticker away from ‘im and stick it up his arse!”

“Would everyone please calm down!” a new voice cried as a tall figure pushed through the crowd of natives. Slim hands pushed aside the spears, and Norris noted the man’s graceful features and slightly pointed ears. “Dura, step back! Chula, please lower your weapon. We are not going to start a fight with the emperor’s own representatives!”

“And we,” Norris began, finding his voice again as the weapon at his throat lowered, “are merely here to speak with Cynthia Flaxal, who seems to once again be away on some mysterious business. Lieutenant Garris, thank you for your defense, but if you would please sheathe your sword perhaps we can see if there is a diplomatic solution here.”

“As you say, milord Count,” the officer said, snapping his cutlass back into its scabbard. The marine commander gave an order and his men lowered, but did not sheathe, their weapons.

“You speak of diplomacy, Count Norris, but you bring an army.” Camilla had collected herself and stood at the side of the tall half-elf. “May I introduce Master Ghelfan, the shipwright in the employ of Mistress Flaxal. You already know Dura, his yard boss, and this is Chula, first mate of Peggy’s Dream, the schooner here beside you.”

“Master Ghelfan, it is a pleasure to finally meet you. Your worthy reputation was discussed at length at court. And let me assure you, Lady Camilla,” Norris added with a sardonic smile, “this force is but a small detachment to ensure the safety of our diplomatic contingent. His Majesty’s flagship Clairissa, which waits offshore, is quite capable of deploying a much more significant force, should the need arise.” He nodded significantly toward the beaches, where throngs of natives bristling with weapons milled impatiently around the launches and their crews. They outnumbered the marines and sailors two-to-one, and although many were women and some were literally children, they all bore spears, bows and clubs. Norris’ first reflex was to dismiss their threat, but decided he’d best not underestimate any potential danger again.

“Perhaps we should all relax a little and step into the keep where we can discuss this rationally,” Ghelfan suggested, his calm tone taking the edge off his words. “Would you be our guest for breakfast, milord Count? You may bring your officers and as many soldiers as you feel necessary for your own safety.”

“We would be delighted, Master Ghelfan. Thank you for the invitation.” The count nodded to the lieutenant and the marine commander, indicating that they should accompany him. “I would enjoy nothing more in the world than to sit a meal with the charming Lady Camilla, having already experienced her generous hospitality.” He extended his arm to her, pasting on his patent diplomatic smile, ready to play his role as appreciative guest.

“We would be delighted to have you as our guests, milord Count,” Camilla replied, placing a hand on his arm, a poised smile on her face, playing her own role as accommodating host. “And let me assure you that Mistress Flaxal will return very shortly, possibly as early as tomorrow.”

“Excellent! Then, perhaps, we can get this misunderstanding straightened out.” The entire crowd of natives, sailors, marines and diplomats moved as a single body up the pier. The lieutenant muttered a few commands to his subordinates even as the surly dwarf Dura grumbled in dwarvish, words that Emil Norris had no doubt, if translated, would have a significant impact on the diplomatic discussion.

≈

“All ashore, who’s goin’ ashore!” Horace called jovially as Edan followed Cynthia into the longboat. “Or crazy as a bedbug in a burnin’ house,” he added in a whisper that might just have reached the young man’s ears.

“Belay that!” Feldrin snapped, glaring at his mate before descending the ladder into the boat. Cynthia had calmed the seas around the ship, and the boat barely rocked when he stepped aboard. “We’ll be back in just a shake or two, Horace, but keep a sharp eye.”

“Aye, Captain!” Horace said, ordering the line tenders to cast off.

“Oars out,” Feldrin ordered, shoving off from the ship and taking the coxswain’s seat, tiller in hand. “On the mark, lads, stroke.”

Four oars touched the placid water and the longboat surged forward as if it were being rowed by a dozen men. A few gasped in surprise, but the rest just laughed. Cynthia was helping them.

“Easy there, lass. Don’t get too much headway on her.” Feldrin fought the tiller for a moment before straightening out the launch, but felt like his effort was for naught. He tried to ignore the odd feeling that the boat was being manhandled by something beneath the surface.

“No worries, Feldrin.” Cynthia trailed a hand in the water. All about them, the surface became as still as a mill pond and as clear as crystal. Great jagged boulders lay scattered on the seabed of black sand below them, threatening to tear the bottom out of the longboat should they venture too close. The boat moved quickly, much more quickly than Feldrin desired, but he had faith in Cynthia’s ability to avoid obstacles, and managed not to cringe visibly. “I’ll bring us in. You may as well have them stow oars.”

“You heard the lady. Stow yer oars.” The four oarsmen slipped their locks and brought their oars up to vertical as the longboat surged through the shallow water, not even leaving a wake in its passage.

“Smooth as silk,” one of the crewmen muttered, eying the razor-sharp points of lava rock hemming them in on both sides as they entered a sheltered cove.

“Bloody uncanny it is,” another said, peering over the side as they skirted a crag of rock.

“Thank you,” Cynthia acknowledged briefly before her eyes glazed with concentration. She brought the longboat to an easy stop, the gunwale no more than two inches from the rock ledge. “Nice to know my talents are appreciated. Edan, I believe this is your port of call.”

The young man stood uneasily, his arms out to maintain his balance, but the boat remained as steady as stone. He turned to her and smiled his gratitude. Flicker grinned from his shoulder as she looked up at the burning mountain, quite recovered from the previous night’s ordeal. “Thank you, Mistress Flaxal.” He stepped ashore easily, his narrow shoulders firming with the stone under his feet. “I’ll try to be back here by sunset, though it might be a bit later.”

“We’ll be watching for you, Edan,” she said as she extended her hand to him. “May Phekkar favor you today, and may you remember the rapture of your ascension.”

“Thank you.” He awkwardly grasped her hand, a nervous smile stretching his pale features. Then he turned and headed up the slope, picking his way carefully along the twisted incline of heat-blasted rock.

Cynthia sat and nodded to Feldrin. “I’ll take us back. No need to bother with the oars.”

“Aye, lass,” he agreed absently. As the launch surged forward, skirting the protruding ledges and crags, Feldrin looked back at the receding form of the young man who was going to walk into the volcano. “Bloody mad,” he muttered. “Mad as a hatter with his hair on fire.”

≈

The sound of iron striking fragile coral traveled far under the surface of the waves, and ears more sensitive than human or mer were trained to respond to that distinctive clash. The sailors on the deck of the Fire Drake thought it a good omen when a pod of four dolphins raced toward their recently anchored ship, seeming to play and frolic around them before streaking off to the northeast. They could not have been more wrong.

The four dolphin sentries arrived at the home of the mer only a quarter hour after the Fire Drake’s anchors crashed into the fragile reef, and their message to their masters was a simple one: danger, come see. By midmorning all the mer knew that two ships had anchored near Plume Isle, and that one, a warship, had anchored in coral, damaging the fragile reef. They also knew that a third ship, the largest warship any mer had ever seen, stood off shore, hanging in place like a huge, hungry barracuda.

Eelback could not believe his good fortune.

*This is perfect,* he signed to Redtail as he and his three staunchest allies swam toward the Trident Holder’s audience grotto. *The seamage is away, and with her the Trident Holder’s son and that troublesome Quickfin. Our time is now!*

*But if the seamage is not here, how can we proceed?* Redtail asked, trying to keep his signs covert as they passed a milling school of mer. He need not have worried; the school was so agitated with the news that they would not have noticed a sea drake swimming past.

*She will come,* Eelback signed, his confidence as plain as a cloud of ink in the water. *Today is the day the moon will eat the sun, the day she told us her new ally will become a firemage. Tomorrow she will return to find these warships at the entrance to her grotto, and we will be there as well.*

*Timing will be difficult,* Slickfin signed as she swam between the two males, her smooth flanks brushing Eelback’s. *How will we ensure that both will happen at the same time?*

*We will prolong the discussion until it is too late to act today, then we will argue that preparations need to be made for such a confrontation. Dawn is obviously the best time for the school to strike.*

*It is?* Sharkbite swam up to them, his broad brow drawn into a quizzical V. *Why?*

*Watch and learn, my large friend,* Eelback signed, his lips drawing back from his teeth. *When I am through presenting the facts to the Trident Holder, not only will The Voice find in our favor, but I will be placed in command of the school!*

Redtail’s fins fluttered in amusement, for he knew that Eelback was right. When all had been signed and the school invoked The Voice, Eelback would get exactly what he wanted.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Sun and Moon, Father and Son

“We will anchor our ships wherever we wish within our own empire!” Count Norris asserted. His tone was flat and authoritarian, the tone he used to end discussions.

“Does the Emperor’s domain include all the lands under the seas as well as those above, milord Count?” Camilla countered, her tone just as flat. She nodded to the server to take away her untouched breakfast; the food had long gone cold while they traded words. In fact, it was very near time for lunch, and from the lax postures and disconsolate expressions of everyone at the table, they had long since given up hope of any kind of a rational discussion. Camilla sighed. “As I told you during your first visit, bringing warships into the mer’s territory, and especially dropping anchors onto the coral reef, is a direct provocation. You very well may have sealed your own fate.”

“My fate, Lady Camilla, is to make the wishes of His Majesty, Tynean Tsing the Third, known to Cynthia Flaxal, and then, barring any difficulties with her, to open diplomatic relations with the merfolk.” He sipped his blackbrew, and frowned with distaste; it was cold. “If the mer are so easily offended that they become violent simply because we damage a bit of rock with our anchors, we will instruct them that violence against His Majesty’s Navy is not an acceptable means of negotiation.”

“Are you trying to start a war with the mer?” she asked.

“That’s exactly what he wants!” Dura muttered around a mouthful of cold meat and cheese; her appetite seemed the only one to remain undiminished. “And not just wi’ the merfolk, methinks.”

“Of course not!” he snapped. He scowled at Dura, then sat back and jerked his waistcoat straight, gathering his composure. “We are trying to make His Majesty’s wishes known to you and, when she arrives, Mistress Flaxal. If we reach an accord with her, then we will attempt to reason with the mer, which will require that the seamage act as intermediary.”

“Milord Count,” Camilla sat ramrod straight, glaring at him across the table, “If a race of flying creatures descended from the sky to drop great metal hooks into the midst of the city of Tsing, what type of peaceful agreement do you think His Majesty would be willing to reach?”

“We do not require an agreement with the mer, nor with Mistress Flaxal, or you, for that matter! What we require is capitulation to His Majesty’s wishes. If you do not find that palatable, you will find the consequences to be much less so.”

“Please, Count Norris, Camilla,” Ghelfan pleaded, exhaustion edging his musical voice. “This discussion, if one might stretch one’s imagination to call it that, is getting us nowhere. Perhaps it would be best if we were to simply wait for Cynthia’s return, then renew these nego — ”

“Miss Cammy! Miss Cammy!” a shrill voice called from the hall just before the great doors were thrust open. Tim raced into the great hall, his face alight, his arms waving in excitement. “It’s happening! It’s happening just like Mistress said it would!” He raced up to her without so much as glancing at the rest of the table, while Camilla put her forehead in one hand and shook her head.

“Please, Tim, this is not the time to — ”

The count’s chair clattered over backward and he shot to his feet, his eyes wide in shock and his face as pale as the linen tablecloth.

“What is the meaning of this!” He stumbled back a step and nearly fell over his upended chair. His accusing glare raked the table settling upon Camilla and Ghelfan.

“Milord Count?” Lieutenant Garris said, staring up at the stricken man. “Are you quite all right?”

“I’m sorry, milord Count, Tim is just excited about — ”

“Oh! I’m sorry!” Tim turned to face the count and nodded politely. “My apologies, Father. I didn’t mean to — ” His voice faded with a squeak of astonishment.

“Timothy?” the count whispered, his own voice trembling. “Can it really…”

Everyone in the room stared at the boy, then at Count Norris.

Tim finally broke the silence.

“Papa!” he cried, launching himself at the stunned count and flinging his arms around the man’s waist. He pressed his tear-streaked face against the count’s embroidered waistcoat.”Papa! Papa!”

“Timothy? Is it really you?” Norris’ arms slowly encircled the boy, his hands trembling in the long, sun-streaked hair. It had been more than three years…three years that he thought his son dead. He tightened his grasp as if the boy might once again be taken from him. “How in the name of…” His voice trailed off as his eyes beseeched first Camilla, then Ghelfan for an answer.

“Well, stick a pickle up my nose and call me a gnome,” Dura muttered, standing slowly. “He’s the lad’s father?”

“So it would seem,” Ghelfan said, grinning and pushing himself to his feet.

“I don’t believe it,” Camilla said, looking from one face to another around the table. She waved to one of the servers. “I need something stronger than blackbrew, please. Something a lot stronger.”

The server nodded and dashed off to the kitchen, grinning.

“How can you be here?” Norris finally managed, thrusting the tearful boy to arms length, kneeling before him to peer at his tanned face. “What happened to your mother? And your sister, Samantha! Where is she? What happened to the ship?”

“Bloodwind!” the boy blurted and his eyes widened with unbidden remembrance. “Bloodwind took the ship, and he hanged all the crew and the captain, too! A man took Mama away — just took her! Then Miss Straff left us, and we were all alone!”

“We? You and who else, Timothy?” Norris asked. “Who was with you?”

“Me and Sam!” he shrieked, tears flooding from his panicked eyes. “He made us pirates, Papa! Real pirates! Then Miss Straff tried to get away, and he told us to whip her! And we did! We whipped her! Sam and me both!”

“Pirates?” Norris looked up at Camilla, his eyes pleading for explanation. “What in the name of — ”

“Bloodwind often took children, Count Norris,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. She sniffed back tears as the server returned with a bottle of brandy and several small glasses. She took one in a trembling hand and sipped. “He would…indoctrinate them, take them in and convince them that they were pirates, that he was their only family.” She knocked back the rest of her glass and sighed. “He nearly did the same to me.”

“But what happened to Samantha? And my wife?” He looked back into the boy’s eyes. “Timothy, tell me where Samantha and your mother are!”

“Moma’s gone! I never saw her again, Papa. I don’t know where she is.” He sniffed loudly, wiping his nose on his sleeve. “Sam’s…I don’t know what happened to Sam, Papa. I never saw her after the battle. I think maybe she was on one of the ships that burnt.”

“One of the what?” The count’s voice cracked at the last, his face flushing. “Burnt?”

“Many of the pirate lord’s ships were burnt when Captain Brelak attacked Bloodwind’s fortress here,” Ghelfan said, leaning over the table to pass the stunned count a glass of brandy. “They employed an incendiary device that was quite effective. Only three of Bloodwind’s ships escaped the fires; one of those was wrecked on the reef and another foundered in the harbor.”

Norris took the glass and collapsed into his chair, staring at them one after another, then into the glass. Realizing what was in his hand, he quaffed it in a single swallow, then pulled his son close again. His world had been turned upside-down. He glanced up and slowly remembered where he was, in the stronghold of the seamage. A cold ball of anger formed in his gut.

“Why was my son not returned to me? Why is he being held here — “

Ghelfan interceded immediately. “Many children were orphaned here when Bloodwind’s empire collapsed. And some, like Tim, could provide no information on their families or where they were from. Cynthia Flaxal has provided a home for those who wished to stay.”

“It’s true, Papa!” Tim said, tugging on his sleeve. “She took care of us. I couldn’t remember…I didn’t even know my name, Papa!”

The count looked at his son, hale and healthy and obviously well-cared for, and his anger melted.

“Milord Count,” the naval lieutenant said, clearing his throat before trying again. “Milord, it warms my heart to see you have found your long-lost son, but you can’t let this affect our efforts here. We must speak with Mistress Flaxal, and reach an — ”

“Oh, shut the hell up, Garris!” Norris snapped, glaring daggers at the man. “We can’t very well speak with Cynthia Flaxal until she returns, so just stand down! Send all but one longboat back to the ships. I’m staying here.” His eyes returned to Tim’s and his face broke into a helpless smile. “With my son.”

“We’d be more than happy to accommodate you here, milord Count,” Camilla said, standing and smiling at the two. “I’ll have some space cleared in the old wing for your troops if…”

Her voice trailed off as the room began to darken. Then her eyes widened and she said, “By Odea, I’d almost forgotten!”

“That’s what I came to tell you, Miss Cammy!” Tim said, grasping his father’s hand and dragging him to his feet. “It’s happening just like Mistress Flaxal said it would! Come see!”

“Come see what?” Norris asked. His wits were very nearly at their end, and he was in no condition for another surprise.

“The eclipse,” Ghelfan said, joining the group as they moved at Tim’s urging out the great doors and toward the keep’s main entrance. “That is why Mistress Flaxal is not here, milord Count. She’s at Fire Island for the eclipse, to usher a boy through his trials as a pyromage.”

“A pyromage?” he asked dubiously as they exited onto the keep’s outer steps to gaze into the sky.

The entire population of natives and all of the emperor’s sailors and marines were standing with their necks craned back to observe the spectacle. Norris looked up, shading his eyes, and his mouth fell open. There was no refuting the evidence his eyes beheld; it looked as if a great bite had been taken out of the sun.

≈

Solidified lava rock warmed Edan’s feet through the soles of his shoes as he scrabbled up the steep incline, pausing only briefly to catch his breath. He’d been climbing since dawn, and the lip of the caldera was now only a few hundred yards up the slope. He looked back and marveled at how high he’d come; the ship looked like a toy floating in a bath, the royal-blue water seeming placid around it from this distance.

“Eee! Eeek!” Flicker cried, jerking at his collar and pointing upslope. Every time he stopped she had a fit, urging him on.

“I’m coming, Flick. Don’t worry.” He pulled the cork from the water bottle slung over his shoulder and drank. It was already more than half empty. He shrugged and climbed on, pushing down on his knees with every step. He half-chuckled as he realized how well his incessant climbing of stairs in the lighthouse, fetching this or that for the lightkeeper, had prepared him for this trek. Even so, his thighs ached, and the heat of midday sun, combined with the heat radiating up from the rock beneath his feet, sent trickles of sweat down his ribs.

He could almost feel the volcano beneath him as a living thing: magma flowing like hot blood in channels throughout the mountain, the heat-induced expansions and contractions of the rock and sulfurous off-gassing like foul breaths from deeply embedded lungs, the little earthquakes like shivers along the mountain’s spine. All this activity had left the slopes riddled with cracks, and footing was treacherous. One misstep would end his trials before they began. He stumbled and caught himself, his hand touching the rock reflexively. He drew it back, inhaling sharply; it was already hot enough to burn. He smiled grimly and pressed on, for the first time in his life thankful for the deep scars on his feet and legs; though he knew that the soles of his feet must already be blistered, he felt little pain. With a final heave and grunt, he mounted the crest of the caldera’s rim and looked down into hell.

Seething pools of magma glowed starkly orange against the black rock that formed a shallow depression at the mountain’s peak. The surface of the pools ceaselessly churned and bubbled, spewing out tiny showers of molten rock that hit the ground and cooled through the spectrum from yellow-white to orange to red, finally darkening to a searing crimson. Smoke and hot, noxious gasses vented out of the dark rock that surrounded the pools. Flicker chirped excitedly and pointed to the pools, and Edan could see that she longed desperately to go for a swim. Strangely, the scene induced in him no fear, only awe at its magnificence and a desire to go closer.

“Beautiful, isn’t it, Flick?” He grinned and started to pick his way down the rocks. He had feared that the interior of the caldera would be impassable, but the slope into the bowl was less steep than what he’d already ascended, and it was only another hundred yards or so down to level ground. He’d gone about fifty feet when Flicker let out a shriek so piercing that he reflexively blocked his ears with his hands.

He looked at her, but her attention was no longer on the smoldering volcano. Instead, she stared at the sun, her eyes flaring yellow-white, her finger pointing at the darkness that had begun to edge across the disc of fire.

“It’s begun!” Edan studied the distance he had left to go. “We’ve still got time, Flick. It won’t be full eclipse for another quarter hour. Relax.”

But Flicker would not relax. She grabbed his collar with both hands, the flames of her hair licking at his chin, though he hardly felt the additional heat. She tugged him forward, chirping all the while.

“Okay! Okay, I’m coming,” Edan said, increasing his pace as the sky darkened overhead.

≈

“Oh, this can’t be good,” Horace said, shading his eyes and staring up at the dimming sun.

“Aye,” Johansen agreed. “That’s sure enough a bad omen if I ever seen one.”

“That is not a bad omen!” Cynthia snapped, glaring at the men. “It’s an eclipse; the moon is moving between us and the sun, that’s all.”

The crew continued to mutter and make warding signs against evil, but Cynthia ignored them, just as she ignored Mouse as he fluttered around her head, chattering a blue streak and pointing at the sun. She watched Feldrin, who trained the ship’s best glass on the peak of the smoldering mountain.

“He’s at the top,” he finally said, lowering his telescope. “He’s gone into the caldera.”

“Odea help him,” Cynthia said, the irony of her plea unintentional. Asking a sea god to help in the creation of a pyromage was only slightly more insane than asking a seamage to do the same. And yet, with that plea, her stomach did a little flip-flop that had nothing to do with her pregnancy. She could no longer ignore the feeling of foreboding that had been building in her since they had put Edan ashore.

“The sea…” she muttered, her eyes sweeping the gently rolling swells around the ship.

“The what?” Feldrin asked, attuned to her feelings and premonitions perhaps even more keenly than she was herself. “What about the sea?”

“Something’s not right. The sea is feeling this convergence, but I’ve never heard of…” her voice trailed off and every crew member within hearing fell silent. Mouse landed on her shoulder, his face set in a mien of surprise; he looked at her, then up at the waning sun, then back at her. All eyes were now on her instead of the growing eclipse. She strode to the starboard side rail and a tendril of water wormed its way up through the scuppers to wet her bare feet. At the sea’s first touch, her eyes widened.

“Give me the glass, please, Feldrin,” she said, her tone shifting from mild worry to deep concern.

“Sure, lass, but what in the Nine Hells is goin’ on?” He handed over the glass and she extended it and trained it aloft. “Careful there, Cyn! Ya look at the sun through that and you’ll blind yerself!”

“I’m not looking at the sun, just near it.” She moved the tube carefully, her feet rock steady on the deck, the sea around the ship suddenly as flat as a mirror. “Damn! It’s still too bright. I can’t see a thing!”

“Can’t see what, lass?” Feldrin asked with concern. When a seamage began to worry about the sea, a sailor would have to be insane to ignore the warning. “What’s got ya so riled?”

“I don’t know, but I feel something that I haven’t felt since the day of my ascension.” Mouse emitted a series of high-pitched chirps and eeps and she looked at him, then at the looming mountain to windward, then at Feldrin. “Perhaps it would be best if we stood a bit farther offshore.”

“But I thought you could calm the seas,” he said, her unease catching up in his own voice.

“I can, Feldrin, but if Odea chooses to bring a storm down on this island, there’s not a whole hell of a lot I can do about it.” She looked at the sky, at the shrinking sun, and then back to Feldrin. “Set out to leeward…now!” Mouse eeped in agreement and buzzed like a crazed hornet around her head.

Feldrin needed no more urging than the tone of her voice, and the crew needed no more urging than the words “Helm to leeward!” from his mouth. “Set sail! Get us outta here, Horace!”

They sprang to with an alacrity born of unbridled, well-founded terror.

≈

*The convergence comes,* Quickfin signed, pointing up at the surface and the darkening sky beyond. *Come! I want to see the moon eat the sun!* He flipped his tail and shot for the surface. Chaser and Tailwalker exchanged a worried glance but followed in his wake. The three mer broke the surface and squinted to focus their vision in air instead of water.

*Seamage Flaxal’s Heir is moving the ship!* Chaser signed, nodding to the triangles of white cloth that the landwalkers used to harness the power of the wind for their ships. *They’re sailing away from the burning island!*

*Perhaps she has decided that this is a bad idea after all,* Quickfin signed. He glanced up and saw a blinding white crescent: the moon covered nearly the entire disc of the sun.

*Wait!* Tailwalker looked around suddenly, as if they were being circled by a school of sharks, but nothing threatened. *Something stirs the sea! Can you feel it?*

Chaser and Quickfin looked at each other and signified the negative, but they did not doubt Tailwalker’s claim; he was the Trident Holder’s son, and the gift of sea sense was stronger in the blood of leaders. No mer had the power of a seamage, an irony that many mer found insulting and grounds for a lasting hatred of all landwalkers, but those with the gift could sense shifts in the power of the sea. They could feel when the call of the scimitar moon focused Odea’s might, or when an opposing power manipulated the sea against its will, as the pirate lord’s witch, Hydra, had done.

*What is it, Tailwalker?* Quickfin asked, trying to watch the sky, his friend and the approaching ship all at once.

*I don’t know. I’ve not felt this before.* He still glanced around as if trying to find the cause of the curious feeling. *The sea’s power is coming together, but there is something else, too.*

*We should move away from the fire mountain,* Quickfin suggested, nodding toward the approaching schooner, now flying all her sails. *If Seamage Flaxal’s Heir feels this and is fleeing the danger, we should also.*

*Agreed,” Chaser signed, tugging at his friend’s arm. *Come, Tailwalker. If the sea is going to swallow the mountain of fire, we want to be far away.*


Chapter Twenty-Seven

From a Flicker to a Flame

Smoke wisped up from his smoldering shoes with every step as Edan descended into the caldera. His lungs burned with the hot, noxious fumes that seared his throat. The heat beat against him, as impenetrable as a wall of stone. He coughed, drawing in breath too fast, and cried out at the pain in his nose and mouth. And still Flicker tugged him forward, step after burning step. The lava pool was now only a few yards away.

He grabbed his water flask and poured the contents over his shirt, then clapped the wet fabric over his nose and mouth, breathing in grateful gulps of the slightly less-scalding air. He couldn’t see well through the haze of heat, but he knew he was close. He glanced up and stopped. The moon obscured only about two-thirds of the sun. He had minutes to endure before the eclipse was complete.

I can’t do this, he thought, glancing back, then forward. He could not stand this heat for minutes more. Flicker had pulled him forward too soon; he would collapse and burn to death before the eclipse! But if he went back, would he ever be able to force himself forward again?

“EEEK!” Flicker cried, tugging at his smoldering sleeve until it came away in charred swatches in her hands. “Eee Eeek! Skee Neek!”

He stared at her frantic gesticulations and shook his head. He’d never seen her so wound up, but she was pointing to the sky, to the partially eclipsed sun, as if the convergence was happening right now.

“No, Flicker! Not yet!” he shouted through the barely damp shirt, screaming at her through the pain. “If I do it now, I’ll just die! I have to wait until it’s a full eclipse!”

“Neee!” she cried, grasping his chin and tugging it upwards, forcing him to look at the darkening sun. “Seee Teeee Steees!”

“What?” He stared at her in shock. It was almost as if he could understand her, but no sprite could actually speak. At least, none that he’d ever heard of.

“Tee Steees!” she cried, pointing up. “Teee heets! Teee Sceeeteee Seeen!”

“The what?” He looked up, squinting through the heat haze at the shrinking sun. Just a crescent now, but still too much. Then he saw them, and his jaw fell open, the scorching hot air burning his tongue. He coughed and looked again, just to make sure.

Six tiny stars stood out from the waning horn of the sun: The Hilt constellation, favored by Odea. Together, the stars formed a perfect scimitar, hilt and blade. It was barely visible, but there nonetheless. The seamage had spoken of the Hilt in conjunction with the moon at her ascension; the scimitar moon.

“Scimitar sun?” he murmured, and he stumbled forward another step. His shoes were almost on fire now, his pants charred to the knee. He could see the skin of his ankles blistering, cooking in the heat. The pain of it was impossible, more than he could take, but he looked at Flicker and he saw such joy in her face, such rapture…“Are you sure, Flick?”

“Yeees! Yeees!” she shrilled, nodding and tugging him forward again.

“All of it, then,” he said to himself, staring at the space between him and the pool of lava. “All…or nothing…”

He took a step.

Clouds suddenly formed above the mountain, thick and ominous, swirling around the sun in a halo of burgeoning darkness. In the same moment, the air around Edan came alive, whirling in a cyclone that flung bits of ash and fumes aloft, reaching up to the clouds to pull them down. He took a second step, then another, and he stood at the edge of the pool, close enough that bits of molten rock spattered him, burning holes in his already-charred clothes.

The blazing heat was killing him, blistering his skin, blinding his eyes…but now he could feel the power. He felt his ascension approach, not only from the fire beneath him, but also from the sky overhead, from the very air around him. The power of the wind fluttered his smoldering clothes in a cyclone of super-heated air. Two powers were coming together, and he was in the middle.

He stepped forward.

≈

“There!” Cynthia cried, one hand white on the taffrail, the other thrust at the sky, at the thin crescent of the sun remaining. “The Hilt! The stars are there!” Mouse pointed and chirped, dancing a jig on her shoulder.

“What? What stars? Where?” Feldrin squinted up at the sky, shading his eyes. “I don’t see any…”

“There! By the lower horn of the crescent! It’s like the scimitar moon, only it’s the sun!” Cynthia swayed on her feet; the feeling she’d experienced a moment before was even more intense, so much that she staggered dizzily. “It’s Odea! She’s doing something!”

“What would Odea have to do with this?” Feldrin asked as he steadied Cynthia. Then he snapped toward the helmsman, “Watch yer course, Rhaf, not the bloody sky!”

“But Capt’n, what’s that there?” The man pointed aloft, to the sky above the volcano. “Them clouds weren’t there before, and they’re startin’ to move round in a circle like a — ”

Mouse looked up with the rest of them, let out an “Eeep!” of alarm and ducked behind Cynthia’s shoulder.

“It’s a bloody cyclone!” Horace shouted. He fired off orders to shorten sail before Feldrin could even open his mouth.

“What the bloody Nine Hells is goin’ on, Cyn?” Feldrin tried to keep his voice level as the winds shifted and began to howl.

“I don’t know!” she shouted back, her eyes alight. “Either Odea’s going to rain on Edan’s party, or She and Phekkar are going to give that boy something special.”

Orin’s Pride heeled sharply as gale force winds slammed into her sails. Cynthia gritted her teeth and the ship steadied, but the winds would not abate.

“I can’t touch the wind!” she cried over the howling gale. “I can keep us on station, but you’ve got to get her hove-to before something breaks! Douse her sails, Feldrin!”

“Bring her into the wind and slack all halyards!” he bellowed, turning to take the wheel himself and haul it hard over to windward. “Stormsail and tris’l only! Lively now, damn you all!”

Sailors scrambled to shorten canvas and Feldrin fought to bring her helm into the wind as the swirling clouds thickened, blotting out the waning light of the sun. The sky plunged into darkness and as the blood-red glow of the volcano lit the clouds from below, the wind howled even higher.

≈

The instant before Edan’s foot touched the seething pool of lava, his clothes burst into flames. His skin charred and pain lanced though him, but there was no turning back. His foot sank into the magma. In that instant of agony he still felt no fear, only disappointment. I failed…I will burn and die here. He opened his mouth to cry out a final plea…and there was nothing.

The pain vanished as if he’d been dipped in cool water.

He opened his eyes, not realizing that he had closed them, and looked down at himself in astonishment. He stood knee deep in the swirling, bubbling pool of molten rock, a cyclone of super-heated air swirling around him, yet he was untouched. His skin was whole — unblistered, unburnt. He took a breath, inhaling air as hot as the inside of a furnace, and it felt like breathing a warm summer breeze. He looked down at his hands and stared; the skin was new, even his old scars were gone.

Edan looked around, marveling at the swirling tornado of fire, ash and sparks ascending into the leaden sky. The cyclone was still building, the burgeoning clouds mingling with the fire as if they were smoke. Through the eye of the storm, directly overhead, the scimitar sun — a bare sliver of fire with a hilt of stars — shone down on him.

Then something moved under his feet. Stepping back, he watched the lava heave up and flow away as a huge figure, sinuous and glowing yellow-white with its own inner fire, rose from the pool. It towered over him, molten rock cascading like water from its skin. Its arms were as thick as the masts of the ship that had brought him here and they opened wide as if to embrace him. Its face, like something between a dragon and a great cat, tilted down toward him, the lips curling back from teeth like rows of smoldering coals.

“Phekkar,” Edan whispered, but he knew instantly that he was mistaken.

“No, little one.” The voice was the roar of a thousand raging fires, the gaping maw an opening into hell itself. “I am only a servant of The Flaming One, but I bring his gifts.” The huge hands spread wide, and the lava seething about him rose to join the wind in a whirlpool of incandescent fire.

Edan stood speechless, his mind blank save for the understanding that he had succeeded. Phekkar had accepted him. He was a pyromage.

“No, little creature of flesh, you have not yet received The Flaming One’s gifts,” the being corrected him as if reading his mind. It gestured down at him, and Edan felt a wash of warmth surround him, as if a great hand held him. “You are to receive more than one gift, little one, for the other one — the harsh mistress — has joined with my Lord this day, granting him the key to the winds. So these, too, are his to bestow.”

“The harsh mistress?” he said without thinking.

“We do not name her, but this day she is not our foe. This day she and my Lord together bestow their gifts to you.” Then the great creature smiled and gestured. “Welcome him properly, daughter of flame.”

Edan turned, sensing a presence behind him.

Flicker hovered there, but she was no longer the sprite-sized creature he knew. She was his own size, and the glee on her face, the sheer joy, lit her up like a pyre. Her coppery hue glowed from within, and her eyes flared white. Her hair was caught up in the cyclonic winds and whirled into a tornado of its own, climbing and spiraling upwards in fiery tendrils.

She reached for him, and her touch was cool on his skin. Behind Edan laughter boomed out, the rolling thunder of an erupting volcano, but his eyes did not leave Flicker, for she had drawn him close, her lips parted in a smile of desire.

“Yeee eeess mieeen teees dayeee, Eeeedan.”

“Flick! You can speak!” he said, astonished. His surprise doubled as her hands quested over him, clutching him purposefully.

“I alweees speeek to yeeee, Eeeedan,” she said, her lips nearing his. “Yeee deeed no heeeer meeee, but I speeek to yeee.” Then her lips were on his, and he felt a rush that had nothing to do with his sudden and irresistible lust for her.

She bore him up on the wind and he felt it buoy him, cradle him in its embrace, just as she did. The volcano erupted around them, a cyclone of fire from the core of the earth roaring in his ears, and Flicker in his arms, grasping him, clutching him to her, guiding him as her shapely legs wrapped around his hips.

He felt the fire enter him as he entered her, and the wind took him, filled him to overflowing. Flicker’s lips were on his, her tongue a flame in his mouth, her hair enveloping them, and she moved with him in the rhythm of her fluttering wings. He felt he would burst into flames, that he could not hold it all within him.

The universe opened in his mind, a million-billion bits of burning stardust, whirling in a glittering pinwheel of fire. And he understood…

In that instant, he understood everything…

≈

*This is not right!* Tailwalker signed, obviously agitated, his colors shifting from light to dark and mottled, then back. *There is magic! Sea magic and another magic. They are together, but not the same. Odea is stirring, but she is not alone!*

*It is not the seamage’s magic?* Quickfin asked, risking a peek above the surface. The ship was still sailing away from the burning mountain, sails flapping in the building wind. But atop the mountain, clouds were building, and the fire was rising to meet them. *The burning mountain is rising into the sky!*

*The burning god! Odea must be opposing him, or…* Tailwalker’s features flashed with a question, an impossible question. *Could Odea be…joining with the burning god?*

The others stared at him, then at the burning mountain and swirling clouds, fire and sky mingling in a glowing cyclone. *It must be! Odea is helping! The seamage was right! Odea and the burning god are working together!*

*Impossible,* Chaser signed in disbelief.

*I can feel their power together!* Tailwalker signed his own surprise barely contained. *Seamage Flaxal’s Heir was right! Fire and sea are allied to make her friend a mage of both sky and flame!*

*The Trident Holder must know of this!* Chaser signed, glancing at the other two. *I cannot go. I was told to watch Seamage Flaxal’s Heir.*

*Tailwalker should go!* Quickfin signed, fluttering his fins in agreement. *The Trident Holder will listen to him, and he knows what he feels. We will stay and watch!*

*But…* Tailwalker looked into the beseeching faces of his friends, and words failed him. They were right and he knew it, but he hated to leave them. *Very well, I will go. But watch closely, and be careful.*

Distant cracks and pops of hot stone meeting the sea reverberated through the water, and Quickfin and Chaser nodded their agreement. *We will be; you may be sure of that, Tailwalker. Now go!*

Tailwalker nodded once, flipped his tail and was gone in a swirl of bubbles. Chaser and Quickfin looked at each other for a moment, then peeked again above the surface.

*Odea!* Chaser stared as a rain of burning stone fell into the sea.

*I do not want that in my gills!* Quickfin signed, tugging at Chaser’s arm. *We should move away, out of this fall of burning rock!*

*Agreed,* Quickfin signed, diving for clear water and heading north, fear urging the frantic flips of his tail.

≈

“Here it comes,” Cynthia said, more to herself than to anyone in particular; no one but Mouse could have heard her over the howling wind anyway. The moment had come…the convergence. She sensed Odea’s presence, and knew Edan was in the midst of his trials. “Feldrin! You might want to watch this!” she shouted, unsure whether he heard her. She gripped the taffrail with both hands and brought a tendril of the sea through the transom to wet her feet.

She would need all the power she could summon if they were to survive this.

Cynthia wasn’t sure whether the winds brought the fire into the sky, or whether the volcano threw itself into the heavens; regardless, the result lit the sky crimson, as if the clouds themselves were burning. The mountain shuddered; compression waves shook the ship like a cork in a rum bottle. She calmed the waves and dampened the shocks enough to keep the hull from being crushed, ignoring the shouts of alarm behind her. She tried to ask the wind to aid them, but it wasn’t answering her; she could feel it, but could not speak to it. The side of the mountain split like an egg on the edge of a china cup, and hell itself rushed forth. It poured down the mountainside in a glowing torrent, right at them. Cynthia knew that if lava hit the sea this close to the ship it would explode beneath them, cooking them in a cloud of steam like a clam in its shell.

The wave she called rose in a mountain of its own, pulling the ship back toward the island. She pushed the water up the slope where it met the flood of molten rock. Great gouts of steam erupted from the contact, but the cyclonic winds tore it away before it became too thick to see. When the water receded they could see that it had solidified the lava flow. Mouse cheered a shrill cry of triumph in her ear, then eeeped in alarm when more lava plunged down the slope. Cynthia sent another wave up the mountain, building a dam of solidified rock in a broad crescent; whenever the lava broke through or spilled over, she sent water up to quench it.

“Cyn! Look!”

At Feldrin’s shout she tore her eyes away from the mountain, maintaining the defensive flow of water by feel. She turned and saw his upthrust finger and the rain of burning rock that was falling from the sky. Mouse’s cry of alarm almost deafened her right ear, but she ignored him. The winds were slacking and the tornado abating, but burning bits of mountain fell all around them. Most were just tiny pieces of ash or brimstone, but others were larger, and hot enough to burn the ship if they struck her.

“Can you do anything about that?” Feldrin asked, already directing the crew to fill buckets and douse any ember that landed onboard.

“Odea is controlling the winds!” she screamed, glancing back at the mountainside and adjusting her flow of water, trying to divert the flow of lava rather than stop it. “I can’t send water into the sky without the wind. Short of sinking the ship, I don’t know how I could — ” Her eyes widened, and she saw Feldrin’s recognition of the idea in his face.

“Eee eeep?” Mouse asked, looking at her as if she were crazed.

“Cyn, no!”

“Batten down all the hatches!” she shouted. “I won’t sink her, love, but she might ship some water!”

Feldrin hesitated to give the order, but when a head-sized sized piece of burning brimstone hit the sea only a boat-length away, his resolve solidified. “Batten all hatches for weather! Dog ‘em tight, lads! Rig life lines! Every man, lash on!”

True to their form, his crew leapt to his commands, slamming and hammering closed every hatch on the ship. The last was dogged tight and every man was tied to the ship in less time than it took him to adjust his course and turn back to Cynthia.

“Do it!”

She asked the sea to rise, and it answered.

Water flowed up the sides of the ship and through the scuppers, over the bulwarks and across the deck. Shouts of surprise were quelled by a rebuke from the captain as the flow increased, covering the hatches and climbing the sides of the cuddy cabin. Mouse cried in alarm, but Cynthia wasn’t done yet; she sent tendrils of the sea questing up the shrouds, ratlines and the masts, flowing over the booms and canvas. The weight of the sea bore the ship down, timbers groaning in protest, and still Cynthia brought more aboard, coating every surface until the men on deck stood knee-deep in warm water.

Cinders hissed and popped as they fell from the sky onto the water-coated vessel. The cyclone abated further, but the volcano raged on, spewing even more ash and smoke into the sky. The trade winds bore it to the west, right over them. Cynthia spared a moment to look at the lava flow she had stifled, and noted that the dam of solidified rock had directed it to the south. She released the sea there, and it was like an immense weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Water cascaded down the side of the mountain in a hundred streaming rivers of grey foam, saturated with ash and soot. To the south, steam billowed into the sky from where the lava flow finally met the shore, and they could feel the undersea explosions through the hull, even from miles away.

“We’ve got to bring her north!” Feldrin shouted, fighting the wheel through a foot-deep covering of water and batting at burning cinders that fell on his shoulders. “She won’t sail like this, Cyn, but we’ve got to get out of this ash fall!”

“Yes!” She gritted her teeth, fighting back a wave of fatigue at the strain of holding so much water in place. Mouse fluttered around batting at embers that landed on her, allowing her to concentrate. By comparison, exerting pressure on the hull to move the ship was easy, and Orin’s Pride surged forward.

“If I’d have known the whole bloody mountain was gonna bloody explode, I’d have anchored upwind, and to hell with a lee shore!” Feldrin cursed and checked his crew, making sure they were all securely lashed down. They stared at him wide-eyed, knee-deep in water and covered in soot and ash.

Slowly, it seemed, the ship came out of the ash fall. When only a few cinders drifted down on the wind, Cynthia thanked the sea and sent it slithering back down the sides of the ship. Mouse landed on her shoulder, singed but whole, and collapsed in a panting heap. Feldrin relinquished the wheel to the helmsman, ordered more sail aloft and sent men below to see how much water had been shipped. Cynthia felt an odd sensation, a feeling like she had been missing something but was now whole, and realized that she once again could touch the wind.

“It’s over, Feldrin,” she said, accepting his help to one of the benches beside the cuddy. “Edan’s trials are over.”

They both looked up at the peak of Fire Isle and cringed; it was still erupting, spewing ash and smoke into the sky and sending rivers of molten rock down its sides. She’d seen it erupt before, with plumes of ash or cracks that emitted lava, but nothing like this. Rivers of yellow-white molten rock streamed down all sides of the peak from great fissures that had opened in the caldera’s rim, and a pillar of ash rose thousands of feet into the sky, swept to the west by the trade winds and blotting out the renewed sun.

“I wonder if he survived,” she said, peering at the burning mountain.

“Well, I don’t think the gods would’ve made such a hullabaloo if they were just gonna squash the lad like a bug, but I don’t see how anybody could survive that.” Feldrin nodded toward the erupting mountain. “And even if he did, I don’t know how we’re gonna get close enough to pick him up.”

“If he’s alive, we’ll find him, Feldrin.” Cynthia’s voice was edged with exhaustion, but also with determination. “Keep an eye on that slope. I’ve got to lie down for a bit.” She struggled to her feet and staggered, but Feldrin was there in an instant, his huge arms supporting her.

“You’ve overdone it, love,” he said, earning the mocking glare she leveled at him.

“You think?” She chuckled as he helped her to the cuddy cabin and down the steps.

“Well, maybe a bit,” he said, grinning at her. “But we’d all be cooked to a crispy well-done if you hadn’t.”

≈

Sam heard the hatches open and cursed, dashing forward to her hiding place. She’d searched the ship from stem to stern while the crew was on deck battling the fires from the volcano, and still she’d been unable to find the stash of fire casks. She’d only had a few minutes, and with the ship being tossed around and water dripping through the overhead hatches, she’d been a little distracted by visions of being trapped below as the ship sank. She’d given up searching the fo’c’sle and tried aft, even venturing into the captain’s cabin, but to no avail.

Now she slipped into the stores bin and burrowed into her corner, clutching her only valuable find. The acrid scent of scorched earth, brimstone and ash filtered down to her, threatening to make her sneeze. She pinched her nose and held as still as possible, forcing her heart to ease its trip-hammer cadence. As shouts rang out and the heavy bilge pump clattered, she pulled the cork from her prize and took a swallow. The smooth rum eased the tension in her throat and calmed her nerves.

“Medicinal purposes,” she muttered, taking another healthy jolt before replacing the cork. With any luck the cook wouldn’t even miss the bottle he kept stashed under his cupboard. She wondered about Edan again, whether he had survived, and if she would see him again. She let that thought settle into her like the warming heat of the liquor, wondering what it would be like to be with a firemage.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Pyromage

On Plume Isle, the false dawn of the passing eclipse was greeted with welcoming smiles. Most had never seen or even heard of such an occurrence, but some of the old sailors had experienced one before. With the coming light, tensions eased between the crowds of natives and the marines and sailors lining the shore. Conversations broke out within the groups, and a few even spilled over from one group to the other. One intrepid young woman lowered her spear and plucked a flower from the string of her breechcloth, the only garment she wore, and threaded the stem through the button hole of the blue jacket worn by one of the marines. This brought a few chuckles and off-color comments from his mates, and reddened the young man’s ears.

“You pretty now,” she said to him, one brown hand caressing his stern jaw as she smiled sweetly.

On the steps of the keep, tensions also eased among the participants of the morning’s conference.

“Well, that was quite a display!” Count Norris said, looking down from the sun and shaking his head as if waking from a particularly astonishing dream. His hand was still clasped in his son’s: the dream was true. “I think, Lieutenant Garris, that you can order your men to stand down. We can resume this discussion when Mistress Flaxal returns.”

“As you say, milord,” the officer said with a short bow. He nodded to the marine commander, and they both barked orders to their charges. The sailors and marines lining the beaches began boarding their boats, while many of the natives who had opposed them had already wandered away to their huts or the shipyard to begin the day’s work.

“See Lady Camilla about billeting your remaining troops, Lieutenant,” he said, smiling at her in thanks for the offer, then looking down into his son’s beaming face. “What say we go for a little walk, Timothy, eh? You could show me around the — ”

“Sir! Look! A boat from the ship!” They all turned to where the sharp-eyed sailor pointed to see a small launch rowing hurriedly toward the pier. When they were close enough to shout, a young officer stood and cupped his hands at his mouth.

“Sir! Sir! Did you see?”

“Yes, Mister Haran, we saw the eclipse,” the lieutenant responded, relieved that it was nothing important.

“Yes, sir, that, but the other as well! To the south!” The ensign pointed frantically, nearly falling out of the boat.

“What? What is it to the south?” Faces turned, but the ridge blocked their view.

“Fire Isle, sir! It’s exploded!”

“Exploded?” Camilla turned to Ghelfan and exchanged a worried look.

“That is dire news,” he said, shaking his head.

“Why dire, Master Ghelfan?” Norris asked, his eyes flickering from one face to the next, all furrowed in similar concern. “What’s wrong?”

“That’s where Mistress Flaxal went,” Tim said, tugging his hand and pointing to the trail that led over the ridge. “That’s where she took Edan, to Fire Isle. Come on! We can see from the top of the ridge.”

The entire crowd of sailors, marines, officers and half the native population hurried up the trail. En route, Tim explained to his father who Edan was, and why they had gone to Fire Isle. The explanation left him almost as out of breath as climbing did. By the time they arrived, many already lined the ridge top. Murmurs of concern were being exchanged in two languages.

“Oh, my!” Camilla stared wide-eyed at the towering plume of ash that rose from the barely visible pyramid of Fire Isle.

“My, but that is spectacular!” Norris agreed, shading his eyes. “Does it erupt like this often?”

“Nay, yer countship, it puffs and spews occasionally, but I ain’t ne’r seen it like this afore!” Dura squinted into the distance and chewed her lip.

“Miss Dura is correct,” Chula said with a grim smile. “We have watched de burnin’ islan’ for many years, and dis be de biggest eruption any of us ever seen. Even Whuafa never told of one so big.”

“That’s not good,” Camilla said, looking from the huge plume of ash to their guests. “If Orin’s Pride was too close to that when it happened, they could be in trouble.”

“Should we send a ship?” Norris asked.

“I don’t think that will be necessary, milord Count.” Ghelfan squinted into the distance. “After all, Cynthia Flaxal is a seamage. Likely she will be able to handle any difficulties. And by the time one of your ships can reach the island, Orin’s Pride will have returned or not.”

“Aye,” Dura agreed, “and if they don’t, we’re all in a very deep pile o’ shite, by my reckonin’.”

“And why is that?” Norris asked, his curiosity piqued.

Camilla answered, her tone flat and accusative. “Because the arrival of two warships, and one of them anchoring in coral, has undoubtedly angered the mer, and Cynthia Flaxal is the only person who can even speak their language, let alone reason with them.”

≈

Orin’s Pride tacked across the wind for the tenth time since the eruption, her bow pointing southeast again, bringing her back toward Fire Isle. They had remained off the northwest corner of the island for several hours, sailing in as close as was prudent, then back out to safety, each time scanning the shores for any sign of Edan.

“It’s gonna be dark by the next tack,” Feldrin said, glaring up at the still spewing volcano, “and this bloody mountain ain’t showin’ no sign of calmin’ down.”

“I promised him we’d pick him up, Feldrin,” Cynthia said, looking up at him from her seat beside the cuddy, her back supported by a pillow from their cabin. She’d found it impossible to sleep despite her fatigue, but had managed to rest for a while and felt much better. Despite Feldrin’s scowls, she had made herself comfortable on deck, and watched for Edan.

“Aye, and we’ve tried.” He looked to the west at the setting sun and scowled again. “I don’t relish approachin’ this shore in the dark.”

“If we don’t see him on this tack, we’ll heave to well to the north and try again in the morning.” She looked up at him imploringly. “We owe him that much.”

“Aye, I suppose we do at that. I ain’t in no hurry, mind ya, but that bloody mountain makes me nervous!”

“Makes you nervous! Ha!” She glared at him teasingly, and Mouse chirped in agreement; he knew how she felt about fire.

“Aye, I understand, lass.” He heaved a sigh that would have filled a sail and nodded. “Fine, then. We’ll stand off the north shore fer the night and try again in the — ”

“On deck there!” the lookout cried from above, drawing their attention. “Somethin’ ashore! I don’t know what, but somethin’!”

“Where away?” Feldrin bellowed, raising his own glass.

“Two points starboard, just in that hot spot there!” The lookout pointed to a broad depression between two outthrust points crisscrossed by runnels of molten rock flowing to the sea. “There’s somethin’ movin’ there, but it can’t be…”

“What do you see, damn it!” Feldrin shouted, scanning futilely with his own glass.

“It looks like a man, sir! But it can’t be!”

“Why the bloody hells can’t it be a man?”

“He’s knee deep in a lava flow, sir! It can’t be a man!”

“It’s Edan!” Cynthia said, standing and training a glass on the glowing rivers of lava where the lookout was pointing. “I see him! Just left of that tall rock. We can put a launch in there easily, Feldrin! Quick!”

“Bloody hells!” He fired off orders to maneuver the ship as close as they could and heave to, then put a boat in the water. “Lively now! We gotta get in there before it gets dark or we’ll never find him.”

“Oh, I don’t think we’ll have any problems finding him in the dark, love,” Cynthia said, lowering the glass and sparing him a glance. “He’s glowing about the same color as the lava.”

“Glowing! What in all Nine Hells…”

“Just like that firesprite of his. Oh, and we should probably bring some clothes, too.” She raised the glass again and chuckled. “His seem to have burned away, but he doesn’t seem to be bothered by it much.”

≈

The school dispersed.

The Voice had spoken; the decision had been made.

Trident Holder Broadtail nodded to Eelback and signed, *The planning is yours, Eelback. Your arguments brought us to this decision; your choices will see it through.*

*The responsibility is mine, Trident Holder,* he signed, gesturing with all due respect. *We know the landwalker warships are strong. The scouts say the larger is the greatest ship they have ever seen. The Voice was wise to agree that you must stay here with those who cannot fight; if we fail, none may survive, and the school must have their Trident Holder.*

*I must sign to you, Eelback, that I did not expect this from you. To take our warriors into such a battle, the outcome uncertain, for the honor of the school…* He brought the ceremonial trident down across his body and bowed over it. *I honor you, Eelback, for your sacrifice.*

*I believe we will drag the landwalker warships to the bottom of the sea, Trident Holder!* Eelback signed, stirring up the fervor that had brought the school and The Voice to their recent decision. *We cannot allow the landwalkers to treat us like animals, like fish! We will teach them to respect us!*

*I hope this is the right decision,* the Trident Holder signed, swirling his tail in a gesture of worry. *We do not want the seamage disparaged by our actions. You must make sure the landwalkers understand that this is our decision, not hers.*

*They will know, Trident Holder,* he signed, turning away to his duties and thinking, You have no idea how clearly they will see that we are not the seamage’s pets!

≈

The launch sped toward shore under the power of the seamage’s will, moving through the placid waters of the little cove like a duck on a pond — smooth on the surface, all effort underneath. Edan nodded, understanding now how the seamage did it.

“You survived!” bellowed the burly Captain Brelak, his voice and bluster making Edan smile. “We thought you were lost when the bloody mountain exploded!”

“It was…” he paused, momentarily at a loss for words, then said, “interesting. But I must tell you, Mistress Flaxal, that even though I was aware throughout my ascension, I don’t remember much.”

“I thought as much.” She gestured minutely, bringing the boat steadily into the rocky shore. “I felt Odea’s power when it happened, Edan. I assume that she blessed you as well?”

“Yes.” He brought a gust of hot wind down the mountain to swirl around them, delighted by their looks of surprise. He also saw an odd expression on the seamage’s face; she had felt his manipulation, and he idly wondered how his power over the wind compared with hers. “I was told that Odea joined with Phekkar today; they bestowed on me the gifts of both flame and wind. I don’t know why.”

“Interesting,” she said, nodding to a crewman who handed a packet of clothing to Edan. “So Phekkar spoke to you?”

“I…I think it was a servant of Phekkar, not Phekkar himself,” he said, suddenly hesitant to describe some of the things he did remember, but he quirked a private smile as he tickled Flicker to elicit a giggle. He carefully doused his fire, watching his skin shift from a coppery glow to his usual pale hue before accepting the bundle. “But other than that, I can’t tell you much.” He stepped into the trousers and pulled on the shirt.

Captain Brelak extended a hand to him, albeit reluctantly, to assist him into the boat. In fact, the entire crew seemed nervous, subtly shifting in their seats as though he would burn them if he touched them. He couldn’t fault them for that; it wasn’t everyday that they’d see someone enter a volcano and come out alive. But the strangest reaction was from the seamage herself, who drew back when he passed her to take his seat. Not that he minded; he felt himself vaguely repelled by her presence and sat as far from her as he could. He was reminded of the lightkeeper’s actions when she visited the lighthouse, and suddenly he realized — fire and water didn’t mix.

“I would like to discuss your ascension with you, if you don’t mind,” the seamage said. She propelled the boat away from the shore with no more than a thought. He felt her surge of power, and smiled. So familiar, yet so different.

“I would enjoy that, Mistress Flaxal, after a bit of sleep, perhaps.” He smiled and stifled a yawn. “You’ll forgive me, but the day’s been rather…taxing.”

The crew chuckled at his understatement. Grateful that the little boat was so steady, Edan rested his head in his hands. He barely noticed when they arrived at the ship, and became aware only when it was his turn to board. He almost forgot to be afraid of the water as he clambered up the little rope ladder onto the deck, but the seething sea beneath the ship still sent chills up his spine. Despite his blessing from Odea, he didn’t think he would ever come to love the sea.

“Set sail for Plume Isle,” the captain bellowed, drowning out the rumble of the boisterous volcano. “Jibs and reefed main! Let the fores’l fly full and don’t spare the tops’ls!”

The crew cheered, and Edan had to smile despite himself as he eased his way down the steps to his cabin. He stopped at the mess to wolf down a loaf of bread with butter and a bowl of thick stew, hardly tasting a bite. He caught himself staring at the lamp flame, and looked away. He now understood Flicker’s actions; the temptation to let the fire play wherever it willed was almost too great to ignore.

“Not now,” he muttered to himself, or maybe to Flicker, whom he now knew never missed a word he said. “You’re on a ship made of wood, Edan. Now would be a bad time to let the fires rage.” He pushed himself up from the bench, handed the dirty dishes to Cook, mumbled his thanks and stumbled to his door. He tumbled into the tiny space of his cabin and stared, so exhausted that he was unsure if he was even in the right place. Then he saw Flicker’s cage hanging from the ceiling and smiled.

“No cage for you tonight, Flick,” he said, stripping off his clothes and rolling into the bunk. He lay on his back and marveled once again at his feet and legs; all the old scars, vanished. All the old pains, gone. He settled back, breathing a gusty sigh as Flicker lay on his chest, the flames of her hair licking at his chin. “Just don’t catch the bed on fire. Likely I wouldn’t even wake up until the ship started to sink, and then we’d both be in deep water — and that’s no joke.”

She gave him a tired “Eek,” and was asleep. Before he could even think to say goodnight, he drifted into a sleep filled with a million-billion stars burning in a cyclone of fire.

≈

Quickfin and Chaser exchanged a glance and a grin as Orin’s Pride turned north and set her sails. The sun had set, and a million stars shone in the moonless night: the track of the gods clear across the sky, their constellations plain for all to see.

*I had not noticed before that Odea and the burning god are so close in the sky,* Quickfin signed, lingering a moment before they turned to follow the ship. *Is that a new star between them?*

*I do not know the stars as well as you, Quickfin. I would not know if a whole new god was born in the sky this night! Do you really think the sea goddess aided the flaming one?* Chaser asked. He doubted that Tailwalker had actually felt the power of the gods.

*I don’t know, but it would be interesting; sea and fire in truce.* He gave a flip of his tail and moved to follow the ship north. *Next we will hear of seamages and firemages mating!* He fluttered his gill slits in laughter, enjoying the idea of such a fanciful jest.

Chaser laughed also, but his thoughts would not be silent. He surfaced again and looked long at the stars, wondering.

Aboard the ship they followed, a seamage sat comfortably on deck looking up at the stars. There was, indeed, a new star in the sky; it shone at the tip of Odea’s tail, just north of the circle of fire that crowned Phekkar’s brow.

And she also wondered.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Danger Below

Starlight filtered down through the clear water, the only light from the world of the landwalkers. Eelback scorned it as he led the school toward their goal. Mer could see by the flash and glitter of phosphor-glow alone, accustomed to the deep places in the sea where no light ever came. They needed nothing from the world of the landwalkers and had no trouble navigating the waters west of Plume Isle, edging along the reefs to the narrow gap that led to the seamage’s bay. Here they found their quarry; the smaller of the two warships floated overhead, blocking the entrance to the channel. Two great hooks on heavy hawsers had been dropped onto the reef, gouging the living coral.

Eelback called his six school leaders together. Their schools massed behind them, and his own cadre hovered nearby. All awaited his orders.

*The landwalkers see fit to defile our home with their iron hooks? So be it!* He motioned to one of his leaders, and signed, *Brightfin! Bind their hooks in place! Jumper, take your school and place the augers deep in the sand, there and there. Blacktail, your task is most critical! Assemble the drake killer there, on the sand flats. Gilly, take your group and tie ropes around the ship’s rudder, but be very careful that the landwalkers do not see or hear you. Tie them to the north auger bolt.*

The four school leaders swam off, marshaling their schools and seeing to their tasks. He turned to the last two leaders and signed, *Drakebite and Speckletail, take your schools and follow the larger ship. It sails in a pattern. I must know this pattern to time our attack. We must draw that ship in close for our attack to succeed. Do not be seen!*

*Yes, Eelback!* they signed, taking their schools into deeper water.

Eelback looked around at the activity, the flurries of phosphor-glow with the flipping tails and fluttering fins, and an irrepressible smile of satisfaction spread his lips. Kelpie swam up from behind him, commanding his attention.

*You have taken us to war, Eelback,* she signed, a heavy sadness evident in her posture. *Many will die this day. I hope it is what you wanted.*

*Many landwalkers will die, priestess of Odea, but you know that this has little to do with what I truly want.* His smile remained undiminished as he watched her. *You know what that is, Kelpie. I want the mer to be what they once were; I want us to be great once again!*

*And to do this, you ask me to betray a friend.* He could see the indecision and conflict in her.

*The seamage will come, and you will see with which school her loyalties swim.*

*Yes, Eelback, we will see,* she signed, her luminous eyes never leaving his. *As we will see where your own loyalty swims.*

She swam away before he could reply, and he felt a tug at his tail. He turned to his three most trusted allies.

*She is dangerous,* Slickfin signed, flicking her tail in anger. *You should not have told her of our plans. She will divulge them to the whole school!*

*She will not betray us, Slickfin. Not until it is too late, and then it will not matter.* He gestured patience, quelling the angry flicks of Sharkbite’s tail and the nervous twitch of Redtail’s gill slits. *We need her, but we must time this properly. She must be near us when the seamage arrives. Then we will act, and she will be with us.* He nodded to Sharkbite, and signed, *Whether she wants to be or not.*

≈

“Lots of sea faeries tonight, sir,” the officer of the watch said, saluting as the captain of the Fire Drake came on deck. “I was just about to call you about it.”

“Thank you, Mister Lafferty.” Captain Altan returned the salute and surveyed the deck. All seemed in perfect order; the night watch was stationed at intervals between the shrouded catapults, facing outward or walking short circuits. None were lounging or dozing. A glance told him that the Lady Gwen and Clairissa were both on station, the former anchored securely about half a mile to the north, well out of danger should hostilities break out, the latter sailing her circuit, tacking ponderously back and forth to leeward. All was well.

“Let’s have a look, then, shall we?” He nodded to the young man, a lad of about twenty whose father was a ranking priest in some temple or other.

“Yes, sir.” The young ensign gestured toward the starboard rail. “They’re brightest over here in the deeper water, sir.”

The captain strolled to the rail and leaned out over the thick bulwark to look down into the dark, crystalline water. Green glowing lights flickered, and even with only starlight he could see large shapes moving. He noted the tidal flow and the set of the riding sails, and looked again down into the depths at the luminous shapes. It was a captain’s job to worry, and Altan was a good captain: cautious, skilled and not afraid of sharp action when the moment called for it.

“Well, the tide’s ebbing, so it’s probably just fish feeding on whatever flows out of the bay. I’ve seen the like outside Tsing Harbor on occasion.” He nodded to the ensign and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good to bring it to my attention, Mister Lafferty. We are, after all, in hostile waters. Call up Sergeant Torrance, please, and have him put a double watch on deck. And signal Clairissa of our findings, also.”

“Aye, sir! What should I tell them, sir?”

“Signal ‘ware below, possible danger.’ That ought to get their ears perked up.”

“Aye, sir!”

The ensign dashed off to relay the orders and Captain Altan turned back to the rail, placing his broad hands on the oiled wood and gazing down into the depths, exercising his captain’s prerogative to worry.

≈

“You must understand how this seemed to me when I first arrived,” Count Norris said, handing his empty cup and saucer to one of the keep’s staff and resuming his stroll back and forth across the expansive balcony. He looked down at Timothy as he passed one of the two broad papasan chairs; the boy was dozing, having tried diligently to stay awake, but the adults’ conversation had lasted all of the afternoon, through dinner, and well into the late evening. He brushed the boy’s sun-bleached hair and smiled. “I came to this place and saw a stronghold, fortified and defensible, the home of a powerful mage rich enough to build her own fleet of ships. Ships that could out-sail anything on the sea, mind you, including the emperor’s warships. I saw an even more powerful heir to Bloodwind.”

“I do see, Emil,” Camilla said, sipping her blackbrew and breathing in the soothing night breeze. “And I appreciate your position. You are the emperor’s eyes and ears in a potentially hostile territory. You believed Cynthia Flaxal was a threat, and I could not convince you otherwise. You did what you thought best.”

“I did what I thought imperative!” he said, unapologetic. “But now…” he waved a hand at the bay before them, glittering in the starlight, calm and serene. “With all you have told me, and all Timothy has said about Cynthia Flaxal, I feel that I made a grave error.” He turned to her and stopped; admittedly she was a lovely creature, and with a wit as sharp as any marine’s cutlass. Conversing with her was a delight, regardless of whether she agreed with him or fought him tooth and nail on every word. This place, his son, and this…this amazing woman had made him see things so differently than he had seen them only that very morning. “I feel as if I have woken from a dream…no, from a nightmare! And I have you to thank for it, Camilla.”

“I just hope that your revelation is not too late.” She stood and put her cup and saucer on the server’s tray, stifling a yawn. “Cynthia will have to deal with the mer, but we should be able to act before things get out of hand. She tells me that they are often rash, but a swift action should preempt their wrath.”

“I hope so.” He turned to look out over the bay once again, and she joined him at the balcony’s railing, her slim hands on the smooth stone. “I will contact Commodore Twig in the morning and recommend that the Clairissa and Fire Drake return to Tsing. We will bring the Lady Gwen into the harbor to avoid any anchoring problems.” He turned to her and smiled, genuinely amazed that he felt so changed; so honestly renewed. “Will that suffice?”

“Yes, milord Count,” she said, smiling at him, her face a vision in the subdued light. “That will suffice quite nicely. And now, I must say goodnight.”

“In the morning, then,” he said, taking her hand and bending over it, brushing his lips against her smooth knuckles.

“In the morning.” She curtsied, color rising to her cheeks as she turned. She reached down to rouse Tim, but Norris touched her arm.

“Let him sleep here. I’ll be nearby if he wakes.”

She looked up at him, her face unreadable. “He’s been through a lot, you know,” she said, and he could hear in her voice that she knew more about what his son had been through than anyone should know. He knew more about her now, too: the hell that Bloodwind had put her through, and the revenge she claimed by putting a dagger into the pirate lord’s heart.

He also knew what Bloodwind had promised her.

“We’ve all been through a lot, milady,” he said, remembering the years of bitterness at his loss. “And we’ve all survived it.”

“Yes, Emil, we have.” She smiled up at him, then turned and left him standing in the waning lamplight next to his sleeping son.

≈

The entry grotto stood open, only a single sentry swimming guard to confront Tailwalker as he arrived, gills pumping with exhaustion. Looking past, into the main grotto, he could see few lights; even for this late at night, the place was unduly quiet. The guard recognized him and moved aside, his lance dipping out of the way.

*Welcome, Tailwalker.*

*Thank you, Blackscales,* he signed to the guard, gesturing curiosity with a cock of his head. *The grotto is quiet. What has happened?*

*The grotto is empty, or very near so,* the other signed, his own posture showing a hint of irritation. *The Voice spoke and we are at war with the landwalkers. Eelback takes our school to the grotto of the seamage where warships have anchored. Only a few remain here, those who have young broods and those who must guard.*

*Eelback leads them?* he signed, realizing what must have happened: while he, Quickfin and Chaser were absent, Eelback had taken the opportunity to martial the school to his cause. At the guard’s nod, he signed, *My father, the Trident Holder?* he asked.

*Broadtail is in his grotto, Tailwalker. The Voice allowed him to stay with his new brood. The warships are strong, and we would not risk our Trident Holder in the fight.*

*Thank you, Blackscales. I regret that I was not here for The Voice.*

*And I regret that I was chosen to stay and guard,* he signed with a nod and a tail-flick of irritation.

Tailwalker nodded his understanding and darted off to his father’s grotto. The channels and tunnels of the mer city were eerily quiet, and he wondered how large a force had been sent to confront the landwalker warships. He knew how persuasive Eelback could be.

Outside Broadtail’s grotto he made the deep thrum of announcement and waited. He fidgeted nervously, wondering if his father had decided to go to battle after all. He made the call again, and almost instantly the draping curtain of woven weeds was swept aside and his father swam there, his colors flushed with irritation.

*Tailwalker!* The Trident Holder’s colorations swept through the spectrum, from irritation to joy to anger, then back to a more subdued displeasure. *Your jaunt to follow the seamage to the burning island went well, I hope?*

*Father, much has happened, both here and at the burning island.* He ducked his head in respectful submission. *I regret not informing you that I was going with Chaser, but let us put that in our wake and discuss matters. The firemage that Seamage Flaxal’s Heir has befriended has gained Odea’s blessing as well!*

*Odea’s blessing!* Broadtail backpaddled his fins, retreating into his grotto and motioning for Tailwalker to follow. *How could Odea give her blessings to a firemage?*

*I do not know, Father,* he signed as he entered, noting immediately the disarray of a home with a new brood of finlings. Items that were usually carefully stored in nooks and crevices of the coral walls were strewn all over the floor, or floated about on the eddies of current. The tiny faces of a dozen or so of the finlings, almost as long as his hand now, peeked out from behind some of the items, and from the nooks where the items belonged. The sight lightened his heart — his sisters and brothers were growing quickly — but the matters at hand still weighed heavily on him. *I felt Odea’s power come with that of the fire god, Father. I do not know why it happened, but when the sun was but a crescent, their power came together and the mountain’s fire rose up on the winds.*

*This is news indeed!* Broadtail signed, swishing his tail in thought. *This could mean…*

*That Seamage Flaxal’s Heir was right!* Tailwalker finished for him, flipping his tail excitedly. *Odea has befriended the burning god, as she has befriended the firemage!*

*Perhaps. We will see when they return, I suppose, if the seamage will even sign to us after our attack of the landwalker warships.* He swished his tail in irritation. *If only the landwalkers had not brought warships while she was away! By the time she returns, it will be too late!*

*When will we attack?*

*That is Eelback’s decision, but I do not think he will wait long before the sun rises.*

*I must go, then,* Tailwalker signed, making the gesture of taking his leave.

*You cannot dissuade him, my son. The Voice has spoken!* Broadtail’s surprise and anger flushed him with color, his torso seeming to expand as his gills puffed out.

*I understand, Father. I do not intend to defy The Voice; I intend to honor it. If The Voice tells us that we must make war on the landwalkers, then I will fight.* He made a gesture of honorable submission. *I would not dishonor you so.*

*My son, I…* Broadtail’s color faded, his ire melting away. *I did not think you would dishonor me, but I know that you disagree with Eelback. You are friend and betrothed of the seamage, a landwalker.*

*All the mer are friends of Seamage Flaxal’s Heir, father,* he signed, a flicker of regret showing in his posture. *Whether we are still her friends when this day’s deeds are past, we will see.*

With a flip of his tail, Tailwalker left his father’s grotto, comforted by the tiny faces peeking out at him from the nooks and crannies of coral and the knowledge that if he died in battle, there would be others to take his place at his father’s side.

 


Chapter Thirty

The Wrath of the Mer

A rap at his door brought Edan fully awake and sitting up in the span of a heartbeat. Flicker let out a cry of alarm and tumbled off his chest before she could flutter into the air. She shook herself and glared at him, but only earned herself a chuckle. He’d been dozing for the last hour, watching the glow of dawn brighten through the port and wondering if yesterday had been a dream. Watching Flicker sleep on his bare chest, her flame licking at his skin without burning, and feeling the winds coursing along above the ship had confirmed that it had not been.

“Yes? I’m awake,” he called, wondering instantly if something was wrong. The motion of the ship felt normal, but what did he know of normal and ships?

“We’ve raised Plume Isle, Master Edan,” a voice called through the door. He thought it sounded like the mate, Horace. “The Captain and Mistress Flaxal would like to know if you’d like to break the fast with ‘em.”

“I’ll be right there,” he said. Raised Plume Isle? How did one raise an island? He shook his head and reached for his trousers and shirt, flipping Flicker’s chain from one wrist to the other as he put his arms through the sleeves.

He found the mess a bustle of activity, which rather surprised him given the hour. The sun was not to rise for at least a half hour and the sailors were acting like it was halfway through the morning. He exchanged good mornings with several of the crew and grabbed a tray bearing a huge bowl of porridge, half a loaf of bread, butter and a slab of cheese as thick as his hand, along with a mug of blackbrew. He sat down on the bench across the table from the seamage; as he had noticed last night in the launch, it was uncomfortable for him to be much closer.

“Good morning, Edan,” she said, sipping her own mug of blackbrew. “You look much rested from your ordeal.”

“I am. Thank you, Mistress Flaxal.” He sampled the porridge and decided it needed sugar and cream to make it palatable. There was a bowl of sugar on the table, but no cream. He put a double portion of sugar on the porridge, stirred and sampled it with distaste.

“Sorry there’s no cream,” she said, lifting her cup of blackbrew. “I know how you feel. I can barely choke this stuff down without something to lighten it.”

“When ya design a schooner with a cow byre in the hold, you’ll sail with milk in yer blackbrew,” Brelak said, earning a chuckle from the crew.

“Not a bad idea, though it would cut into cargo space a bit,” she countered, raising her cup. “It might be worth the cost after a week at sea with a surly seamage.” That earned a few more chuckles and a light-hearted comment or two, but things settled quickly into easy conversation and diligent eating.

“I’m eager to hear what you remember of your ascension,” she said to Edan. “Like I said, I was knocked senseless during my own, and remember very little.”

“I remember being overwhelmed,” he said, thinking it best to skip the bits about the welcome Flicker had given him. “I felt like I might explode, like I’d been filled with too much…too much of everything. Like a cup that was filled to overflowing, but not allowed to overflow.” He shrugged, unable to choose words adequate to describe his experience.

“And now you control fire, like Cynthia controls water?” Feldrin asked.

“Yes, but it’s strange. I used to watch my master create fire from nothing, like he called it up from the air. I don’t think I can do that, at least not yet. Any flame, like the lamps here,” he gestured to the oil lamps in their gimbaled brass brackets, “I can feel those. And things that will burn readily — wood, parchment, cloth — I know that I can call fire to those, with a little concentration. It’s easier if there’s already a flame nearby.”

“And the winds?” Cynthia asked, her eyes alight. “You can feel the winds and call them, we saw that already.”

“Yes, Mistress Flaxal. That’s easier. The air is always moving, so I can call the winds any time. It’s like there’s this big living thing around me all the time, and all I have to do is…”

“Ask,” she finished for him. “I imagine the tricks your old master used to do were simple spells, Edan, not true elemental magic. I’ve learned a few spells from the mer, things to help me, but the center of your gift is you. You’ll learn as you go along how to fine-tune your gifts, how to — ”

“Sail! Sail to the north!” The call came from the watch on deck.

Everyone looked at one another, then the captain said, “Probably just a merchantman makin’ fer the — ”

A sailor burst into the mess. “Yer pardon, Captain, but there’s a warship in sight.” Captain Brelak was on his feet and moving before the man could even continue. “She’s standin’ off to the lee of Plume Isle, and she’s the biggest damn thing I’ve ever seen!”

“Bloody hells,” Feldrin muttered, leading the procession onto deck.

Cynthia and Edan waited for the crush of sailors to pass before venturing up to see. By the time they arrived on deck, the captain was lowering his glass, his face as grim as a headstone.

“Yer gonna love this, Cyn,” he said, handing over the glass. “It’s the Clairissa.”

“The emperor’s flagship? Impossible!” She brought the glass to her eye and Edan watched the color drain from her face. Her seasprite landed on her shoulder, his mood subdued for once.

“That’s what I would have thought,” the captain agreed, “but that’s her pennant, no mistake. There’s a couple of other ships anchored closer to the cut, but they’re still hull down so we can’t make ‘em out yet. They could be warships, too, for all I know.”

“Three warships?” the seamage said in a stunned whisper, lowering the glass. “What’s the emperor thinking!”

“I don’t understand,” Edan interrupted, the old fear rising up from his belly. “Why would the emperor send warships here?”

“Other than the fact that he’s obviously got a sea urchin up his arse about the Seamage of the Shattered Isles and her own private empire, and probably wants Scimitar Bay as a naval base? Oh, no reason.”

“If it were that simple, I’d let him have it, Feldrin,” the seamage said, her tone grim. “It’s the mer I’m worried about. I warned him they would react poorly to warships, and he sent them anyway.”

“Aye, and if they attack, he’ll probably blame you!”

Edan blanched, staring at the two in shock. The seamage had angered the emperor of Tsing, they were sailing into a conflict between the merfolk and the emperor’s warships, and neither had even suggested changing course. He wondered if there was someplace they could put him ashore before they took the ship into battle.

≈

*The seamage’s ship approaches, Eelback,* the scout reported, gills pumping hard from her recent exertion. *The sun has not risen yet, but the sky lightens. She will be here in less than one quarter of a tide.*

*Good! Excellent!* Eelback turned to his school leaders and gave the gesture they had been waiting for. *Our time is now, school leaders! You know what you must do! Everyone in position! And remember, we must lure the larger ship into the shallows!*

The six school leaders gestured agreement and flipped their tails in unison, speeding off to their groups. Eelback looked up at the copper-clad hull of the warship floating over their heads and signaled his group to move out of the line of fire. Kelpie swam right up to him, her fins splayed in challenge.

*You do this to provoke the seamage,* she signed, her luminous eyes flashing in the predawn light.

*I do this for the honor of the mer, Kelpie,* he signed, splaying his fins wide. *The Voice made the decision to attack the landwalkers. I merely choose the time, and that time is now! When the seamage arrives we will see which school she chooses.* She glared at him, but her fins smoothed.

He turned away and watched the first group surround the ship — still beneath the sea’s surface but with harpoons at the ready, poised to strike — and his lips pulled back from his teeth in an eager grin. The school leader gave the signal, and the vanguard rose. Harpoons flew, trailing lines that snapped taut as they struck home.

Several thrashing forms hit the surface around the ship, and the water darkened with crimson clouds.

≈

“A fine morning, isn’t it Sergeant?” the young ensign said, rocking from toe to heel on the quarterdeck. His hands were knotted at his back, his eyes facing the glow of the rising sun.

“If you say so, Mister Lafferty,” Torrance agreed. He rarely addressed an ensign as “sir” unless the captain was standing near. “A bit quiet fer me, though.”

“Quiet?” Lafferty turned to look at him and smiled. “I like the quiet. It lets me think.”

“Aye, and that’s why I don’t like it,” the sergeant said with a chuckle. “Too much thinkin’s bad for morale. All this diplomacy…”

“Well, you can’t be hoping for action on a cruise like this, Sergeant Torrence.” The ensign smiled again. “Naught but half-naked savages and fish folk? Not much of a challenge for his majesty’s flagship!”

“No challenge is just how I like my fights, Ensign Lafferty,” he admitted, staring into the young man’s eyes. “And from the native folk I met last time I was here, I’d think that’d be enough of a challenge for any man — ”

“Deck Officer!” the lookout called, snapping their conversation like a twig. “Sail to the south!”

“Where away, lookout!” the lad shouted, craning his neck to look up at the man.

“There!” the lookout called, pointing. “Bearing one-six-oh! Just comin’ hull up! Looks like one o’ them schooners!”

“Well, there’s your action, Sergeant!” The ensign raised his glass and looked to the south, unaware of the marine sergeant’s scowl. “Mister Jims, please wake the captain. Mister Mollins, have the first watch come up early. I think we ca — ”

A splash and half a dozen cries warned Torrence even before Lafferty’s voice was cut off with a sickening crunch and a truncated cry of shock. He turned, his sword out in a flash, just as the line on the harpoon that had transfixed the young ensign’s torso went taut. Ensign Lafferty’s telescope clattered to the deck as he was snatched off his feet and dragged over the railing and underwater. A glance confirmed that a dozen others had also been taken, some killed outright like the ensign, some thrashing and fighting as webbed hands dragged them under.

“Alarm!” Torrence bellowed, ducking behind the bulwarks as another flight of harpoons flew aboard. One missed him by a hand’s breadth. “General quarters! Sound alarm! All hands repel boarders!”

Even as he shouted the commands, a webbed hand reached over the gunwale and a mer hauled itself up and over, almost right into the sergeant’s lap. He rolled away and jumped to his feet as a serrated dagger slashed through his jacket, clashing against his mail shirt. He struck back with his cutlass and opened a wide gash in the mer’s shoulder, but it flipped around and used its tail to knock his feet out from under him. Two more mer came over the rail before he could scrabble away, and a blade was in his leg and another in his hip before he could hack down the invaders. Blood, a good deal of it his own, ran through the scuppers and down the Fire Drake’s sides as Sergeant Torrence kicked the thrashing forms away from him. He struggled to stand, but three more merfolk were already coming over the side right before him.

≈

“Fire Drake’s making signals, sir, but I can’t make them out.” The lieutenant on the Clairissa’s quarterdeck squinted into the light of early dawn and frowned, reaching for his glass.

“Sail to the south!” the lookout cried from overhead. The lieutenant raised his glass for a closer look.

“That’s probably what they’re signaling about, Lieutenant,” Captain Flauglin said, taking another sip from his cup and savoring the bitter jolt of the strong morning blackbrew.

“Yes, sir, I…” The lieutenant’s voice trailed off as he lowered the glass then raised it again, his face draining of color. “No, sir! They’re being attacked, sir! The signal’s general quarters, but the flagman’s injured!”

“Attacked? What in the name of…” The captain’s cup and saucer smashed to the deck forgotten. He reached for the lieutenant’s glass and brought the instrument up to his eye. In an instant he saw what was happening aboard the Fire Drake.

“It’s the merfolk, sir! They’re attacking the Fire Drake!” called the junior officer.

“I can see that, Lieutenant! Sound general quarters and bring her up into the wind. Signal to Lady Gwen. We’ll have to use the sweeps at this point of wind, but keep the jibs hauled close and set tris’ls.” Flauglin raised the glass once more and cursed under his breath, watching men being dragged over the side of the smaller ship. He waited until the lieutenant had relayed his orders, the trumpet ringing out the call to arms, then said, “Tell the marine commander to rig to repel borders, Lieutenant. Oh, and wake the commodore; he might want to see this for himself.”

≈

“The Clairissa’s comin’ about, sir,” the lookout called, though from this distance Feldrin could see for himself that the huge warship was coming into the wind.

The great square-rigged sails were being furled, and the jibs and trisails sheeted close to stop their fluttering. He raised his glass and saw the long sweeps being run out, a double row of them, more than thirty to a side. They dug into the water in perfect unison, driving the ship into the wind.

“Well, they can’t be doing that for us,” he said, furrowing his brow and handing the glass to Cynthia. “They’re beatin’ inshore under jibs and sweeps.”

“Sir!” the lookout called, his voice shrill. “The other warship’s tryin’ to make sail, but she’s in trouble! She’s under attack! It’s merfolk! They’re swarmin’ the decks!”

“Oh, no…” Cynthia raised the glass to her eye and dropped it after only a glance. “Get me closer, Feldrin! Fast!”

“Cyn, what are you — ” The look in her eye stopped him before he could finish the question.

“I can stop this, but I’ve got to be closer!”

“Shake all reefs and set the tops’l, Horace! Bring her between the two warships!”

“Between ‘em?” the mate asked, relaying the orders before Feldrin could answer.

“Yes! Right between ‘em!” he snapped. “And rig for action! I don’t expect to have to fight, but I don’t want to be caught with my trousers around my ankles!” Feldrin knew that he couldn’t stand in battle against a warship like the Clairissa, but he also knew that he could outsail any ship on the sea, especially the emperor’s lumbering flagship.

“Aye, sir! Rig for action! Man all ballistae and get the canvas off that catapult! Sharp now!”

The wind rose, and the schooner surged forward even before the sails were adjusted. Spray flew from her bow as it cleaved through the swells like a hot knife through butter. The leeward rail dipped so far down that water sprayed through the scuppers, and Edan yelped in surprise, grabbing for a handhold. In an instant they were careening through the water faster than any ship Feldrin had ever seen, and even without looking at Cynthia, he knew why. She was straining, urging the wind and water to push the ship hard. If he was a gambling man, Feldrin would have bet a hold full of Marathian silks that they were making twenty-five knots.

“Should we be doing this, Captain?” Edan shouted over the howling wind, his eyes as wide as hen’s eggs. His firesprite flapped at the end of her chain like a burning topmast pennant.

“I dunno, lad,” he said, lending a hand at the wheel and grinning despite himself. “But we’re makin’ good time!”

≈

“Make sail!” Captain Altan bellowed as he blocked a mer trident with his sword, then cut down his attacker. “Cut the cables! We need to make for deep water!”

“Rudder won’t answer!” the helmsman yelled, wiping blood from a head wound and fighting the wheel. “It’s jammed, sir, I can’t — ”

A trident speared the helmsman in the lower back and his scream split the air. Altan lunged forward, burying his cutlass in the mer’s chest. Bright red blood poured out the gill slits, but it still grappled at him, drawing a long dagger from a shell-studded baldric. A marine corporal hacked the mer’s arm off before it could strike, then decapitated the creature with a lightning stroke, saving the captain’s life.

“Go on, sir!” the corporal shouted, kicking the thrashing mer over the side and picking up its long dagger for his left hand. “I got yer back!”

“Thank you, corporal!” Altan thrust his cutlass into the deck beside the wheel and bellowed orders. “Get some canvas on her, bo’sun! We’ve got to make some headway!” His orders were confirmed and topsails billowed free, heeling the ship. He fought the wheel to gain steerage, but as the helmsman had said, something was blocking it. The anchor hawsers had been cut: Fire Drake’s bow swung downwind, answering the pull of the sails, but still her rudder would not respond and she made no headway.

“The bloody creatures have tied us to the bottom!” he cried, letting out a stream of curses that would have made his boatswain blush. A glance along the deck told him that his crew were holding their own, if only barely. Blood soaked the deck, and those who fought to keep mer from coming aboard were at risk from flying harpoons, tridents and lances. If they could not sail free, they were doomed.

“Pile on the sails! We’ve got to break free!”

Fire Drake’s great square mainsail billowed, followed by her foresail and spanker, and the ship strained forward. Something gave way with a screech and crack of fracturing timbers, and the wheel spun free in Altan’s hands…too free. Something was wrong.

“The rudder’s broke loose!” someone shouted from the taffrail, gaping aft at the splintered planks floating in their wake.

“But we’re free!” the captain countered, leaving the useless wheel and recovering his sword. “We’ll steer her with the yards! Downwind’s as good as any direction, just keep the gods-damned decks clear!”

But as the Fire Drake began to make way, an impact shook the hull and she lurched on her beam, heeling over sharply. Shouts rang out around the deck and from below as water spilled into her open leeward ballistae ports.

“What in the Nine Hells…” The captain fought his way forward, shouting orders to haul on the braces, to square her rig and center the effort, to try to point her bow downwind.

“We’re hulled, sir!” a sailor shouted as he scrambled up a hatch, his clothes soaked through. “There’s a bloody great spike through the hull amidships! We’re harpooned like a bloody whale!”

“Cut it free!” the captain raged. He jumped into an empty spot at the starboard rail to parry a stabbing trident and hack at the fish’s broad face. “We’ve got to get free.”

“Can’t cut it, sir!” the sailor shouted back, grabbing a boat hook and stabbing it like a spear at another mer trying to come over the side. “The thing’s iron, damn near as thick as me leg! It’s jammed right up between two ribs!”

“Then cut the damned ribs free and let her take on water, man! If we don’t break free, we’re dead!”

“Aye, sir!” The sailor dropped the boat hook and charged below, bellowing for axes and saws while his captain stood on deck, fighting for his life.

≈

“Fire Drake’s broaching, sir!” the lieutenant cried, lowering his glass; it was useless at this close range anyway. “Something’s holding her back! It’s like she’s anchored amidships under full sail!”

“They’ve hooked a kedge into her somehow!” Flauglin said, nodding to the commodore as he finally came on deck, still buttoning his jacket and yawning. He handed his glass to his superior officer and said, “Fire Drake’s in trouble, sir. She’s repelling boarders and broaching under sail. The mer are swarming her.”

“Bloody hells!” Twig said, raising the glass, then letting it fall. “How can we help her, Captain?”

The captain stiffened as if he’d been run through. The commodore asking him for advice on how the fleet should engage the enemy was a serious breach in the chain of command. This did not bode well, and the other officers of the deck knew it, too. The first lieutenant took a step back and studiously looked forward as if examining the battle, but Flauglin did not have the luxury of feigning ignorance; this was his ship and his responsibility, and it was his neck in the noose if the commodore brought him up on charges of mutiny.

“Is the commodore suggesting that I take the deck, sir?” he asked, carefully choosing his words.

“The deck?” Twig asked, gaping at the captain. Realization struck like a slap in the face; in his sleep-addled state he had asked the captain’s advice in a matter of engagement. He’d all but handed over command of the emperor’s entire armada! But the captain was no fool; he’d given him an out, a way to salvage his command of the armada, if not the ship. By relinquishing the deck of the Clairissa, he could let Flauglin make command decisions with regard to the ship’s handling in combat, while Twig retained command of the entire squadron. A semantic difference, but one that might salvage both of their careers.

“Yes, Captain. You have more experience with the mer than I. The deck of the Clairissa is yours for this engagement. I will command the armada by signal.”

“Very good, sir!” Flauglin gauged the situation professionally for several breaths, and reached a decision. “Lieutenant, we will come alongside the Fire Drake. We will douse sail and stow port side sweeps on my signal. Rig grapples and prepare boarders. We’ll lash her alongside and then hoist all sail and carry her to sea.”

“Aye, sir!” The lieutenant relayed the orders, selecting a third of the marines to board the Fire Drake and stationing the remainder to repel attackers on all decks. Topmen were kept aloft to make sail as quickly as possible once the Fire Drake was securely alongside.

Twig, the captain noticed, was actually making good his claim to give orders to the other ships by signal. He’d commandeered a signalman and was having the lad flag Lady Gwen to cut her cable and make all sail.

“Deck! That schooner’s on an intercept course, sir! She’s bearin’ down like a runaway coach!”

“Schooner?” Flauglin had forgotten the other ship entirely. He turned and started to raise his glass, then stopped. The ship was closing fast, incredibly fast, foam flying from her bow, sails drawing at a full heel. On the down-roll he could see the weaponry on her decks: ballistae fore and aft, and a catapult on her bow. “What the bloody hells…” Then he remembered who was aboard her, and his nerves went cold. “The seamage!”


Chapter Thirty-One

Flaxal’s Heir

“Edan!” Cynthia shouted, clutching the rail with white knuckles. The warships were closing too quickly; Orin’s Pride would not get between them in time. “Edan, I need you to help me!”

“Me?” His voice squeaked.

“Yes, you! I’m doing all I can to get us where we need to be without breaking the ship apart.” That got everyone’s attention, including the captain’s. “I need you to slow that big ship, or she’ll run us down. Do you understand?”

“Yes!” He paused. “How do I do that?”

“The winds, Edan. Turn the winds against her forward sails. She’ll be forced to turn, and her sweeps will be useless.” She spared him an urgent glance. “Now, Edan!”

“I’ll try!” He stared at the ship in concentration. Her forward sails flapped instantly, and he smiled. Then he frowned and squinted, and the winds turned in a whirling crescent, hitting her bow sails on the port beam and her aft trisails and spanker on the starboard. The great ship turned ponderously, slewing to port, her momentum heeling her over sharply.

“Bloody fine!” the captain bellowed, clapping him on the shoulder and almost breaking his concentration. “Now we’ve got a gap to shoot for!”

“Good!” Cynthia brought the schooner down just to leeward of the Fire Drake. The winds eased and the seas around her hull calmed, though she was still sailing along briskly. “Now, Feldrin, I’ll need you to keep her on station as much as you can. Just try not to let the Clairissa engage the mer. I’m going to be far too busy to help you. Mouse, you stay with Feldrin.”

“But what are you gonna be — ” His eyes widened as she moved to the rail and the sprite darted from her shoulder to his. “Cynthia! No!”

“Someone’s got to talk to them, Feldrin, and unless you can pull another seamage out of your pocket, I’m the only one around.” She climbed clumsily up and over the bulwark, and into the arms of the sea.

“But Cyn! You’re — ” She didn’t hear the rest; the sea had closed over her head, blocking out the sound of his voice.

The mayhem below the surface made the tumult above seem calm by comparison. The blood of mer and men alike tinted the water a rosy hue, while bodies — some dead, some still thrashing desperately for life — floated down toward the depths in a slow rain of carnage. Blood ran in rivulets into the sea from the Fire Drake’s sides, and still more mer schooled beneath the ship, scrabbling up her hull or falling back, pierced or cloven. A great harpoon had pierced the hull of the warship; the woven ironweed hawser from its shank was coupled to a huge drum being cranked by a dozen mer, pulling the ship inexorably down. Another iron harpoon was being loaded into the huge launching mechanism, a bow with arms as long as a ship’s masts.

Enough! Cynthia thought as she moved through the gore, sickened by the slaughter. Thinking only to cease the violence, she centered her power and sent out a shockwave so powerful that every living creature within a mile was momentarily stunned by its force. The mer closest to her floated senseless, spears and tridents falling from their limp hands, while others farther away shook their heads in shock.

She shot through the water toward the nearest school that retained their senses, though their astonishment at her arrival still had them gaping.

*Who commands here?* she signed, her anger more than evident in her lack of any kind of greeting.

Most of them stared at her, still in shock, until one young female signed, *There,* and pointed to the east. *Our commander is there.*

She could not waste time getting a more detailed answer, instead shooting off in the indicated direction. When she came up on a tight knot of mer, she knew instantly who she sought.

*Eelback! You are responsible for this!* she signed, her anger flaring.

*Greetings, Seamage. You are mistaken, as usual.* He gestured toward the ship floating over their heads. *The landwalkers are the cause of this, as we told you they would be if they brought their warships here. The decision to attack was made by the entire school. The Voice of the mer spoke, and we are at war.*

*No, Eelback! I will not let this happen!* But before Cynthia could act, another mer swam up to the group. In a flash of recognition, she realized that it was Tailwalker, the Trident Holder’s eldest and her betrothed. And he was armed for battle.

*Tailwalker? You cannot be part of this senseless attack!*

*The Voice of the mer has spoken, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* he signed, his shifting colors signifying his upset. *You must leave. The landwalkers will blame you for our actions if you do not.*

*Leave! I will not leave, Tailwalker. I will stop this conflict, and we will reach an agreement with the landwalkers. They do not understand the mer. They do not know you as I do.*

*You do not know us if you mean what you say, Seamage!* Eelback signed, moving beside Tailwalker. *The Trident Holder’s son knows what we must do. You cannot stop us! We are not yours to command. You do not rule the mer!*

*No, I do not rule the mer, but I can stop this! You cannot stand against me, and you know it!*

*No, Seamage, I do not,* he signed, making a gesture that she did not recognize. The tight knot of mer behind him split, and a burly warrior swam forward, thrusting his trident at her throat.

*Wait!* Tailwalker signed, darting forward, but too late.

Cynthia reacted without thinking, calling on the sea in a reflexive action. Currents as strong as a sea drake’s jaws snatched the warrior, crushing the bones and sinew of his broad chest. Blood jetted from his gills and mouth, and the trident fell from his dead hands.

STOP!

The command reverberated in her mind, stunning her for a moment. The word sounded as clearly as if someone had bellowed in her ear, but it was not a mer voice. She knew that voice, and she gaped at the female mer who had invoked it.

The voice was Odea’s, and the mer before her was…

*Kelpie?* she signed.

*You cannot control the mer, Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* she signed, interposing herself between Tailwalker and Cynthia, the power of Odea swirling around her in palpable currents. *This war is ours, not yours!*

*But I — *

Something hit her from behind, at the base of her skull, and the blood-tinged water around her faded to black.

≈

A shock ripped the surface of the sea in an expanding circular wave, reverberating through the hull of Orin’s Pride as if a huge drum had been struck, shaking her from keel to topmast.

“Well, that ought to get their attention,” Feldrin said, adding a silent prayer that the shock had not knocked any bolts or pins loose from the Pride’s hull timbers. A glance at Fire Drake confirmed that the attack had ceased; the mer on deck were retreating back into the water. “That’ll teach ‘em to mess about wi’ a seamage! Bring her about, Horace. We’ll tack in quick succession until this gets straightened out. Edan, good work on turnin’ that monstrosity of a warship. Do ya think you could play with ‘em a bit? Keep ‘em from gettin’ too close?”

“Aye, Captain,” the young man said, grinning, though his knuckles were white where they clutched the starboard shrouds.

“Good man!” Feldrin wondered how Edan would hold up if the conflict grew truly violent, and realized that he didn’t want to know. The sooner the pyromaniac mage and his little demon friend were off his ship, the better. “Brace up there, Horace! Won’t do to have the sails trimmed like we’re a bunch of lubbers in front of his majesty’s flagship!”

“Aye, sir!” Horace relayed his orders and the sails were trimmed as neat as newly ironed sheets.

“Right then,” he said as they reached the other end of their tack, “ready to come about! And…hard a lee!”

“Helms a lee, sir!” the helmsman shouted as the crew snapped to their tasks. Orin’s Pride came back up through the wind again, tacking in a boat length, as smart as a navy review.

“Bloody fine!”

“Sir?” Edan’s voice was more than troubled, it quivered with fear. “Sir, they’ve dropped their sails altogether. I can’t hold them in place with just the wind!”

He turned to see that the boy was right; the Clairissa was closing the gap once again, her sweeps knifing through the swells in precise cadence. Granted, she was moving slowly and maneuvered like a sow in the mud, but she was closing…

“Bloody hells…” Feldrin and the rest of the crew were so fixated on their tasks and the approaching warship that none noticed the slim, cloaked figure on the foredeck.

≈

The commotion brought Sam out of hiding. She edged carefully forward, listening to the conversations on deck through the open companionway hatch. The ship was racing along at a full heel, water tearing along the hull, the sound roaring around the open space of the hold almost too loud for her to hear a word.

Warships! she thought, grinning at the opportunity. She went back through the hold and peeked into the fo’c’sle. The overhead hatch was open, and a sailor was opening a hidden compartment under the deck. He handed up cutlasses, boarding axes, pikes and bows, then lifted another panel and began handing up long hardwood shafts tipped with iron. Eight ballista bolts went up through the hatch, then the sailor reached for a row of small casks, each with its own carefully coiled line attached.

Sam smiled as he gingerly handed one up to the deck crew, then followed it up through the hatch.

So, that’s where they keep the good stuff, she thought, slinking into the fo’c’sle and peering down into the weapons locker. Dozens of cutlasses, daggers, boarding axes, pikes, bows and grapples lay in neat rows. The other bin was divided in halves, one side stacked with wrist-thick shafts for the ballistae, the other holding a neat row of five-gallon casks marked with a script she could not read. Each had a waxed bung with a looped woven cord sticking out from it, and a long coiled line attached to that.

She flirted with the idea of grabbing one of the coiled lines and running aft until it exploded, but she knew she would never be able to get out of the hold before the fire took her. No, she had a better idea…

She buckled on a cutlass, donned a boat cloak and peered up through the hatch at the crewmen on the deck. All eyes were directed elsewhere, so she stepped up like she knew where she was going and walked right up to the loaded catapult on the foredeck.

≈

The Clairissa’s hull shuddered with the impact of Cynthia’s shock wave. “What the bloody hells was that?” a sailor exclaimed.

“Quiet on deck there!” Captain Flauglin snapped, bracing himself and glaring at the scene unfolding before him. The seamage’s schooner was running a tight tacking pattern back and forth between the flagship and the Fire Drake, as if a ship less than a tenth the size of the Clairissa could hold him back from his objective. “All topmen to the sweeps! Right at Fire Drake, Lieutenant! Do not deviate course for that schooner! If she gets in our way, run her down!”

“Aye, sir!” As the man relayed the orders, a lookout called down from the mizzen top.

“Captain, sir! The attack on the Fire Drake’s broken off. Looks like her decks are clearin’.”

“What are they doing now?” he muttered, raising his glass again. Something didn’t feel right about this; it was as if the seamage was both preventing him from helping, and challenging him to a fight. Then a thought came to mind and he gritted his teeth. “Lookouts, watch the water around the ship. Sing out if you see mer massing alongside!”

“You think they’re breaking off to come after us, sir?” the first lieutenant asked.

“If they are, they’re in for a harder fight than they had with the Fire Drake! Station marines to repel borders at the ports belowdecks, Lieutenant. And archers on the rail; if they foul our sweeps we’ll lose steerage quickly with this opposing wind.” He turned to the commodore and gritted his teeth. “Your permission to engage the seamage’s ship if she becomes hostile, sir?”

“Permission granted, Captain. Carry on!”

“Aye, sir,” Flauglin stood tall on his quarterdeck and glared at the nimble little craft that tacked back and forth before him. With only one catapult and four ballistae, there was no way such a craft, however well she sailed, could match his majesty’s flagship.

≈

*You’ve killed her!* Tailwalker signed, rushing to the seamage’s side.

*No,* Redtail signed back with a grin, lowering his trident. *She lives, but at our mercy!*

*What are you — * Tailwalker froze.

Scores of mer arrived on the scene, encircling them at all sides, above and below. Lances and tridents bristled but wavered, as if the warriors did not know exactly where to point them.

*What has happened, Eelback?* the foremost school leader asked, his eyes wide. The seamage floated, senseless, between Odea’s priestess and the Trident Holder’s son.

*The seamage thought to interfere with our war, Blacktail. She has killed my friend Sharkbite, so we had to subdue her.* He gestured his school leaders forward. *She has betrayed us. We told her The Voice had spoken and still she chose to interfere. Her interference is over! We resume our attack! Go! Now! Take the small ship and draw the other into the shallows!*

The school leaders scattered, but a flick of Eelback’s hand held back a select few, a score of his most loyal followers. When the school leaders were out of sight, he turned to his friends and gestured, *It is time, my friends. We have what we need. All is ready. We go now, to Akrotia!*

*Akrotia! Eelback, what are you — * But Tailwalker could no longer sign his distress, for a thin cord had been looped over his head and tightened around his throat. Two more mer grabbed his arms and bound them behind his back. He stared helplessly as Eelback signed to the stunned priestess of Odea.

*You now have one more reason to help us, Kelpie. You will come with us and do what is necessary, for if you do not, the one you love will suffer.*

Tailwalker struggled to free his arms, but the cords were cruelly tight. All he could do was flip his tail in anger as they dragged him away from the battle.

≈

“Captain, look!” Horace bellowed, pointing back at the Fire Drake. “They’re back at it!”

“Bloody hells!” Feldrin cursed, watching the mer swarm up the sides of the warship, this time meeting a much more organized resistance. His mind, however, was not on the plight of the Fire Drake. If the mer were attacking again, then Cynthia had failed.

They had just tacked and were cutting back between the advancing Clairissa and the beleaguered Fire Drake. The flagship was not altering course, her sweeps biting the water with renewed vigor. One more tack and there would be no room between the two warships for Feldrin to sail.

“This ain’t good,” he muttered, suddenly realizing how this must look to the captain of the Clairissa: his compatriot besieged, and Orin’s Pride tacking back and forth between them. “They think we’re drawin’ a line and darin’ ‘em to cross! Bloody hells! Ware ship, Horace! We gotta get to deep water and out of range of that ship’s weapons! Jibe the ship!”

“Aye, sir!” Horace thundered, but before he could even relay the orders, the crew was responding.

Orin’s Pride turned to leeward, her long bowsprit sweeping toward the Clairissa as her great booms swept across her decks, lines singing through the blocks as men fought to control a half-acre of straining canvas. Then, as her bow swept around and the deck leveled, something flew from the foredeck with a familiar crack.

“What the — ” Feldrin watched helplessly as the small cask arched toward the emperor’s flagship, the trigger line trailing behind and finally coming taut.

White fire exploded in the sky between the two ships, sending streamers of burning hell falling to the water like a flaming waterfall. Mouse cried out in terror right in his ear, while he heard another spritely squeal from Edan’s little demon, this one of delight. Thankfully, the Clairissa had been out of range of the weapon, but for all the world it looked like they’d tried to attack the emperor’s flagship.

“Who in the hells fired that weapon?” Feldrin bellowed. Every eye on the ship stared in shock at the fiery display. He glared forward and saw a slim figure standing next to the catapult. “Who is that? Johansen, grab that boy!” But the figure was already dashing for the rail, brandishing a cutlass and laughing in a voice far too high-pitched to be a boy’s.

“Sail out of this one, Feldrin Brelak!” the girl shouted with a mocking salute. “With compliments from Captain Bloodwind!”

She dove over the side in a graceful arc, vanishing in the foam of the ship’s bow wake.

“Bloodwind? What the hells?” He stared in shock at the waning streamers of fire, knowing even without looking how the captain of the Clairissa would respond. “Bear off, helmsman! She’s gonna — ”

“Duck and cover!” Horace bellowed as the ship turned.

One glance confirmed it: the Clairissa had born off to present her beam and her sweeps had been retracted into her ports, replaced by the tips of ballista bolts. Feldrin turned to see Edan standing and staring at the huge ship, his mouth agape, his hands slack at his sides.

“Down, damn you!” Feldrin bellowed, shoving the young man hard just as a sound like a ripping mainsail tore at his ears.

Something hit him, and the world spun around. He fell in a spray of blood and shattered bone.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Fire and Water

Chaser and Quickfin charged through the water as fast as their tails would propel them, but Orin’s Pride still pulled away.

*I have never seen a ship sail so fast,* Quickfin signed, pumping his gills for oxygen and trying to keep up with his faster friend.

*They hurry to confront the warships,* Chaser signed, slowing a bit to let Quickfin catch up. The scout had surfaced and briefly glimpsed the ships toward which Orin’s Pride raced. *Seamage Flaxal’s Heir urges the wind and water to help them sail faster! She will confront them, and they will go back to their city — or they will not, and she will crush their ships like clamshells!*

*I want to be there to watch this!* Quickfin agreed, grinning through his exhaustion. They had been swimming all night, and now were sprinting to catch up.

Chaser signed agreement, saving his energy for swimming. They were still more than a mile away when the water shook with Cynthia’s shockwave.

They stopped without a sign, staring at each other in wonder.

*That was…* Chaser began, at a loss for words.

*Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* Quickfin finished for him. *But why would she…*

*She does this to call us when she wishes to visit, but never so strongly.*

*She announces her presence to the landwalkers, maybe?* Quickfin suggested.

*No, the landwalkers use other signs to communicate through air.* He signed curiosity. *She only does this to call to mer, but what mer…*

They looked at each other, then at the surface. Both jetted up as fast as they could swim and shot high into the air, looking as far to the north as they could see. They were still far away, and mer eyes saw poorly above water, but even so, they could see the ships; Orin’s Pride sailed evenly, while the huge warship to windward fought to claw its way toward the others. The smaller warship stood still under full sails, heeling sickly over on its side.

They hit the water in a rush of bubbles, and there was only one conclusion to what they had seen.

*The mer attack the landwalker warships!* Quickfin signed even before the bubbles had cleared. *Come, we must join the school!*

They dashed to the north, their vigor renewed, but before they reached the battle they met a tight school of mer swimming south. Quickfin pulled up in front of them and began to sign a greeting when he recognized Eelback. Then he saw the limp bundle they carried — the seamage, her face pale, her garments fluttering in the current — and Tailwalker, arms tied, being dragged along. Quickfin pulled his dagger from its sheath.

*Eelback! You traitor! What have you done to the seamage?*

*I am no traitor, Quickfin,* he signed, then pointed accusatively toward the seamage. *It is she who is the traitor! The Voice of the mer chose to go to war, and she opposed us!*

*The Voice could NOT have agreed to this!* Quickfin signed.

*Swim away, friends of the Trident Holder’s eldest,* Eelback signed, grabbing the cord that encircled Tailwalker’s neck. *The seamage has betrayed us, but she still lives. If you wish to do the same, swim away.*

*Release Tailwalker and Seamage Flaxal’s Heir or I will gut you like a fresh-speared tuna, Eelback!* Quickfin signed, flipping his tail furiously.

*You sign bravely for one so outnumbered. Your life is of no concern to me.* He made a gesture that needed no interpretation and half of his school surged forward, spears and tridents thrusting.

*No!* Kelpie signed, swimming forward to confront Eelback, but too late.

Quickfin parried the first thrust with his dagger, but could not hope to deflect them all. He gaped in shock as the tines of a trident pierced his abdomen. His dagger fell from his webbed fingers and he grasped the haft of the weapon embedded in his flesh.

Chaser watched in horror. His hand strayed to his dagger, but he was no warrior; though he could fight if need be, he knew when he was outnumbered. He also knew what his strengths were. He lashed his tail, pivoting in a blink and dashing away, the wake of his stroke billowing the blood of his friend in a swirling cloud. He swam as fast as he could, leaving Eelback’s school far behind, knowing what he had to do.

The Trident Holder must know of this, he thought as he surged forward, streaking toward home. Broadtail must know he has been betrayed!

≈

The sky exploded in a shower of fire that Edan felt to the marrow of his bones. The lighkeeper’s gift, he realized. He’d helped make some of those casks himself. White phosphorous burned like nothing else, so hot it would catch steel on fire. Flicker squealed in ecstasy, and he knew she felt it, too. Now, this was a fire!

Then a cry from forward caught his attention, and Edan gaped in shock at the figure diving into the water. It was her! But why had she fired the catapult? And why taunt Captain Brelak…using Bloodwind’s name?

He turned and stared at the beauty of the white phosphorous with questions whirling through his mind. The streamers fell to the water, their glow still visible as they slowly sank beneath the surface. Then the billows of smoke streaked away on the wind and Edan caught another glimpse of the huge warship, its rows of ports bristling with weapons. Before he could even open his mouth in surprise, something hit him and he sprawled to the deck.

The shock of the impact brought him back to his senses, and the screams of shock and pain around him renewed his fear.

A body fell in front of him — Johansen, the boatswain, his blond hair spattered with blood, his hands grasping the tattered flesh of his flayed chest. His eyes centered on Edan’s for an instant, his mouth gaping as a thick crimson pool spread around him. Then the sailor’s gaze lost focus and the blood stopped pumping from between his slack fingers.

Flicker squealed in fright, drawing his attention away from the dead man. He turned and saw Captain Brelak, and he stared in disbelief. The huge man — so strong, so seemingly invincible — lay propped against the cuddy cabin, both hands clutching the shattered remnant of his right leg, trying to staunch the flow of blood. A ballista bolt had passed right through the ship’s bulwark and then the captain’s leg. Its iron tip was now firmly embedded in the bulwark on the far side of the ship, its wooden shaft stained crimson. Edan watched in mute horror, stunned immobile, at the man’s struggle to staunch the pulsing flow of blood.

“Mouse!” Feldrin bellowed through gritted teeth, his hands drenched with his own blood. “Mouse, get my belt! My belt! Quick!”

The seasprite’s wings were a blur as Mouse flew quick as a flash, flipped open the man’s belt buckle and hauled the stout length of leather out through the loops. Struggling with the heavy belt, he looped it twice around the captain’s torn leg above the wound, then threaded it back through the buckle and hauled it as tight as he could. Feldrin released his grip on his leg, and blood jetted from the shattered knee before he cinched the belt tight against shattered bone.

The captain’s scream rent the air, shaking Edan to his soul. He cringed, watching the man pull the belt tighter and tighter. When the flow of blood finally ebbed and stopped, the captain slumped against the side of the cabin, gasping for breath.

Numb with shock, Edan stood and gazed around the deck. Dozens of the deadly ballista bolts pierced the hull. One completely transfixed the mainmast, its iron tip and shaft sticking out opposite sides. The mast was cracked up its length, but had not split. One sail flapped in the wind, set free when the lines that held it were severed in the barrage.

Horace bellowed orders and sailors shouted their responses. The helmsman tried to steer the ship with one hand, his other hand a torn and shattered ruin. Nearly sick, Edan turned toward the rail and saw the huge warship, her long oars biting into the water to bring her other side to bear, the triple line of ports already bristling with the deadly tips of more ballistae.

Edan stared at those weapons, riveted, terrified. Orin’s Pride and her crew could not withstand another flight of those deadly missiles. They would all be killed, or the ship would sink and they would drown.

“No,” he said, clenching his fists against his fear. He knew what he had to do.

Edan closed his eyes and stretched out his senses. The fires aboard the huge warship were like shimmering beacons to him: the cauldrons of boiling pitch and braziers of burning coals being readied by the catapult crews; the lanterns and lamps on every deck; the two great galley stoves, coal fires smoldering in their bellies. He could feel each fire intimately — its life — its hunger.

He called to the fire, and it answered.

“Burn,” he said, exerting his will on the flames, urging them to rise. Flicker clung to his neck, whispering excited, indecipherable words in his ear.

“Burn,” he whispered, feeling the rush of power. “Burn it all!”

≈

“Ready starboard ballistae!” Captain Flauglin ordered as the ship came slowly around. He lowered his glass, having surveyed with grim satisfaction the damage wrought by their first broadside. “Ballistae only, Lieutenant, but keep the catapults ready.”

“Aye, sir!” The lieutenant relayed the orders to the weapon crews.

“We’ll give her one more broadside.” He probably could have let the schooner go after only one barrage, but it was a matter of principal now; they had fired on him, even if their shot had fallen short. He glanced at the commodore and noted that the muscles of the man’s jaw were tight, perhaps repressing a smile.

“Starboard ballistae ready, sir!” the lieutenant reported.

“Fire as the target bears, Lieutenant,” he ordered.

“Aye, sir!” The officer glanced down the line of the deck as the bow swept ponderously around to windward, the port-side sweeps pulling hard. He raised his hand, ready to signal the weapon crews once the Clairissa’s side came abeam of the crippled schooner.

“Fire!”

The excited shout was not the lieutenant’s authoritative command, but a shrill scream of terror, and the officer looked around for the culprit who had usurped his order.

Then another cry rang out from forward, and another, then screams of “Fire! Fire in the hold!” came from below.

Captain Flauglin turned from his quarry to look along the deck of his ship, and his mouth fell open in shock. Fire leapt up from every brazier. The slow matches flared in the hands of the catapult crews. A pitch pot burst, spattering men with its burning contents.

“Fire crews to the main deck!” he shouted. “Belay that broadside, Lieutenant!” A man behind him screamed. A lamp had exploded, dousing the sailor with burning oil; he ran blazing across the deck, every step leaving a spot of flame that licked at the wood. The signalman cried out as the stern lantern exploded near him, setting the furled spanker ablaze. “ALL HANDS! Buckets! Bring water!”

“Captain Flauglin, what the hell…”

He looked to the frightened commodore and cringed at the man’s white-faced fear, then his eyes were drawn down to the deck beneath the officer’s polished boots. The wood was smoking — blackening beneath his feet!

“Sir! I — ” But Captain Flauglin’s words were cut off. The deck incandesced white and exploded into flames.

≈

“Holy gods of light and darkness,” Horace muttered. Heat from the explosion bathed his face.

The entire flagship, every bit of wood and canvas from stem to stern, topmast to keel, burst into flames. A whirling cyclone whipped the inferno into the sky, fanning the fires like a stoked furnace. Screams of burning men rose on the heat-blasted air. Some of the blazing sailors plunged into the sea, falling from the burning yards to escape the flames, while others collapsed where they stood, blackened husks of charred flesh consumed by the fire. The cries of a thousand dying men mingled with the roar of the inferno and rose on the air as his majesty’s flagship Clairissa died in flames.

And above that torrent of noise…laughter.

Horace turned, sickened by that incongruous sound, to see Edan staring at the blazing ship, his eyes glowing with ecstasy, the laughter rolling from his throat like water from a well.

“Bloody mad,” Horace muttered, reacting to that horrible laughter the only way he knew how. Two steps brought him to the young man’s side, and his big hand snatched one slim shoulder and flung him around.

“Wha — ?”

But the Edan’s bark of astonishment was cut off by a blow from Horace’s fist that snapped his head back and laid him out flat on the deck. The little fire demon tied to his wrist was snapped back with him. She recovered first, shaking her head in surprise, her hair scorching the planks. In panic, she turned to Edan and started patting his face as if to wake him, but Edan was out cold.

“Wallace, chain that lunatic below!” Horace snapped, and then turned and knelt next to the captain, who lay unconscious in a pool of blood.

“Aye, sir!” The crewman shouted, grabbing the collar of the Edan’s shirt and hauling him toward the main hatch.

“Run his shackles through an eyebolt in the keel! If he burns this ship, he’s goin’ down with it! And make bloody sure that little demon is in her cage so she can’t set the ship afire.” He felt the captain’s pulse; it was fast and weak, but the bleeding had stopped. The seasprite crouched on Brelak’s shoulder, trying to wake him, but Horace thought it was probably best if he remained unconscious. Shards of broken bone showed through the torn meat of his knee, and his leg was cold below the wound. There was no pulse in his ankle. “Bloody hells!

“Somebody help get the captain below. Any other injuries? Rhaf! Get that hand bandaged! Someone take the wheel!” He stood and surveyed the damage. The ship would sail, though with a bolt through her mainmast, he’d rather not strain her rig. One foremast shroud had been severed at the deadeyes, but a crewman was already replacing the shattered block, and a new sheet had been attached to the flapping jib. The rest of the rig was intact, though holes riddled the sails and a dozen man-long ballista shafts protruded from her port side.

He turned and grimaced at the spectacle of the two warships dying in his wake. The Clairissa had already burnt to the water. The tips of her mighty masts, still in flames, were slipping beneath the sea’s surface. The Fire Drake crawled with mer like a maggot-infested corpse, water spilling over her gunwales and her decks awash as she was dragged under. A slick of wreckage, bodies, burned bits of wood and canvas, fouled the water. The only ship to escape damage was the Lady Gwen. She’d cut her anchor rode and set all sail, heading north at her best speed.

“There’ll be nine shades of hell to pay for this,” he muttered. He turned and barked out commands, ordering the ship to sail a wide arc to windward under shortened sail. He’d have to make his way through the wreckage into Scimitar Bay, but he wanted to give the mer time to cool off before he did.

With that thought, he wondered what the hell was going on with them; he could understand them attacking warships, but why hadn’t they attacked Orin’s Pride as well? And what had happened to Cynthia Flaxal? A seamage lost at sea…he shook his head and returned to the task of getting the wounded Orin’s Pride back to port.

≈

Sam swam for her life through the wreckage, past bodies of sailors, marines and mer. She tried to stay quiet, keeping her hands below the surface and kicking steadily. The water was swarming with mer and she had no doubt that they would gut her like a fish if they caught her, but she remained undetected amidst the flotsam.

Besides, the mer were busy, still swarming aboard the dying Fire Drake. Although most of the crew had already been slaughtered, the mer threw grapples into the rigging and hauled back until the ship rolled over on her side, her masts in the water. Sam kept her face turned away from the heat of the blazing flagship. Even at her distance, it warmed the back of her head. Her plan had worked spectacularly; the emperor was sure to declare war on the seamage after attacks by the mer and the seamage’s own ship. But Orin’s Pride still sailed, even though it had been damaged by the flagship’s ballistae.

She hadn’t figured on Edan.

Such power…A flash of lust surged up from her gut. To wield that kind of power…or to be with a man who could…

Sam swam on, expecting a webbed hand to grasp her ankle or a trident to pierce her from below at any moment. The reef was only a stone’s throw away now, the ridge of coral washed by crashing swells.

She pushed past a dead mer, and nearly screamed when it jerked and rolled over, one webbed hand reaching up for her, the other clutching the gash in its belly. She grabbed its wrist, thrashing in the water to free her dagger. No way to draw the cutlass, let alone wield it properly, but if she could get her dagger…

The mer flipped its tail, clutched her with its other hand, and dragged her down. She gulped a breath and fought to see through the cloud of blood and trailing intestines. Finally, her dagger was free! She jammed the blade into its chest, cutting through the fragile gills. The mer thrashed, drawing her close, its needle teeth closing on her shoulder. She brought the dagger up under its jaw and jerked it across the scaly throat, ending the fight in a huge cloud of blood.

She kicked it away and fought for the surface, for air. Long shapes glided below her; she could not tell if they were mer or sharks, and Sam wondered for a hysterical moment which she would prefer. She broke the surface, gasping for breath, and swam as hard as she could for the reef, her dagger clutched in one hand. If she could only make it to the reef…

The swells mounted under her as she neared her goal, the shallows pushing them higher than they had been out to sea. She swam down the face of a swell, gaining some speed, but there was a roiling in the water behind her. Another swell rose and she swam hard, kicking for all she was worth. If she could ride a swell over the reef, she might just pass without being cut to bloody ribbons.

Then something raked her leg, dragging her down before she could draw a breath. Pain stabbed through her calf and she kicked frantically, curling up and slashing blindly with her dagger. She felt the blade slice into something, and for a second she was free. Then it clutched her again and she saw it, the webbed hand of a mer encircling her ankle, dragging her down. Her lungs burned for air, but she drove her dagger into the wrist. It released her, but jerked the weapon from her grasp. At this point, she didn’t care; all she wanted was air.

Sam broke the surface coughing and sputtering, drawing great lungfuls of sweet air. Another swell lifted her, and she heard a roar. In an instant, she realized where she was, and a glance down confirmed it. Ridges of razor-sharp coral flew past beneath her, but the swell was passing; without swimming to keep on top of the wave, she was being left behind, deposited onto the unforgiving reef.

She landed on her hands and knees as the water receded; pain lashed her arms and legs, but already the next swell was rising behind her, and this one would not lift her up, but would crash down on top of her, driving her whole body onto the reef. She scrabbled forward, heedless of the scratches and cuts, knowing she would not survive if the wave came while she was still on the coral. She would be shredded like a cockroach under a boot heel.

She heard the roar of the wave behind her and spared a glance, fighting forward over a sharp edge. The wave rose, its face steepening and curling. She flung herself forward and caught a glimpse of turquoise-white before her: a finger of sand between two ridges of coral. She dove for it as the wave crashed, slamming her down.

Her legs raked over the last ridge of coral, then she was past it, driven down onto the sand between the coral heads. She hit hard, but the undulating ridges of sand felt like a featherbed compared to the coral. She let the wave pass over her, then swam for the surface through clouds of blood from her cuts. She had made it past the reef; the mer could not reach her.

Sam swam for the beach through the crystalline water of the lagoon, ignoring the sting of salt water in her cuts and scratches. She was pushed onto the beach by a gentle curling wave, tiny in comparison to the raging monsters that thundered across the reef. The coarse sand ground into the wounds on her hands and knees, but she crawled up the beach and was finally able to stand.

Her shoes were gone, and her trousers were shredded below the knee. Amazingly, she still had her cutlass, its stout leather baldric looped firmly over her shoulder and clipped to her belt. A deep puncture in her calf bled freely. The mer dagger had stabbed right through the muscle. She ripped a swatch from her shirt and tied it tight around the wound, staunching the flow slightly. The rest of her cuts and scratches only bled a little, though they stung horribly, filled with salt water and sand. There was nothing she could do about them now; she didn’t have much time if she wanted to survive.

A glance out to sea confirmed that Orin’s Pride was heading toward the cut into Scimitar Bay. She had to reach her goal before they arrived. She dashed up the beach to the trail over the hill, leaving bloody footprints in the sand.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Flight of the Manta

“How much time do you expect to spend here, Count?” Camilla spooned sugar into her tea and stirred. The silver spoon tinkled around inside the cup.

“If my negotiations with Mistress Flaxal go well and the merfolk do not prove difficult, I will probably be no more than a week. A fortnight at the longest.” He smiled and lifted his cup to her, sipping the strong tea. “I suppose it would be unseemly to hope for difficulties, but I cannot in good conscience delay. The emperor awaits my report.”

“Well, having heard enough from Cynthia on the subject, let me assure you that the mer are always difficult.” She smiled up at the pale dawn light tinting the sky a pinkish hue beyond the balcony. Inside, Tim slept deeply on the comfortable divan. “Perhaps they will be so kind as to delay you for a whole month.”

“Perhaps.” He lowered his cup and sighed. “Though there is the decision about Timothy. I would take him back to Tsing with me, but he’s grown so accustomed to this place. He’s so…”

“Happy?” she said with a grin. “You know he would be welcome here, though I can understand you wanting him with you, after so long apart.”

“I think we should be together, but I know he will miss his life here.” He finished his tea and set the cup down. “And I must admit that I will miss it here as well.” He looked at her pointedly. “There is much to miss.”

“Perhaps you could prepare your report and send it with — ”

Three rising notes of a trumpet sounded in the clear morning air.

“That’s the call to general quarters!” the count said, surging to his feet.

“General what?” she asked.

“Battle stations, Camilla. The warships are calling the alarm to battle!”

Their eyes met and they both reached the same conclusion at the same time.

≈

Sam heard shouts and rustling from the foliage ahead of her and ducked off the trail. Flinging herself into the undergrowth, she kept her face down and her hand on the hilt of her cutlass. Mere steps away from her hiding place, a crowd of people rushed past her, toward the beach she had just come from. She recognized the nonsensical gibberish of the native folk, and realized that they must be going to see what had happened, undoubtedly drawn by the pyre of the flagship’s death.

She smiled grimly; if they didn’t catch her — and if they were too distracted to notice her bloody footprints before their trampling feet obscured them — this would work to her advantage.

Sam waited until the last of the running feet had passed, then lunged to her feet and dashed down the trail, ignoring the stabbing pain in her leg. She rounded the last bend and stopped, grinning down at the chaos that reigned below in Scimitar Bay. Shouts rang out, and people were running in confusion. A crowd milled about on the main pier next to the big three-masted schooner. Several of the natives’ dugout outriggers paddled madly toward the mouth of Scimitar Bay, where Orin’s Pride was just nosing out from behind the giant mangroves that lined the channel. As the ship emerged into the open bay, Sam took grim satisfaction in the damage it had taken. She didn’t see the captain on deck; if she was lucky, he had been killed. The small fleet of dugouts swarmed around the ship like a school of remoras.

Perfect! She scurried toward the deserted shipyard dock where the Manta was tied. Sam dashed down the dock and leapt aboard, throwing herself down into the cockpit to avoid curious eyes. No one shouted an alarm. After a moment, she peeked out. All attention was still on Orin’s Pride, coming up to the pier across from Peggy’s Dream. The crowd was raucous, shouting questions while they caught the dock lines and secured them to the pilings. Sam could have blown a horn over on the shipyard dock and no one would have heard her.

So far, so good. She scuttled around the deck, staying low, readying the ship’s jib and mainsail. The Manta was fully rigged and ready for sea, and Sam blessed the day that Dura had assigned her to work on the ship. As a result of it, Sam knew every line, fitting and system. Her only worry was for stores; she had no idea what, if anything, had been brought aboard for the initial sea trial. She would have to trust her luck, and hope that they’d at least filled the water barrels.

Finally, she was ready. With all attention still focused on the docked schooner, Sam stood and drew her cutlass. She hacked through the dock lines on the bow and amidships unchallenged, leaving the stern line tied to the pier. Skipping to the cockpit, she pulled the jib halyard through its ingeniously mounted block system to a large bronze winch. She wrapped the line around the winch drum, ignoring the blood from her lacerated hands that smeared the line, and cranked the drum’s handle until the sail was aloft and the line taut. Then she grabbed the flapping sheet and hauled on it until the sail snapped, cracked, and filled with the breeze. Manta’s bow swung around as the ship strained against the stern dock line.

“Hey! You there! What the bloody hell are ye…”

Sam recognized the voice, but didn’t look up. Working as rapidly as she dared, she tied off the sheet, drew her cutlass and slashed at the restraining dock line. The vessel surged forward, the gap between her starboard transom and the dock widening quickly. Feet pounded down the wooden planks and Dura’s bellow of alarm rang out.

“You bloody thief! Who the…Billy, what the hell are ye…Get back here, you thief!”

Sam looked into the livid dwarf’s face and laughed at her. “Thanks for the fine ship, Dura, but the name’s Sam, not Billy.” She sketched a mocking bow and sheathed her cutlass. “My compliments to Master Ghelfan in the name of Captain Bloodwind!” She spun the wheel to turn the ship into the wind, and dashed forward to loop the mainsail halyard around its winch and crank madly. The great gaff rose ponderously and the mainsail flapped in the breeze. Sam chuckled at the sound of Dura’s shouts and curses ringing through the morning air, then tied off the halyard and turned the ship downwind.

Manta leapt forward as her mainsail filled, and Sam fought the wheel for a moment to keep her on course. The ship responded with the speed of a catboat, her double rudders biting hard, snapping her bows around in a heartbeat. The ship was already making an easy five knots, and was still accelerating.

“Gotta give that sea witch credit,” she muttered, grinning as she passed the stone pier and the two schooners, “she knows how to design a ship!”

More shouts rang out from the pier, echoing Dura’s. She couldn’t resist waving a bloody hand at the amassed crowd. “Thanks for the ship!”

“Sam!” a high voice screamed, and she saw him. Tim shoved through the crowd to the fore, waving frantically. “Sam, it’s me! Come back! Father’s here!”

She nearly lost her grip on the wheel when she saw the tall figure in the dark blue dress jacket behind her brother. His face, stature and dress hit her mind like a hammer blow, dredging up memories from her past; from Samantha’s past. But she was not Samantha anymore, she was Sam, and that past was no longer hers.

She drew her cutlass and stood on the cockpit gunwale, steering with one foot on a spoke of the wheel as she raised her sword and screamed at them, “I have no father! And you’re no brother of mine, you traitor! My father is dead! My father was Captain Bloodwind!”

She saw the shock on their faces and laughed, brandished her cutlass once more and steered Manta for the channel and open sea.

≈

In the chaos that raged on the pier, Tim and Emil Norris stood and stared as Manta sailed out the channel and vanished from view, Sam’s laughter ringing in their ears. Emil had no doubt that the girl was Samantha, but what had happened to her?

“Samantha?” His mind didn’t accept what he’d seen; the words that she’d screamed at them. “I don’t understand! Why is she…Who…?”

“She’s a pirate, Father,” Tim said, turning to him with a tear-streaked face. “She’s still a pirate. She’ll never come back, now. She’ll never be Samantha again.”

“I don’t understand!” The count struggled to maintain his composure, his sanity, in front of his son. “What happened to her?”

“Bloodwind,” Camilla said. “She never came back from what he made her, Emil. Not like Tim did. She’s still one of them.”

“I don’t accept that! She’s my daughter! If I could just talk to her, she would — ”

“I dunno ‘bout no talkin’, but I bloody well won’t be lettin’ her take dat ship!” Chula interrupted, his huge dark hand resting on Camilla’s shoulder. “Wi’ your permission, Miss Cammy, wi’ Mistress Cynthia not ‘ere, I’ll be takin’ Peggy’s Dream after de Manta.”

A murmur spread through the crowd like fire. The natives, sailors and marines all loudly expressed their agreement with Chula and moved toward the schooner, but Camilla raised her voice above the clamor.

“But where is Cynthia?” She shouldered her way through the crowd to where Orin’s Pride’s gangplank had been secured to the pier. “Horace! Where are Cynthia and Feldrin?”

“That’s what I was tryin’ to tell you, Miss Cammy, when all these other shades o’ hell broke loose! The mer were attackin’ that smaller warship, the Fire Drake, and Mistress Flaxal went over the side to try to stop ‘em. Then the Clairissa was bearin’ down on us, and the captain thought we’d best get the hell out of the way, so we jibed, but that girl,” he pointed to where Manta had sailed out the channel, “she must have stowed away, and she fired the catapult. Don’t know what the hells she was thinkin’, or even who she was, but right after she done that, she dove over the side.”

“She dove into the water? With all the mer around?” Emil Norris couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His little Samantha had always been a bit on the fearful side, never one to take chances.

“Aye, sir, she did, and I don’t know how she managed to get ashore. We were a little busy. The Clairissa put a broadside into us, and the captain was hit.”

“Killed?” Camilla asked, her voice tight.

“No, ma’am, but close enough. He’s below, wi’ his leg near tore off.” Another murmur rippled through the crowd, but Horace cut through it. “When the Clairissa was comin’ ‘round for another barrage, that was when that kid, Edan, went ‘round the bend. He torched their ship like it was made of paper!”

They had watched the Clairissa burn from the highest balcony of the stronghold. Norris had been torn between watching the flames and her tear-streaked face. “Gods, no…Edan, please no,” she had whispered. He shuddered.

“And Cynthia?”

“She ne’er came back aboard, Miss Cammy. We don’t know what happened to her.”

Camilla stood as if stunned, but Emil Norris had no such impediment. He stepped forward to take Chula by the arm. “If you intend to take this ship after that…after my daughter, I beg you to take me along. I might be able to talk to her.”

“I’ll go,” Chula said, nodding to Camilla. “If she says so.”

Camilla looked at them: at the count’s imploring features, at Tim’s tear-streaked face, and at Chula’s determined one. She nodded, and said, “Very well, Chula, but mind the mer. I would not lose you all to their wrath as well.”

“We’ll be ready, Miss Cammy, and we’ll be lookin’ for Mistress Cynthia, too.” His voice rose in a shout, a single word that solidified the natives into a single purpose. They surged aboard Peggy’s Dream, calling for weapons, supplies and more volunteers.

Norris turned to Lieutenant Garris. “I would suggest, Lieutenant, that you accompany us as well, since my daughter is quite likely responsible for the loss of his majesty’s flagship.”

“Yes, milord Count!” The officer barked a command to his men, and they trundled aboard the schooner, the sailors taking station to help with lines, though they were unfamiliar with the ship.

He turned to Camilla, and said, “Thank you. I’m sorry for all the misunderstandings that have caused this, but I must try to get my daughter back.”

“Just remember,” she said, “if you do manage to capture her, have a care. She’s not who she was when you knew her. Tim will tell you. And…be careful, Emil.”

He opened his mouth to answer her, but Camilla was already turning back to Horace. He boarded the ship with his son, and in astoundingly short order they shoved off the stone pier, topsails backfilling to pull her away.

Peggy’s Dream fell off the wind and jibed, her great mainsail sweeping the afterdeck, lines burning through the blocks as natives and sailors hauled even more canvas aloft. She raged out the channel under full sail, her bow throwing foam, a complement of two hundred fifty crowding her decks.

“Lookout!” Chula bellowed, squinting aloft. “Where away be de Manta?”

“Away south, Captain!” an imperial sailor called down from the foretop, pointing. “She’s raising more sail!”

“Paska! Rig for a close port reach! Shift weight and stores to level her out and be raisin’ ever’ sail you can!” His dark eyes raked the deck. “Any man not haulin’, reefin’ or steerin’ on de port rail!”

Peggy’s Dream turned hard to port as she cleared the reef, the flotsam of two dead warships rattling against her bow as she tore after  Manta under a full spread of sail.

≈

The smell of blood hit Camilla the moment she entered the aft cabin of Orin’s Pride. Feldrin lay on his bunk, sheets and blankets soaked under his leg. His eyes were closed and he lay panting, sweat streaking his brow. On his shoulder sat Mouse, fanning the Morrgrey’s face with his wings. The seasprite greeted Camilla with a subdued “Meeep,” and kept fanning.

“Good gods!” she whispered, examining Feldrin’s mutilated knee. The ballista bolt had shattered the bone both above and below the joint, and nothing but tattered and bloody meat connected the lower leg to the upper. The only thing that had kept him from bleeding to death was the belt still cinched around his leg. There was a healer in the village but he had only simple skills, and Camilla doubted there was a priest among the surviving imperial crew.

“Horace!” she shouted over her shoulder.

“Yes, Miss Cammy!” The big man shouldered into the cabin with her and grimaced at the wound. “Bloody hells and high water, what a mess!”

“Yes, it is. Without a priest here, I’m afraid that he’ll lose the leg. You wouldn’t have a store of curative potions aboard, would you?”

“No, ma’am,” he said with a sigh. “Many’s the time we cursed the lack, but they’re hard to come by and the cost…well, mayhap now we might afford a few, but there was none to be had in Southaven.”

“No, I don’t suppose there would be.” She gritted her teeth and made yet another decision that could cost a life. “Send someone to the native village and find Jimijo. He’s as much of a healer as we have. Oh, and Dura! She’s got steady hands. Bring boiling water, the finest thread and needle you can find, and the sharpest small knives the cook has. And heat an iron rod in the galley stove. We’ll need something to cauterize the wound with. Be quick, Horace. He doesn’t have much blood left to lose, and taking his leg is bound to cost a bit.”

“Takin’ his…” Horace blanched, staring at the ruined knee. He swallowed hard and said, “Yes, ma’am!”

He turned and started yelling orders, even as Camilla dried the sweat from Feldrin’s pale brow with the edge of a blanket.

“Hang on, Feldrin,” she whispered. Silently she offered a prayer to Odea, including Cynthia’s name in it as well.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Lost Sons and Daughters

Once she had sea room, Sam brought Manta’s bows into the wind and set the foresail, forestaysail and outer jib. It was a dangerous process, dashing from the wheel to the foredeck and back on her bad leg, but when the ship finally bore off the wind, Manta flew like a bird across the waves.

“Unholy Hells, this thing sails!” she said, fighting the wheel and bracing herself as she adjusted the sheets and headed southeast along the island chain.

Manta stood on a close reach, her twin bows slamming through the chop as if the ship intended to beat the sea into submission. The design was like nothing Sam had ever heard of, and it sailed differently than any ship she’d ever been aboard. The deck stayed level, except for the infrequent instances when a gust lifted one hull clear out of the water. The first time that happened, Sam hung onto the wheel for dear life, gasping for breath and sure that the ship would capsize, but it righted without incident, and she sailed on. Also, the ride was incredibly stiff; with no heel and little roll to absorb the shock, the hulls pounded through the waves and gusts, each impact shaking the entire vessel. Spray flew from the windward hull at every crashing impact, and she could feel the wood shudder through the soles of her feet.

One glance over her shoulder and she knew that Peggy’s Dream would never catch her. She would be over the horizon by nightfall, and could duck behind any one of a dozen islands to hide. She let a low chuckle bubble up her throat at the thought of it; she’d stolen one of the sea witch’s own ships, and wreaked havoc with the emperor’s armada. The emperor would not take kindly to losing his flagship, and would have no one to blame but Cynthia Flaxal.

“You would have been proud, Captain Bloodwind,” Sam said to the wind, laughing at her pursuers.

With some minor adjustments to the sails, the ship balanced beautifully. She tied off the wheel and went down into one of the hulls, searching for anything she could find to bandage her leg or ease her thirst. She found only sailcloth, cordage, some carpenter’s tools, a bucket, a few half-empty pots of resin, a cask of nails and an empty barrel. The other hull yielded even less.

Glancing behind, satisfied that she was still pulling away from her pursuit, she settled down in the cockpit and stripped off her salt-crusted and blood-sodden clothes. She tied a bit of line around the handle of the bucket and dipped water from the sea, soaking her shirt, trousers and the long strip of cloth that she’d used to bind her breasts as part of her disguise. Then she scrubbed herself as best she could with her seawater-soaked shirt. The salt stung in her cuts; a few of them were deep enough to require stitching, if only she had a needle and thread. She only dabbed at the ugly wound in her leg, not wanting to make it bleed again.

Shivering as the wind blew over her damp skin, but certainly cleaner, she sat down with a pot of resin and an old brush that was crusty with dried resin and paint. She opened the pot and used a wood chisel to peel off the dried skin atop the resin, then dipped the brush and, gritting her teeth, she painted over her shallow cuts. The stuff stung like fire, but it would stop them from bleeding and she thought it might help keep them from going septic. The wound that worried her was the ragged puncture through her calf. It had bled freely for a while, which might save her, but she didn’t want to bet her life on it. The problem was, she had no way to clean it properly without it bleeding again, and she’d already lost quite a bit of blood. If she passed out, she was done for. She dabbed resin on the entry and exit wounds and wrapped her leg with a pad of sailcloth and more strips from her bedraggled shirt. She would have to find someplace to go ashore; she needed food, water and a fire if she was going to live to see her pirate family again.

Now dry and with her wounds tended as best she could, she rested for a bit and studied the ship’s rig, amazed at the Manta’s sailing abilities. Once the sails were balanced she barely had to touch the wheel, save for when a gust blew her off course. The stiff, jerky ride was something she’d have to get used to, though. Another glance confirmed that she was leaving Peggy’s Dream behind, and she grinned at the thought of outrunning a schooner.

“You’ll make a fine corsair, Manta,” she said, patting the wheel affectionately. She leaned back and let her eyes sag shut, resting while she could. She would need all her strength if she was going to live to see another day.

≈

“Can’t we go any faster?” Norris asked. He stared at Manta’s receding sail, squeezing the port-side rail until his hands blanched white.

“I be sorry, sir Count, but we’re doin’ all we can.” Chula looked up at the full spread of canvas, really too much for this wind, and gauged the trim of the sails. All cargo and the entire crew had been crowded to the port side to decrease the ship’s heel; a few of the topmen even hung out to windward from the shroud deadeyes, spray lashing at their legs. Peggy’s Dream was throwing up an impressive bow wave and was probably making a solid fifteen knots, but still the two-hulled craft was pulling away.

“Dunno where she t’inks she be goin’,” Paska said, joining her husband near the count. “Dere ain’t not’in’ down dis way unless she gonna visit Vulture Isle.”

“She’ll try to give us de slip in de dark.” Chula squinted at the angle of the sun and gauging their speed. “At dat speed, she’ll be out of sight a’fore de sun go down, and near the Fathomless Reaches by daylight. She’ll maybe double back in de night or put in somewhere.”

“Will we be able to find her?” Norris asked, his stomach sinking.

“I won’t be lyin’ to ya, sir Count,” he said, his dark face grim. “It don’t look good.”

“We can try, can’t we?” Tim asked, looking up at Chula hopefully. “I mean we won’t give up, will we?”

“We’ll try, Tim,” Chula assured him with a smile. “We’ll sail down to Vulture Isle wi’ lookouts on de fore and maintop’s, den work our way back up in de daylight. Mayhap we’ll spot her tucked in some cove.”

“The chances?” asked Norris. He had always been a man who craved facts, even when they were painful ones.

“Not good, sir Count. She’s fasta, draws less wata, and has a shorta rig.” At the count’s questioning lift of an eyebrow, he explained. “She can go places we can’t, ova shallows and such, and wi’ oua tops’ls up, she’ll be seein’ us long a’fore we see her. Oua only chance is if it comes on to blow; dat’ll make her shorten sail. But dis time o’ year, a blow ain’t likely.”

Norris thanked him and gazed over the white capped swells to the south, toward the shrinking triangle of white that represented his daughter. He gripped Tim’s shoulder. “We’ll find her, Timothy. We’ll find her.”

≈

Chaser and Trident Holder Broadtail arrived on the scene of battle as the sun began its descent toward the western horizon. The floating debris had mostly been cleared by the tides — either washed up on shore or out to sea — or devoured by the scavengers of the sea. Even now a few lazy sharks and barracuda slipped through the water, looking for remains of mer and landwalker.

The hulks of the two warships lay upon the ocean bottom; one was nearly intact, the other a blackened hulk. The surviving mer were scavenging the wrecks, taking what they could use and leaving the rest for the wood-boring worms to devour. A huge heap of steel, bronze and copper lay in the sand, and school leaders were already assigning details to carry the valuable metal back to the home grotto to be reforged into useful items by their own blademages.

The foremost school leader snapped his tail in surprise when Broadtail confronted him.

*Trident Holder!* Blacktail signed, nodding in deference. “As you see, we are victorious! The two warships are destroyed, their crews slaughtered!*

*So I see,* Broadtail signed, sweeping his trident in an arc to indicate the hulk of the sunken Fire Drake. *This one bears signs of our victory, but the other…What fire burned this ship?*

*We do not know, Trident Holder,* Blacktail admitted. *Our plan was working; the smaller ship was foundering like a dying whale, and the other was coming into the shallows where we would attack. Then it just burst into flames, as if the gods smote it from above.*

*Perhaps Seamage Flaxal’s Heir was correct, and it is good to have a firemage for a friend,* Broadtail signed, remembering her words in the meeting grotto. *What of Eelback? Where is your warleader?*

*I do not know, Trident Holder. When I saw him last he had just dealt with the traitorous seamage. Surely he brought her back to our grotto. Tailwalker was with them. Did they not come to you?*

*They did not,* he signed, glancing at Chaser. The scout’s unbelievable tale was becoming easier to swallow. *You have not seen my son since the battle?*

*No, Trident Holder.* Blacktail’s gills twitched nervously. *Is something wrong?*

*Yes, Blacktail, there are a great many things wrong, but this is not the place to discuss them. Continue taking what can be used from the sunken ships and bring it home with you. There we will convene the school and decide what must be done.*

*Very well, Trident Holder,* Blacktail signed, returning to the formidable task of salvaging the wreckage.

Broadtail turned to the south, and Chaser followed. When they were out of sight of the school, the leader turned to Chaser with a grave posture, his fins slack and his gills clamped down tight.

*I must ask you to do something for me, Chaser, not as your Trident Holder, but as the father of your friend.*

*Anything, Trid — * He stopped in mid-sign, realizing what the request would be. *You want me to find them.*

*I want you to find my son, Chaser. Can you do it?*

*I will try, Broadtail,* he signed, touching the other’s hand in a gesture of friendship. *I do not promise, but I will try.*

*Thank you, Chaser. I free you of service to the school. Act as you will. Use our friends of the deep, your dolphin charges; whatever you need, take from my grotto.* He returned the hand clasp, his grip painful in its desperation. *Just find my son.*

≈

Cynthia Flaxal woke with the setting sun in her eyes and the rising tide lapping at her feet. She groaned at the aches in her shoulders and neck, at the gritty sand on her face, in her mouth, everywhere. She sat up and…it was too easy. Glancing down, she almost fell back in shock: she was no longer pregnant.

“Dear gods, no!” she cried, clutching her abdomen and frantically checking beneath her sodden sarong. There was nothing; no sign of blood or a miscarriage, and she felt no pain, no lingering ache that would suggest that she’d birthed a child. Panic surged through her and she lurched to her feet, casting about for a sign, some indication of what had happened to her.

Then she saw Quickfin, and her horror redoubled.

Her mer friend was tied to a driftwood stump not ten feet from her, his wrists lashed cruelly to the splayed roots, a gaping wound in his stomach.

She stumbled over to him and saw instantly that he was dead — if not from his wounds, then from his long exposure to air. She hoped, for his sake, that he had already been dead when they crucified him. Bewildered, she touched his face — the dry scales, the stiff flesh. Then she remembered the confrontation with Eelback, the attack, killing the warrior Sharkbite, and the blow that had knocked her unconscious.

Her hands drifted back down to her flat stomach and the enormity of her loss struck her. Her knees folded and she collapsed on the sand, rolling onto her side and curling into a fetal ball, shivering violently. Sobs of anguish tore at her throat, sounding to her own ears like the screams of a dying beast.

She had no idea how long she lay on the beach, though she vaguely remembered the sun vanishing in a mockingly beautiful display of fire and water. Several times she tried to get up, but could not find within herself the strength or will to continue breathing, much less sit. Finally, when the stars began to twinkle on the darkening veil of the night, she stirred and managed to push herself up. Through the agony of her loss, one question burned through to the surface.

Why?

She could think of no rationale for what the mer had done to her. She was sure that they had indeed done something; she had not birthed her child naturally. If they thought she had betrayed them, why not simply kill her? To abort her pregnancy, then heal her and cast her ashore…It made no sense. It seemed that nothing the mer did made sense to her. Surely they must know that she would come for them, that she would not give up until she had vengeance. Or did they believe that her constant lobbying for peace meant that she was a coward? She remembered those present at the attack; Eelback and his cronies she would have expected, but Kelpie and Tailwalker? Had their friendship been a lie? As confused as she was, the feeling was slowly burned away by a blazing rage that started in the pit of her stomach and grew until she was flushed with its heat. If they expected her to just slink back to her island, they would be greatly surprised when she brought the full power of the sea down on them to crush their city. To oppose her was one thing; to kill her baby was a sin they would sorely regret. She would find out who was responsible for this, and they would pay for her loss.

Then Feldrin’s merry, dark eyes flashed into her thoughts, and she despaired anew. Their loss…Feldrin had so dearly anticipated the arrival of their child; she knew how deeply his wrath could delve and she dreaded his response. She wondered if his anger would consume him, if he would still love her, if their relationship would survive this…Would he blame her?

The thought was unbearable; she had lost her baby, she could not stand to lose Feldrin as well. She resolved to go to him immediately, tell him of the horror that had occurred, and promise to make it right, whatever it took.

She looked north, then south, and knew exactly where she was. The glowing smoke plume rising to the south was Fire Isle, and the fainter one just to the north was Plume Island; therefore, she was on Tar Isle. She waded into the water and let the sea’s comforting embrace soothe her and its caress wash away her tears as she urged the waves to bring her home.

≈

In the waning light of day, Manta approached a shallow gap in a reef on the windward side of an island; which island, Sam wasn’t exactly sure. Fatigue and thirst muddled her mind, and she’d lost track of her position. She had passed Fire Isle long ago, though she could still see its glow to the northwest, but she was unfamiliar with these mountainous southern islands. She’d spotted the lagoon by chance, and rejoiced to see the thin silvery trail of a waterfall up on the mountain’s green slope — fresh water. So, she’d aimed Manta’s bows for a gap in the reef, trimmed her sails and prayed to Odea that it was deep enough.

The trades were kicking up an eight-foot swell and huge breakers crashed on the reef to either side, but the white water showed well enough where the deeper water ran through the gap. Manta shot through on the crest of a swell, the coral flying past beneath her for a heartbeat. Sam laughed out loud as the amazing vessel settled onto the clear, calm waters of the lagoon.

Sam brought the bows into the wind and slacked all the halyards, limping to the foredeck to furl the forestaysail and jibs. Her leg hurt even worse now. She needed to get ashore, light a fire, collect some water and find something to eat.

She let the ship drift toward the beach with the wind, using a wood chisel on a string for a lead line to gauge the depth. When the beach was less than a stone’s throw away, she dropped the anchor and let out the rode, easing the vessel back to a stop. The trade winds howled across the deck, pulling hard on the anchor, but it set well in the sand and held the ship firmly with her transoms just off the beach.

Sam grabbed what she needed and put it all in the empty water barrel, peeling out of her salt-caked clothes before easing into the water. Her feet struck the sand before her head went under, and she waded ashore with the barrel. The thin trickle of a stream cut through the beach, and she knelt right in its shallow flow, dug out a little pool with her ravaged hands, then let it fill before dipping her face and drinking her fill. The water had a mineral tang that was strange, but it was fresh, and she drank until she could hold no more.

There was driftwood aplenty on the beach, but she knew a fire in the open could be seen for miles. She pushed through the undergrowth into the jungle until she found a clear space under a huge banyan tree that shielded her from view on all sides, and she set to work.

She dragged together dead wood until she had a small pyre, then lit a fire using the oil from a lamp and a tinderbox she’d found in the box of tools. She filled the bucket from the stream and sat it in the sand close to the fire, then tore the linen cloth that had wrapped her torso into strips and put them in the water. The iron marlinspike from the toolbox went into the coals, the large flat end sticking out on the sand. Sam sat and tried to rest, turning the bucket occasionally so it wouldn’t catch fire as the water heated and the spike began to glow a dull red. Then she unwrapped the sodden bandage on her leg.

The wound was bad, the flesh around both openings puffy, red and warm to the touch. Sam had seen enough bad wounds to know that if she didn’t clean it out, she’d die. She wished there had been a bottle of rum on the Manta to give her courage for what she was about to do. She took a strip of cloth from the hot water, wrung it out and soaked it in resin, then folded one end over a long, thin wood chisel that she first held in the flames. She put the tip of the chisel to the larger of the two gaping holes in her leg, put a stick between her teeth and bit down hard, then pushed the cloth through the wound.

She screamed, but the sound was muffled by the stick in her mouth. When the tip of the bloody cloth showed through the other side, she gripped it with a pair of pliers and withdrew the chisel. Blood and thick, greenish pus flowed freely from the wound, which was good. She had to clean it out, and short of slicing open her calf, this was the only way.

Sam drew the resin-soaked strip of cloth through the wound, gritting her teeth and blinking back tears. Her head swam and she took a deep breath, quelling the well of darkness that threatened to drown her. When the last of the cloth was through, and clean blood flowed from the wound, she cast the bloody mess into the fire and gripped the hot marlinspike with the pliers.

Now for the fun part, she thought without a hint of humor, steeling herself before applying the tip of the glowing hot metal to the wound. She bit down on the stick again, aligned the spike as carefully as she could, and thrust it through the hole in her leg.

Flesh hissed and she screamed through the gag in her mouth, but the bleeding stopped and she was able to pull the hot spike free before darkness overwhelmed her.

≈

“Shambata Daroo!” the cry from the entryway to the keep snapped Camilla from her doze. “The Mistress comes! She returns!”

Camilla stood and rubbed the sleep from her eyes, checking Feldrin quickly as the muttering voices neared the big double doors to the feasting hall. Mouse roused from his position on Feldrin’s chest and sat up, yawning. Camilla smoothed her dress as the doors swung wide.

“Cynthia, it’s — ” Camilla froze, stunned speechless, her eyes fixed on Cynthia’s flat abdomen.

Mouse fluttered aloft, his eyes wide. He drifted over to his mistress but did not land on her shoulder. Instead, he hovered, his gaze flickering from her abdomen to her face and back. “Bebe?” he chirped, eyes questioning.

“How is he, Cammy?” She ignored Mouse, and Camilla’s stare, and closed the distance to the table where Feldrin lay. His right leg, or what remained of it, was propped up on a pile of pillows; the leg ended at the knee, the stump swathed in bandages.

“He’s alive,” Camilla managed, stirring herself and forcing her gaze away from Cynthia’s midsection. “If fever doesn’t set in, he’ll make it.”

Cynthia rested a hand on Feldrin’s chest, her eyes questing up and down his supine form. Camilla could see the strain in her friend, the faint quiver in her hand, her stance swaying with fatigue. She had no idea what had befallen the seamage, but she could see that she had erected a wall of stoicism around herself like a suit of armor.

“How are you?” she asked, knowing by the woman’s manner that she risked rebuke, but also knowing that Cynthia needed someone to ask that question.

“I’ll live,” she said, turning to regard her friend. “What happened?”

“The emperor’s flagship fired on Orin’s Pride. Johansen was killed, and Feldrin and several others were injured.” Camilla reached out to Mouse, and the seasprite landed on her wrist. “Mouse saved Feldrin’s life. Helped him get a tourniquet around his leg before he bled out. Then Edan set fire to the emperor’s flagship.”

That got Cynthia’s attention.

“He didn’t…”

“He burned her to the waterline and killed everyone aboard. More than a thousand men, Cyn, and he laughed about it. At least that’s what Horace said.” Camilla’s tone was flat. “Horace knocked him out and chained him in the hold before he could do any more damage. When he came to, Horace told him that if he burned the ship, he’d drown. He’s been quiet since then.”

“And Feldrin?” Cynthia asked, her eyes returning to the sleeping Morrgrey. “Does he know?”

“About the Clairissa? No.”

“No, I mean…” she nodded to his amputated leg.

“Dura and Jimijo, the native herbalist, did the surgery. I’ve never seen anyone with hands like that dwarf! She cleaned up the leg as if she was doing carpentry. He came to a bit after, just kind of smiled and said, ‘I suppose that’s why the gods gave me two,’ and went back to sleep.”

Cynthia coughed a bark of tearful laughter and sighed, caressing Feldrin’s face with the back of her hand. “Bloody jokester.” She pulled over a chair and sat down. “I’ll stay with him, Cammy,” she said, turning to her and smiling, tears streaking her cheeks. “Thank you. I want to talk to you about…everything, but not right now.”

“I’ll be here when you need me, Cyn,” she said, resting her hand on Cynthia’s shoulder. Mouse hopped over and sat on the seamage’s shoulder, tucking his head under the crook of her jaw. Camilla turned and walked away. She managed to make it out of the room and close the door before her grief overcame her.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Love and Sorrow

Cynthia woke from a deep sleep to the sensation of Feldrin’s thick fingers running through her hair. She stirred and straightened, plagued by pains from sleeping in the chair, and stretched. Her gut wrenched at the sight of Feldrin’s leg propped up on pillows. Memories returned in an anguished flood, and she felt a dark emptiness centered in her belly. Her eyes met his and a thousand unspoken words passed between them.

Somehow, he knew. She could see it in his eyes; pain that had nothing to do with his own injury, so much deeper than the loss of a limb.

“G’mornin’, love,” he said, cupping her cheek in one huge hand. “I was a mite worried about ya.”

“Feldrin,” she began, the pain in her own voice speaking volumes. “The baby…our baby…”

“It was the mer did it, wasn’t it?” he asked, a hint of the anger she’d expected edging the weariness in his tone.

“Yes,” she said, closing her eyes and letting the tears flow. “But I don’t know why they didn’t just kill me. I mean…”

“Well, I’ll have to thank ‘em fer that I guess, then, won’t I?”

She looked at him, astounded, unable to put the question to her lips: How could he say such a thing? He answered anyway.

“Love, as much as I wanted our child to be born, as much as I longed to watch that bit of you and me grow up, I love you more. They took our child from us, and I’ll never forgive ‘em for it, but they didn’t take you, and they could have. I don’t know what to make of it, and I intend to find out why, but fer right now, I’ve got ya back, and that’s enough.”

She stared at him for a moment, tears running down her face, and she could only think one thing: She did not deserve this man. He had given her his all and she had returned nothing, yet still he loved her.

“Marry me,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “Marry me right now. I don’t want anything more to do with the mer. They can rot in all Nine Hells for all I care. All I want is you, Feldrin Brelak. I want to wake up next to you every morning for the rest of my life, wherever you go.”

He cupped her face in his huge hands and smiled at her, that incongruously boyish smile of his. “Aye, lass. Aye…”

And that was all she wanted to hear.

≈

Sleep fled Sam’s mind, replaced by a wave of sheer terror.

She didn’t know what had woken her, but she knew — absolutely knew — that something was watching her.

Momentarily frozen by her horror, she realized that the usual sounds of the jungle were absent; there were no bugs buzzing, no nocturnal animals skittering through the brush. But she heard…something, a heavy, wet sound without a steady cadence, as if many large animals were breathing at the same time. Yes! That was it! And they were all around her.

She let one eye open a tiny crack. The fire had died to a low bed of coals, and her sight slowly adjusted, In the embers’ glow, she could see their eyes. Dozens of them, just out of the light, watching her every breath.

She flexed her hands minutely and felt something hard and cold in her left palm. She longed for the feel of the hilt of her cutlass, but instead identified the head of the marlinspike she had used to cauterize her leg. She tightened her grip on the foot-long iron spike and stilled her mind. She had not bothered to clothe herself when she came ashore, more concerned with tending her wound than any inane idea of modesty. Her cutlass was with her clothes, beside the barrel just beyond her feet. If she moved quickly she could get it, but to what end? Whatever they were, if there were dozens of them, she had little chance of defeating them all, though she might fight her way free to the Manta.

The thought gave her confidence; however ridiculous, she had a plan.

Then one of them moved, a foot rustling in the bed of leaves under the banyan tree, and she knew that if she did not act now, she would die.

The next footfall was right beside her and she jerked away reflexively. The impact of something heavy fell where her head had been. She rolled and reached for her cutlass but her attacker was faster; a foot came down on the sheathed blade, pinning it to the sand. A hand grasped her hair, and her head was wrenched back far enough that she was looking right up at him in the fire’s dying light.

He was huge, as dark as the night and festooned with raised scars and bits of bone that pierced the skin of his thighs, chest, neck, arms and face. A necklace of finger bones and teeth rattled when he moved, and the realization that the bones were human gripped Sam like a cold hand on her neck. Her attacker grinned down at her, his dark lips pulling back from teeth filed to sharp points, looking for all the world like the maw of a shark. He drew back his other hand, and she saw the two-foot hardwood club studded with sharpened obsidian. One blow from that would take her head right off her shoulders.

She reacted without thought, driving up her free hand, plunging the tip of the marlinspike into him just below the sternum. His triumphant grin vanished and the gruesome club fell from his nerveless fingers. As he fell backward, the bloody marlinspike slipped from its warm sheath, freeing a torrent of blood that drenched her hand.

Sam surged to her feet, jerking the cutlass free from its scabbard and sweeping it in a broad arc, the bloody marlinspike still in her left hand. The others had not entered the meager sphere of light offered by the bed of coals. She turned a full circle, glaring at the glowing motes of their eyes. There were too many of them; there was no way out. Whichever way she turned, eyes stared at her from the darkness.

Why haven’t they shot me? she thought, knowing that the cannibalistic tribes of the southern Shattered Isles used poison darts to subdue their prey. Here she was, an easy target, and they had not fired.

A low murmur in an incomprehensible tongue whispered through the jungle around her, the voices hushed, tremulous, frightened.

Frightened of me? she thought, wondering how she could possibly instill fear in anyone, standing naked in the ruddy firelight, even if she did have weapons. What in her could they find alarming? She glanced down at herself and caught her breath; the dabs and strokes of resin that she’d applied on her wounds had darkened and shone against her skin like streaks of blood. A gust rattled the limbs of the giant banyan over her head and a thought surged into her mind as if gifted from the gods.

She kicked the pot of resin into the dying fire and the volatile concoction burst into flames. She thrust her bloody hand into the air as the flames illuminated her, and she shouted, “I am the Daughter of Bloodwind!”

Murmurs broke out around her. The watchers’ faces were suddenly illuminated by the fire before their arms raised to shield their eyes. White bone ornaments shone against their dark skin, the even whiter irises of their eyes glaring stark against their faces. The murmurs subsided with the flames, and the crowd of cannibals — young and old, gaunt and round, tall and short — edged from their jungle hiding places. All were armed with obsidian knives and clubs, and festooned with the ornamentation of their past meals. Skulls and jawbones hung from leather thongs at their waists. Finger bones and vertebrae clattered around necks and wrists. Everywhere they were pierced with shards of white, through ears, brows, lips, breasts and the men’s phalluses.

An older male stepped forward, a curved wedge of serrated obsidian in his gnarled old fist. He stood over the man she’d killed, staring for a moment before bringing the dagger down in a single deft stroke, opening the fallen man like a gutted fish.

Sam stared in horror as he thrust his other hand into the pulsing viscera, withdrawing the man’s heart; another deft stroke freed it from its grisly home. He held the quivering organ up into the light, extending it out to her like an offering, but she could only stare at him. Then he brought the heart to his mouth and plunged his sharpened teeth into it, tearing off a bite of the still-warm flesh. Sam gagged, watching him swallow. Gore dripped from his chin. She stared in shock as he held the bloody organ out to her once more.

“Caratha!” he said, and she knew exactly what the word meant.

And she knew what she had to do, if she hoped to survive.

Sam dropped the marlinspike into the sand beside the fire, reached out and took the bloody piece of meat from his hand. Staring into the old man’s eyes, she brought the twitching mass to her mouth and sank her teeth into it, ripping off a chunk. She swallowed forcefully, then her eyes widened at the most astonishing thing: it had tasted good, like a rare piece of beef, warm and tender…

Oh, gods of the Nine Hells, what have I become? She let the piece of flesh drop from her hand.

The throng of cannibals shouted to the starry sky, throwing wood onto the fire and shrieking their elation, for they knew what she was.

She was one of them.

≈

Cynthia Flaxal and Feldrin Brelak stood upon the afterdeck of Peggy’s Dream, their backs to the taffrail. Cynthia wore a sea-blue sarong and her hair flowed over her shoulders. She glanced at Feldrin and thought that he had never looked so handsome, in his formal dark blue merchant captain’s coat with gold braids on his broad shoulders. One polished boot and one teak peg with a four-pointed bronze cap peeked from beneath the long navy trousers. She clasped his hand even more tightly, though they had hardly let go of one another for the last three days. They had debated the wisdom of holding the ceremony so soon after the horrific events, but the healer that Chula brought back from Vulture Island had mended Feldrin’s leg sufficiently that he could be fitted with the peg, and neither of them wanted to wait another day.

Chula stood before them as acting ship’s captain, fidgeting in a dark blue jacket of his own. Camilla had even coaxed him into wearing trousers, which Paska had said made him look silly. Chula hadn’t cared; he’d said he would have worn a coat of sea drake scales had he been told it was necessary for this occasion. Camilla stood next to Cynthia as her maid of honor. Beside her was Count Norris, who would leave for Tsing on Peggy’s Dream the next morning, to explain to the emperor the unbelievable chain of events that had led to the loss of the flagship Clairissa, and the warship Fire Drake. Tim would go, too, and Camilla would accompany them as Cynthia’s formal representative.

The crowd filled the deck of the schooner and spilled out onto the stone pier; all their friends, every soul on the island, was attending the wedding, save for one, who was still chained in the hold of Orin’s Pride. Cynthia’s quick twinge of guilt was soon forgotten as the ceremony began.

“We’re all gatha’ed here,” Chula began, his pearly teeth flashing, “to join togeda dis man and dis woman, who have been carryin’ on as man an’ wife fer near two yeahs anyway,” the crowd of sailors, natives, and imperial guests laughed raucously, “in a state of matrimony unda Odea’s eyes.”

Cynthia barely heard Chula’s words, so caught up was she gazing at her husband-to-be, and only when it was time for her to recite her vows was she able to focus. They exchanged their gold wedding bands, presented to them by a very formally dressed Mouse, who beamed as if he would burst right out of his gossamer-crystal wings.

“An’ so,” Chula concluded, “if dere ain’t a soul here who has some reason, and de plums to say it in public, why dese two shouldn’t be wed, I’ll be pronouncin’ you man an’ — ”

Something large splashed right behind the nearly wedded couple, and they whirled.

“It’s a mer! Look!” someone on the pier shouted, pointing at a tail that lashed the water’s surface.

“Bloody hells!” Feldrin swore, reaching for the dress cutlass at his hip.

He didn’t have time to draw the weapon.

In the blink of an eye, the air over Scimitar Bay solidified into burgeoning clouds — whirling, dark, angry billows that rumbled with thunder. Wind crashed from the mountain top over their shoulders and across the water, kicking up whitecaps. And the water answered, rising up in a flash to Cynthia’s hand and lashing out in a maelstrom, snapping up the mer who had dared to interrupt this one moment of solace.

There was only one mer, and it was now held harmless in her column of spinning water. Cynthia turned back to the stunned Chula. “Finish it!”

“I, uh, yes.” Chula straightened his jacket, sheathed his cutlass and calmed the frightened crowd with a gesture. “If any man, woman…or creature of da sea is foolish enough to bring up any stupid reason why Cynthia and Feldrin shouldn’t be man and wife, say so, and may Odea have mercy on ya.”

Silence reigned, save for the tumult of rushing water and the rumble of thunder overhead.

“Den, as captain of dis here ship, I pronounce ya man and wife! Now kiss de woman and let’s gaff dis bloody fish!”

Feldrin turned to her and drew her into his broad arms, planting a kiss on her lips that cleared the skies and calmed the winds. The tornado of water that held the single mer imprisoned wobbled a bit, but did not collapse. When he released her, they exchanged a long look, then turned to their unwelcome guest.

The waters of the bay calmed, and the spinning maelstrom slowed and shrank until the disoriented mer within it was held in a still pillar of glistening seawater directly off the transom of the ship.

“Chaser!” Cynthia said, making a series of signs with her hands, shoulders, head and legs. *Why do you intrude here, Chaser? After what was done to me, no mer is welcome here!*

*The mer did not take your child, Seamage Flaxal,* he signed slowly, regaining his wits. *Eelback was acting outside The Voice when he did this.*

“What’s he bloody sayin’?” Feldrin snapped, his hand resting menacingly on the pommel of the sword at his hip.

“He says that the mer did not take my baby, but…” Cynthia wrinkled her brow and signed, *You signed ‘took,’ not ‘killed’, Chaser, and you called me Seamage Flaxal, not Seamage Flaxal’s Heir. Explain this!*

*Your son lives, Seamage Flaxal,* he signed with a gesture of submission.

Cynthia staggered, and the column of water wavered and nearly collapsed. Only Feldrin’s strong arm kept her from falling to the deck.

“What, love? Wha’d he say?” Feldrin glared at the mer as Chaser cringed.

“He says our baby, our son, is alive!”

“Son?” Feldrin said amid the murmurs and exclamations of the amassed crowd. “Our son?”

“Yes, he…I’m sorry, but let me get to the bottom of this.” He nodded to her and she turned back to Chaser, her features grim. *If you sign falsely, Chaser, I will crush your home grotto to sand.*

*I do not sign falsely, Seamage Flaxal! Eelback took The Heir to Akrotia. He seeks to use your bloodline to bring it back to life!*

*Akrotia? What is that? Your sign means nothing to me.*

*Akrotia was a city, Seamage Flaxal. A great living city of mer and landwalkers, built and inhabited by both for many thousands of seasons, long ago. But the city died! The landwalker who had given himself to Akrotia became ill, and when he died, Akrotia died with him. None came forth to take his place, and the mer said this was treason. No mer could take his place; no mer has the gift, your gift.*

*Gift? You mean no mer can become a seamage?* Chaser gestured the affirmative and hung there, waiting. *And they want to use my child, my son, for this?*

*Yes, Seamage Flaxal. It is the only reason that makes sense.*

*But I saw Kelpie and Tailwalker with them! Did they also seek to resurrect this city using my son?*

*I do not know Kelpie’s mind on this, Seamage Flaxal, but Tailwalker was taken against his will. They have your son; he is alive, and they go to Akrotia.* He made a gesture of helplessness. *The rest is supposition.*

*Supposition?* she signed, her anger returning. *You don’t know? How do you know my son lives?*

*Our allies, the deep dwellers, helped me track the Seamage Flaxal’s Heir,* he signed, posturing submission again. *Trident Holder Broadtail consulted with them, asked their help. The dolphins and I followed his scent with their aid. They go to where Akrotia lies, where no mer goes, where no landwalker goes. There can be only one reason to take The Heir to Akrotia, Seamage Flaxal.*

She stared at him for a moment, her mind whirling with questions which she knew he could not, or would not answer. There was one question, however, that she could ask: *Why do you sign this to me, Chaser? Why would the mer tell me this?*

*The mer know your anger, Seamage Flaxal,* he signed, his colors shifting submissively. *If you blamed all mer for the loss of son, you would destroy us.*

Cynthia smiled with sudden realization; this sounded more like mer logic, mer reasoning. *So you told me it was not your fault to save your lives. Is that right?*

*Yes, that is right, Seamage Flaxal. We submit to you. We do not want you to hate us.*

*And what of your attack on the landwalker ships, Chaser. Should I not blame you for that as well?*

*That was the will of The Voice, Seamage Flaxal; we could not disobey it!* He swished his tail in discomfort, and signed, *Though it seems now that Eelback’s persuasion of the mer was to manipulate the decision of The Voice for his own ends. He wanted the attack to happen as you returned from the burning island, to lure you into acting against us, against The Voice. In his mind, this justified his attack on you, though not the taking of your heir.*

Cynthia staggered a step back, glaring at Chaser in shock. “They manipulated me,” she said, turning to Feldrin. “One of the mer manipulated all the others into deciding to attack the warships, to provoke me. It was all just a ploy! All he wanted was our son, Feldrin!”

“But why?” the Morrgrey asked, still glaring at the mer. “Why take our son?”

“They, not all of them, but some of them, want to use our son to bring some kind of a dead city back to life. I’m not sure what he’s talking about, something built by the mer and land — er, I mean humans, a long time ago.”

“Bring a city back to life? What the bloody…”

“Not humans,” another voice interrupted. Both of them turned, and Cynthia was astonished to see Ghelfan step from the crowd and nod. “Elves built the city with the mer, Cynthia. The legend of Akrotia is rarely spoken of by my elvish ancestors. It happened eons ago, before humans even came to this land. The city was built by magic, enchanted to become a living thing, at the cost of a life. At the cost of the life of a seamage.”

“And now this mer intends to use our son to bring the thing back to life?” Feldrin glared, his features darkening with his anger. “I don’t believe it! Why him? Why us?”

“Odea’s gifts are not bestowed upon the mer,” Ghelfan explained. He looked slightly uncomfortable. “The agreements between the mer and the elves became strained as the population of Akrotia grew. The mer insisted that the city be expanded to accommodate even more of them, and the elves refused. The city became overcrowded with mer and they became unreasonable, aggressive, violent. Disease burned through their population, killing thousands, and the seamage who was bound to Akrotia became ill. When he died, Akrotia died. The elves would not sacrifice another to prolong agreements that they deemed unwise to begin with, and abandoned Akrotia. The mer have never forgiven us for this.”

“But it hasn’t happened yet,” Feldrin said, his hand flexing on the hilt of his sword. “They haven’t done this…thing yet.”

“I don’t know, Feldrin.” She turned to Chaser. *When will Eelback sacrifice my son to make this happen, Chaser?*

*I do not know when, Seamage Flaxal. The scrolls speak of proper conditions for this to happen, but since none has ever considered the possibility of it, the scrolls with the knowledge have gone unread for a long time.*

*Bring the scrolls to me! At once!* she ordered, a flicker of hope kindling in her soul.

*I cannot, Seamage Flaxal. Eelback has the scrolls.*

“Bloody mer logic!” Cynthia swore, then turned to Feldrin. “They don’t know when it will happen, and the scrolls with the information are with the ones who stole our son.”

“I could ask the elves,” Ghelfan suggested, “but that would take time. They will not volunteer the information readily.”

“We can’t wait,” Cynthia said. “We have to try to get him back, Feldrin. We have to go as soon as we can!”

“Bloody right, we do!” He turned to Horace. “I want the Pride ready to sail in twenty-four hours! Load her with as many provisions as she’ll carry! Rig for action, and take any volunteers who’ll go.”

Cynthia turned to Chula. “Ready Peggy’s Dream as well.” At his salute she turned to Camilla and Count Norris. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to stay here until we return. My son…”

“We will remain here, of course,” the count said, his eyes flicking to Camilla, then to Tim. “If the emperor sends another ship, we will treat with them.”

“Do what you have to do, Cynthia,” Camilla said, taking her hands and squeezing them. “We’ll be fine. Go.”

“Thank you, Cammy.” She embraced her friend, then turned to Ghelfan. “I can’t compel you to help me in this, my friend, but if you would come, I’d welcome your knowledge of Akrotia.”

“I will come, Mistress Cynthia,” he said with a bow, turning to lay a hand on Dura’s shoulder. “Dura can take care of things here in my absence.”

“Very good. Thank you,” she said, turning to address the entire crowd. “Thank you all! The schooners will leave tomorrow if all is ready. Let’s make it that way!”

The crowd cheered and dispersed, shouting for supplies and weapons.

Cynthia turned to Chaser, and signed, *The mer will help me find my son.* It was not a question, not a plea, but not quite a command, either. *Where is Akrotia?*

*Broadtail will send mer to help you, to guide you and to fight if necessary,* he replied. *Akrotia lies far away to the south and west of the trench south of the isles.*

*The Sea of Lost Ships,* she signed, referring to the vast, windless gyre of floating weed that dominated the center of the Southern Ocean. *We will leave on tomorrow’s tide, Chaser. Have the mer who will guide us come here, but I think only a few will be necessary.* She gestured to the amassed natives busily loading supplies onto both schooners. *We have plenty to fight, though I can’t imagine Eelback has many to oppose us.*

*He may have allies,* Chaser signed, his posture indicating caution. *Our deep-dwelling allies say he has many friends among the other races.*

*Very well.* She wondered what Eelback had promised to gain such friends. *Send the mer here in the morning. We will be ready.* At his sign of assent she released him, allowing the water to spill back into Scimitar Bay. She stared after him as he swam away, starting at a light touch on her arm.

“Oh, Cammy! Sorry, my mind is a little muddled.”

“Understandable, all things considered,” her friend said, her countenance restrained. “But there’s one more thing you need to consider before you go.”

“Only one?” Her bark of laughter sounded strained even to her own ears. She was straining hard just to hold herself together; what else could go wrong? “What is it?”

“What about Edan?” Camilla said, some of the old fear in her voice.

“I’ll talk to Edan,” Cynthia said, her resolve strengthening. “I’ve got a use for him.”

Epilogue

Freeing the Demons

Cynthia and Feldrin edged their way through the bustle of activity into the hold of Orin’s Pride, past the provisions, weapons, sailcloth and sweating sailors to the small nook that had been set aside for their unwilling guest. As far as Cynthia was concerned, having seen the inside of Bloodwind’s dungeon, the accommodations could barely be considered a hardship. They’d rigged a cot and brought his belongings from Horace’s cabin, and even rigged a place to hang Flicker’s cage. The only indications that Edan was a prisoner were the iron bands around his ankles, linked by a chain through an eyebolt set in one of the ship’s frames.

That and the glare from the young man’s eyes as they approached.

“Hello, Edan,” Cynthia said, trying to keep her tone easy, though there was not going to be anything easy about this.

“I’d like to know why I’m chained down here,” he said, his eyes flicking back and forth between them. “I didn’t do anything wrong. That ship fired on us. If I hadn’t put fire on them, they’d have killed us all! The bo’sun was already dead, and Captain Brelak was bleeding to death! I would have thought you’d thank me for — ” His eyes widened suddenly. “You had your baby?”

“No, Edan, I didn’t.” Cynthia’s tone was no longer easy, and her eyes were hard as flint. “The mer took my baby, but we’ll get to that in a moment.”

“The mer…” The shock on his face would have warranted laughter had the situation been less dire.

“As to the reason you’re chained down here, Horace thought it best, and I agree with his judgment. You killed over a thousand men, Edan, and destroyed the emperor’s flagship. And you laughed about it. Don’t you think that is reason enough to restrain you?”

“No,” he said, his mien transforming from shock to confusion. “They were going to kill us! I just prevented it, the only way I could.”

Cynthia opened her mouth to respond, but Feldrin’s hand on her arm held her back.

“Cyn, please, let me.” His calm tone surprised her. “You were scared, lad, and you reacted just about like I expected you would, but ya gotta understand that you started a war here. They attacked us because that crazy girl fired our catapult, which was my fault fer loadin’ the thing in the first place. The Pride coulda taken another salvo without sinkin’, and sailed right outta range. It mighta cost a few lives, but we wouldn’t be in our current pickle. What ya don’t understand is that Horace didn’t flatten you and chain you down here because you burned the Clairissa, but because you were cacklin’ like some kind of lunatic when you’d just killed twelve hundred men!”

“I didn’t laugh because of that!” he snapped, jumping to his feet. Cynthia took an involuntary step back, the heat of his rising power hitting her like a wall. “I just…I don’t know. The fire was so…it just took hold of me. It felt so…so good!”

“That I can understand,” Cynthia empathized, “to a certain degree. And I’m prepared to unlock those chains if you agree to one thing.”

“What?” His tone was instantly wary — understandably, Cynthia thought. He had been trapped by their agreements before.

“The mer took our son, Edan. He’s alive, and they’ve taken him, though exactly why, we’re still trying to figure out.” Her voice was shaking now; the emotions she’d held tightly under control for days were hammering against her nerves. “We’re going after them. We’re going to get our son back, and I’m going to use every resource, every weapon and every advantage I have to do that.”

“And you want me to help.” His lips pressed together in a hard line of anger and suspicion.

“That’s right. I want you to help. I don’t know how, yet, but I know the mer fear you. They fear you even more than they fear me, which in my opinion is stupid, but I’ve given up trying to figure them out. We’re going to find our son, and we’re going to take him back, and you’re going to help us.”

“And if I refuse?”

Cynthia felt Feldrin tense, his temper flaring, but she put a hand on his arm. “Then you’ll be restrained in the keep until we return, and then you’ll be handed over to the emperor when he comes asking who destroyed their flagship.”

“Nice,” he said, glaring at them both. “Do you always do this to people you promise to help, or is it just me?”

“It’s just you, Edan,” she said. She refused to feel the slightest hint of guilt. The thought of his power, his fire, and his anger, made her shudder, but the mer feared him as well. She would use that fear. She would use any weapon she could find to get her son back. “You’re too unpredictable, and too powerful for us to simply let you go. I don’t really care what you think of us. You either agree to help us, or you don’t. It’s your choice.”

“Not much of a choice,” he said sullenly, his glare unabated.

“None of us has had much of a choice in this,” she countered, one hand unconsciously resting over her flat stomach. “I’ve given you more choice than I had.”

Edan glared at them both for a few uneasy breaths, then nodded. “Fine, I’ll help you. Now get these things off my ankles, will you?”

“First thing tomorrow morning, Edan,” she promised, a thin smile on her lips. “Once we’re well out to sea.”

≈

“You’re sure this is what you want, Timothy?” Emil Norris asked as they stood on the beach of Plume Isle, facing the crystal-clear waters of the lagoon.

“Yes, Father. I think it’s better this way.” He loosened the jesses from Samantha’s legs and removed her hood. She screeched at the sudden brightness, then settled down, so accustomed to standing on his arm that even with her legs free, she did not fret. Tim reached up and caressed one of her wings with the back of his hand, then flung up his arm, launching the osprey into the air.

The bird cried out and soared over the lagoon, unfettered for perhaps the first time in her life. Tim and Emil watched for a long time while the majestic bird flew circles over the lagoon. Finally, she swooped low over the reef. Her clawed feet plunged into the calm water and she came up with a colorful fish, yellow and blue, that flapped vainly to escape. Samantha flew low toward them, well-trained, returning to her master, but Tim did not raise his hand to receive her and she turned away, landing on a nearby stump. For a moment the raptor looked at him, then at the fish in her claws, then back several times. Finally she bent her head to feed, tearing off small bits of flesh one at a time, turning her head almost completely around to wrestle each morsel free. Tim and Emil watched her eat.

“Well, it’s done,” Tim said, dropping the jesses and hood into the sand. “She’s free.” He looked up at his father with tears in his eyes, but the strong trade winds dried them before they could spill over.

“Yes, it’s done,” Emil Norris agreed, clapping a hand on his son’s shoulder. He looked up at the bird once more before they turned away and began to climb the trail back over the ridge to Scimitar Bay. “I wonder if she’ll ever come back to us?”

“I don’t think so, Father,” Tim said. He looked over his shoulder one more time, but his gaze was focused far out to sea, not on the osprey. “Once they learn to feed themselves, they never come back.”

≈

The black of a moonless night hung like a shroud over the myriad cuts and passes through the Shattered Isles, dangerous waters for the unexperienced to navigate in the dark — but the galleon First Venture was captained by an experienced man. They sailed downwind just north of Fire Isle, its burning peak a perfect beacon. First Venture was a big ship, three masts and nearly seven hundred tons fully loaded, and between the winds filling her canvas and the following seas, she was making ten knots.

All eyes were forward, captain and mate side by side on the quarterdeck, gauging the angle of the wind, the sightings of the island to the south, and the distant roar of the surf to the north. They were in deep water and running well, but they were vigilant nonetheless.

But no one was watching behind the ship, and in the darkness, the black-on-black of the tarred hulls and canvas of Manta were virtually invisible. The two-hulled craft swooped out of the night like a great bird of prey, coming right up to the galleon’s transom and veering off at the last moment, her starboard bow missing the larger ship’s quarter by less than the height of a man.

Grapples of fire-hardened wood that trailed lines of braided and tarred bark were thrown from the covert ship, then pulled taut the moment they found purchase along First Venture’s bulwarks. The thunk of the grapples, along with the flap of black sails as Manta slowed, snapped the attention of the captain and crew from their course to the bizarre sight of the two-hulled black ship right next to them. Then dark shapes swarmed up over the side, obsidian knives and clubs lashing out to tear sinew, break bones, and shatter skulls. There were a few cries of alarm from the crew, but not a word from the deadly efficient attackers. They swarmed down hatches, climbed the rig, delved into every cabin and quietly cut down everyone aboard.

Finally, when silence reigned, the Manta’s captain came aboard and gave the order to cut the grapple lines. The two ships parted, the galleon continuing west until she could turn to the north, Manta following in her wake under reduced sail.

Sam surveyed the carnage, twitching a little at the sight of her new family entertaining themselves with one of the crew who wasn’t quite dead. The deck was slick with blood, but she didn’t notice. Her bare feet left a trail of prints as she entered the sterncastle and trundled down the steps.

She ignored the few signs of struggle below decks and the scent of cooking from the galley as she worked her way aft to the captain’s cabin. She opened the door carefully, squinting in the bright lamplight. The cabin was huge and well-appointed with upholstered seats, an expansive table, and a bed — not a bunk, but a real bed. Its four teak posts were built into the deck and the overhead both — an unbelievable extravagance, even for a ship’s captain.

She searched quickly, finding the ship’s strongbox without difficulty even though it was cunningly secreted in the captain’s chart table. She pulled it out and eyed the lock. Likely the captain had the key on his person, but she didn’t want to take the time to search all the bodies. She drew her cutlass and smashed the hasp of the lock with the pommel. Just as she thought, the screws holding the bronze hasp were not deeply set into the wood of the chest. Two more blows broke the hasp off, and the lock and hasp clattered over the lid as she flung it open. Neat bags arranged in rows made her smile. They jingled when she lifted them.

She stood to call for help hauling the gold up onto the deck, then stopped as she heard a sound, a soft sniff, from under the bed. She made a face and lifted the coverlet with the tip of her sword. A girl about Sam’s own age cowered there, wedged into a dark corner, her skirts drawn up around her knees.

“Hey there!” Sam called softly, sheathing her sword and smiling at the girl’s frightened features. “Hey, come on out of there. I won’t hurt you.” She showed the girl her empty hands, but wasn’t surprised when she didn’t come out immediately. “Come on, come on out. Are you the captain’s lady, then? Come on out. He’s up on deck.”

“He’s…he’s on deck?” The girl’s voice was a trembling squeak, barely audible. “He’s alive?”

“He’s fine,” Sam lied, extending a hand, coaxing the girl out. “Come on, you can see for yourself. I won’t hurt you. I know I must look a frightful sight, but I’ve been shipwrecked for months. Come on.”

The girl edged forward and took Sam’s hand, coming out from under the bed in a flurry of skirts and petticoats.

“There now, see?” she said, examining the girl for a moment. “So, you must be the captain’s lady, with fine clothes like that.”

“His…mistress,” she admitted, cringing at her own use of the word. “He keeps me aboard.”

“Oh? He doesn’t let you go ashore at all?” Sam wrinkled her brow.

“Only with him. He knows I’ll run away if…if he lets me go alone.”

“Well, I’ll set you free then! How’s that?” Sam said, gripping the girl by the shoulder. “Would you like to be free?”

“Would you?” the girl’s face lit up, her eyes widening. “C…could you?”

“Why sure! It’s easy! Here, let me show you.”

Bright blood sprayed from the girl’s throat behind the razor-sharp obsidian blade, painting Sam’s face in droplets of crimson. The girl’s eyes widened for a heartbeat, two, then faded as she collapsed to the deck.

“See?” Sam said, her tongue flicking out to taste the warm droplets on her face. “You’re free! I told you it was easy.” She licked the broad obsidian blade and sheathed it, bending to relieve the girl of the large ruby ring on her finger.

“Dying’s easy,” she said, her lips pulling back from her sharp, pointed teeth in a shark-like grin. “It’s living that hurts.”
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